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Sheena Allen is used to the double-takes when she
walks into the room during tech conferences.

African-American. Female. Mississippian. 
Few of the mobile app developers in the nation’s tech

hub scenes can check off all three categories.
But for Allen, the founder and CEO of Sheena Allen

Apps, with headquarters atCoalesce, a new cooperative
work space in downtown Jackson, these qualities make
her a triple threat.

“I have this thing I say to myself,” she says. “If
they’re going to look at me twice, I’m going to give them
a reason to look at me.”

“When I go to a conference, my whole point is to show
my business plan. When I walk into the room, I can’t
change the fact I’m a black female. But I want to get to a
point one day where there is a black person on Forbes
for something out-of-the-box. For most of us (African-
Americans) it’s (recognition for) sports and music.”

The inside of the building at 109 N. State St. is a work-
in-progress, but Allen likes it that way. She walks over to
an empty spot, which will have a desk in the near future,
and hunches over as if typing on a keyboard.

“Use your imagination,” she says.
When the Terry native left Mississippi in 2012, she

had the vision and the moxie to get to the next level.
Three years and six apps later, she’s returning with
more than 2 million downloads and a push to be a leader
in Mississippi’s emerging tech startup scene.

“I’m definitely not the same person I was before I
left.” “The elevation in the way you think is going to be
totally opposite,” she says of going out-of-state.

Allen wants to share that change in discourse with
budding developers in Mississippi.

“Unfortunately, everyone doesn’t have the support 
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A few weeks ago, I wrote about the possible dan-
gers from wireless baby monitors, which (due to
flaws in their security software and improper in-
stallation) could serve as an entry point for voyeurs
or people looking to steal information to commit iden-
tity theft. The explosion in the use of these seemingly
innocuous devices have led to calls of alarm from
many privacy advocates and Internet security ex-
perts.

But recently, another point of vulnerability in our
wireless world was exposed; certain wireless routers
sold for home use may pose similar threats if not
properly installed. Specifically, wireless routers made
by Taiwan-based ASUSTek were the subject of a Fed-
eral Trade Commission settlement, after a FTC in-
vestigation found they contained flaws that would
allow hackers easy access.

The routers, sold under the ASUS brand, came
with options to attach a hard drive to their routers to
allow users to — in effect — create their own “cloud”
storage devices, accessible over the Internet from
anywhere. The “AiCloud” and “AiDisk” features were
certainly convenient, but if you stored your sensitive
information — say, tax documents — on the drives,
they could be vulnerable. The FTC alleges that, in
February 2014, hackers did just that, using the de-

vices’ vulnerabilities to access connected storage
devices for nearly 13,000 consumers.

Under the FTC settlement announced this week,
the company will be required to “establish and main-
tain a comprehensive security program subject to
independent audits for the next 20 years.”

Many consumers just aren’t that tech-savvy, and if
you’ve just gotten your new router out of the box and
are eager to take it online, you might be tempted to
skip the portions of the setup menu filled with acro-
nyms like “WEP,” “WPA” or “WPA2.” And some rou-
ters may set the default value to something like “pass-
word,” which is easily accessible by your average
third-grader. But to be effective, the router’s security
settings need to be properly installed; it’s a good idea
to have it set up by somebody who understands it.

As the “Internet of Things” grows, creating an
increasing web of connections among objects and
services surrounding us, this problem needs serious
attention. “The Internet of Things is growing by leaps
and bounds, with millions of consumers connecting
smart devices to their home networks,” said Jessica
Rich, director of the FTC’s Bureau of Consumer Pro-
tection. “Routers play a key role in securing those 
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BOISE, Idaho — Solar-powered trackers on wings
have recorded California condors soaring to 15,000
feet, while locators attached to humpback whales have
revealed 1,000-foot dives to underwater mountains.
And GPS collars on Yellowstone grizzly bears are giv-
ing new insights into one of the most studied large car-
nivore populations in the world.

Technological advances in recent years have al-
lowed what could be the most inquisitive Earth dweller
of them all, humans, to invent ever more ingenious
tracking devices to find out what their fellow inhabit-
ants are up to.

“It’s a large field that’s developing very fast,” said
Alex Zerbini, a research biologist with the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s National
Marine Mammal Laboratory in Seattle. “There are
many types of tags being developed for many species of
marine animals.”

Scientists say the trove of information thanks to
ever smaller, tougher and more powerful tracking de-
vices is leading to discoveries that could be used to
make better wildlife and habitat management deci-
sions.

The devices are also revealing the secret lives of
hard-to-study animals.

For example, Zerbini said, scientists recently dis-
covered humpback whales diving to underwater moun-
tains on a regular basis, as well as making the dives dur-
ing migrations.

In Yellowstone National Park and the surrounding
area, more sophisticated tracking devices on grizzly
bears are providing information, notably on their abil-
ity to find food, that could be a factor in whether En-
dangered Species Act protections are lifted.

Scientists say whitebark pine, a key grizzly bear
food source, has been diminishing because of insect in-
festation, possibly traced to global warming. A recent
study aimed at finding out if grizzlies are finding a re-
placement food source used more advanced GPS col-
lars that could tell if a grizzly spending a long time in a
specific area was guarding a dead carcass or napping.

“We were actually able to determine differences in
the patterns between those types of activities,” said
Frank van Manen, leader of the Interagency Grizzly
Bear Study Team.

The results, he said, suggest grizzlies are relying
more on carcasses and less on whitebark pine in the fall
when the tree produces edible, high-calorie seeds just

as the bears are trying to pack on weight before hiber-
nation.

New information is also revealing the nuances of
how wildlife interact with the environment. California
condors soar high and land to feed on dead animals. But
why do they climb to nearly 3 miles above the earth?

Tracking data show that once the condors attain a
high altitude, they take a long downhill glide, sloping in
a specific direction toward a dead animal they’ve al-
ready fed on or to an area where they have found dead
animals in the past. One condor made a 70-mile flight,
traveling 210 miles in a single day.

Joseph Brandt, a wildlife biologist with the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service at the Hopper Mountain National
Wildlife Refuge in California, said wing flapping is in-
efficient for the birds that can weigh 25 pounds and
have wingspans of 10 feet. Instead, they use rising cur-
rents of heated air called thermals to gain altitude.

Tracking the birds suggests that flying conditions
might be the primary factor dictating where condors
live.

“Maybe they’re finding food where the flying condi-
tions are best,” Brandt said.

Tracking devices reveal wildlife secrets 
Data offer new insight into
animal management in US
KEITH RIDLER 
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Condor No. 21, wearing a GPS transmitter, perches near his nest in the Hopper Mountain National Wildlife Refuge near Fillmore,
Calif. Solar-powered trackers on wings have recorded California condors soaring to 15,000 feet.

NOAA FISHERIES/ INSTITUTO AQUALIE/BRAZIL VIA AP

A tiny GPS transmitter is seen on the back of a humpback
whale off the coast of Brazil. 

home networks, so it’s critical that
companies like ASUS put reasonable
security in place to protect consumers
and their personal information.”

If you happen to have one of these
routers (or any router), here are a few
tips to make sure your information is
as safe as possible:

» Download the latest security
updates. According to the FTC, the
ASUS router update tool often in-
dicated that software was current
when it wasn’t, putting people’s home
networks at risk. Moving forward,
ASUS is required to provide accurate
information about software updates.
So check the router’s software update
tool and the ASUS support site again
for the newest security updates.

» Check if access to your network
storage is limited. Make sure access
to AiCloud and AiDisk is limited to
what you want. The FTC took issue
with the default option during Ai-
Disk’s set-up, which gave anyone on
the Internet access to your storage.
For more privacy, choose “limited” or
“admin rights” access instead of “lim-
itless.”

» Change pre-set passwords.
According to the FTC, ASUS pre-set
weak default passwords on every
router. So create new passwords that
are strong and unique for both your
router and any “cloud” services —
something only you know. This can
help prevent hackers from getting
easy access to your network.

More tips are available from the
FTC’s website at
http://1.usa.gov/20U1zMC.

Contact Bill Moak at moakconsum-
er@gmail.com.

Moak
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or the finances to say, ‘Oh, I have an idea
I’m going to up and move to Austin or
California,’ ” the 26-year-old says.

“Everybody would love to do that, but
if you can bring a company back here
that’s had the experience of the big cities
or success and they still can come and get
the experience here (in Mississippi,
that’s the whole point of bringing the
company back.”

In 2011, Allen was a senior double-ma-
jor in psychology and film at the Univer-
sity of Southern Mississippi when she de-
veloped her first app, InstaFunds.

“I wanted to be a psychologist who
wrote and directed movies,” she pauses
“which makes no sense.”

A need for organization amid the
back-to-school chaos changed her path.

Allen had returned from a Wal-Mart
shopping trip to stock up on essentials
for the semester and was bemoaning the
length of her receipt when the light bulb
went off. She sketched the idea out on pa-
per and tinkered around in Microsoft
Word before finding a developer to cre-
ate the checkbook app, which allows us-
ers to categorize transactions by taking
pictures.

“That was the beginning of my jour-
ney with apps,” she says.

Before then, she had an idea that she
might go to L.A. “It all sounds so good
when you read the stories,” she jokes. Af-
ter graduation, Allen still made it to “The
Golden State,” albeit by a different route. 

She was still tinkering with the idea of
graduate school when she developed
Dubblen, an app that enables users to
“clone” themselves via a vertically split
camera lens.

After hearing from Android users ea-
ger to create “twins” of their own, Allen
developed Dubblen for the mobile oper-
ating system.

It received half a million downloads in
three months.

During this time, Allen was running
her company from home and attempting
to learn on her own through trial-and-er-
ror — “which wasn’t the best decision,”
she says. Faced with a growing company
but stagnated by the lack of development
firms, she made the decision to go to Sil-
icon Valley.

“If you’re going to compete with the
big boys, that’s where you go,” Allen said.

The culture shock came like a splash
of cold water.

Everything was different, from the
price of rent (Business Insider has the
median rent for a one-bedroom in Menlo
Park, near Facebook headquarters, at
$2,300 a month) to Californians’ no-non-
sense driving. 

She visited Google Ventures, where
she heard David Sacks speak, shortly af-
ter he sold Yammer to Microsoft for $1.2
billion. 

“When you’re ready to compete in the
top spot, (Silicon Valley) makes you go
harder. But I wasn’t ready yet,” she says.

Allen found a perfect fit when she
reached out to Capital Factory, a Google
tech hub in Austin, Texas.

Once she arrived in September 2013,
her re-education began.

“They broke me down and built me

back up,” she says of the process.
“Originally, (when I had an app) I

wrote it out, designed it and kind of
hoped for the best. Crazy enough, it did
work.” Her mentor, angel investor Josh
Kerr, along with other partners from the
factory showed her how to evaluate app
ideas in terms of market size, potential
competitors and the funding needed.
Then they brought out a whiteboard,
plotting out each step of the application.

With buzz growing around her brand,
Allen started crisscrossing the country
for speaking engagements at tech con-
ferences in Washington, D.C., New York
and California.

At the Lean Startup Conference in San
Francisco, she caught the attention of In-
siyah Saeed a co-director and producer
of “She Started It,” a documentary on
female tech entrepreneurs the U.S. and
Europe.

Production on “She Started It” had al-
most wrapped, but filming was extended
to include a segment on Allen.

“Sheena was chosen because of her te-
nacity and inspiring personality and be-
cause of her unique experience building
a tech company all the way from Missis-
sippi,” Nora Poggi, director of the docu-
mentary said. “Getting that level of suc-
cess while being completely self-taught
is incredible. We thought she was a fresh
and exciting new role model, the kind
that we don’t usually see on TV.”

With people of color and women tradi-
tionally underrepresented in the startup
scene, — according to #ProjectDianne,
black women make up only 4 percent of
the startups led by women — Allen hopes
being featured in the documentary will
empower the next generation.

“It will be good for them to see the girl
from the South with a Southern accent
who’s African-American,” she said.

With the filmmaker’s goal of getting 1
million girls to see “She Started It” in
2016, there’s a good chance it will happen.

In contrast to most of her peers, cod-
ing isn’t a second language to Allen. She’s
taken steps to learn but still prefers to
hire people to write her software.

When Allen was enrolled in Terry
High School, the Hour of Code did not ex-
ist, and the idea of a shortage of software
programmers by 2020 seemed an ab-
stract concept.

But now the push for the U.S. to lead
other countries, such as China, in the sci-
ence, technology, engineering and math
sector has come to the education fore-
front, and Allen wants her company to
provide internships for those embracing
the field. Networking events and Skype
sessions with tech innovators are in the
works, too.

Allen, who dedicates at least one day
out of the week to sit-downs and phone
calls to those seeking advice, says those
interested in developing should “trust
the struggle and the journey.”

Despite the flashy stories surround-
ing unicorns, tech companies with bil-
lion-dollar valuations such as Airbnb,
Uber and Pinterest, she believes true in-
novators chase more than dollar signs.

“Some people think tech is about mon-
ey. No, tech is about change. It’s about be-
ing innovative. It’s about being disrup-
tive. You’ve got to find your purpose of
why. If money’s your only why, you need
to re-evaluate it,” she said.

Contact Bracey Harris bharris2@
gannett.com or (601) 961-7248. 
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NEW YORK — This year’s $1 million
A.M. Turing Award goes to a pair of
cryptographers whose ideas helped
make the Internet possible. Both men
say giving governments control over
encrypted communications puts ev-
eryone at risk.

Whitfield Diffie, a former chief se-
curity officer of Sun Microsystems,
and Martin Hellman, a professor emer-
itus of electrical engineering at Stan-
ford University, introduced the ideas of
public-key cryptography and digital
signatures in 1976. The concepts now
secure all kinds of data, from online
communications and financial transac-
tions to Internet-connected infrastruc-
ture like power plants.

The honor was announced Tuesday,
the same day that FBI Director James
Comey and Apple’s top lawyer ap-
pealed to Congress for help as the gov-
ernment seeks to force the technology
company to hack into a terrorist’s
iPhone.

Diffie, 71, and Hellman, 70, gained
firsthand experience with issues of se-
curity and privacy as Stanford re-
searchers in the 1970s.

Before their innovations, electronic
communications mainly involved
friends talking to friends, and govern-
ments tightly controlled encryption
technology. The advent of public keys
and digital certification enabled the
private sector to make it possible for
anyone to talk to anyone.

“What we did was reduce the need to
know people before talking to them,”
Diffie told The Associated Press.

Their research did not make them
popular with the government. The Na-
tional Security Agency sought to con-
tain their technology, an effort that be-
came known as the first “crypto war.”

Diffie sees the fight with Apple as

just one small move in a much bigger
government attempt to grab power.

“I think the people who will control
the machines will control the world of
the future,” Diffie said. “Therefore, ev-
eryone today is jockeying for their po-
sition with those machines, and this is
just one aspect of that.”

Hellman told the AP that he sympa-
thizes with efforts to investigate the at-
tack, at least partly inspired by the Is-
lamic State group, in which a couple
killed 14 people before dying in a gun-
battle with police. But he said giving in
to the FBI would unleash “huge” conse-
quences.

“The problem isn’t so much with this
first request, it’s the precedent that it
would set and the avalanche of re-
quests that would follow,” Hellman
says, adding that many would likely
come from less democratic govern-
ments such as China, Russia and Saudi
Arabia.

Hellman says he will sign on to one
of the many “Friend of the Court”
briefs backing Apple in the case. Tech
giants such as Google, Microsoft, Face-
book and Twitter have pledged to par-
ticipate as well.

Difffie co-authored a paper with oth-
er prominent cryptographers last year
posing a host of tough questions the
U.S. government should answer before
it demands “back doors” for law en-
forcement.

Their award, from the Association
for Computing Machinery and mostly
funded by Google Inc., is named for
British mathematician Alan Turing,
and is one of the most prestigious priz-
es in computing. 

Past recipients have included Doug-
las Englebart, who developed the
mouse and other computing technol-
ogies, and Vint Cerf and Bob Kahn, who
developed the key communications
protocol behind the Internet.

$1M Turing Award winners
advocate for encryption
BREE FOWLER
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