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Subject: Petition No 0743/2020 by Jevgenijs Vaganovs (Latvian) on tackling the 
spread of fake or unverifiable information in the EU

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner calls for a ban on the dissemination by the media of information, which is 
obviously biased or intrusive in order to increase a rating, without reliable and verified 
sources, or based on the re-publishing from other sources, avoiding responsibility for its 
veracity. This practice, present in all areas of society, threatens the well-being, on a human 
scale, professionally and mentally, of the persons involved as well as their families. The 
petitioner requests for the adoption of a law on the dissemination of false news in the EU, on 
the publication or re-publishing of any source, if it is not beyond doubt directly verified.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 22 October 2020. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 227(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 18 January 2021

The integrity of the information environment is of high importance to ensure the functioning of 
our democracies and the wellbeing of EU citizens. The Commission pays special attention, 
particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, to the importance of protecting fundamental 
rights and values, which include freedom of expression, media pluralism, press freedom and 
trusted journalism. In this context, it is more important than ever to pursue measures that are 
effective in limiting the spread of false and misleading information, and promote authoritative 
sources without limiting freedom of speech. 

EU legislation ensures that citizens who have been a target of verifiably false reporting in a 
television programme have a remedy in form of a right to reply. That right is enshrined in the 
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Audiovisual Media Services Directive (AVMSD), which entered into force in 2010 and was 
subsequently amended in 20181. The Directive envisages that – without prejudice to other 
provisions adopted by the Member States under civil, administrative or criminal law – any 
natural or legal person, whose legitimate interests, in particular reputation and good name, have 
been damaged by an assertion of incorrect facts in a television programme must have a right of 
reply or equivalent remedies (Article 28). Such a right is applicable to all broadcasters under 
the jurisdiction of a Member State. The AVMSD also aims to make news free of external 
(commercial) interference by requiring that news and current affairs programmes are not be 
sponsored and cannot feature product placements (Article 10(4) and Article 11(2)).

As regards online disinformation, the Commission has set out its approach in the 
Communication of April 2018 on tackling online disinformation2 as well as, in collaboration 
with the European External Action Service, in the Action plan against Disinformation.3 The 
Commission and the European External Action Service reported on the implementation of the 
Action Plan in a joint communication in June 20194, and issued a Communication on tackling 
disinformation in the specific context of the COVID-19 pandemic5 in June 2020. 

One of the main elements of the Commission’s strategy to counter online disinformation is the 
Code of Practice on disinformation, agreed among online platforms, the advertising industry 
and advertisers. One of the aims of the Code is to disrupt advertising and monetization 
incentives to online sources that behave as purveyors of disinformation, including sources that 
systematically spread false information in the area of health. The Commission issued a first 
assessment of the benefits and shortcomings of the Code in a dedicated staff working document 
in July 20206. Furthermore, the Commission is facilitating the creation of an independent 
European network of fact-checkers that should increase fact-checking capacity EU-wide, 
including fact-checking that targets disinformation in the area of health. To this extent, the 
Commission supported the establishment of the the European Digital Media Observatory 
(EDMO). The EDMO will support national multidisciplinary teams of independent fact-
checkers and researchers to detect, analyse and expose disinformation campaigns across social 
networks. 

The recent assessment of the Code of Practice on Disinformation7 pointed to a number of 
shortcomings in the Code’s implementation. As announced in the European Democracy Action 
Plan8, the Commission will address these shortcomings by issuing guidance setting out how 
platforms should step up the measures to address issues specific to disinformation in view of 
strengthening the Code.

Furthermore, the Commission will foster additional transparency and scrutiny in the online 
information ecosystem. Systems such as ranking and recommender algorithms, which facilitate 

1 Directive (EU) 2018/1808 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 14 November 2018 amending 
Directive 2010/13/EU on the coordination of certain provisions laid down by law, regulation or administrative 
action in Member States concerning the provision of audiovisual media services (Audiovisual Media Services 
Directive) in view of changing market realities, OJ L 303, 28.11.2018, p. 69–92.
2 COM(2018) 236 final.
3 JOIN(2018) 36 final.
4 JOIN(2019) 12 final.
5 JOIN(2020) 8 final.
6 SWD(2020) 180 final.
7 Ibid.
8 COM(2020) 790 final.
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citizens’ access to relevant information, can also be manipulated, in particular through 
coordinated and inauthentic actions, to facilitate the wide dissemination of disinformation on 
online platforms. A better understanding of such threats, both through diligent inspection by 
the platform and meaningful transparency towards users and researchers, can bring sustainable 
solutions. The Commission’s proposal for a Digital Services Act9 proposes a horizontal 
framework for regulatory oversight, accountability and transparency of the online space in 
response to these emerging risks. The proposed co-regulatory framework lays down rules to 
ensure greater accountability on how platforms moderate content, on advertising and on 
algorithmic processes. Very large platforms will be obliged to assess the risks their systems 
pose - not only in relation to illegal content/products, but also those systemic risks for protecting 
public interests and fundamental rights, public health and security. In this context, very large 
platforms will need to develop appropriate risk management tools and take measures to ensure 
the integrity of their services against the use of manipulative techniques, including in the 
context of amplification of disinformation narratives online. 

Conclusion

The EU legal framework on the provision of audio-visual media services sets down important 
safeguards and limits with regard to re-publishing unreliable or unverified information in a 
television programme, in particular where such information concerns false information about a 
natural or legal person. In relation to online disinformation, the Commission has fostered the 
development of the Code of Practice on Disinformation, with the participation of online 
platforms and the advertising industry to curb the spread of verifiably false or misleading 
information created, presented and disseminated for economic gain or to intentionally deceive 
the public. The accountability and transparency of online service providers will be addressed 
through the proposed Digital Services Act, while further targeted action to address certain issues 
specific to disinformation are set out in the European Democracy Action Plan. The EU’s work 
on disinformation will continue to be firmly rooted in European values and principles and fully 
safeguard freedom of expression.

9 COM(2020) 825 final.


