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Thanks David and thanks to the European Parliament Office in Ireland for the invitation. I’m delighted
to be back in Dublin alongside one of your MEPs, one of your Senators and a TD! - I’m not sure if we
should shout House! or Bingo! - to give a Scottish perspective on one of the biggest challenges I think
facing all of us involved in public life today.

I suspect I’m here to talk about your and everyone else’s forthcoming European elections from our
own perspective of having Scotland’s - possibly - taken away from us by the Brexit vote. Now
remember, in Scotland we voted by 62% across each and every counting area to Remain. So we are,
like you, looking on at each new day’s Westminster telenovela psychodrama with horror.  For an
audience of journalists I’ve got a handful of paper briefings on where we are in Scotland and happy
to chat further on that elsewhere in the day but that’s not actually my focus here.

Because I think we’re at a point in our democratic development in the Western world, call it that,
where the normal rules of public discourse don’t apply anymore and the things we relied upon to
keep us informed and engaged have broken, or at least are in the process of breaking down.

I’d make a plea to you: learn the lessons of Brexit, because they do apply to you.

I’ve said to all the colleagues in Brussels that I see the ingredients of Brexit in every EU member
state. The EU is uniquely vulnerable to fake news because, and here’s problem one, wherever you are
in Europe, the EU is always “somewhere else”.

There’s a lack of familiarity amongst citizens with the workings of the EU, often for good reason and
for many years that has been pretty benign, but in recent years that disconnect has been weaponised,
and linked to a wider discontent about life in general. We’re in tough times, a lot of people feel
anxious, powerless, struggling to make it to the end of the week, the anger is real. In the UK’s EU
referendum, that anger was successfully misdirected to the EU.

We’ll come back to that, but it’s worth also highlighting who I'm taking about.

First one of my favourite quotes to set the scene. It was our own Scottish Enlightenment philosopher
David Hume, who said:

“The truth springs from honest argument amongst friends.”

That’s my approach to politics. I’ve been an MEP for 14 years now. I’ve learned, the hard way I have
to admit, that you get a lot more done and a lot more job satisfaction if you honestly focus on what
you have in common. I respect other viewpoints. I’m partial to my own of course, but it was the
German Federal President who came to speak to us in Strasbourg a few months ago who said

“The EU is founded on the revolutionary idea that your opponent might have a point.”

Don’t get me wrong. I like persuading people, I like winning arguments, I like winning elections. But
that presupposes that the opposition is playing by our rules and are honest actors in the democratic
process.

And I have to warn you. They’re not.

A distinction between people involved in politics for honest aims and those who are there to wreck
it. It’s a fine and debatable line of course, but I think we need to stop pretending that there isn’t an
organised, professional and motivated campaign underway to weaken Europe’s democracy and
solidarity.



I’ve seen the people involved in Brexit dismissed as populists, amateurs, a side show. That is a
mistake.  We know that now. Don’t make the same mistake. UKIP and their merry band of cranks,
shysters, oddballs and useful idiots, and they were indeed the sideshow, to distract us from a deeply
professional, well resourced, well-motivated campaign to neuter left and right in UK public opinion
and paralyse the political mainstream.

And if that sounds a bit histrionic, I can only give you Exhibit A, the state of UK politics right now.

And Fake News was the major plank in their campaign, sustained, widespread and increasingly
targetted.

They also did it by, like a cuckoo in the nest, abusing the rules and norms of democratic
discourse. You have four politicians before you today from various perspectives, but I think we’ll all
agree that if you’re actually in politics to do a shift and get a result for the people you serve, it’s damn
hard work. You need to be on top of detail, keep on top of events and the big picture, and hopefully
have time for a bit of ideology as well. It’s a tough gig.

If your one and only objective is to trash the whole process, you’re on easy street, with the time to
enjoy yourself, have a long lie, be creative!

The UKIP MEPs do damn all of any value within the Parliament. I would exempt a couple of them
from that, but only a couple, and not all the time. Now that sounds like a criticism, but they actually
wouldn’t take it as such because you need to remember, they’re not there to get a result, or co-
operate, or participate. They’re there to play the victim while actually being the bully, to misrepresent
and undermine the whole process.

And two more quotes from two American authors:

H. L. Mencken

“For every complex problem there is an answer that is clear, simple, and wrong.”

And in case you want to not just dumb down the debate but go the whole hog,

Mark Twain:

“A lie can travel half way around the world while the truth is putting on its shoes”

Because the truth, especially on EU stuff, is often complex, and needs a bit of explanation or an already
informed audience.

They rely on the black and white, the easy answer, the oft repeated lie. Where the rest of us are left
in the real world arguing about shades of grey. While I’m agonising to get my head around the
complexity of fisheries policy, which I’d love to pretend is simple but it really isn’t, Nigel Farage has a
cracking old time fly tipping fish into the Thames, getting all the headlines and pretending we can
somehow just scrap it and it’ll be grand.

And if you want proof of just how ruthless they are, I’ve one video clip, from a programme discussing,
remember the Brussels bombings, a terrible day.

[PLAY VIDEO]

So there’s no issue they won’t abuse, no rule they won’t break, and facts don’t matter to them. Know
what you’re dealing with.

But, and here’s how to beat them. Take the time to know them for what they are.

They’re grown men and women making up, or more likely repeating, fairy stories.

It’s quite sad actually.



So how do we beat them? We had, as I’ve said, a very different result in the EU referendum in Scotland
than in the UK. There were a number of different reasons for that, but there’s some lessons too.

And the first thing to agree is that we are all in the business of ‘informing’ the public. On EU stuff
especially, an informed and engaged citizenry cannot be taken as a given, and an uninformed
citizenry is vulnerable to fake news.

We can’t take the politics out of politics, nor should we, and I don’t propose a cosy club, too much
consensus can be stifling.

I welcome debate, I welcome scrutiny. But there is a need for politicians of all perspectives to work
together to agree that we surely have a right to our own opinions, we need to at least agree on
common facts.

In Scotland, my team produced “Scotland in Europe” available online with all the shareable content
you could ever want, to inform the debate.

My criticism of the EU side of things, and it’s a gentle criticism, is that much of the official
communications stuff is either too basic (can you find Hungary on a map stuff); too complex
(technical details of vehicle emissions legislation); or too much about the process rather than the
purpose. In Scotland in Europe we managed to get the legislative procedure onto one page. It’s not
one for the anoraks but we don’t need to win the anoraks.

EU stuff is explainable, and going into the European elections if I could suggest anything to Irish
colleagues it would be to get some agreed facts.

Things like “The EU is democratic, here’s how”. And from different perspectives then by all means fall
out over how to reform it, or scrap it, but start by explaining how it is.

There’s also a question for you, and trust me, it is a choice, is whether you as media professionals want
to go along with that and just pass it on to your readers, listeners and viewers, or to stand between it
and the people and profession you serve. The “moon is made of green cheese” is a specific statement,
you’d need to look into it and factcheck it, get it past an editor, you might not have time.

Where “*Nigel Farage said* the moon is made of green cheese” is however, bulletproof. Factually
correct, interesting, outlandish even, and you would be entirely within your rights to write it up and
pass it on. Balance it off with another quote from someone else, let your readers decide. You might
well be pressured to do just that, to fill space or meet a deadline, but sorry, that makes you part of the
problem and too many Brit journeys doing just that led us to Brexit.

My last quote, which I came across only yesterday but it puts it well:

“You don’t discover Truth through balance. You discover truth through journalism. If you balance truth
with lies what you get is Truth shouted down.”

Frank Cottrell-Boyce

Now I’ll be frank, I wish Scotland had Ireland’s media scene. I think you’re in a better position than
most. Sure you’re not perfect I daresay, but on EU stuff, I read the Irish press every day for facts and
information in a way that I simply do not read the UK press.

So you’re starting from a better place, but complacency is your enemy, there’s a wasp in the room.
Keep it where you can see it. As you look to your European elections there’s a partnership needed
between politicians, journalists and officials to work against fake news. But trust me, you need to,
because you don’t want to be dealing with what we’re dealing with.
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