From the Executive Director

Society response to the consultation on Transparency in Digital Campaigning
Overview
1: As a membership body representing journalists in all sectors of the UK
national, regional and local newspaper and broadcast and online media, the
Society of Editors (SoE) response to the consultation on Transparency in
Digital Campaigning is primarily concerned with the threat that misleading
political content both in print and online poses to the established
mainstream media.
2: While we recognise that the consultation is primarily focused on the
technical proposals for digital imprints, the issue of openness and
transparency in campaign material is an area in which the Society feels
strongly that existing laws require urgent strengthening and extension. It is
the job of the media to hold power to account and to question, rebut or
present as fact, political communications based on the evidence – the
amount of misleading political material now published in print and online
both inside and outside of election time diminishes the established media’s
ability to be heard.
3: In order to support the content published by trusted, verifiable news
platforms, the Society strongly supports the long overdue extension of the
imprints regime to digital election material. We also feel strongly that
existing requirements for imprints on printed material require strengthening
to ensure that the public are not being misled. It is essential that due
prominence is given to imprints – regardless of the medium - to ensure that
the public can quickly ascertain the origins and affiliation of everyday
materials they are now presented with.
4: The advent of social media has meant that political parties and public
bodies now have avenues of communication with the public like never
before. The way the public consumes news and information has changed
dramatically in recent years. Alongside the established media’s use of
printed publications and online social media channels to connect with their
audiences, individual parties and public bodies now also seek to reach
constituents via “newspapers” and online communication channels. Our
elected officials no longer largely look to engage with the public solely
during election times. As a result, the public is now met daily with a barrage

University Centre, Granta Place, Cambridge, CB2 1RU
Telephone: 01223 304080

Fax: 01223 304090

Email: info@societyofeditors.org

www.societyofeditors.org
A company limited by guarantee incorporated in England. Registered No. 304 7323. Vat No. 653 5446 28

President
Alison Gow
Chairman
Ian MacGregor
Executive Director
Ian Murray
Board of Directors
Kamal Ahmed
Alex Bannister
Martin Breen
Peter Clifton
Polly Curtis
Oliver Duff
Charles Garside
Ceri Gould
Jonathan Grun
Donald Martin
Eleanor Mills
Vic Motune
Ian Murray
Sue Ryan
Moira Sleight
Sarah Whitehead
Doug Wills
Joy Yates
Past Presidents
Nick Turner
Doug Wills
Ian Murray
Jonathan Grun
Fran Unsworth
Robin Esser
Donald Martin
Nigel Pickover
Simon Bucks
Paul Horrocks
Charles McGhee
Keith Sutton
Neil Benson
Jonathan Grun
Liz Page
Edmund Curran
Neil Fowler
Geoff Elliott
Fellows
Ian Beales
Simon Bucks
Peter Cole
Andrew Colman
Edmund Curran
Geoff Elliott
Maurice Frankel
Phil Harding
David Meara
Bob Pinker
Alan Rusbridger
Richard Tait
Lifetime
Achievement
Awards
Kate Adie
Paul Dacre

From the Executive Director

of information marketed as ‘news’. Worryingly, the origin and affiliation of this ‘news’
and information is becoming increasingly unclear.

5: In light of this, the Society believes that in order to prevent the public from being
misled, a further expansion of the imprints regime is urgently required to cover wider
print and online political advertising outside of election times.
Openness and transparency
6: The issue of local authorities and public bodies producing papers, magazines and
digital material that misleads the public and, often, appears to ape independent news
organisations is not restricted to during election time nor is it a new phenomenon. It
is, however, an issue that needs urgently tackling.
7: The issue of transparency in political campaigning, particularly in relation to
election material, formed one of the main focuses of the Society’s Campaign for Real
News. Launched in February 2020, the Society’s campaign was born out of ongoing
issues around not only fake news and journalistic access to central and local
government, but also a rise in party political material that appeared to ape
mainstream, trusted news platforms both in print and online. The rise in the
publication of such material and the public’s uncertainty around the origins of such
material has meant that, alongside disinformation and misinformation, the
established news media’s ability to be heard is being increasingly threatened. By
extension, so is the public’s access to accurate and verifiable news and information.
8: The Society strongly, therefore, supports the government’s proposal to extend the
existing imprints regime to digital election material. The extension of imprints to
online campaign material is long overdue and has been advocated by the Electoral
Commission since 2003.
9: Alongside an urgent need to ensure that material promoted in online spaces is
contributing positively to democratic life, the Society also believes that existing laws
around imprints on printed election material require strengthening to ensure that
trusted content produced by the mainstream media is not being crowded out and the
public is not being deceived.
10: Despite the existence of a requirement for printed election material to be open
and transparent about who is paying for and promoting it, we have seen too many
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examples in recent years that suggest the public continues to be misled about the
origins of materials marketed as ‘news’ both during and outside of election times.
11: A free press plays a vital role in holding political parties and individuals to
account on behalf of their readers and audiences. It is the job of the media to hold
power to account and to question, rebut or present as fact political communications
based on the evidence. Open debate is to be encouraged but this can only be
achieved if the media’s ability to communicate accurate news and information is not
increasingly threatened by misleading content marketed as ‘news’.
12: Specific print examples of misleading party-political publications highlighted
during the 2019 election included the Liberal Democrats’ Mid Hampshire Gazette
and North West Leeds and Wharfedale News. In addition to this, Conservative
publications such as the East Devon Future publication have also been deemed
“misleading”. Although imprints existed on all the above examples, they were hard to
find without careful scrutiny.
13: In order to protect the media and stop the public from being misled, due
prominence must be given to political imprints required both in print and online. More
often that not – as demonstrated by the examples above – existing laws and
regulations are inadequate in ensuring that openness and transparency is promoted
in respect of the origins of political material.
14: Alongside the name and address of the promoter and the name and address of
any person, or party, for whom the material is being published, the Society would like
to see regulations in place ensuring that the location of this information is visible in a
bold typeface on the front of any such material. The current proposal for this
information to be located “where it is practical to do so” is open to abuse and it is
essential that the imprint is not only prominent but permanent, embedded and
visible/audible. It is also imperative that the regime will apply to all election material
regardless of where it has been promoted from.
15: With the advent of social media and, as demonstrated by the examples above,
the issue of misleading materials published by individual parties and public bodies is
no longer restricted to solely during election time. In addition to printed materials,
social media now means that political parties and public bodies have a multitude of
communication channels to connect with the public.
16: We have seen a number of examples in recent years where material posted
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online could have misled the public. The Conservative party’s decision to rebrand its
press office Twitter account as “Fact Check UK” for the duration of ITV’s debate
during the 2019 election was rightly condemned as was the Labour-run Twitter
account called The Insider. The former could have been interpreted as a campaign
stunt intended to fool the public into thinking that the account was an independent
fact checking site while those visiting Labour’s The Insider were similarly unclear as
to the affiliations of the content they were viewing. In both examples, misleading
content had undermined the public’s confidence in this issue. Stronger guidelines are
needed to ensure that the public is fully aware of the source of information they
consume.
17: In light of the above, the Society believes that it is essential that imprints are
expanded beyond what is considered election material to wider print and online
political advertising. The Society has long-supported stronger measures to ensure
that explicit and transparent information as to who is promoting and paying for
material, both in print and online, is provided to the public.
18: The proposal to extend the regime to material produced by registered political
parties, registered third party campaigners, candidates, holders of elected office and
registered referendum campaigners is a welcome one but this should be extended to
cover all print and online political advertising rather than just campaign or election
material. The outlined proposals are helpful in bringing regulations for online material
in line with traditional postal campaign leaflets, but they currently do not go far
enough to safeguard verifiable news and information published by the established
news media and to protect the public from being misled.
In conclusion
19: The Society strongly believes that political parties, public bodies and individuals,
both paid and unpaid to act on their behalf, have a responsibility to take their vital
role seriously.
20: If political parties and elected officials were genuine in their desire, often
expressed, to remove the effects of fake news and disinformation as well as support
existing regional and local media, they would take steps to ensure their political
freesheets and everyday advertising looked markedly different to the real
newspapers and content produced by trusted, verifiable platforms.
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21: Open debate – albeit through the media, rival campaigners and the public – can
only be achieved with 100% transparency as to the source of information being
presented. Alongside strategies to help the public question the validity of information
and protect themselves against false information online, political parties, individuals
and those acting on their behalf must take more responsibility for the material they
communicate both in print and online.
Ian Murray
Executive Director
Society of Editors
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