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Using pencil and
paper to vote
doesn’t seem
so silly now

O

pinion writers stand accused of
undue negativity, so make way for
a few heart-lifting positives.
Well-thumbed physical election
registers. Paper ballots. Stubby pencils.
Interminable counts surveyed by gimlet-eyed tallymen and women. That’s our
fabulously antiquated voting system and it
stands up well.

Last week, by contrast, Americans
learned that the electronic voting systems
of 21 states were targeted by Russian
hackers in 2016 and some had been
“actually successfully penetrated”, in the
words of the US head of cybersecurity. The
targeting may have been exploratory
probes for system vulnerabilities to be
exploited later, say experts, pointing to the

crumbling US digital voting apparatus.
In other words, the 2016 hackers could
look like plankton compared with the
shark attacks expected around the forthcoming midterm elections, with their
potential to rebalance power in America.
Or not. Have the magpie media once
again fallen headlong for the shiny clickbait – a hacking conspiracy thriller – and,
as some suggest, taken their eye off the
more significant story of the 2016 election
campaign? That is, the triumph of propaganda by social media advertisements,
trolls and bots.
We know now that online giants such as
Facebook and Twitter enabled Russian
operatives to inflame the polarisation of
American society. Twitter has provided a
list to a US Senate committee with the user
names of nearly 37,000 Russian-linked
bots that tweeted a total of 1.4 million
times. If that sounds tame, consider this :
those 1.4 million tweets were viewed
288 million times.
Facebook has admitted that 11.4 million
Americans definitely saw Russian
troll-farm advertisements like this:
“Hillary is Satan, and her crimes and lies
have proved just how evil she is. And even
though Donald Trump is not a saint by any
means, at least he is an honest man and he
cares deeply for this country.” Sweet.
Between clicking and sharing, it’s likely
that half the US population saw this post.

In the final weeks, the top five fake news
items were all negatives for the Clinton
campaign. “In other words, the Facebook
algorithm picked a side – it’s not neutral,”
writes lecturer and author Rachel Botsman in the Observer. Facebook is “a media
company with enormous influence in
shaping someone’s worldview about
whom to trust. And it is profit-driven.”
Russian-linkedaccounts
Closer to home, she cites a study on the
period leading up to the Brexit referendum, in which one-third of Twitter traffic
appears to have come from scripted bots
mainly spreading pro-Leave content.
Another study of the 48 hours around the
vote shows that Russian-linked accounts
posted more than 45,000 pro-Brexit
tweets – and for every original bot tweet,
seven retweets were made by humans.
Think about that in the context of the
margin between Leave and Remain. And
think about motivation and funding
sources.
We can argue the toss on whether the
focus should be on hacked voting machinery or Big Tech’s global distortion of trust.
Either way, Putin’s work is done. A new
NBC News/SurveyMonkey poll suggests
that four out of five Americans are somewhat or very concerned that the country’s
voting system might be vulnerable to
computer hackers.
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The 2016 hackers could look
like plankton compared with
the shark attacks expected
around the forthcoming US
mid-term elections

The 2018 Edelman Trust Barometer
reports that 63 per cent of its 33,000
respondents across 28 countries say they
no longer know how to tell good journalism from rumour or falsehoods. Who are
that confident 37 per cent? The canny,
well-informed? Think of the fake tweets
innocently repeated by credible news and
current affairs presenters.
Mission accomplished then for Trump
and brethren whose best hope for gaining
or retaining power is to sow political chaos
by undermining confidence in the voting
system, the media, regulators and democracy itself.
There are glimmers of hope. Online
platforms that once looked invincible have

had to explain themselves before powerful
government committees and face a
gathering threat to their vital advertising
revenue. Unilever – the world’s second-biggest marketing spender, at about ¤8 billion a year, one-third of it spent online –
has just threatened to pull its online
advertising from giant platforms that are
“little better than a swamp in terms of
transparency”.
Trust
Another glimmer appears in the Edelman
study, which reports a striking 13-point
rise in support for traditional media, while
only one-quarter now trust the likes of
Twitter, Facebook and Instagram for news
and information.
Which brings us back to the stubby
pencils and lessons learned. In the early
2000s, the then taoiseach Bertie Ahern
said we were a “laughing stock” with our
use of the “peann luaidhe”, and so the
Fianna Fáil lads fluttered ¤51 million on
electronic voting machines with no paper
trail or independent verification. Trust the
lads, was the message. Without the
combined firepower of media, experts like
Margaret McGaley and thinking politicians, we too might be living in terror of
hack attacks on our voting system.
That ¤51 million pile of scrap metal
remains a scandal, but a cheap lesson in
the end for democracy.

Nazi-era thinking
never went away
in Germany
Alexandra
Senfft
Opinion
Far-right populists
are building on ideas
that survived thanks
to postwar silence

M

y late father’s
mantra was: “Your
generation has been
so lucky to grow up

Planning framework must
be founded on courage
Frances Ruane
Opinion
Earlier plans were scuppered
by the political equivalent
of trying to offer ‘one for
everyone in the audience’

T

he publication of the National
Planning Framework is imminent
and should be a landmark event for
the country. It will be published on
Friday alongside the Government’s
capital spending plan for the next decade.
How this pans out will depend crucially on
political will and leadership, and on
whether the long consultation process
behind the planning framework has
generated a wide understanding of how
good planning can ensure more regionally
balanced growth.
It is now 60 years since our population
started to grow, following a century of
decline. Despite that, we have not succeeded in the intervening period in planning
for population growth and sustainable
living patterns in our cities, towns and
rural areas.
The Buchanan report, published in 1968,
was the first attempt at spatial planning. It
recommended a set of counter-poles to
Dublin in different regions across the
country – urban centres where development would be concentrated. The idea was
that each region would feed into and
benefit from the growth of its central pole.

However, at that time political leadership was lacking and the report was
roundly rejected. Any centre not named
was seen to be a loser and parochialism
ensured its failure.
Buchanan was followed in 1972 by the
IDA regional industrial plans. These
constrained spatial planning to setting job
targets for clusters of towns across the
country. The approach made it possible to
avoid facing up to the challenges of local
politics – this was the towns equivalent of
“one for everyone in the audience”.
To make matters worse, the concept of
spatial planning was limited by making
regional policy merely an arm of industrial policy. There were no policies to
address the key issues of land use, transport and housing.
The approach of growing employment
by essentially setting targets for clusters
was broadly unsuccessful. This was
largely due to the absence of supporting
infrastructure and inadequate scale of
population to generate local labour
markets. And all the while, Dublin
continued to grow disproportionately and
spill over into its neighbouring counties.
Regionalbalance
When the economy went into relative
decline in the 1980s, the focus on regional
job targets was rapidly dropped from
industrial policy and shifted back to
prioritising total jobs and aggregate
growth rates. And in the absence of other
urban and regional policies, little was
done to support regional balance in a
systematic way.
Thanks to the European Union funds in
the 1990s – which provided much of the
funding for successive national investment programmes – some key infrastructural deficits were addressed with particular improvements in our transport
network. But with no real spatial policy to
support the growing population and the
emerging patterns of economic growth,
capital expenditure on roads was often

excessively Dublin-centric, with little
done to improve roads between major
urban centres such as Cork to Limerick to
Galway, or to improve transport within
these cities.
Another attempt at spatial planning
was made in 2002 in the National Spatial
Strategy. The attempt was half-hearted
and poorly linked to the emerging pattern
of economic growth. Furthermore, there
was little alignment with the capital

‘‘

If we don’t plan spatially,
the greater Dublin area
will continue to grow
disproportionately and
congestion in the capital
will get steadily worse

programme – the State’s investment plan
– of the same period.
And to top it all the government’s
decentralisation strategy announced in
2003 ran counter to the spatial strategy,
following to an even greater extent than
the spatial strategy itself the 1970s failed
approach to regional industrial policy of

“one for everyone in the audience”.
Now we seem to be on the verge of
looking rationally and holistically at our
spatial development, with the publication
of the National Planning Framework and
the investment plan. This is timely as we
anticipate the population growing by a
further million people by 2040. Analysis
and projections by the ESRI show that if
we don’t plan spatially, the greater Dublin
area will continue to grow disproportionately and the problems of congestion in
the capital will get steadily worse.
Empiricalevidence
A planning framework, based on solid
concepts and empirical evidence, is exactly
what is needed – and what is to be found in
most EU countries. It is timely also that we
should finally have a government department with “planning” in its title.
The 10-year capital programme, to be
launched alongside the planning framework, provides an opportunity to demonstrate that this time we are serious about
spatial planning and that we understand
that it is not a zero-sum game. Better
planning will benefit all areas.
Could this move to rational planning
echo our experience of bringing in
rational economic policies following the
publication of Economic Development, the
visionary plan written by TK Whitaker, 60
years ago? The programme approach
adopted then was supported by Irish
politicians across all parties who faced up
to the challenges required for Ireland to
prosper.
So let’s hope that in the weeks and
months ahead we see the type of courage
that ensured the success of the Whitaker
report in 1958 and not a repeat of the
weakness shown in response to Buchanan
in 1968.
Frances Ruane is former director of the
Economic and Social Research Institute.
In 1971-1972 she worked on the preparation of the IDA regional industrial plans

in peace.”
As a boy in Berlin in the
second World War he extinguished fires of buildings
bombed to pieces. He saw
corpses, witnessed physical
and mental devastation as the
Nazis wreaked havoc across
Europe and beyond.
Though my father was not
sent to the front the traumas of
the war never left him. It was
his generation of Germans, the
children and teens raised
during the war, who bore the
brunt of their elders’ misdeeds,
failures and fanaticism. Even
today, Kriegskinder (war
children) suffer quietly from
feelings of guilt, shame,
disorientation and detachment.
Our grandparents, the
majority of whom were perpetrators and bystanders, had
draped themselves in resolute
silence. Their children, our
parents, weren’t encouraged to
ask questions regarding the
Nazi period, let alone query the
involvement of relatives.
Preservingdemocracy
During the student uprisings
in the 1960s my father, Heinrich Senfft, was among those
who started to speak up. He
became a renowned lawyer
and devoted all his adult life to
building, strengthening and
preserving constitutional
democracy. He focused on old
Nazis and, in 1978, forced
former Third Reich judge
Hans Filbinger to resign as
premier of the state of
Baden-Württemberg.
It is thanks to people such as
my father that my generation
grew up free, secure and in
relative prosperity. But, since
he died last year, I have had an
uneasy feeling that we have
become complacent. Many of
us assume democracy is here
to stay and take its many
privileges for granted .
As my father and his
generation pass away,
right-wing populists are
campaigning to undermine the
democratic principles that
were born out of the disaster of
the second World War.
Instead of protecting
minorities, they incite us to
exclude them and consider
them “the Other” or the
invader. Our open-minded,
multicultural and progressive
Europe is regressing into petty
nationalism.
The so-called Alternative
for Germany (AfD) has
become the third-strongest
force in our federal parliament
by stirring up resentment
against the most vulnerable:
refugees, who are seeking
shelter and protection from
wars, violence and acute
poverty. Dressed in serious
suits and business blouses,
they push Muslim stereotypes

and align themselves hypocritically with European Jews and
Israel to exploit them for their
own devious ends. Their
success builds on Nazi-era
thinking and feelings that have
persisted in Germany, thanks
to postwar silence that covered
up perpetrator guilt.
Never fully uprooted,
xenophobia and anti-Semitism
are visible once more in
Hungary, Poland, Austria,
France and the Netherlands.
Right-wing movements there
claim Islam is sweeping across
Europe and will destroy the
very foundations of our
culture, our prosperity and
freedom. But it is the populists
who are the danger, exploiting
insecurities over a world in
flux to undermine the pillars of
democracy.
Bornequalinrights
It falls to us to renew the lesson
of the second World War –
never again – and the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights,
proclaimed by the General
Assembly of the United Nations
in 1948, that “all human beings
are born free and equal in
dignity and rights”.
This was all on my mind
recently when I took my
student daughter Magda to
Bratislava to meet Holocaust
survivor Tomi Reichental.
Together we went to the grave
of my grandfather – my
mother’s father – Hanns
Ludin. He was buried there in
1947 after his execution as a
Nazi war criminal.
He was the envoy of Nazi
Germany to Slovakia. From his
desk he was responsible for the
deportation of the Slovak Jews
and thus for the murder of
Tomi’s family.
Our encounter was an
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My
grandfather
was responsible for
the deportation of
the Slovak Jews
eye-opener for my daughter.
History that seemed so far
away came alive in front of her.
To realise how the past is
always present was an intense,
sensitising moment for her.
She understood the need for
such encounters between
opposing family narratives,
however painful they may be,
because they build bridges to
understanding and empathy.
Passing through Vienna on
our way back home, Magda
and I stumbled upon thousands of students from Austria
and Germany demonstrating
against the far-right Freedom
Party that, months/weeks
later, would join Austria’s
coalition government.
Moving through the city,
sharing their belief in a world
of equality and freedom, of
open borders, political and
cultural exchange, I felt
hopeful. While Europe’s
extremist forces are once again
strong, the rule of law to which
my father devoted his entire
life will remain stronger.
Tomi Reichental –
Condemned to Remember
will be broadcast on
RTÉ One at 9.35pm today.
Alexandra Senfft is a German
journalist and author of The
Long Shadow of Perpetrators:
Descendants Face their Nazi
Family History

