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Russian Trolls and Propagandists have turned 
disinformation into a terrifying art form: Defence 
Minister tells Journalists sign up to defend your 
country: Israel & Iran and the media 
ALL FOOLS DAY lasted a long time last month, writes Mike Peters.  And Russiaôs once 
vaunted psy ops expertise and reputation collapsed in the spate of unbelievable statements 
and less than diplomatic outpourings as the Kremlin struggled to explain away the Salisbury 
nerve agent incident.  Did anyone in Russiaôs extensive bureaux of disinformation, deception 
and propaganda really think that it was a good idea to cast the blame on the UK Government 
for that incident and for the use of poison gas in the Syrian village of Douma? 

Full Index: Page 4 
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Who thought up the nonsense that the nerve agent deployed against the Skripal family 
probably came from Porton Down.  Indeed, as the Russian propaganda effort grew more shrill, 
more inaccurate, mendacious and, frankly, foolish those 
defending the Russian position might have well recalled 
the old adageé. if you are in a deep hole ï stop digging. 

Russia did not come out well on the international stage.  
Initially British politicians were slow in releasing 
information and there was a suggestion that UK 
communications were inactive and not so good; but 
there comes a time when any professional public 
relations practitioner will stress caution and allow the 
other sideôs argument to collapse in confusion.  As that 
much respected journalist Andrew Neil, right, tweeted:  If 
you are going to tell a lie: make it a big one.  The 
Russians tried but were hoist with their own petard.  

In the midst of the Salisbury debate came the US 
decision to respond with force to the use of poison gas 
in Syria.  This too produced another strange reaction 
from the Kremlin who set about blaming Britain for 
setting up the whole story.   The suggestion that Britain 
could plan and activate such an elaborate stitch up 
caused another bout of humour with one British civil servant tweeting that the Ministry of 
Defence has problems ordering sufficient quantities of pens, pencils and stationery let alonge 
arranging such an elaborate deception in the face of the worldôs media.  Of course, the big 
question was never satisfactorily answered by Russia: why would Britain want to do that? 

In the end the furore died away but there were many who while consuming the acres of 
newsprint and hours of broadcasting echoed the favourite phrase of comedy character Victor 
Meldrew: I just donôt believe it!   

The main beneficiaries have been those who study the use of disinformation and deception.  
There has been some deep thinking about information ops and the way we manage and deploy 
psy ops.  The media has been full of learned debate on the use of social media and 
examinations of the Russian and Chinese practise.   

Fake news is one of todayôs media problem and will 
continue to tax minds on how to present accurate and 
verifiable facts to the public. Fake news has always 
existed but quality journalism has a history of survival. 

Scribblings commends MP Bob Seeley, right, for his 
work exposing how Russian trolls and propagandists are 
turning disinformation into a terrifying art  form and 
watches with interest the sterling work of MP Johnny 
Mercer in defending the interests of current and retired 
servicemen.    

It will be interesting to hear the results of the seven 
investigations launched by OFCOM into the impartiality 
of Russia Today news programmes following the 
Salisbury incident.  Indeed, Scribblings is waiting for the 
reaction to the another survey which indicates that the 
UK is still rated at only 40th in world press freedom 
rankings.    

Journalism is becoming increasingly dangerous and the 
European Union has called for a broader inquiry into the the murder of a Maltese journalist 
while the death of Times war correspondent Marie Colvin in the Middle East is still questioned.  
In early May the BBC broadcast an insight into the dangers facing war correspondents fronted 
by Lyse Doucet. 
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In the Middle East the complexities of the Israeli and Iranian scenario grow.  While the day-to-
day exchange of conflicting messages flows ,Scribblings reports on how both sides handle 
their media audiences.   Israeo takes a high end cognitive approach while Iran attempts control 
of the foreign press with threats. 

The good news this month, however, is that new Secretary of State for Defence, Gavin 
Williamson is on message with the increasing use of media operations.  UK Press Gazette 
reported, just as the month was ending, that Mr. Williamson was encouraging journalists to 
sign up and join the Media Reserves.  They should join in the defence of Britain against fake 
news. he told the media.   

This welcome development was taken further in the House of Commons magazine when 
Sebastian Whale reported that the minister has come out of the shadows and echoed UK 
Defence Journal who earlier claimed the Minister is starting to make a name for himself. 

Nothing is ever easy in the Ministry of Defence, though.  The shortage of new recruits and the 
claim by the National Audit Office that the armed forces are understaffed has kept the pot 
simmering if not boiling.  Army recruitment advertising is still a hot topic and the media are 
waiting for the first statistics generated by the recent controversial campaign.    

Scribblings heard this month that a meeting of senior serving and retired officers has 
discussed the reported difficulties faced by potential recruits in making progress through the 
red tape of recruitment.  Everyone present had a story to relate that revealed fraught personal 
experiences of trying to help eligible young people to join up. 

The Ministryôs money problems are still to be resolved but Defence Minister Williamson is 
being given credit for his actions while the trade press calls for more spending and a demand 
for the Government to ñstop twisting the figures ñ  

RAF 100 is off to a good start and attracting media attention.  The opening of the Lincolnshire 
memorial to Bomber Command was well attended but there are concerns emerging for the 
future not only of the Battle of Britain 
Memorial Flight but of the Royal Navyôs 
Yeovilton based Heritage Flight.  Both 
are being suggested as targets for the 
financial axe.  Such moves will be 
unpopular. 

On the home front the Pen & Sword Club 
learned this month of the return to Army 
Media circles of Paul Smyth on 
promotion to Lieutenant Colonel after a 
successful tour as HQ Company 
Commander and then Second in 
Command of 7 Rifles.  He is joined at 
Andover by James Horspool, also on 
promotion, and Lt Colonel Anita 
Newcourt. 

Colonel Angus Taverner is the subject of 
this monthôs Where Are They Now 
feature by Gerry Bartlett.  Former Media 
Operations Group Commanding Officer, 
Angus, has moved south from Scotland 
and is now living, and still working, in 
Oxfordshire.  

London District Head of Media and Communications, Susi Coulthard, also made the news last 
month.   Susiôs dynamic approach to publicising the Armed Forces and story-a-day approach 
to social media has been recognised by the Assistant Chief of the General Staffôs award to 
mark her ñextraordinary dedication and professionalism ñin projecting the Armyôs image and 
brand. 
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Sadly, Scribblings reports the passing of Wing Commander Alex Dickson, after a bravely 
fought battle against cancer.   Alex commanded 7644 Squadron RAFVR and deployed around 
the world while setting the unit on the path to the high standard of media operations 
professionalism that it exhibits today.   

Whatôs to read? 

¶ Journalists told to sign on 

¶ Rise of Gavin Williamson 

¶ Stop Twisting the numbers 

¶ Bob Seeley exposes disinformation 

¶ Ofcom investigates RT 

¶ Quality news beats fake anytime 

¶ Russia Accuses UK on Douma 

¶ Fisk Doubts Gas Attack 

¶ Douma was a Stunt? 

¶ Syrian Medics intimidated 

¶ Bad Journalistic Behaviour  

¶ Experimenting with future war 

¶ Porton Down blamed 

¶ Media Manipulation Explained 

¶  IDF War on Consciousness 

¶ IDF Cognitive Effort 

¶ How Iran Controls Press 

¶ China spends $6bn on propaganda 

¶ New RN Pacific Presence 

¶ More Typhoons for Germany? 

¶ Typhoon upgrades on time 

¶ H&K upgrades British rifle 

¶ Only one Joint Warrior 

¶ Threats to promotion 

¶ Oh! Dear, How Sad, Never Mind 

¶ Forces are Understaffed 

¶ Build more ships in UK 

¶ RAF 100 flying programme 

¶ UKôs tallest war memorial 

¶ Bombing Berlin Broadcast 

¶ BAE Says Thanks 

¶ Chinaôs new carrier 

¶ UK press freedom low 

¶ EU demands death inquiry 

¶ Marie Colvin death riddle 

¶ USMC troublesome film  

¶ Fighting Fake News in UK 

¶ India curbs Fake News 

¶ Where are they now? 

¶ Lyse Doucet on Syria 

¶ Tribute to Alex Dickson 

¶ Dieppe & Enigma 

¶ Disaster at Dieppe 

¶ Dieppe media cover-up 

¶ The Deadly Trade 

¶ Fighting Captain 

¶ Kith & Kin in Bandit Country 

¶ Nazi Drug Addicts 

¶ War and Drugs 

¶ Artists fool Hitler 

¶ Truth & Lies at Entebbe 

¶ Churchill derided 

¶ The Re-enactors 

¶ We may all be dead by 2050 

 

Defence Secretary says journalists should join 
up to defend Britain against threat of 'fake 
news' 

By Sam Forsdick : Press Gazette: April 30 2018 

DEFENCE SECRETARY Gavin Williamson has said journalists should join up to help defend 
the country against the spread of disinformation and foreign state propaganda.   Williamson 
told The House, Parliamentôs own magazine that journalists, as well as IT and cyber security 
specialists, have skills that ñare more relevant today than anything elseò. 

According to Politics Home, the Tory MP said: ñBritainôs enemies will use Twitter, will use 
every angle they can do to change the narrative- people whoôve traditionally thought about 
joining reserve forces, we want them to come in ï but actually, itôs looking to different people 
who maybe think, as a journalist, well what are my skills in terms of how are they relevant to 
the Armed Forces? 

http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/author/sam-forsdick/
https://www.politicshome.com/news/uk/defence/news/94812/excl-gavin-williamson-urges-journalists-and-it-gurus-join-reserve-forces
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ñActually, they are more relevant today than anything else, having those skills, whether it be 
journalists, those people with amazing cyber and IT skills, those people with the ability to 
really understand about getting messages across. 

ñWarfare is evolving so much and itôs about trying to get a different generation, a different type 
of people to start thinking: óIôve got something to add to my reserve forces.ôò Williamson said 
he is looking for recruits who ñreally understand about getting messages acrossò and can 
help stem the spread of fake news ñin this disinformation ageò. 

Williamson previously compared Russian bots, which  spread fake news online, to Nazi 
propagandists, saying: ñWe have to make sure that narrative is countered.ò 

Williamsonôs plea follows a National Audit Office report that found  the number of British 
military personnel was currently at 5.7 per cent below requirement, which the NAO said was 
ñthe largest gap for a decadeò. 

A parliamentary inquiry into fake news is currently being led by the Department for Digital, 
Culture, Media and Sport Committee.   Earlier this year the Prime Minister announced a rapid 
response unit to battle the proliferation of ñfake newsò online. 

Out of the shadows: the rise of Gavin 
Williamson 

By Sebastian Whale: The House Magazine:  May 3 2018 

Before his appointment as Secretary of State for Defence last autumn, Gavin Williamson built a 
reputation as an effective, and ruthless, backroom operator. His rise from PPS to David 
Cameron to government Chief Whip to the MoD has been shrouded in intrigue, and there is 
speculation that he is being lined up as Theresa Mayôs favoured successor. Is the 41-year-old 
MP for South Staffordshire really 
the modern-day Machiavelli some 
claim? Sebastian Whale talks to 
Williamson, and those who know 
him, to find out. 

Gavin Williamson was appointed 
Defence Secretary in November 

2017. Credit: Paul Heartfield  

ñIôm not sure if itôs something 
youôve ever thought about, joining 
the reserves?ò asks Gavin 
Williamson, his green eyes locked 
firmly on my own. 

ñI havenôt, no,ò I reply, somewhat 
caught off guard.  He pauses. 
ñWhy not?ò ñItôs never crossed my 
mind, really.ò 

ñDonôt you think you could serve your country?ò he shoots back. The smile that has been a 
mainstay of our conversation starts to fade. ñI do, but I guess itôs a time and capacity thing,ò I 
explain. 

ñSo, itôs always something for other people to do?ò The grin has completely disappeared now. 
This must be how errant Tory MPs felt after being summoned to the Whipsô office, I wonder. 

ñPerhaps,ò I concede. 

ñIôm quite happy to sign you up today,ò he says later in our conversation, this time with the 
smile back on his face. ñThatôs very kind of you, Iôll have a think about it.ò We laugh, though I 
am uncertain whether it is all a joke. I start to worry that social awkwardness is going to see 

https://www.politicshome.com/news/uk/defence/news/93969/gavin-williamson-compares-russian-bots-nazi-propagandists
https://www.nao.org.uk/report/ensuring-sufficient-skilled-military-personnel/
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/prime-minister-announces-rapid-response-unit-to-tackle-fake-news/
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/prime-minister-announces-rapid-response-unit-to-tackle-fake-news/
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me leave the Ministry of Defence with a new career and a difficult call to make to my mother.  
Heading outside for pictures, I ask Williamson whether he would become a reservist. ñOh, I 
think Iôm a bit too old,ò he replies. 

It is quite audacious of Williamson to take such a line of questioning. With no military 
experience to speak of he was appointed Defence Secretary in November 2017 after Michael 
Fallon resigned over allegations of sexual harassment. Prior to the role, he had never spoken 
at the despatch box nor run a government department. Never mind having never been a 
reservist. 

But thatôs not stopped a meteoric rise to one of the most powerful positions in government, 
eight years into a parliamentary career. And with much of the journey taking place in roles 
often unseen, there is much intrigue surrounding this tarantula-owning, 41-year-old from 
Scarborough. 

 

Gavin Alexander Williamson was born on 25 June 1976 to Labour-supporters Ray and Beverly. 
His father worked at the local council and his mother at a job centre. Raised in North 
Yorkshire, he attended Raincliffe School, a state comprehensive, and the Scarborough Sixth 
Form College. He graduated from the University of Bradford with a BSc in Social Sciences. 

Williamson began a career in manufacturing soon after graduating. He worked as managing 
director of fireplace manufacturer Elgin & Hall until 2004, before going on to become managing 
director of Aynsley China, a Staffordshire-based pottery firm. In 2001, he married Joanne 
Eland, with whom he has two children. 

Williamson became active in the Conservative party from a young age. He was the penultimate 
chairman of Conservative Students before its abolition in 1998. He was elected a county 
councillor in 2001 in North Yorkshire and held leading roles in Conservative associations in 
the Staffordshire Area, Stoke-on-Trent and Derbyshire Dales.  

He first stood for parliament at the 2005 election aged 28, standing in Blackpool North and 
Fleetwood, where he finished more than 5,000 votes behind Labour MP Joan Humble. 
Williamson moved to Derbyshire later that year. It was here that he first came across Patrick 
McLoughlin, then the Conservative Chief Whip and MP for Derbyshire Dales, where Williamson 
was serving as vice-chair of the local Tory party association. 

ñI was quite impressed and he was very much a doer and a campaigner,ò McLoughlin tells me 
as we sit down in his parliamentary office overlooking the Thames.  McLoughlin says there 
was no need to try and cajole Williamson into standing for parliament once more. ñI donôt think 
Gavin needed any encouragement,ò he adds with a smile. 

Williamson was selected as the Conservative candidate in South Staffordshire for the 2010 
general election after the incumbent, Sir Patrick Cormack ï now Lord Cormack ï announced 
he was retiring from the Commons. They got to know each other in the run up to May vote.  
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On election day, Cormack was tasked with running the loudspeaker out campaigning after 
Williamson lost his voice. ñIt was one of the most difficult things Iôve ever done because I had 
to keep remembering to say, óvote for Gavin Williamsonô, not myself!ò the Tory peer recalls. 

Williamson was elected with more than 53% of the vote. A party was held in the constituency 
soon after with George Osborne as guest of honour and speaker. Cormack and Williamson 
have retained close relations ever since. After a period of ill health in 2011, the newly elected 
MP offered to drive Cormack down to London each week. ñHe is energetic, active, intelligent, 
personable,ò says Cormack. ñI think I have as good a relationship with my successor as any 
other Member could possibly have.ò 

During his maiden speech, in which he called for the UK to recreate the ñVictorian spirit of 
ingenuity and inventivenessò, Williamson declared himself to be a ñstraight talkerò, like his 
constituents. ñIt is nice to have it blunt from others,ò he said in June 2010.  In October 2011, 
Williamson took on his first of four roles as parliamentary private sectary (PPS) by working for 
Hugo Swire, before being taken on by the ministerôs boss in the Northern Ireland Department, 
Owen Paterson. The following year he began working for McLoughlin, who after seven and a 
half years as Chief Whip had been made Secretary of State for Transport. 

McLoughlin had encouraged David Cameron to take Williamson on as his PPS. ñDavid decided 
not at that stage. So, I said ówell in that case Iôll have Gavin,ôò he says.  The role, which 
requires you to be the eyes and ears of a Secretary of State in the Commons, was a good fit for 
Williamson. ñHe would take it as a challenge to try and make sure that you got as many 
questions on the order paper at oral questions as possible,ò McLoughlin recalls. ñHe was a 
good, hard worker. He worked well with Ben Mascall, who of course is now in No 10, and 
Julian Glover who was then my special adviser.ò 

In 2013, David Cameron did hire Williamson as his PPS, to replace Sam Gyimah, who had been 
appointed a government whip. His approach to the position, however, drew the ire of some of 
his Conservative colleagues. One says he irritated MPs by going about the job in an ñover-
zealousò often ñless than subtle wayò as though he was deputy chief whip. 

Williamson stayed in the 
role right through to 
Cameronôs resignation 
following the EU 
referendum. He was given 
a CBE for political and 
public service in the 
subsequent resignation 
honours list.  

He ran Theresa Mayôs bid 
to become Tory leader 
after reportedly privately 
vowing to stop Boris 
Johnson from taking on 
the reins.  The gamble 
paid off. Williamson was rewarded with the position of Chief Whip in Mayôs first Cabinet. He 
became famed for keeping a pet tarantula called Cronus on his desk, named after the Greek 
god who came to power by castrating his father before eating his own children to ensure they 
would not get rid of him, which he branded a ñperfect example of an incredibly clean, ruthless 
killerò. 

Unsure of the fate that has befallen Cronus, I ask Williamson whether he has been replaced. 
ñYou can never replace a pet,ò he replies. ñBut he is very happily spending this time in 
Staffordshire following Easter and no doubt will be back down in the Commons at some point 
when I next bring him down.ò 

Gaining a reputation as an effective Chief Whip, Williamson reflected on his approach to the 
role during the 2017 Tory party conference. ñPersonally, I donôt much like the stick, but it is 
amazing what can be achieved with a sharpened carrot,ò he said.  Last yearôs snap election 
brought an added dimension to the not inconsiderable challenge of being the government 



8 
 

Chief Whip. Williamson played a key role in brokering the £1bn confidence and supply deal 
with the DUP to prop-up the Conservative minority government, further endearing himself to 
No 10. Having already helped marshal the Article 50 Bill through the Commons, he faced the 
challenge of passing more Brexit legislation while looking to temper emboldened Tory 
Remainers and facing precarious parliamentary arithmetic. 

ñIn extraordinarily difficult circumstances, he clearly was absolutely on top of the business 
and planning how to deal with it,ò says one Tory MP. ñHe was quite effective in persuading 
people to stay with the government.ò 

In November 2017 Michael Fallon resigned as Defence Secretary amid allegations of sexual 
harassment. Few considered Williamson, who had no ministerial experience to speak of, in the 
running to succeed him. But the day after Fallonôs resignation was announced, the 
Yorkshireman was appointed the new Secretary of State at the MoD. The news received 
immediate, often colourful, criticism. Some suggested that Williamson had effectively carved 
out the job for himself and knifed his predecessor in the process. 

Tory MP Sarah Wollaston tweeted at the time: ñThere are times when offered a job that it would 
be better to advise that another would be more experienced & suited to the role.ò Another 
Conservative backbencher tells me: ñIt was taken slightly badly that it looked like a Chief Whip 
who rolled the pitch for his own appointment to a new job.ò  But Patrick McLoughlin does not 
harbour such concerns. ñI was delighted for him and I think itôs a tough job and I think heôs up 
to it.ò 

Lord Cormack, who watched on as Williamson took his first Defence Questions in the 
Commons, agrees. ñI was very pleased for him and Iôve been impressed by the energy with 
which heôs approached the job. I was very surprised.ò 

Williamson wasted no time playing to the Tory faithful and to the more hawkish of the British 
tabloids. In bullish comments, he vowed to hunt down and kill British jihadists who had 
travelled to Syria, prevented Army dogs from being put down and entered a slanging match 
with the Treasury for more spending on defence. This reached a crescendo when Theresa May 
was, according to the Mail on Sunday, forced to stop a row between Philip Hammond and 
Williamson in the Commons, which had been brewing following weeks of briefings in the 
papers. 

In the end, a feared fresh round of defence cuts was put on ice and Williamson was given more 
time to make the case for further spending as part of an MoD-led review announced at the start 
of this year. 

General David Richards, right, a former Chief of the 
Defence Staff, has taken note of his eagerness.  ñIôm very 
pleased with the interest he has shown and his 
determination to do better by defence. But, the jury is out. 
He loses nothing by doing his job which is to push the 
case for more spending on the Armed Forces,ò he says.   

ñBut itôs whether or not he succeeds that will determine 
oneôs judgment. And so, my worry is that despite his 
strong support, there is essentially a lack of political 
support within government for defence and the Armed 
Forces.ò 

Nia Griffith, the Shadow Defence Secretary, agrees. ñI 
think that we have to wait and see exactly how he makes 
out in the job. Heôs obviously tried to suggest that he will 
be able to get more money from the Treasury and heôs 
made quite a lot of noise about that. But I think we are all 
waiting to see what actually transpires and whether he 
does win those arguments within the government and within the Cabinet,ò she tells me.  

Williamsonôs rise up the parliamentary food chain has led many to conclude that he covets the 
top job at Number 10. Conservative MPs speculate that Theresa May wants him to succeed 
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her. But colleagues are said to be ñpuzzledò by this, I am told, given that the Defence Secretary 
is not ñparticularly popularò. One jokes that picking a non-starter for a potential replacement 
could keep May in Downing Street a little while longer. 

Does McLoughlin, who has followed his political career with interest, think he would be a good 
PM?  ñLook, the Commons is littered with future great prime ministers. So, who knows? What 
he will want to do, because he will take it very seriously, is he will want to do the job of 
Defence Secretary as best as he can. The future is the future.ò 

Since the turn of the year, Williamson has turned his attention to Russia. In January he warned 
that the country wants to cause ñso much pain to Britainò that it could launch an attack killing 
ñthousands and thousands and thousandsò. The Salisbury attack, where former spy Sergei 
Skripal and his daughter Yulia were the subject of an attempted assassination by Novichok, a 
chemical agent, produced Williamsonôs most memorable intervention. 

During the aftermath of the expulsion of 23 Russian diplomats from Britain, Williamson 
instructed the Kremlin to ñgo away and shut upò. The backlash was instant. One Tory MP tells 
me: ñThat did speak to his lack of experience. It seemed to indicate somebody who just hadnôt 
really done enough media or the public gaze and hadnôt learned how to calibrate thingsé It did 
look ridiculous at the time.  Of course, Gavin, heôs older than he looks but because he looks 
very young, I think it kind of compounds some of that. People are always looking for an 
opportunity to say heôs out of his depth or heôs too inexperienced.ò 

Griffith, pictured left, adds: ñI wouldnôt rate that as the sort 
of comment I would really want to hear from a Secretary of 
State representing this country. I would like him to up his 
game from that to a more dignified, diplomatic and 
substantiated response, really. Itôs very, very important that 
we maintain a position in the world in which we are 
respected.ò 

Others however are more sympathetic. ñI wouldnôt disagree 
with what he said. You just move on from it. Sometimes in 
politics you get things wrong. Itôs inevitable. The problem is 
that if youôre a minister, almost every word is minutely 
analysed. I can think of a few times the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer has said things heôs had to row back on. So, 
thereôs nothing new in that,ò says McLoughlin. 

Sitting in Williamsonôs ñbeigeò office at the Ministry of 
Defence, as he puts it, he reflects on the mass expulsion of 
Russian diplomats across the world in response to the 

events in Salisbury. ñI think that sent an incredibly powerful message. It was saying that 
Russia does stand alone and what it was trying to do in terms of splitting us away from our 
allies, actually singularly failed.ò   He insists that the UK is strengthening its Armed Forces to 
deal with state-based threats from the likes of Russia. He points to investment in new Type 26 
frigates and the recent Ã132m spent on a new facility for the UKôs new fleet of submarine-
hunting Poseidon Maritime Patrol Aircraft at RAF Lossiemouth as examples. 

Lord Richards. however, has concerns about the governmentôs approach on defence and the 
ñparlousò state of the UKôs Armed Forces. ñItôs got to be substantial amounts of money that 
the government must spend on the Armed Forces over the next ten years if theyôre to provide 
or achieve the influence on a day-to-day basis that we need in the post-Brexit era, and 
secondly, if they are to equip themselves efficiently and effectively in battle, which is our 
ultimate requirement of them. 

ñIf there is any doubt about that, then the chances of conflict are increased because our 
opponents will call our bluff or seek to call our bluff. Some of what Iôm seeing suggests that 
we are getting perilously close to that.ò 

Williamson is keen to look at another battlefront that has opened with Russia in what he calls 
the ñage of disinformationò. It is here that our conversation turns to the reservists.  
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He believes journalists and people with IT and cyber skills could have a role to play in the 
reserve forces in combatting propaganda from Britainôs enemies.  

ñIn this age where thereôs so much disinformation, where Britainôs enemies will use Twitter, 
will use every angle they can do to change the narrative ï people whoôve traditionally thought 
about joining reserve forces, we want them to come in ï but actually, itôs looking to different 
people who maybe think, as a journalist, well what are my skills in terms of how they are 
relevant to the Armed Forces?ò he explains. 

ñActually, they are more relevant today than anything else, having those skills, whether it be 
journalists, those people with amazing cyber and IT skills, those people with the ability to 
really understand about getting messages across. Warfare is evolving so much and itôs about 

trying to get a different generation, a different type of 
people to start thinking óIôve got something to add to 
the reserve forces.ôò 

On this fake news agenda, Williamson also has a 
message for MPs who appear on the Kremlin-backed 
RT, which is being investigated by Ofcom following 
its coverage of the Salisbury attack.  ñI canôt 
understand why people would be wishing to go on 
what is effectively a Russian propaganda channel 
thatôs obviously propagating the lines of the Kremlin. 
Ultimately people have to make their own choices, but 
itôs certainly not something that I would advise,ò he 
says. 

Amid myriad time pressures, our conversation is kept 
to below 20 minutes. With Williamsonôs eyes peering 
towards the clock, we move on to Syria. What 
happens if Assad drops chemical weapons on his 
own people once more, as he did in Douma last 

month, and what is the governmentôs position on regime change?   Williamson says the 
ñbrilliantly-carried out strikesò by the RAF last month sent a message that ñactions have 
consequencesò. 

ñThe future of Syria is not going to be won by anyone through the violence and the fighting 
that weôve seen in Syria. It can only be through a negotiated settlement. What we really need to 
see happen, you need to see players such as Russia, you need to see players such as Iran 
who have a great deal of influence on the Syrian regime, start to bring pressure to bear to say, 
óactually, a solution has to be found hereô.ò 

But do we want regime change at the end of it?  ñWhat we want is a peaceful Syria and you 
need Russia and Iran to start actually playing their part to put pressure on the regime to make 
sure that that happens.ò   Williamson makes a beeline for the door as I repeat the question. 

I donôt elicit much from my time with Gavin Williamson. I experience a range of his character 
traits that others put to me; his sense of humour, elusiveness, unique interpersonal skills, the 
persuasiveness, a slight air of intimidation as he questions why I donôt want to serve my 
country.  ñProbably he comes across as being one of those people you canôt really know very 
well. I think the joviality does seem like a mask,ò says a Tory MP. 

In the days after our meeting, I attend a speech by Williamson at the Churchill War Rooms. The 
event is an opportunity for the Defence Secretary to layout his vision for the UK Armed Forces 
post-Brexit. Seeking to evoke the spirit of the former prime minister, Williamson talks of 
Britainôs influence across the globe. 

After the speech, Williamson mingles with the assembled guests, made up of military officials, 
journalists and politicians.  ñHi Gavin,ò I say as he walks by. ñOh, hello again,ò he replies, 
shaking my hand. His patented broad smile starts to contract once more. ñHave you signed up 
yet?ò 
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The Government must stop twisting the 

numbers ï itôs time to properly fund the British 

Armed Forces 

By UK Defence Journal guest contributor Max Glynn, an undergraduate 

student studying Ancient History at Kingôs College London.  May 8, 2018  

THROUGH ALMOST 400 YEARS of service, the British Armed Forces have proven their 

outstanding merit time and time again. Whether intervening against genocide in the Balkans, 

breaking the seemingly invincible powers of Napoleon or Hitler, or defending British 

sovereignty in the Falklands. Our armed services have always gone above and beyond the call 

of duty in their defence of this nation and its interests. Yet in recent years there has been a 

worrying decline in the Governmentôs willingness to invest in our armed forces. 

Despite the Royal Navy requesting 13 of the new Type 26 Global Combat Ship, only eight are 
to be ordered, with the Ministry of Defence (MoD) now filling the gap with five smaller, less 
capable Type 31e frigates. More worryingly the size of the army has been greatly reduced with 
fewer soldiers available now than at any time in the past century. Yet, despite continuous cuts 
since 2010 it was only last December that Phillip Hammond suggested that the British Army 
óonly needs 50,000 troopsô.  

If this were to happen it would make the army smaller than it has even been. Stern opposition 
from Defence Secretary Gavin Williamson and the threat of a major rebellion in the Commons 
caused the Government to abandon any plans for further cuts. But nevertheless, for the party 
that is supposedly the ñmost patrioticò, it is hard to defend the willingness to slash defensive 
spending to save money. 

The downward trend in defensive spending has been long and arduous: during the Falklands 
war in 1982, defence spending stood at 4.8% of GDP, in 1991 that Figure had been reduced to 
3.6% and by 2009 it was 2.5%.  

When it dropped below the NATO guideline of 2%, the Government changed how the budget 
was calculated by incorporating factors such as Army pensions, a move that was both 
deceptive and cowardly. Sadly, however, a move such as this by a British government is 
nothing new.  
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Politics has consistently got in the way of the Armed Services from doing their job. A good 
example of this was the development of the SA80. Introduced in 1985, it earned the nickname 
of the óCivil Servantô as it ówouldnôt work and couldnôt be firedô. Whilst newer versions of the 
general-purpose bullpup assault rifle have improved its effectiveness, the aggravation caused 
to the common soldier is burdensome.  

Many experts on modern military weaponry have commented on this phenomenon, with most 
coming to the conclusion that the British Government had invested too much money into the 
development of the rifle and, therefore, to spare the blushes of the civil service and ministers 
who pushed for this rifle, the Government opted to continue its use rather than replace it with 
more effective foreign assault rifles. 

Do not misunderstand this as a suggestion that our Armed Services are not capable ï far from 
it. By all accounts the British Armed Forces remain one of the worldôs most effective and elite 
fighting forces. Considering that the Top Four countries (India, China, Russia and the United 
States) all possess military forces with over one million personnel this only proves that Her 
Majestyôs Armed Forces possess a quality of servicemen and women that most countries can 
only dream of. Yet the Governmentôs unwillingness to provide the necessary number of men 
and women with the necessary funding is nevertheless alarming. 

One of my Fatherôs favourite sayings from his 30 years of service as an Army Officer was the 
idea of ótrain hard, fight easyô. Essentially, failure to prepare is preparing to fail. A grim 
example of this is the Snatch Land Rover.  This vehicle was heavily outdated and ill-suited to 
the desert environment of Afghanistan and Iraq. A minimum of 36 unnecessary Army 
casualties were caused in Iraq alone due to this oversight, the Blair administration were even 
warned about this, yet the Government óknew betterô which led to unnecessary casualties. How 
can we expect our military personnel to put their lives on the life for their country if we do not 
provide them with adequate funding? 

Aside from the defensive aspects there are other highly pragmatic reasons for the government 
to open the purse strings.  Economically increasing defence spending creates high-paying 
jobs and encourages investment in the United Kingdom. In November 2015, after David 
Cameron announced an additional £2 Billion for the Armed Forces, there was a surge in the 
price of BAE Systems shares, and the Pound increased in value. Businesses were excited by 
the opportunities military funding could provide.  

Military-backed research from the US Défense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) 
has shaped the modern technology market with the internet, GPS and even Siri owing their 
existence to DARPAôs research. 

Diplomatically speaking, increasing defence spending also makes sense as it shows 
commitment to our allies whilst providing a superior bargaining position over our adversaries. 
Following Cameronôs November 2015 announcement, for example, former President Barack 
Obama tweeted that the US had óno stronger allyô, whilst the establishment of UK military 
advisors to aid and train Ukrainian Forces helped to expand Western influence and safeguard 
their democracy from Russian aggression. 

Bertrand Russell said it best: óWar does not determine who is right ï only who is left.ô War 
should always be the last resort as its impact and cost far outweigh any benefits. Yet, due to 
the unjust nature of our world, sometimes war is necessary, with military intervention being 
the only tangible way to solve a crisis. 

 If we as a nation willingly bury our heads in the sand in the face of increasing world tension 
then we are simply sowing the seeds of our own suffering. Neville Chamberlain failed to 
prepare Britain for war against Hitler, leading to a six-year conflict that claimed the lives of 
over 60 million people. Had our country been better prepared than Germany may well have 
failed in 1940, ending the war and saving countless lives. 

Ultimately, if the Government doesnôt stop twisting the numbers, and if it continues to properly 
fund our Armed Forces ï reflecting our position as a global power ï then Britain may well pay 
a grave price in the future. 
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How Russia's trolls and propagandists have 

turned Soviet disinformation into a terrifying 

art form  

By Bob Seely, MP: The Daily Telegraph: April 16 2018  

Information warfare is more important than ever 
ï and Russia is beating the West hands down. 
Says Bob-Seely, the Conservative MP for the 
Isle of Wight and a member of the Commons 
Foreign Affairs Committee.   

RUSSIAôS DISINFORMATION onslaught has 
cranked up another notch since US, UK and 
French air strikes this weekend on Syrian 
chemical weapons targets. According to the 
Pentagon, thereôs been a 2,000 percent increase 
in Russian troll activity online.  

In Britain, Whitehall is warning of Russian 
revenge cyber-attacks. This latest twist follows 
weeks of Kremlin conspiracy theories ranging 
from the bizarre to the frightening. Last week 
Moscow accused the UK of staging the Douma 
chemical attack. In the UK and elsewhere in 
recent weeks, Russian officials have offered a 
dozen plus scenarios for the poisoning of 

Col Sergei Skripal and his daughter. Personally, I found myself denounced as a Nazi on the 
BBC last week, despite urging caution in Syria.   

While we might mock Russian diplomatsô ludicrous lies and their resemblance to comedy 
villains from central casting ï more Austin Powers than James Bond ï there is method in 
Moscowôs madness.  The Russians take the theory and practise of (dis)information seriously. 
Moscowôs use of humour is no laughing matter, but part of a considered plan. Their hysterical 
ranting is designed to create confusion, uncertainty and fear. It is a form of violence against 
the mind. 

The influential Atlantic Council think tank has examined the news battle on social media. It 
found four of the six most read pieces on Twitter and Facebook about the Skripals were from 
the Russia-owned RT (formerly Russia Today).  Only two of the articles were from the 
"mainstream" UK media. Meanwhile, at the UN, the internet's conspiracy idiots, aided by 
Russian bots, are only too happy to retweet the ramblings of Russian Ambassador Vassily 
Nebenzia. 

Not only has Moscow prepared for this new cold war with the West for two decades, but it has 
a century of expertise in the opaque arts of psychologically-based subversion. It has 
developed well-known techniques: maskirovka (masking of intent), disinformatsia 
(disinformation) and kompromat, the collection and use of compromising material to blackmail 
or destroy a personôs reputation. The KGB/FSB has allegedly been collecting on Donald Trump 
since the late 1980s. 

Soviet founder Vladimir Lenin and his fellow Bolshevik revolutionaries obsessed about 
propaganda. Manipulating information was often their only weapon, not just in the poisonous 
maelstrom of Russian revolutionary politics but also during the wider struggle for power. The 
Bosheviks mastered it with brilliance. 

In his 1902 tract What is to be Done, Lenin stressed the role of propaganda to instil a new 
mass consciousness. In his 1905 Lessons of the Moscow Uprising he talked of using 
information not only to win over supporters but also as a weapon to divide and undermine 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/authors/bob-seely/
http://thehill.com/policy/cybersecurity/383169-pentagon-reports-increase-in-russian-trolls-since-syria-strike
http://thehill.com/policy/cybersecurity/383169-pentagon-reports-increase-in-russian-trolls-since-syria-strike
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/04/11/russian-tv-thrown-salisbury-hospital-trying-undermine-spy-assassination/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/04/11/russian-tv-thrown-salisbury-hospital-trying-undermine-spy-assassination/
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opponents. The Bosheviks believed in the physical and psychological destruction of their 
enemies.   

In his 1920 work, Left-Wing Communism, an Infantile Disorder, Lenin stressed the need to 
manipulate others in, ñpractical compromises, tacks, conciliatory manoeuvres, zigzags, 
retreats and so on.ò 

Once in power, the new Soviet regime used newspapers and new mediums such as film to 
spread its message at home.  Abroad, they developed intricate espionage plots. One such was 

Operation Trust.  
Between 1921 and 1927 
the Cheka secret police 
planted stories in the 
Western press of secret, 
anti-Soviet groups 
operating in the USSR 
in order to lure émigré 
enemies of the 
Bolsheviks back. Once 
returned they were 
arrested and 
executed.  The British 
ñace of spiesò Sidney 
Reilly, who spawned the 
expression ñlife of 
Rileyò, was one such 

victim.  From 1928 the Comintern, the Communist International, began exporting revolutionary 
propaganda to colonial Socialist movements. Foreign radio broadcasts began in German in 
1933 and in English shortly after.  By 1942, the USSR was broadcasting in 17 foreign 
languages and by 1962 in 60. All this to support the ñinevitableò, scientific victory of the 
Socialist revolution. 

The Soviets developed complex information/subversive operations against the free world. 
They linked the use of forgeries with disinformation, propaganda, espionage, blackmail and 
front organisations in complex operations. This form of warfare has been variously called 
Active Measures or the Ideological Struggle. It was designed to demoralise societies and 
destroy trust in democratic institutions. 

The Soviets were aided by ñuseful idiotsò and ñfellow travellersò; CND leaders, trendy bishops 
and a certain type of academic or politician who found flirting with treachery a turn-on. 
Perhaps some still do.   Today, those covert tools sit in a full spectrum of Russian state power, 
used holistically and with a short command chain. Russiaôs military doctrine sees the first 
characteristic of modern conflict as the ñintegrated use of force, political, economic, 
informational and other measures of a non-military character,ò implemented with popular 
uprisings and special operations.   

In this form of warfare, trolls, hackers and political ñtechnologistsò are as important as 
soldiers and tanks ï although the state needs both. But information is a key weapon in this 
new conflict. The target is, in part, our perception of reality. 

By comparison, Western states have been poor at information operations, probably for good 
reason. We are a little uncomfortable seeing information, consciousness and truth as 
something to be manipulated without an objective base in reality. Moscow has no such 
qualms. It is one of several states which use the freedom of open societies to undermine open 
societies. It is becoming a global problem. 

Modern Russian information operations are designed not only to demoralise but also to incite. 
For example, in the US 2016 presidential elections the US Congress was told that two Russian 
social media ñfrontò groups planned to organise pro and anti-Muslim rallies at the same time 
and same place in Texas, a state with high gun ownership. The agenda was quite clear: to 
create confrontation and bloodshed. 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/10/20/inside-russian-troll-factory-reached-millions-us-voters-inflammatory/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/10/20/inside-russian-troll-factory-reached-millions-us-voters-inflammatory/
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Moscowôs info ops also encourage moral relativism. The message is: believe what you want, 
those who control the media control the truth. While this may have some relevance ï the 
Guardian and the Sun do have different news agendas ï taken to the Russian extreme nothing 
is believable. This is not rational scepticism, but nihilistic cynicism. 

With the Douma chemical attack, as with Skripralsô poisoning and the 2014 MH17 plane 
disaster, the Kremlin is casting out a jumbled mish-mash of multiple theories to fog the truth. 
Can you really be sure of anything? Moscow is asking? Once you accept this premise, then it 
is a simple link to the pick-and-mix of Kremlin conspiracies. Believe what you want, because 
there is no truth, only power. Labour leader Jeremy Corbynôs feeble moral relativism plays into 
President Putinôs plans. 

This depressing debasement is representative of Russiaôs violent and corrupt political 
culture.  The sneering arrogance of Russian diplomats who are happy to tell knowingly absurd 
lies is the outward face of the Russian security establishmentôs contempt for liberal 
civilisation and the despised Gay Europa. There are complex reasons for this and Western 
states are not blameless, but ñresetsò by both the US and UK have not worked. 

Most of us, however, donôt see the greatest long-term threat. The main target for the Kremlinôs 
info ops are the Russian people. The purpose is to prevent any possible spread of 
democracy. Putin believes the Colour Revolutions in Eastern Europe were a CIA plot, and if 
revolutions can happen in Kiev, they can happen in Moscow. 

The Russian people are, on a daily basis via state media, being taught to distrust and dislike 
us. This has been going on for years. President Putinôs propaganda is, in Orwellian terms, 
creating an enemy ï us ï in order to make his people more malleable ï to him.  The danger is 
that the Russian state is talking itself into ever-deeper hostility, which threatens to become 
self-fulfilling.  

 

Ofcom opens seven investigations into 
impartiality of RT news programmes following 
Salisbury nerve agent attack 

By Charlotte Tobitt : Press Gazette: April 18 2018 

THE UKôS BROADCAST REGULATOR has opened seven investigations into the due 
impartiality of Kremlin-funded TV station RT (formerly Russia Today).  Ofcom said its decision 
follows a ñsignificant increaseò in the number of RT programmes warranting concern in the 
past month, in the wake of the poisoning of ex-Russian spy Sergei Skripal and his daughter 
Yulia. 

The pair were found unconscious in Salisbury on 4 March. The UK Government has 
condemned the incident as an ñunlawful use of forceò by Russia against the UK.   Russia has 
denied any involvement in the nerve agent attack, but UK MPs have called for Prime Minister 
Theresa May to take action against RT. 

In a parliamentary debate last month, Labour former minister Chris Bryant asked: ñCan we just 
stop Russia Today just broadcasting its propaganda in this country?ò  In response, on 12 
March, Ofcom said it would consider the implications of the incident and subsequent events 
for the broadcast licence of RT.   

It has now been monitoring the RT service ñintensivelyò for the past month and found 
potential breaches of due impartiality on two news programmes on 18 March and 30 March.  

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2018/04/16/jeremy-corbyn-openly-disowned-mps-accused-siding-assad-russia/
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/author/charlotte-tobitt/
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/mps-call-for-russian-backed-tv-station-rt-to-be-banned-from-broadcasting-in-uk/
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/mps-call-for-russian-backed-tv-station-rt-to-be-banned-from-broadcasting-in-uk/
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The five other potential breaches were on two editions of Sputnik, the weekly show presented 
by George Galloway, two editions of Crosstalk, the channelôs flagship debate programme 
hosted by US journalist Peter Lavelle, and Worlds Apart with Oksana Boyko, all between 17 
March and 16 April.  

The regulator said it will announce the outcome of its investigations as soon as possible. The 
seven new investigations are further to an existing probe relating to former First Minister of 
Scotland Alex Salmondôs chat show and ñaudience tweetsò used during the programme.  

Ofcom has provisionally found the tweets were not sent by audience members, in a potential 
breach of rules on due accuracy.  Until recently, Ofcom said, the overall compliance record of 
TV Novosti, which holds the licence for RT, had not been materially out of line with other 
broadcasters.  TV Novosti has had a total of 15 breaches of the broadcasting code since 4 May 
2012, including eight breaches of the rules on due impartiality, which Ofcom said was ñnot an 
unusually high numberò.  

If Ofcom finds the broadcaster is not ñfit and properò, it could revoke RTôs licence until the 
channel remedies the issues which made it unfit to broadcast.  

RT provides a Russian perspective on UK and global news for UK audiences and has an 
average audience of 3,400 at any given point during the day. It has an average weekly reach of 
1.06 per cent of adults, according to figures from the Broadcasting Audience Research Board.  

In response to the MPsô debate last month, RT released a statement saying: ñIt is regrettable to 
see RT so quickly proposed to be sacrificed as a political pawn, in one fell swoop doing away 
with any concept of press freedom in the UK. ñRT serves a valuable role in completing the 
picture of news for its audience, and it has received multiple awards for its journalism.ò  

It added: ñWe are proud to have a better record with Ofcom than most other UK broadcasters, 
and any curtailment of RT will ultimately be to the detriment of the British public.  

ñIt is they who have been turning to RT for years for coverage of vital yet neglected stories and 
voices, including those of the many MPs and other UK public figures who have been shut out 
of public discourse by the mainstream media.ò   

Fake news has always existed, but 
quality journalism has a history 
of survival  

By Jackie Harrison :The Conversation :May 3 2018.   Jackie is Professor of 

Public Communication, University of Shef field and is affiliated with UNESCO 

as a UNESCO Chair in Media Freedom, Journalism Safety and the Issue of 

Impunity.  

DONALD TRUMPôS insistence that any challenges to the actions and utterances of the 
president are ñfake newsò is particularly chilling because it resembles a tactic used by 
authoritarian regimes seeking ways to silence independent reporting.  Malaysian authorities 
looking for new ways to criminalise critical news reporting now include fake news charges. In 
Egypt ï dubbed ñone of the worldôs biggest prisons for journalistsò by the Committee to 
Protect Journalists ï being accused of spreading fake news can come with serious sanctions 

https://cpj.org/2018/04/malaysia-issues-first-fake-news-conviction.php
https://cpj.org/about/video.php
https://cpj.org/about/video.php
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for national news journalists. In March 2018, it was an accusation used increasingly as a 
means to intimidate and deter foreign media in the run up to the presidential election. 

While attempts to diminish the civil standing of journalism within the US has not led to 
censorship by bullet (though there are reports of attacks and arrests of journalists, exclusion 
from press calls and seizure of equipment), they are still destructive in their intention to 
undermine the crucial playing out of dissent and agreement within the civil sphere. 
Obstructing independent and dissenting journalism is a serious problem in an era where a 
growing number of news providers see their audiences as partisans rather than citizens.  

RSA/YouTube.  

Audiences who invest in highly partisan news that disconnects itself from truth telling, 
objectivity and investigative rigour respond positively to the endless pledges of loyalty by 
news providers, which in turn generate trust from them. These news providers seek to 
represent and confirm rather than challenge their audienceôs beliefs and values. Such is the 
diminishment of public discourse and the proliferation of what author of the 2017 study Post 
Truth, Matthew DôAncona calls ñincommensurable realitiesò, where ñprudent conduct consists 
in choosing sides rather than evaluating evidenceò. 

These days the scale and speed of the way highly partisan news and falsehoods circulate is 
unprecedented. So far the evidence in the USA has suggested that it is mainly pro-Trump 
supporters that visit fake news sites. 

In his new book The People vs Democracy, 
political theorist Yascha Mounk warns that 
the populists who have exploited new 
technology effectively and without 
constraint have ñbeen willing to say 
anything to get elected ï to lie to obfuscate 
and to incite hatredò. 

Equally ominous are the findings of an MIT 
study which noted that resistance to bias 
and fakery requires real effort, simply 
because there is a huge appetite for news 
that is fun, accessible, that reinforces 
prejudices, is easy to consume and is 
amusing to share.  

And while ñrobots accelerated the spread 
of true and false news at the same rateé 
false news spreads more than the truth 
because humans, not robots, are more 
likely to spread itò.  Or as a story in the 
Atlantic put it:  Falsehoods almost always 

beat out the truth on Twitter, penetrating further, faster and deeper into the social network 
than accurate informationé [perhaps because] false stories inspired fear, disgust, and 
surpriseé [while] true stories inspired anticipation, sadness, joy, and trust.  Partisan and fake 
news is nothing if not exciting. 

For many itôs beginning to seem as if fake news is more of a threat than ever and that ñthe 
badò seems to be edging ahead ï but so far it hasnôt won. Quality journalism still displays 
ñcivil resistanceò and a history of survival is on its side.  

The historical reality is that news providers who try to provide truth-telling news have always 
done so in a hostile climate. And how toxic it is, is just a matter of degrees. Benign and malign 
news is unchanging in its co-existence, disagreement and fundamental rivalry.  

What remains true then and now is how fraudulent news activities succeed so well in engaging 
their audiences, being shared and recycled in no small part because they so destructively 
masquerade as genuine news. Truthful news was just as difficult to verify in the era of the 
invention of the Gutenberg printing press. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-egypt-politics-media/ahead-of-contentious-vote-egypt-sets-sights-on-fake-news-idUSKCN1GU063
https://pressfreedomtracker.us/
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2017/may/19/post-truth-matthew-dancona-evan-davis-reiews
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2017/may/19/post-truth-matthew-dancona-evan-davis-reiews
http://www.dartmouth.edu/~nyhan/fake-news-2016.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2018/mar/04/the-people-vs-democracy-review-trump
https://scholar.harvard.edu/mounk/biocv
https://www.media.mit.edu/publications/the-spread-of-true-and-false-news-online/
https://www.media.mit.edu/publications/the-spread-of-true-and-false-news-online/
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2018/03/largest-study-%20ever-fake-%20news-mit-twitter/555104/
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2018/03/largest-study-%20ever-fake-%20news-mit-twitter/555104/
https://www.thoughtco.com/johannes-gutenberg-and-the-printing-press-1991865
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As author Kenan Malik points out, in 1672 Charles II had to issue a proclamation ñto restrain 
the spreading of false newsò. In Germany the word ñL¿genpresseò (lying press) has been used 
as a political insult by both right and left since the mid-19th century and has been employed as 
an anti-democratic slogan and a xenophobic slur. 

The proprietor of the Daily Express, Lord 
Beaverbrook. Dutch National Archives, CC BY-SA  

Almost a century later in 1931, Stanley Baldwin (then 
UK prime minister) said of Lord Beaverbrook and 
Lord Rothermere, proprietors of the Daily Express 
and Daily Mail respectively, that their newspapers 
employed ñdirect falsehoods, misrepresentation, half-
truths, the alteration of the speakerôs meaning by 
publishing a sentence apart from the contextò.  

Nevertheless, quality journalism has a history of 
survival. Why? Because the public, according to most 
audience surveys, persistently value accurate, 
sincere and objective news ï news that they believe 
displays editorial integrity. And they do so because 
they conform to a deeply held need for a fair-minded 
and comprehensive understanding of events. In other 
words, the public regard quality journalism as a civil 
necessity.  

The co-existence in the media of what is regarded as desirable and undesirable is inevitable 
and inescapable. Journalism that is uncomfortable, truthful, critical and interpretative does so 
because it has a civil disposition. We need it. And this, as ever, is what is at risk. 

 

Russian military say 

chemical attack in Syria 

was staged and directed 

by ï guess who? 

By George Allison: UK Defence Journal: 
April 13, 2018  

THE RUSSIAN MILITARY has announced that 
they believe an alleged chemical attack in Syria 
was staged and directed by Britain. We were 
going to put a pun in the headline but honestly, 
this is ridiculous enough on its own. 

Activists in the country had said a chemical 
attack by the Syrian government killed more 

than 40 people in the town of Douma and this drew international outrage. However, Russian 
Defence Ministry spokesman Igor Konashenkov, pictured above, has now said: ñWe have 
evidence that proves Britain was directly involved in organising this provocation.ò 

Russia has often accused opposition fighters of staging or spreading rumours of chemical 
attacks, but the involvement of Britain is a new claim. 

Chemical weapons have previously been used by Bashar al-Assadôs force. Human Rights 
Watch has documented 85 chemical weapons attacks in Syria since 2013. For example, 
investigations by the United Nations and the OPCW have concluded that the Syrian 
government has previously used chemical weapons in the Khan Shaykhun chemical attack. 

http://www.kenanmalik.com/top/cv.html
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=37131187
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://ukdefencejournal.org.uk/author/george-allison/
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The Syrian government and Russia claimed the Khan Shaykhun chemical attack came from a 
rebel operated chemical weapon workshop, however their claim was disproved by OPCW 
investigations. 

Yesterday, Russiaôs Foreign Ministry hit out at reports that the UK has ordered a British 
submarine to move within striking distance of Syria.  ,  a British nuclear submarine has been 
ordered to move ñwithin missile range of Syriaò, as strikes against the Assad regime are put 
on the table. 

Prime Minister Theresa May said that London will join any punitive strike against the Syrian 
regime. May added that she will not be seeking a vote in parliament to authorise British 
participation in any forthcoming strike against Syria. British nuclear submarines of the 
Trafalgar and Astute class are armed with 1,000-mile range Tomahawk cruise missiles. 

 

Russiaôs ambassador to Lebanon Alexander Zasypkin had earlier said any missiles fired at 
Syria would be shot down and the launch sites targeted, a step which could trigger a major 
escalation in the Syrian war.  ñIf there is a strike by the Americans then the missiles will be 
downed and even the sources from which the missiles were firedò he told Hezbollahôs al-
Manar TV.ò 

Now, Spokeswoman Maria Zakharova, above has suggested that a missile attack would be a 
grave error that the Prime Minister would have to apologise for later. She said the ñyoung 
menò on board the submarines have no idea ñwhat fate they are preparing forò and ñwhat fate 
Theresa May prepares for them.ò 

After visiting Douma, western media begin to 

question ógas attackô narrative 

Russia Today: April 17 2018  

AFTER SPEAKING with eyewitnesses on the ground in Syria, even mainstream media are 
beginning to cast doubt on the Westôs narrative of an alleged gas attack in Douma, as medics 
tell French, German and UK media it never happened.   Agence France-Presse (AFP), the 
worldôs third largest news agency, and the Independent, a British online newspaper, have each 
published stories that question whether chlorine or any other chemical was used against 
Syrians in Eastern Ghouta on April 7. 

https://ukdefencejournal.org.uk/british-nuclear-submarine-reportedly-moved-into-tomahawk-missile-range-for-syria-strike/
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In a French language video report, AFP spoke with Marwan Jaber, a medical student who 
witnessed the aftermath of the alleged attack. ñSome of [the victims] suffered from asthma and 
pulmonary inflammation. They received routine treatment and some were even sent home,ò 
Jaber told AFP. ñThey showed no symptoms of a chemical attack.  

But some foreigners entered while we were in a state of chaos and sprinkled people with 
water, and some of them were even filming it.ò 

'Oxygen starvation, not gasô: Veteran UK reporter Robert Fisk 
doubts MSM narrative on Douma óchem attackô  

Jaberôs testimony is consistent with claims made by a Douma doctor who spoke with veteran 
UK journalist Robert Fisk, pictured below. Although Dr. Assim Rahaibani did not personally 
witness what happened in the medical clinic, he said that ñall the doctorsò he works with 
ñknow what happened.ò 

According to Rahaibani, intense shelling had created dust 
clouds that seeped into the basements and cellars where 
people lived. ñPeople began to arrive here suffering from 
hypoxia, oxygen loss. Then someone at the door, a óWhite 
Helmetô, shouted óGas!ô, and a panic began.  

People started throwing water over each other. Yes, the video 
was filmed here, it is genuine, but what you see are people 
suffering from hypoxia ï not gas poisoning.ò 

Writing in the Independent, Fisk noted that locals he spoke 
with ñnever believed inò the gas attack stories ï and that tales 
of President Bashar Assadôs chemical atrocities had been 
spread by armed Islamist groups who had imprisoned and 
enslaved thousands of people in Ghouta before the town was 
liberated by Syrian forces in April. 

Meanwhile, a report aired by the German RTL Group-owned 
channel n-tv says itôs unclear whether the attack took place at all, given that most of the locals 
told them on camera they didnôt smell any chemicals at all, one local told them he remembers 
a ñweird smellò and was fine after a glass of water, and one man, who didnôt want to show his 
face, insisted there was a ñsmell of chlorine.ò  

However, a local doctor told the channel: ñSaturday, a week ago, we treated people with 
breathing problems, but chlorine or gas poisoning ï no, those are different symptoms.ò 

All of these stories published by different outlets corroborate testimony from two men who 
appeared in the ñgas attackò footage spread far and wide by western media and governments. 
Interviewed by the Russian military, the two men said they were unknowing accomplices in the 
gas attack ruse.  ñWe were working and did not pay attention to who was filming us,ò the first 
eyewitness said. ñThey were filming us, and then a man came in and started screaming that 
this was a chemical attackéPeople got scared and started spraying each other with water and 
using inhalers. Doctors told us that there was no chemical poisoning.ò 

Doctors and medical workers questioned by the Russian Centre for Reconciliation confirmed 
that there had been no reports of patients suffering from chemical poisoning in Douma during 
the timeframe of the alleged gas attack. 

The French and British media reports seem to contradict statements made by Paris and 
London, which have both stated unequivocally that the chemical attack did take place ï and 
that Assad was responsible.  French President Emmanuel Macron said before Saturdayôs 
missile strike against Syria that he had proof that Syrian President Bashar al-Assad had used 
chlorine to attack civilians in a militant-held enclave of Eastern Ghouta. 

For her part, British Prime Minister Theresa May insisted that a ñsignificant body of 
information including intelligence indicates the Syrian Regime is responsible for this latest 
attack. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NUhz_t2IcVk
https://www.rt.com/uk/424364-uk-reporter-reveal-douma-chemical/
https://www.rt.com/uk/424364-uk-reporter-reveal-douma-chemical/
https://www.n-tv.de/mediathek/videos/politik/Was-sagen-Bewohner-zum-moeglichen-Einsatz-von-Giftgas-article20388782.html
https://sputniknews.com/middleeast/201804131063533219-douma-witnesses-dismantle-chemical-weapons-claim/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/apr/14/theresa-may-britain-air-strikes-syria-chemical-weapons-raf
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Britain Accuses Russia of "Despicable" Stunt 
After "Staged" Gas Attack Claims  

BRITAIN AND FRANCE have 
angrily accused Russia of a 
"despicable" stunt after Moscow 
brought a series of alleged 
witnesses to what it claims was a 
"staged" Syrian gas attack before 
the international chemical 
weapons watchdog. 

Russian and Syrian officials held 
a briefing at The Hague 
headquarters of the Organisation 
for the Prohibition of Chemical 
Weapons (OPCW) where they 
produced a number of Syrians 
who, they said, appeared in a 
video of the suspected attack on 
the rebel-held town of Douma on 7 
April. 

The Kremlin claims the incident - which led the US, Britain and France to launch punitive 
missile strikes against a series of Syria regime targets - was faked by the White Helmets 
search and rescue group. 

Britain's ambassador to the OPCW, Peter Wilson, who 
boycotted the briefing along with other Western allies, said it 
was a deliberate attempt by the Russians to undermine the 
work of OPCW inspectors who are trying to establish what 
happened in Douma.  He strongly condemned the Russian 

description of Syrians who appeared in the video footage as "unwitting comedians" and said 
reports of widespread intimidation of witnesses to the incident were a matter of "real 
concern". 

Britain has said up to 75 people died in the incident which it and other Western powers blame 
on the regime of President Bashar Assad.  Mr Wilson said: "The OPCW is not a theatre.  
Russia's decision to misuse it is yet another Russian attempt to undermine the OPCW's work, 
and in particular the work of its fact-finding mission investigating chemical weapons use in 
Syria.  "Describing chemical weapons victims as 'comedians' is despicable. ñ 

Syrian medics 'subjected to extreme 
intimidation' after Douma attack  

By Martin Chulov in Beirut and Kareem Shaheen in Istanbul:  April 18 2018  

THE HEAD of the largest medical relief agency in Syria claims that medics who responded to 
the suspected gas attack in Douma have been subjected to ñextreme intimidationò by Syrian 
officials who seized biological samples, forced them to abandon patients and demanded their 
silence.   Dr Ghanem Tayara, the director of the Union of Medical Care and Relief 
Organisations (UOSSM) said doctors responsible for treating patients in the hours after the 7 
April attack have been told that their families will be at risk if they offer public testimonies 
about what took place. 

A number of doctors who spoke to the Guardian this week say the intimidation from the 
regime has increased in the past five days, a timeframe that coincides with the arrival in 
Damascus of a team from the Organisation for the Prevention of Chemical Weapons (OPCW), 

https://www.theguardian.com/profile/martin-chulov
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/kareem-shaheen
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/apr/11/syria-douma-patients-chemical-attack-symptoms-who
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/apr/17/syria-russia-says-inspectors-will-be-allowed-into-douma


22 
 

which aims to determine whether chemical weapons were used. All the medics insisted on 
anonymity, citing the fear for their lives and those of their families. 

 ñThere has been a very heavy security 
presence on the ground ever since the attack 
and they have been targeting doctors and 
medics in a very straightforward way,ò said 
Tayara, a Birmingham-based physician, now 

in Turkey where he is supervising the departure from Syria of some of the Douma medics. 
ñAny medic who tried to leave Douma was searched so vigorously, especially for samples. At 
one medical point, seven casualties were taken away. The Russian military police were heavily 
involved. They were directing things. 

ñThey were looking through their WhatsApp messages and phones. The doctors were treated 
abusively and have been threatened ever since. Their families have been threatened that they 
will pay a price and they themselves have told they will be arrested, and much more if they 
give any evidence, or interviews about what happened in Douma.ò 

Testimonies of first responders and witnesses are crucial to building a picture of what took 
place in Douma around 7.30pm on 7 April when, in the middle of a prolonged series of 
airstrikes, medics in the area say they were overrun by patients, many of whom displayed 
symptoms of exposure to a nerve agent. 

ñWe hadnôt seen anything like that in Douma,ò Tayara said. ñWe knew what chlorine did, but 
these were convulsions, foaming and something that had affected the central nervous 
system.ò He said he thought the death toll was higher than previous estimates of between 40 
and 70. 

A former senior officer in the Syrian military chemical weapons programme, Brig Zaher al-
Saket, who deserted in 2013, said Douma residents he worked with had buried close to 50 
bodies in an undisclosed site in the area, hoping that they could be eventually recovered and 
used to confirm suspicions that some form of nerve agent was used in the attack. 

The OPCW has been racing against the clock to collect samples from the site of the attack, a 
three-storey house in Douma, in which scores of people died in a basement. Jerry Smith, who 
helped supervise the OPCW-led withdrawal of much of Syriaôs sarin stockpile in 2013, said 
samples of nerve agent rapidly degrade in normal environmental conditions. 

A cylinder of the type used by the Syrian military to drop chlorine remains on the roof of the 
building, multiple witnesses have said. The Russian military and Syrian officers have had 

access to the house since last Thursday, 
raising fears that the site may have been 
tampered with. However, Smith said it 
was likely that residual samples of nerve 
agent would remain for at least another 
week, even after an attempted clean-up. 

Medics and survivors who have 
remained in Douma, and others who 
have fled for northern Syria, ridiculed 
competing claims that the attack either 
did not take place, or did not use gas. In 
the hours after the attack, the main 
opposition militia surrendered. Since 

then, tens of thousands of locals have been exiled to northern Syria, and the Syrian military 
has taken full control of the area. 

Abu Walid, a survivor of the attack, whose pregnant wife and only son died, said: ñI saw my 
son coughing. I told him pull it together and run up the stairs. I grabbed my wife and ran after 
him. Next thing I recall was someone opening and closing my eyelids and dousing me with 
water. For five hours I lost consciousness and had no idea where I was.  

https://www.theguardian.com/world/syria
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/apr/08/syrian-government-accused-of-chemical-attacks-on-civilians-in-eastern-ghouta
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/apr/12/syria-attack-experts-check-signs-nerve-agent
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/jun/27/assad-regime-chemical-weapons-syria
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ñThey told me a chemical attack took place, they told me I lost my wife and son and everybody 
else was martyred. I told them I wish you didnôt rescue me.ò 

Some doctors have appeared on Syrian television to deny that anything took place in Douma. 
A doctor who spoke to the Guardian said: ñOur colleagues who appeared on television were 
coerced, because some hadnôt served in the military or completed their degree, and for other 
reasons, some had family in Damascus. They decided to stay in exchange for being reconciled 
with the regime. But the regime used them.ò 

Another medic who treated victims said: ñAnyone who has knowledge of what happened 
cannot testify. What was being said is that the medical centres would be destroyed on top of 
those working in it.  

ñThe testimony of people under pressure cannot be relied on. Imagine if you spoke out while 
under the control of those that you were speaking out against, what will your fate be?ò 

Another doctor said: ñWe were receiving threats since the siege began, prior to the chemical 
weapons attack. When the attack took place, things became much more dangerous. Theyôre 
wiping out evidence that would prove the crime, and they are forcing doctors and residents 
who are witnesses to say that nothing took place.ò 

 

 Russian TV news reporters condemned for 
'appalling behaviour' after sneaking in to film 
at Salisbury hospital caring for Sergei Skripal 

By Freddy Mayhew :  April 11, 2018  

POLICE WERE CALLED to the hospital where former double agent Sergei Skripal is being 
treated for exposure to a toxic nerve agent after a Russian TV news crew snuck in to film a 
report.  Officers from Wiltshire Police said they asked two men, who they believed to be news 
reporters, to leave Salisbury Hospital after receiving a call from security staff at just after 5am 
this morning. 

No arrests were made, but a spokesperson for the hospital condemned the ñappalling 
behaviourò of the Russian journalists in a statement shared by the National Union of 
Journalists.  They said the reporters had approached staff ñin the middle of the night with no 
warning and without asking for any permissionò. 

Online footage, shared on the Sun and Mail Online websites, shows the pair were from 
Russiaôs Ren TV station and tried to speak with two medical staff while also filming in the 
hospitalôs corridors.   At one point the reporter says a sign on a door to the ward where Skripal 
is being treated for exposure to chemical agent Novichok, was the ñonly protection from this 
lethal substanceò, according to The Sun.  The paper says the sign actually reads: ñCaution: 
Slippery floor surface.ò  

The hospital spokesperson said: ñOur staff, who have been rightly lauded for their recent 
efforts, working tirelessly to give all of our patientsô high-quality care, deserved better.  We 
would like to reiterate that any attempt to harass, intimidate or cause distress to any of our 
staff or patients is absolutely unacceptable and will not be tolerated.  We understand the 
worldwide interest in this story and we have been very open and accommodating to members 
of the press from around the world. Yesterday, for example, we allowed journalists on site for 
over six hours, yet these individuals made late night attempts to trespass and harass NHS 
staff.  We are a busy hospital and make no apology for putting the needs of our patients first.ò  

http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/author/freddy/
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/6022952/russian-tv-crew-salisbury-hospital-sergei-skripal/
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The National Union of Journalists has also condemned the incident and said it would be 
ñalertingò the Russian Union of Journalists, an affiliate of the International Federation of 
Journalists, about it.  NUJ general secretary Michelle Stanistreet said: ñJournalists need to act 
responsibly and sensitively when covering stories at hospitals.  

ñThe NUJôs code of conduct says journalists must not intrude into anybodyôs private life or 
cause grief or distress, unless there is an overriding public interest. I glad to hear that the vast 
majority of reporters covering the poisoning of Sergei and Yulia Skripal from Salisbury 
hospital have acted responsibly, but the behaviour of the Russian reporters who gained 
access to the hospital without permission and spoke to staff cannot be condoned.ò  

Wiltshire Police told the Sun: ñWiltshire Police were called by security staff at Salisbury 
District Hospital shortly after 5am this morning. Officers attended and spoke to two men in the 
reception area, who were believed to be news reporters. They were asked to leave the hospital 
and did so. No arrests were made.ò  

Ren TV is owned by National Media Group, run by former Russian gymnast Alina Kabaeva, 
who a known supporter of Vladimir Putin.  

Russia is experimenting 

with the future of war 

By Roger Boyes: The Times: April 4 2018 

THE MASTER OF REDUCTIO AD ABSURDUM 
diplomacy, Sergey Lavrov, suggests the Salisbury 
poisoning attack was an attempt to distract a nation 
from its Brexit misery by deploying the British 
security services, ñknown for their abilities to act 

with a licence to killò. The Russian foreign ministerôs sneer masks the nervousness of the 
Kremlin: 

Russia fears that the East-West showdown over the attempted killing of the Skripals has not 
ended with tit-for-tat expulsions but could soon turn into international demands to open up for 
scrutiny its research laboratories. Moscow is a signatory to the chemical weapons convention 
yet flouts its rules. It should be held to account.   That is why Russia insists it be allowed to 
talk to the recovering Yulia Skripal.  

Not out of consular compassion but rather an eagerness to find out what chemical weapons 
inspectors are up to in Salisbury, the state of the investigation and the precise condition of the 
victims. Only then can they map out their response.  

Not much has leaked out about the novichok nerve agents since they were used against the 
former Russian spy and his daughter a month ago. Novichoks are a broad class of agent 
unlike specific toxic substances such as sarin, which is still being used by the Kremlin-backed 
Assad regime in Syria, and VX, which was used in the bizarre assassination of the half-brother 
of Kim Jong-un, the North Korean leader.  

One thing, however, is clear. Novichoks are designed to dodge the narrow terms of the 
multilateral chemical weapons convention. That means Russia faces fewer restraints on 
production, retains an ability to disguise provenance, and has added to its arsenal a weapon 
ideally suited to the Russian practice of hybrid warfare. 

The taboo on manufacturing and deploying chemical weapons has been systematically eroded 
during the Putin era. One French government estimate found that chemical weapons were 
used in Syria 10 times between October 2012 and last April.  

Most of the attacks happened after the August 2013 sarin assault in eastern Ghouta, which 
killed more than 1,400 people.  
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At that time Putin, seeking to prevent a US punitive strike on Assadôs position, offered Barack 
Obama a deal: he would help to ensure that his client dictator surrendered Syriaôs chemical 
stocks and sign up to the 1997 chemical weapons convention. 

In fact, Russia allowed Assad to hide some of the regimeôs facilities. In the United Nations 
Russia has obstructed investigation into repeated incidents to such a degree that Syria now 
feels it can act with impunity.  It is misleading then to describe the Salisbury poisoning as a 
return to the Cold War. In fact, it might well be a sign of the future of war, with the unfettered 
use of nerve agents taking its place alongside cyberattacks, electronic warfare and the use of 
disguised troops. 

 

Novichoks are useful in another important respect: they blur the distinction between terrorist 
groups aiming to spread public fear and state-organised disruption of an adversary. There is a 
nominal difference between, say, a cult releasing sarin on the Tokyo metro to paralyse a city 
(as happened in 1995) and a rogue leader such as President Assad gassing his own citizens in 
a densely populated urban centre to win control of his capital. One is seen as a suicidal and 
irrational act, the other a cruel, illegal but rational decision to save a dictatorôs skin. 

HG Wells, in his 1895 story The Stolen Bacillus tells of an anarchist who injects himself with 
the bubonic plague with the aim of infecting as many people as possible. The point of the 
parable: itôs not the actual virus or the agent that is the core of the problem, nor even the 
desire to spread fear, but rather the thought that has gone into the delivery, the suppression of 
moral checks. 

In 2004 George W Bush set Homeland Security the job of developing possible scenarios for a 
new attack on the civilian population. Remarkably, they do not assume the attacker is a fanatic 
intent on suicide.  

Attacks could be carried out either by a terrorist cell akin to the one that mounted 9/11 or a 
hostile power. Almost half of the imagined assaults involved the use of nerve agents, chemical 
or bacteriological weapons. The so-called National Planning Scenarios appeared briefly on a 
defence department website only to be taken down when European security officials 
complained they would end up demonstrating how vulnerable western societies had become. 

According to one scenario, the UA (universal adversary) drives a lorry through five cities and 
spreads clouds of anthrax. Spleen fever breaks out, hospitals are overrun. About 300,000 
people are infected; an estimated 13,000 die. 


