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It goes without saying that recently ‘fake news’ has become one of the most trending search
phrases on the net. Moreover, representatives of Collins English Dictionary have gone as far
as  to  name it  official  Word  of  the  Year  for  2017,  and there’s  a  very  good reasons  for  this
term to enjoy such popularity. For instance, it was used by American President Donald
Trump,  who accused leading Western media sources of spreading deceitful  reports by
describing them as ‘fake news’.

The uncontested prevalence of such news could be observed during all the major political
campaigns  of  recent  years:  presidential  election  in  the  US  and  France,  parliamentary
elections in Germany, Brexit and Catalan referendums… Perhaps there is no country in this
world that escaped fake news as they are being manufactured and distributed via social
media  on  the  global  scale,  as  there  are  whole  “troll  factories”  and  even  all  sorts  of
government bodies that justify their existence by claiming that they’re engaged in a “fight
against disinformation”.

The Guardian experts tasked with analyzing disinformation campaigns in the online media
came to a conclusion fake news is not just a Western problem, as it can be found in the
media space of pretty much every corner of the world. In Brazil, for example, since early
2016, the popularity of  false news reports has exceeded the coverage enjoyed by the
mainstream media. This can be explained by the corruption scandal and the subsequent
impeachment  of  President  Dilma  Rousseff.  According  to  the  BBC,  out  of  the  five  most
popular (according to the number of reposts) news reports in Brazil, three were false. In
India, the main distributor of false reports is the WhatsApp messenger, as The Guardian
adds.

Fake news – an integral attribute of information wars, which, in turn, accompany real wars.
One of their most striking manifestations in recent years has been the so-called fight against
“Russian propaganda” in Europe, which has recently become an obsession in a number of
European countries, reaching the European Parliament.

In the course of the information war that is being waged against Russia for years, Western
and especially European media sources suddenly faced a situation when their readers would
cease trusting their reports on the situation in Ukraine. This mistrust manifested itself in the
so-called Salisbury incident staged by London and Washington as a part of its Russophobic
campaign, as no facts were being presented to Western readers to support their  anti-
Russian arguments, so readers preferred to look the other way.

Therefore, the results of a social survey carried out by the Monmouth University, which
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showed that at least six out of ten Americans, regardless of their political views, believe that
the Western mainstream media intentionally deceives by presenting fake reports can hardly
be described as surprising.

In Europe, especially among the so-called new EU member states, the absence of any
possibility to challenge the Russian narrative about the presence of unknown foreign-backed
actors at the EuroMaidan protests or about the ongoing war crimes Kiev is committing in
Donbass, politicians decided to label their attempts to silence truthful reports by branding
them  as  a  “fight  against  Russian  propaganda”,  restricting  access  to  the  information
provided by Russia’s media sources and launching various anti-Russian media projects,
while spreading disinformation in a bid to distract people’s attention.

As early as 2015, it became known that the EU created a special group to combat “Russian
propaganda.” In the UK there is a new governmental agency being created that, according
to London’s official  rhetorics,  will  specialize in “countering misinformation and fake news.”
According to British Prime Minister Teresa May, this agency will allow London to ensure
the preservation of its national security priorities and will allow it to deter British opponents
more systematically. According to Evening Standard, this body will be working under the
supervision of the Cabinet of the United Kingdom, which has already shown its adherence to
fake reports during the Salisbury incident.

Moreover, at the beginning of the year France’s President Emmanuel Macron announced
a new legislative initiative to be transformed into a law aimed at countering fake news.

The issue of fake news and propaganda is now being supervised by the EU Parliamentary
Commission, which has already demanded Facebook and Twitter to provide them reports on
this matter.

Lately it’s become known that a special unit to counter “fake” information was created
under the supervision of  the European Parliament.  The unit  is  tasked with the goal  of
preserving the reputation of the European Parliament and responding to false reports, which
can be published by both foreign and local media sources. From 2018 to 2020, this team will
be receiving 1.1 million euros annually.

However, there’s little doubt that when the heads of Western countries talk about fighting
“fake news”, they, first of all, mean strict censorship of the information space. And the more
often  Western  leaders  pronounce  the  phrases  “struggle  for  democracy”,  “freedom  of
speech” and the fight against “fake news”, the more rigid a form of total surveillance we are
going to encounter. And we clearly see today that the fight against the alternative narrative
in a great many of Western countries starts to take truly Orwellian shapes.

Against this backdrop, a special attention must be paid to a report published under the title
of the Final report of the High Level Expert Group on Fake News and Online Disinformation
drafted by an independent group of expert on “fake news” and disinformation. The group,
which is supervised by the European Commissioner for Digital Economy and Society Mariya
Gabriel  (Bulgaria)  was established on behalf  of  the Chairman of  the EC,  Jean-Claude
Juncker  last  January  with  the  goal  of  providing  advice  to  the  European  Commission
members on the issue of “fake news.”

It  was  formed  out  of  39  various  practitioners,  including  media  representatives  (RTL,
Mediaset, SkyNews), IT experts (Facebook, Twitter, Google), the scientific community, along
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with various NGO representatives. The group was presented with a list of following tasks:
identifying  the  phenomenon  of  misinformation,  provide  info  on  existing  measures  of
combating it,  proposing the creatia of  choosing the tools  for  countering disinformation
disseminated on the Internet, facilitating the development of a common EU strategy in this
area, its key principles and goals for short and long terms.

According to Vice-President of the European Commission, François Timmermans, in an
era when an unprecedented amount of information and false information is being published
every day, it is especially important to “provide citizens with tools for identifying false news”
and managing the information received.

A careful examination of the report prepared by the European Commission shows that the
departure of the group of experts from the term “fake news” in favor of “misinformation” is
an  attempt  to  make  the  subject  of  its  study  less  odious  and  more  scientific  in  nature.
According  to  the  authors,  they  studied  the  best  practices  in  this  field.  Apparently  for  this
reason, the report does not mention the Strategic Communication Group East operating
within the structure of  the European foreign policy service,  the main task of  which is
exclusively  to  draft  false  reports  about  “hybrid  threats”  and  “all-powerful  Russian
propaganda.”

The report emphasizes that the basis for measures to combat disinformation should be the
preservation of the absolute priority of freedom of speech and journalistic freedom in order
to avoid any forms of censorship. The red line is the idea of the importance of minimum
legal regulation while encouraging “horizontal” coordination of stakeholders. Putting high
hopes on the consciousness of the latter, the commission emphasizes self-regulation. To do
this, it is proposed to create a kind of “coalition” that would unite online platforms, media,
journalists, legislators, civil society and other players.

One can only hope that this report of the European Commission will allow to unite the efforts
of all countries to wage a real war against “fake news” and political disinformation, without
strengthening of the ongoing censorship of the publications of alternative media sites that
are trying to convey to the population of countries true information about the criminal
activities of individual political figures and uncover lies in various mainstream publications.

*

Grete Mautner is an independent researcher and journalist from Germany, exclusively for
the online magazine “New Eastern Outlook.”
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