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Dear Vice President Cordeiro,
Dear members of the European Committee of the Regions,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a pleasureto contributeto the importantdebate on the future of
Europeandemocracy,on behalf of the Congress of Local and
Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe,

in the spirit of the long-standing partnership between our two

institutions.
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It is crucialfor both our institutions to join their efforts today when
our democratic model and the functioning of democracy is facing

multiple challenges.

This debateis taking place amid the ongoing pandemic when new
restrictive measures for democracy and human rights are being

introduced acrossthe continent.

This health crisis has putto arigorous testour institutions of
governance and their ability to respondto the challengeand protect

our citizens.

The situationremainstense and precariouswithin the nations.
The national executiveauthoritiesin many countries are still retaining
the considerable powerswhich werere-centralised fromthe regional

andlocallevel in areflex as part ofthe crisis management.

At the sametime, the post-crisis recovery is another importantaspect.
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The Committee of the Regions was right to ring the alarm bell early on
the lack of consultations with localand regional authorities and their

insufficient presencein post-Covidrecovery plans.

The Congress presenteda series of specific recommendations in this
respect,to the Councilof Europe Committee of Ministers in Athens in

November 2020.

They remain fully valid and included:
e Dbetter useof the multi-level governance system,
e constantdialogue with subnational authorities and their greater
involvementin central decision making,

e and better accessto directfunding.

It is encouraging thatthe foreign ministers of the 47 Council of Europe
member States recognised the need for improved multi-level
governancein Europe.

Thisinresponse tothe health crisis,complemented by better multi-
lateral co-operation, as the pandemicis notimpressed by national

borders.
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Dear colleagues,

The Covid-19 pandemic represents certainly the “clear and present
danger” to our democracy, to use the military jargon, but it is by far

notthe only one.

Before the pandemic broke out,the Congress already raised alarmin
2019 about multiple crises faced by our societies and the loss of
citizens’ confidence in the ability of our system of governanceto

provide an adequate response.

In its contribution to the Committee of Ministers in Helsinkiin May
2019,the Congress expressed concern aboutthe deteriorating link
between public institutions and citizens.

Thisdonein aworrying context of an increasein anti-liberal
tendencies,areturn to authoritarian temptations and aresurgence of

nationalism.

Thisis happening againstthe background

o of thetangible effects of climate change,
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e thestruggleto copewith theincreasing paceoftechnological
change,the challenges of migration,
e theglobalisation of our economies

e andits impacton our traditional cultural references.

We arguethat thesetransformations lead to social anxiety and an

evolutionin our political perceptions.

Reflected more specificlly in a crisis of representation that manifests
itself in many European countries.

Also in the emergence of a “clash” society in which confrontationis
the norm,with new forms of individual and collective violence.

We also seeatrendtowards a habit of strongly voicing indignation,
and aloss of a discourseand discussionbased on reflection and

arguments.

In addition,a growing proportion of citizens do not feel that they are
properly represented nor secure and voice their dissatisfaction with

the elected politicians.
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Many of these phenomenahavebeen observedduring Congress

monitoring and electoral observation missions.

We argued thatrestoring the link between institutions of governance
and citizens passes throughregaining citizens’ trust,

and the crucialrole of ‘democracy of proximity’ in this regard.

Using the net capital of higher levels of citizens’ confidencein local

andregional elected representatives and territorial authorities overall.

As we address today,in this debate,the question of disinformation
and its impact on the functioning of democracy, it is importantto see
this larger picture of the current situation and the currentchallenges.
It is importantbecause thetrustin fake news begins with the mistrust

in public authorities and theinformation they provide.

Rebuilding citizens’ confidence in the political system is therefore the
only sustainable way to reversethe spread of disinformation.

| am gratefulto President Macron who yesterday addressedthe
threats of cyber attacks and fake news in electoral campaigns and

processes.
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Thefirstline of defence againstthe threats to pluralistic democracy is
the local level, are municipalities,towns and cities for they are the

glue of our societies.

Dear colleagues,

This brings me directly to the subject matter of today’s debate.
It goes withoutsaying thatin the context of the multiple crises our

societies are facing.

Theimportanceofreliableinformation received by citizenscannotbe

overestimated.

In ademocracy,citizens musthave accessto reliableinformationthat
they can useto participatein government,civic, and corporate
decision-making.

Information is the key to making therightdecisions at all levels of
governance and is thereforea crucial factor for the good functioning

of democracy and its resilienceto challenges.



Yetthe information landscape has been changingfast, with the
widespread use of —andreliance on —the internetand its online

content,socialmediaand the usage of blogs.

145  Thevolume,the content,the platforms —each of these has evolved

beyond recognitionin a shortperiod of time.

Twenty-fiveyears ago, mostof ourinformation came from printed
publications,television and radio.

150
Today,thesearecomplemented,rivalled and often eclipsed by

websites,blogs and social media.

Themonopoly of the professional press has been democratised.

155
Well-known outlets are joined by an abundance of new sources —
including millions of individuals —that spread news with the click of a

share button.

160 Thisnewenvironmentrepresents a challengeto the traditional media.



Thevalues
e oftheoriginaljournalism—-independence,
e the protection of sources,
165 e verification of information,
e investigativereporting—
have beenunder pressure fromthe need to compete with the

immediacy of online content.

170 This atthe risk of the decline of fact-checking and quality journalism

overall.

Thefastdevelopmentof algorithms and artificial intelligence adds to
the complexity of the issue.

175
Thefight againstdisinformation has confronted us with the question

whatis acceptable when it comesto regulating freedom of speech.

An openandregular dialogue between techcompanies,governments,
180 internationalinstitutions and civil society is instrumental in balancing

rights and harm in the contentmoderation process.



Policies have been designedby civil society and governmentsaround
the world to stop the spread of false information, while safeguarding

185 therightto freedom of expressionand accessto information.

If technology spreadsdisinformation,it should betamed.

Thenew mediaand tech giants should be heldto account,based on

190 the needfortransparency,responsibility and neutrality.

However,is it feasible to mandate them with upholding specific
standards of information? —and who would decide on those
standards?

195
Thefight againstdisinformationinvolvesarange of actors: citizens,
governments, private sector, mediaand social media, as well as

international platforms.

200 Medialiteracyiscrucialin this fight.

A new social culturesurrounding internetmustbe created:

e in orderto promotesocialresponsibility,

10



e establishclearrulesonwhatis appropriate online behaviour,

205 e andraiseawareness abouttherisks.

Governments needto putin place new structures.

To supportquality media, especially the Public Service Broadcasters,
210 which arevitally importantto a healthy medialandscapeand have

been ableto maintain relatively high levels of trust.

At the sametime, the traditional medianeed to reach beyond their

usual scopein orderto connectwith broader sections ofsociety.
215

Localmedia,which has comeunderimmensefinancial pressurein

recentyears, mustalso be actively supported financially by central

and local authorities and institutions.

220 Oneofthe generalsolutionsis to raise awarenessamong the broader

population ofthe rolethat the traditional mediaplay.

11
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In this regard,localand regional authorities play a major role on all
frontsin responding to this complexissue, using their proximity to

citizens.

Theycandoso by:

engagingcitizens and civil society in public debates and

democratic participation,
e supporting grassrootsinitiatives and local media,
e raising public awareness

e aswellas improving medialiteracy and access to reliable

information overall.

Localandregional authorities have adirect stake in the matter.

A debate held in the Congress last October showed thatlocal and

regional elected representatives throughout Europe are constantly

confronted with therise of fake news and hate speech.

Particularly onthe Internetand social networks, and this has

worsenedsignificantly inrecentyears.

12



245

250

255

260

265

This makes theuse of these medianot only an interesting opportunity

to local politicians butalso achallenge.

Fake news and hate speechhave powerfulrepercussions onthe work
of mayorsand councillors and, more broadly,on the functioning of

democracy, especiallyduring election orreferendum campaigns.

It is clear that responsesto stop fake news and hate speech mustgo

beyond site blocking or contentfiltering.

In orderto do more,the Congress has engagedin a scientific co-
operationprojectinvolving academics and experts fromuniversity

institutionsin Ludwigsburg,Budapest,Bucharest,Kosice and Vienna.

This inter-university research projectwill explorethetrends and

harms of fake news and hate speech and the ways in which they affect

local democracy.

Congress members will contributetheir own experiences to this

project.

13
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It will resultin areportwith policy recommendationsfor fighting

online fake news and hate speechin the local and regional context.

Thisreportwill be presented atthe Congress Session in March next

year.

Dear colleagues,

Localand regional authorities play acrucialrolein respondingto the
threatof disinformation which undermines the good functioning of

democracy.

Elected representatives at grassroot level arethe authorities closest

to citizens.

They musttakethe advantage of their directrelations with citizens
and the higherlevels of confidence they enjoy to ensureregular
communicationof information peoplecan trust.

We, the Congress and the Committee of the Regions as institutions

representing these authorities, mustuse our networks for pooling

14



experiencesand disseminating good practice to counterthe spread of

disinformation.

| look forward to our discussion on the matter today.

200 Thankyou for your attention.
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