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SYSTEMIC RISKS FROM INCENDIARY POLITICAL SPEECH ONLINE

July 10, 2025

Delivered via electronic mail

The Honorable The Honorable

Ursula Von der Leyen Stéphane Séjourné

President, European European Commissioner for

Commission Prosperity and Industrial
Strategy

The Honorable Teresa Ribera

Executive Vice-President of The Honorable Roberto Viola

the European Commission Directorate-General for

Clean, Just and Competitive Communications Networks,

Transition Content and Technology

The Honorable

Michael McGrath
Commissioner for Democracy,
Justice, Rule of Law and
Consumer Protection

The Honorable

Henna Virkunnen
Executive Vice President of
the European Commission
Technological Sovereignty,
Security and Democracy

Dear Madam President, Madams Executive Vice President, and
Commissioners,

On behalf of the Global Alliance Against Digital Hate and Extremism
(GAADHE), an alliance of more than 70 human rights organizations from all
regions of the world, we write to express our concern that political figures
and influencers with very large followings are being exempted from content
moderation rules on Very Large Online Platforms (VLOP) like TikTok,
YouTube, Facebook, X, and more, contrary to the social media platforms’
own rules and contrary to the regulations (Article 14(4)) and spirit of the
Digital Services Act. Each member of the GAADHE represents different
communities and issues, but we all agree, and are supported by research,
that unchecked content from political figures is harmful to voters and
democracies everywhere.

It is urgent that you as members of the European Commission (EC) ensure
that social media companies recognize that political content is subject to
national and European Union (EU) laws and enforce those rules equally
among all users. Your decisions affect not only member states of the EU but
countries around the world as they endeavor to regulate online providers
and create solid enforcement mechanisms.

The social media companies’ policies specifically state that public figures
and politicians are subject to their content rules, but they also have “public
interest” or “newsworthiness” exemptions, effectively rendering the rules
useless. And where political ads are allowed, none are fact-checked, a
tremendous source of disinformation. Additionally, we have seen most
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companies reduce the size of the content moderation and elections integrity teams in the last year.

We are aware that there are now steps being taken for evaluating the risk assessment reports submitted

by VLOPs, including the adequacy of the identification and mitigation of systemic risks, whether of
disseminating illegal content like hate speech, or a range of harmful content well known to result in serious
impacts for the exercise and enjoyment of fundamental rights or the integrity of key democratic functions
like elections, for example. In addition, we are aware of the recent integration of the Code of Conduct on
Hate Speech and the Code of Practice on Disinformation into the framework of the DSA. It is our belief
that the repeated failure of VLOPs to address harmful or illegal political speech - their de facto exclusion
of political speech from content moderation - is a driver of a number of systemic risks, which are therefore
not effectively mitigated. As the EC and Member States proceed with ensuring VLOPs’ compliance with the
provisions of the DSA, we ask that you:

e Demand from VLOPs answers as to how speech from political figures is treated and what steps are taken to
mitigate the risks generated by political speech.

e Issue updated guidance that political figures are not exempt from the rules - including fact-checking
of political advertisements. This should be done without regard to political position or economic
considerations.

e Ensure that VLOP content moderation programs for all users are both lingually and culturally competent.
Most content moderation today is driven by automated systems primarily trained in English, with
inadequate attention to many of the languages spoken in the EU and around the world.

e If necessary, require human moderation of content produced by the politically powerful.

Social media can be a positive or negative for democracy, and in recent years, we have witnessed firsthand
the profound effect it has had on elections and countries around the world. We have seen a weakening effect
on struggling and strong democracies and an intensifying effect on authoritarian regimes. Overall though,
there is no doubt that the abuse of social media has had a negative impact on democracies worldwide. It is
specifically important that politicians and public figures not use social media to spread disinformation, hate
speech, and other violent content. A body of research suggests the incendiary rhetoric of political leaders can
make political violence more likely, incites violence and gives it direction, complicates the law enforcement
response, and increases fear in vulnerable communities. And research has shown that 70 percent of people
across 19 countries see online misinformation as a threat to their country. This is why it’s critical that our
leaders ensure that the digital platforms treat all users the same and enforce the content and hate speech
rules for public and political figures.

Political leaders’ remarks do not disappear on social media, especially as the social media platforms’
algorithms are designed to amplify more incendiary remarks, quickly magnifying rhetoric against their
political opponents, minority groups, and other targets. Leaders with large social media followings will

see their remarks shared with millions of followers. Globally, public and political figures use social media
marketing tools for campaigns, not only because it is effective, but they are also able to bypass rules and
norms of traditional media. And for those who wish to engage in hate and demonizing speech, the results can
be a matter of life and death.

More countries have moved away from liberal democracy rather than toward it, particularly over the last
several years, including in countries where democracy was thought to be firmly established. And since 2017,
the number of countries moving toward authoritarianism is more than double those that are moving toward
democracy. Given the equally unprecedented potential influence of social media platforms and those adept
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at manipulating the platforms, and the additional concerns emerging as a result of the expansion of AT
and its unknown effects, it is vital that the platforms do all they can to protect democracies and voters
around the world.

There is much that we as human rights and democracy advocates would have the social media companies
do to protect the humans in this world, our elections, and our global democracies. But today, we are urging
you as global leaders to see that the policies of the DSA are implemented fairly and equitably to protect
democracy and marginalized communities everywhere.

We are also particularly asking that the EC and its member bodies not be pressured or swayed by any nation
or organization to weaken its enforcement of the DSA and regulating the VLOPs, and when the EU values of
freedom of expression are attacked. Instead, we urge you to lead the way globally on driving a safer online
world where all people are able to participate free from harm because of who they are.

Members of this coalition, representing many regions from around the world, are prepared to share their
expertise in discussions about the need and implementation of this moderation.

We urge you to fulfill your commitments as leaders whose stated values align with free and open elections,
inclusive democracies, and human rights and ask that you take prompt action within your offices and also
reply to this letter to contact@globalextremism.org.

Sincerely,

GLOBAL ALLIANCE AGAINST DIGITAL HATE AND EXTREMISM

STEERING COMMITTEE
Global Project Against Hate and Extremism
Africa Sans Haine

Fighting Online Antisemitism
Greek Helsinki Monitor

AfroLeadership ‘NEVER AGAIN’ Association
Digital Action Red Dot Foundation
Equality Labs The London Story

Fair Vote UK

cc:

Magdalena Adamowicz, MEP
Oihane Agirregoitia Martinez, MEP
Katarina Barley, MEP

Saskia Bricmont, MEP

Anna Cavazzini, MEP

Leila Chaibi, MEP

Alexandra Geese, MEP

Sandro Gozi, MEP

Maria Grapini, MEP
Marketa Gregorova, MEP
Arba Kokalari, MEP

Erik Marquardt, MEP
Christel Schaldemose, MEP
Tineke Strik, MEP

Kim Van Sparrentak, MEP
Michal Wawrykiewicz, MEP
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