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AM: Facebook, that giant of social media, was widely criticised for 

not doing enough to clamp down on disinformation, fake news 

and wild conspiracy theories in the last US election.  Now Mark 

Zuckerberg says there could be even more this time. So what are  

doing about it? I’m joined now by its Vice President of Global 

Affairs and a familiar face in Britain, Nick Clegg, the former Deputy 

Prime Minister and Liberal Democrat leader. Nick Clegg, welcome. 

What are you going to do about it this time round? 

NC: A bunch of new things. As you quite rightly said, not only was 

Facebook sort of deemed to be asleep at the wheel in 2016. I 

think no one really knew at the time of the Russian interference 

which subsequently came to light was happening at the time and 

since then there have been few changes in the industry generally 

but in Facebook in particular as well. You now for instance can go 

onto an Ads Library,  it’s pretty unique in the industry and you can 

see exactly who’s running which political ad, who’s paying for it, 

who it’s being targeted at. The company’s employed over 35,000 

people to root out misinformation, eliminating millions of fake 

accounts now on a daily basis. Going forward, because the 

election in November as you know is really a totally 

unprecedented one taking place at the time of a pandemic. This 

extraordinary vicious polarisation in the politics of the United 

States and actually a question mark’s been raised about the very 

act of voting as well. And so the measures that the company’s 

announced this week, include for instance not allowing new 

political ads to run in the last week before the election. They’re 

not allowing candidates to proclaim victory prematurely, making 

sure that if anyone says that you’re going to get Covid if you vote, 

that is also removed from the platform. So this is because of an 

unprecedented election. 
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AM: Can I ask. Are existing ads going to be taken down in the 

week before the election? 

NC: No. 

AM: Okay, can I ask, are politicians going to be required to tell the 

truth in the ads that are going out during this election? 

NC: No, no tech company has ever sought to vet. It doesn’t 

happen in the UK either. 

AM: Are you going to fact check ads in this election? 

NC: So ads from PACs and super PACS yes, but the words that 

come out of politicians directly – exactly by the way like US 

broadcasters. Under US law US broadcasters do not and not 

allowed by law to vet the accuracy of what politicians say 

themselves and no tried it for the simple reason – you know this 

very well, I know very well politicians always exaggerate their own 

virtue. 

AM: Lying you were about to say. 

NC: I was going say speeches are always full of caricature and 

selective statistics. The idea that a tech company should be the 

sole sort of vector of accuracy is not what we think ... 

AM: I’m sorry to jump in but nonetheless if you’re not stopping 

existing ads and you’re not really fact checking what politicians are 

saying you can see why some people think that Facebook is still 

not doing nearly enough. For instance, Twitter is banning all 

political ads. Why can’t you do that? 

NC: Well, if you were to ban all political ads on Facebook I’ll tell 

you one class of politician who would be extremely happy. It 

would be incumbents. And the reason why we didn’t take the 

decision that Twitter did and look, candidly Twitter carries far far 

fewer political ads than Facebook does. The reason we decided 

against that is because if you look at the evidence of how uses 

political ads most effectively – because they’re very cheap, you 

can communicate with voters in a very simple and direct way, are 

people challenging incumbents, are local candidates, are insurgent 

candidates. So we help people to take this away from people 

altogether, it actually diminishes the diversity of political choice 
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available to people. And for the vast, vast majority of people 

particularly in this sort of moneyed political culture here in the 

United States, political ads is just a standard way of 

communicating. The reason we’ve put these guard .. in the last 

week is very simple. In the last week there isn’t time for the sort 

of counter speech and the sort of speech and counter speech to 

play out. In other words someone would be able to run a divisive 

false ad in the last 24 hours and there would be time for the 

media, for the opponents, for the other candidates to answer 

back. 

 

AM: But lots of divisive ads as we’ve agreed are going to be 

running anyway. The reason that we are having this conversation 

is that Facebook is now such an important part of the American 

and indeed global political conversation. Trump has said it is the 

most important area for the election that’s coming up. Now one of 

your previous founders, Chris Hughes has made the point in the 

New York Times. He said: “The threat that gargantuan companies 

like Facebook posed to democracy is a serious one,” and he said; 

“The American government needs to do two things. It needs to 

break up Facebook’s monopoly and regulate the company to make 

it more accountable to the American people.”  You speak for 

Facebook, what do you say to him? 

NC: I think new rules and regulations are needed. This a young 

industry. Facebook’s only been around for 15 years. Roger 

Federer, would you believe it, became number one in men’s world 

tennis the day before Facebook was founded, so the Federer era 

is still longer than the Facebook era. This is a young industry,  it’s 

exploded in growth in recent years and I think you’re right, I think 

rules and regulations do need to be introduced, whether it’s on 

privacy, whether it’s on data portability, whether it’s hate speech, 

whether it is on elections, the rules that we have come up which I 

just talked to you about in a sense of course it shouldn’t be left to 

a private company to come up with those rules, it should be law 

makers, it should be rule makers accountable to voters through 
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the ballot box.   So in the long run of course you need new rules 

as you always need new rules to make sure that industry serves 

society. So I think that’s a fair point. 

 

AM: Let me ask about harmful content. How harmful or full of 

disinformation has a post got to be before Facebook takes it 

down? 

NC: If a post poses sort of imminent and clear physical harm, so a 

post which says, drink bleach and you’ll get rid of Covid, or Covid 

is a hoax, don’t worry about it, that will be or should be removed. 

And it’s removed sort of three routes really. Either users report it 

to us or the machine learning ALI systems that Facebook have can 

detect them, particularly if they’re based on sort of familiar 

patterns and you can train the machine learning tools to go after 

them, and we also have, as I mentioned earlier over 35,000 

people, more than any other company in the industry really trying 

to make sure that the standards that Facebook have got against 

the kind of imminent harm are applied at scale around the world. 

 

AM: So that sounds quite reassuring, but let’s look at an actual 

example. We’re all aware of the violence that took place in 

Kenosha, lethal violence that took place in Kenosha. Now there 

was one of the groups there, a self styled militia group, and it put 

up an event on Facebook which was called ‘Armed citizens to 

protect our lives and property.’ Now I just want to read out to 

explain to people the kind of things they were saying on the night 

before the violence got really serious. “I fully plan to kill looters 

and rioters tonight.” Or, “when the shooting starts make sure that 

somebody’s sending a live feeder from going down,” and much 

much more in that vein. Now was that seen by Facebook people 

before  - there were I think 455 complaints about that. Did 

Facebook moderators look at that event? 

 

NC: I think you’re referring to a page called The Kenosha Guard 

page. 
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AM: Yes. 

NC: Which was subsequently removed and clearly should have 

been removed earlier.  What Facebook is trying to do to of course 

put pressure on itself and indeed hold itself accountable, you quite 

rightly talk about accountability earlier is again I think unique in 

the industry. Every three months the company publishes exactly 

how much of this kind of hate speech  -  

AM: I’m sorry to jump in Nick.  But 455 people saw this page with 

direct threats to kill people on the streets of Kenosha. Did a 

human being at Facebook look at that page after those 455 people 

protested? Because at that point it was not taken down. 

NC: No, it was not taken down at that point. It was taken down 

very shortly afterwards, so it’s a sort of –  

AM: It was taken down by the group itself.  Not by Facebook. Why 

not? 

NC: No, that’s not true. The event was taken down by the group, 

the page was taken down by Facebook following of course those 

user reports and others. Should it have been taken down earlier? 

Yes of course it should. 

 

AM: So did a Facebook employee look at that page and allow it to 

stay up? 

NC: No. Because these things get AQed. Look, as you can 

imagine, the scale of this is extraordinary. There are around 115 

to 120 billion, 115 billion messages conveyed on Facebook 

platforms around the world, the apps, WhatsApp messenger 

Facebook and Instagram are used by 3 to 4 billion people around 

the world, so the volume of this is enormous and the systems 

which AQed them and in this case the team did not get to that 

page as quickly as they clearly should have done. That’s precisely 

the kind of thing which quite rightly people put pressure on 

Facebook. It was removed by Facebook. Was it removed quickly 

enough? No. Is it the kind of thing that should not be on a 

platform? You’re right, it should not be on a platform. 
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AM: Well let’s talk about something else that probably should not 

be on platforms which is the whole area of conspiracy theories 

and disinformation. People will be perhaps familiar with the name 

QAnon which to be absolutely clear to people is a group of 

conspiracy theorists who seriously believe that there’s a Satan 

worshipping group of paedophiles running a global child sex 

trafficking ring plotting against President Trump. They’re all over 

Facebook. Why are they all over Facebook? 

NC: I don’t think that’s  fair. We recently, about three weeks ago, 

made clear that the QAnon groups that advocate and ferment and 

discuss violence, even if they’re not directly involved in the 

organisation of violence are removed and thousands of accounts 

have been removed. Hundreds of groups have been removed. But 

more than that, they’re removed from recommendations entirely, 

so they’re  not recommended on services, they’re not able to run 

ads or fundraising. Their ranking on the news feeder are reduced 

as well.  This is a new thing. QAnon has mutated from a sort of 

whacky conspiracy theory where this mysterious figure Q seems to 

hold an extraordinary grip on people, to something much much 

more sinister and more associated with violent militias and with 

violence. And that’s why we’ve now relatively recently announced 

that we’re removing them at scale.  

 

AM: I just put it to you that they’re pretty easy to find all across 

Facebook and indeed WhatsApp which you also own as well and  

make the point that this actually  again affects people’s lives 

because they’re very, very heavily involved in the anti-vaccine 

argument. And here in the UK there’s been polling showing that 

one in six British people if there is a new vaccine won’t take it, 

partly because they’ve been looking at all this stuff online. There’s 

a very well know example, which I’m sure you’re familiar with, a 

chap from Florida called Brian Lee Hitchins.  And he and his wife, 

Erin where looking online, including on Facebook and they decided 

that Coronavirus was a hoax so they didn’t take precautions and 

how his wife Erin caught Coronavirus and is dead. And he has 
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appealed on Facebook  to people behave very differently. He said; 

“If you have to go out please use wisdom and don’t be foolish like 

I was so the same thing won’t happen to you like it happened to 

me and to my wife.” Do you take responsibility for stories like 

that? 

NC:  Well I don’t think we’ve actually seen the post that they’re 

referring to. I can’t comment on individual posts.   But look, what 

we do is three things an you can tell me whether you think this 

makes sense or not. Firstly, for hoaxes which pose imminent 

harm, I said earlier, bogus cures like drinking bleach. They’re 

removed. I think between April, May and June of those three 

months we removed about 7 million pieces of content. For stuff 

that is more about debate around vaccines or slides into 

conspiracy theories, we have about 70 fact checkers around the 

world which will then look at the posts, label them, will then 

downgrade them on the feed and over those three months about 

98 million posts have been labelled and deprecated in that way. At 

the same time at the top of your feed you will see the Covid 

Information Centre where Facebook has teamed up with the WHO 

and the CDC and have provided over 2 billion people the 

opportunity  to look for more authoritative information. But look, if 

what you’re suggesting is that people can’t debate vaccines, of 

course that’s difficult because people are debating the Russian 

vaccine, the Chinese vaccine. Kamala Harris just today here in the 

United States, Joe Biden’s running mate has said that she wouldn’t 

trust a vaccine which is rolled out by the Trump administration 

before the election. So it is exceptionally difficult sometimes to 

protect people’s freedom to talk about vaccines, and that hasn’t 

been invented by social media. We all remember the scandal 

we’ve had in the past, we’ve had British scientists cast aspersions 

on certain child vaccines and causing great anxiety amongst 

parents. So in a free society people should be able to talk about 

those things but when it slides into things that really does lead to 

imminent physical harm, that is identified and removed as best as 

we can. 
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AM: Well fair enough, but I am talking about conspiracy theorists 

who either say that Coronavirus is all made up for dark reasons 

and for strange purposes, or by people who say that all vaccines 

are designed to control you and again are malign. Those kind of 

things rolling across a country in the middle of a public health 

emergency which we’re still going through really, really alarms 

people. And I put it to you, that if you were still Deputy Prime 

Minister in this public health emergency in Britain sitting around 

the Cabinet table you would want to bring forward legislation 

pretty urgently about this. 

 

NC: Yeah, look, no one disagrees. So the idea that a law will fix 

this. No one disagrees that people do not want the population to 

believe things which might lead to them not taking a vaccine when 

that is available. And of course as a company Facebook will work – 

we already work hand in glove with the NHS, we use WhatsApp, 

we use Chatbox which was developed with the NHS, we’ve 

directed about three and a half million people to NHS authoritative 

information about Covid, so when there is a vaccine and when the 

government and when that is officially sanctioned of course 

companies like Facebook want to, actively want to work with the 

NHS and with the Dept of Health to make sure that people know 

what is available to them, and Facebook has the reach to do that 

and as I say through the Covid Information Centre we’ve already 

reached over 2 and a half billion people.  

 

AM: We’re almost out of time, Nick Clegg, but one other issue. 

Last year Facebook paid £28 million in Britain in Corporation Tax 

which sounds a lot except that you had £1.6 billion in British sales. 

That’s 1.75%. That is a pretty horrific record. Can I ask you, when 

will Facebook pay a fair rate of tax in Britain? 

NC: I think Facebook will pay the fair rate of tax when the 

governments who are negotiating a new international tax deal, 

‘cause you can’t do this, well you can try, but it really is .. to do 
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this country by country, ‘cause you’re dealing with intangible 

goods, where all the intellectual property is here in Silicone Valley 

but of course lots of users are around the world. This can only be 

really solved through international negotiation which is taking 

place in the OECD, and Facebook is – of course totally prepared, 

not only to pay the tax that is due under those new rules when 

they are negotiated by governments but to pay more tax, of 

course the company should pay a fair share of tax, but it can only 

pay the tax  under the tax rules which are agreed by governments 

and Facebook can’t invent those tax rules for itself. They have to 

be established by governments negotiating within the OECD.  

 

Ends  

 


