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OUR VIEW FROM OUR FILES

This past week’s annual meeting for the 
Eau Claire Area Chamber of Com-
merce was both a well-earned pat on 

the back for accomplishments and a sober rec-
ognition of a major challenge facing the area.

Such events often struggle to keep from being too 
self-congratulatory, stroking egos with little regard to 
whether the claimed accomplishments are of genuine 
value. That wasn’t a problem Wednesday night. Offi-
cials, including David Minor, the chamber’s president and 
CEO, smartly focused on the people who make the cham-
ber run and the initiatives they’ve seen through over the 
past couple years.

Of particular note was the recognition of Eau Claire 
Police Chief Matt Rokus as the public employee of the 
year. Rokus’ efforts to move the department ahead on a 
number of fronts, particularly in terms of finding inno-
vative outreach and assistance opportunities, stand out. 
We’ve previously covered the department’s attempts to 
help the community’s homeless. Police encounters with 
people who don’t have a permanent residence are far 
more often focused on confrontation than aid, and Rokus 
deserves the praise he received for his efforts to help 
change his department’s basic thinking about the issue 
and the people involved.

Minor didn’t shy away from the elephant in the room. 
The closure of two HSHS hospitals and the Prevea clinics 
in the region are a clear challenge. If those closures pro-
ceed as planned, the Chippewa Valley is looking at the 
loss of a significant number of jobs — and good paying 
jobs at that.

Beyond the people the closures mean large facilities will 
be empty. It’s one thing to repurpose a small clinic or even 
a small-town hospital. It’s another to figure out what to do 
with facilities the size of the HSHS hospitals in Eau Claire 
and Chippewa Falls.

The chamber’s efforts may not be determinative. If the 
chamber could simply wave a wand or convene a com-
mittee and solve everything it probably already would 
have done so. But there’s little question the chamber has 
a role to play, particularly in working its network of con-
tacts and bringing people together to work toward new 
options. Minor said those efforts are already well under-
way, and we wish the chamber luck with the work.

Chambers of commerce are nothing new in the U.S. 
They’re nothing new in the world for that matter — the 
first formed in Marseille, France, in the late 16th century. 
The oldest one in the U.S. is a solid 170 years younger.

Effective chambers? That’s another question. Most 
chambers seem to be driven by inertia, a vision that per-
petuates rather than innovates. The combination of capa-
bility and effort needed to make a chamber of commerce 
a genuine economic engine for development is consider-
ably less common.

The Chippewa Valley has that combination, though. 
The successes Eau Claire has seen in the past couple 
decades aren’t the sole result of the chamber’s efforts, but 
there can be little question the chamber has played an 
important role in making connections, supporting new 
ideas and building momentum.

Wednesday’s celebration was well-earned. The cham-
ber has a fair amount to celebrate and those who have 
guided it to the position it holds today deserved their 
moments in the spotlight. Keeping that celebration from 
becoming self-satisfaction, with an unflinching acknowl-
edgement of looming challenges on full display, speaks 
well to the chamber’s ability to lead the Chippewa Valley’s 
business community in the coming years.

5 years ago — 2019
Linda Conner, a 

Green Bay native, is 
announced as the new 
center director for the 
Chippewa Valley Family 
YMCA.

10 years ago — 2014
The total valuation of 

building permits for 2013 
in Eau Claire comes to 
nearly $150.7 million, the 
city’s fifth-highest total.

15 years ago — 2009
Several local residents 

recall being at Fournier’s 
Ballroom 50 years ago 

on Jan. 26, 1959, for 
the Winter Dance Party 
featuring Buddy Holly, 
who would die in a plane 
crash days later.

25 years ago — 1999
“Children’s adventure 

rooms,” including a mov-
ing rock-climbing wall, 
will open soon at the Eau 
Claire YMCA.

40 years ago — 1984
In his State of the 

Union address, President 
Ronald Reagan calls for 
Congress to help him 
trim the deficit.

As we look ahead this year, voters in more than 50 coun-
tries, including the U.S., will go to the polls.

The elections will take place during a period of global 
democratic backsliding and in rapidly changing social 
media environments characterized by new threats from 
generative artificial intelligence and 
tech platforms’ reductions in trust and 
safety protections. The challenges to 
election integrity and public confi-
dence are daunting and require all lev-
els of society — individuals, communi-
ties and institutions — to act.

Three times as many countries are 
moving toward autocracy as toward 
democracy. The quality of elections has 
worsened in at least 30 countries over 
the past decade — a period marked 
by increasing attacks on the media 
and freedom of expression, as well as 
diminishing levels of citizen trust in 
democratic institutions. At the same 
time, some major social media compa-
nies are signaling that election integrity 
is not a priority, in effect opening the 
door wider to abuse by state and non-
state actors. In the past year, Big Tech 
layoffs have decimated trust and safety teams responsible 
for combating election misinformation and malign inter-
ference around the world.

Amid the content people are inundated with, including 
text, audio, video and photo, comes a wide range of manip-
ulative content, such as deliberately misleading informa-
tion about vaccines or hateful language that could incite 
violence. The challenge is that our brains are wired to gen-
erate strong reactions to emotional content and to share 
it. Manipulative information also takes advantage of cog-
nitive shortcuts our brains developed to make sense of the 
world quickly. Traits self-protective hundreds or thou-
sands of years ago now make us more susceptible to 
manipulation in an era of social media.

Fortunately, people can learn skills to help sort fact from 
fiction and recognize and manage reactions to emotional 
content. By understanding how social media algorithms 
cater to our biases and drive emotional responses, we can 
exert greater control over our reactions. Taking control 
of these very human vulnerabilities can help citizens vote 
based on reasoned decisions about what is best for our 
communities, not reactions to content generated by others 
trying to manipulate us for their own purposes.

Given the number of elections around the world this 
year, stronger steps to protect citizens from manipulation 
are needed. This would be a mammoth challenge for tech 
platforms even with fully staffed trust and safety teams. 

The situation is especially concerning with unknown 
threat posed by generative AI.

Social media platforms are now even more susceptible 
to weaponization by bad actors than in 2020 when mis-
information peddlers coordinated to create and spread 
false narratives about election fraud faster than they could 
be moderated. Protections that were introduced after the 
spread of hateful narratives on social media led to the eth-
nic cleansing of Myanmar’s Rohingya population in 2017, 
have since been rolled back.

While it’s impossible to fully prevent the spread of elec-
tion misinformation, there are actions we can take to miti-
gate adverse impacts.

First, we can build resilience. The public must be 
equipped with knowledge and skills to critically evaluate 
sources of information, discern what’s credible informa-
tion and what’s false and misleading information, recog-
nize manipulative content and refrain from unwittingly 
spreading misinformation. A 2021 United Nations report 
cited low levels of “digital and media literacy” worldwide 
and called on countries to support digital literacy.

We can support independent media reporting accu-
rately and fairly on elections, candidates and their poli-
cies. As the counterpoint to manipulative information, 
such high-quality media content can help people make 
informed decisions and hold those in power accountable.

We can help educate the public on election technologies. 
Black box technology, a system producing information 
without revealing its sources, is ripe for false narratives. 
Educating the public on how voting and counting technol-
ogies work and the steps that impartial officials take to ver-
ify election results could address the information vacuum 
in which misleading or manipulative content thrives. This 
could include expanding voter education beyond when 
and how to vote and emphasizing information about vote 
counting.

And we need independent evaluations of elections. This 
means a commitment to supporting nonpartisan election 
observation to assess the quality of the election process 
and outcomes. Public reports issued by credible observa-
tion missions provide independent and systematic assess-
ments that can counter misinformation narratives and 
help promote public confidence. As election processes 
are increasingly intermediated by technology, election 
observers must continuously adapt their methodologies to 
integrate assessments of the online information space and 
the technology used to record and tabulate votes.

With Big Tech abdicating its responsibility amid a spate 
of high-stakes elections in 2024, the time to act is now.

Alexander is CEO of The Carter Center, a not-for-profit organization with 
a mission of advancing peace and health worldwide; Lord is president and 
CEO of IREX, a nonprofit dedicated to building a more just world.

Let’s act now to protect elections
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A night to celebrate


