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WASHINGTON — Computer
engineers and tech-inclined po-
litical scientists have warned for
years that cheap, powerful artifi-
cial intelligence toolswould soon
allowanyone to create fake imag-
es, video andaudio thatwas real-
istic enough to fool voters and

perhaps sway an election.
The synthetic images that

emerged were often crude, un-
convincing and costly to pro-
duce, especially when other
kinds of misinformation were so
inexpensive and easy to spread
on social media. The threat
posed by AI and so-called deep-
fakes always seemed a year or
two away.

No more.

Sophisticated generative AI
tools can now create cloned hu-
man voices and hyper-realistic
images, videos and audio in sec-
onds, at minimal cost. When
strapped to powerful social me-
dia algorithms, this fake and dig-
itally created content can spread
far and fast and target highly
specific audiences, potentially
taking campaign dirty tricks to a
new low.

The implications for the 2024
campaigns and elections are as
large as they are troubling: Gen-
erative AI can not only rapidly
produce targeted campaign e-
mails, texts or videos, it also
could be used to mislead voters,
impersonate candidates and un-
dermine elections on a scale and
at a speed not yet seen.

“We’re not prepared for this,”
warnedA.J. Nash, vice president
of intelligence at the cybersecur-
ity company ZeroFox. “To me,
the big leap forward is the audio

and video capabilities that have
emerged. When you can do that
on a large scale, and distribute it
on social platforms, well, it’s go-
ing to have a major impact.”

AI experts can quickly rattle
off a number of alarming scenar-
ios in which generative AI is
used to create synthetic media
for the purposes of confusing
voters, slandering a candidate or
even inciting violence.

Here are a few: Automated ro-
bocall messages, in a candidate’s

AI poses a threat to 2024 elections
Deepfakes could be used to target, mislead voters
By David Klepper
and Ali Swenson
ASSOCIATED PRESS
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WASHINGTON — One eve-
ning last summer, power offi-
cials in Texas observed a new
phenomenon: the amount of
electricity available on the grid
went into sharp decline even
though temperatures were rela-
tively moderate.

An unusual combination of
factors was at play. As the sun
went down so too did the wind,
causing a simultaneous decline

in generation from wind tur-
bines and solar panels. At the
same time, a number of coal and
gas plants were offline, causing
“tight grid operations,” Pablo
Vegas, president of the Electric
Reliability Council of Texas, said
in a news conference last week.

Had those same events taken
place aweek later,when temper-
atures soared and power de-
mand hit a record, grid opera-
tors might well have had to im-
plement rolling blackouts. As it
turned out, this time “there was

ample wind that day, so there
was no reliability concerns,” Ve-
gas said.

With wind and solar farms
taking up a larger and larger
share of the country’s power
generation, the state of the U.S.
power grid is coming under in-
creasing scrutiny in Congress,
as grid operators around the
country warn blackouts could
soon be a regular feature of
American life.

At issue, grid officials around
the country say the closure of so-

called dispatchable power
sources such as gas and coal
plants – which can deliver elec-
tricity with the flip of a switch –
leaves thepowergrid increasing-
ly reliant on intermittent renew-
able generation that can go off-
line with a shift in the weather.

At a hearing in the Senate En-
ergy and Natural Resources
Committee last week, Federal
Energy Regulatory Commis-
sionerMark Christie, a Republi-
canappointedduring theTrump
administration, warned the

blackout that leftmillionsofTex-
ans without power during Win-
ter Storm Uri in 2021 could be a
“harbinger.”

“I’mafraid to say it, but I think
the United States is heading to-
wards a catastrophic situation,”
he said. “The problem is not the
addition of wind and solar, it’s
the subtraction of dispatchable
resources like coal and gas
through this cascading number
of early retirements.”

Those comments echoed

Extremeweather sparking concerns about blackouts
By James Osborne
WASHINGTON BUREAU
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The number of babies born
with syphilis in the U.S. contin-
ued its upward climb in 2021,
new data shows, worrying doc-
tors and public health investiga-
tors inTexaswhohave been try-
ing to draw attention to what
they say is a largely hidden cri-
sis.

Nationally, congenital syphi-
lis cases rose by an “alarming”
32 percent from the previous

year, according to a report pub-
lished lastmonth by the Centers
for Disease Control and Preven-
tion. Texas accounted for the
largest share of cases, 680, and
tied Mississippi for the fourth-
highest rate of congenital syphi-
lis in the nation with 182 cases
per 100,000 live births.

“This has been a big deal,”
said Cynthia Deverson, who
serves on the regional body that
reviews congenital syphilis cas-
es in the greater Houston re-
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Dr. Irene Stafford does an ultrasound of a pregnant woman who was diagnosed with syphilis at UT Physicians OBGYN clinic
last month. A growing number of babies nationwide are being born with syphilis.

CDC report: ‘Alarming’ rise
of babies bornwith syphilis
Texas leads nation in cases as
health experts push for change
By Julian Gill
STAFF WRITER

Syphilis is a devastating illness that resulted in 220 stillbirths
and infant deaths in 2021 alone, according to the CDC.Syphilis continues on A7

After the Houston Housing
Authority’s March meeting,
Mayor Sylvester Turner sent a
letter to the organization’s chair-
man, sternly rebuking him for
going against his instructions
when it moved forward with 14
new tax break deals, which still
need final approval. At the au-
thority’s April meeting, there
wasn’t a single item on the agen-
da regarding such tax breaks.

“This will probably be one of
our shortermeetings,” said Law-
rence B. Snowden, the housing
authority’s chairman.

The housing authority deals
remove apartment complexes
from the tax rolls — exempting
their owners from all property
taxes— inexchange formakinga
portion of their units affordable.
While the housing authority has
said they createmuch-needed af-
fordable housing in amenity-rich
neighborhoods, others assert
that the law’sdefinitionof afford-
able is too lax and there is not
enough transparency about how
the tax breaks translate to rent
discounts.

After two such deals involving
what are knownaspublic facility
corporations causedanuproar in
the wealthy Tanglewood area,
the mayor hit pause.

And the clock is ticking.While
commercial property owners
wait to see whether the deals —
which would exempt them from
roughly $1million in yearly prop-
erty taxes apiece — go through,
the Texas Legislature is fiercely
debating changes to the state law
that makes them possible. Pro-
posed bills could change how the
tax break deals are regulated —
or banish them entirely.

The tax breaks for public facil-

Housing
tax cuts
drawing
statewide
scrutiny
By R.A. Schuetz
STAFF WRITER
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