Protecting Democracy in the Age of Digital Warfare

In an era where digital warfare and disinformation campaigns have become potent tools in the
arsenals of both state and non-state actors, the need to protect the sanctity of our democratic
institutions and processes has never been more urgent. As a Federal Australian Senator, | am acutely
aware of the challenges that democracies face in maintaining the integrity of their political systems
amidst these evolving threats. This blog explores the strategies necessary to safeguard our
democracy, the role of public awareness and education, and the policy responses required to strike a
balance between security and freedom.

The Threat Landscape

Digital warfare, encompassing cyber attacks, disinformation campaigns, and other forms of digital
interference, poses a unique threat to democracies. Jacob Helberg in "The Wires of War" insightfully
captures this, noting the use of "dual-use" technologies for both civilian and strategic military
purposes in the Gray War, where the battleground is often the screens of our devices (Helberg, p.
Xiv).

One of the most striking examples of digital interference in democratic processes is the case of
Cambridge Analytica and the 2016 US Presidential election. As Helberg points out, the company
exploited Facebook data to influence voter behaviour, demonstrating the power of data to
manipulate democratic outcomes (Helberg, pp. 67-68).

Safeguarding Democratic Processes

To counter these threats, our first line of defense is robust cybersecurity measures to protect our
electoral systems. This includes securing voter registration databases, election management systems,
and the physical security of voting machines. Australia must invest in the latest cybersecurity
technologies and ensure regular audits and updates of these systems.

However, technical solutions alone are insufficient. We also need to strengthen the resilience of our
democratic institutions. This includes transparency in political funding, robust laws against foreign
interference, and clear guidelines for political advertising on digital platforms.

The Role of Public Awareness and Education



Public awareness and education are crucial in this fight. Citizens must be equipped with the skills to
discern credible information from misinformation. Educational programs that focus on media literacy
can play a significant role in this regard. Initiatives like the Finnish approach to educating students in
detecting and debunking disinformation should be considered as models (Eliza Mackintosh, CNN,
May 2019).

Policy Responses

From a policy perspective, a multi-pronged approach is required. Firstly, there should be a legislative
framework that governs the use and dissemination of data by tech companies, ensuring that
personal data is not misused to influence electoral outcomes. The GDPR in the European Union
serves as a benchmark in this regard, providing a framework for data protection and privacy.

Secondly, there should be a greater emphasis on international cooperation. No nation can combat
these threats in isolation. Multilateral forums like the United Nations and alliances like the Five Eyes
should be leveraged to develop common strategies and share intelligence on digital threats to
democracy.

Moreover, Australia should consider establishing a national body dedicated to countering foreign
interference and disinformation, similar to the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency in
the United States.

Balancing Security and Freedom

In addressing these threats, we must be careful not to overreach in a way that compromises the
freedoms and values that underpin our democratic society. Any measures taken must be
proportionate, transparent, and subject to oversight. This is not just about protecting the process of
democracy but also its spirit.

The Road Ahead

Protecting democracy in the age of digital warfare requires a comprehensive strategy that combines
robust cybersecurity measures, institutional resilience, public education, and sound policy responses.
As we navigate these challenges, it is imperative that we do so in a way that upholds the democratic
values of transparency, accountability, and individual freedom. The task ahead is daunting, but with a
concerted effort from government, civil society, and the international community, it is one that we
can and must achieve.



