John Swinney condemns Reform UK Facebook ad as racist disinformation against Anas Sarwar

[image: ]
Scotland's First Minister, John Swinney, has publicly condemned a Facebook advertisement disseminated by Reform UK, describing it as an instance of "racist" political disinformation aimed at Scottish Labour leader Anas Sarwar. Speaking during a campaign event in Hamilton, Swinney rebuked the ad, which claims Sarwar will "prioritise" the Pakistani community in Scotland. The advertisement features clips of Sarwar advocating for increased political representation for individuals of South Asian descent, yet Swinney argues it distorts Sarwar's genuine calls for more inclusivity.
Swinney urged Meta, the parent company of Facebook, to take immediate action against the advertisement, labelling it an "unacceptable" tactic that misuses Sarwar's race in the ongoing political contest. The First Minister asserted, “What’s important here is that the advert that’s been put up clearly distorts and presents an impression which is not borne out by the contents of the material that is in the film.” This sentiment underscores growing concerns regarding the impact of misinformation on public discourse, a topic Swinney has consistently highlighted. He remarked, “Disinformation is debasing our politics in Scotland... People can’t make informed judgments because they’re having disinformation.”
As the by-election for Hamilton, Larkhall, and Stonehouse approaches, the contest is expected to be fierce, involving the SNP, Labour, and Reform UK. Swinney emphasised that a vote for his party is the best way to prevent Nigel Farage from establishing a foothold in Scotland. Responses from both Reform UK and Scottish Labour have added layers to the unfolding narrative. Thomas Kerr, a spokesman for Reform UK, dismissed Swinney's criticisms, asserting that the ad merely reflects Sarwar’s own words. Meanwhile, Labour deputy leader Jackie Baillie characterised the advert as a "blatantly racist" attack on Sarwar's identity and loyalty, shifting the narrative to focus on political failures rather than on Reform UK's growing presence.
The emergence of Reform UK as a formidable player in Scottish politics has not gone unnoticed. Observers suggest the party's rising popularity—potentially reaching 20% in polls—has instilled fear in both the SNP and Labour. Richard Tice, deputy leader of Reform UK, emphasised the party’s growing membership in Scotland, paralleling it with Labour's to underscore their increasing traction among voters. This scenario is compounded by recent events where Swinney conducted an anti-far-right summit that notably excluded Reform UK, leading to protests outside the venue. Such exclusions have sparked claims from Farage that the Scottish political establishment fears their burgeoning influence.
Concerns about the proliferation of far-right rhetoric in Scotland are growing, with Sarwar interpreting the emergence of such sentiments as a result of government failure and disillusionment with existing political structures. At a recent summit convened by Swinney to address far-right extremism, Sarwar positioned the rise of such factions as a consequence of disenfranchisement, urging immediate governmental action to address the underlying causes of this political malaise.
In this precarious political landscape, John Swinney's denunciation of the Reform UK advert signifies more than just a response to a single campaign tactic; it reflects a broader anxiety about the nature of political discourse in Scotland. As various parties approach the upcoming by-election, the focus will undoubtedly be on how issues of identity, race, and disinformation will shape voter sentiment. 
Amidst this turbulence, it appears the challenge for all political entities will be to foster a dialogue that encourages inclusivity while resisting the division that has increasingly defined contemporary Scottish politics.
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