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I’d like to thank the Committee for your invitation to participate in today’s session. My name is Ronan
Costello and I am a Senior Manager of Public Policy for Twitter in Europe. In my opening statement, I will
first provide our observations on the General Scheme of the Electoral Reform Bill 2020, and then I will
outline some key elements of our election integrity work.

Twitter is an open, public platform. Our singular mission is to serve the public conversation. The public
conversation on Twitter is never more important than during elections, the cornerstone of democracies
across the globe. Our service shows people what’s happening and democratises access to information.
And at its best, it also provides insights into diverse perspectives on critical issues — all in real time.

We’re a global service and we strive to think globally, so every year is an election year. We take what we
learn from each election and use it to improve our election integrity work worldwide. Policies that were
developed prior to the EU Parliament Elections in 2019 were improved for the US Presidential Election in
2020, and on it will go through 2021 and beyond.

Every day, we build on our efforts to protect the public conversation and enforce our policies against
deliberate attempts to mislead people and manipulate our platform. Partnerships with industry peers and
civil society, as well as political parties and government officials, are critical to our success and it is in this
context that we welcome today’s dialogue and ongoing cooperation.

Electoral Reform Bill 2020
Twitter shares the fundamental objective of the Electoral Reform Bill: to make elections more transparent,
to encourage accountability, and to promote an honest and informative civic conversation.

We welcome the proposed establishment of an Electoral Commission. In countries where we’ve worked
with Electoral Commissions, such as the UK, our experience has been very positive. Having a single point
of contact is helpful for all stakeholders. During the EU Parliament Elections, we channelled our
engagement through a dedicated election team. When the process concluded, the Director General of the
Directorate for Communication in the Parliament reached out to express their appreciation of this work. It
was a recognition that the collaboration had been successful and led to our shared, desired outcomes:
increased participation and constructive discourse.

With regards to the “political purpose” definition currently provided in the Bill, there is a remote chance
that the day-to-day campaigning of nonprofit organisations and NGOs may be captured in the scope of
the proposed legislation. Additionally, this definition may capture apolitical voter education and
engagement campaigns that the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage or the
newly-established Electoral Commission would seek to run. It would be helpful if this was further clarified.
We respectfully submit that such categories of promotion should not be subject to the requirements set
out in the draft legislation.

Political Advertising
Twitter made the decision in October 2019 to prohibit political advertising. We took this step based on our
belief that political message reach should be earned, not bought. We also cautioned that the effects of
algorithm-optimised and micro-targeted political messaging present new challenges to civic discourse
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which are not yet fully understood.

What is subject to this policy?
We define political content as content that references a candidate, political party, elected or appointed
government official, election, referendum, legislation, regulation, directive, or judicial outcome. Ads that
contain references to political content, including appeals for votes, solicitations of financial support, and
advocacy for or against any of the above-listed types of political content, are prohibited under this policy.
We also do not allow ads of any type by candidates, political parties, or elected or appointed government
officials.

News Publisher Exemption
News publishers who meet our exemption criteria may run ads that reference political content and/or
prohibited advertisers under our political content policy, but may not include advocacy for or against those
topics or advertisers.

Cause-Based Advertiser
Twitter recognised that nonprofit organisations, charities, NGOs, and government agencies and
departments may seek to promote content that has a generally educational and apolitical nature.
Therefore, we have a policy for cause-based advertisers. Advertisers seeking this designation must go
through a robust certification process with Twitter where they may be required to provide additional
information on their organisation, such as a certificate of incorporation or tax registration details.

Cause-based advertisers are also subject to targeting restrictions. Targeting is limited to geography,
keywords, and interests. Further, keyword and interest targeting may not include terms associated with
political content, prohibited advertisers, or political leanings or affiliations.

Twitter & Elections
Prior to an election, the Public Policy team coordinates a period of preparation – this process is now
long-established and becomes more robust with each election cycle. We connect with political parties to
provide an overview of our policies and our work around civic integrity, as well as sharing practical tips for
staying safe on Twitter. We also engage with the parties and the relevant electoral authorities to ensure the
right support channels are in place to escalate concerns and report any violations of our Rules or policies.
In Ireland, we have open, direct lines of communication with a range of stakeholders in politics and
government and we offer training sessions whenever possible.

Our cross-functional elections team
We form a high-level internal group to lead our election integrity work throughout the election period. The
groups are typically made up of several of the company’s trust and safety experts and members of our site
integrity, legal, and data science investigation teams. This blend of perspectives, expertise, and
backgrounds is critical to the rigour and success of our work. Once an election is concluded, the driver of
that cross-functional team will conduct a retrospective examination of the process and suggest areas for
improvement that can be carried on to the next election. See this example for the EU Parliament Elections
of 2019.

Fostering civic engagement and the election conversation
Twitter seeks to encourage civic participation and dialogue. During election periods, users come to our
service to see what’s happening, participate in the conversation, and join the online campaign trail. For
example, during the Irish General Election in 2020, we saw a consistently high level of positive and healthy
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political debate on Twitter between candidates, parties, voters, journalists, civil society groups and
interested election-watchers. To drive engagement for election conversations, Twitter launched a
dedicated emoji that activated when people used hashtags such as #GE2020. Our post-election analysis
noted a 43% increase in conversation on Twitter compared to the previous general election.

Twitter & Election Integrity
As we’ve said above, the public conversation on Twitter is never more important than during elections and
other civic events. Any attempts to undermine the integrity of our service is antithetical to our user’s rights
and undermines freedom of expression, one of the values upon which our company is based.

Twitter’s Civic Integrity Policy is a recognition of the responsibility to protect election conversations from
interference and manipulation. Under the policy, we prohibit attempts to use our service to manipulate or
disrupt civic processes, including through the distribution of false or misleading information about the
procedures or circumstances around participation in a civic process. In instances where misleading
information does not seek to directly manipulate or disrupt civic processes, but leads to confusion on our
service, we may label the Tweets to give additional context.

The Civic Integrity Policy addresses four categories of behaviour and content:

1. Misleading information about how to participate: We will label or remove false or misleading
information about how to participate in an election or other civic process. This includes but is not
limited to:

○ misleading information about procedures to participate in a civic process (for example, that
you can vote by Tweet, text message, email, or phone call in jurisdictions where these are
not a possibility);

○ misleading information about requirements for participation, including identification or
citizenship requirements;

○ misleading claims that cause confusion about the established laws, regulations,
procedures, and methods of a civic process, or about the actions of officials or entities
executing those civic processes; and

○ misleading statements or information about the official, announced date or time of a civic
process.

2. Suppression and intimidation: We will label or remove false or misleading information intended to
intimidate or dissuade people from participating in an election or other civic process. This includes
but is not limited to:

○ misleading claims that polling places are closed, that polling has ended, or other misleading
information relating to votes not being counted;

○ misleading claims about police or law enforcement activity related to voting in an election,
polling places, or collecting census information;

○ misleading claims about long lines, equipment problems, or other disruptions at voting
locations during election periods;

○ misleading claims about process procedures or techniques which could dissuade people
from participating; and

○ threats regarding voting locations or other key places or events (note that our violent threats
policy may also be relevant for threats not covered by this policy).

3. Misleading information about outcomes: We will label or remove false or misleading information
intended to undermine public confidence in an election or other civic process. This includes but is
not limited to:

○ disputed claims that could undermine faith in the process itself, such as unverified
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information about election rigging, ballot tampering, vote tallying, or certification of election
results; and

○ misleading claims about the results or outcome of a civic process which calls for or could
lead to interference with the implementation of the results of the process, e.g. claiming
victory before election results have been certified, inciting unlawful conduct to prevent the
procedural or practical implementation of election results (note that our violent threats
policy may also be relevant for threats not covered by this policy).

4. False or misleading affiliation: Users can’t create fake accounts which misrepresent their
affiliation, or share content that falsely represents its affiliation, to a candidate, elected official,
political party, electoral authority, or government entity.

Countering Platform Manipulation
Core to our work around civic integrity are our efforts to strengthen Twitter against attempted
manipulation, including malicious automated accounts and spam, as well as other activities that violate
our Terms of Service (see full policy). We want everyone’s experience on Twitter to be safe, secure, and
informative. And while our open and real-time environment is a powerful antidote to the intentional spread
of false information, we also take additional, proactive steps to stop abuse, spam, and manipulation
before they happen. The fight against malicious activity and abuse has been significantly augmented by
our continuously improved capacity to leverage machine learning to recognise and challenge harmful
practices and behaviour. Through machine learning, we can detect behaviour-based signals that help to
scale our moderation efforts. This allows us to investigate entire networks of problematic accounts and
take appropriate action. Our capacity to deploy machine learning now means that over one of every two
Tweets that is removed for violating our Rules has been proactively identified without requiring user
reports. For more information, see the Twitter Transparency Center.

Tackling Harmful Misleading Information
We recognise that addressing harms associated with misinformation requires innovative solutions. Content
moderation in isolation is not scalable, and simply removing content fails to meet the challenges of the
modern Internet. This is why we’ve sought to be innovative in pioneering new approaches to labeling
harmful content. Labels help us to clarify that a claim may be disputed. The user can then interact with a
label to navigate to a page where they can find credible information from authoritative sources.

We’re also investing in two experiments — Birdwatch and Bluesky. Both are aimed at improving our efforts
to counter harmful misinformation. I offer more detail on Birdwatch below.

Birdwatch
In January this year, we launched the Birdwatch pilot, a community-based approach to addressing the
challenge of misinformation. Birdwatch is expected to broaden the range of voices involved in tackling
misinformation, and streamline the real-time feedback people already add to Tweets. We hope that
engaging diverse communities here will help address current deficits in trust for all. Moreover, this
community-based approach is inherently scalable and localised, as it’s hoped that users can, in time, add
notes in local languages and with nuanced local context. We expect data related to Birdwatch will be
publicly available at Birdwatch Guide, including the algorithm codes that power it.

Education & Society
The challenges that our civic processes face are not limited to matters of policy and product. Literacy
education and fostering a deep understanding of twenty-first century digital citizenship will be key to
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ensuring our civic institutions and processes remain healthy. With respect to literacy, there are three
primary areas of importance in this context: media, information, and digital. Each of these is distinct yet
overlapping. For our part, we have worked with UNESCO and the European Commission on media and
information literacy campaigns that aim to promote the idea that people should #ThinkBeforeSharing
content they see online. This builds on the literacy work we have done with UNESCO since 2018, which
included the development of our Teaching and Learning with Twitter handbook for educators of all stripes.
This partnership was established and is managed from the Dublin office.

Regional Alignment
Twitter supports regional and global regulatory alignment around technology legislation insofar as it’s
possible. A coherent national and regional approach to regulation provides the clarity that cross-border
services require to fulfil user expectation that their experience of our platform will be consistent regardless
of where they are in the world.

In this regard, we have been witnessing trends to regulate online platforms at a national level by other EU
State Members and we are concerned that this fragmented approach will complicate any possibility of a
more coherent and pan-European regulatory response. We would urge consideration of existing
pan-European initiatives that have provided a structure for regional standard-setting and cooperation,
including the EU Code of Conduct on Disinformation. Indeed, we believe that the free and open Internet
needs a coherent set of standards at European level. Otherwise, any new regulation would risk building
virtual walls between our digital communities.

We believe that Ireland has a unique role to play in advocating for this regulatory cohesiveness. Ireland can
become a leader in convening like-minded countries and advocating for a regulatory approach that will lay
the foundation in Europe for the next twenty years of the Internet – protecting consumers, encouraging
openness and freedom, while strengthening our civic institutions.

For this reason, we encourage consideration of work already underway with the Digital Services Act and
the European Democracy Action Plan.

Conclusion
Twitter is a unique platform for public conversation. Twitter’s conversation and the access to information it
enables is underpinned by a free and Open Internet. We define the Open Internet as a global, singular
internet that is accessible to all, protects free expression, and which promotes fair competition and
innovation. As debate around the world focuses on how to solve public policy challenges related to our
online environment, our approach to regulation and public policy issues is centered on protecting this
vision of the Open Internet and we welcome any dialogue with policymakers that advances this goal.

Twitter Opening Statement - Joint Committee on Housing, Local Government and Heritage - March 2021 | Page 5

https://about.twitter.com/content/dam/about-twitter/en/tfg/download/teaching-learning-with-twitter-unesco.pdf
https://twitter.com/Policy/status/1288854760829980674
https://twitter.com/Policy/status/1288854760829980674

