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AM: Welcome, Jo Stevens. Can you explain to people watching 

what your proposal is to deal with anti-vacc propaganda? 

JS: So we are calling on the government this morning to introduce 

urgent legislation to combat the spread, the tsunami of anti-vacc 

information, disinformation, that’s online that is harmful, and that 

is having an effect and will have an effect on the efficacy of the 

rollout of the vaccine. So what we want the government to do is 

bring forward legislation that will put an onus on social media 

companies to be able to identify dangerous anti-vacc content, to 

stop it going onto their platforms, and if they don’t stop it going 

onto the platforms to have systems in place to remove it once it’s 

on there as quickly as possible.  

AM: Right. 

JS: And then if there are breaches of that regulation, because 

obviously, you know, social media companies are the only area 

that are unregulated – we have regulation for broadcast media, 

we have it for print media – if there are continuous breaches that 

there are proper sanctions, financial penalties that are meaningful 

in terms of the size of these huge global companies. But also 

criminal penalties if there’s aggravated and persistent breaches. 

So personal liability on senior directors. 

 

AM: I suppose what I’m struggling to understand is why this is 

necessary, because the government has actually sat down with 

the big social media companies and come to an agreement, and 

they have said that they commit to the principle that no user or 

company should directly profit from covid19 vaccine 
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misinformation. In other words they are getting on top of the 

trouble already, aren’t they? 

JS: They’re not getting on top of the trouble, and there’s plenty of 

evidence out there from research groups that have been looking 

specifically into this issue. We know, and the social media 

companies themselves have admitted, that self-regulation doesn’t 

work. The government promised over 18 months ago to bring 

forward legislation on on-line harms, which they failed to do so. 

And the latest indications that we have are that legislation may 

not be in place until 2024. Now, the agreement reached with the 

social media companies last week is only for them to remove 

content that is flagged to them by the government that is creating 

profit for them that they are promoting. Now, I asked the 

government to tell me how many reports they had flagged to 

social media companies through their counter-disinformation unit, 

and the answer I got was that they would refuse to tell me. So 

there’s no transparency about this. We don’t know what they’re 

doing, and we know from past experience that social media 

companies promise the earth and very rarely deliver.  

 

AM: Now, we know there’s a very large range of opinion about 

vaccines, and it ranges from people who think the world’s run by 

some shape-shifting lizards and so forth and there’s a massive 

conspiracy to force people to have vaccines, at one end of the 

scale; but there’s also a lot of other people who look at how 

quickly these vaccines are being developed and with all due 

regard to the scientists involved are not quite sure that they’re 

absolutely safe. Are you proposing to, as it were, treat both 

groups the same, to criminalise both groups? 

JS: No, no, no. And the criminalising aspect is simply about 

aggravated failure to abide by legislation once it’s introduced on 

senior executives of social media companies. This is not about 

criminalising individual members of the public. What we know is if 

you go onto a search engine now and you type in anti-vacc 

campaign, you will get thousands of references to anti-vacc 
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groups, some of which have, you know, tens of thousands of 

members. And the spreading of harmful content on these 

platforms is causing a problem. 

 

AM: So what about the individuals going onto online forums and 

spreading anti-vacc arguments, maliciously or otherwise? Are you 

going to do anything about the individuals promoting these 

arguments? 

JS: We’re calling for legislation to put the onus on the social media 

companies. We know already that they can remove content, they 

do it already in terms of illegal content, and they have the 

technical expertise, you know, they have the resources, they have 

the money to be able to do this. Facebook’s motto, you know, 

‘move fast and break things,’ Facebook’s motto now should be, 

‘move fast and fix things,’ because something has gone very 

wrong. 

 

AM: Alright. But you’re not going to be criminalising or coming 

after people marching up and down the streets of Westminster or 

Whitehall protesting about vaccines, whatever their slogans are? 

JS: No, not at all. No, there are public law orders already available 

– 

AM: Aren’t they the most dangerous people? Aren’t they the most 

dangerous ones? 

JS: Not necessarily. I mean, you know, we think that there should 

be regulation in place to cover social media companies. As I say, 

there are regulations, laws in place covering broadcast media and 

print media, and social media has a much bigger reach. Now, 

you’re talking about platforms that facilitate the spreading of 

information, good and bad, to billions of people across the globe. 

You know, they have a reach that no other broadcaster or print 

media outfit does. 

 

AM: Neither of us, certainly. Jo Stevens, thanks very much for 

coming into the studio and talking to us this morning. 
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(ends) 

 


