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Abstract  

The European Union is subject of fake news and fictional myths. In this text, we 

will look at how myths and fake news about the European Union can be used as a 

source of knowledge about European integration and as a tool to stimulate critical 

thinking and to increase students' media literacy. 
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Fiction, fraud or a joke are statements we read in the media, 

on the Internet and on social platforms such as:  

„The European Union forbids breathing, because breathing 

causes the release of carbon dioxide, which leads to global 

warming”; „The European Union forbids christenings and Orthodoxy“; 

„The European Union deprives children of the right to draw and 

color“; „The European Union will deprive us of football“ and many 

others. 

 Should we trust them, share them without a shred of doubt                           

simply or simply look past them?  

 

We come across fake news, 

disinformation, unreliable stories and myths on 

a daily basis. They appear not only in the 

media, but also on social networks. In today’s 

world keeping away the manipulation and 

propaganda keeps getting harder. 

In a Eurobarometer study, 83% of the interviewed people evaluate fake news as 

a threat to democracy.1 Its survival in the digital era depends on the ability of the 

citizens to critically accept the information, that reaches them.  

The European Union (EU) is a subject of many fake news, unrealistic stories and 

myths. They appear often, but are not innocent stories without consequences, which 

we can only laugh about. It is enough to recall that certain myths about the EU greatly 

affected the results of the British referendum, regarding their departure from the Union 

in 2016.The European Commission has now made a list of more than 600 myths about 

the European Union, which are spread in many member states. To a certain degree, 

this is due to the fact that the EU is a complicated political system and only few 

citizens have direct interaction with its institutions. In addition, the media usually 

covers mainly news and issues regarding the nation’s domestic policies and the 

                                                           
1 https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2183 Евробарометър, 2018 г. 

https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2183
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common policies of the Union are out of their focus. Together with Eurosceptic 

politicians, who contribute to the creation of myths and propaganda accusations, 

uninformed citizens spread false stories on all kinds of social media platforms.  

In response to the growing propaganda about the European Union the European 

Commission published Action plan against disinformation2, in December 2018. Its 

main aim is to find, analyze and expose false news, but also to raise awareness and 

improve the resilience of the European citizens to the negative effects of 

misinformation. 

Schools, which are responsible for preparing adolescents for their future life, 

should play a big role in the process of shaping them as informed citizens, who, based 

on the acquired knowledge and skills, will be able to distinguish false news and 

disinformation, regardless of their source. 

How do we transform negative phrases into positive 

ones?  

How can those myths and false news about the European Union 

be used as a source of knowledge about European integration and 

ways to increase students’ media literacy?  

 

Let’s start with one of the oldest and most common myths: 

„Brussels“ forbids curvy bananas – only straight 

bananas are allowed on the market. 

Before finding out what the story behind this myth is, we 

shall answer the question:” Has anyone seen a straight banana?”. 

This story has been spread for decades now, not only by English 

tabloids3, but also by a number of Eurosceptic issues.  

What is the truth? 

                                                           
2 https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/54866/action-plan-against-
disinformation_en 
3 Tabloid  - a small newspaper with many illustrations, which presents the information simply; it 
features stories of violence, crime, or scandal presented in a sensational manner 
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Bananas are classified by their quality and size, so that they can be traded on 

the international market. Quality standards are needed so that consumers can know 

what quality they are buying and weather it meets the price and their expectations. 

Regulation 2257/94 of the European Commission sets the requirements for the quality 

of fruit – according this regulation bananas should be “free from malformations or 

abnormal distortion”. Class 1 bananas may have “slight shape defects” and Class 2 

bananas may have “shape defects. In 2011, this Regulation, as well as other applicable 

rules, were merged for the sake of clarity into a single Regulation (1333/2011), and in 

2013 those regulations were further simplified (Implementing Regulation 565/2013).  

The exaggeration and manipulation of the real facts and the concealment of 

accurate information led to the creation of this myth about “straight” bananas.  

Another no less famous myth is the one about ”straight cucumbers“: 

 Brussels decrees all cucumbers must be straight.  

Here’s what the real story is. In 1988, European regulation 

№1677/88 was adopted to set quality standards for 25 types of 

fruit and vegetables. It classifies them in three main categories – 

extra, first and second quality. According to the regulation, cucumbers in category 

“extra” should be “well-shaped and practically straight”. They can have a maximum 

curve of ten millimeters every ten centimeters of length. This exact text led to the 

creation of the myth, that the European Union forbids curvy cucumbers.  

What is the history behind this regulation? This regulation was carried out on the 

recommendation of the Economic commission of the United Nations organization, 

which is a consequence of a request, made by fruit and vegetable traders, who want 

categorization of the quality of the fruit and vegetables, as it will enable easier trade.  

In comparison, we can point that since 1968 Austria has had a national law, which 

classifies the quality of cucumbers the same way.  

Without pointing all the elements and the reason behind the implementation of 

the quality categories, sceptic and insufficiently informed media, composed the myth 

of the straight cucumbers.  

What’s interesting is that this regulation no longer exists. It was removed in 

2009, despite the fact that 15 member states opposed the decision. For example, the 
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German Farmer Association harshly criticized this step. The European commission has 

made the proposal of its removal precisely in order to reduce the criticism connected 

with the creation of unnecessary legislation, the most common example being the 

regulation on the quality of cucumbers. Despite having been removed for over a 

decade now, this regulation is still used as a speculation against EU legislation and only 

few know it is no longer being used. In practice, the regulation was only a means in 

facilitating trade in this vegetable.  

Another myth, which alters facts is:  

The European Union forbids children to color. 

According to this story, the European Union forbids 

children to use crayons and coloring pencils.  

What’s the truth? 

This myth is related to the introduction of measures to 

reduce the content of lead in toys. Regulation 2009/48/ЕО regarding the safety of 

toys, made for children, sets out the safety requirements that toys sold in the EU must 

meet. These requirements are designed to ensure higher safety and health levels, to 

protect society and the environment and the free movement of toys in the EU. The 

Regulation is being updated periodically, mainly to set safe limits for chemicals, used in 

the manufacture of toys (for example, cadmium, barium, nickel, tin and bisphenol A- 

the main ingredient in the production of plastics resins), and more specifically 

regarding children under the age of 3 and the toys, that are more likely to end up in 

the mouths of those children. The latest amendments concern impurities from lead, 

substances with monomers bisphenol A and phenol (preservative) in 2017 and 

chromium (VI) in 2018. 

The aim of this regulation has nothing to do with forbidding children to color, but 

rather to lower the content of lead in toys, including pencils and crayons, which 

younger children occasionally put in their mouths. So, children can keep coloring and 

drawing with crayons, without being exposed to the negative effects of lead.  

This shows how a novel idea of protecting children’s health can be turned into 

misinformation and used against the European Union.  
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Distorted interpretation of certain facts led to the following statement:  

 

 The European Union puts an end to football in Finland 

Football fans in Finland were worried by a 

message, stating that the EU is going to put an 

end to their favorite sport.  

What happened in reality? 

The focus here is on artificial turf pitches, which are sometimes used as football 

pitches. The European Chemical Agency /ЕСА/ made a report in 2017, according to 

which there are little to none health concerns when playing on such artificial pitches as 

the concentration of chemicals (such as polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons, metals and 

plasticizers) measured in them are generally very low. However, the Agency stated 

indoor usage of such pitches should be limited and that they should contain small 

amounts of the substances, known to be harmful to human health and the 

environment.  It is clear, that the EU is not planning to forbid football.  

Another story of fact manipulation is:  

 The European Union bans knives to 

prevent Czechs from their favorite hobby of 

mushroom picking in the woods.  

 

 Are wild mushrooms really excluded 

from the menu in the Czech Republic?  

Here is the truth: A report by the European Parliament’s Special Committee on 

Terrorism called on national governments to consider banning certain types of 

particularly dangerous “zombie” and “butterfly” knives, commonly used in knife crimes. 

It is perfectly clear that nobody bans the Czechs from owning knives, which they can 

pick mushroom with.  
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Unpopular decisions, made by national or local authorities, are often attributed 

to the European Union. Here is one example: 

 

 

 The European Union bans the drying of 

laundry outside. 

 

This statement was spread in cities on the 

Adriatic coast of Croatia. It turned out, that the 

ban on drying laundry on the facades of buildings 

was actually introduced by the local authorities in 

Kastela, and has nothing to do with the European 

Union.  

Another way to create false news is the usage of expressions such as: 

 „The EU intends to… or plans to…”  

All kinds of sequels can be added here, ranging from absurd and funny, to ones 

which can cause fear and worries.  There are publications about the withdraw of tripe 

soup, the end of pink tomatoes and the ban on rakia.  

Beyond these everyday myths, however, there are those that definitely aim at 

misinformation and creation of negative attitude towards the Union. One example is: 

 

 Bulgaria gives more money to the 

European Union than the country receives.  

This can be easily checked if we take a look at the information 

about the country’s contribution to the budget of the EU, as well 

as the amount we receive from European funds.  

Do it with your students. Give them a task to find the information about 

Bulgarian contribution to the EU and the funding she receives from the EU in the 

official websites of the European Commission and the Ministry of Finance and report it 

to you. Discuss the facts with the class and make conclusions whether they are true or 

false. 
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Another common statement is: 

The European Parliament does 

not play a role in decision-making in 

the European Union, since all they do 

is talk, and decisions are made by 

the bureaucrats.  

 

Similar statements can be used as motives to learn more about the decision-

making process in the European Union and also to give more specific examples of the 

role of the European Parliament in it.  

 

Ideas for interactive activities 

In order to help students, recognize false news and manipulated facts, create 

critical attitude towards news and publications, especially the ones found on the 

Internet, and develop skill to assess the information about the EU, spread by various 

types of sources, teachers must involve them in interactive activities where they can 

use the method of examination. They should present one of the myths about the Union 

to the students and assign them the task to check the statements in it. The students 

will have to find information from different sources, analyze it and prepare arguments, 

with the help of which they would be able to refute the statements in the myth.   

It is possible that a group of students can create news about the EU, which 

contain a mixture of reliable facts and exaggeration, biased interpretation and 

fabricated, false statements.  A different group will have to examine their statements 

and distinguish the accurate and inaccurate information. This exercise will teach the 

students to always check the information they receive in multiple sources, to analyze 

and assess it critically, to examine its reliability, and finally, to learn the genuine facts 

about the European Union.  This way they will acquire new knowledge and skills, but 

they will also improve their confidence when having to argue using facts and evidence. 
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It is really important to have discussions on the reliability of the myths about 

the European Union, discussions on false news, as well as discussions on statements, 

shared on social media. Those exercises create a feeling of responsibility in children 

when sharing such unreliable stories and unauthentic facts on social media platforms. 

Through examination, discussion and analysis of the unreliable news and myths 

about the European Union, students can in a more exciting way accumulate knowledge 

of European integration and of the decision-making process, and also develop media 

literacy and critical thinking. They often use information from the Internet, however, 

they must be sure that this information is accurate and that it comes from a reliable 

source.  

In today’s immense flow of information, it is especially important for young 

people to have the knowledge and skills to successfully recognize and deal with 

unreliable statements and misinformation.  

 

 


