
 

Meta's Canadian news ban could put people
at risk during public emergencies
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The B.C. government recently announced plans to work with American
tech company Meta this wildfire season to deliver important public
safety information. Premier David Eby called it a "major step," and said
he was appreciative that a deal could be reached.

While this is a welcome development, Meta is still blocking news outlets
from publishing to Facebook and Instagram, including during public
safety emergencies when information is needed most. The company took
this action in response to Parliament passing the Online News Act in
June 2023.

Last summer, the ban made it difficult for news outlets and emergency
officials to deliver timely information to the public. This was made more
challenging because people are often dispersed geographically and
clinging to their phones and social media for reliable guidance. One
Yellowknife news editor, in the midst of an evacuation, called the ban
"stupid and dangerous."

With wildfire season underway, Meta's ban continues to display a
disappointing lack of corporate responsibility and disdain for Canadian
users. If they don't reverse the news ban during emergencies, the
government should look at ways to force them to open their platforms
under some circumstances. Longer term, the federal government must
revise the ill-considered law that provoked this fight.

In emergencies, information is key

There are already more than 100 fires burning in British Columbia
alone. Officials have warned that drought conditions across the country
may lead to an even worse fire season than last year.
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https://globalnews.ca/video/10444805/b-c-to-work-with-meta-to-deliver-emergency-information/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/bc-online-harms-bill-paused-1.7182392
https://about.fb.com/news/2023/06/changes-to-news-availability-on-our-platforms-in-canada/
https://techxplore.com/tags/information/
https://www.parl.ca/legisinfo/en/bill/44-1/c-18
https://globalnews.ca/news/9910401/premier-david-eby-meta-wildfire-news-ban/
https://techxplore.com/tags/social+media/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/nwt-wildfire-evacuation-meta-blocking-news-1.6939286
https://wildfiresituation.nrs.gov.bc.ca/dashboard
https://techxplore.com/tags/drought+conditions/


 

In these types of emergencies, accurate and current information is vital
for health, safety and survival. Crisis communicators and emergency
management agencies work with public officials, media organizations
and other infrastructure crews to get vital updates and messages to the
public through as many commonly coordinated channels as possible.

Facebook remains the most popular social media platform in Canada and
public communicators understand its importance. For example, Drexel
University's School of Public Health houses an online Social Media
Message Library that provides examples of social media messaging best
practices during crises and emergencies, including successful instances
from Facebook.

Thankfully, government Facebook and Instagram pages have been able
to post critical emergency information during the ban. But for public
safety information to reach as many people as possible, overworked
communications teams need news outlets to amplify their messages.

Filling the information vacuum

A recent study from the Media Ecosystem Observatory, an
interdisciplinary collaboration between McGill University and the
University of Toronto, suggests that six months after the ban, roughly a
third of Canadians still use Facebook or Instagram for news and current
affairs information. In northern, rural and Indigenous communities,
where there is often poor communications infrastructure and long
distances between population centers, this is likely much higher.

With news unavailable on the platform, we have seen some small shifts
in user behavior. According to the study, users' political engagement
appears to have stayed the same and some sites, such as the conservative
Canada Proud network, have seen an increase in engagement. News
outlets, meanwhile, have seen their own engagement plummet.
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https://techxplore.com/tags/public+officials/
https://techxplore.com/tags/media+organizations/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/247737/top-social-media-sites-visit-share-canada/#:~:text=Market%20leader%20Facebook%20accounted%20for,third%2C%20accounting%20for%2012.4%20percent.
https://drexel.edu/dornsife/research/centers-programs-projects/center-for-public-health-readiness-communication/social-media-library/
https://drexel.edu/dornsife/research/centers-programs-projects/center-for-public-health-readiness-communication/social-media-library/
https://www.facebook.com/BCForestFireInfo/
https://www.facebook.com/BCForestFireInfo/
https://www.mediaecosystemobservatory.com/reports/state-of-the-canadian-media-ecosystem-ldra7
https://cfe.torontomu.ca/blog/2021/10/poverty-broadband-infrastructure-nunavut-can-and-must-be-ended
https://nationalpost.com/feature/left-behind-indigenous-communities-internet


 

Screenshots of news articles have become the preferred way to get
around the ban, especially during emergencies like the Yellowknife
evacuation.

We have also seen the rise of social media influencers wielding
disproportionate sway during emergencies. For example, during the
August 2023 wildfires in the Shuswap Lake region in B.C., conspiracy
theories and misinformation spread faster than the mainstream media's
messages in small communities.

How to solve this mess

It didn't have to be this way. The Liberal government's Online News
Act—which forces large social media companies to negotiate with news
outlets for compensation—was flawed from the start. The government
ignored warnings about the law's potentially disastrous consequences for 
small, independent media outlets that rely on social media to distribute
their content and communicate with audiences.

In forging ahead, the government has provoked what law professor
Michael Geist called a "lose-lose-lose-lose scenario." It's bad for news
organizations, bad for the platforms and even worse for the public. And
while Meta's actions are over the top, they telegraphed their intentions,
which the Trudeau government decided to ignore.

Google made similar threats but eventually reached a $100 million
agreement with the Canadian government in November 2023.

Meta, on the other hand, has chosen profit over tackling misinformation.
Their own corporate principles commit to public safety and building
community. If Meta was acting on these principles, they would be
supplying emergency responders and Canadians with their
communication tools during times of crisis, regardless of their battles
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https://www.castlegarnews.com/news/b-c-wildfires-fuelling-conspiracy-theories-4763669
https://www.castlegarnews.com/news/b-c-wildfires-fuelling-conspiracy-theories-4763669
https://vancouver.citynews.ca/2023/06/29/online-news-bill-canadian-communities/
https://www.michaelgeist.ca/2023/08/metablockslinks/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/google-two-thirds-for-print-media-1.7060320
https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/google-two-thirds-for-print-media-1.7060320
https://fortune.com/2021/10/04/facebook-whistleblower-social-media-misinformation-hate-algorithm/
https://about.meta.com/company-info/


 

with the government.

So far, Meta has shown no appetite to change their policy. They are 
fighting similar battles in Australia and elsewhere and appear willing to
make an example out of Canada.

If Meta does not reconsider their position, the Liberal government must
explore legal or regulatory options to force them to open their platforms
to news outlets during public emergencies. Further, the government
needs to scrap or revise the Online News Act to require and incentivize
social platforms like Facebook to be available for media amplification
during public emergencies.

Last summer, premiers, Indigenous groups and other members of the
public requested the Meta media ban stop during emergencies. As
wildfire season begins again, the company and federal government
should make sure the public has access to potentially life-saving
information.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.theguardian.com/media/2024/apr/02/facebook-shuts-news-tab-after-meta-vows-to-stop-paying-australian-publishers-for-content
https://vancouverisland.ctvnews.ca/b-c-s-premier-urges-meta-to-allow-news-sharing-in-b-c-amid-wildfire-crisis-1.6528337
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/hamilton/indigenous-news-meta-block-1.6947924
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-66535401
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-66535401
https://techxplore.com/tags/federal+government/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/metas-canadian-news-ban-could-put-people-at-risk-during-public-emergencies-228770
https://techxplore.com/news/2024-05-meta-canadian-news-people-emergencies.html
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