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International Grand Committee – The state of Play in Regulation 

 

Dublin, 7 November 2019 

  

Opening Statement  

by Paolo Cesarini, European Commission, DG Connect 

 

• Respect for democracy, fundamental rights and the rule of law are 

core values of the European Union. They bind us together and 

underpin the functioning of our institutions. 

 

• President Elect Ursula von der Leyen has announced that protecting 

European democracy will be a priority of the new Commission. 

And she has underlined that we must do more to protect our 

democratic processes and institutions from external interference. 

 

• Disinformation poses major challenges to our democracies as new 

technologies can be used, notably through social media, to 

disseminate disinformation on a scale and with speed that is 

unprecedented. They can create personalised information spheres 

and become powerful echo chambers for disinformation campaigns 

that can polarise the public debate and create tensions in society. 

 

• Media manipulation and the strategic use of disinformation is not a 

practice only attributable to foreign actors.  Domestic actors too can 

exploit digital technologies to interfere in electoral processes or 

artificially shape policy debates in areas such as climate change, 

migration, public security, health and finance. 

 

• While the conduct of free and fair elections is primarily the 

responsibility of Member States, the cross-border dimension of 

efforts to manipulate democracy as well as the importance of 

joined-up efforts to address the threats makes a European approach 

necessary. What affects one Member State can affect us all. 

 

• The Commission, along with the other EU institutions has put in 
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place a robust framework for coordinated action against 

disinformation, with full respect for European values and 

fundamental rights. 

 

• Our work on combatting disinformation has evolved from three 

major interlinked initiatives. Last December, the Commission and 

the High Representative adopted an Action Plan against 

disinformation. This Plan builds on the Communication on tackling 

online disinformation, which the Commission adopted in April 

2018. Further, in September 2018, the Commission put forward a 

comprehensive Elections Package setting forth a variety of 

measures with a particular focus on ensuring the integrity of the 

European Parliament elections that took place last May. 

 

• Broadly, our work centered on four complementary strands, or 

pillars, of actions. 

 

• First, we improved the EU's capabilities to identify and counter 

disinformation via our Strategic Communications Task Forces and 

the EU Hybrid Fusion Cell in the European External Action 

Service. 

 

• Second, we supported the Member States by setting up a 

RapidAlert System (RAS) to facilitate the exchange of information 

between Member States and the EU. The RAS has become a 

reference point for national authorities and a mechanism for 

strengthened cooperation with the online platforms. In cooperation 

with the Member States, we will review the functioning of the RAS 

in the coming months. Objectives will include developing a 

common methodology for analyzing and exposing disinformation 

campaign and forgings stronger partnerships with international 

partners like the G7 and NATO. 

 

• Third, in the run-up to the European elections, we very closely 

monitored the implementation of the Code of Practice on 

Disinformation, which was signed up to by the major online 

platforms in October 2018. In particular, Facebook, Google and 
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Twitter were subject to a program of targeted monitoring which 

required them to report each month from January through May on 

progress made in implementing their commitments under the Code.  

 

• This targeted monitoring was carried out in cooperation with the 

audiovisual authorities of the Member States and focused on 

actions designed to remove advertising and monetization incentives 

for purveyors of disinformation, actions to ensure the transparency 

of political advertising, and actions to ensure the integrity of the 

platforms’ services against inauthentic behaviour, including fake 

accounts and malicious bots. 

 

• The implementation of the Code of Practice contributed to limiting 

the impact of disinformation in the European elections. I note in 

particular that all three platforms managed to implement 

transparency tools for online political advertising. These include a 

requirement that all political ads be labelled as sponsored content, 

as well as the creation of searchable archives of political ads 

disclosing information about sponsors, amounts paid and basic 

targeting criteria. While much work remains to be done, the roll out 

of these transparency tools, in a relatively short time-frame and in 

advance of the European elections, is a substantial achievement. I 

believe that this would not have happened without the Code. 

 

• Our fourth strand of actions included a series of initiatives directed      

at improving societal resilience against disinformation. In 

particular, we stepped up our efforts to promote media literacy to 

enable citizens to evaluate the credibility of information they 

encounter online and to access alternative points of view. In March 

2019, we organized the first edition of the European Media literacy 

week which pulled together more than 300 events both at EU and 

national level. In the long-run, media literacy initiatives are our 

best instrument to counter the malicious effects of disinformation.  

 

• Moreover, we are facilitating the creation of a European 

multidisciplinary community of fact-checkers and academic 

researchers. Under Horizon 2020, the Commission  supported 
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investments in new technologies for content verification and 

network analysis. In addition, the Commission also launched a new 

platform, called SOMA, to facilitate networking, knowledge 

exchange and best practices among independent fact-checkers.    

 

• The  Commission will follow this up by funding a new digital 

infrastructure - the European Digital Media Observatory - that will 

offer     tools     and  will network together multidisciplinary 

teams including fact-checkers and academic researchers. This will 

further our understanding of the structures that sustain 

disinformation and shape its dissemination online and increase the 

capacity of civil society capacity to detect malicious information 

activities. 

 

• Conclusively, our preliminary view is that all these efforts have 

contributed to narrow down the space for malicious actors. As 

expressed in a report issued on the 29 October, the coordinated EU 

approach helped to ensure stronger preparedness and coordination 

in the fight against manipulation and disinformation.  The 

European elections, however, were not free from disinformation. At 

present, the Commission has started its evaluation of the Code of 

Practice following its first year of implementation. Early next year, 

based on such an evaluation, it will decide whether additional 

measures, including of regulatory nature, are necessary. 

 

• More remains to be done. Malign actors constantly change their 

strategies and we must strive to be ahead of them. Fighting 

disinformation remains a common, long-term challenge for the EU 

institutions and the Member States. 

 


