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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The emerging democracies in Southeast Europe (SEE) represent one of the
most vulnerable regions in Europe to foreign malign influence. A civilization-
al crossroads and geopolitical battleground between the great powers of the
past. The region is still beset by uncertainties on its path toward fully-fledged
integration into the Euro-Atlantic community. On the one hand, domestic
developments in SEE states related to democratic backsliding and the ero-
sion of civic and political liberties have fed into recurring governance deficits
and public disenchantment. On the other hand, foreign authoritarian states,
primarily Russia and increasingly China, have intensified their sharp power
influence efforts. These efforts have been directed at further derailing faith in
liberal democracy and presenting authoritarianism as a more viable political
alternative for SEE.

This mutually reinforcing domestic-international nexus has been particularly
evident in the process of capturing Balkan media. Opaque and corruptive
local business-political networks exercise leverage over the ownership and
editorial structures of domestic outlets. These networks have enabled Russian
media influence in SEE by maintaining political, economic, and ideological
ties to (pro-)Russian groups and interests. As a result, the Kremlin has been
able to gain a foothold in Balkan media-spheres, intimidating journalistic in-
dependence and disseminating its preferred narratives. The Kremlin’s aim
is to win the hearts and minds of Balkan publics in an attempt to undermine
the attractiveness of the Western liberal democratic model of governance.
Russia has sown distrust in regional media audiences about their countries’
Euro-Atlantic path by prominently disseminating anti-EU/NATO narratives.
Hence, the SEE region has been a successful testing ground for Russia’s global
disinformation and propaganda strategy promoting the Kremlin’s vision of
the international order.

The current report illuminates the scope, means, and reach of Russia’s sharp
power influence through the phenomenon of media capture. It traces the
regime’s malign impact on good governance and democratic development in
eight Southeast European countries (EU members: Bulgaria and Croatia, as
well as EU aspirants: Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North
Macedonia, Albania, and Kosovo). An understanding of the Kremlin’s media
influence has been developed based on the assessment of: (1) the instruments
that Russia deploys to expand its influence over public discourses; (2) the
channels and narratives of Russian disinformation utilized to sway views of
the West and its key institutions, the EU and NATO; (3) the impact of Krem-
lin narratives on societal perceptions; (4) the amplification of Russian media
influence through a convergence with the disinformation activities of other
authoritarian states, particularly China.

The cross-country regional comparison reveals several key similarities in
Russia’s media capture tactics. The Kremlin typically deploys informal in-
struments of influence. These are manifested in the cultivation of opaque
local oligarchic networks, rather than through traceable ownership of SEE
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media companies. To amplify the impact of these informal tools, Russia has
also leveraged the dependence of media outlets in the region on advertising
revenue from Russian-owned or dependent companies to exert pressure on
their editorial policy. In addition, Russian state-owned propaganda outlets
make their content freely available for republishing in local languages, which
facilitates the uptake of pro-Russian media content. Moreover, widespread
governance loopholes in the media sector in SEE deepen the vulnerability to
foreign interference by undermining media ownership transparency and by
concentrating financial resources into a limited number of media companies
closely related to the incumbent governments.

Another feature of Russian media influence is the presence of common dis-
information narratives and narration styles, depending on the degree of po-
litical, economic, and ideological distance between a domestic Balkan media
channel and Russia. The more closely (politically and economically) integrat-
ed a given outlet is with the (pro-)Russian oligarchic networks, the more ex-
plicitly biased its relation of Russian disinformation narratives will be:

* The outlets that are directly owned by Russia (such as the local language
editions of Russia Beyond, Sputnik, and News Front) are distinguished
by the most straightforward and aggressive promotion of Kremlin prop-
aganda. There is a more limited coverage of nationally relevant events
and developments as most of the messaging emphasizes topics that are
of importance to Russia rather than to a given Balkan country’s domestic
audience.

e Partisan outlets (published by a domestic political party with strong links
to the Kremlin) are characterized by a party-favoring spin on an otherwise
strict adherence to the dissemination of Kremlin propaganda.

* Mainstream dailies (i.e, more widely circulated or read sources, which
maintain some, albeit not overwhelmingly exclusive, ties to (pro-)Russian
groups) are less unequivocally positive of Russia. The outlets attempt to
appeal to a broader audience, which means that their editorial policy fa-
vors both pro-Russian and pro-Western pieces. Such outlets are typically
very much dependent on local governments for funding and access and
closely follow the governments’ often pro-Russian agenda.

SEE states are also susceptible to Russian narratives, particularly as a result
of commonly present cultural and socio-political tendencies. The persist-
ence of East-West ambivalence is revealed through the region’s often-con-
tradictory societal attitudes towards geopolitical allegiances and the essence
of liberal democratic values. The predominant support for EU membership
among Balkan nations based on a belief in the instrumental benefits that
the Union can yield (i.e. freedom of travel, employment opportunities, etc.)
rather than in the value-based democratic underpinnings of the EU further
increases the countries’ vulnerability to anti-Western narratives. Another
trend is a prevalent discontent with the overall process of democratiza-
tion, distrust of political institutions, and general dissatisfaction with the
political system and the economy. Such disenchantment with national po-
litical, social, and economic developments may enable authoritarian leaders
with an anti-Western agenda to gain power.

Russian-owned outlets make use of Russia-related cognitive capture in many
SEE countries by blanketing the local info space with pro-Kremlin propa-
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ganda. On topics important to the Kremlin, Russian-owned outlets produce
on average four times more articles per month than locally-owned ones. The
quantitative content analysis shows this holds true even if the local outlets
are also pro-Russian. In addition, Russian-owned outlets and official Russian
institutions have moved their focus to the social media domain, strengthen-
ing, in particular, their Facebook presence, as the global pandemic has shifted
media consumption in the region in this direction.

The convergence of Russian and Chinese disinformation strategies and nar-
ratives has been conspicuously accelerated on a global scale over the course
of the coronavirus pandemic. This convergence of Russian and Chinese dis-
information practices has also been observed in Southeast Europe. Russia’s
local proxies are increasingly acting as enablers of Chinese media influ-
ence, promoting complementary propaganda messages that simultaneously
further the official Russian and Chinese viewpoints. The general messaging
extols the cooperation between the two states hailing them as an alternative
to Western liberal democracy and the liberal international order. Even more
overtly, in countries such as Serbia, the promotion of joint Russian-Chinese
activities is strongly supported by the government.

Apart from the growing overlap of Russian and Chinese disinformation activ-
ities, other authoritarian actors have also been attempting to influence the in-
formation landscapes of SEE states. Turkey has established a media footprint
primarily in the Muslim-majority Balkan countries. Hungary has amassed
ownership of media outlets in the region, promoting Russian disinformation
narratives and backing regional authoritarian-leaning political actors.

Overall, the diffusion of Russia’s media capture across SEE represents a key
amplifier of the Russian economic and political influence, requiring concerted
efforts nationally in combination with international support:

e A solid — transatlantic — anti-corruption and financial transparency re-
sponse and enforcement mechanisms should be the first line of defense
against anti-democratic media capture, including;:

- strengthening coordinated corporate financial transparency initia-
tives targeting in particular offshore havens laundering Russian, Chi-
nese, and other authoritarian states’ financial flows;

- expanding Magnitsky act type of legislation, including not only hu-
man rights but also corruption in its scope;

— overhauling and prioritizing the OECD anti-bribery convention and
state-owned enterprises” good governance regulations;

— developing and promoting transatlantic initiatives tackling regula-
tory capture in the industries most strongly exposed to Russian and
Chinese malign influence, such as energy, communications, and infra-
structure.

e National governments should make the provision of information on
the ownership structure of media outlets compulsory and accessible
through a publicly available registry. They should also consistently moni-
tor and enforce sanctions in cases of non-compliance. Moreover, specific
provisions for screening foreign media ownership should be incorpo-
rated.

* To ensure coordination and compliance with a European system of rules,
national media ownership registries should be complemented by the crea-
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tion of a common European registry (this ought to also include states that

are candidates for EU membership).

Governments in the region should be motivated and supported to intro-

duce and strengthen new public and private media financing models,

which would help reduce advertising and media power concentration:

— Introduce and promote alternative/non-profit funding models ensur-
ing a diversity of ownership as well as different sources of financing
(including crowdfunding and donations).

— Develop specific government public procurement media financing
transparency measures, which should list all government financing
provided to the media. This would include direct budget subsidies
and advertising budgets of state-owned enterprises, as well as the
media advertising budgets outlined within public procurement con-
tracts, etc.

— The public media should become financially and managerially more
independent from the state. Public broadcasters should be financed
through a mixed model that includes not only government subsidies
but also license fees, which allows the audience to maintain a more
direct link to the media it sponsors and demand greater accountabil-
ity. Public media should transparently report on their finances. Hence,
there is a need for regular reporting, accessible not only to the govern-
ment and official circles but also to the wider public.

— Citizen committees should regularly debate the editorial policy of
public broadcasters. These committees would be composed of media
professionals, experts, and the wider audience. They could establish
channels for exchanging feedback with the governing bodies of public
media broadcasters.

— Staffing procedures and day-to-day management of public media out-
lets should expel any political interference. This can be achieved, for
example, by ensuring that editors and management directors are being
chosen through external review committees composed of experienced
industry experts and practitioners.

Media regulators should monitor party-owned outlets under specific

rules, requiring the highest level of financial transparency and disclosure

of party affiliation.

More rigorous scrutiny of the activities of subsidiaries to foreign state-

owned media outlets ought to be introduced. Regulatory bodies across

SEE should start to monitor Russian and Chinese state-owned channels

and alert national security authorities of any ongoing disinformation cam-

paigns. This must be carried out in a consistent and reliable manner.

Ensure greater advertising market transparency by creating a publicly

accessible registry that contains data on the market shares held by the big-

gest advertising companies, broken down by advertising revenue, profits
from subscriptions, and paid content.

Provided the unwillingness or incapacity of many of the governments in SEE
to act openly on countering media capture, local civil society, independent
media, and the private sector have a particularly strong role to play in build-
ing a solid response to malign foreign media influence by:

* Creating regional civil society coalitions aimed at tackling state capture,

media monitoring, analysis and debunking of disinformation, media
public procurement, and financial transparency. These coalitions would
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consist of SEE and international experts, media outlets, non-governmen-
tal organizations, etc. This would foster regional expert cooperation to
promote mutual understanding of disinformation narratives and to guide
SEE audiences on how to spot and act on propaganda campaigns. The EU
and the US through their respective regional cooperation programs, run
by the Directorate General for Neighborhood Policy and Enlargement Ne-
gotiations and the United States Agency for International Development,
could actively build support for such coalitions, using existing initiatives
as stepping stones.

e It is particularly important for civil society and public institutions in the
region to develop a public-private partnership approach to cracking
down on the abuse of social media for political ends, including abuse by
foreign powers. Such manipulation can easily exploit social vulnerabili-
ties and divisions to tilt the scales in favor of a particular candidate. Civil
society should work with national governments to better understand and
develop joint regional and transatlantic frameworks for addressing social
media regulation and citizens’ education. Social media should be sensi-
tized and urged to address in the local languages, with the cooperation of
local civil society, the disruptive effects of their platforms on democratic
public discourse, focusing in particular on polarization, extremism, and
foreign disinformation.

e Promote media literacy by devising a long-term educational strategy fo-
cused on the construction of a school curriculum that teaches students
how to recognize disinformation by acquiring critical skills for analyz-
ing media articles (as related to authorship, referencing, and literary tech-
niques that convey attitudes) as well as digital skills (e.g. for identifying
bots and trolls).

A number of EU and US related initiatives could be paramount in aiding
domestic efforts for countering media capture and disinformation across the
region:

¢ In line with the ongoing discussions on linking the disbursement of Eu-
ropean funds to the observance of the rule of law within the EU, the dis-
bursement of EU communications funds should be made conditional on
the full disclosure of the allocation procedure conducted nationally and in
adherence to strict criteria for selecting beneficiaries. Such criteria should
be based on the quality of reporting and transparency of the ownership of
the media outlets and organizations receiving funding.

® The EU should strengthen the administrative and expert capacity of the
European External Action Service’s (EEAS) East StratCom Task Force —
specially dedicated to debunking Russian disinformation across Euro-
pean countries — as it currently does not allow it to go beyond a manual
monitoring of disinformation and into the development of a counter-dis-
information strategy. The Task Force should also become a permanent unit
with an expanded scope within the EEAS.

¢ The EU should expand its strategic communication efforts in order to
raise the profile of its economic and social development activities in the
Western Balkans. As evidenced during the coronavirus pandemic, Russia
and China were quickly able to organize a publicity campaign presenting
the medical aid they provided to SEE as more significant than what the EU
offered. This is, despite the Union’s much more substantial assistance.

e The EU should include the Western Balkans in its Democracy Action Plan
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and Digital Services Act programing. Both the US and EU member states
with strong public media models (such as DW in Germany, RFI in France,
or BBC in the UK) need to expand or reinstate programing in the Balkans
and in national languages aimed at supporting journalistic excellence,
upholding standards, and standing up to Russian and Chinese disinfor-
mation efforts. The EU and the U.S. could work in tandem to develop re-
gional media programs that could strengthen independent investigative
journalism or target media capture.

The EU should exercise greater vigilance and monitor the footprint of
Russian and Chinese state-owned media into the European media space.
The discussions over the adoption of a European Commission proposal
on regulating the operation of foreign state-subsidized companies in the
European single market should also pay special attention to authoritarian
state-sponsored media organizations attempting to establish a foothold in
the EU.

The US Agency for International Development should reinstitute instru-
ments and platforms for supporting good governance and media freedom
initiatives on a regional level, which would be the most effective delivery
mechanism for enabling policy change. A regional approach will improve
the likelihood of peer pressure among national governments.

The US Department of State should enhance multilateral exchange pro-
grams such as the technology and media corps that can mobilize civil
society and volunteer engagement to support the region’s reform agenda.



INTRODUCTION

Russia’s state capture
power mix in
Southeast Europe

he emerging democracies of Southeast Europe (SEE)! represent one

of the most vulnerable regions in Europe to foreign malign influ-

ence. These countries share many similar domestic governance

deficits, such as persistent corruption,? state capture,® and sizable
informal economies.* The uncertain EU perspective and recurrent conflicts
over the legacy of Yugoslavia’s dissolution constitute additional challenges
to the development of the region. Authoritarian states have taken advantage
of this multitude of institutional, economic, social and political fissures to
undermine the region’s Euro-Atlantic integration and to strengthen their own
presence in strategic sectors such as energy, banking, real estate, mining and
metallurgy.® Traditionally, Russia has exercised significant leverage over SEE
countries but other authoritarian states have also expanded their presence in
the region more recently. China, in particular, with its massive investment
program under the Belt and Road Initiative and its increasingly aggressive
posture, as evidenced by its COVID-19 diplomacy, has further tipped the bal-
ance towards authoritarian tendencies in the region. Yet, Moscow remains
the most disruptive force for SEE’s democratic development prospects, seek-
ing to deploy the full array of its power mix.

The exercise of Russian influence is shaped by two defining characteristics
of the political regime in Moscow — autocracy and corruption. The result-
ing state capture power cements the Kremlin’s grip on Russian society and
allows it to pursue its revisionist foreign policy through mobilizing various
resources from the public and the private sector. The two primary channels
of the Kremlin’s state capture power in Europe have been its state-sponsored
networks of influence and corruption and the control over Russia’s economic
and financial flows.® These have been enabled by the proliferation of offshore
tax havens with lax money laundering and financial transparency regula-
tions in the West.” Russia has used them to launder corrupt profits and ob-
fuscate the source of funds used to cultivate oligarchic networks and political
parties across Europe and, in particular, in SEE.

The Kremlin has gradually revived both the more traditional elements of its
hard power, such as aggressive military and political posturing, alongside

In this report Southeast Europe denotes the group of the following eight countries: Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and
Serbia.

2 SELDI, Corruption in the Western Balkans: Trends and Policy Options, Policy Brief 9, 2019.

3 SELDI, State Capture Assessment Diagnostics in the Western Balkans 2020: Risks and Policy
Options, Policy Brief 10, 2020.

4 SELDI, Hidden Economy in the Western Balkans 2020: Trends and Policy Options, Policy Brief 11,
2020.

5 Stefanov, R. and Vladimirov, M., The Kremlin Playbook in Southeast Europe. Economic Influence
and Sharp Power, Sofia: Center for the Study of Democracy, 2020.

¢ Shentov, O, Stefanov, R. and Vladimirov, M., eds., The Kremlin Playbook in Europe, Sofia:
Center for the Study of Democracy, 2020.

7 Conley, H. et al., The Kremlin Playbook 2: The Enablers, Rowman & Littlefield, 2019.
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Figure 1. How the Kremlin’s state capture power targets governance vulnerabilities in SEE
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Local governance and state capture vulnerabilities provide fertile ground
for Russian influence operations

Source: The Kremlin Playbook in Europe, Center for the Study of Democracy, 2020.

covert operations or “active measures” across Europe. In some Slavic coun-
tries in Central and Eastern Europe, for example, the centuries-old soft power
presence of Russia has allowed it to win the favor of national governments
via proposals for cultural, church, and youth initiatives.® These have subse-

8 Shentov, Stefanov, and Vladimirov, The Kremlin Playbook in Europe, 2020.
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quently become platforms to disrupt local political discourse while opposing
transatlantic views. The Kremlin has then used Russia’s broader acceptance
in some countries to unleash its sharp power toolbox of media capture, disin-
formation and cyber warfare. The rapid spread of polarizing social media am-
plified by the COVID-19 pandemic conspiracies in SEE has created the perfect
breeding environment for Russia to win the information war.’

Media capture forms a key facet of authoritarian states” deployment of sharp
power. The latter refers to the use of ideas and information for malign intents
and purposes so that it “pierces, penetrates, or perforates the political and in-
formational environments in the targeted countries.”!!! Authoritarian states
apply informational tools, linked to censorship, dissemination of disinforma-
tion, the establishment of proxy cultural institutes to sway public opinion and
ultimately — subversion of democracy, all of which is particularly manifest
in four main domains: media, academia, culture, the think tank and policy
communities.'

The concept and practice of media capture — as a constitutive mechanism of
authoritarian states’ exercise of sharp power, has been investigated in only a
few key studies. “Capture” is usually examined as being established through
the ownership of media outlets; financial incentives (such as state subsidies,
advertising and subscription profits); regulation (with political elites control-
ling the authorities meant to independently monitor and sanction the me-
dia); censorship (exercised by the government or self-imposed); cognitive
influence (whereby the ideological capture of the media on the basis of the
owners’ views further leads to societal cognitive capture by the media it-
self).® These forms of capture are discussed as part of the domestic context.
At this level, media capture is looked at as the preserve of the government
acting in collusion with the private sector, which leads to an omission from
consideration of the foreign aspect of control over the internal journalistic
landscape.*

9 Jankowicz, N., How to Lose the Information War: Russia, Fake News, and the Future of Conflict,

I.B. TAURIS Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2020.

Walker, Ch. et al., Sharp Power. Rising Authoritarian Influence, National Endowment for
Democracy, The International Forum for Democratic Studies, 2017; Walker, Ch., Kalathil, Sh.
and Ludwig, J., The Cutting Edge of Sharp Power, Journal of Democracy 31, no. 1, 2020.

10

11 As the scholar originally focusing on the concept of soft power, Joseph Nye has clarified

that when information becomes deception, a subject’s voluntary and transparent reception
of facts is constrained, which blends into coercion — and hence can no longer be classified as
soft power (understood as the ability to get what you want through attraction and persua-
sion, stemming from the appeal of a nation’s culture and values).

Nye, J., Protecting Democracy in an Era of Cyber Information War, Hoover Institution Fall Series,
no. 318, 2018; Nye, J., Countering the Authoritarian Challenge: Public Diplomacy, Soft Power, and
Sharp Power, Journal of International Relations and Sustainable Development, no. 15, 2020,
pp. 94-109.

12 Walker et al., Sharp Power. Rising Authoritarian Influence, 2017.

13 Stiglitz, J., “Toward a Taxonomy of Media Capture, ” in In the Service of Power: Media Capture

and the Threat to Democracy, ed. Anya Schiffrin, The Center for International Media Assistance
at the National Endowment for Democracy, 2017; Resource Centre on Media Freedom in
Europe, Media Capture: Toolkit for 21st Century Autocrats, 2019; Dragomir, M., Reporting Facts:
Free from Fear or Favour, UNESCO, 2020; UNESCO, World Trends in Freedom of Expression and
Media Development: Regional Overview Latin America and the Caribbean, 2018.

14 Stiglitz, “Toward a Taxonomy of Media Capture,” 2017; Besley. T. and Prat, A., Handcuffs for
the Grabbing Hand? Media Capture and Government Accountability, American Economic Re-
view 96, no. 3, 2006, pp. 720-736; Szeidl, A. and Szucs, F. Media Capture through Favor Exchange,
CEPR Discussion Paper DP 11875, 2017.
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In the Kremlin’s state capture power mix propaganda and disinformation
have become crucial instruments in the amplification of Russian influence in
Europe. Media capture has played an important role in Kremlin’s influence
in SEE due to its “very high impact and importance in the political process
and in the institutional checks and balances in democratic societies”.’> The
Kremlin’s media capture tactics in SEE have been aided by the deterioration
of media freedom, the concentration of ownership in domestic political-oli-
garchic groups,'® and the rapid penetration of social and online media across
the region. These domestic groups could enable and act as conduits of foreign
influence through the political dependencies and financial ties they main-
tain to external, i.e. (pro)Russian vested interests. The domestic-international
nexus turns media into an instrument for promoting the views and assets
of the captors, preventing journalists from fulfilling their public functions
linked to holding politicians to account and ensuring a platform for the free
and pluralistic expression of opinion.

Media capture or more broadly the sourcing of influence through the media
has become the most visible and discussed aspect of the Kremlin’s footprint
globally and, particularly, in Southeast Europe. Media capture is a hybrid
form of institutional and business capture.”” This is due to the specific role
of the media in informing society and building attitudes and preferences. It
can span different forms, from direct capital control and ownership of media
outlets, to monopolizing the provision of content through subsidized “free”
information products, to control over advertising revenues.'

The current report reveals the extent, reach and scale of Russia’s presence in
the media sector and its malign impact on good governance and democratic
development in Southeast Europe. By detailing the instruments, channels, nar-
ratives, and impact of Russian malign media operations, the study provides
country-based analysis and a regionally comparative assessment exposing the
similarities and differences of the Kremlin strategy. Gaining a comprehensive
understanding of Russian media operations is the first step to developing a vi-
able response from national governments and stakeholders and their interna-
tional partners. Countering malign influence in the media sector represents a
cornerstone for safeguarding democratic freedoms and values in the region.

The report offers an assessment of the scope, means, and reach of Russian
media influence, including the following specific aspects:

¢ The extent of direct Russian ownership of local media.

e The presence of informal political and economic ties to the editorial and
management bodies of local media.

* The share of Russian companies in the advertising market'” and other

Filipova, R. and Galev, T. Russian Influence in the Media Sectors of the Black Sea Countries. Tools,
Narratives and Policy Options for Building Resilience, Sofia: Center for the Study of Democracy,
2018.

Dragomir, M., Media Capture in Europe, Media Development Investment Fund, 2019.

Stoyanov, A., Gerganov, A. and Yalamov, T,, State Capture Assessment Diagnostics, Sofia: Center
for the Study of Democracy, 2019, p. 15.

Shentov, O., Stefanov, R. and Vladimirov, M., ed., The Russian Economic Grip on Central and
Eastern Europe, Routledge, 2018.

Conley, H. et al., The Kremlin Playbook. Understanding Russian Influence in Central and Eastern
Europe, Rowman & Littlefield, 2016; Filipova and Galev, Russian Influence in the Media Sectors
of the Black Sea Countries. Tools, Narratives and Policy Options for Building Resilience, 2018.
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related financial instruments for exercising economic influence over the
media.

The main disinformation narratives from some of the most visible Krem-
lin-owned, state outlets (such as Russia Beyond, Sputnik, News Front),
which — combined with local, Russia-linked news sources, make up a pro-
Russian information ecosystem that furthers the Kremlin’s media agenda
in the region.?

The impact on public perceptions that Kremlin-sponsored disinforma-
tion can exert as facilitated by the audience’s degree of susceptibility. The
long-standing historical predispositions, cultural-emotional affinities, re-
ligious, ethnic, and linguistic similarities with Russia are all factors that
condition Balkan societies’ receptivity to Russian malign initiatives.

The overlaps with the disinformation activities of other authoritarian
states, especially China, and how these reinforce each other.?-??

20

21

22

For a detailed overview of the key pillars and channels of Russia’s global disinforma-
tion, please see Global Engagement Center, U.S. Department of State, Pillars of Russia’s
Disinformation and Propaganda Ecosystem, 2020.

Kendall-Taylor, A. and Shullman, D., Navigating the Deepening Russia-China Partnership, Center
for a New American Security, 2021; Kliman, D. et al.,, Dangerous Synergies Countering Chinese
and Russian Digital Influence Operations, Center for a New American Security, 2020; Brandt, J.
and Taussig, T., The Kremlin’s Disinformation Playbook Goes to Beijing, Brookings, 2020; Mazarr,
M. ]. et al., Hostile Social Manipulation. Present Realities and Emerging Trends, RAND, 2019.

Bassuener, K. Pushing on an Open Door. Foreign Authoritarian Influence in the Western Balkans,
International Forum for Democratic Studies, National Endowment for Democracy, 2019;
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RUSSIA’S MEDIA CAPTURE POWER MIX
IN SOUTHEAST EUROPE

Several mutually reinforcing trends have allowed Russia to deliver a ver-
tically integrated messaging of its foreign policy views amounting to an
increased risk of media capture across SEE. The Kremlin has continued
promoting through its official channels in the region its increasingly ag-
gressive foreign policy stance vis-a-vis the European Union and the US. In
February 2021, Russia expelled EU diplomats from the country during the
first visit of EU’s foreign policy chief Josep Borrell, while the Russian for-
eign minister ominously noted that “if you want peace, you have to prepare
for war”.?> Most recently, Russia has joined China in launching a coordinat-
ed vaccine diplomacy with a global scope. This includes, as is particularly
pertinent to this report, countries across the Western Balkans. It has not
only promoted its own vaccine but has put specific efforts in denigrating
others, in particular those produced by the US.* Russian diplomats have
also regularly tried to bully or engage local political leaders on emotional
internal or regional political issues, such as standards of rule of law, the
Prespa accord, the Bulgaria — North Macedonia friendship agreement, Ser-
bia — Kosovo issues, etc.

Such diplomacy actions have been amplified by an army of official formally
state-owned and unofficial pro-Russian mainstream and social media channels,
indiscriminately peddling propaganda and disinformation messages through-
out the region and across local languages. These have sought to strengthen
cognitive media capture through exploiting common Slavic and Orthodox his-
tories and inserting themselves in emotional regional exchanges, such as is-
sues of the independence of the Orthodox Church in Montenegro and North
Macedonia. Russia’s strongly positive image overall amongst the local Slavic
populations has aided the proliferation of Russian disinformation narratives.
The inability, inexperience, and lack of leverage vis-a-vis social media corpora-
tions of local regulators have further laid the population and local communities
bare to indiscriminate Russian disinformation and propaganda.?®

Russia’s media influence in the region has been further enabled by local polit-
ical leaders who have benefited from Russian political and economic support
and have in return often parroted the Kremlin’s messages publicly. The con-
centration and opaqueness of media ownership in SEE following the financial
crisis in 2008 and the pulling out of various Western investors have further
pushed the media toward seeking cozy relations with Russia-friendly politi-
cal leaders. In addition, Russian private and state-owned companies, such as

2 Meyer, H. and Biryukov, A., “Russia Warns EU It’s Ready to Break Off Ties Over Sanctions,”
Bloomberg.Com, February 12, 2021.

Gordon, M. R. and Volz, D., “Russian Disinformation Campaign Aims to Undermine
Confidence in Pfizer, Other Covid-19 Vaccines, U.S. Officials Say,” The Wall Street Journal,
March 7, 2021.

Jeremic, I. and Stojanovic, M., “Facebook, Twitter Struggling in Fight against Balkan Content
Violations,” Balkanlnsight, February 16, 2021.
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Gazprom, Lukoil, VTB, etc. have become some of the largest advertisers in the
region. This acts to further reduce the willingness of the media toward critical
coverage. Russian state-owned media organizations have also provided free
local language content, promoting Moscow-centric views. These have often
been readily accepted by cash-strapped media outlets across SEE. China, with
its massive infrastructure investments in the Western Balkans and iron-clad
message control, has exacerbated media capture risks furthering authoritar-
ian pressure in SEE.

The audiences in SEE countries are susceptible to malign Russian influence
due to remaining East-West cultural ambivalences and a disenchantment
with the process of democratic transition. One powerful channel, utilized
by Russian propaganda, has been the exploitation of the low trust in media
across SEE.?® Distrust in media is attributed to various factors. These are: de-
teriorating standards of press independence; a perceived poor level of media
efficiency due to a perceived general system failure (i.e. “nothing happens
even if corrupt politicians are exposed in the media”); distrust in media own-
ers and their financing; overall distrust in society as well as; conflicting world
views or values of readers/viewers to those prevailing in media.”’

To understand the link between growing foreign malign media influence and
the backsliding in media trust, this analysis relies on public opinion surveys
in SEE from reputable polling projects.?® The aim has been to chart out societal
sentiments and gain an insight into popular susceptibilities to Russian narra-
tives by considering views on EU/NATO membership; European integration;
perceptions of the international roles played by the US, Russia, and China;
and the inclination towards either liberal democracy (including multi-party
arrangements, elections, democratic norms of tolerance, consensus-building,
freedom of speech) or authoritarianism (informed by a strong leader and a
strong state).

Two key trends emerge from survey results. First, respondents in SEE seem
to approve of the maintenance of good relations between both Western
institutions and authoritarian states. Thus, while more than half of those
surveyed had a positive view toward EU membership or (where member-
ship has not been attained) toward accession, respondents simultaneously
approved of Russia and Vladimir Putin’s regime in all countries with the
exception of Albania and Kosovo. Russia has tapped into this general posi-
tive sentiment as leverage — a tool to pressure governments in the region
to adopt a pro-Russian foreign policy position. The compatibility that is
believed to exist between Russia and Europe can also be potentially ex-

2 Shentov, O. et al., ed., The Russian Economic Grip on Central and Eastern Europe, 2018.
27 Ibid.

2 Such as those conducted by the International Republican Institute, the National Demo-
cratic Institute, Eurobarometer, the Pew Research Center, Globsec, etc. A methodological
caveat applicable to all countries under investigation is linked to the political bias that can
be detected in the work of some national sociological agencies. Additionally, the scarcity of
public opinion polling as a consequence of such bias and/or the underdevelopment of the
sociological field must be accounted for. For instance, in Bulgaria, a range of polling agencies
maintain a pro-Russian ideological stance and connections, which often skews results in the
direction of positions and parties that are close to the Kremlin. In Serbia, the general lack of
availability of polls on foreign policy issues is conditioned by the official political line that
aims at balancing between Russia and the West and therefore discourages opinion polling
that may indicate a shift in either direction.
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ploited by the Kremlin to advocate for a stronger Russia-EU partnership.?’
This comes at the expense of U.S. and NATO influence in the region, which
is often mistrusted.

Moreover, the fact that the majority of citizens in SEE associate the EU with
instrumental benefits (above all: freedom of travel and greater opportunities
for education and employment) means that there is a weaker values-based
attachment towards the Union. A values-based attachment would be linked
to safeguarding fundamental democratic rights, norms and freedoms. As a
result, societies in the region may be less aware of the media, political, and
economic aspects of the Russian and increasingly Chinese influence, which
reinforces domestic governance gaps and moves Balkan countries further
away from a shared European vision for liberal democracy and international
security.

The other main trend shared across Balkan countries is the prevalent dis-
content with the process of democratization, the distrust of political in-
stitutions, and an overall dissatisfaction with the political system and the
functioning of the economy. Such disenchantment with national political,
social, and economic developments may enable authoritarian leaders with
an anti-Western agenda to dominate the public discourse and, thus, more
easily win elections. Hence, a critique of the functioning of democratic ar-
rangements does not lead people to seek an improvement of democratic
standards but to the conclusion that democracy is inherently flawed and
can be fixed through authoritarian measures.?® These anti-democratic sen-
timents could be redirected to the promotion of the authoritarian models
presented by Russia and China. Such a public view could greenlight their
malign activities in the region as Russia and China are increasingly seen as
providers of public goods to cash-strapped and dysfunctional local political
systems and economies.>!

Despite overarching similarities in the public attitudes across the region, im-
portant nuances also stand out. Bulgarians and Kosovars, in particular, can
be located on the two opposite ends of the spectrum regarding their views
toward Russia. While Kosovars are distinctive in their overwhelmingly neg-
ative perception of Russia and its foreign policy, the Bulgarian population
maintains some of the highest approval ratings of Russia. Indeed, Bulgarians
are distinguished by their simultaneous positive orientation toward various
international actors who often possess conflicting geopolitical aims, includ-
ing the US, Germany, and Russia. In contrast to the Bulgarian overlapping in-
clusivity, Serbs tend to favor a distinctive national policy orientation, as only
a small percentage of respondents support the adoption of a strategic path in

espite Russia’s ‘turn to Asia” and attempts to construct a ‘Greater Eurasia’, as an alternative
2 Despite R ’s ‘turn to Asia’” and att ts t truct a ‘Greater E y 1t t

to the West following the Ukrainian crisis, the impetus for forging cooperation between Rus-
sia and Europe against the US and creating ‘indivisible’ European security without NATO’s
participation still remains as a resurfacing, path-dependent line in officially sanctioned in-
tellectual traditions: Karaganov, S. Russia’s Victory and a New Concert of Nations, Russia in
Global Affairs, 2017; Zagorski, A., The Russian Proposal for a Treaty on European Security: From
the Medvedev Initiative to the Corfu Process, OSCE Yearbook, 2009, 43-59.

%0 Hajdu, D. and Klingov4, K., Voices of Central and Eastern Europe. Perceptions of Democracy &
Governance in 10 EU Countries, GLOBSEC, 2020, p. 20.

31 Filipova, R., The Shrinking Space for Media Freedom in Southeast Europe in the Midst of COVID-19
Pandemic and State of Emergency, Center for the Study of Democracy/Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung
Media Program Southeast Europe, 2020, pp. 12-14.
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line with the objectives of both Western countries and authoritarian states to
the East.*> Most Serbs also prefer that their country maintain a neutral mili-
tary status, a position not shared by the citizens of other countries in the re-
gion. Unlike the lukewarm support for NATO in most SEE countries (with the
exception of North Macedonia, Albania and Kosovo where support is above
70-80%), in Serbia NATO is still seen as a military foe due to its intervention
in the Kosovo conflict in the late 1990s.

Regarding societal attitudes toward authoritarian powers, apart from Rus-
sia, China gathers broadly positive (although arguably unenthusiastic)
views. This can be explained by a low degree of awareness or knowledge of
the country throughout the region as a relative newcomer to the Balkans.
It is only in Kosovo that Beijing is viewed in a primarily negative light.
Overall, the national public opinion patterns highlight that some countries
in SEE are more susceptible than others to Russian (but also Chinese) narra-
tives and these can be used as entry points for malign foreign media influ-
ence. Moreover, variations in social perceptions of external powers among
ethnic groups demonstrates the lack of a consolidated national policy vi-
sion, which can be leveraged by authoritarian states to stoke ethnic tension
and division.

The Kremlin’s media presence is diffused throughout the region on the basis
of a common set of instruments, or similar disinformation narratives, taking
advantage of analogous societal vulnerabilities. These actions are increasingly
intersecting with China’s own influence operations in the area. The suscepti-
bility of SEE countries to Russian media capture influence can be represented
through the following diffusion map, consisting of two main categories:

(1) Susceptible enablers — countries, in which the high level of receptivity to
Russia’s media capture instruments also facilitate its regional expansion.
These countries are typically exhibiting all types of state capture traits:
strong presence of Russian state-owned media, as well as domestic media
that is tightly linked to the government (or related business elites); media
highly financially dependent on government financing and large-scale ad-
vertisers, as well as (Russian) free content providers; strong domestic (self-)
censorship and low media freedom standards; and wide societal cognitive
acceptance of Russia, authoritarian leadership and practices (value placed
on leading with a “strong hand”), as well as low trust in the media and of-
ficial national institutions.

(2) Unyielding inhibitors — countries, in which the low level of receptivity to
Russia’s media capture tactics acts as a brake on their domestic dissemina-
tion and regional circulation. These are countries, in which one or several
of the state capture types are sealed off for Russian influence. This is most
often the case with cognitive capture and financial incentives or indirect
or informal ownership.

Yet, besides the intrinsically national characteristics of media capture, coun-
tries in the region also belong in sub-regional clusters when it comes to

32 Indeed, a Pew Research Center survey has shown that 78% of the polled Serbs believe that
there is a conflict between traditional Serbian values and the values of the West: Pew Re-
search Center, Democracy, Nationalism and Pluralism, 2017.
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susceptibility to Russian media influence. This is defined by strong external
anchors, such as shared alliances (EU and/or NATO) or common history or
language (Yugoslavia). Such clusters can jointly augment or shrink the diffu-
sion of Russia’s media capture by virtue of their shared characteristics.

Figure 2. Diffusion map of Russia’s media capture influence: susceptible enablers
and unyielding inhibitors
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Source: CSD.

The category of susceptible enablers is led by Serbia as a key pivot of Rus-
sia’s malign media activities in SEE. The country has become a Russian
disinformation hub for the Balkans. This is most vividly exemplified by
Sputnik’s Serbian edition, which is widely read throughout all the Western
Balkan countries. Serbia exhibits strong cognitive media capture vis-a-vis
Russia, as its population is highly supportive of the Kremlin and its current
leader. These sentiments are fueled by nationalistic emotions over Russia’s
unequivocal stance against Kosovo’s independence. Most Serbian political
leaders, including the government also openly voice their support and loy-
alty toward Russia. Serbia is the regional host to some of the most powerful
Russian advertisers, such as Gazprom. Many important Serbian businesses,
in particular in agriculture and retail are dependent on Russia for export,
furthering its implicit leverage over the local media. Additionally, Serbia
has some of the most opaque media ownership structures and, at the same
time, it is the most financially viable market in the region. This is because
language similarities mean that it can cater to a population spanning the
whole of former Yugoslavia. These media capture traits are further rein-
forced as the country is also positioning itself to be a Chinese digital hub.
Serbia is becoming a core part of China’s strategy to expand its digital infra-
structure in Europe. It plans to achieve this through the construction of 5G
telecommunications networks and artificial intelligence facial recognition
systems. However, what reinforces Serbia’s key role is the active involve-
ment of top-tier government officials and government-related media outlets
that push Russian and Chinese disinformation messages throughout the
country and across the region.®

3 Meister, S., ed., Understanding Russian Communication Strategy: Case Studies of Serbia and
Estonia, ifa Edition Culture and Foreign Policy, 2018.
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Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) also belongs to the category of susceptible
enablers of the Russian media influence in SEE, representing a splintered
facilitator. Russia has continuously sought to destabilize Bosnia by stoking
ethnic divisions through its support for Serb and Croat nationalist claims and
has taken advantage of the already existing domestic governance pitfalls that
are contained in the country’s federative constitution. Russia has gained a
substantial foothold in the Serb-dominated Republika Srpska (RS) — one of
the two main constituent political entities of BiH. It has done so through es-
tablishing close ties with the influential RS politician and current Serb mem-
ber of the Presidency of BiH, Milorad Dodik. The latter has repeatedly under-
mined Bosnian unity and demanded greater autonomy.** He has also repeat-
edly opposed the process of the country’s NATO and EU accession,*” instead
promoting greater Serbian, Russian, and Chinese influence. For its part, Mos-
cow has exploited internal Bosnian divisions to foment separatist sentiments,
derail internal political consolidation, and prevent a more determined course
toward Euro-Atlantic integration. Russia has been able to achieve these goals
on the basis of the favorable media coverage that the RS-government linked
outlets have provided of Kremlin-sponsored narratives.’® Russia has also
promoted Croat nationalism, particularly via the emerging link with Dragan
Covi¢ — former Croat member of Bosnia’s Presidency and head of the Croatian
Democratic Union of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Covi¢ has aimed to establish a
Croat-dominated entity in BiH, which could further undermine the country’s
federal government.” Through its Serb and Croatian state-owned outlets,
Sputnik and Russia Beyond, and the provision of free content, Russia will
continue to be a strong factor of media capture in the country, in which media
is either strongly dependent on local governments or is strictly divided along
ethnic lines. In addition, Russia controls some of the key oil and gas assets in
RS and by extension in BiH, which makes it also a potent advertising factor
with commanding capture power.

The susceptible enablers of Russia’s media capture also include North
Macedonia and Montenegro as smaller but strategically important soft
spots. In both North Macedonia and Montenegro, Russia maintains media
presence through a range of traditional print, TV and online outlets. In
both countries its media generated content for Serbia is also consumed,
allowing Russia to obfuscate the true origin of the information. The pro-
liferation of pro-Russian messages takes on an added importance in a po-
litical context that can be characterized by a continual tug of war between
reformist-Atlanticist and pro-Russian forces. Indeed, one of the two main
parties in each of the two states maintain close ties to the Kremlin (in-
cluding North Macedonia’'s VMRO-DPNE and Montenegro’s Democratic
Front). The latter’s term in power has the potential to sway Montenegro’s
strategic orientation in an anti-Western direction. Media in Montenegro
and North Macedonia have been strongly dependent on the support of the
governments and of the (economically and politically) powerful of the day.
In Montenegro, up until 2014 Russia was the largest investor and still com-

3 Kovacevic, D., “Bosnian Serb Leader Repeats Demand for Secession Referendum,” BalkanIn-

sight, February 15, 2020.

% The Srpska Times, “Dodik: I Am against NATO Integration,” December 24, 2019.

% Mironova, V. and Zawadewicz, B., “Putin Is Building a Bosnian Paramilitary Force,” Foreign

Policy, August 8, 2018; Bajrovi¢, R., Kraemer, R. and Suljagi¢, E., Bosnia on the Chopping Block:
The Potential for Violence and Steps to Prevent It, Foreign Policy Research Institute, 2018.

37 Mujanovic, J., “Russia’s Bosnia Gambit,” Foreign Affairs, September 6, 2017.
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mands considerable (services) export positions, which can be used to put
pressure on the local media. While, officially, Russia is a fairly small inves-
tor in North Macedonia, its energy sector presence provides it with some
concentrated advertising power on the very small and cash-strapped local
market. In addition, a Kremlin controlled oligarch was, for a long time,
the richest person in North Macedonia. This oligarch had close ties to the
former Prime Minister Gruevski and various investments in hotels, sports
and churches.?® Russia’s cognitive media capture potential is very high in
Montenegro with its sizable Serb minority and powerful Serbian Orthodox
church. It has historically been more limited in North Macedonia, yet re-
cent Russian vaccine diplomacy could turn this around.

The Kremlin has utilized opportunities to tip internal political balances in
both countries in its way through meddling activities that represent a con-
fluence of propaganda, intelligence operations and illicit money flows. Two
vivid examples stand out. The Russian-Serbian orchestrated coup attempt in
Montenegro in 2016 was aimed at preventing the ruling Democratic Party
of Socialists (DPS) from winning the parliamentary elections and fulfilling
its pledge of carrying through with Podgorica’s NATO membership.* Russia
also sponsored efforts to derail the Macedonian referendum on the country’s
name change. This referendum was aimed at paving the way for regional rec-
onciliation with Greece and, hence, opening the door to the country’s EU and
NATO accession.*’ Most recently, the close win of Zoran Zaev’s pro-European
SDSM party in the July 2020 parliamentary election in North Macedonia and
the victory of the pro-Russian and pro-Serbian parties in the August 2020
parliamentary election in Montenegro demonstrate the continuing precari-
ousness of domestic politics, where pro-Russian actors’ electoral gains can
undermine the process of democratization and Euro-Atlantic integration.*!
Yet, both North Macedonia and Montenegro have joined NATO and their
populations remain overwhelmingly committed to EU integration.

The countries in SEE, which have been fully-fledged members of both the EU
and NATO - Bulgaria and Croatia, can also be seen as susceptible enablers
of Russia’s media influence. In Bulgaria, the extensive domestic pro-Russian
state and media capture network of politicians, oligarchs and media profes-
sionals underwrite the wide circulation of Russian disinformation narratives,
which receive keen reception among a population that harbors significant cul-
tural and emotional attachment to Russia.*> Thus, Bulgaria remains vulnerable
to Moscow’s media influence, which often amplifies its already significant eco-
nomic footprint in the country, as well as Bulgaria’s ongoing and overwhelm-
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ing energy dependence. Bulgarians remain among the world’s most staunchly
pro-Russian populations.*® This has complicated the country’s aim to main-
tain geopolitical credibility as a reliable member of the EU and NATO.*

Croatia has been much more decisive in its pro-Western orientation both in
the realm of politics and in terms of societal perceptions.®> The country is
also among the few in SEE to ensure its energy independence from Russia.
However, the country’s drive for harvesting economic opportunities from co-
operation with Russia and China makes Croatia an uncanny brinkman for
malign media influence from authoritarian states. An especially striking ex-
ample of this, are the large-scale business initiatives that exert a significant
impact on the national media landscape. The Russian majority-owned retailer
Fortenova Group (formerly known as Agrokor) maintains a dominant posi-
tion in the Croatian advertising market, whereas the conspicuous involve-
ment of CSEBA (the Chinese Southeast European Business Association) in
Croatia’s media sector serves as an important conduit of Chinese media in-
fluence. Sberbank and VTB jointly own almost a majority share in one of the
largest retail holdings in SEE. The company also represents the largest adver-
tiser in the Croatian media market.

Unlike the susceptible enablers of Russia’s media presence, the group of un-
yielding inhibitors provides a buffer against Russian influence. This group
consists of Kosovo and Albania. This is mostly thanks to their immunity to
cognitive state capture from Russia based on language, religious, and histori-
cal barriers (these barriers also apply to parts of Bosnia and Herzegovina and
North Macedonia). Russia’s opposition against Kosovo’s independence and its
continued efforts to undermine the country’s international recognition have
conditioned an inimical climate of bilateral relations.** As a result, the Ko-
sovar media landscape remains largely impervious to Russian propaganda
and disinformation narratives with the exception of ethnic Serb-dominated
northern Kosovo, where Russian media outlets, such as Sputnik’s Serbian
edition, are particularly active. Yet, given that the Kosovars harbor an over-
whelmingly negative view of Moscow, the latter cannot attempt to push its
messages in Kosovo’s media space as they will come up against a hostile re-
ception. Instead, the Kremlin aims to influence external views of Kosovars
(i.e. the perceptions of other countries towards Kosovo) rather than attempt to
change internal Kosovar opinion in the direction of pro-Russian stances. This
is in line with an overarching pattern of Russian disinformation activities in
relation to countries that have had historically embedded negative attitudes
towards Russia, such as Poland.

Albania’s political-economic entanglement with Russia is similarly limited.
Although some intermittent favorable coverage of Russia can be encountered,
this does not amount to a consistent pattern of Russian media influence based
on extensive connections with domestic media owners and other political-eco-
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nomic groups. Indeed, Albania has been outstanding in the Balkans in its des-
ignation of the Kremlin as a source of false information and propaganda in an
official media-related document.” Albania has also become a NATO member
early on and has been an unwavering supporter of its EU membership bid.

Figure 3. Diffusion map of Russia’s media capture influence: sub-regional clusters
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In addition to the overall country-specific differentiation between enablers
and inhibitors of Russian media influence in SEE, sub-regional clusters can
form around groups of countries, which share particular similarities, and can
jointly promote or prevent the diffusion of Kremlin’s media capture tactics.

Bulgaria and Croatia, despite themselves being subject to Russia’s influ-
ence operations, are part of a framework of European Union rules, obliga-
tions and policy developments in the media sphere, which are likely to act as
constraints to the further penetration of Russian disinformation. In a more
general sense, EU membership entails public debates about European issues
and developments that are common to all members, which fosters European
discursive spaces that stand up to anti-Western messaging. The continuous
introduction and peer pressure for enforcement of common EU rules, albeit
compromised by local governance deficits in both countries, together with the
considerable influx of EU development investments and support, are likely to
continue to push against media capture (including the capturing activities
of Russia). Moreover, for their part, Bulgaria and Croatia have tried to use
their new-found EU leverage to advocate and assist the Western Balkans in
the process of European integration. Sofia’s and Zagreb’s Presidencies of the
Council of the European Union in 2018 and 2020, respectively, provided an
important push for anchoring the EU membership prospects of the Western
Balkan states in the Union’s agenda.*® Yet, both countries continue to tolerate
state capture practices similar to their Western Balkan neighbors. In particu-
lar Bulgaria, with its deep-seated media capture and notable democratic and
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media pluralism backsliding in the past decade, has found itself (just like
Hungary and Poland) worryingly close to Russia’s position in opposing the
rule of law reforms promoted by Brussels and Washington. Bulgaria seems to
have taken its balancing act between Russia and the US a touch too serious-
ly for a NATO and EU member. For example, almost half of its Parliament’s
deputies are members of what appears to be the largest official parliamentary
friendship group — that with Russia.*’

The Western Balkan countries, which constituted the former Yugoslavia,
delineate another sub-regional cluster. They have inherited historical, politi-
cal and cultural legacies, which are being deftly exploited by Russia for its
propaganda goals. Apart from the predominant focus of Russian disinforma-
tion among the Serb minorities spread around the region, a much less dis-
cussed — but no less significant, path-dependent factor is the tactics of resur-
recting disinformation messages that first emerged during the Yugoslav wars.
Propaganda narratives aiming to manipulate history for the construction of
nationalist identities continue to be disseminated by Russia-controlled media.
During the Yugoslav wars, the creation of the image of national heroism and
righteousness drew on the revision of the history of World War Il and rested on
the well-established dichotomy (very popular in Russia) between “our nation”
as victims that heroically resisted Nazism and the “enemy nation” that assisted
Nazi crimes.>® The Kremlin has exploited these residual dualistic representa-
tions by sowing division in the Balkans along the lines of colluders and victims
of fascism.”! Indeed, Russia’s revisionist approach is part of its wider strategy
of weaponizing history as a form of justification for Russia’s European and
global power ambitions — through the Kremlin’s (self-ascribed) role as a sole
savior of Europe guided by the adherence to statist and patriotic principles.>

A quantitative assessment of Russia’s media footprint, i.e. the extent to which
local media or non-media companies operating in the eight Balkan countries
have Russian ultimate beneficial ownership reveals that Russia has a neg-
ligible direct corporate presence in the SEE media landscape.® Yet, Russia
commands an impressive indirect (or informal) influence across the region
based on all four forms of media capture tactics.>* A qualitative evaluation
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of domestic media outlets with no Russian ultimate beneficial ownership but
with strong pro-Russian messaging, as well as mainstream and independ-
ent outlets across the region, has revealed the many instruments Russia has
developed to ensure its substantial informal (political and economic) lever-
age over the regional media market. Kremlin’s influence over the SEE media
sector is characterized by pervasive informality. Russia tries to capture the
regional media space by developing different opaque networks of influence.

Russia is using its massive government or state-owned companies’ financed
media (such as RT, Sputnik, Russia Beyond, etc.) to push information and free
content out to local media outlets. The latter often do not have a clear and
transparent or traceable ownership, which could reveal further more formal
links to Russia’s state, business or other interests.>® In addition, it sponsors
many propaganda outlets, such as News Front without acknowledging for-
mal control or ownership over them, which blanket the regional online in-
formation space with massive amounts of Russia-centric disinformation and
misinformation. The messages these two types of Russian media peddle in
the Balkans are then reinforced with official statements from the Kremlin or
its foreign ministry as well as by powerful Russian oligarchs with business
ties in the region. These are then taken up by their local political allies, which
very often include the ruling majorities, as well as by powerful businesses,
which further reinforce the message and at the same time intimidate the me-
dia into self-censorship.

This amounts to a very high level of cognitive media capture, which is fur-
ther reinforced by wide-spread sympathy among local populations based
on history, Slavic or Orthodox heritage or current sensitive political topics,
such as Kosovo independence for Serbs, the name change for Macedoni-
ans, church independence for Montenegrins, etc. Additionally, the Russian
media influence is reinforced via the journalists’ pre-disposition to rely on
Russian sources due to their training and prevalent cultural affinities. Most
state-owned Russian news outlets also do not charge for reprinting of mate-
rials. This provides the cash-strapped regional media a powerful incentive
to use more content originating from Russia.

The amalgam of Russian state sponsored financial and cognitive media cap-
ture in the region is reinforced by large Russian companies, which are also
major advertisers in local media markets. A good example is the Russian
company Lukoil in the case of Bulgaria and Gazprom Neft (owner of the
Serbian oil and gas company NIS) in Serbia. In addition, they provide board
seats to powerful local political figures. A common governance deficit in the
region is the media’s reliance on government funding and non-transpar-
ent regulation practices. These factors result in the concentration of public
funding including loans, state aid and EU funds in media outlets controlled
by business circles with close government ties and commercial interests in
Russia.

Russia’s media influence and capture in SEE has been greatly enabled by ex-
isting governance deficits in the media sector, including non-transparent
and incomplete media ownership registries, as well as the inability to track
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advertising budgets and market shares. Media across the region has suffered
from a lack of strong internal self-regulation and independent external public
regulation. In particular, a lack of regulation related to guaranteeing news-
room independence from corporate and political interests. Small regional
media and advertising markets have rendered them easily controllable by
powerful political and business interests. From the eight countries analyzed,
the EU member Bulgaria has the largest nominal GDP. However, this is still
almost four times smaller than the lowest GDP among Western European
countries — Greece. The pulling out of many Western investors from the re-
gion following the 2008 global financial crisis has resulted in a highly concen-
trated sector at the mercy of local oligarchs and politicians, without proper
oversight or ethical resilience.”

Russia (and China’s) media influence in SEE has been strengthened by the
spread of low-cost online and social media. These platforms preclude vi-
brant democratic discourse with closed echo-chambers and ad models that
reward volume over quality and accuracy. Social media has further disrupted
the fledgling local media sector and the democratic discourse, allowing poli-
ticians to circumvent traditional media and build direct populistic relations
with their constituents. Russia has found fertile ground for its disinformation
and propaganda narratives in local pseudo-nationalistic and alt-right chan-
nels.%” All these channels of media capture in the region have been amplified
during the COVID-19 pandemic and have been deployed in a concerted effort
of aggressive vaccine diplomacy by both Russia and China. So much so that
the slowness in response on the part of the EU, which is typical for democratic
governance vis-a-vis authoritarian expediency, has resulted in reality defy-
ing perceptions over China and Russia’s role in support for the region at the
expense of the EU. While this has been visible in public perceptions across
the region, the latter have been most strongly reinforced by local political
leaders in Serbia and North Macedonia.

Ownership structures, economic dependency of media owners and political
links of local media outlets to (pro)Russian interests are directly related to the
Russian disinformation and propaganda messages disseminated in the SEE
region.’® In particular, the more closely politically, and economically depend-
ent a given outlet is on Russian support, then the more straightforwardly,
undeviatingly and in a more explicitly biased manner that these outlets relate
Kremlin-sponsored narratives.

The success of Russian media influence rests on the diffusion of a concrete
set of Russian and anti-Western narratives within the Balkan countries’
information space. The identification of these narratives is based on a con-
tent analysis of narratives spread in SEE countries, that took place over a
24-month period, pertaining to significant events, including EU/NATO inte-
gration milestones for pre-accession Balkan countries, as well as important
EU/NATO developments part of the public discourse in EU member-states:
Bulgaria and Croatia. The analyzed articles were drawn from four types of
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local news outlets in each country selected to exhibit different degrees of
proximity between the owners and Russia: from (i) national language edi-
tions of Russia’s state-owned networks (Sputnik and Russia Beyond), and
(ii) partisan outlets with Russian slant, to (iii) mainstream (often tabloid)
dailies, which maintain ties to (pro)Russian groups and interests, and (iv) in-
dependent outlets. Further diagnostics were carried out,” gauging the in-
tensity and frequency of pro-Russian coverage on both a national level and
comparatively across the region.

Figure 4. Types of news outlets part of the content analysis
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Source: CSD.

One of the most prominently used narratives across SEE is the favorable
presentation of Russia as a political, military, and economic alternative
to the West, as facilitated by Vladimir Putin’s masterful global leadership.
Russia is also portrayed as a friend and ally of the countries in the region,
whereby mutually beneficial relations are supported by Slavic-Orthodox
bonds of history, culture, religion and language. In contrast, the EU is de-
scribed as weak and divided, wreaking havoc on regional stability and un-
reliable in its promises to support the SEE states both politically and eco-
nomically. Russian disinformation narratives focus on NATO more than
the EU. Alliance-related events lead to a greater degree of disinformation
intensity whereby pro-Russian outlets disseminate messages claiming that

% The analysis has utilized a big-data approach, whereby a high degree of automation and
advanced Al algorithms ensure frequency and density of data-collection of four online news
outlets in each of the eight analyzed countries. Content and structured data are acquired
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obtained varies between 3,000,000 and 8,000,000 pieces of content daily. The reviewed big-
data online index contains billions of articles, social media posts, comments, and broadcasts.
The tool has allowed researchers to gather content on the basis of keywords, time-periods
and specific countries, thus producing targeted results for the purposes of the study.



TACKLING KREMLIN'S MEDIA CAPTURE IN SOUTHEAST EUROPE

NATO represents a threat, in aiming to provoke a military conflict with
Russia, to the countries in the region.

Pro-Russian media relies on a sensationalist style of narration that trumps
any evidence-based messages appealing to local nationalistic emotions and
stereotypes. Propagandist techniques include:

* misleading bombastic headlines (which sway the reader’s perception of
the main body of the text);

* uncritical citation of Russian officials or mis-representation of citations
from EU and NATO officials or the presentation of individual personal
positions from Western citizens as EU/NATO policy propositions;

* deployment of evaluative epithets;

* binary distinctions (i.e. a presentation of the world in black-and-white
terms);

* moral opprobrium (evoking indignation of supposed Western transgres-
sions);

* exaggeration (of Russia’s strengths and Western weaknesses);

® sarcasmy

* promotion of conspiracies and impending threats;

* generalizations extrapolated from local situations and single opinions.

Figure 5. Pro-Russian stylistic modes of disinformation and propaganda
messaging
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The outlets that are directly controlled by Russia (i.e., the national language
editions of Russia Beyond, Sputnik and News Front) are distinguished by the
most straightforward and aggressive promotion of Kremlin narratives. There
tends to be a limited focus on domestically relevant events as most of the mes-
saging emphasizes topics that are important to Russia’s global interests. There
is, in addition, little differentiation between news pieces and commentaries,
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as both types of articles are characterized by overtly biased stylistic tech-
niques. These can include the promotion of conspiracies, making unfounded
accusations and sarcastic depictions, drawing unwarranted generalizations,
and unjustified analytical and historical parallels. The overwhelming volume
of Russian disinformation narratives is occasionally mixed with articles that
are comparatively neutral in that they contain some matter-of-fact reporting.
These somewhat neutral pieces aim to project an image of ostensible neu-
trality. While initially Russia Beyond had been almost entirely focused on
promoting Russia abroad, it has started more and more to also deploy disin-
formation narratives, similar to Sputnik and very typical of News Front.

Partisan outlets disseminate stories with a party-favoring spin on the oth-
erwise strict adherence to the dissemination of Kremlin propagandist mes-
sages. That is, although pro-Russian narratives are aggressively promoted,
party-related political priorities and lines of argumentation can mold — and,
in some cases, even take precedence over Russian propaganda if the latter con-
flicts with domestic partisan goals. This type of outlet is also distinguished
by a formalistic differentiation between news pieces and commentaries, as
overt attitude-shaping techniques are employed in both types of articles.
News pieces occasionally maintain an appearance of neutrality by seemingly
conveying viewpoints in a balanced way, i.e. without evaluative epithets and
commentary. Yet, it is usually the statements of party officials and Russian
politicians that are cited in an uncritical manner.

Broader (pro-government/tabloid) dailies generally promote a less over-
whelmingly and unequivocally positive image of Russia, very often linked
to the policies of the national government of the day. This is because such
outlets attempt to appeal to wider audiences, which generates mixed content
consisting of both pro-Russian articles and pro-Western ones. A bias in favor
of the incumbent government has also been detected in broader dailies which
further dilute and adjust Kremlin-sponsored narratives so as to correspond
with the positions of domestic political authorities. In terms of style, dailies
maintain a distinction between news articles, characterized by implicitly bi-
ased techniques (i.e., framing attitudes more subtly through misleading head-
lines, instilling doubt and confusion, manipulative presentation of statistics
and surveys) and commentaries, which show a stronger reporting bias (in
the form of strongly evaluative epithets, sweeping generalizations, fomenting
moral outrage, peddling conspiracies).

In contrast to the other types of analyzed online news outlets, independent
outlets are more consistently neutral in covering Russia-specific narratives.
Such neutrality is achieved on the basis of stylistic means that aim at impar-
tial and balanced reporting. Accordingly, Russia-related events and develop-
ments are reported by providing the wider context of Russian motivations
and goals, considering alternative or Russia-critical arguments, and placing
the statements of Kremlin officials within a frame that evaluates the validity
and persuasiveness of their positions.

The regional patterns of content provision as dependent on the level of Rus-
sian direct or indirect control are further shaped by national specificities
stemming from the degree of susceptibility to Russian influence. The greater
the vulnerability to Russia’s strategic, political, and economic influence, the
greater the diffusion of Russian media influence via the easy penetration of
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Kremlin-based narratives across a wider variety of outlets. In contrast, in
those SEE states with more limited political-economic proximity to Russia,
the pattern of differentiation among the pro-Russian news sources becomes
less pronounced, given that an overall Russia critical discourse prevails in the
public space.

In Serbia, Russian disinformation narratives are most ubiquitous as they are
spread not only by Sputnik but also by the pro-government outlets that domi-
nate the Serbian media space and disseminate Russian narratives as part of
the government’s attempt to forge close foreign policy and economic ties with
Russia. Moscow’s opposition to the independence of Kosovo has shaped a
pervasive narrative within the Serbian media environment of Russia as a pro-
tector of Slavic nations against Muslim-majority countries. Since the Russian
annexation of Crimea, a key disinformation narrative has focused on draw-
ing unjustified parallels between Kosovo and Crimea. A key Russian narra-
tive portrays the Kremlin as responding to a legitimate call by the Crimean
authorities for foreign intervention in defense of the indigenous claims to self-
determination of the Crimean population. This is an argument often used to
justify NATO’s intervention in the Kosovar conflict of 1999.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, Russian disinformation is focused on the media
landscape of the RS entity, given the latter’s close political and economic ties
to the Kremlin. The predominant political discourse, touts Russia as a protec-
tor of the Serb minorities throughout the Balkans and as a political-economic
alternative to the West. This discourse facilitates the omnipresence of pro-
Russian narratives.

The salience of the issue of NATO membership for North Macedonia and
Montenegro has pushed anti-NATO narratives to the fore. This is not sur-
prising considering Russia’s concerted attempts to prevent the Euro-Atlan-
tic integration of the two countries. For example, these attempts have been
linked to the Russia-Serbian organized coup in Montenegro in 2016 and
the extensive Russian propaganda campaign looking to derail the process
of Skopje’s Alliance accession in 2020. Hence, the pro-Russian spectrum of
North Macedonian and Montenegrin media outlets has been characterized
by the prevalence of messages that extol Russian military might and present
NATO as harmful to (Macedonian) national interests. This narrative is sup-
ported by claims that the Alliance is supposedly guided by the intent to
create a ‘greater Albania’, incorporating the Macedonian territories where
ethnic Albanian live.

Bulgaria is a fully-fledged member of the EU and NATO and the Euro-At-
lantic consensus among the political elite forestalls an overwhelming del-
uge of the media environment with Russian disinformation. Despite the
fact that Moscow retains its significant economic leverage over strategic sec-
tors and its cultural allure,®® the country’s integration into European insti-
tutions as well as Europe-wide policy concerns and debates leaves greater
room for the diverse and occasionally critical relation of Russian narra-
tives. In Croatia, which is also an EU and NATO member, such diversity is
even greater, given Zagreb’s historically less enthusiastic attitude to Russia.

% Conley, H. et al., The Kremlin Playbook: Understanding Russian Influence in Central and Eastern
Europe, 2016.
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Volume matters:

a quantitative analysis
of message diffusion

strategies

Thus, even the partisan outlet and the mainstream daily selected for con-
tent analysis promote Kremlin messages in a subdued manner revealing a
degree of Russia-wariness.

In Kosovo, the differentiation among the types of pro-Russian coverage be-
comes even less distinguishable within a local public-political context that is
hostile to Moscow. It is primarily Sputnik’s Serbian edition that spreads Rus-
sian propaganda, depicting Kosovo as a Western “stooge”, rife with organ-
ized crime and Islamic State militants. Also, the Kossev media outlet, which
is circulated to the Serb minority in northern Kosovo contains articles that
disseminate Russian and Serbian official opinions. Similarly, the absence of
deep-seated ties between Russia and Albania means that Sputnik is the main
conduit of Russian narratives in the country. Its topic of choice to dissemi-
nate regionally is that of “Greater Albania”. According to the narrative, Tirana
poses a regional threat to established borders in SEE as a consequence of its
supposed ambitions for uniting all ethnic Albanians within one state.

The content analysis of Russian disinformation narratives in the Balkans has
produced several keywords, which serve as anchors for Kremlin messaging
in the region, such as Russian army, Crimea, Putin/Lavrov, Russia, and NATO.
These keywords have been input into a big data media monitoring tool, which
has traced the variability of their volume (use) over the past four years (2017 —
2020) in the four types of media chosen for the content analysis.

Tellingly, Russian-owned outlets” activity can be very well summarized by
the identified six keywords which account for the large majority of the arti-
cles they publish. Articles with, at least, one of these six words/phrases ac-
count for between 20% — 90% of all the content produced by the four Russian-
owned outlets. This focus on key words and messages fits well with the long

Figure 6. Russian-owned outlets stay on Kremlin’s message
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tradition of international propaganda that a lie (disinformation) repeated a
thousand times becomes (is accepted as) the truth.®!

Besides their narrow focus on pro-Kremlin and anti-Western messages,
Russian-owned news outlets seem to also aim to produce large quantities
of articles, essentially flooding the local infosphere. The overall activity of
the four analyzed Russian-owned outlets varies a lot — from several hun-
dred publications monthly by the two Russia Beyond outlets to more than a
thousand articles per month by News Front, to several thousand published
by Sputnik Serbia monthly. Yet, although the activity of the outlets remains
fairly stable over time or even increases slightly in the case of Sputnik, the
coverage on some of the keywords (e.g., Putin and NATO) seems to be on the
decline. This is most probably related to the emergence and establishment
of COVID-19 and vaccines as topics in 2020 — 2021, which have displaced
more political themes. An alternative possible explanation is the gradual
transfer of activities from online media to social media accounts.

Figure 7. Russian-owned outlets’ social media accounts on the rise in SEE
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1 While this statement has been (most likely, wrongfully) attributed to many historical figures

like the head of the Nazi Germany’s propaganda machine, Goebels or the first Soviet leader,
Lenin, it is a well-established method of propaganda wars and is very easy to relate to on an
everyday level.
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The number of followers and interactions with the social accounts of Rus-
sian owned media in SEE has been increasing and has reached impres-
sive heights. In Serbia and Bulgaria, in particular, they have reached more
than 100,000 followers and have elicited millions of interactions. It should
be noted though that the Serbian versions are most probably read across
former Yugoslavia and by the sizable Serbia diaspora. While these accounts
typically share links from their online media/news outlets, the numbers of

digital content, such as live coverage, videos and animated slide decks, have
been on the rise.

The aggregated data from all types of outlets (excluding Russian-owned
ones) confirms that as Russia’s disinformation pivot in the Balkans, Serbia is
the regional leader in terms of volume of the publication of pro-Russian
content. In Serbia, Russian disinformation narratives seem to have spread
strongly outside the Russian-owned outlets, and in particular to pro-gov-
ernment outlets that dominate the Serbian media space and disseminate
Russian narratives as part of the government’s policy to forge close foreign
policy and economic ties with Russia. Moscow’s opposition to the independ-
ence of Kosovo has shaped a pervasive narrative within the Serbian media
environment of Russia as a protector of Slavic nations against Muslim-major-
ity countries.

Figure 8. Putin commands high emotions even in non-Russian media in the Balkans
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The quantitative analysis confirms that media in EU member-states Bulgaria
and Croatia are more likely to focus their coverage of Russia on non-Krem-
lin related terms. This is visible in the spike of media coverage in Croatian
(and to a lesser extent in Bulgarian) outlets in August 2020 in relation to the
poisoning of Russia’s opposition leader Alexej Navalny. Yet, all across the
region Russia and its leader Putin stir emotions and (over-)reaction from the
national media. This can be seen in spikes in national media coverage in Bos-
nian media in relation to Milora Dodiks’” frequent meetings with Putin. The



42

TACKLING KREMLIN'S MEDIA CAPTURE IN SOUTHEAST EUROPE

latter’s visit to Belgrade in January 2019 led to a peak in coverage by Serbian
media, which was also the highest level of coverage across the region for
any of the covered topics. Montenegro’s media came on top in October 2017
when the trial over the coup attempt in the country resumed. Croatian out-
lets were naturally the most vocal when the country’s national team reached
the football world cup finals in Moscow in July 2018. The analyzed outlets
did not seem to share the excitement during the visit of the Croat President
with Putin in late 2017. Bulgarian media coverage peaked in March 2018
when Putin was supposed to visit the country upon the invitation of Bul-
garia’s President Radev. Despite not going ahead, the visit was intended to
celebrate the 140* anniversary of Bulgaria’s liberation from the Ottoman em-
pire. This is an occasion that is used annually by Russia to stoke pro-Russian
sentiments in the country. In March 2018 coverage in all countries spiked
also due to the Russian presidential elections.

The quantitative analysis confirms the patterns of differentiation among the
four types of news outlets.

Kremlin-owned sources stand out in terms of the sheer volume of pro-Rus-
sian content published, which far exceeds Russia-linked coverage in the other
sources. In such, they tend to boost narratives and flood or dilute any other
content around events that are strategically important to Russia.

Partisan outlets exhibit heightened activity close to the pattern of Russian-
owned sources clustered around internationally politically sensitive events
and developments, such as the 2017 US sanctions, the war in Syria and Rus-
sia’s actions there in 2017, the anti-Putin protests in Russia in the beginning
of 2018 or the NATO Summit in July 2018. These tend to parrot Russian narra-
tives or peddle party-specific pro-Russian coverage.

Interestingly, independent (control) outlets include Russia-related topics
on a more frequent basis over time than broader (pro-government) dailies.
Such counter-intuitive divergence of patterns seems to be related to several
important factors in understanding the functioning of Russian disinforma-
tion. On the one hand, independent outlets naturally cover internationally
significant events but with very different, often opposing narratives, for ex-
ample the spike in coverage during the Navalny poisoning case in late 2020.
On the other hand, broader (pro-government) dailies tend to often be under
considerable national government control in the Balkans. They, thus, reflect
the unwillingness to cover events, which might be considered to contradict
the carefully pro-Russian stances of Balkan governments.

The latter example provides a glimpse into one important aspect of Russian
disinformation’s modus operandi. It illustrates why propaganda techniques
tend to evade easy detection via automatic/objective means by conspicuous-
ly creating noise in the system, while using more subtle ways to penetrate
and influence national infospaces. Hence, there is a need to dig deeper and
find new methods to detect and explain interdependencies between Rus-
sian disinformation and local political and economic power concentration.
The Kremlin and its mouthpieces are likely to go to great lengths to imitate
legitimate sources and to blend in. Following this general strategy, the Rus-
sian-owned outlets tend to simply amplify with sheer volume the official
Kremlin discourse, focusing on international politics, military conflicts, or
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directly translating speeches by key high-level officials like Putin, Lavrov, and
others. The same pattern of abnormally high activity of the outlets officially
owned by Russia can be seen with other key words like Russia or Russian army
confirming the findings of the qualitative analysis and providing a quantita-
tive view of the time dimension of the Russian dissemination activity. This
online behavior is also followed by official Russia-related Facebook pages in
the Balkans too.%

Figure 9. Foreign policy loudspeakers: the faithful coverage of Sergey Lavrov by Russian-owned outlets

Note:
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Source: CSD based on the Sensika Saa$ content tracking tool.

As discussed above, the covert part of Russia’s disinformation (which is
what typically constitutes its sharp power) can vary significantly in terms of
topics, style, and means of influencing. It could, for example, be utilized by
giving a very small push to the editorial content of seemingly independent
outlets through holding large advertising budgets or by engaging freelance
journalists to create content that is credible, but positive or neutral towards
the Kremlin. On the other hand, more direct means of hidden influence
could be used: from using shadow editorial control to supporting local oli-
garchs and media moguls who are doing the ‘dirty work’ through tabloids,
internet sites, and social media pages and profiles generating endless sen-
sationalist content, conspiracy theories, and fake news.®* Exposing such
schemes is usually done on a case-by-case basis and quantitative analysis
is not always the best suited tool with which to approach this phenomenon.
Still, quantitative analysis could focus the attention and lead to deeper in-
vestigations and could reveal potential campaigns where patterns of activ-
ity expose striking similarities between the official Russian channels and
other media outlets.

62 Vladimirov, M. Pro-Kremlin Disinformation Networks on Bulgarian and Romanian Facebook,
GLOBSEC (Forthcoming).

% Yalamov, T., “Russian Influence, Trust in Media and Media Capture,” in The Russian
Economic Grip on Central and Eastern Europe, ed. Ognian Shentov, Routledge, 2018.
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For example, two such cases are clearly visible in the Balkans set. There is
close shadowing of the activity of Russian-owned media outlets and partisan
outlets between September 2017 and March 2018 on the topic of Russia and
Putin, which coincides with Russia’s president winning a fourth term. While
the selected partisan outlets tend to be the least active of the four media types
and usually focus on topics of specific party interest, they shadowed very
closely the activity of pro-Kremlin outlets during that period. They outper-
formed the control media outlets, which indicates an unusually high interest
in the topic. This could be linked to some internal political motivations, for

example, the glorification of Russia’s President to try to win concessions for
their party patrons.

Figure 10. Partisan outlets’ activity aligns with the Kremlin’s loudspeakers during the Russian presidential
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In July 2018 there was a similar simultaneous peak in the activity of the pro-
Kremlin media on the topic of NATO, followed most actively by the otherwise
inactive partisan outlets. This event coincided with the tumultuous NATO
summit, at which former President Trump threatened to leave the alliance, a
topic which Russian-owned media covered extensively.

As a whole, the Russian-owned outlets always seem to have a distinctive pat-
tern of peaks and dips which could reflect not only actual events but organ-
ized media campaigns as well. Independent outlets usually have much more
stable coverage (in terms of volume) of the tested topics. This discrepancy
emphasizes similarities in the activity of otherwise passive outlets during
particular periods. Such similarities could hint at the insidious nature of Rus-
sian disinformation, which often exploits proxies to deliver its messages. In
addition, broader (pro-government) dailies which tend to reflect the attitudes
of Balkan governments more closely has shadowed Russia-owned outlets in
the months after the summit. This might indicate similarities in positions and
perceptions surrounding the topic.
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Figure 11. Partisan outlets shadow closely the activity of Russian-owned media on NATO summit meltdown in July 2018
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The Kremlin
goes social media

Kremlin’s propaganda capitalizes on the increasing distrust in media in the
Balkan countries and skillfully adjusts its dissemination strategies to follow
changes in the preferred types of outlets. Where distrust in online media pre-
vails, investments in other types of outlets are made. In countries where peo-
ple show higher trust in online media and social networks, the overt online
presence is stronger.®* This could mean that coverage of certain topics might
migrate from one channel to another, as the Kremlin deems them most ap-
propriate or trending in particular contexts/locations.

This hypothesis seems to be supported by an analysis of the engagement
of the Facebook pages of Russian Embassies with social network users.
Despite Serbia’s dominance as a Russian disinformation hub in the region,
the Facebook page of the Russian Embassy in Bulgaria ranks first in terms
of followers and interactions. This surprising result could be linked to the
high level of trust Bulgarians store in social networks (this level of trust
is, in fact, the highest of all European countries toward social media when
surveyed in 2019).% This large degree of trust would justify a shift of focus
of the official Russian channels in Bulgaria toward social media. Facebook
has by far become the most popular social media platform in the Balkans.®
This could explain the Russian Embassy in Albania ranking third in popu-
larity and interaction out of all the Balkan countries despite Albania being
among the most resilient Balkan countries with respect to Russian messag-
ing acceptance.

¢ Yalamov, “Russian Influence, Trust in Media and Media Capture,” in The Russian Economic

Grip on Central and Eastern Europe, 2018.

% As measured by Special Eurobarometer 92 for the trust in social media.

According to StatCounter, between January 2020 and January 2021 over 90% of social media

users flocked to Facebook in all eight SEE states studied, except Croatia (where this percent-
age is slightly lower — standing at 86%) and Kosovo (for which data is not available).

66
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Figure 12. Trustin social media has prompted Russian Embassies to pay
more attention to their Facebook pages
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Source: CSD based on CrowdTangle for the number of interactions and Special Eurobarometer 92 for the trust
in social media.

The official Facebook pages of the Russian Embassies and Rossotrud-
nichestvo offices®” that operate in SEE demonstrate an interesting pattern of
activity. The social media page of the Russian Embassy in Bulgaria boasts
the most followers and has registered the highest growth in 2020 — 2021.
It also has the highest number of interactions from followers, showing a
consistently high level of audience engagement. Even accounting for the dif-
ferences in page followership,®® at close to 300,000 interactions in the period
February 2020 — February 2021, the Facebook page of the Russian Embassy
in Bulgaria had an almost four times higher level of engagement than the
second ranked Russian Embassy page — North Macedonia (with 84,000).
The levels of engagement in Albania and Serbia were much smaller and
levels in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and Montenegro were negligi-
ble. Such differences seem to reflect a difference in the attitudes of local
populations toward both social media and Russia. These differences might
also be indicative of the level of priority the Kremlin puts on its popular
engagement with the respective countries. A high priority level toward Bul-
garia is certainly warranted, given that Bulgaria is the economy in Europe
with the highest share of Russian presence.®” Bulgaria also has a large and
growing Russian minority with Russians and Macedonians being the two
nationalities with the highest numbers of approved applications for Bulgar-
ian citizenship. However, such heightened presence could also indicate the
importance Russia places on swaying popular perceptions and political at-
titudes in Bulgaria, as an entry point to and potential swing state in the EU
and NATO.

¢ Russia’s foreign aid and cultural relations management office.
% Le. dividing interactions by the number of page followers.

% Stefanov and Vladimirov, The Kremlin Playbook in Southeast Europe: Economic Influence and
Sharp Power, 2020.
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Figure 13. Number of followers of Russian Embassies and Rossotrudnichestvo
Offices’ Facebook pages in SEE
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Higher interaction levels have prompted higher levels of activity on the part
of the Embassies. Extending the scope of the monitored period by two years
confirms this trend. The pages of Russian Embassies in Bulgaria and North
Macedonia have the most posts per day, as well as across the whole 3-year
period of 2018 to 2021. The Croatian Russian Embassy’s page is the least ac-
tive. Russian embassies’ social media activity has been on a par with that of
US Embassies in some Balkan countries and much higher than the ones of

the EU, UK, and China.

Figure 14. Average number of posts per day on Russian Embassies’ Facebook

pages in SEE
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Note:  Data covers the period between February 2018 and February 2021.

Source: CSD based on CrowdTangle.
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The insidious, complex, diverse, and subtle nature of Russian disinformation
approaches has thus far prevented proper quantitative analysis of the phe-
nomenon. Such analysis could be the first step towards revealing the true
scale of some of the more covert regional patterns in the activity of Russian-
owned and pro-Russian outlets.

While both the current and previous research has confirmed the intuitive
assumption that Russian-owned outlets are the main pillar of Kremlin propa-
ganda and disinformation, the reality shows much more complex and insidi-
ous patterns of dissemination. Overt media ownership plays only a priming
or triggering function with Russian outlets mainly focusing on content pro-
vision and applying a pro-Russian twist to international news while mixing
in an occasional objective-looking piece of news content to tempt the outlets
with limited resources to start distributing easily-available Russian-created
content.” Illustrated clearly by news agencies like Russia Today, TASS and
others, as well as outlets with open Russian ownership like Sputnik Serbia
and News Front Bulgaria, this soft power approach is intended to project
strength with a rather limited scope of topics, focusing mainly on Russia’s
international policy, culture, and revisionist view of history (including his-
torical ties with the target country). This content is probably directed mainly
at Russian citizens abroad, ethnic Russian minorities, as well as people who
feel sympathy for Russia. This could be the result of cultural ties or nostalgia
for the Soviet past or because of their current political leanings. Since this ap-
proach is much more transparent and easily detectable, it has been the natural
target of quantitative analyses.

Figure 15. Russian disinformation and content dissemination mix
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- Direct messages about Russian
superiority and official positions
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Source: CSD.

70 Yalamov, “Russian Influence, Trust in Media and Media Capture,” in The Russian Economic
Grip on Central and Eastern Europe, 2018.
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Enter China: boosting
the authoritarian
challenge

The other, arguably more important pillar of the global Russian propagan-
da strategy, involves much more covert techniques which target a plethora
of topics and employ a multifarious approach to attack democracy on sev-
eral fronts. This sharp power disinformation approach can be pro-Russia,
anti-NATO, anti-EU, but also homophobic, pro-strong leaders, pro-far right
or far left, they might also amplify existing ethnic tensions. As a whole,
they will try to destabilize and attack democratic values while pursuing
Moscow-specific regional economic and political goals. This is achieved
through any means necessary, including fake news, commentaries, but also
infiltration of ostensibly legitimate outlets. Naturally, due to the highly
multifaceted and hidden nature of this disinformation strategy, quantita-
tive approaches cannot detect and isolate it properly from similar content
with a non-Kremlin origin.

Although Russia represents the most influential external actor in SEE, it has
seen its position challenged by the ambitions of other authoritarian states, in
particular China, looking to increase their presence in the region.

Chinese activities in SEE are part of its 17+1 initiative for economic cooper-
ation with countries in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). China, similar to
Russia, has sought to exploit the region’s need for capital investment coupled
with more lax governance and rule of law standards, undervalued assets,
and governments’ willingness to engage in non-transparent authoritarian
deals.” Around USD 14 billion in Chinese funds have entered the region in
the form of grants, development loans, mergers and acquisition of domestic
assets and concession agreements. Chinese investments in CEE have been
focused in a few key sectors — transportation, energy, manufacturing, and
telecommunications. For some of the smaller economies like Montenegro
and Bosnia and Herzegovina, Chinese-led projects, respectively, make up
around a quarter and a fifth of the country’s GDP.

In general, China has been much more active in the Western Balkans than in
other CEE countries investing billions of US dollars in large-scale infrastruc-
ture projects that exceed the macroeconomic and administrative capacity of
SEE governments to manage them. China has carved out an disproportionate
economic influence in the prospective EU members’ economies, locking them
into long-term asymmetrical relationships that could be leveraged to achieve
a greater political influence over the EU as a whole in the future.”?

China has also made inroads into SEE’s media sector. It has expanded the
operation of the Xinhua News Agency and China Radio International, con-
cluded bilateral agreements for content-sharing with leading local outlets,
sent Chinese journalistic delegations and further organized visits of local
journalists to China. Beijing has also increasingly been able to leverage its
media influence across national borders and create sub-regional amplifi-
ers for the dissemination of Chinese narratives. Two examples stand out.
Radio Ejani - the China Radio International’s Albanian Service, broadcasts

7L Center for the Study of Democracy, The Chinese Economic Footprint in Central and Eastern
Europe: Impact on Energy Transition and Climate. Policy Brief No. 97, January, 2021.

72 Filipova, R., “Chinese Influence in Bulgaria: Knocking on a Wide Open Door?,” CHOICE,
September 8, 2019.
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in Albanian and targets all ethnic Albanian-populated areas in the Western
Balkans. According to its Facebook page,”® the radio has over a million fol-
lowers. In a similar manner, the China Today (Kina Danas) news outlet was
established by the Bosnian-Chinese Friendship Association and is supported
by the Chinese Embassy in BiH. The outlet is popular among China-inter-
ested audiences across the Western Balkans as it discusses topics related to
China’s 17+1 platform, the Belt and Road initiative, as well as various invest-
ment opportunities.

Moreover, signs of overlap between China and Russia’s instruments, chan-
nels and networks of influence in SEE are emerging. Russia’s local proxies
increasingly act as enablers of China’s media influence, promoting com-
plementary propagandist messages that further the official Russian and Chi-
nese viewpoints, extol the cooperation between the two states hailing them
as an authoritarian alternative to Western liberal democracies. This trend is
particularly visible in Bulgaria. China Today became a recent addition to the
Bulgarian online and print newspaper market. The outlet has the same pub-
lisher as Russia Today”™ and the same editorial board chair, who - in a classic
textbook example — was the last head of the political police of the Communist
security services prior to 1989.

In Serbia, the promotion of joint Russian-Chinese activities is conducted in
an even more overt manner. Chinese disinformation narratives tend to be
pushed through by pro-government media outlets, which are also engaged in
spreading Kremlin-sponsored messages. The more general facilitation of joint
Russian-Chinese activities is overseen by the National Council for Coordina-
tion of Cooperation with the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of
China, which was established by the Serbian government in 2017.

Serbia may well be designated as a stepping stone for China’s malign activi-
ties in the region, given the length and depth of bilateral economic and politi-
cal ties. Former Serbian President Boris Tadi¢ initiated a push for greater co-
operation with China as an alternative to the cooperation paradigm with the
West following the declaration of independence by Kosovo in 2008.7> Since
then, Serbia has attracted significant amounts of Chinese investments in the
steel and mining industries, energy, and infrastructure, as well as in the field
of telecommunications. Most notably, Belgrade has cooperated with Huawei
on the construction of a 5G network, the implementation of Belgrade’s Safe
City surveillance system and has agreed to participate in China’s Digital Silk
Road.”® Overall, among the Western Balkan countries, Serbia has received the
largest amount of Chinese investment and loans.””

Croatia has also showcased the extent and depth of the Chinese influence in
the SEE region. Particularly tangible is the involvement of CSEBA (the Chi-
nese Southeast European Business Association headquartered in Zagreb) in
promoting Chinese media and business initiatives in Croatia. The organiza-

73 Radio Ejani (Facebook page).

7 Ms. Svetlana Sharenkova, a vocal pro-Russian voice in Bulgarian politics.

75 Barlovac, B., “China and Serbia Boost Strategic Partnership,” BalkanInsight, August 21, 2009.

76 Vasovic, A., “Serbia Chooses Links with China to Develop Economy, Telecoms despite U.S.

Warning Campaign,” Reuters, August 13, 2020.

77 Ruge, M. and Oertel, J., Serbia’s Coronavirus Diplomacy Unmasked, European Council on

Foreign Relations, 2020.
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tion has partnered with Hanza Media (one of the largest newspaper publish-
ers on the Croatian market) and with Seebiz.eu (an economics news web por-
tal providing coverage of SEE events). China has also been heavily involved
in large-scale infrastructure projects, such as the construction of the Peljesac
Bridge — a project carried out by the Chinese state-owned China Road and
Bridge Corporation, yet 85%-funded by the EU.”8

Unlike the Serbian and Croatian cases, Bulgaria has not seen a major expan-
sion of Chinese economic activity in the past 10 years. This is also the result
of a limited domestic political push for improving ties with Beijing, which is
matched by lukewarm interest toward China in Bulgaria.

In addition to utilizing Russia’s channels of media influence in the Balkans,
China has also tapped into Turkey’s media sources and infrastructure. For
instance, in 2019 the China Global Television Network (CGTN) started co-
operating with Digitiirk (a Turkish satellite television provider) to air its pro-
grams in both Turkey and the wider SEE region. Turkey has also attempted
to establish a media footprint primarily in the Muslim-majority SEE states.
Turkish media influence is especially discernible in Albania in the field of
TV broadcasting through the international arm of the national Turkish pub-
lic broadcaster Turkish Radio and Television Corporation, which includes
programs in Albanian as well as Bosnian (via TRT Avaz). Turkish state-run
Anadolu Agency’s operation from its Sarajevo office is becoming regional in
nature, catering to all audiences in the Western Balkans.

China and Russia’s push into the Balkans’s media scene and promotion of
authoritarian messages has also been enabled by friendly EU member states,
such as Hungary, which has also tried to make inroads into the Balkan me-
dia space. Hungarian officials and the media close to Hungary’s illiberal and
powerful prime minister have promoted Russian propaganda.” This has been
attempted through the purchase of local, primarily North Macedonian and
Slovenian, media outlets.®” The most conspicuous example in this regard has
been the dissemination of a Kremlin disinformation narrative, which circulat-
ed across the Western Balkans, alleging that North Macedonian Prime Minis-
ter Zoran Zaev and Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras had received billions
of euros in bribes in order to sign the Prespa Agreement (paving the way for
reconciliation between Skopje and Athens on Macedonia’s name change and
thus removing obstacles to Macedonians’ European integration).®!

78 Juki¢, L. I, “Connecting Croatia on a Bridge Built by China,” Politico, August 24, 2020.

7 Bayer, L., “Hungary Toes Russian Line on ‘Western Meddling’ in the Balkans,” Budapoest

Beacon, May 2, 2017.
80 Jovanovska, M., Bodoky, T. and Belford, A., “Right-Wing Hungarian Media Moves Into the
Balkans,” OCCRP, May 9, 2018.

Meta.mk, “Hungarian Funding Supports Spread of Disinformation between Greece, Slovenia
and North Macedonia,” August 9, 2019.
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TACKLING RUSSIAN MEDIA CAPTURE

The entrenched Russian media influence in SEE requires concerted efforts
to expose, stop, and remedy media capture diffusion in the region. National
governments, local media and civil society, the private sector, as well as the
EU and the US who have invested considerably in the region’s democratic de-
velopment and prosperity need to develop well-targeted measures to expose
and counter Russian media capture.

In doing so, there is a need to tackle regional democratic backsliding and
state capture trends throughout the region, to confront and dismantle
opaque networks of political patronage who concentrate considerable po-
litical, economic, and media power. Governments and political leaders in
the Balkans have been increasingly resorting to geopolitical arbitrage pit-
ting the US and the EU against Russia and China to reduce the pressure of
good governance and rule of law conditionality. They need to be taken to
account. Their voters need to understand that such ‘balancing acts” harm
their countries’ EU integration prospects and ultimately citizens’” prosper-
ity and well-being.

Russia, and increasingly China and other regional powers with authoritarian
traits are stepping up their efforts to disrupt and derail the region’s demo-
cratic progress and integration with the EU. The COVID-19 crisis has demon-
strated very clearly that both powers will use every opportunity to reduce EU
and US’s clout in the region and their efforts are growing more and more ma-
licious and concerted. At the same time, the EU has seen its internal cohesion
with respect to enlargement prospects in the region falter, while EU members
neighboring the Western Balkans have become tacit or active enablers of Rus-
sian and Chinese influence in the region. There is a need to put forth a policy
agenda for capture proofing Europe or for closing permissive gaps in public
governance.®? The EU and the US need to develop a coordinated, comprehen-
sive global response, which should target financial opacity and rule of law
governance gaps within and beyond the Euro-Atlantic alliance. Solid — trans-
atlantic — anticorruption and financial transparency response and enforce-
ment mechanisms should be the first line of defense to anti-democratic media
capture, including;:

e strengthening coordinated corporate financial transparency initiatives
targeting in particular offshore havens laundering Russian, Chinese, and
other authoritarian states’ financial flows;

* expanding Magnitsky act type of legislation, including not only human
rights but also corruption in its scope;

¢ overhauling and prioritizing OECD anti-bribery convention and state-
owned enterprises’ good governance regulations;

e developing and promoting transatlantic initiatives tackling regulatory
capture in the industries most strongly exposed to Russian and Chinese
malign influence, such as energy, communications, and infrastructure.

82 Shentov et al., Kremlin Playbook in Europe, 2020.
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Much of the success of Russian disinformation is due to the vulnerabilities of
the societies it targets. Russia has been able to successfully take advantage of
the lack of clarity of the political and social transformation, as well as the in-
strumentalization of nationalistic sentiments and frustration in society by the
political elites. SEE societies and governments need to do their homework in
terms of reforms, social demands, and the roots of growing populism. Many
of their vulnerabilities are homemade and can be solved only by societies
and elites themselves. Strengthening resilience also means improving educa-
tion, media literacy, strong, pluralistic media, independent narratives, and ac-
tive communication. In the Western Balkans, the EU integration process and
funding instruments should be used as conditionality for the improvement of
the environment for civil society, media, and the legal system.

The following set of political, economic and legislative initiatives is a non-
exhaustive list of measures to effectively reduce the impact of Russian dis-
information in the Balkans, and its twin challenge of China’s authoritarian
rise:

e Improve the transparency of media ownership through the creation of
publicly-available registries. The disclosure of ownership details should
apply to all types of outlets (print, online, TV, radio), and they should be
managed by an independent regulatory body and be updated on a regular
basis.

o Incorporate such requirements in the EU accession (for non-EU mem-
bers) and rule of law (for EU members) process negotiations and intro-
duce specific provisions on foreign investment screening in the media
sector.

o Incorporate specific provisions on the scope and origin of capital of
foreign ownership over domestic media outlets.®*

o To ensure coordination and compliance with a European system of
rules, national media ownership registries should be complemented
by the creation of EU-wide binding obligations to disclose owner-
ship information to a common European registry (that also includes
EU candidate states).3*

o On amore general level, the ownership data of companies (that do not
only operate in the media sector) should become subject to mandatory
national and international monitoring regulations in order to pro-

8 According to assessments conducted under the Media Pluralism Monitor, only 5 EU mem-
ber states establish a degree of regulatory restriction on foreign ownership: Brogi, E. et al.,
Media Ownership Rules in Europe: A Focus on EU Member States’ Legislation on Foreign Owner-
ship, Centre for Media Pluralism and Media Freedom, 2017.

Yet, of late there has been an increasing focus on developing a legislative framework on
how to block access to the EU market of firms with foreign funding, including in the media
sector: Parrock, J., “Voice of China’s European Ambitions,” Politico, September 8, 2020; More
assertively, Ukraine has shut down three TV channels operated and owned by pro-Rus-
sian politicians for disseminating Kremlin-sponsored disinformation: Roman Olearchyk,
“Ukraine Shuts TV Channels It Accuses of Spreading ‘Russian Disinformation,” Financial
Times, February 3, 2021.

So far European-level initiatives in relation to media ownership have not been mandatory,
instead being conveyed in the form of recommendations and reports: European Parliament,
Media Pluralism and Media Freedom in the European Union, no. 2209/2017, 2018; High Level
Group on Media Freedom and Pluralism, A Free and Pluralistic Media to Sustain European De-
mocracy, European Commission, 2013; Commission staff working document, Media Pluralism
in the Member States of the European Union, 2007; Council of Europe, Recommendation CM/
Rec(2018)1 of the Committee of Ministers to Member States on Media Pluralism and Trans-
parency of Media Ownership, 2018.
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mote maximum transparency by stemming globally circulating illicit
finance flows.%

o The EU should develop a common European media registry, and
empower the EU anti-trust authority to monitor concentration in the
sector. DG Competition, will review cases of non-transparent non-EU
media ownership that could be related to the entry of malign foreign
influence. The registry could develop red flags for media acquisitions
that are directly related to Russian, Chinese or other authoritarian
states’ companies or indirectly through a partnership agreement with
an influential domestic business group.

National media regulators’ independence should be strengthened,
monitored, and continuously upheld, allowing them to shed light on me-
dia ownership, prevent market concentration and uncover under-the-ra-
dar online media outlets that serve to spread disinformation and propa-
ganda. The EU could establish an annual review of the state of play of
the media sectors of the region designed along the line of the EU rule of
law report.
To tackle the informal influence over the owners of media outlets — based
on personal, political, and economic ties via opaque networks of patronage
that go beyond formal ownership structures, Politically Exposed Persons’
regulations and repositories should be strengthened. Investigative media
and government conflict of interest oversight bodies should work together
and in cooperation with EU and US partners to develop more comprehen-
sive and widely accessible databases, to flag and detail the politically and
business-sensitive connections that owners maintain to dubious national
and foreign networks of influence, with hidden ties impacting media con-
tent. These should, in particular, be linked to social media activity, public
procurement, real estate, and public registries, etc.

Governments in the region should be motivated and supported to intro-

duce and strengthen new public and private media financing models,

which would help reduce advertising and media power concentration:

o Introduce and promote alternative/non-profit funding models ensur-
ing a diversity of ownership stakes, as well as establishing different
sources of financing (including crowdfunding and donations).®

o Develop specific government public procurement media financing
transparency measures, which should list all government financing
provided to the media, including: direct budget subsidies and advertis-
ing budgets of state-owned enterprises as well as the media advertis-
ing budgets within public procurement contracts, etc.

o Public media should become financially and managerially more in-
dependent from the state. Public broadcasters should be financed
through a mixed model that includes not only government subsidies
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The problem of limited public disclosure of and access to company ownership data is not
only confined to SEE but is also prevalent across Europe: Quintanilla, P. B. and Darbishire,
H.,“It’s None of Your Business!” 10 Obstacles to Accessing Company Register Data Using the
Right to Information,” Access Info Europe, April 7, 2016.

International initiatives for greater transparency of company ownership structures have
increased but remain non-binding: Open Government Partnership, Beneficial Owner-
ship Leadership Group: Terms of Reference, Declaration, Glossary, 2020.; Vaidyanathan, K.N.,
Mathur, A. and Purvaja Modak, A Global Framework for Tracing Beneficial Ownership, G-20
Insights, 2018; Inter-American Development Bank and Organization for Economic Coop-
eration and Development, A Beneficial Ownership Implementation Toolkit, The Secretariat of
the Global Forum on Transparency and Exchange of Information for Tax Purposes, 2019.

For more detail on what a non-profit model of media financing can look like, see Cagg, J.,
Saving the Media: Capitalism, Crowdfunding, and Democracy, Harvard University Press, 2016.
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but also license fees, which allows the audience to maintain a more
direct link to the media it sponsors and demand greater accountability.
Public media should report on their finances not only to the govern-
ment but also make their financial reports publicly available. Coun-
tries with strong public media models, such as the UK and Germany
could provide continuous peer learning and support.

o Citizen committees — composed of media professionals, experts and
the wider audience, should regularly debate editorial policy and estab-
lish channels for exchanging feedback with the governing bodies of
public media broadcasters.®”

o Staffing procedures and day-to-day management of the public media
should remove any political interference with editors and management
directors being chosen through external review committees composed
of experienced industry experts and practitioners.

Media regulators should monitor party-owned outlets under specific
rules, requiring the highest level of financial transparency and disclosure
of party affiliation.
Introduce more rigorous scrutiny of the activities of subsidiaries of for-
eign state-owned media outlets. Regulatory bodies across SEE should
start to monitor in a consistent manner Russian and Chinese state-owned
channels such as RT, Russia Beyond, Sputnik, CGTN, News Front, etc. and
alert national security authorities of ongoing disinformation campaigns.
Ensure greater advertising market transparency by creating a publicly
accessible registry that contains data on the market shares held by the big-
gest advertising companies, broken down by advertising revenue, profits
from subscriptions, and paid content. Establish a unified standard meth-
odology for measuring media audience (which is essential for determin-
ing advertising stakes).

Legislate fair and transparent rules on the distribution of state advertis-

ing to media outlets.

Provided the unwillingness or incapacity of many of the governments in SEE
to act openly on countering media capture, local civil society, independent
media, and the private sector have a particularly strong role to play in build-
ing a solid response to malign foreign media influence by:

Creating regional civil society coalitions aimed at tackling state capture,
media monitoring, analysis and debunking of disinformation, media pub-
lic procurement, and financial transparency. These coalitions would be
made up of SEE and international experts, media outlets, non-governmen-
tal organizations, etc. This would foster regional expert cooperation to
promote mutual understanding of disinformation narratives and to guide
SEE audiences on how to spot and act on propaganda campaigns. The EU
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The declining audience reach of public broadcasters as a result of the growing prominence
of social media channels such as YouTube and Netflix raises additional questions as to how
to maintain the competitive edge of public media, adjust funding according to their level of
popularity and further stipulate rules against digital gatekeeping, which restricts access to
public media: Barker, A., “Force Online Platforms to Carry Public Service Media, Says EBU
Chief,” Financial Times, January 31, 2021.

SEE countries have conspicuously lagged behind other European states in monitoring
and regulating the activity of Russian state-owned channels: Ofcom, “Ofcom Fines RT
£200,000,” July 26, 2019; Ofcom, “Ofcom Revokes CGTN’s Licence to Broadcast in the UK,”
February 4, 2021; Chadwick, L., “Lithuania Follows Latvia in Banning Russian Broadcaster
RT,” Euronews, July 9, 2020.
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and the US through their respective regional cooperation programs run
by DG NEAR and USAID could actively build and support such coali-
tions, using existing initiatives as stepping stones.
It is particularly important for civil society and public institutions in the
region to develop a public-private partnership approach to cracking down
on the abuse of social media for political ends, including abuse by foreign
powers. Such manipulation can easily exploit social vulnerabilities and divi-
sions to tilt the scales in favor of a particular candidate. Civil society should
work with national governments to better understand and develop joint
regional and transatlantic frameworks for addressing social media regula-
tion and citizens’ education. Social media should be sensitized and urged
to address in the local languages, in cooperation with local civil society,
the disruptive effects of their platforms on the democratic public discourse,
focusing, in particular, on polarization, extremism, and foreign disinfor-
mation. At the same time, legitimate regional civil society and media actors
should be allowed to use the platforms for reaching global audiences.®

Promote media literacy by devising a long-term educational strategy fo-

cused on the construction of a school curriculum that teaches students how

to recognize disinformation by acquiring critical skills for analyzing media
articles (as related to authorship, referencing, literary techniques that con-
vey attitudes) as well as digital skills (e.g. for identifying bots and trolls).

o Incentivize and reward quality (particularly investigative), provid-
ing opportunities for international training (in renowned international
media) and participation in international competitions such as the Eu-
ropean Press Prize, the Festival of Media Global, World Media Awards,
the Journalism Fund.

o Theindependence and safety of journalists should be protected through
the provision of consistent and vocal support on the part of journal-
istic associations. Moreover, nationally-based journalistic associations
should be embedded within and maintain close ties to regional SEE
and wider European media organizations (such as Reporters Without
Borders) that can lend internationally publicized support in cases of
local violations of press freedom and attacks on journalists.

Internal independent media content review councils should be set up in

a way that includes a variety of stakeholders beyond owners — such as the

employed journalists to ensure independent and unbiased editorial policy.

A number of international initiatives could be paramount in aiding domestic
efforts for countering media capture and disinformation across the region:

e In line with the ongoing discussions on linking the disbursement of Eu-

ropean funds to the observance of the rule of law within the EU, the dis-
bursement of EU communications funds should be made conditional on
the full disclosure of the allocation procedure conducted nationally and in
adherence to strict criteria for selecting beneficiaries. Such criteria should
be based on the quality of reporting and transparency of the ownership of
the media outlets and organizations receiving funding.

8 For example, currently Facebook rules limit the sponsored dissemination of advocacy mes-

sages to those that are distributed exclusively within national (IP) boundaries, labelling them
as political messages if they try to disseminate externally. This creates national echo-cham-
bers, which prevents the better understanding of national specificities by global audiences,
in particular, in those countries, whose governments are most intent on cracking down on
independent voices.
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The EU should strengthen the administrative and expert capacity of the
European External Action Service’s (EEAS) East StratCom Task Force —
specially dedicated to debunking Russian disinformation across European
countries — as it currently does not allow it to go beyond manual monitor-
ing of disinformation pieces and into the development of a counter-disin-
formation strategy. The Task Force should also become a permanent unit
with an expanded scope within the EEAS.°

The EU should expand its strategic communication efforts in order to
raise the profile of its economic and social development activities in the
Western Balkans. As evidenced during the coronavirus pandemic, Russia
and China were quickly able to organize a publicity campaign presenting
the medical aid they provided to SEE as more significant than the EU’s,
despite the latter’s much more substantial supplies.” The result is that in
Serbia, for example, the general population believes that Russia and China
are the biggest donors of the country while, in fact, the EU is a bigger in-
vestor and financial aid contributor.

The EU should include the Western Balkans in its Democracy Action Plan
and Digital Services Act programming. Both the US and EU member
states with strong public media models (such as DW in Germany, RFI in
France, or BBC in the UK) need to expand or reinstate programing in
the Balkans and in national languages aimed at supporting journalistic
excellence, upholding standards, and standing up to Russian and Chinese
disinformation efforts.

The EU should exercise greater vigilance of and monitor the footprint of
Russian and Chinese state-owned media into the European media space®
The discussions over and upcoming adoption of the draft European Com-
mission proposal on regulating the operation of foreign state subsidized
companies in the European single market should also pay special atten-
tion to authoritarian state-sponsored media organizations attempting to
establish a foothold in the EU.%?

The US Agency for International Development should reinstitute instru-
ments and platforms for supporting good governance and media freedom
initiatives on a regional level, which would be the most effective delivery
mechanism for enabling policy change. A regional approach will improve
the likelihood of peer pressure among national governments.

The US Department of State should enhance multilateral exchange pro-
grams such as the technology and media corps that can mobilize civil
society and volunteer engagement to support the region’s reform agenda.

The EU and the US could work in tandem in developing regional media
programs that would award research funding for independent investiga-
tive journalistic consortia or for individual investigative journalists from the
whole media spectrum even targeting captured media outlets.
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Indeed, there have been increasing calls for strengthening the resource base of the Task
Force, including a European Parliament recommendation: European Parliament, Follow up
Taken by the EEAS Two Years after the EP Report on EU Strategic Communication to Counteract
Propaganda against It by Third Parties, 2019.

Filipova, The Shrinking Space for Media Freedom in Southeast Europe in the Midst of COVID-19
Pandemic and State of Emergency, 2020, pp. 14-16.

For recent example of such incursion see Brussels: Parrock, J., “Voice of China’s European
Ambitions,” Politico, September 8, 2020.

Daniel Boffey, “Magazine Aimed at MEPs ‘Filled with pro-Russia Content’,” The Guardian,
October 9, 2019.

European Commission, White Paper on Levelling the Playing Field as Regards Foreign Subsidies, 2020.
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BULGARIA

SOCIETAL ATTITUDES

Bulgarian public attitudes are widely receptive to
Russian disinformation and narratives. Thirty years
after the end of communism, Bulgarians have been
disappointed by the democratic transition. In a re-
cent study, only 35% express a preference for a liberal
democratic form of governance as opposed to 45% of
the polled who preferred a “strongman” model of au-
thoritarian leadership. A feeling of injustice prevails as
an overwhelming majority of the Bulgarian population
thinks that oligarchic groups control politics and those
who possess political ties and financial means receive
favorable treatment in society.” Only roughly half of
the polled Bulgarians approve of the shift to multiparty
democracy and a market economy that occurred after
1989. In contrast to other CEE states, such as Poland
where 85% of those surveyed endorse the success of the
democratic transition, Bulgaria does not display a high
level of democratic approval, with no more than 27%
being satisfied with how democracy works.”®

Broadly, conservative-nationalist outlooks prevail as
54% of the Bulgarian population says they are ready to
exchange their democratic rights and freedoms in the
name of preserving traditional values.”® Another 69%
share the view that Bulgarian national customs and
achievements are superior to those of other countries.”
Yet, the generally conservative attitudes among Bulgar-
ians are not in conflict with their perception of belong-
ing to the Western cultural and civilizational tradition.
Some 43% of the polled perceive a values-based con-
flict with the West, which is a much lower result than is
found in Serbia (78%) and Russia (73%).”® Yet it is high
enough to show Bulgaria’s ambiguity toward the West.

In regard to Bulgarian public perceptions of interna-
tional actors, Bulgarians exhibit a consistently posi-

% Filipova. R. and Stefanov, R., Democracy in Bulgaria: Still Fragile

after 30 Years of Transition, Sofia: Center for the Study of Democ-
racy, 2020.

Pew Research Center, European Public Opinion Three Decades After
the Fall of Communism, 2019, pp. 5, 22.

Filipova and Stefanov, Democracy in Bulgaria: Still Fragile after
30 Years of Transition, 2020.

Pew Research Center, Democracy, Nationalism and Pluralism, 2017.
% Ibid.
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tive attitude towards the EU. Some 87% of the Bulgar-
ians share a positive view of the EU, which consti-
tutes one of the highest approval levels of the Union
among member states, whose average approval score
stands at 77%.” A longitudinal study for the 2007 —
2019 period has also shown that a solid majority of
the Bulgarian respondents consider EU membership
“a good thing”1% and that it has conferred benefits on
Bulgaria.l”!

Yet, the Bulgarian society is clearly segmented in
its attitudes towards the EU, with considerable vari-
ability among different groups. The most Europhile
segments of the Bulgarian society include younger,
more educated, economically active, and higher-in-
come citizens of the bigger cities, who have managed
to capitalize most from the opportunities provided
by EU membership./®> Bulgarian respondents most
commonly cite the standard of living in the EU as its
main asset. This is in contrast to around a third of all
polled Europeans, who think that the EU’s respect for
democracy, human rights, and the rule of law repre-
sent the Union’s greatest strength.!®® Likewise, as op-
posed to a majority of respondents from across 21 dif-
ferent EU member states who believe that freedom of
opinion is best embodied by the EU, only a minority
in Bulgaria (32%) think that this is the case (a result
similar to indicators for Slovakia, Hungary, Romania,
and Malta). Bulgarians see the EU mostly as a source
of financial resources and well-being rather than a
community of values.

% EC, Directorate-General for Communication, Special Eurobaro-
meter No 479: Future of Europe, 2018, p. 13.

Approval of EU membership accounted for 52% of Bulgarian re-
spondents thoughout September to October 2007 and this figure
has since risen to 53% in October 2019.

Eurobarometer, “Bulgaria,” in Socio-demographic trends in national
public opinion — Edition 6, 2019, pp. 16, 20.

Alpha Research, 10 z00unu uaercmeo na borzapus ¢ EC: Pagto-
cmemia u nepcnexmusu [10 Years of Bulgaria’s Membership in
the EU: Assessment and Perspectives], 2017, Trend, Hazaacu na
OvAzapume KoM npedcmosujume usdopu 3a Esponeiicku napramenm
u ommoutenuemo xkvm Eeponeiickus Covros (mapm 2019) [Disposi-
tions of the Bulgarians towards the Upcoming European Parlia-
ment Elections and Attitude to the EU (March 2019)], 2019; Trend,
Hazaacu na 6vazapume cnpsmo EC (oxmomepu 2018) [Dispositions
of the Bulgarians towards the EU (October 2018)], 2018.

EC, Directorate-General for Communication, Special Eurobaro-
meter No 479: Future of Europe, 2018, p. 19.
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https://rctrend.bg/project/%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%B3%D0%BB%D0%B0%D1%81%D0%B8-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D0%B1%D1%8A%D0%BB%D0%B3%D0%B0%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B5-%D0%BA%D1%8A%D0%BC-%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B5%D0%B4%D1%81%D1%82%D0%BE%D1%8F%D1%89%D0%B8%D1%82/
https://rctrend.bg/project/%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%B3%D0%BB%D0%B0%D1%81%D0%B8-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D0%B1%D1%8A%D0%BB%D0%B3%D0%B0%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B5-%D0%BA%D1%8A%D0%BC-%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B5%D0%B4%D1%81%D1%82%D0%BE%D1%8F%D1%89%D0%B8%D1%82/
https://rctrend.bg/project/%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%B3%D0%BB%D0%B0%D1%81%D0%B8-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D0%B1%D1%8A%D0%BB%D0%B3%D0%B0%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B5-%D1%81%D0%BF%D1%80%D1%8F%D0%BC%D0%BE-%D0%B5%D1%81-%D0%BE%D0%BA%D1%82%D0%BE%D0%BC%D0%B2/
https://data.europa.eu/euodp/en/data/dataset/S2217_90_2_479_ENG
https://data.europa.eu/euodp/en/data/dataset/S2217_90_2_479_ENG
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In addition to the continuous patterns of Bulgarian
approval of the EU, two main shifts in attitudes can
be observed. First, there has been a positive trend to-
wards a greater appreciation of the concrete effects
of EU membership on Bulgaria as a whole. In the im-
mediate post-accession context, the main source of
Euro-skepticism in the country stemmed from the
perceived absence of (quickly tangible) economic de-
velopment. Yet, more than 10 years later, Bulgarians
are better able to discern and favorably assess the
concrete impact of EU membership, particularly as a
consequence of the utilization of European structural
funds. Four out of ten of those polled thought that
Bulgaria is now economically and politically more
stable, 32% consider infrastructure to have been im-
proved and 26% see the value in access to the wider
European market.!*

In contrast to the positive attitude towards the EU,
Bulgarians have been less enthusiastic about NATO.
The historically-determined perception of Russia as a
protector and a security guarantor for Bulgaria contin-
ues to hinder its acceptance of NATO as the country’s
main ally. In 2019, NATO had 42% approval among
Bulgarians, lower than the median 53% scored across
the other 16 surveyed member states.!”> Moreover, with
69% of Bulgarians disagreeing with the idea of using
military force to defend a NATO ally from a Russian
attack, Bulgaria leads the group of states (followed by
Italy, Greece, Germany, and Spain) that are most skep-
tical of the deployment of NATO's capabilities against
Russia even in the case of deterrence.!%

Bulgaria’s traditionally Russophile perceptions in-
formed by a shared cultural, linguistic, and historical
heritage with Russia translate into consistently high
approval rates toward Moscow and the Russian Presi-
dent. Multiple surveys have shown that globally people
tend to express limited confidence in Russia or its re-
gime led by Vladimir Putin. Strikingly, Bulgaria defies
this trend with 73% viewing Russia favorably, this is
the singular most positive rating of Russia in the world.
In a similar defiance of global patterns, 62% of Bulgar-
ians have confidence in the Russian leader. This per-
centage represents the highest share across surveyed
states, where a median of 60% have stated they have no

104 Alpha Research, 10 z00unu urercmeo na Bvreapus ¢ EC: Pasio-
cmemica u nepcnexmusu [10 Years of Bulgaria’s Membership in the
EU: Assessment and Perspectives], 2017.

105 Pew Research Center, “NATO Seen Favorably across Member
States,” February 9, 2020, pp. 4, 11, 12.

106 Pew Research Center, “NATO Seen Favorable across Member
States,” February 9, 2020, p. 17.
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confidence in Putin to do the right thing when it comes
to international affairs.1?”

Bulgarians’ positive attitude toward Russia does not re-
sult in disapproval of its Western European allies. On
the contrary, attitudes display a strong attachment to
Germany, with an 82% approval among Bulgarians, the
highest within the EU. Moreover, the Bulgarian popu-
lation does not demonstrate an overly eager preference
for siding with Russia. While, more than half of those
polled (56%) do express a preference toward Russia,
48% agree that it is in the interests of Bulgaria to work
closely with Western powers. Similarly, unlike the
strong majorities in Armenia (79%), Serbia (74%), and
Greece (60%) who agree with the statement that Russia
has an obligation to protect Orthodox Christians out-
side its borders, for Bulgaria this rate is more moderate
at 56%.10%

Unlike their overly emotionally positive attitude to-
wards Russia, Bulgarians are only cautiously positive
towards the rising global authoritarian power — China.
The lack of deep political, economic and cultural ties be-
tween Bulgaria and China — both historically and con-
temporarily, prefigure fairly positive views of China.
Some 55% of the Bulgarians maintain a favorable view
of China, this is higher than in the rest of the surveyed
CEE and Western European countries (including, Po-
land, Lithuania, Hungary, Slovakia, Czechia, Greece,
Spain, UK, Italy, Netherlands, Germany, France, Swe-
den).!” Yet, only 23% of the Bulgarian respondents ap-
prove of the Chinese President Xi Jinping.!°

All in all, the trends in the geopolitical preferences
of Bulgarians reveal a higher-than-average degree
of susceptibility to foreign authoritarian influence,
propaganda, and disinformation. The widespread
distrust in political institutions and dissatisfaction
with democracy lowers the country’s defenses to Rus-
sian and Chinese political-economic overtures. The si-
multaneously high approval rates of the EU, Germany,
and the US as well as Russia and China points to Bul-
garians’ uncertainty and ambiguity; trying to recon-

07 Huang, Ch. and Cha, J., Russia and Putin Receive Low Ratings
Globally, Pew Research Center, February 7, 2020; Pew Research
Center, European Public Opinion Three Decades After the Fall of Com-
munism, 2019, p. 64.

108 Pew Research Center, “Views on Role of Russia in the Region,
and the Soviet Union,” in Religious Belief and National Belonging in
Central and Eastern Europe, 2017.

109 Pew Research Center, China’s Economic Growth Mostly Welcomed in
Emerging Markets, but Neighbors Wary of Its Influence, 2019, p. 27.

10 Pew Research Center, Trump Ratings Remain Low Around Globe,
While Views of U.S. Stay Mostly Favorable, 2020, p. 22.


https://alpharesearch.bg/post/931-10-godini-chlenstvo-na-bulgaria-v-es-ravnosmetka-i-perspektivi.html
https://alpharesearch.bg/post/931-10-godini-chlenstvo-na-bulgaria-v-es-ravnosmetka-i-perspektivi.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/02/09/nato-seen-favorably-across-member-states/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/02/09/nato-seen-favorably-across-member-states/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/02/09/nato-seen-favorably-across-member-states/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/02/09/nato-seen-favorably-across-member-states/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/02/07/russia-and-putin-receive-low-ratings-globally/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/02/07/russia-and-putin-receive-low-ratings-globally/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2019/10/15/european-public-opinion-three-decades-after-the-fall-of-communism/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2019/10/15/european-public-opinion-three-decades-after-the-fall-of-communism/
https://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/11/2017/05/15120244/CEUP-FULL-REPORT.pdf
https://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/11/2017/05/15120244/CEUP-FULL-REPORT.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2019/12/05/chinas-economic-growth-mostly-welcomed-in-emerging-markets-but-neighbors-wary-of-its-influence/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2019/12/05/chinas-economic-growth-mostly-welcomed-in-emerging-markets-but-neighbors-wary-of-its-influence/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/01/08/trump-ratings-remain-low-around-globe-while-views-of-u-s-stay-mostly-favorable/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/01/08/trump-ratings-remain-low-around-globe-while-views-of-u-s-stay-mostly-favorable/
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cile the country’s integration in the Western political
and economic model, while maintaining strong cul-
tural and emotional affinities to Russia. The national
and foreign policy implications of such perceptions are
linked to a degree of accommodation of both Western
and Eastern positions. Bulgarian politicians are much
more likely to follow popular sentiments among the
general public. Hence, standing up to Russian foreign
policy and military aggression, as well as propaganda
and disinformation narratives, require strong politi-
cal leadership and public education. Bulgarians will
continue to be less sensitive to the risks represented
by Russian and Chinese economic and political initia-
tives which undermine democracy and the rule of law.
This, in turn, keeps the door propped wide open to
Russian media capture, propaganda, and disinforma-
tion narratives.

MEDIA FOOTPRINT
AND INSTRUMENTS

For over a decade, the Bulgarian media landscape
has been characterized by two complementary proc-
esses: the gradual exit of large Western media inves-
tors following the 2008 financial crisis and the con-
centration of media ownership in the hands of a few
domestic oligarchic networks.!'! The monopolization
of the media market has allowed owners to generate
above-market-average revenue streams, taking hold
of a significant share of the advertising market and
the (public procurement) funding provided by the
government. The concentration of media ownership
in the hands of private interests with strong political
influence has transformed media outlets into instru-
ments for attacking political opponents, business com-
petitors, journalists, and activists. Often media outlets
have been used to undermine businesses that are tar-
gets of corporate raiding operations. Some examples
of this can be found in the bankruptcy of the coun-
try’s fourth-largest bank in 2014 and the demise of the
largest betting and lottery conglomerate in 2020. The
Kremlin has successfully leveraged this form of na-
tional media capture by engaging with local tycoons
and oligarchs. In this way, the Kremlin can utilize lo-
cal media outlets to spread propaganda and influence
strategic decision-making without exposing itself as a
media owner.

1 For more on these processes, see: Filipova and Galev, “Bulgaria”;
Center for the Study of Democracy, Media (In)Dependence in Bul-
garia: Risks and Trends, Policy Brief No. 60, May 2016; Center for
the Study of Democracy, Regional Media in Bulgaria: The Limits of
Survival, Policy Brief No. 57, September 2015.
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One of the critical governance gaps that have allowed
the entrenchment of local and Russia-driven media
capture in Bulgaria is the enforcement gap regard-
ing the transparency of media ownership. The Law
on the Mandatory Deposit of Printed and Other Publica-
tions'? mandates that each publisher of a periodical
print newspaper is obliged to report beneficial owner-
ship to the Bulgarian authorities on an annual basis.
The Ministry of Culture’s registry is also supposed to
include a declaration of ownership, sources of public
financing, and editorial management of all types of
media. In 2014, the Council for Electronic Media cre-
ated a register for providers of radio and audio-visual
services. All of these, seemingly, well-intentioned in-
struments have been poorly implemented and have
not prevented the concentration or the obfuscation of
the ultimate beneficial ownership on the Bulgarian
media market.

In fact, media laws have been designed in such a way
as to benefit larger incumbents at the expense of small-
er newcomers. For example, a 2019 amendment to the
Law on the Mandatory Deposit of Printed and Other Pub-
lications was notably introduced upon the request of
Delyan Peevski, a member of parliament and media
mogul, who at the time controlled over 80% of Bulgar-
ia’s newspaper distribution business.!’® In particular,
the size of the fines for non-disclosure of ownership
disproportionately affects smaller media companies.
The owners of big media outlets have very often ob-
fuscated their corporate ownership by reporting data
through complicated, hard-to-trace ownership struc-
tures consisting of a chain of offshore-registered
subsidiaries. Moreover, the current registry reveals
significant gaps in the amount of ownership informa-
tion available, particularly concerning the sources and
amounts of financing.

Russian-controlled companies have been visible in
Bulgaria through another potent channel of media cap-
ture — advertising. Data on media audiences are con-
tradictory due, not only, to the differing methodologies
employed (marketing vs. statistical) but also to biases
in the data. People-metrics agencies cooperate with dif-
ferent media groups, and tend to skew results in favor

12 Lex.bg, 3akoH 3a 3a4bAKUTEAHOTO AEIO3MPaHe Ha IeJaTHU U

APYTU IIpOU3BEAEHNS U 3a OOsIBsIBaHE Ha PasIpOCTpaHUTEANTE U
JAocTapuninTe Ha MeAniiHN ycayru [Law on the Mandatory De-
posit of Printed and Other Publications and for the Disclosure
of Distributors and Suppliers of Media Services], promulgeted in
SG No. 108 of 29 December 2000, last amended in SG No. 17 of
26 February 2019.

Conley, H. et al., The Kremlin Playbook. Understanding Russian Influ-
ence in Central and Eastern Europe, 2016, p. 41.
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https://www.lex.bg/bg/laws/ldoc/2134956545
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Largest media companies in Bulgaria

TACKLING KREMLIN'S MEDIA CAPTURE IN SOUTHEAST EUROPE

According to operating revenue statistics'"* some of the largest media companies in Bulgaria are as

follows:

* Nova Broadcasting Group, whose media portfolio spans an array of TV channels (including Nova TV) as

well as the biggest online media provider, Net info;

* BTV Media Group, which broadcasts an array of TV channels, while BTV Radio Group is the second most

profitable company in the radio sector;

o Telegraph Media, owned by Delyan Peevski, publishes the daily newspapers Monitor, Telegraph, Meridian
Match. The BSS Media Group manages the radio stations The Voice, Vesselina, Vitosha, Magic FM and

represents the most profitable radio firm;"®

® 168 chasa EOOD publishing some of the most widely circulated newspapers — 24 chasa and 168 chasa;
* Economedia publishing Capital and Dnevnik newspapers;

* Trud Media publishing Trud newspaper;

® Darik Radio which is associated with a similarly named radio station.

Note: As of the end of 2020. In early 2021, Nova Broadcasting Group was acquired by the London-based United Group from
the Domuschiev brothers, Bulgarian businessmen; BTV Media Group has been acquired in late 2020 by the largest
Czech holding, PPF Group, under the control of the Czech businessman, Petr Kellner; Telegraph Media was also taken over
by United Group in early 2021. As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter these changes in ownership have the potential
to reverse the long-established trend of domestic ownership over Bulgarian media channels.

of those groups.’® Yet, there are well-documented cas-
es of significant Russian media capture power, such as
the successful campaign for banning fracking in the
country.!

In addition, Bulgaria has very low levels of transpar-
ency regarding state advertising contracts. There is
no legislation to ensure fair and transparent rules on
the distribution of state advertising to media outlets,
which often contributes to favoritism, censorship, and
distortion of the media market. Direct state subsidies
to the Bulgarian public media make the latter exces-

114 Based on data from the Orbis commercial database. The Orbis
data has been additionally tallied with figures provided by Capi-
tal Daily: Capital Daily, ,Koi1 xoi1 e 1 koaxo ry6u B Gbarapckure
meaun” [Who Is Who and How Much They Lose in Bulgarian
Media], February 16, 2018; Antonova, V., ,bI' Paauo” u ome mecr
paamocraHIun ce mpogadoxa 3a 5.4 maH. espo” [BG Radio and
Six More Radio Stations Sold for EUR 5.4 Million], Capital Daily,
June 21, 2018.

Mediapool.bg, , 1 meanute Ha IleeBcku oTusar B gybaiickata My
odrmropka” [Peevski’s Media Also Go to His Dubai Offshore Com-
pan], June 7, 2016.

For instance, GARB and Nielsen record significant differences
in the audience share of the two largest TV groups — bTV and
NOVA, this is likely conditioned by GARB's closer cooperation
with bTV, as opposed to Nielsen’s work with NOVA: Daskalova,
N., ,Kax msraexxaga 0barapckuaT meaueH masap mpes 2015 r.”
[The State of the Bulgarian Media Market in 2015], Clubz.Bg,
December 3, 2015.

17 Snowiss, M., “Bulgaria Key Battleground in US-Russia Energy
War,” VOA, February 23, 2015.
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sively dependent on government support,® while in-
direct subsidies (such as tax exemptions) can provide
financial benefits to selected media.'”” Moreover, the
Bulgarian government has been gaining additional
leverage over the media stemming from the allocation
of the large communication budgets for publicizing
EU programs. Around EUR 29 million has been dis-
tributed since Bulgaria’s entry into the EU in 2007 on
the basis of direct negotiation with electronic media
outlets, without a competitive procedure. The depend-
ence on EU financing contributes to a cognitive cap-
ture of the editorial line of Bulgarian media.'?’

The Bulgarian media landscape has been dominated
by several domestically-owned media groups with a
significant market share, which command an exten-
sive audience reach by virtue of the provision of inte-
grated informational services (encompassing TV and

18 For instance 94% of the revenue of Bulgarian public media is
made up of state subsidies, with highly restrictive rules on adver-
tising for example limiting advertising time to 15 minutes a day
on the Bulgarian National Television: Antonova, V., ,,CaoxH0TO
ypasHeHue — napu 3a odmectsenn Meaun” [Complex Equation —
Money for Public Media], Capital Daily, February 15, 2019.

Brogi, E. et al.,, Monitoring Media Pluralism in Europe: Application of
the Media Pluralism Monitor 2017 in the European Union, FYROM,
Serbia & Turkey, European University Institute, 2018, pp. 51-52.

119

120 Syobodna Evropa, ,Kymnysane na meaun. Kak ¢ mapu or espo-

Jong0BEe MOXe Ja ce OCUTYpU IMOPBIKOBa KypHaancTuka” [Buy-
ing Media. How Money from the European Funds Can Ensure
Favorable Journalistic Portrayl], July 10, 2019.


https://www.bvdinfo.com/en-us/our-products/data/international/orbis
https://www.capital.bg/biznes/media_i_reklama/2018/02/16/3130434_koi_koi_e_i_kolko_gubi_v_bulgarskite_medii/
https://www.capital.bg/biznes/media_i_reklama/2018/02/16/3130434_koi_koi_e_i_kolko_gubi_v_bulgarskite_medii/
https://www.capital.bg/biznes/media_i_reklama/2018/06/21/3203326_/
https://www.capital.bg/biznes/media_i_reklama/2018/06/21/3203326_/
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https://www.mediapool.bg/i-mediite-na-peevski-otivat-v-dubaiskata-mu-ofshorka-news250112.html
https://clubz.bg/31425-kak_izglejda_bylgarskiqt_medien_pazar_prez_2015_g
https://www.voanews.com/europe/bulgaria-key-battleground-us-russia-energy-war
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https://www.capital.bg/biznes/media_i_reklama/2019/02/15/3389913_slojnoto_uravnenie_pari_za_obshtestveni_medii/?device_view=full
https://www.capital.bg/biznes/media_i_reklama/2019/02/15/3389913_slojnoto_uravnenie_pari_za_obshtestveni_medii/?device_view=full
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/335789751_Monitoring_Media_Pluralism_in_Europe_Application_of_the_Media_Pluralism_Monitor_2017_in_the_European_Union_FYROM_Serbia_Turkey_2018_Policy_Report
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/335789751_Monitoring_Media_Pluralism_in_Europe_Application_of_the_Media_Pluralism_Monitor_2017_in_the_European_Union_FYROM_Serbia_Turkey_2018_Policy_Report
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/335789751_Monitoring_Media_Pluralism_in_Europe_Application_of_the_Media_Pluralism_Monitor_2017_in_the_European_Union_FYROM_Serbia_Turkey_2018_Policy_Report
https://www.svobodnaevropa.bg/a/30047591.html
https://www.svobodnaevropa.bg/a/30047591.html
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radio broadcasting, publishing of newspapers, online
news, etc.).

The country’s advertising market is also dominated
by ten large companies (offering the full spectrum of
advertising and media services), whose combined rev-
enue of around BGN 300 million (~EUR 152 million)!?!
represents 2/3' of the whole turnover of the telecom-
munications sector.’?> Additionally, some of the biggest
advertisers'?® include pharmaceutical and retail com-
panies dominating both print and TV outlets.’?*1% The
advertising market in Bulgaria is further concentrated
by industry. The top ten largest firms operating in any
given industry provide more than half of the ads ex-
penditure in that industry.!?

Television attracts more than half of the total annual
advertising budget in Bulgaria (with a 57.8% share
in 2018 and a 56% share in 2019)'?” and generates ad
revenue of roughly BGN 240 million (~EUR 123 mil-
lion).!? More than two-thirds (72.4%) of the population
declared that their consumer choices are frequently
influenced by TV advertisements.'” Online media
take the second-largest share of total advertising with
23.6% in 2018,1%° taking in close to BGN 98.5 million
in revenues in the same year.’®! In 2019, ad expendi-
ture on online advertising continued rising, marking

121 The Bulgarian lev (BGN) is pegged to the euro (EUR) at the fixed
exchange rate EUR 1=BGN 1.95583.

The ten largest communications companies by revenue include
Ogilvy Group Bulgaria, DDB Group, Publicis Groupe Bulgaria, Dentsu
Aegis Network Bulgaria, BBDO, Direct Media Group Bulgaria, Havas
Group Bulgaria, All Channels Communication, New Moment New
Ideas, and The Smarts: Capital, Mapxemune Factbook [Marketing
Factbook], 2019, pp. 10-13.

The ten largest advertisers by advertising budgets include Lidl
Bulgaria, Procter & Gamble, Natur Product, Ferrero, National Lottery,
Coca Cola Co., Billa, L'Oreal, Ficosota Syntez, and Kaufland Bulgaria:
Capital, Mapxemunz Factbook [Marketing Factbook], 2019, p. 24;
Nielsen, Mudopmarmonen bioaetnn [Information Bulletin], 2019,
p-12.

Dimitrova, P, ,bparapckusar pekaamen masap ¢ 8% pbcr” [An
8% Growth in the Bulgarian Advertising Market], Enterprise.Bg,
May 11, 2018.

Argent Media Agency, Medus cyena bvazapus [Media Scene Bul-
garia], pp. 18; 44.

Capital, Mapremunz Factbook [Marketing Factbook], 2019, pp. 22-23.
Capital, Mapxemunz Factbook [Marketing Factbook], 2019, p. 40;
GARB, GARB Audience Measurement Bulgaria, 2018, p. 3; Bulgarian
Association of Communication Agencies, ,11% crabuaeH pbCr 3a
Obarapckus pekaaMeH masap mpes 2019 r.” [A Stable 11% Increase
in the Bulgarian Advertising Market in 2019], 2020, p. 4.

National Statistical Institute, ITpuxodu u pasxodu Ha meresusu-
onnume onepamopu npes 2018 z00una [Revenue and Spending of
Television Operators in 2018], 2019.

129 GARB, GARB Audience Measurement Bulgaria, 2019, p. 16.

130 Capital, Mapxemune Factbook [Marketing Factbook], 2019, p. 40.

31 Dimov, Ch., ADEX 2018, 2019, p. 4.
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a 25% increase year-on-year. At the same time, ad ex-
penditures in the print press dropped by 2%.1% Most of
the online advertisement revenues are generated from
display advertising (34%), followed by Facebook (27%),
Google search (23%), and YouTube (11%).1*® Radio and
print media have a much smaller stake in the advertis-
ing market (4.7% and 3.3%, respectively, in 2018).134

The analysis of the corporate footprint in the Bulgarian
media sector reveals an insignificant presence of com-
panies with Russian ultimate beneficial ownership. Out
of 10,304 media companies active in the country, only 74
have a foreign global ultimate ownership. More specifi-
cally, Russia’s direct corporate footprint in the Bulgarian
media landscape is minimal. There is only one media
firm (Studio Dvrender), whose ultimate beneficial owner
is registered in Russia. The firm has not declared an op-
erating revenue and its activities are focused only in the
motion picture and TV production sector, providing au-
dio-visual services on a small scale.®

In terms of advertising, the information that can be
gleaned from the available advertising market data'®*
is that the chain of Gazprom petrol stations (a Bulgar-
ian subsidiary of NIS Gazprom Neft, where Russia’s
Gazprom Neft is a majority shareholder) is one of the
main clients of the most profitable communications
company, Ogilvy Group Bulgaria.!¥ Also, Russian-
owned Lukoil Bulgaria is visibly present in the Bulgar-
ian online advertising market, taking 43" place among
the largest online advertisers, according to the size of
its ad budgets.!?®

132 Bulgarian Association of Communication Agencies, ,11% crabuaex
PBCT 3a Obarapckms pekaamen maszap rpes 2019 r.” [A Stable 11%
Increase in the Bulgarian Advertising Market in 2019], 2020, p. 2.

133 Dimov, Ch., ADEX 2017, 2018, p.- 5.
134 Capital, Mapremune Factbook [Marketing Factbook], 2019, p. 40.

135 According to data obtained from the Orbis commercial corporate
database.

136 Detailed data on the share of foreign involvement (broken
down by country of origin) in the Bulgarian advertising mar-
ket is not readily available in official national statistics. The
Bulgarian National Bank and the National Statistical Institute
only provide overall figures on FDI in the economic sector re-
lated to the development and distribution of creative products:
Bulgarian National Bank, [Tomox na npexume uyxdecmpaniu
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The limited scope of Russia’s direct footprint in the
Bulgarian media sector stands in contrast to the ex-
tent of the Kremlin’s indirect footprint. There are a
number of media companies that do not have Russian
ultimate beneficial ownership but whose domestic
owners have strong pro-Russian political and econom-
ic links.!* A couple of major newspapers (e.g., Stand-
art), several smaller TV networks (such as Channel 3
and BSTV), and at least two newspapers (Duma and
Ataka, the newspapers of, respectively, the Bulgarian
Socialist Party (BSP) and of populist Ataka) have di-
rect ties to Russian actors, either via ownership or in
terms of influence over content. Russia is also behind
some local and online news outlets, where its influ-
ence can be traced primarily in terms of editorial con-
tent.? For example, the South Stream pipeline project
(and its reincarnation TurkStream) has received exten-
sive coverage in Russian-affiliated media, which uni-
versally supported it. Two new Russian TV channels
entered the Bulgarian market at the beginning of 2016.
Horizont Media (HMTV), a new Russian-Bulgarian
TV, was launched in March 2016. One of the co-own-
ers of HMTV was an adviser to the Russian oligarch
Vladimir Gusinsky, when he owned and managed
Media Most before Gazprom took over the company.
So far, HMTV has positioned itself in the entertain-
ment area, it has avoided having to provide news or
demonstrate a political agenda. The second new TV
channel is called Kamchia. It is owned by the Moscow
city government.!#!

Russian cable TV channels remain popular among Bul-
garians. Interestingly, there is a concentration of the
ownership of distribution rights of Russian cable TV
channels in Bulgaria. The former Bulgarian Socialist
Party (BSP) official Nikolay Malinov is the representative
of 11 Russian language channels in the Balkans, includ-
ing state-owned Channel One Russia (with the largest
coverage in Russia), TV Center Russia (with the fourth
largest coverage), and Ohota i Rybalka (specializing in

139 For more on CSD’s accumulated research on Russia’s cultivation
of an opaque network of patronage in the Balkans, see Shentov,
O. et al.,, “Conclusion,” in The Russian Economic Grip on Central
and Eastern Europe, London: Routledge, 2018; Stefanov, R. and
Vladimirov, M., “Operating Political Networks of Influence,”
in The Kremlin Playbook in Southeast Europe. Economic Influence
and Sharp Power, Sofia: Center for the Study of Democracy, 2020;
Conley, H. et al., “Introduction: A Model of Russian Influence in
Central and Eastern Europe,” in The Kremlin Playbook. Understand-
ing Russian Influence in Central and Eastern Europe, Rowman & Lit-
tlefield, 2016.

Yalamov, T., “Russian Influence, Trust in Media and Media Cap-
ture,” in The Russian Economic Grip on Central and Eastern Europe,
2018.

M1 Ibid.
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broadcasting hobby hunting activities).** Malinov is a
classic example of Russian influence tactics. He is the
Chairman of the National Movement “Russophiles”,
which is a sprawling network of loosely connected
non-governmental organizations across the country.
The movement openly promotes the close alignment of
Bulgaria with Russian cultural, political, strategic, and
economic interests. Malinov has received many state
honors from the Russian Federation, including, most re-
cently, the Order of Friendship in 2019. He received the
medal, while on trial for espionage in Bulgaria.!*3

According to a written evidence published by the Bul-
garian prosecution, Malinov prepared a report, alleg-
edly in the service of the Double Headed Eagle, a non-
profit organization chaired by the Russian oligarch
Konstantin Malofeev, and the Russian Institute for
Strategic Studies, associated with Russian foreign in-
telligence officials. The report!** insists that Bulgaria’s
geopolitical orientation needs to change away from the
West and toward Russia. It goes on to propose that this
can only be achieved through an informational strategy
based on the creation of a pro-Russian TV channel and
websites. It further notes that this media strategy needs
to be complemented by the continuous expansion of
Russian control over Bulgarian strategic assets, such
as Vivacom, the biggest telecommunications company
in Bulgaria as of early 2021 controlled by the Russian
state-owned VTB bank, and Dunarit, one of the larg-
est military hardware producing factories in the coun-
try. Dunarit’s Bulgarian owner claims he was poisoned
by GRU agents in 2015 with a Novichok-like substance
after he had refused to sell his company to a Russian-
linked oligarchic group.#>

Although the plans for an increased Russian informa-
tion offensive in Bulgaria did not materialize and VIB
sold Vivacom to the UK-based United Group,'*® Ma-

142 Antonova, V., ,/Pyckn JnesHuk’ Ha 6barapckn” [Russia Beyond
in Bulgarian], Capital Daily, June 13, 2015.

143 Bosev, R. and Stoilova, Z., ,IIpokyparypara o0suxu Hukoaait

Maamnnos ot ‘Pycodpuan’ — mmmonnpaa 3a rex. Pemmernnkos” [The
Prosecution Has Accused Nikolay Malinov from Russophili — He
Has Spied for General Reshetnikov], Capital Daily, September 10,
2019.

Malinov, N., “llokaaanas 3anmcka Hukoaass CuumeonoBa Maau-
HoBa — [Ipeaceaareas ‘Harmonaarsnas Asukenus Pycoduaos’ B
Pecniybauke Boarapus” [Report by Nikolay Simeonov Malinov —
Chairman of Russophili National Movement in the Republic of
Bulgaria], n.d.
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145 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, “Bulgaria Suspends Probe

Into Poisoning Linked To Russians,” RFL/RE’s Bulgarian Serv-
ice, September 1, 2020.

Stoyanov, N., ,bTK me 6bae kynena rmoutu usiusao ¢ gbar [BTC
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January 23, 2020.
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linov’s case demonstrates the depth of Russia’s pres-
ence in the country. Until 2014, Malinov was part of
the top echelons of power of the second-largest party
in the country and was the owner of the party’s news
outlet Duma.'¥” In a similar vein of overlapping po-
litical, media, and economic interests, other politicians
from BSP have published the pro-Russian newspaper
Zemia, the bilingual Russian-Bulgarian newspaper
Rusiya dnes (Russia Today), and Kitai dnes (China To-
day). Zemia and Rusiya dnes are owned by Bulgarian
companies under the control of Svetlana Sharenkova,
the Chairperson of the Bulgaria-Russia Forum (fos-
tering closer cultural and business contacts between
the two countries), deputy chair of the Federation for
friendship with the nations of Russia and the CIS, and
a member of the Bulgaria-China Forum."®

CHANNELS AND NARRATIVES

The Kremlin’s disinformation narratives in Bulgaria
have been typically focused on critical events in the
country’s political, economic, social, or cultural life.
These narratives can best be illustrated with the exam-
ple of two significant recent EU and NATO develop-
ments: Sofia’s Presidency of the Council of the EU in the
first half of 2018 and the plan to establish a NATO Co-
ordination Center in the biggest Bulgarian sea port of
Varna at the end of 2019. These both marked Bulgaria’s
deeper integration with and contribution to the Euro-
Atlanic structures.

The following overview is based on a content analysis
of the coverage of these significant developments in
four different media outlets. The four outlets analyzed
were chosen to correspond with the different types of
connections to Russian disinformation and political-
economic ownership networks in Bulgaria:'¥’

* News Front exemplifies an outlet directly owned
by Russia. It was originally created to report de-
velopments in Crimea and Donbass, subsequently
expanding its coverage to European and interna-
tional events in ten languages, including English,
Russian, Bulgarian, German, Spanish, Serbian,

147 According to Orbis corporate commercial database.

148 Filipova and Galev, Russian Influence in the Media Sectors of the
Black Sea Countries: Tools, Narratives and Policy Options for Building
Resilience, 2018, p. 16. Sharenkova has received state honors from
the Russian Federation, including the Order of Friendship in 2013
(for advancing bilateral relations between Russia and Bulgaria),
while a year later Rusiya dnes was awarded the Annual Media
Prize of the Russian Federation.

49 For an overview of the methodology see Annex.
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French, Italian, Georgian, and Slovak.’®® The own-
ers of News Front include Konstantin Knyrik and
Mikhail Sinelin. The former is active in the regional
Crimean branch of the Russian nationalist Rodina
party. He is the beneficiary of Russian state grants
for maintaining the operation of News Front. For
his part, Sinelin has occupied a variety of high-
level positions in Russian state agencies, includ-
ing as a deputy chairman of Vnesheconombank,
and has served on the teams of Kremlin political
executives.”” News Front has been named a Rus-
sian propaganda center responsible for the Balkans.
One of the suspects in Montenegro’s 2016 attempted
coup has been linked to this outlet.!> The Bulgar-
ian employees of News Front are active members of
Russophile associations, organizing, among other
activities in Bulgaria, protests against NATO and
sanctions on Russia.!>®

e Ataka newspaper (having both a print and online
edition) is the official mouthpiece of the Bulgarian
nationalist party, Ataka, which espouses a strong
pro-Russian and anti-Western position. The par-
ty’s Russian links and involvement in (pro-)Rus-
sian activities have been wide-ranging and well-
documented: Ataka has participated in various fora
drawing extremist parties from across Europe;'>* it
maintains close cooperation with the United Russia
party;!®® and has been alleged to receive Russian fi-
nancing.!>

* Monitor newspaper (with a print and online ver-
sion) falls into the category of a broadly circulat-
ed daily. It ranks in the top 10 most widely read
Bulgarian news outlets and commands the sec-
ond-largest gross advertising budget among the
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Bulgarian national dailies.!”” Monitor (together
with other popular outlets such as Telegraph, Me-
ridian Match, and Politika magazine) is published
by the Telegraph Media EOOD, which is owned by
Mr. Delyan Peevski.!® The latter has been in close
contact with Russian financial and economic inter-
ests, spanning various strategically important sec-
tors of the Bulgarian economy, including banking,
tobacco, and defense® His media is considered
to take pro-government stances, unabashedly de-
fending the business and political interests of their
owner.

* Mediapool represents a “control” outlet, being the
first Bulgarian daily mainstream online news source,
founded in 2000. It has since maintained a repu-
tation of objectivity and analytical depth and is
considered to support the country’s EU and NATO
integration. The media site is owned by Stoyana
Georgieva and Infospeys Foundation (also man-
aged by Georgieva).!®® She is a professional jour-
nalist, having previously worked for Radio Free
Europe and headed the Press Office of the Council
of Ministers.1!

The different types of Bulgarian language media out-
lets share commonalities in relation to the pro-Rus-
sian disinformation topics and narratives conveyed,
as well as the stylistic means of message transmission.
News Front, Ataka, and Monitor converge on similar
conclusions about the functioning of the Bulgarian
Presidency of the European Council. In relation to Rus-
sia, they all claimed that the Presidency was a unique
chance for Sofia to improve ties with Moscow, which
could have happened if Bulgaria had managed to assert

157 Piero97, Bulgarian Media Map, 2019.

158 Although, in 2018 it was reported that Peevski sold 50% of Tel-
egraph Media EOOD, he still figures as the global, domestic, and
beneficial owner of Intrust PLC EAD, which is the sole sharehold-
er of Telegraph Media EOOD according to the Orbis database. In
early 2021 Peevski sold all its media outlets, including Monitor to
the UK-based United Group.
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its interests and sovereignty against Western pressure
on the Balkans.!®> Their narratives suggested that the
most important opportunity in the Presidency was for
Bulgaria to play a balancing role in Southeast Europe,
acting as a bridge between Europe and Russia.'®® Bul-
garian-Russian relations are hailed as being bound by
deep historical and cultural bonds, while also offering
significant economic benefit to Bulgaria. Instead of rely-
ing on European funds, they often assert an alternative
proposal: that Bulgarians can look to Eurasian markets
to make long-lasting economic gains. Moreover,