Facebook 1s making an all-out
push for regulation — on 1its
own terms

Facebook has spent so much time on the defensive since 2016
that it can be startling to see the company come out swinging.
But with Europe beginning to peel away from the open web, and
American lawmakers rattling their sabers a bit more each day,
Facebook is undertaking a kind of regulatory shock-and-awe
campaign: a public effort to recast the debate on its own
terms, to advance its worldview and ensure its continued
dominance.

The campaign, which began to unfold over the weekend has three
main themes. The first is to take the offensive: in the
absence of global agreement on how to regulate big tech
platforms, Facebook will attempt to frame the debate on its
own terms. The second is to offer concessions: to generate
goodwill from skeptics in government and the press, the
company will give up some of its power and revenue. Finally,
Facebook seeks to maintain control. Whatever it may give up,
Facebook wants to retain the maximum flexibility to continue
operating basically as is.

Let’s take a look at how the campaign is unfolding.

It began in earnest on Saturday, when Mark Zuckerberg posted
an op-ed in the Washington Post calling for “new rules” for
the internet. (If you could read this headline and not
immediately begin humming Dua Lipa, you’'re stronger than I
am.) Zuckerberg calls for regulation in four areas: “harmful
content,” election integrity, privacy and data portability.
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In each case, the message is the same: we’ve done a lot of
work already, but there’s not global agreement on how to
handle these issues, and it would be better for everyone if
there were. Zuckerberg takes the offensive here by asking
other companies to act as Facebook has — publishing regular
reports on the removal of “harmful content,” for example. He
offers concessions, by acknowledging that Facebook currently
has “too much power over speech” and calling for privacy
legislation modeled on the European Union’s General Data
Protection Regulation.

And if the world acts in the manner he suggests, Zuckerberg
maintains control. He may have to offer data portability, for
example, but he hopes to do so as a substitute for spinning
out WhatsApp and Instagram, as critics like Sen. Elizabeth
Warren have called for.

The day before Zuckerberg’s op-ed, the company had posted a
new commitment to protecting EU elections from interference
and released a searchable archive of all advertising on the
platform.

On Saturday, Facebook’'s chief operating officer, Sheryl
Sandberg, published a blog post indicating the company would
consider new restrictions on live broadcasting following the
abuse of that tool by the New Zealand shooter. Then, on Sunday
evening, Facebook announced a tool by which users can query
any post they see in the News Feed about why it’s there. (The
hope is that if Facebook can explain why a user is seeing
something, it will help to repair the company’s trust
deficit.)

Monday brought new pro-regulation interviews with Nick Clegg,
Facebook’s new head of policy, in Bloomberg; and Kevin Martin,
Facebook’s vice president for public policy in the United
States, in Axios. Zuckerberg traveled to Germany, where he sat
for an interview with Axel Springer CEO Mathias Dopfner and
met with elected officials. (Watch it before a mysterious
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Facebook bug deletes Zuckerberg’s post!) The company also
began to solicit input on the development of its oversight
board, which will resolve disputes in content moderation.

He’s now on his way to Ireland, where he’ll meet with members
of the International Grand Committee on Disinformation and
Fake News.

And speaking of news, Zuckerberg surprised the world Monday by
saying he might be willing to pay for it. Reversing a position
he held as recently as last year, Zuckerberg told Dopfner he
wants to create a new tab within Facebook for high-quality
news, and potentially pay publishers whose work appears there.
He said:

You know, in News Feed, primarily people come to the service
to connect with friends, to get updates on people’s day to
day lives. There’s a lot of news content in there because
it’s so important. But there’s a lot of people who have a
demand to want more news .. I think there are going to be,
call it 10, 15, maybe 20 percent of people in our community,
who really want to go deep and have an experience which is —
that they can go to that’s all news that will give us
hopefully the ability to dramatically 1increase the
distribution and, if it’s successful, the monetization to
high quality participants 1in the ecosystem so that’s
something I’m personally excited about.

Once again, Zuckerberg takes the offensive (with a surprise
announcement), makes a concession (in the form of revenue to
publishers), and maintains control of his platform.
Publishers’ news will still appear on Zuckerberg’'s terms, in
the tab and placement of his choosing. Dopfner valiantly
pushes Zuckerberg on letting publishers use Facebook to
develop a direct relationship with their customers — but the
company may never feel incentivized to do so.

Collectively, these announcements point to a company that, for
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all its struggles over the past couple years, has arrived at a
coherent strategy for managing the regulation it sees coming.
The power lies with lawmakers, but many of them are still
struggling to understand the issues at play — and the trade-
offs involved are so complicated that untangling them all will
take years. (See this good Twitter thread for some of the
trade-offs involved in policing “harmful content,” which I’ve
been putting in scare quotes here for a reason.)

Chaos, as we learned from a certain show about to come back
for its final season, is a ladder. To watch Facebook’s
regulatory offensive over the weekend was to watch Mark
Zuckerberg scrambling up 1it.

Democracy

Inauthentic Activity in India

The Digital Forensics Research Lab does a deep dive on today’s
announcement from Facebook that it removed a network of posts
from India and Pakistan:

The pro-BJP assets carried vitriolic posts against opposition
leaders and managed to garner high engagement, while the INC-
linked assets pushed satirical posts but garnered moderate
engagement.

The fact that partisans on both sides resorted to such
tactics 1is a troubling feature. It suggests that such
inauthentic behavior may 1increasingly be considered a
necessary part of political campaigning, with the expectation
that the other side will also be conducting such activity.
That, in turn, suggests that the platforms, and voters, will
continue to face more challenges from more directions, as
they try to distinguish between genuine and inauthentic
content.

In Ukraine, Russia Tests a New Facebook Tactic in Election
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Tampering

Michael Schwirtz and Sheera Frenkel have a fascinating story
about Russia’s changing tactics as influence campaigns on
Facebook grow more difficult — and expensive:

In a video confession published by the S.B.U., Ukraine’s
domestic intelligence service, a man it identified as the
Russian agent said that he resided in Kiev, Ukraine’s
capital, and that his Russian handlers had ordered him “to
find people in Ukraine on Facebook who wanted to sell their
accounts or temporarily rent them out.”

“As I learned,” said the man, who was not identified by name,
“their goal was to use those accounts to publish political
ads or to plant fake articles.”

Facebook Removes Hundreds Of Pages Engaged In “Inauthentic
Behavior” In The Philippines

Davey Alba offers useful context on Thursday’'s removal of
pages linked to the social media director of the Philippines’
authoritarian president:

As a September 2018 BuzzFeed News feature showed, 1in the
Philippines, much of the extreme political rhetoric on
Facebook props wup Philippine President Duterte’s
authoritarian reign. According to Gabunada at the time, from
the very beginning of Duterte’s presidential campaign,
Facebook was an essential tool for Duterte fans to freely
spread coordinated messages on Facebook — especially because,
thanks to deals that the company struck with local carriers,
Facebook is free to use in the Philippines for anyone who has
a smartphone.

During Gabunada’s interview with BuzzFeed News, he dubiously
insisted that the engagement was “organic” and “volunteer-
driven,” and also said Duterte’s campaign purchased no
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Facebook ads and only occasionally boosted posts.

Trump’s Facebook ads focus on Schumer, Pelosi and the border
wall as Democrats play catch-up

Brandy Zadrozny updates us on the state of Facebook campaign
advertising:

Trump spent $3.6 million on Facebook ads from Dec. 30 to
March 23, according to data compiled by researchers at the
Online Advertising Transparency Project, an ongoing study
launched last year at New York University that tracks
political ad spending through Facebook’s publicly available
political ad archive.

Trump’s spending in early 2019 was more than the Democratic
campaigns combined, but he has been out-spent by some
candidates in recent weeks. Former Texas Rep. Beto 0’Rourke
out-spent Trump two weeks ago, dropping $157,000 on Facebook
compared to Trump’s $109,000. Last week, Sen. Amy Klobuchar,
D-Minn., spent $198,000 to the president’s $150,000.

Jeff Bezos’ Investigator Gavin de Becker Finds the Saudis
Obtained the Amazon Chief’s Private Data

You’'ve probably already read this remarkable piece from de
Becker about his investigation into the theft of Bezos'’
personal information, but I wanted to note here that I had
looked at the case for Saudi Arabia’s involvement in the issue
back in February.

Inside the Google employee backlash against the Heritage
Foundation

Google 1is creating an external advisory board for AI projects,
but it has begun to fall apart amid complaints that the
company is including conservatives who may try to bias the
effort, Colin Lecher reports:
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But some members of the new board drew immediate scrutiny,
especially Kay Coles James, president of the conservative
Heritage Foundation. On social media, some characterized the
decision as an attempt to cater to conservatives at the
expense of true expertise in the field. By Saturday, one AI
expert who was invited to the board had dropped out, vaguely
noting that it may not be “the right forum” for the work.

Privately, several Google employees were also livid about the
decision to include James, according to sources familiar with
the discussions. On internal message boards, employees
described James as “intolerant” and the Heritage Foundation
as “amazingly wrong” in their policies on topics like climate
change, immigration, and, particularly, on issues of LGBTQ
equality. A person with James’ views, the employees said,
“doesn’t deserve a Google-legitimized platform, and certainly
doesn’t belong in any conversation about how Google tech
should be applied to the world.”

YouTube’s Product Chief on Online Radicalization and
Algorithmic Rabbit Holes

Kevin Roose has a productive interview with Neal Mohan about
YouTube rabbit holes. Mohan’s conclusion is that, um, not
every single person winds up becoming radicalized? OK.

MOHAN: What I’m saying is that when a video is watched, you
will see a number of videos that are then recommended. Some
of those videos might have the perception of skewing in one
direction or, you know, call it more extreme. There are other
videos that skew in the opposite direction. And again, our
systems are not doing this, because that’s not a signal that
feeds into the recommendations. That’s just the observation
that you see in the panel.

I'm not saying that a user couldn’t click on one of those
videos that are quote-unquote more extreme, consume that and
then get another set of recommendations and sort of keep
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moving in one path or the other. AUl I'm saying is that it’s
not inevitable.

Censorship pays: China’s state newspaper expands lucrative
online scrubbing business

Censorship 1is proving to be a lucrative business for
People.cn, the digital arm of the main propaganda outlet for
China’s ruling party. Lusha Zhang and Ryan Woo have a nice
report on how stifling dissent is making a handful of people
rich.

Elsewhere

Facebook’s dirty work in Ireland: ‘I had to watch footage of a
person being beaten to death’

Former Facebook moderator Chris Gray shares his story:

A year on, he says he can still picture clearly some of the
content he moderated: Islamic State executions, murders,
beatings, child exploitation, the torture of animals.
Compounding the stress of exposure to disturbing images and
videos was, he says, the pressure to make the right decision
about what to do with 1it.

“You’'re 1in constant jeopardy of making a wrong decision and
being penalised for it. That multiplies the stress when
you’re looking at difficult content.”

Facebook secretly explored building bird-size drones to ferry
data to people with bad internet connections ($)

Rob Price reports on a previously unknown effort from
Facebook’s project to bring internet access to more people:

The vision was to build a fleet of bird-size fixed-wing
drones with high-density solid-state storage drives on board,
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that could then be used to ferry data. These drones would be
significantly smaller than most traditional, off-the-shelf
drones — one source said they were closer in size to a
sparrow than an eagle.

This could provide a way for people in areas with low-
bandwidth internet connections to consume data-intensive
content like video streaming without needing to build
expensive new permanent telecoms infrastructure. For less
data-hungry tasks, like texting and phone calls, people would
use their existing networks.

Facebook’s most shared story of 2019 is a 119-word local crime
brief from Central Texas.

Fascinating tale from Will Oremus about how an unremarkable
119-word local crime brief became a sensation:

While Facebook couldn’t confirm exactly what aspects of its
algorithm helped the story on its way, Savage’s crime brief
appears to have ticked nearly every box that the social
network 1s trying to prioritize. First, it was shared by a
local news organization, making it more likely that people 1in
the Waco area would see it at the top of their feeds. Second,
it generated large numbers of comments, which Facebook counts
as “meaningful interactions.” Finally, 1its sharing was driven
heavily by individual Facebook users, rather than by
professional publishers with large followings, which means
that it would be helped along by the company’s focus on
surfacing posts from “friends and family first.”

But the wild card may have been the story’s headline. While
it was clear from reading the story that it was about Waco
and Central Texas, the headline just said the predator was in
“our area.” Anyone who read the headline without reading the
story might reasonably have thought the story was about their
area, even 1f they were far from Texas.
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Google removes conversion therapy app from Play Store

The presence of a gay conversion therapy app on the Play Store
led to widespread protests, and now Google has removed it,
Chaim Gartenberg reports.

How We Hang Out at Work Together Online Now

TikTok, which is good for wasting time at work, has become
“become an unlikely force for labor visibility,” John Herrman
writes.

There are hashtags for most major retailers and restaurant
chains, full of employer-specific gripes, jokes or
observations. There are also more generally relatable
sketches. Nobody appreciates the customer who shows up a
minute before closing. Many videos are shot on break. Some
are shot on the way from one job to another. But plenty more
are shot in a whisper, between customers or during a lull,
mindful of nearby bosses. There are hashtags that are widely
applicable to employed people, like #coworkers, #working,
#bluecollar and #lovemyjob.

Why People Are Giving Out Their Instagram Handle

“The app has become the default way to connect with new
friends, dates, or business contacts,” Taylor Lorenz reports.

Tinder hired a new chief product officer to keep college kids
on the app

Ravi Mehta, last seen building TikTok clone Lasso for
Facebook, will now lead product at Tinder, Ashley Carman
reports.

Launches

Online creators and the platforms that enable (and exploit)
them
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This week at The Verge we'’re looking at the lives of creators
as they navigate the task of building businesses on secretive,
all-powerful platforms. There’s lots of good stuff at that
link already, and new stories will appear all week.

Takes

After the New Zealand shooting, ISPs were wrong to block
8chan. Here’s why.

April Glaser says that social platforms were right to remove
videos of the Christchurch massacre — but that internet
service providers have a responsibility to keep it up:

The Christchurch video is horrific. Platforms—especially
massive, popular ones that attract hundreds of millions of
users—should do everything they can to keep their communities
safe. But the overly broad blocking of entire websites by
internet providers, which operate at several layers above the
platforms, isn’t going to make the horror disappear. It could
strengthen these communities—and assign unnecessary powers to
companies that no one asked to do the dirty work.

Why Courtrooms Are Kryptonite for Alex Jones

Charlie Warzel says Alex Jones’ deposition exposed him as the
dangerous charlatan he so clearly is:

In the sea of viral clips of Alex Jones, he always appears
larger than life — and, crucially, in tenuous control of
whatever narrative he’s spinning. That control is largely the
source of his power over his audience, his employees and his
critics.

But this new set of viral clips busts the myth of Alex Jones,
presenting him in a situation he can neither engineer nor
spin. He’s a man who has lost control of the narrative.
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And finally ..

I'm Vaccinating My Child the Natural Way — With Measles

With anti-vaccination zealots in the news for hijacking
various social platforms, I appreciated Justine Cotter’s
satirical view in McSweeney’s:

Measles 1is the original measles vaccine. It’s a natural
method that’s been around for centuries. It was good enough
for my mother and my mother’s mother and her mother before
her. After pulling through a coma at the age of seven,
Grandma Alice was stronger than ever despite the hearing loss
and brain swelling. Nothing builds character Llike
encephalitis.

Vaccinating with an airborne virus might seem a little
unconventional, and according to my child’s pediatrician, Dr.
Wong, “completely cuckoo,” but that’s just one person’s
opinion backed by numerous peer-reviewed scientific studies.
The literature on Facebook and Reddit tells a different
story, and honestly, there are way more people on Facebook
than the American Medical Associations’ website, so you tell
me who the experts are.

Talk to me

Send me tips, comments, questions, and your new rules for the
internet: casey@theverge.com

https://www.theverge.com/interface/2019/4/2/18291413/facebook-
regulation-mark-zuckerberg-european-tour
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