Future actions to strengthen quality information and reduce the spread of disinformation online

I would like to name three underlying threats in today’s media eco-system:
•
the structure of contemporary journalism is not sustainable; 

•
there is not enough  trust in media;

·       social media is ever more influential and powerful, due to   power of ownership, of clever hacking in a so-called hacking the attention society with an almost complete  lack of transparency and accountability. 

The business model that sustained journalism has collapsed with the consequent closure of newspapers, radio and TV stations, hundreds of thousands of job losses and an emerging democratic deficit with whole communities, towns, cities and regions lacking dedicated media, in short many “news deserts”. 

While more individuals have access to content than ever before, the combination of political polarisation and technological change but  also the marginalization of quality journalism  has facilitated the rapid spread of hate speech, propaganda and fake news often leading to disproportionate restrictions on freedom of speech. An abuse of internet freedoms is feeding hate and threatens democracy. 

When it comes to fostering quality journalism our starting line is the importance of investing in resources and staff as a prerequisite for responsible reporting, and this at a time when legacy media is in crisis and the voices of independent quality journalism are often silenced be it for political or economic reasons.
In an ever-growing number of countries journalists face physical and verbal attacks including from Presidents, prime ministers and powerful individuals, while the unwarranted use of anti-terror legislation and criminal defamation laws threaten their very ability to report news and information to the public. 

We thank the Commission for holding this meeting recognizing the urgency of strengthening quality information.
There is ever more a need for news which is subject to verification and validation, which is distilled, parsed and analysed and presented in context and understandable form. A potential positive effect of the recognition  of the phenomenon of fake news is that  the position of quality news brands may be strengthened by highlighting the need for trusted brands and accurate news at times of uncertainty! AND To be able to do this you need professional journalists and this costs money.  So the discussion of FUNDING (publicly and privately) must be on the top of any media agenda!
Given the speed of false news and propaganda in today’s social media, good journalism is ever more important and can only survive when it is  better than its “loud critic” offer. Work intensification, multi-tasking, working on all platforms including own branding make it more difficult to just be a journalist, or even wish to fulfil a watchdog role.

Left out of most critiques of fake news is mainstream media’s own role in misinforming the public, be it intentional or unintentional (the BREXIT coverage in British media is only one example), be it out of partisan or ideological or propaganda reasons (see Catalonia, Ukraine-Russia) or purely for sensational commercial incentives (click philosophy, advertisement). The Commissions issue paper on fake news includes an interesting analysis , see : publishers’ incentive to adjust their editorial mix away from fact-based news and towards more captivating “views” . It seems that they rather than aiming at reaching a trusted media they copy social media’s business model based on (often false) attention economy.
The Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism recently carried out the biggest survey of audience perspectives on fake news. The findings show that from an audience perspective fake news is only in part about fabricated news reports narrowly defined and much more about a wider discontent with the information landscape – including news media and politicians as well as platform companies.

For audiences the difference between fake and real news is gradual not absolute. They see partisan news coverage as fake news and disinformation not because of the lies it tells but because of what it omits to tell. 
In  a recent discussion with fact checkers in Germany they told me that “ fakes are never black or white but grey”. The main problem is that information and facts are taken out of their context. It is very time consuming to  discover fake news.
Internet giants and social networks fake news are a profitable business model: more than 600 global brands are advertising on fake news websites – and they do not seem to care! So there is a clear need to address the incentives that underlie the distribution of some fake news. The attitude of  social networks is dictated by the marketing interest rather than the public interest,” “No one is talking about regulating the financing of #fakenews.”
Algorythms, and bubbles are creating echo chambers while the GAFA (google, apple, Facebook and amazon) refuse to call themselves media and thereby refuse publishers’ responsibility.But, we do not agree that the right way to go forward is to pressure or force Internet companies to remove content within very short time thus regulate themselves prohibited speech! Such process should be transparent and accountable and open to different stakeholders. Otherwhise, this would put private companies rather than the courts to decide the legality of a content.

As Rasmus Nielsen of Oxford university argues, “not enough is known about the inner working of social media to come up with effective regulation” (see The Economist, Social media’s threat to democracy”); 
A report by propublica in June 2017 found that Facebook’s secret censorship policies tend to favour elites and governments over grassroots activities and racial minorities.

What more should be done to strengthen media literacy in the digital age?

Given the fake news phenomenon, reviewing media or news literacy policymaking is urgent. A new approach to critical digital literacy will be beneficial not only in tackling how threatening such a phenomenon is for democracy but in facilitating democracy itself by contributing to informed, critically autonomous and digitally empowered citizens. Indeed training journalists, media owners, the public are much needed actions. Curricula do not prepare journalists enough for working in digital only media; In the future, journalists will sell ever more complex information (basic information, simple news are generally free, today), so education and skills are the key. But also mid-career journalists need more training when it comes to digital literacy but also how to react to hate comments etc. Digital literacy should be included in school and university curricula but likewise in lifelong learning for the “digital immigrants (50+). And to be successful such programms need above all be targeted also at groups that feel marginalised or communities who feel vulnerable if they are there to help enhance democratic values.  Solving the problmes cannot rest on platforms alone.
Those who consume news must be educated in the difference between “filtered” and “unfiltered” news and must know how to seek verification of news. The EFJ supports programmes in which journalists explain in schools, universities etc about their role and what distinguished journalism from pure information.

Other proposals to “fight” fake news are:

· preventing monopolisation of media ownership and creating better frameworks for genuine media pluralism including the strengthening of public service media  (Nicola); but alos confronting complete concentration by GAFA -95%
· developing funds for small scale quality news providers, sustainable support for digital projects/start-ups , question of sustainable funding also to not let it all to GOOGLE, we need  new kind of non-profit structure to support news as a public good, as Julia Cagé elaborates in her recent book “Saving the Media”. How to finance journalism as a public good.  Invest in journalism, and improve the status of journalists. 

· And in particular, since local journalism is both valuable and more trusted, we should support efforts to strengthen local reporting in the face of tightening budgets. regional media, adressing an easily defined audience that can easily verify news strongly related to its geographical/social environment, could indeed be one answer!

· creating algorithms that favour quality and veritable news, and indeed more requirements for more transparency and accountability;
· using fact checking and engagement with audiences where possible (this involves a lot of resources: fact checking takes time); efficient mechanisms of complaints. 
· protecting media freedom and ethical journalism through strenghthened  self-regulation and focusing on fighting bad journalism and less fake news,  training (EFJ project on Media against hate: uphold our ethical standards, supported by EU) – EFJ supports the work of the Ethical journalism network. Public policy should use ethical values of journalism, principles of accuracy, transparency and humanity; improving trust in media  by “back to basics: seek the truth, be accurate etc).  
· stronger future collaborations between researchers and the media. One option is to support their working together in newsrooms, where researchers could both serve as in-house experts and gather data for applied research. Another route is to provide journalists with tools they need to lower the cost of data-based journalism. For example, a platform to provide journalists with crowd-sourced and curated data on emerging news stories, similar to Wikipedia. The resource would provide journalists with cheap and reliable sources of information so that well-sourced reporting can outpace the spread of misinformation on social media. 
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