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Short Bio 

 Nick Clegg 

Nick Clegg is the Vice President of Global Affairs and Communications at Facebook. He joined 
Facebook in October of 2018 after 20 years in British and European public life.  

He spent a decade working in the EU – first as a senior adviser in the European Commission dealing, 
amongst other things, with the accession of China and Russia into the World Trade Organization, and 
later as a Member of the European Parliament between 1999 and 2004. 

In 2005, he was elected to the UK Parliament and became leader of Britain’s third-largest political party, 
the Liberal Democrats, two years later. Following the 2010 election, he led his party into Government 
for the first time since it was founded, establishing Britain’s first post-war Coalition Government and 
serving as UK Deputy Prime Minister from 2010-2015.  

Following the 2015 General Election, Nick stood down as Leader and left Parliament in 2017 following 
the loss of his seat. As one of the most high-profile pro-European voices in British politics, he played 
an influential role in the debate around Brexit following the referendum in June 2016 and established 
Open Reason, a Think Tank examining issues as diverse as drugs policy and the fourth industrial 
revolution.  

His best-selling book, Politics: Between the Extremes, is a reflection on his time in Government and the 
place of liberalism in the current political landscape. His second best-selling book, How To Stop Brexit 
(and make Britain great again), set out the case for a rethink of Brexit.  

Nick was educated at Westminster School, and studied at the University of Cambridge, the University 
of Minnesota and the College of Europe.  

He received a knighthood in the 2018 New Year’s Honours list in recognition of his political and public 
service. Nick currently lives in California with his wife, Miriam, and three sons. 
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“Rewriting the rules of the Internet” 
 

 
Full transcript1 
 

Thank you very much Secretary-General for your warm and generous welcome. I have 

visited this organisation in various capacities and at various times and I have always 

enjoyed our conversations. The jury is still out whether it was more complicated to 

come to the OECD on behalf of a British coalition government, in the aftermath of one 

of the worst financial shocks in the last century, or whether it was to come here on 

behalf of an American tech giant in the throes of considerable, and entirely 

understandable, social and political concern about the role of tech in society. Both of 

those guises and in both of those functions, the OECD’s expertise and ability to 

conduct research to distinguish fact from fiction and to bring government and thinkers 

together, is tremendously important as we try to grapple with these profound issues.  

 

I have a beautifully crafted speech here which I could read out to you in a slightly 

monotone fashion. But I would rather distil what I was going to read out to you and 

give as much time as I can to you, to hear your observations and to take your 

questions.  

 

 

                                                      
1 The original transcript of the presentation by Nick Clegg has undergone minor editing to ensure that the text published in this 
brochure is presented in a reader-friendly format. 
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Let me start with a nice little fact that you may not be aware of. Two days before 

Facebook was formed, Roger Federer became number one in the rankings for male 

tennis players in the world. So the Roger Federer tennis era has lasted longer than 

the Facebook era. It is important to remember that Facebook is a very young company 

in a very young industry which has experienced an unprecedented explosion of 

technological innovation in a very short period of time, and on a scale which was simply 

unimaginable. Around a third of the world’s population now uses one of Facebook’s 

communications services and apps – that is 2.7 billion people. This is almost exactly 

the global population of the world in 1955. If you lined up 2.7 billion people around the 

circumference of the planet you would go around 28 times.  

 

Time has been very short, growth has been explosive and these technologies have 

touched almost every aspect of our lives. What is important to bear in mind as we look 

back over the last 15 years – much as we look back on any eruption of new technology 

which overhauls and transforms so many aspects of our lives – is that technology itself 

is not good or bad. Technology can be used by good and bad people to do good and 

bad things. The printing press led to the publication of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night 

and Mein Kampf. The radio has given millions of people sublime joy in their living 

rooms for generations and was also for a long time the propaganda tool of choice for 

demagogues and dictators. The car, one of the most emancipating and liberal 

technologies ever invented, brings us unimagined liberty and joy in our everyday lives. 

Yet, put a bad person behind the wheel and that vehicle can become a murderous 

instrument.  
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So as we grapple with the joy and dilemmas that social media presents, it is worth 

remembering that what technology brings to the fore – particularly communications 

technologies, as they hold up a mirror to humanity – is all that is beautiful and all that 

is ugly, all that is wonderful and all that is ghastly about human nature. Many of the 

issues that we are dealing with have as much to do with human nature and with 

societal issues, as they do with the technology itself. 

 

The other thing that has happened in the past 15 years, during which this technology 

has erupted onto the scene, is that public and societal sentiment towards these new 

technologies has swung quite violently and rapidly. Initially there was a phase of 

techno-utopia and techno-euphoria. When these new Silicon Valley companies 

emerged, there was a belief – which looks spectacularly naïve with the benefit of a 

decade and a half worth of hindsight – that they would create a new emancipating, 

peaceful, civilised public discourse, where everybody would be able to say what they 

liked and human knowledge and the sum of human happiness would be improved. 

The founders of these companies, people like Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg, could 

do no wrong, they walked on water.  

 

Now the pendulum has swung violently the other way from techno-euphoria to techno-

phobia. Where once these founders could do no wrong, now they can do no right. It 

was just as silly to assume that all problems could be solved by technology as it is now 

to assert that all problems are a cause of technology. I think we are getting perilously 

close to the point where understandable and legitimate concerns about data use 

privacy, the ability for malign people to use new means of communication to sow 

hatred and division in society, is toppling into something almost indiscriminate. Where 

things that people don’t like, from insomnia to an election outcome, are all 

automatically and unthinkingly – with very little empirical proof – laid at the door of 

technology companies in Silicon Valley, in Beijing and elsewhere.  

 

My hope is that as this pendulum, which has swung from naïve euphoria to an almost 

unqualified cynicism and suspicion about technology, will come to rest in a more 

sensible place. Where the capacity for experimentation, innovation and emancipation 

are balanced by clearer parameters and rules. Where society is comforted that we are 

being served by technology and we are not being asked to serve technology. Where 

technology is our servant, not our master. Where harms are minimised, whilst the 

benefits of technology are maximised. That is the great task ahead of us and before 

institutions like the OECD. This is a debate in which, I hope, Facebook and other 

technology companies will be able to play an increasingly creative, responsible, 

mature and proactive role.  
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My new boss, Mark Zuckerberg, has 

certainly been very articulate in recent 

months that he believes the time has come 

for the technology world to turn a page and 

embrace and seek to advocate sensible 

new rules for the internet, rather than reject 

them altogether. I would therefore like to 

say a few words about the areas that we 

see as the most promising for new public 

policymaking as far as the rules of the 

internet are concerned.  

 

The first, perhaps most obvious one, is 

elections. A few months ago I was in 

Brussels, a stone’s throw away from the 

office I had as an MEP 20 years ago, and I 

set out in considerable detail the plans that 

Facebook developed about how we would 

seek to put in place measures to protect the 

integrity of the European elections.  

 

We established an operations centre in Dublin, we worked with law enforcement, with 

intelligence services, with all the election authorities in all the different countries, we 

have employed over 30,000 people who seek to protect and police the content and 

what appears on Facebook, and we are advancing machine learning and AI tools to 

detect malign interference.  

 

But beyond that, I was in Brussels to introduce our new provision governing how 

people could pay for online advertisements in the European elections. We have 

introduced the most advanced menu of options, to make sure that how political 

advertisements play out in election time in a digital universe, is as transparent as 

possible and can be scrutinised by everybody.  

 

From then on, we introduced new rules, so if you pay for political ads on Facebook 

you have to say who you are, you have to lodge your advertisement in an online 

archive library where journalists, researchers and academics and anyone can 

scrutinise those advertisements for seven years. This is a far far greater degree of 

scrutiny than any other political advertising in the more traditional forms such as 

broadcasting and print. As I was setting this out in excruciating detail, I realised how 

absurd it was that there I was, a Brit – a citizen of a country that is alas leaving the 

European Union – on behalf of an American company based 8,000 miles away, setting 

out to Europeans what our rules were for their elections. It is completely the wrong 

way round. They should be setting out their rules for their elections, which we should 

be following according to their requirements. 
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I think one of the obvious areas where rule-setting is needed urgently in Europe and 

elsewhere – and certainly in the mature democratic world – is new up-to-date rules 

governing everything from online political advertising to what is and what is not 

acceptable content from political participants during election times. It is simply not 

sustainable for a private company to be making rules about something which is so 

fundamental to the public domain, as are elections. 

 

Second, privacy. Europe has taken a lead in adopting the GDPR legislation which is 

now being embraced, despite early doubts on behalf of companies like Facebook. In 

fact, we have extended GDPR across the world in all our operations well-beyond 

Europe because it seems to us to provide a very very sensible basis upon which the 

rights of consumers is set out in legislation, how user data is used and how it is 

controlled by users. But it will almost certainly need to be supplemented in years to 

come. As someone who has worked both in the European Parliament and the 

European Commission, I have always been an advocate of European integration, I am 

certain Europe can play a very significant role in all of this.  

 

At the present time, Europe is in an unusual position, it doesn’t have a ‘dog in the fight’ 

in the great technological contest between China and America. There is no European 

company that even remotely plays in the same league as Tencent, Alibaba, Facebook, 

Amazon, Apple and so on. But if Europe lacks commercial giants, it possesses a giant 

capacity to set the rules – not just in Europe, but beyond. I was talking to a number of 
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decision-makers in Latin America recently and I asked them, ‘where do you get your 

inspiration from on issues such as privacy and data protection?’ They said they wait 

and see what is happening in Brussels, they then tweak it, translate it and seek to 

adopt it. And we see this time and time again, Europe has an extraterritorial capacity 

to the point where companies like Facebook are urging American decision-makers in 

Washington DC to emulate European decision-making in privacy. 

Let me stress one reason which I don’t think is emphasised enough about why it is so 

important to try and create a level playing field. The internet is already balkanised, we 

already have a Chinese internet which is completely different and built behind a great 

digital firewall. Russia is now trying to openly emulate that, and if you listen to some 

of the debates in countries as diverse as Viet Nam, Turkey and India, there is a push 

in keeping with the wider political spirit of the times, in favour of economic nationalism 

and protectionism. There is a wider trend – even from countries and jurisdictions that 

do not want to emulate the Chinese model all the way – which is pushing companies 

like Facebook towards data localisation. This means that governments and regulators 

will start insisting that the data on users in their countries are actually held in those 

countries. That sets a very dangerous precedent, because the data held in a country 

could allow authoritarian administrations – and I am not casting any aspersions on the 

countries I listed – to access data on their own citizens, breaching their privacy 

and also at the same time breaking the seamlessness and borderless-ness that is so 

much a positive hallmark of the internet. 

Therefore, developing privacy and data use standards, which don’t just prevail in 

Europe, but can be hopefully applied consistently across the Atlantic and beyond, 

seems to us to be one of the best inoculations against the further, and more 

progressive fragmentation and balkanisation of the internet. In my view, this is a much 

greater danger than often appreciated in the debates in the capitals of Europe and 

North America.  

Third and perhaps by far the most difficult. What on earth do we do with content which 

is legal but harmful? Content which is permitted by law but offends common decency. 

The problem is that a company like Facebook does not commission the content. The 

whole point of social media is that no one controls it at its genesis, it is billions of people 

posting, sharing, exchanging what they like, when they like, without anyone telling 

them what to do. And this is precisely why authoritarian regimes do not like social 

media, because it is emancipating. But of course Facebook has a responsibility to set 

boundaries and where content is posted and shared by private individuals contravenes 

those boundaries – divisive, hateful, prejudiced and so on – that we either downgrade 

that content, as we often do, or inform users that the content that they are seeing is 

false and fake, or in the most extreme circumstances, where we believe there is a link 

between the content and possible real world harm, we remove it altogether.  
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But where you set 

those boundaries is 

unfortunately entirely 

dependent on where 

you stand on the 

ideological spectrum. 

Today Facebook is 

getting pressure in the 

United States from 

both sides. The left 

says we don’t take 

down enough and the 

right says we take 

down too much. The 

attitude towards 

nudity in Sweden, to make stereotypical example, is quite different than it is in Saudi 

Arabia or Texas – not that there is any similarity there.  

 

We are trying to adjudicate in an environment where taste, convention and history all 

play a role. In Germany, holocaust denial is illegal, so we do not allow that on our 

platform. It is not illegal however in other countries where the freedom of speech 

prevails, and where the holocaust denial is abhorrent but is nonetheless allowed.  

 

How we navigate this space is tremendously difficult. It is understandable, predictable 

and correct that companies like Facebook are scrutinised and criticised heavily from 

every direction; and of course we make mistakes, we take stuff down when we 

shouldn’t and vice-versa. This is incidentally why one of my teams is presently working 

on an innovation that Mark Zuckerberg announced several months ago. We aim to 

establish an independent oversight board made up of impeccably independent 

authoritative experts from around the world. And we will ask that board to adjudicate 

on difficult issues.  

 

For example, there was a recent controversy over a manipulated video slowing down 

and slurring the speech of Nancy Pelosi, the Speaker in the House of Representatives. 

And there are countless other similar videos of politicians’ speeches being slurred that 

have been on the internet for years. But this one quite understandably became the 

focus of attention. Eventually, arguably a little too late, we designated it as a 

misleading piece of content. So if you try to share it you will be told that this is a dubious 

piece of content and we will show you rival pieces of content. Nevertheless there are 

a lot of people in America who argue that we should have taken it down. But if we do 

take that one down, why did we not take down an almost identical video of another 

politician which has been up for the past two or three years? And then we’ll be accused 

of leaning towards one party and not another. These kinds of issues will be referred to 

the oversight board and their independent decisions will be binding on us. 
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But again, this is our innovation, we are almost creating a quasi-judicial independent 

entity for ourselves. In a democratic world, we should not be doing that. We should be 

operating according to norms and standards set by politicians accountable to 

parliaments and accountable to the people, rather than taking those decisions all to 

ourselves.  

 

Fourth and finally, is a rather techie issue but of unusual importance. Data portability. 

In our view, this is a way of instilling greater competition in a sector which is 

undoubtedly dominated by some very very large players. Some people say that in 

order to instil competition you have to ‘chop them up’. For instance, tell Facebook that 

it should spin off WhatsApp. Firstly, I don’t think that that would remotely deal with 

some of the underlying issues, election integrity, privacy, data use, terrorism etc and 

in any case, the so called network effects are so great in this industry that as an anti-

trust regulator you would be playing whack-a-mole constantly. Because as I said 

earlier, these companies can grow and also shrink incredibly fast.  

 

So our view is that a conventional ‘chop them up’ recipe is not the best way to instil 

competition. The best way to do so is to empower all of you – in as much as you are 

social media users – to take your data ‘valise’ to a competing service. At this time, this 

is almost impossible because the rules on data portability do not exist, and there is a 

good reason for this. Because the emphasis of public policy-making and the pressure 
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on a company like Facebook in particular – after the Cambridge Analytica issue – has 

been to actually achieve the reverse, to lock down data, to build a wall around our 

platform and not allow developers to take data from our platform for research. People 

forget that Cambridge Analytica started with an academic legitimately using data from 

the Facebook platform for research purposes, and then illegitimately selling it on to 

Cambridge Analytica.  

 

So we are now locking down all the data by either closing down the APIs (the windows 

through which data is shared from a platform to a developer or a researcher), or setting 

the bar much higher on how APIs are granted. But of course the more we go into that 

direction, the harder it will be for users to take their data. And in the case of social 

media, it is not simply ‘your data’. The value of the data in social media is the data you 

share with a social media platform which is heavily constituted by the friends you have 

on the platform, the people you follow and the groups that you are a member of. So 

you will be making claims on other people’s data as you move from one platform to 

another.  

 

At the moment that tension, between an emphasis on privacy and a need for 

competition is unresolved. And it is not for a private company to resolve that because 

it is a profoundly moral, ethical, legal and political choice. Where is the dividing line 

between privacy protection and data portability? That is something we need decision-

makers to define.  

 

So those are the areas in which we hope to see progress. In new rules for the internet 

going forward. It is something where I believe companies like Facebook can play a 

tremendously positive role. In as much as people claim we are part of the problem, I 

hope we can play a significant role in being part of the solution and doing so in co-

operation with important policymaking institutions like the OECD. This is a 

fundamentally significant component in that endeavour. Thank you very much.  
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Question & Answer Session 

 

Ambassador Jane Coombs, 

New Zealand: Thank you for 

this interesting and wide-

ranging account of the many 

promises and challenges that 

this technology creates for us. 

I represent a country which 

feels there is a crisis which 

needs to be addressed 

sooner rather than later. As 

you all know, in New Zealand 

we suffered a terrorist attack 

on March 15th, where 51 

individuals were killed and a further 50 were wounded. The intent of the perpetrator 

was to spread that harm further through the use of technology. Since that attack, we 

have been working with companies like Facebook and we are very grateful for this 

collaboration to address this crisis. In May we adopted, here in Paris, a Christchurch 

Call to Action with the support of a number of governments, tech companies and the 

involvement of civil society. We are now very engaged, with companies like Facebook, 

to giving effect to this Christchurch Call. Where do you see the opportunities for urgent 

action in this space? We have talked about crisis protocols, about more data that can 

be shared with governments to help get to the root causes of terrorist actions, we have 

also talked about reforms to some of the existing mechanisms. What is your 

perspective on fast action so we can prevent any further terrorist attacks of this nature? 

 

Ambassador Alexander Robson, Australia: The Facebook platform has been 

exploited in order to broadcast and amplify horrendous crimes. The Christchurch 

attack was livestreamed for 17 minutes without interruption, and it took another 12 

minutes until Facebook received its first user report. Is there a role for a more granular 

reporting of transparency measures to better understand the problem in the spirit of 

empirical proof? For example, data on the volume of postings and attempted postings, 

indicators of measures used by platforms to identify content and minimise propagation, 

and indicators on the effectiveness of the measures that you are taking as a way of 

getting policy-makers to really understand the problem.  

 

Andy Wyckoff, Director STI: If you were back in government, would you be 

concerned about the ability of Russia or other foreign powers to influence the elections 

coming up in the UK? 
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Nick Clegg: I have been very heavily involved from the minute that we heard about 

the Christchurch massacre. I met with Paul Ash, the leading official on this issue, only 

a few days ago in London planning further follow-up steps which I will outline in a 

minute. Given how much anguish, sorrow and fury there is around this, I think Prime 

Minister Jacinda Ardern has played an exemplar role of exercising political leadership 

which has balanced compassion with a methodical approach to a problem and not 

rushing to conclusions which do not necessarily address the root of these issues. Just 

a couple of words about this awful event itself, the role of technology and the things 

being done to address it.  

 

Technology cannot 

stop evil people 

trying to murder 

other people. Even 

if Facebook live did 

not exist, anyone 

can stick a GoPro 

camera on their 

head and use 

streaming 

capabilities. This 

guy used very 

shady means to 

work with his 

accomplices so 

that they were aware of the recording before it took place and they subtly changed the 

recording in lots of different ways, which was a real challenge for our engineers. I think 

it would be unfair to the people of New Zealand to pretend there is a technological 

answer to that kind of evil. Evil was not invented by technology and it’s not going to be 

eradicated by technology. The real problem that we had was that in the minutes that 

he livestreamed it, a very small number of people saw it, about 4,000. Then the 

mainstream broadcast media kept replaying it, people started filming on their cameras 

what they were watching on television and posting it and then his accomplices would 

subtly change the video so that the hashing system that we use in the industry could 

not sweep up all the versions. Our challenge is how to identify a livestream video faster 

– so it is not 17 minutes, it is two minutes – and crucially, how we can co-operate with 

intelligence services to supress the distribution of the recording afterwards. As it 

happens, we took down 1.5 million versions of that video within the first 24 hours and 

1.2 million of those were taken down before anyone reported them. 

 

We have a number of challenges ahead of us to improve our systems. Firstly, our AI 

tools use pattern recognition technologies, they therefore need to better identify 

abhorrent material and we feed as much of that material that we have into the system. 

This is one of the reasons why we take down over 99% of Daesh / ISIS related material 
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before anyone 

reports it. In the 

Christchurch 

context, we simply 

do not have 

enough ‘lone-wolf’ 

material for our AI 

tools to identify 

those kinds of 

videos. We also 

need systems that 

can distinguish 

between a video 

and a video game.  

 

These are some of the technicalities that we need to develop in order for the machine 

learning system to be fast enough and not have to wait for user reports. We are doing 

a huge amount of work and we are co-operating better across the industry to share 

that kind of material so that we develop a much stronger response time.  

 

Secondly, we can be even more effective at suppressing the subsequent distribution 

of those videos. As you may know, there is a Global Internet Forum to Counter 

Terrorism (GIFCT). This is a relatively recent Forum which Facebook currently chairs 

and we are actively looking at this time to make that institution more independent, 

more muscular and with a fully-fledged emergency resource protocol. We also aim to 

provide the Forum with the ability to commission research – for instance on how those 

videos were subtly manipulated – so that we can suppress them in a much more 

ruthless way. GIFCT can also research the darker recesses of the internet so that 

industry can play a role to surface the tell-tale signs that seem to have informed how 

this individual became such an evil character.  

 

Regarding the sharing of data, I would argue that there is no company anywhere that 

shares as much data as we do – this was also shown in the transparency reports that 

we issued two weeks ago. I totally accept that it should be more and we – and our 

data statisticians – are very mindful of producing data that is completely credible. We 

now have a panel of data statisticians who independently verify that what we are 

publishing meets their high standards. And we continue to create independent scrutiny 

and verification of our data as much as we can. We have also shared, to an 

unprecedented degree, very granular detail on the distribution of the video with the 

New Zealand authorities in the aftermath of that atrocity.  
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On Russia and elections, first a word of perspective. There is a widely held view in the 

UK, amongst a certain segment of public and media opinion, that the Brexit 

referendum would not have gone towards a Brexit decision if it wasn’t for Facebook 

interference. This also gets mixed up with Cambridge Analytica. A few facts about this: 

we looked with a forensic toothcomb at everything that happened on our platform in 

the run-up to the Brexit referendum; we shared all the ads with a Select Committee in 

the House of Commons; and on two occasions, we applied the same methodology 

that we used in the United States (following the FBI tipoff on the St. Petersburg based 

bots and the information they were putting into the bloodstream of the US elections). 

We found absolutely no significant evidence of outside interference. The Information 

Commissioner’s Office (ICO), which holds the data from Cambridge Analytica, has 

stated that there was no UK voters’ Facebook data involved at all. Facebook is not 

allowed to analyse that data because we do not have it, the ICO has it. So some of 

the claims made about outside interference and misappropriation of data, are not 

sustained by the facts that we have at this time.  

 

We are therefore trying to distinguish fact from fiction. We recently opened up our data 

vault, after a long and frustrating wait, to a web of academics in Europe and in North 

America – Social Science One. We did this with the aim of making our data available 

on elections going forward so that academics in universities around the world can 

scrutinise it and distinguish where is the role of social media as a transmission 

mechanism for interference and voter behaviour.  

 

Russel Mills, Secretary-

General, BIAC: At the 

business community we 

would like to see a little 

more empirical evidence. 

Words like ‘not much 

influence’ or ‘substantial 

influence’ to a business 

person like me do not 

mean anything. But if it is 

three million or half a 

million, it makes much 

more sense. Maybe that 

could be a role for the OECD to get engaged in? In addition, do you believe there is 

now an opportunity to look at all forms of media – not only social media – in terms of 

how they influence elections? How would that co-operation work? 

 

Question 5: Why does a company like Facebook feel comfortable in endorsing the 

GDPR approach which has only been in place for one year and does not yet pass the 

test of time in terms of what it has achieved? To me, intuitively, it is not the perfect 

regulation yet. Also, how would you define a political advertisement?  
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Question 6: My 

question regards 

enforcing the rules 

that we write on the 

internet. In the UK, 

the Digital, Culture, 

Media and Sport 

Select Committee 

convened a Grand 

Committee of MPs 

from nine countries 

and invited Mark 

Zuckerberg to 

speak to them, but 

he did not do so. 

The Committee then published a report that called Facebook’s executives digital 

gangsters, adding that Facebook intentionally and knowingly violated privacy and 

competition laws. How can we write laws that we know that Facebook will follow? 

 

Nick Clegg: Having represented a constituency for 12 years in the north of England, 

I can vouch myself, that the newspapers that the British people read have a huge 

impact. As someone who was debating with Nigel Farage before Facebook was even 

invented, the idea that British Euroscepticism was invented by social media is patently 

ludicrous. It has profound roots which go back 40 years and the British press, which 

has been for decades violently opposed to Britain’s European vocation, has played a 

far far greater role in shaping the public debate than any real or alleged activity on 

Facebook groups. I do not think it is for us to say how that should be assessed. There 

is some very good academic work which is starting to take a more balanced view about 

some of the outsized claims made about the role of social media. Mark Zuckerberg 

does not go in and out of the doors of Number 10 or the White House to develop 

relationships with politicians in the way that proprietors and editors have done for 

generations.  

 

I agree that getting a more nuanced view about what appears to affect voter behaviour 

is something that is susceptible to empirical research. This is yet another reason why 

we launched the Science One scheme, to make our data available so that researchers 

can do their work. 

 

On GDPR, it is not perfect and I do not think anyone is claiming that it is perfect. But 

it does set out clear rights for users, clear principles on proportionality and on data 

use, and clear sanctions which are applied to companies like Facebook. It also avoids 

some of the pitfalls, such as data localisation, so it does not include or encourage any 

insistence by jurisdictions to hold data physically.  



The Coffees with the Secretary-General: Nick Clegg 
 

19 
 

 

On political ads, what we try and do is first to work with national electoral 

administrations, because they are the guardians of the electoral processes in their 

countries and they determine who is and who is not a legitimate participant, so we try 

to follow their rules.  

 

But we also do one significantly different thing. All our research has shown that when 

external malign actors have sought to influence an election, they do not do it by 

seeking to support one candidate over another, they do it by trying to stir the pot on 

highly divisive issues such as immigration, religion, ethnicity. So we have come up 

with our own ‘issue ads’. For example, if someone is trying to place a striking, 

polemical ad on immigration in a heated general election, we will force that person to 

go through all the hoops that a conventional political party would. They must declare 

who they are, what they are paying, their ad goes into the archive for seven years, and 

so on.  

 

You mentioned the Select Committee and I do not agree with a single word of its 

conclusions. They held a meeting recently in Canada and invited the Chief Executives 

of all the tech companies. All the companies chose to send representatives specialised 

in issues that the Committee was interested in, so they were appropriately represented 

at the right level. I’m sure Committees always feel that people should be represented 

at a more senior level when they are not. I do not personally think that was a great act 

of culpability on our part, it was just an attempt to field the right people and we have 

spent tens, if not hundreds, of hours and thousands of pages answering that 

Committee’s queries and sent the appropriate individual to the hearings in Canada.  
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