
BRUSSELS: The European Union has launched
a coordinated fight against fake news ahead of
this month’s European Parliament elections, but
officials acknowledge there are limits to what can
be achieved against a danger barely recognized
a few years ago. The risk is “very high”, said Lutz
Guellner, one of the EU’s top officials in charge of
the anti-disinformation campaign. “Just look at the
past, the US elections, what happened in France,
Germany.” 

By funding fact-
checking organizations,
building up an in-house
unit to counter disinfor-
mation from Russia, and
enlisting Facebook,
Google, Twitter and oth-
ers, Brussels hopes to
shield the 427 million
people eligible to vote
for the 751-seat EU
chamber on May 23-26. Facebook opened a fake
news war room in late April, later showing jour-
nalists around the Dublin facility, but security ex-
perts say that may be too late to uproot the seeds
of doubt planted by malign campaigns to under-
mine one of the world’s biggest elections. 

EU officials say they cannot quantify the im-
pact of their efforts. They suffer from limited
funding and institutional restraints, and are only

just coming to terms with the scale of the prob-
lem. “The EU can’t have a Ministry of Truth,” said
one senior EU official. Despite the pan-European
nature of the risks, the vote is held as separate
elections in each of the 28 EU countries, some of
which have been slow to put in place safeguards. 

EU governments and NATO allies say Russia
is targeting elections to undermine Western
democracy. Moscow denies that. In a case that
forced EU officials to pay attention to the real-

world impact of fake
news, a story in 2016
about a Russian-German
girl reportedly raped by
Arab migrants sparked a
media storm until Ger-
many’s intelligence service
established it as a Russian
attempt to manipulate
German public opinion.

Who set fire to Notre Dame?
By alerting people to examples of disinforma-

tion, the EU, like other Western governments,
hopes to “inoculate” citizens against fake news,
according to Heidi Tworek, a expert on informa-
tion warfare at the University of British Columbia.

“Potentially we will be able to win, but not yet,
because we have neglected this for so long,”
Lithuania’s Foreign Minister Linas Linkevicius

said. Because May’s elections are likely to pro-
duce a fragmented parliament, with anti-estab-
lishment parties doing well, EU officials are
anxious about “bad actors” disrupting debate.
Turnout for European Parliament elections is tra-
ditionally low, making it easier for far-right and
far-left groups to focus on voters favoring ex-
tremist parties via social media.

Russian media in Europe, while not success-
ful in reaching the broader public, provides a

platform for anti-EU populists. Following a fire
at Paris’ Notre Dame cathedral in April, Russian
media outlets in Europe blamed Islamist mili-
tants and Ukraine’s pro-Western government.
Fact-checkers in Germany called out a fake
news article circulated on Facebook about Frans
Timmermans, the Socialists’ top candidate in the
European elections. The report falsely claimed
he wanted “mass immigration of Muslim men to
Europe”. — Reuters

I n t e r n a t i o n a l Friday, May 17, 2019

Friday 15

Facebook,
Google try

proactive 
approach 

Republicans: No 
US visas for China 
military scientists 
WASHINGTON: Republicans in Congress want to bar Chinese
military scientists from obtaining visas to study or work in the
United States, drawing criticism Wednesday from Beijing. Com-
panion bills in the House and Senate would compel the White
House to identify a list of research and scientific institutions that
the president determines are affiliated with or funded by the Chi-
nese People’s Liberation Army.

The PLA Visa Security Act introduced Tuesday would prevent
people currently or formerly employed or sponsored by such en-
tities from entering the United States on student or research visas.
The legislation landed as the two global powers are locked in a
fierce trade showdown that has bruised US-China ties, roiled
world markets and led President Donald Trump to boost punitive
tariffs on Chinese merchandise imports. 

Senator Tom Cotton, a bill co-sponsor, said “keeping PLA sci-
entists out of our research laboratories is a basic act of self-de-
fense.” “Student and research visas ought to be reserved for those
foreign nationals who want to contribute to our universities and re-
search institutions, not for our foreign adversaries and spies that
wish to do us harm,” Senator Chuck Grassley added in a statement.

China’s Foreign Ministry said the exchanges are in line with
the countries’ common interests and should not be politicized.
Washington has “without evidence suspected the motives of Chi-
nese scholars, students, and scientific and technical personnel in
the United States, unreasonably restricting and harassing them,”
ministry spokesman Geng Shuang said. It was not immediately
clear whether the measure would pass the Democratic-led House
of Representatives, but a leadership aide said the issue “ought to
be examined.”

Telecoms posing risk
In another development, President Donald Trump has declared

a national emergency to bar US companies from using foreign
telecoms equipment deemed a security risk - a move that ap-
peared aimed at Chinese giant Huawei. The order signed by Trump
prohibits purchase or use of equipment from companies that pose
“an unacceptable risk to the national security of the United States
or the security and safety of United States persons.” The White
House said no particular country or company was targeted, only
those controlled by “a foreign adversary.”

“There are enormous threats that could be posed by these
types of technologies,” said a senior White House official, speak-
ing on condition of anonymity. However, the measure is widely
seen as being prompted by already stated concerns over an al-
leged spying threat from Huawei. US officials have been trying to
persuade allies not to allow China a role in building next-gener-
ation 5G networks, warning that doing so would result in restric-
tions on sharing of information with the United States.

The United States has already banned its government agencies
from buying equipment from Huawei, a rapidly expanding leader
in 5G technology, over fears Beijing could spy on communications
and gain access to critical infrastructure. China’s government,
which is already in a protracted trade war with the United States,
is furious about the push back against Huawei. “For some time, the
United States has abused its national power to deliberately dis-
credit and suppress by any means specific Chinese enterprises,
which is neither honorable nor fair,” foreign ministry spokesman
Geng Shuang said.

“We urge the US side to stop the unreasonable suppression
of Chinese enterprises on the pretext of national security and to
provide a fair and non-discriminatory environment,” the
spokesman said. Earlier, David Wang, executive director of
Huawei’s board, shrugged off news of the upcoming emergency
declaration. “Our business in the US is not very big. We are a
company with global operations, so if there is this or that change
in any country, the impact on our global business is very little,”
he said. — Agencies 

China formally arrests
Canadian ex-diplomat
and businessman
BEIJING: China said yesterday it has formally arrested two
Canadians who have been detained for months on national
security grounds, in a case that has inflamed tensions be-
tween Ottawa and Beijing. Former diplomat Michael Kovrig
is “suspected of collecting state secrets and intelligence”
while businessman Michael Spavor is suspected of “stealing
and illegally offering state secrets” abroad, Chinese foreign
ministry spokesman Lu Kang said at a regular briefing. Lu
said the two were arrested “recently”, but did not provide a
date, and added that he had no information about where
they were being held.

“Canada strongly condemns their arbitrary arrest as we
condemned their arbitrary detention on Dec. 10,” the Cana-
dian foreign ministry said in a statement to The Globe and
Mail newspaper. Though no link has been officially made, the
detention of Spavor and Kovrig is thought to be in retaliation
for Canada’s December 1 detention on a US extradition re-
quest of Meng Wanzhou, a top executive of Chinese telecom
giant Huawei who is accused of violating Iran sanctions.

The men were first accused of activities that “endanger
China’s security” - a phrase often used by Beijing when alleg-
ing espionage. Days after Meng’s extradition was announced,
China said it suspected Kovrig, who works for the Interna-
tional Crisis Group think tank, of spying and stealing state se-
crets and alleged that Spavor - who organized trips to North
Korea - had provided him with intelligence. Spying charges
could expose them to tough prison sentences. — AFP 

BRUSSELS: Candidates for the upcoming European Commission president elections pose ahead of the
Eurovision presidential debate at the European Parliament in Brussels. — FP 
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