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Introduction

n this report, we present a summary of the activity, narratives and speakers of Russian propaganda

disseminated in 2023 in Bulgarian online media and on the most popular social media platform in
Bulgaria, Facebook. We also present highlights of a representative national survey on main value and
geopolitical orientations of Bulgarian citizens attacked by propaganda messages.

Recall: The propaganda wave in Bulgaria rose about ten days before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in
February 2022, and intensified further in 2023. The dissemination of Russian narratives has increased
in the last year and a half and this increase is due, firstly, to new technological solutions." A network of
mushroom websites was formed around the Blitz News Agency — we call it the Machine. The Machine
consists of more than 370 anonymous pseudo-news websites with identical design and content, which
in 2023 disseminated up to nine explicitly pro-Russian propaganda articles every day. These websites
circulate each article hundreds of times and thus further lead to the spread of Russian propaganda
on social media.

Secondly, the profile of Russian propaganda dissemination has changed since the start of the full-
scale war — the official spokespersons of the Russian Federation have become the main channels of
Russian propaganda. These are Putin, Lavrov, Peskov, Zakharova, Mitrofanova, and others, who are
literally repeating propaganda talking points with their respective vocabulary. Hence, their dissemi-
nation has sharply increased as all media, both Bulgarian and international — even the objective ones
- are obliged to quote them. In Bulgaria, along with translations from Russian, the Kremlin's narra-
tives are also circulated by a number of local speakers, including some leading politicians. Bulgarian
pro-Russian speakers in official positions use only some of the elements of the Russian propaganda
package and most often try to adapt them to local events and issues without revealing their origin
and propaganda slant.

This report summarizes the overall propaganda activity in 2023, the changes in narratives, the activity
of the Machine of Mushroom Websites, the main messages of selected local pro-Russian speakers
(Rumen Radev, Korneliya Ninova, Kostadin Kostadinov, Petar Volgin, and Martin Karbovski), and the
propaganda posts on Bulgarian Facebook with the highest number of interactions.

One major piece of news is that the intensity of Russian propaganda dissemination through tradition-
al online channels in Bulgarian has declined by more than two times in 2023. The decline is particular-
ly evident at the end of the year. Whereas in the first quarter of 2023 we identified 150,040 articles with
the specified keywords, in the last quarter we found only 69,910 articles - i.e., 80,130 fewer articles
disseminating Russian propaganda vocabulary were published at the end of the year compared to
the beginning. This decline is due primarily to the withdrawal of the Machine of Mushroom Websites
from propaganda activity.

1 Summary of Report: Russian Propaganda in Bulgarian Online Media (1 January - 31 December 2022), see https://hssfoundation.org/wp-
content/uploads/2023/04/Report-ENG.pdf [accessed 24 March 2024].
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The Machine’s activity is being taken up by other channels of dissemination, which are yet to de-
velop. At the end of the year we detected several new disseminators: kritichno.bg, mediamall.info,
safenews.bg and efir.info.

In 2023, there were some significant changes in Russian propaganda narratives. An intensification
of the imperial line was apparent already at the beginning of 2023, but it was consolidated at the
end of the year by Putin’s candidacy for president and was evident in his speeches. Although Pu-
tin spoke of a “civilization-state”, his interpreters were quick to clarify that he was talking precisely
about empire. Prigozhin’s mutiny was the main topic at the end of the second quarter, around which
the Putin=Kremlin=Russia equation briefly began to fall apart, but it stabilized again around the im-
perial topic and the announcement of Putin’s presidential candidacy.

Various protests and civic mobilizations in the Kremlin's “near abroad” were declared Maidans,
Ukrainization, foreign interference. These narratives served both to delegitimize civic movements and
to intimidate. The same interpretive framework was once again used in relation to Bulgaria: regarding
the dismantling of the Monument to the Soviet Army (MSA) in Sofia. The supporters of the dismantling
were accused of fascism and of erasing Bulgarian history, and the dismantling was also used for direct
intimidation - Bulgaria too will become subject to denazification.

It should be noted that the concept of sovereignty, widely used by the Kremlin, is understood in an
ambiguous way. According to Russian propaganda, true sovereignty is for the empire, maintained by
subjects with unquestioning loyalty to the “tsar”, as well as by small satellite states that also owe
only obedience to the empire. If small states attempt to behave in a sovereign way - for example, to
disengage from Russia - they become “non-sovereign™ their actions are “under the dictates of the
West". Citizen sovereignty, on the other hand, does not exist at all: any spontaneous protest is a “co-
lour revolution orchestrated by the West”.

In 2023, the narratives of Russian propaganda and those of Chinese propaganda converged - in their
interpretation of the US's “global domination” and the attempt to counter it with the terms “multipo-
larity” or “multilateralism”. Through these terms, an attempt was made to bash Western colonialism,
thereby enticing left-wing social and political actors to bind the Left with the pro-Russian, as well as

attracting peripheral countries towards alliances dominated by the Russian Federation.

Regarding the war in Ukraine, in 2023 Russian online propaganda in Bulgaria denounced the Ukrainian
counteroffensive, praised Russia’s military power, propagated the view that the West was withdrawing
its support for Kiev, and released a number of fake news stories such as the one alleging that Kiev
was committing “genocide against the Ukrainian people”. The sanctions, for their part, were declared
in numerous publications to be ineffective as well as harmful to the European Union.

(Pro)Russian online propaganda also used a number of fake news stories, such as the following: re-
ports that Bulgarians would be sent to the frontline; the Ukraine bioweapons conspiracy theory was
brought up several times during the year; around Bulgaria’'s accession to Schengen, the fake news
story that the country would be forced to accept migrants, etc.

An integral part of the mechanisms of Russian propaganda dissemination are its speakers. This report
examines some of the most striking statements of high-ranking political figures in 2023, as well as
publications and positions of popular journalists who clearly repeated the Kremlin's talking points.
In general, it should be noted that they also combine them with sharp theses on domestic political
and social issues, thus creating a prominent populist and nationalist front serving the interests of the
Russian Federation. The target is public opinion in Bulgaria, where the pro-Russian and anti-demo-
cratic rhetoric has a direct political function - specifically, in 2023, it worked against the Euro-Atlantic
majority that ruled the country in the second half of the year, and especially against its reformist
part (PP-DB). No less important, however, is the divisive and radicalizing effect of this rhetoric on the
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various social groups in Bulgaria, which receive a convenient explanation of complex domestic and
global social processes. The speakers of Russian propaganda rely mainly on the emotional effect of
their words, playing on the latent social fears, conservatism, and chronic distrust in Bulgarian society.
For them, Russian propaganda is also a handy tool that provides them with ready-made rhetorical
phrases and narratives in the easily digestible packaging of conspiratorial logic.

In 2023, Facebook continued to be the most influential social media platform in terms of promoting
and spreading pro-Russian narratives in Bulgaria. Despite Meta's commitments to the EU, Facebook
continued to be used as one of the main ways to influence public opinion in the country. Parallel to
the issues of public concern in 2023, a number of attempts were made to shift public attention to less
significant events that would intensify discontent with the democratic process, the EU and NATO. The
most common tools for this are fake news and disinformation. It should be noted that over the past
year, there has been an overall decline in open propaganda in favour of the Russian Federation - it is
increasingly replaced by the perspective of patriotism, dressed up, however, in the same and similar
phrases. The incitement of nostalgia for the pre-1989 regime; the constant reminders of Bulgaria's lib-
eration from Ottoman rule and of its so-called “Second Liberation” (from “fascism”) by Russia are just
some of the narratives that unlock the possibility of presenting Bulgarian patriotism through the idea
of an eternal and indestructible friendship with Russia. The consequences of these active actions are
increasingly evident at Bulgaria’'s national holidays, where flags of the Russian Federation are flown.
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Dimitar Vatsov

[ Overall Propaganda Activity, Including and Excluding
the Machine of Mushroom Websites

n this part of the report, we offer quantitative data on Russian and pro-Russian propaganda in 2023
on more than 8,000 Bulgarian-language websites and blogs (excluding social media) archived by the
SENSIKA media monitoring system.?

We should say right away that we have seen a smooth, steady and significant decline in propaganda
activity at the end of the year. The first difference in the number of online publications is between the
first and second quarters, due to a decrease both in those published by the Machine of Mushroom
Websites and by other websites. Compared to the first quarter of the year, the number of propaganda
articles published by the Machine decreased by more than two times in the last quarter - from 126,226
to 53,760.

Table 1. Propaganda dissemination in 2023 by quarter (Bulgarian-language websites and blogs)

Period Total number Machine of Other websites and
of publications Mushroom Websites blogs

150,040 126,225

105,741 88,907 16,843
93,792 77493 16,299
69,910 53,760 16,150

Reminder: The Machine consists of more than 370 anonymous bot websites with identical content and
design, which gravitate around the Blitz News Agency. A small prototype of the Machine (a network
of eight satellite websites of Blitz) was identified back at the beginning of 2022,°> and developed as a
big Machine in November 2022. Since then, mushroom websites have been the most powerful tool for
online media dissemination in Bulgaria, including for online propaganda dissemination.”

N

https://sensika.com/ [accessed 24 March 2024].

Summary of Report: Russian Propaganda in Bulgarian Online Media (Part Two): Before and During the War against Ukraine (1 January - 31
May 2022), p. 5, see https://hssfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Abstract-Report-Part-2-eng.pdf [accessed 29 January 2024].

In November and December 2022, we identified 370 mushroom websites (See “APPENDIX 1: LIST OF ALL BOTS OF THE MACHINE OF
MUSHROOM WEBSITES” in Report: Russian Propaganda in Bulgarian Online Media (1 January - 31 December 2022) [in Bulgarian], available
at: https://hssfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Doklad-propaganda-2.pdf [accessed: 5 April 2024]). Mushroom websites have
an impermanent life - they easily “sprout up and die” - that is why we call them “mushrooms”. Many of the first 370 websites are now
defunct, while other new ones have appeared. In the last quarter of 2023 - without having compiled a new full list of mushroom websites
- we found that some publications were reprinted more than 700 times, i.e., the capacity of the Machine as a whole has almost doubled.

w

oy
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Although the Machine of Mushroom Websites currently prevails over other propaganda sources in
terms of quantity — by number of reprints - its significance should not be overestimated. If its bots
spout propaganda narratives that are, so to speak, out of touch with reality, it is the humans in the
media - the speakers of Russian propaganda and the editors spreading it - who are called upon to
adapt the ready-made and clichéd narratives to a changeable reality that often eludes them.

In 2023, there was also a decline in the dissemination of articles containing the specified keywords in
sources that are not tied to Blitz and the Machine. But there it was more gradual.

Here is a chart for the whole of 2023:

Chart 1. Propaganda activity in 2023, by day (1 January - 31 December 2023). In blue: total number of publications; in green: number of
publications, excluding Machine of Mushroom Websites.

4k

Number
of articles

Jan '23 May '23 Sep '23 Jan '24

Date of publication

—— Excluding machine

— Including machine

The decline in the propaganda activity of the Machine of Mushroom Websites is even more evident in
comparison to its initially highest peak at the end of 2022, when a total of 80,105 articles were pub-
lished in the last quarter (most of them in the last 40 days of 2022 - after 20 November — when the
Machine went into operation in full swing®).

Chart 2. Propaganda activity in 2022 and 2023, by day (1 January 2022 - 31 December 2023). In blue: total number of publications; in green:
number of publications, excluding Machine of Mushroom Websites.
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Chart 2 also shows an overall decline in Russian propaganda dissemination in Bulgarian online media
(excluding social media) in 2023.

The Machine is no longer what it used to be.

5 Many of the mushroom websites were created earlier, but were inactive; they were kept on standby - see the DFRLab’s analysis of the
same sites: https://dfrlab.org/2024/03/26/suspicious-facebook-assets-bulgarian-mushroom-websites/ [accessed 11 April 2024]. SENSIKA
detected their activation in the days after 20 November 2022.
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Dimitar Vatsov

V3] The Machine of Mushroom Websites in 2023

A. Structure of Content in the Machine in 2023

he content in the Machine until the last quarter of 2023, when an about-turn took place in the po-
litical line it supports, can be divided into four rubrics (the dots stand for the concrete headline):

1) VIDEO of the war: ...
2) MORNING BRIEF: ..

3) ..VIDEO
4) ISW/NYT/CNN/Daily Mail/The American Conservative (or another Western institution/media
outlet): ...

There were also articles that do not contain rubrics in their headlines, but which are actually reports
from the frontline. They are reprints from Blitz as well as from other media.

The rubric “VIDEO of the war” is a sort of assault aircraft of Russian propaganda - it is meant to
strike the minds of the audience with direct hits! The recipe is: striking headline, short text, video.
The task: to create the immediate impression that the Russians on the ground - every time, again and
again — are winning every battle. Such messages were most massively circulated in late 2022 and early
2023, when the Russians were actually losing, while the Ukrainian army recaptured the Kharkiv region
and Kherson. But for impression management, the reality is irrelevant.

Here is an example:

Screenshot 1°

BMAEOD ot BoMHaTa: ,Kpunata nexota" Ha
<LLMmenuTe" nneHn yKpavHcka 6puraga

3anoBEHWTE YEPAHHUM PA3HAIRAT Hax CE B M3 sPLUIBANE NCHXDNONW-SECH
paboTa C TRX

Fmn, epaiss O e JOTT, DRSSl rposere B ) nosnsraps Saroe BRLL

Hp Té o rEYnAp T ma Coennme” nnevs Godus o 42-pa u §7-a Gperage va
| Buopumesire ciuns i Yupadna.

VIDEO of the war: “Winged Infantry” of [Russian army group] “Brave” captures URrainian brigade

6 See https://blitz.bg/svyat/video-ot-voynata-krilata-pekhota-na-smelite-pleni-ukrainska-brigada_news961019.html; https://novinarbg.
dnes24.eu/948548/ [accessed 29 July 2023].
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The other three rubrics — 2. MORNING BRIEF: ..; 3. ... VIDEO; 4. ISW/NYT/CNN: ... - essentially offered one
and the same type of publications. They do the “deep ploughing” of propaganda: they are meant to
sow the seeds of the Russian perspective both in people who want to keep “neutrality” (to distance
themselves from the problems of the war) and in people who are pro-democracy and pro-West.

The difference between these rubrics is primarily in their names, which create different expectations
in readers: MORNING BRIEF gives the impression of immediate coverage of events on the frontline:
IMMEDIATELY (in the morning) after the most intense fighting (at night); VIDEO, of course, creates the
impression of immediacy by implicitly promising a “documentary” depiction; and the third rubric,
which prefaces the headline with a Western media outlet as the source of the publication, thereby
seems to promise to present with priority the Western or directly the US perspective.

In fact, the publications, as we said, are of one and the same type, a “brief” from the frontline: unlike
those under the rubric “VIDEO of the war”, they are longer and more complex texts, usually compila-
tions from different sources. Actually, the only publications that are not briefs from the frontline but
“commentaries” are some of those under the last rubric (ISW/NYT/CNN: ...).

The main task of the articles under these rubrics is to present the Western and the Russian perspec-
tives on events on the frontline as equally valid and even as superimposed on each other without
any contradiction whatsoever between them: as if the “facts” of the frontline spoke for themselves
and it didn't matter who said something was a fact. Thus, ISW (Institute for the Study of War) and the
Russian war correspondents, The New York Times and RIA Novosti, Stoltenberg and Konashenkov, who
are quoted (usually without specifying from where exactly), seem to be equally credible and reliable
sources. This “equipollence” of the Russian and the Western perspectives — under the rubrics MORN-
ING BRIEF and VIDEO - is usually announced “factually” already in the concrete headlines.

However, the same thing often happens in publications where a Western media outlet or institution
is named as the main source in the headline. Thus, in the article “ISW: Ukraine with successful coun-
terattacks at Bakhmut”’ about half of the text refers to ISW, while the other half refers to the “Russian
Ministry of Defence” and to “Russian bloggers” and “sources”.

B. Transformations of the Machine in 2023

Now let us trace the changes that took place in the content published by the Machine of Mushroom
Websites in 2023.

First, it should be mentioned that the Machine of Mushroom Websites is linked to the platform
Share4Pay, which the websites themselves regularly advertise. In turn, Share4Pay offers users the
opportunity to get a ready-made website, their task being to share content from this website on social
media for a fee. That is to say, the Machine was created to spread its content on social media, and
especially on the most-used social media platform in Bulgaria, Facebook.

The Machine covers a wide range of topics: from sports to celebrity gossip to political news. Until the
last quarter of 2023 (October-December), however, Russian propaganda was concentrated in one the-
matic segment: “coverage” of the war in Ukraine. There mushroom websites consistently created the
impression of superiority of the Russian army and tried to represent its victorious march.

7 https://haira.dnes24.eu/925457/ [accessed 29 July 2023].
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In some cases, this was done by reporting actual events, but not only — in their coverage of the war,
however, the mushroom websites did not always stick to the factual truth and/or attach the necessary
attributes they promised - video, photos, quotations, sources, etc. For example, the highest propa-
ganda peak in the first quarter of 2023 was on 2 March, when the Machine spun 2,176 publications
containing the specified keywords. More than a third of them are due to two entirely fake news stories:
“VIDEO of the war: Su-25s strike Leopard 2 positions near Bakhmut” (with 425 reprints)® and “Morning
brief: AFU announce whether there’s order to withdraw from Bakhmut, first Leopard with Polish mer-
cenaries captured” (with 326 reprints).” Another similar example from the first quarter of 2023, which
went beyond the wildest science fiction, is found in the quasi-objectivist “War brief” with which the
mushroom websites bombarded us daily: “Rogozin sends combat robots to destroy Abrams and Leop-
ard tanks.” This is outright fake news: there were no Abrams and Leopard tanks on the battlefield yet,
but the former head of Roscosmos's robots of the future were already destroying them. This “news”
found its way into the Machine via the sports websites https://sportove.info/419800/ and https://
ludsport.fun/758695/.

In the second quarter of 2023, the Machine continued to create its own phantasmatic reality with no
connection to historical time and events in Bulgaria. It continued to create the impression that it was
reporting directly from the scene of events - from the frontline in Ukraine. It did this not through
its own correspondents, but through striking headlines and attached videos borrowed most often
from the Telegram channels of Russian war correspondents (Operatsiya Z: Voenkory Russkoy Vesny,
etc.). The main message circulated in it in the second quarter of 2023 was the same as before: Russia
is winning every day militarily on the front against Ukraine as well as politically and economically
against the West, Western military aid is highly overestimated and Western sanctions are ineffective.
In the period from 1 April to 30 June 2023, the Machine was developed further: compared to the pre-
vious quarter, the thematic scope was broader, the quality of translations had improved, the videos
were real, and the sources, although not explicitly mentioned, were primarily Russian. It should be
noted that the articles disseminated by the Machine of Mushroom Websites did not comment on
Bulgarian political events from the Russian perspective. The strategy of Blitz and mushroom websites
was to establish Russian propaganda as a separate channel that is not involved in domestic politics.
There are two possible hypotheses here, which are not mutually exclusive: 1) What we had here was a
larger-scale business model, of which Russian propaganda was only one segment that, for the sake of
financial clarity, was not to be mixed with the other segments; 2) Propagandists assumed that direct
political intervention should be postponed for some future point in time when domestic political
intervention would be more effective once the audience has been saturated with Russian propaganda
on another level.

The establishment of Russian propaganda as a separate channel also points us to the way the Machine
worked in the first two quarters of 2023, that is, mostly through impression management: if readers’
eyes and ears were directly saturated with “Russian victories from the frontline”, then there was no
need to directly attack their domestic political biases: they “would orient themselves” on their own.

It should be noted that in the second quarter, the quality of the translations — most of which in the
first quarter were poor machine translations - had improved, although neither sources nor specific
translators were named. And videos, often missing in the January—March period, were now available
for almost all articles. Nowhere, however, is there a trace of critical fact-checking: of looking for at
least a second source. Only the sources of the videos are visible, and these are primarily from Tele-
gram channels of Russian military bloggers.

8  https://nvn24sedem.bgvest.eu/888102/ [accessed 25 April 2023].
9  https://bg-sega.dnes24.eu/887962/ [accessed 25 April 2023].
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The second quarter of 2023 saw a mixing of perspectives in some articles, especially in those where
Western analysts and organizations talked about the war. The Russian and (pro)Ukrainian perspectives
on events on the frontline were thus presented as equally valid, without any contradiction between
them: in fact, Russian propaganda worked “subliminally” by framing basic processes (below the level
of the text) even in articles that seem to give “equal right” to Russian and Western sources on the war.

The third quarter of 2023 saw several changes in the operation of the Machine.

P First, the number of reports from the frontline decreased, while that of commentary pieces in-
creased. Impression management, i.e., creating an impression that the Russians were invariably win-
ning on the front, gave way to a focus on commentary articles from “Western” media outlets. Articles
from ultraconservative and pro-Putin magazines (The American Conservative) as well as from more
liberal and pro-Ukrainian media outlets such as The New York Times and The Economist were used
to serve the echo chamber of Russian propaganda and to amplify or repeat its narratives. Commen-
tary articles quoting Western media and speakers were meant to present the Russian perspective as
internal criticism, i.e., as “the West criticizing itself”. There were also several commentary articles that
were explicitly pro-Ukrainian. Still, most commentary articles remained monumentally Russian and
pro-Russian. For the first time in the sample based on “Russian” keywords, there were also several
articles commenting on Bulgarian political life.

» Second, in the July-September 2023 period the mushroom websites showed an evolution in terms
of content. If in the second quarter of 2023 they reprinted material primarily from Russian sources
(most often from the Telegram channels of Russian war correspondents), now they tried to pursue
a “more balanced policy”. In the third quarter of 2023, the Machine more often alternated between
“Russian” and “Ukrainian” sources in its reports from the frontline. However, some articles made up of
translations from both Russian and Ukrainian sources, were cobbled together incoherently: the read-
er often wonders who exactly in this paragraph are “ours” and who is “the enemy”. Sometimes Blitz
and the mushroom websites even forgot that they were translating from Russian Telegram channels
and, as they did not use quotation marks in the main text of the article, they reproduced the Russian
perspective as literally “ours™

Friday, 22 September, in the Zaporozhye direction, was marked by heavy fighting near the village
of Novoprokopovka. Here the Ukrainian armed forces tried to break through our line of defence.”

P Third, there was a significant change in the third quarter of 2023: in the second quarter, Blitz and
the mushroom websites conducted almost unequivocal pro-Russian propaganda through the reports
from the frontline (at least through the short pieces under the rubrics with VIDEO), while now pro-
Russian propaganda was presented as the “other point of view” on the war: by alternating sources, it
was presented as if it were as valid as the Ukrainian and the Western ones.

» Fourth, although the Ukrainian point of view was presented in the Machine by the positions of
Zelensky, the Russian point of view was presented by a number of spokespersons — Medvedev, Peskoy,
and Lavrov, who were portrayed as strong: with threatening facing and wagging fingers, they were re-
proaching the West and threatening it with punishments.

Let us give an example: “Putin warns Ukraine what will befall them if they touch cluster bombs”
(16 July; 402 reprints)."

10 https://blitz.bg/svyat/zapadni-medii-ofitseri-na-nato-stanakha-na-parcheta-otgovort-za-sevastopol-s-nevidimi-raketi_news977686.html
[accessed 23 October 2023].

11 https://blitz.bg/svyat/putin-predupredi-ukrayna-kakvo-shche-gi-zastigne-ako-pipnat-kasetchnite-bombi_news965002.html( [accessed 26
October 2023].
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» Conclusion: In the third quarter of 2023, the Machine switched from “direct manipulation” to “deep
ploughing”: the seeds of the Russian perspective had to be sown even in those readers who did not
believe it. This switch probably also had another purpose: to make it harder for the Machine to be
accused of operating as a one-way Russian propaganda channel - it now seemingly pursued a “more
balanced policy”.

In the fourth quarter of 2023, the number of propaganda publications in the Machine of Mushroom
Websites dropped significantly, but that of articles under the rubric “Reports from the frontline” de-
creased even more (down to 13%) - that is, attention shifted away from the frontline. The emotional
attitude towards the warring countries also changed. The fourth quarter of the year saw a volte-face:
although this is when the 2023 Ukrainian counteroffensive finally failed, Blitz and the Machine’s web-
sites left the reader with the impression of remarkable Ukrainian victories. Pro-Ukrainian attitudes
dominate in the texts of the articles, even though there are references to Russian sources. In its re-
ports from the frontline, the Machine seemed to have gone “over to the Ukrainian side”,

The October-December 2023 period also saw a significant change in commentary articles. If in the
third quarter of 2023 the genre of “the West criticizing itself and praising Russia” was dominant, sever-
al articles that appeared at the end of the year were quite objective critical commentaries on devel-
opments on the frontline or on the international political scene - senior Western or Ukrainian military
commanders such as Admiral Stavridis™ and General Romanenko™ were quoted as acknowledging the
failure of the Ukrainian counteroffensive in 2023 and the uncertainties over Western funding and arms
supplies to Ukraine. To the objective criticisms were added the voices of two former US intelligence
officials who, from the pulpit of their “secret knowledge”, have long been promoting Russian talking
points and are favourites of Kremlin propagandists in Bulgaria, but also around the world. These are
“intelligence officers” Scott Ritter'® and Tony Shaffer,”® repeatedly reprinted also in other Bulgarian
propaganda outlets. They foretold bad things for Ukraine, of course. Even so, the tone of most com-
mentary articles was positive towards Ukraine, and more commentary articles discussed statements

12 https://blitz.bg/voinite/admiral-stavridis-predupredi-ukrayna-veroyatno-shche-otselee-1-godina-ako_news991948.html [accessed 30
January 2024].

13 https://blitz.bg/voinite/ukrainski-general-prizna-kontranastplenieto-ne-postigna-uspekh-preminavame-km_news987014.html [accessed
30 January 2024].

14 https://blitz.bg/voinite/us-razuznavach-s-loshi-novini-za-vsu_news981576.html [accessed 30 January 2024].

15 https://blitz.bg/svyat/bivsh-shpionin-na-sashch-ukrayna-preminava-ot-ofanziva-km-otbrana_news972959.html [accessed 30 January
2024].
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of Biden (four articles'™) and Zelensky (two articles"), while only one article gave the floor directly to
Peskov who threatened Bulgaria:'®

Kpembn oTBpblua Ha yaapa cneg
CNMPaHeTo Ha aBTOMOBMAM C pYCKKN HOMepa

Mpean Hac nogobHa 3abpara BbBegoxa JIntea, latema, Nonwa, Punnangna n
EcTOHMA

Maocksa, Pycun & 02 Okr. 2023,15:23 257284 npouvTa [SET xomeHTapa Astop: B/IAL

Lumutpria MNecxos

PeweHnATa Ha cTpaHvTe oT EBpockiosa 3a orpaHMYaBaHe Ha BAM3AHETO Ha aBTOMOGHAM C pycHH
Homepa ca abcypghu. Pycus Lie oTroBOpU No Ha4MH, OTrOBapALL, Ha UHTepecure i. ToBa 3aaBK
roBoputenaTt Ha Kpemsn imuTpuii Meckos, uMTHpaH oT 3anagHu megun.

KakTto BJINL ctobwm no-paHo gHec Bearapua Hanara 3abpaHaTa 3a BAW3aHe Ha PYCKK
asTomobunn.

Kremlin strikes back after entry ban on cars with Russian license plates
The decisions of EU countries to ban entry of cars with Russian license plates are absurd. Russia will respond in a way
that corresponds to its interests, says Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov, quoted by Western media.

None of the articles on our peak days in the last quarter of 2023 gave the floor personally to Putin -
two articles commented in a rather ironic and detached way on Putin’s impounded yachts' and his
rivals in the upcoming presidential elections in Russia.?°

Conclusion: It is clear that the Machine is being purged of Russian propaganda, but it still can’t quite
whitewash its infamous record.

C. Voices from the Machine: Peevski Slams Russia

In the last quarter of 2023, the Machine gave the floor only to two Bulgarian speakers, with two articles
each:

16 See, e.g., https://blitz.bg/svyat/baydn-zaradva-zelenski-i-tsyala-ukrayna-s-tezi-dumi_news978337.html [accessed 30 January 2024].

17 See, e.g., https://prihod.eu/1001112/ [accessed 30 January 2024].

18 https://blitz.bg/svyat/kreml-otvrshcha-na-udara-sled-spiraneto-na-avtomobili-s-ruski-nomera_news978475.html [accessed 30 January
2024].

19 https://blitz.bg/svyat/tezi-dve-strashilishcha-li-sa-superyakhtite-na-putin_news987713.html [accessed 30 January 2024].

20 https://blitz.bg/svyat/koi-sa-petimata-koito-iskat-da-meryat-sili-s-putin_news990340.html( [accessed 30 January 2024].

|'|5SF Human and Social Studies Foundation - Sofia 1

fofla



https://hssfoundation.org/за-hssf/
https://blitz.bg/svyat/baydn-zaradva-zelenski-i-tsyala-ukrayna-s-tezi-dumi_news978337.html
https://prihod.eu/1001112/
https://blitz.bg/svyat/kreml-otvrshcha-na-udara-sled-spiraneto-na-avtomobili-s-ruski-nomera_news978475.html
https://blitz.bg/svyat/tezi-dve-strashilishcha-li-sa-superyakhtite-na-putin_news987713.html
https://blitz.bg/svyat/koi-sa-petimata-koito-iskat-da-meryat-sili-s-putin_news990340.html

Russian Online Propaganda in Bulgaria in 2023 ® SUMMARY REPORT

The oracle-mathematician Prof. Nikolay Vitanoy, following Henry Kissinger's methodological precepts,
made his daily statistically calculated Facebook prophecies about the development of the two wars
(in Ukraine and Gaza), about the Covid-19 pandemic, and whatever else came to his mind along the
way.”' He did indeed predict Russia’s inevitable victory, but that is hardly the only reason why the
Machine’s websites reprinted his posts - exoticism and sensationalism were probably the leading
motive.

Conversely, Delyan Peevski — whose New Bulgarian Media Group, as well as other media outlets gravi-
tating around him, introduced the clichés of Russian propaganda in Bulgaria in 2013-2014 to slam the
protests against Peevski's appointment as head of the State Agency for National Security (SANS) — was
now slamming Russian propaganda:

»  “What if Peevski wasn't there to remind government we're part of EU and sanctions against
Russia?” (2 Oct., 395 reprints);??

Screenshot 22

A ako He 6ewe [NeeBCcKU Aa NPUNOMHSA HA
BnacTTa, 4e cme YyacTt ot EC m caHKumuTe
cpewy Pycua?

Cnvpame Ha rpaHnuaTa KosiMTe C pycKa permcrpaumns
@ Codwn, bearapua @ 02 Ok, 2023,15:09 © 10670 npounta AsTop: BIUL

1

OT noHegenHuk BeuepTa B Ewarapua Tpabea aa sapabotu ¢akTuuecka sabpaHa 3a BAM3aHe B

cTpaHaTa Ha asTomobunn © pycka peructpayua. Peanvo pewenveTo 3a 3abpanaTta e a3eto ot EC
KAaTO 4acT OT CAaHKUMWTE cpelly Py:ldﬂ W HagnexHo M3npaTeHo 40 EMFEPHH npegd Hag gee
cegMMLH.

21 https://blitz.bg/analizi-i-komentari/prof-vitanov-pobesnya-zaradi-okrvavenata-sofiya-i-napisa-zakon-za-golyamoto-blskane_news987086.
html; https://zanas.eu/900047/ [accessed 30 January 2024].

22 https://blitz.bg/politika/a-ako-ne-beshe-peevski-da-pripomnya-na-vlastta-che-sme-chast-ot-es-i-sanktsiite-sreshchu-rusiya_news978470.
html [accessed 30 January 2024].

23 Ibid.
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> “Peevski refers Russian sanctions violation to [Acting Prosecutor General Borislav] Sarafov, SANS
chief!” (27 Nov., 414 reprints).?*
Screenshot 3%°

MNeeBcku ceaupa CapagoB u

npepcenarensa Ha JJAHC 3apagu
Hecna3BaHe Ha caHKLuuTe cpellly Pycus!

T MonuTHKa

To objectivate this about-turn in the image of this Bulgarian oligarch and politician, we decided to
check the citations of Peevski’'s name in Bulgarian online media in 2023. We found 240,829 articles
containing his name, distributed over the year as follows:

Chart 3. Number of articles quoting “Peevski” by day (1 January - 31 December 2023)

10k
Number of
articles Sk
0 A ) nas ML&MJ J i il
Jan '23 May 23 Sep '23 Jan '24
Date of publication

24 https://ceshmany61.bg7.eu/1022741/ [accessed 30 January 2024].
25 Ibid.
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The bulk of the articles quoting Peevski again came from the Machine: 169,987 articles on mushroom
websites contained his name.

If we look at Chart 3, we will see that it logically follows Peevski’s own political footsteps. The citations
started with his pre-election reappearance on the public scene in February 2023 (after a decade of
completely sporadic public appearances). Then their number reached its first peaks around the for-
mation of the regular government in June (with his and the DPS'’s support), leveling off at under 1,000
articles a day in the third quarter. And finally leveling off at a high plateau of nearly 2,000 articles a day
on average in the last quarter of the year, when Peevski was particularly politically and media-active.

If we compare these data on Peevski with the data on the development of the Machine in 2023, we will
notice something else: the more Peevski is quoted by the mushroom websites in his new role as the
standard bearer of Euro-Atlanticism in Bulgaria, the rarer are the explicit pro-Russian propaganda
messages in them.

Such a comparison is entirely speculative because there is no proof of a connection between Peev-
ski and Blitz/the Machine and, furthermore, the factors influencing the measured correlations are
many more in number. Hence, the conclusion from this comparison does not merely sound anecdotal
(“Peevksi slams Russian propaganda”), it is also objectively uncertain. Even so, we cannot but notice:

» Inthe first half of 2023, when Peevski’'s public “Euro-Atlantic” activity was still weak, the Machine
operated as an entirely Russian propaganda channel,

»  When in the summer Peevski became significantly more active in his new role as the guardian of
Euro-Atlanticism, the propaganda messages in the Machine began to decrease, and its editorial
policy became slightly more balanced;

» In the last quarter Peevski himself became the top speaker in the Machine and pro-Russian
messages almost disappeared from it.

But there is also something else: parallel with the disappearance of Russian propaganda from the
Machine, the last quarter of 2023 also saw the complete disappearance of the ads of Winbet and Efbet
from mushroom websites.

Conclusion

The intensity of Russian propaganda dissemination through traditional online channels - news
websites and blogs - in Bulgarian has declined by more than two times in 2023.

The decline is particularly evident in the last quarter. Whereas in the first quarter of 2023 we identi-
fied 150,040 articles with the specified keywords, in the last quarter we found only 69,910 articles - i.e,
80,130 fewer articles disseminating Russian propaganda vocabulary were published at the end of
the year compared to the beginning.

This decline is part of a general trend. Still, most of it is due to the Machine of Mushroom Websites
- 93% of the total decline came from the Machine.

In addition to the quantitative measurements, the content analysis has also shown that in the last
quarter of 2023, the Machine was being purged of propaganda content.

Whether Delyan Peevski’s new Euro-Atlantic role is linked to the Machine’s operation remains a
hypothesis that has been neither verified nor rejected. The withdrawal of the Winbet and Efbet ads is
also a hypothesis that is yet to be checked.
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However, the decline in Russian propaganda dissemination has so far not been accompanied by a
decline in the capacity of the Machine as a whole, or in the actual dissemination of other material
through mushroom websites. While many mushroom websites have “died” over time (they are no lon-
ger active today), more new ones have emerged,”® and the platform Share4Pay continues to advertise
itself on active websites and to recruit new users. Hence, it is too early to write off Blitz’'s Machine — for
the time being, it is fully active and viable, and we have yet to see what kind of media content this
powerful social influence tool will be loaded with.

26 One of the articles analyzed here has 740 reprints (https://blitz.bg/voinite/komandvashchiyat-vvs-na-ukrayna-obyavi-svalikhme-raketa-
kh-47m2-kinzhal_news991978.html [accessed 30 January 2024]). The SENSIKA review shows that very few of them are by media that are not
part of the Machine. That is to say, the Machine has grown. By exactly how much is a matter of further verification.
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Milena lakimova and Veronika Dimitrova

cl Russian Propaganda Narratives in Bulgaria
and Their Shifts in 2023

he narratives of Russian propaganda have not changed significantly — similar talking points have

been circulating since it began to spread more widely in Bulgarian-language online media in 2013.
Still, in 2023 there were significant shifts in some of the main narratives, as well as in their adaptations
to the Bulgarian context. For example, already at the beginning of 2023 there was a visible intensifi-
cation of the “imperial line”, which was consolidated at the end of the year by Putin’s candidacy for
president and was evident in his speeches. Although Putin spoke of a “civilization-state”, his interpret-
ers were quick to clarify that he was talking precisely about empire: “Russia is an empire.”

The conclusions presented in this part of the report are based primarily on two of the main websites
whose editorial staff support the Russian point of view, namely Pogled Info and Glasove. These two
media outlets are different and mutually complementary. Yavor Dachkov of Glasove is also a contrib-
utor to Pogled Info. Glasove devotes much more space to domestic politics, and its coverage of the
geopolitical issues of Ukraine and the war is more intellectual and upholds the Russian point of view
with more republications of conservative Western voices. Also quoted in this part of the report are
other propaganda channels such as Classa, Lentata, and Efir.info.

Now let us examine the main topics framed by propaganda activity in 2023 by quarter.

Regarding the war in Ukraine, in the first three months of 2023 the propaganda effort to maintain the
geopolitical framing of the war continued: the war is not a war, it is Russia’s inevitable self-defence
(as if it were a continuation of the Battle of Stalingrad, as if, as Dmitry Glukhovsky says, WWII had
never ended - the “holy patriotic war” is continuing today). The West, which actually started the war,
is losing it, and this is leading to economic decline.

In the first quarter of 2023, the imperial line supported by the Kremlin was evident in the interpreta-
tion of the idea of sovereignty. Although (pro)Russian propaganda uses this cliché to insist on nation-
al sovereignty and thereby to encourage splits within the European Union and other alliances, in the
January-March 2023 period around the protests in Thilisi (Georgia) the imperial line became evident:
sovereignty is only for the big and well-armed countries. Georgia is small and - therefore - neither
can be nor is sovereign! The main function of this narrative was to fearmonger. The protests in Georgia
were first described as riots: “the riots in the centre of Thilisi organized on 7-8 March by opponents
of the law on foreign agents”, who aimed at the “Ukrainization of Georgia”?’ Foreign interference in
Georgia's domestic politics and a “violent overthrow of the government by the EU and the US” were
implied. The narrative was subsequently modified and hardened in order to fearmonger: in Georgia,

27 https://pogled.info/svetoven/kak-gruziya-izbegna-ukrainizatsiyata.154430 [accessed 25 April 2023].
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the West was opening a second front against Russia, taking a step towards a world war.?® Lavrov was
quick to summarize: the countries located around the Russian Federation or the former Soviet coun-
tries should draw conclusions about “how dangerous is the course of involvement in the zone of re-
sponsibility, in the zone of interests of the United States.?’ The protests were identified with both the
Maidan and the colour revolutions. A specific term was coined for this narrative ﬁgure:"Ukrainization",
and it means precisely this - a demand for an independent (from Russia) foreign policy and respect
for rights, but it was also used pejoratively to intimidate.

In the first quarter of 2023, the similarity of Russian propaganda to Chinese propaganda was also
evident, at least in some of the narratives. China was also referred to as a civilization-state, an entity
that neither knows nor recognizes the idea of boundaries, similar to Russia. China is a good giant that
doesn’t want to take sides but that can see, with its huge eyes, who is good. The effort was not only
to secure military and economic support from China but also to conduct white propaganda praising
Chinese technological progress and Chinese traditions. In highlighting China’s image, one of the key
narratives in which there are similarities between Chinese and Russian propaganda was promoted:
democracy is different in different cultures *°

However, in the first quarter of 2023 narratives were not the only thing in common between Chinese
and Russian propaganda - Bulgarian-language propaganda media were now republishing content
not only from Russian propaganda channels such as Tsargrad and News Front but also from the
website of the China Media Group (CMG) and China Radio International (CRI). And Bulgarian voices
of pro-Kremlin propaganda (for example, Kostadin Kostadinov and Petar Gerasimov) were publishing
articles on the CRI website to vilify Ukraine — ostensibly as independent European observers and
politicians.

The first quarter of 2023 also saw the beginning of propaganda preparations for the elections in Tur-
key. They underwent an interpretive metamorphosis from a realpolitik mode to a purely propaganda
one: the US is preparing a coup in Turkey, the treacherous Anglo-Saxons are planning to “exacerbate
the problem with the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles”* The propaganda scheme is a familiar one, it
has been applied to every civic movement: the manipulation is that these are Maidans, Maidans and
colour revolutions are one and the same thing — coups against the lawful government - and they are
organized by the US.

In this narrative, Erdogan’s place changed - he was listed among Russia’s friends. On 18 March 2023,
Dugin stepped in to explain the ties between Russia and Erdogan with the latter’s likewise insistence
on sovereignty, but also to note that this was why the West would remove Erdogan. On a visit to Tur-
key, Lavrov, smiling benignly, responded to a Russian journalist's question about Russia’s position on

the Turkish elections with “Did you mistake me for someone else?” Such a question could only be

asked of Americans because “Moscow doesn't interfere in any country’s elections like the US does”?*

writes Zornitsa Ilieva in Pogled Info. The now classical propaganda scheme of creating analogies was
used: NGO intervention — Maidans - colour revolutions. This is how the US was meddling also in the
Turkish elections.

28 https://pogled.info/svetoven/gruzinskite-viasti-nasochiha-kam-amerika-sobstvenite-%D1%9D-orazhiya.153317 [accessed 25 April 2023].

29 https://pogled.info/svetoven/maidanat-v-gruziya-nezavidnoto-badeshte-na-ukraina-i-novite-zaplahi-osnovnoto-ot-golyamoto-intervyu-
sas-sergei-lavrov.153490 [accessed 25 April 2023].

30 https://pogled.info/svetoven/pogled-kitai/anketa-na-kmg-v-sveta-nyama-edna-demokratsiya-koyato-da-prevazhozhda-druga.153881
[accessed 25 April 2023].

31 https://bulgarian.cri.cn/2023/04/28 /ARTIcpUlep3GrLZ90Rf3YqN5230428.shtm(?spm=C50839.PHMU2QqEUswp.E wMsHjdpGFUS.5 [accessed 25
April 2023].

32 https://novinite-dnes.eu/bosnenskiyat-ekspert-galiyashevich-datata-na-kontranastaplenieto-v-ukrajna-pryako-zavisi-ot-rezultatite-ot-
prezidentskite-izbori-v-turcziya/ [accessed 25 April 2023].

33 https://pogled.info/avtorski/Zornitsa-Ilieva/lavrov-v-ankara-a-na-horizonta-nov-red.154552 [accessed 25 April 2023].
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https://pogled.info/svetoven/maidanat-v-gruziya-nezavidnoto-badeshte-na-ukraina-i-novite-zaplahi-osnovnoto-ot-golyamoto-intervyu-sas-sergei-lavrov.153490
https://pogled.info/svetoven/pogled-kitai/anketa-na-kmg-v-sveta-nyama-edna-demokratsiya-koyato-da-prevazhozhda-druga.153881
https://bulgarian.cri.cn/2023/04/28/ARTIcpUlep3GrLZ9oRf3YqN5230428.shtml?spm=C50839.PHMU2QqEUswp.EwMsHjdpGFUS.5
https://bulgarian.cri.cn/2023/04/28/ARTIcpUlep3GrLZ9oRf3YqN5230428.shtml?spm=C50839.PHMU2QqEUswp.EwMsHjdpGFUS.5
https://novinite-dnes.eu/bosnenskiyat-ekspert-galiyashevich-datata-na-kontranastaplenieto-v-ukrajna-pryako-zavisi-ot-rezultatite-ot-prezidentskite-izbori-v-turcziya/
https://novinite-dnes.eu/bosnenskiyat-ekspert-galiyashevich-datata-na-kontranastaplenieto-v-ukrajna-pryako-zavisi-ot-rezultatite-ot-prezidentskite-izbori-v-turcziya/
https://novinite-dnes.eu/bosnenskiyat-ekspert-galiyashevich-datata-na-kontranastaplenieto-v-ukrajna-pryako-zavisi-ot-rezultatite-ot-prezidentskite-izbori-v-turcziya/
https://pogled.info/avtorski/Zornitsa-Ilieva/lavrov-v-ankara-a-na-horizonta-nov-red.154552
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The main domestic political topic in the first quarter of 2023 was the upcoming parliamentary elec-
tions in April, which were represented as a choice between war and peace. Both Pogled Info and
Glasove backed the coalition The Left!

In the second quarter of 2023, the dominant topic was the Ukrainian counteroffensive, and its lam-
entation and burial in the publications of propaganda media, which used a pre-prepared package of
clichéd narratives (talking points) designed to manage impressions and to promote claims that it was,
if not failing, then at least doomed. At the end of the quarter, however, this preconceived plan was
upset: the key development of the period was the so-called “March of Justice” launched by Prigozhin
on 23 June, when he seized Rostov-on-Don and subsequently Voronezh. The march was sternly qual-
ified by Putin as a “mutiny” and “a knife in the back”, but the turn of events led to a softening of tone
in pro-Russian media - they did not know how to react to the successful actions of the mutineers. In a
subsequent speech by Putin, the response to the revolt was heroized as solidarity of Russian society,
which had prevented a West-inspired civil war. A couple of days later, Pogled Info began to attempt to
interpretively frame the revolt - it was described as a “manly rejection of bloodshed between broth-
ers” on the one hand, and a “mutiny in the interests of Kiev and the West” on the other.

This was undoubtedly the most important topic in the second quarter of 2023, which continued to
be discussed in the third quarter, too. During the two days of Prigozhin’s rebellion, what was most
difficult for propaganda, which waited for and followed Putin’s statements, was to change course. It
started by condemning the mutiny, betrayal, treason, revolt, knife in the back, etc. Then it had to raise
morale: Prigozhin’s change of heart and the turnaround of Wagner’'s columns were declared a “display
of maturity and manliness” on their part. Propaganda changed course from condemning Prigozhin
to glorifying the manliness of the Prigozhinites to heroizing Russian society, which had stood united
behind the Kremlin against the mutineers and had shown its solidarity. This was Putin’s own attempt
to close the interpretation — by heroizing the solidarity of Russian society, which had thus stood up
to the West. But the undertaking was not successful: among the propaganda media, too, there was
a hidden expectation of a continuation and of changes in power. Thus began the use of the phrase
“Kremlin towers” - this time a metaphor for the various circles of power and influence in Russia. At
that moment, Putin and the Kremlin were no longer identical, propaganda could not maintain the
identity between them - it was as if power had scattered.

Local speakers of Russian propaganda also joined in with “authorial voices” in the interpretation of
the mutiny. Valentin Vatsev, invited by Petar Volgin at Bulgarian National Radio (BNR), advanced the
version that Putin and Prigozhin were play-acting — this was a pre-rehearsed show meant to bring
to light and expose the opponents of the “special military operation” (SMO). But this narrative re-
mained isolated from the rising chorus that began to gradually but unrelentingly denounce Prigozhin:

“Attempt at civil war fails**

On 26 June, propaganda began to promote the talking point on how to interpret the mutiny and its
end: the West had hoped for a civil war but had seen its hopes dashed because Minsk had repaid a
huge debt to Moscow for saving it from a colour revolution (equivalent to the Maidan®?). So now Minsk
had repaid its debt by persuading Prigozhin to stop. Besides, Russian society had stopped the muti-
ny.%® Because Russian society didn't believe Prigozhin - which also meant that the Russian political
system was stable.

34 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/narishkin-opitat-za-razpalvane-na-grazhdanska-voyna-se-provali [accessed 3 July 2023].

35 Let us recall the fake equation promoted by Russian propaganda: civic activity=colour revolution=Maidan provoked by the West.

36 https://classa.bg/%D1%81%D0%B2%D1%8F%D1%82/item/481500-%D1%80%D1%83%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%BE%D1%82%D0%BE-%D0%BE%D0%
B1%D1%89%D0%B5%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B2%D0%BE-%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%B0%D1%80%D0%B0-%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B8%D0%
B3%D0%BE%D0%B6%D0%B8%D0%BD-%D0%B4%D0%B0-%D0%BE%D1%82%D1%81%D1%82%D1%8A%D0%BF%D0%BS [accessed 3 July 2023].
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One of the main topics in the second quarter of 2023 was, of course, the war in Ukraine. It was repre-
sented as a war of NATO against Russia.’ The main move used by propaganda was to hammer home
that: Western weapons were for, and were being turned into, scrap metal; the West was not united
when it comes to support for Ukraine (Russian official spokespersons used the phrase a “disunited
Europe”); the Ukrainian counteroffensive was failing; Ukraine was forcibly mobilizing its population to
use it as cannon fodder; Zaluzhnyi and Budanov died several times in the second quarter of 2023. Blitz,
however — and hence, the Machine of Mushroom Websites - kept promoting this picture: “daggers”
(i.e., Kinzhal missiles) and “lancets” (i.e., Lantset drones) were destroying Western equipment.

Another highlight of the second quarter of 2023 was the domestic political narrative about the so-
called “Marches for Peace”. These were organized protests demanding an end to the war by ending
military aid to Ukraine - the propaganda channels circulated them. Their main task was to collect
signatures for a referendum that would attempt to remove certain governance issues and decisions
from the remit of the executive and to submit them to referendums “of the people” (in which “the
people” would make decisions under a relaxed regime - by fewer votes - which meant that active
groups would be able to exercise a “referendum dictatorship”). Although they did not openly identify
themselves with any political entity, these marches - organized by groups of previous anti-vaxxers,
and earlier opponents of the Istanbul Convention who, in the meantime, had started a panic among
the residents of the Roma neighbourhood in Karnobat that their children would be taken away
(BROD, People’s Network, and others) - were overtly political, repeating the incantations of the
The Left! (a coalition that failed to win seats in the parliamentary elections of 2 April 2023), which
claimed that it was fighting against involving Bulgaria in the war.

Promoting the marches for peace was intertwined with denouncing the regular government on behalf
of the “cheated” voters (only it wasn't the voters of the two largest formations who were protesting
that they had been cheated, it was the pro-Russian sympathizers who were protesting on their behalf
and organizing the marches for peace). It is important to start emphasizing the links between pro-
Russian propaganda and the domestic agenda - by creating such links, this propaganda became
more effective.

In the second quarter of 2023, there were three marches for peace, which also collected signatures
for a referendum on peace and sovereignty (neutrality). The first march was on 23 April, the second
on 21 May, and the third march was on 18 June. The organizers of the marches were BROD (Bulgarian
Nation United for Children) and the People’s Network Initiative Committee (headed by Nako Stefanov,
a frequent guest of Pogled Info, Sarnela Vodenicharova, but also Rumyana Chenalova). They spread
the following syllogism: Kiril Petkov said we wouldn't send arms to Ukraine, but he did; now he says
we will not send troops, therefore he will, we've studied it in mathematics, the equation is simple: “We
won't tolerate the preparation for [the act of] sending Bulgarian boys to fight in a foreign conflict.”*®
Of course, a fake news story specifically claiming that Bulgaria would send Bulgarian troops to the
frontline in Ukraine was also released. One of the techniques used to affirm this talking point was that
some Europeans - for example, the Germans — were against sending troops to Ukraine; and since they
were against it, then they would send us. Along with this fake news, on 26 June the conspiracy theory
about biolabs was circulated once again - that is where the cholera came from after the destruction
of the Nova Kakhovka dam.

In the April-June 2023 period, Chinese propaganda came closer to Russian propaganda in promoting
the thesis about a multipolar world and the end of Western hegemony. Kostadin Kostadinov gave an

37 https://agencia-sliven.com/index.php?id=417315 [accessed 3 July 2023].

38 https://narodna.me/%d0%bf%d0%be%d1%85%d0%be%d0%b4%d1%8a%d1%82-%d0%b7%d0%b0-%d0%bc%d0%b8%d1%80-
%d0%bc%d0%b8%d1%81%d0%b8%d1%8f-%d0%b2%d1%8a%d0%b7%d0%bc%d0%be%d0%b6%d0%bd%d0%b0-
%d0%b3%d0%be%d1%81%d1%82%d0%b8-%d0%bd/ [accessed 3 July 2023].
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interview to the China Media Group (CMG), published on the China Radio International website and
republished by Pogled Info under the headline, “Dr. Kostadin Kostadinov: China only great power that
is impartial mediator for peaceful resolution of conflict in Ukraine*

Of the domestic political topics, the main one was the parliamentary elections of 2 April 2023 - Rus-
sian propaganda sought to create the impression of political instability in Bulgaria, despite the clear
dominance of the pro-Euro-Atlantic coalitions and parties (the propaganda media claimed that they
had not won a clear majority, referring only to PP-DB). Let us stress: as the talking points and recita-
tions of Russian propaganda were tied to the domestic political agenda, having been transformed
narratively into Bulgarian issues (“the April 2023 elections as a choice between war and peace”, “let’s
retain the Bulgarian lev”), it was through these same recitations that blows were struck against po-
litical entities. Kremlin propaganda, having become directly interested in domestic political issues,
continued to cover The Left! coalition, which organized a protest against the formation of a regular
government.*°

In the second quarter of 2023, the main lines of propaganda continued to be two: directly Russian
and explicitly pro-Russian, on the one hand; and neoconservative, on the other. It is no longer a
secret that the pseudo-patriotic talk of sovereignty as neutrality is explicitly pro-Russian, therefore
we have not singled it out here as a separate topic. Without displacing it, neoconservative discourses
(those about traditional family values) have moved into the niche of patriotism. We must emphasize
them: unlike the narratives of neutrality, the neoconservative quasi-patriotic clichés are addressed at
young people, it is them they target.

The third quarter of 2023 was marked by several key narratives. In this period, Russia was keen to
highlight its resilience to Western sanctions through positive assessments of the economic situation
in Russia. In contrast to the Russian Federation, the US and EU were falling apart, therefore support
for Ukraine was beginning to look problematic. The main new trend that became evident in the period
under review was the geostrategic line of bashing Western colonialism, thereby, on the one hand,
enticing left-wing social and political actors in the liberal-democratic world (temporarily repelled in
the first months of the war) to once again bind the Left to the pro-Russian, and on the other, attract-
ing peripheral countries - by calling for a multipolar world and multilateralism. The thesis regarding
Western colonialism was opposed to that of a multipolar world - most often Russia, China and India
were presented as rivaling the “hegemon”, the US; *' they are the bearers of “global stability”. This
thesis was also rehashed through high-level meetings during which Russian officials were given ex-
tensive coverage. These were: the BRICS summit in South Africa;* forums related to Africa and Latin
America (“the leaders of the ‘golden billion’ countries”, the Russia - Latin America Conference;* the
Russia—-Africa forum); including in direct interpretations by Putin - as rivals of the hegemon, which
was pursuing a neocolonial policy. Russia’s position was portrayed as that of an empire of an entirely
different kind* - it helped nations in their battle for decolonization.

Another relatively newly emerging talking point in the third quarter of 2023 was the claim of the Krem-
lin's spokespersons, translated and published in Pogled Info, Glasove, and other propaganda media
outlets, that Kiev was committing “genocide against the Ukrainian people” with its counteroffensive.

39 https://pogled.info/svetoven/pogled-kitai/d-r-kostadin-kostadinov-Ritai-e-edinstvenata-ot-velikite-sili-koyato-e-bezpristrasten-posrednik-
za-mirno-reshavane-na-konflikta-v-ukraina.155269 [accessed 3 July 2023].

40 https://pogled.info/bulgarski/levitsata-i-dnes-e-na-ploshtada-sreshtu-bezpretsedentniya-politicheski-tsinizam.156838 [accessed 3 July
2023].

41 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/van-i-v-moskva-kitay-e-gotov-da-raboti-s-rusiya-za-formiraneto-na-mnogopolyusen-svyat
[accessed 25 September 2023].

42 https://glasove.com/na-fokus/briks-opit-za-kolektivna-geopoliticheska-emantsipatsiya; https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/putin-
briks-se-protivopostavya-na-neokolonialnata-politika-i-opitite-za-hegemoniya-v-sveta; https://glasove.com/public_html/ikonomika/
dilma-rusef-bankata-na-briks-iska-da-namali-zavisimostta-ot-dolara-shte-otpuska-zaemi-v-mestni-valuti [accessed 25 September 2023].

43 https://pogled.info/svetoven/putin-stranite-ot-zlatniya-miliard-eksploatirat-tseliya-ostanal-svyat.161104 [accessed 25 September 2023].

44 https://pogled.info/svetoven/dekolonizatsiyata-kato-prikritie-za-kolonizatsiya.160362 [accessed 25 September 2023].
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This talking point latched on to the already much-used claims about the failure of the Ukrainian
counteroffensive. The narrative of the failure of the Ukrainian counteroffensive went on to imply that
the expectations of the “collective West” had been let down and that the latter was willing to abandon
Ukraine. This narrative was supplied with the newly promoted talking point about Ukraine’s genocide
against its own people: by sending troops to the frontline, the Zelensky regime was sending its people
to inevitable death.

In the third quarter of 2023, a number of Bulgarian events were reframed in line with Russian propa-
ganda talking points. The conduct of political struggles through propaganda theses helped to deeply
embed the narratives in public consciousness. Among the domestic political issues, the removal of
the Monument to the Soviet Army (MSA) in Sofia and the proposal for a new national holiday were
key in this period. The main purpose was to establish a chain of equivalence between the MSA and
Shipka and to suggest that whoever is against the MSA is destroying history. This line of reasoning
was applied to a series of events, mainly related to the battle for and against the fencing off and the
forthcoming dismantling of the MSA; as well as to the proposal to change Bulgaria’s national holiday
from 3 March to 24 May. These two topics were also interconnected in a statement by the Ambassa-
dor of the Russian Federation - the idea of changing Bulgaria’s national holiday gave Mitrofanova a
reason to repeat one of the key talking points of Russian propaganda: the Bulgarian politicians are
“venal puppets on strings” who “are trying to cancel everything Russian”, to “rewrite” history, and to
dismantle the Monument to the Soviet Army.* The idea of changing the national holiday was also
presented as illegitimate since the prevalent public opinion was claimed to be against it.“®

The chain of equivalence that the local speakers of the Kremlin's talking points were trying to
create and establish is: aid to Ukraine=national nihilism=destroying the MSA=reviling the “Rozhen
Pylon"“’=denying Shipka=“denying history” (the unspoken assumption in most cases, apart from
Karbovski's bluntness, that links this chain is “they have alienated [otrodiha] us from Russia”). At-
tempts were made to create a chain of equivalence between the MSA and Shipka (whoever denies
the MSA also denies Shipka, and thus denies history). The equivalence was based on the predication
“Russia the liberator”: if you deny that Russia “liberated” us in 1944 from fascism, then you deny that
the Russian Empire liberated us in 1878 from Ottoman rule. This, by the way, is Rumen Radev’s terri-
tory; he tried out this interpretation first on 13 July at the inauguration ceremony of the flagpole at
Rozhen and subsequently repeated it many times. But this was only part of the overall narrative: the
propagandists tried to suggest that “this is how it had all started” in Ukraine, too,* that is, to intimi-
date and to equate the removal of the monument with Nazism and fascism. Whoever is against Soviet
monuments is a fascist

Another key event in the third quarter of 2023 was Zelensky's visit to Sofia on 6 July 2023. The scene
was prepared by an interpretation by Petar Vitanov, head of the Delegation of Bulgarian Socialists in
the European Parliament, who claimed that he didn't want to believe that Zelensky might ask for aid
in the form of air defence systems as well as buy the reactors from the Belene nuclear power plant.*®
In the run-up to Zelensky's visit, other publications also fanned tension over these two issues: the

45 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/mitrofanova-s-porachkov-entusiazam-balgarskite-polititsi-se-opitvat-da-otmenyat-vsichko-
svarzano-s-rusiya [accessed 25 September 2023].

46  https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/galap-blizo-70-ot-balgarite-ne-podkrepyat-smyana-na-3-mart-s-24-may [accessed 25 September
2023].

47 On the initiative of pro-Russian President Rumen Radey, the tallest flagpole in the EU (111 m), which flies the Bulgarian flag, was erected
at Rozhen meadows (near the border with Greece and North Macedonia). This initiative met with ironic objections from the liberal-
democratic community, but its opponents were called “un-Bulgarians” (bezrodnitsi) by President Radev at the inauguration ceremony of
the flagpole on 13 July. Soon after, Radev also announced the creation of a national movement called “Third of March”. See https://www.
dw.com/bg/bezrodnici-radev-li-kazva-koj-moze-da-se-narece-blgarin/a-66586653 [accessed 22 December 2023].

48  https://www.lentata.com/otklonyavane-na-pokana-za-grazhdanska-voyna [accessed 25 September 2023].

49 https://pogled.info/avtorski/Velislava-Dareva/zhurnalistat-i-glutnitsata-80-godini-ot-gibelta-na-yulius-fuchik.160370; https://pogled.info/
avtorski/Velislava-Dareva/dosie-smartotvorets.158920) [accessed 2 October 2023].

50 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/petar-vitanov-po-vazhno-ot-poseshtenieto-na-zelenski-e-negovoto-sadarzhanie [accessed 2
October 2023].
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provision of arms and the sale of the reactors.> On the day of the visit itself, 6 July, the organizers
of the so-called marches for peace and neutrality were planning to hold a protest against it outside
the government headquarters. On the occasion of Zelensky's visit to Bulgaria, Pogled Info promoted
the two main lines directly from the Russian thesis articulated by Lavrov: the visit aimed to involve
more countries in the conflict; and the thesis, appropriated for domestic political use, that Bulgaria
had lost its sovereignty. President Rumen Radev was the one who, at the highest level, expressed
concerns about Bulgaria’s sovereignty if it helped Ukraine. This thesis was used for domestic politi-
cal criticism, to vilify the pro-Ukrainian Bulgarian elite.®” The thesis regarding the loss of sovereignty
would be subsequently picked up in a synchronized way along two pre-prepared lines: the provision
of weapons and the sale of the Belene nuclear reactors. This is how Ivo Hristov, currently an MEP,
and Maria Zakharova, Lavrov's spokesperson, commented on the event almost in duet. lvo Hristov
suggested that Zelensky was Bulgaria’s new head of state, who had been “externally appointed”, and
that providing military aid and selling the Belene reactors to Ukraine meant dragging Bulgaria into
war.> Maria Zakharova told Karbovski: giving the Belene nuclear reactors meant loss of sovereignty.
Karbovski hurried to write it in his own words, too.>* And he continued to threaten that Bulgarians
would start receiving call-ups (for the war).>®

Let us make a short digression to consider what sovereignty Russian-style means because, we have
said it before, Russian propaganda sovereignties are actually two: one is for the empire and the
other is for the satellites. When it comes to satellites, we have seen that sovereignty is lost upon any
disengagement from Russia. But what about sovereignty for the empire? On 27 July, Pogled Info pub-
lished Dugin’s new keynote text, “The Clock of History Strikes the Patriot’s Hour”, with its specifically
despotic understanding of sovereignty. Patriots are those who are loyal to the tsar; to maintain this
loyalty, boyars have to be killed from time to time - and they know that this is their “vocation”, for
which they are rewarded with high status and wealth in their lifetime.>®

The China line remained constant in the July-September 2023 period as well, with articles about Chi-
na’s business successes and opening-up to the world abounding in Pogled Info; as well as detailed
reports about President Xi's statements and meetings - inspections in the army, statements at a
seminar, a meeting with teachers. Russian propaganda toned down to a minimum the threats that
Europe was doomed without Russian energy sources, but now the propaganda line was that Europe
was doomed without China. As for the abandonment of the narrative about a Europe doomed to cold
and hunger, it was not only carried out but also explicitly stated by Alexander Dugin on 30 September:

And here we don’t have to harbour illusions - in fact, the West doesn’t depend on us for almost
anything substantial. And if it does, then it intensively looks for a substitute. And most often finds
it. Trying to blackmail the West with some natural resources or something else is unlikely to have
any effect. It's a good thing that we've stopped comforting ourselves about the “harsh European
winter that Europe supposedly won't live through without us”. It lived through the last one and
will also live through this one. And Ukraine won't fall apart on its own and won’t surrender. Until
we destroy it and force it to capitulate.

We ourselves must learn to live without the West. At all.”’

51 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/posreshtame-zelenski-sas-speshno-reshenie-za-oshte-orazhiya; https://glasove.com/public_
html/novini/naprezhenie-v-parlamenta-zaradi-proekt-za-prodazhba-na-oborudvane-za-aets-belene-na-ukrayna; https://glasove.com/
public_html/novini/ninova-iskame-ostavkata-na-tagarev-vreden-e-za-natsionalnata-sigurnost [accessed 2 October 2023].

52 https://pogled.info/avtorski/Velislava-Dareva/zelenski-i-praidat-na-demokratichnata-obshtnost.158186 [accessed 2 October 2023].

53 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/ivo-hristov-zelenski-doyde-za-da-pozhane-vasalna-podkrepa-proshtavame-se-s-ilyuziyata-che-
sme-darzhava [accessed 2 October 2023].

54 https://svobodnoslovo.eu/bulgaria/balgarofagi/112843 [accessed 2 October 2023].

55  https://www.lentata.com/zelenski-zvezdata-na-restoranta-12 [accessed 2 October 2023].

56 https://pogled.info/svetoven/russia/aleksandar-dugin-chasovnikat-na-istoriyata-pokazva-chasa-na-patriota.158758 [accessed 2 October
2023].

57 https://pogled.info/svetoven/aleksandar-dugin-da-skasame-s-tsivilizatsiyata-na-smartta.161103 [accessed 2 October 2023].
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This is what it means to be a civilization-state — to not depend on anything or anyone. If it remains
connected to the “collective West”, Russia will be as if tied to a decaying corpse:

It's not enough for it [the “collective West”] to perish, it wants to drag everyone else along with
it into the abyss.

Look at Ukraine, see what they've done to it.. A poisoned, perverted, psychologically broken
people. A destroyed state.”®

The last quarter of 2023 was extremely intense, even though the propaganda activity of the Machine of
Mushroom Websites had declined. One of the propaganda innovations in this period is the emergence
of a set of new media. They probably attest to the redirection of propaganda resources towards struc-
turing new actors and exercising influence on new social media. We should keep in mind the context
of this effort: Russian propaganda failed to change the fundamental value choices in Bulgarian soci-
ety, but it did lead to the emboldening and radicalization of an anti-democratic minority (amounting
to about one-fifth of Bulgaria’s adult population). At the same time, propaganda fell victim to its own
messages — in particular, to the message that everyone is lying. This is why new media outlets have
emerged, such as kritichno.bg, mediamall.info (similar in structure to Blitz, but with no names of
authors), safenews.bg and efir.info.

Let us look at each one:

»  SafeNews is an almost pure digest (the exception being interviews from the lobby of Parliament),
but each reprint has a byline with a name: Tanya Blagoeva, Petya Stefanova, Neli Staykova,
Milen Kirilov, and so on. This media outlet was first detected in January 2023 and has a YouTube
channel, which is still not very popular - with 3,900 subscribers and most-viewed videos featuring
Kostadinov as of the end of 2023;

»  Efirinfo is another new media outlet. The domain was registered in 2016 but it was not until
2021 that it first appeared on the Wayback Machine. SENSIKA detected a visible increase in the
website’s activity in 2023. Most of its articles are reprints from Russian Telegram channel Rybar;

>  Mediamall is a brand new website - it became active at the end of November 2023. Mediamall
is managed by Svetlana Sharenkova and Dimitar lvanov, and has created a “Consortium” for
dissemination that already includes 31 news websites. We may be witnessing the birth of a new
propaganda Machine — made up not of mushroom websites, but of “authorial” voices.

We will now pay more detailed attention to two central events in the October-December 2023 period:
the dismantling of the Monument to the Soviet Army (MSA) and Bulgaria’s accession to the Schengen
Area.

The dismantling of the MSA in the days from 12 December on was the central event in the fourth quar-
ter of 2023, which also played out at the intersection of the Bulgarian and Russian political calendars.
It prompted statements from local speakers of Russian propaganda as well as from Maria Zakharova
and other officials of the Russian Federation.

The propaganda articles used the already established equation of the dismantling of the MSA with the
erasure of Bulgarian history: “they are demolishing the MSA, so they will also encroach on Shipka.
They want to erase history.” The purpose of this already discussed effort was to establish a chain of
equivalence. Then the narrative continued thus: the monument symbolizes how the Russian army

58 Ibid.
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defeated fascism, hence whoever is against the monument is a fascist or a Nazi.>® But this narra-
tive did not end here with the introduction of the Russian talking point about fascism (by, let us
remember, far-right political actors); it went on to radicalize this talking point: the event was turned
into an intimidation campaign directed primarily at the supporters of the dismantling of the MSA
Curious in this regard is Darina Grigorova's interview for TV Pogled Info. In it she said: “I mean that
after the denazification of Ukraine, which is a matter of time, there will follow the denazification
of Bulgaria"® She described the dismantling as a “third Ukrainian front” and, according to her, the
Russians were already rushing to denazify Bulgaria.®’ In an interview a few days later, Darina Grigorova
recalled that the Euro-Atlantic elites in Bulgaria “will be denazified then, and they will be!”®?

Other “predictions” were also derived from the talking point about the return of fascism: on 14 De-

cember Kostadin Kostadinov said, “today they will cut off the heads of the monument, tomorrow our

heads”;%’ in a burst of originality, Viza Nedyalkova asked, “when will they put Hitler on the emptied

plinth” and “when will they send the stormtroopers against the ugly and stupid”;** Darina Grigorova
said that the ruling majority was now capable of desecrating monuments and people.® That is to say,
the strategy was to encourage polarization, but also to gleefully instill fear that if Russia wins the war
in Ukraine, Bulgaria is next: “And let me say again, after Ukraine and the denazification there, there will
be denazification in Bulgaria. And this is inevitable. Because there is Nazism.”®® All of this was intend-
ed to rehabilitate Putinism and to identify anti-fascism with the Soviet Union which is a stage in the
development of the empire - but also to predict that Russia will win the war, to instill fear of Russia’s
future actions, to gleefully look forward to “the denazification of Bulgaria”, to divide public opinion, to
polarize society into “the smart and beautiful”, on the one hand, and “the ugly and poor” on the other.

Another key event during the October-December 2023 period was Bulgaria’s and Romania’s accession
to the Schengen Area by air and sea.

The messages were clear - at first, with some gloating, the comment was that it wouldn’t happen,
people didn’t want us there. Then the thesis became that being admitted to the Schengen Area by
air and sea was worse than not being admitted at all. Bulgaria’s partial admission was framed by
propaganda as a blow to the identity of Bulgarians as part of the European Union. The announce-
ment of the decision on Bulgaria’s accession to the Schengen Area was presented not as a success
but as a failure, a compromise.®” Preparations started in advance - it was widely claimed that Austria
had required Bulgaria to accept Syrians and Afghans if it were to admit the country into the Schengen
Area. Although it was refuted by Factcheck, this fake news story was widely promoted by propaganda
channels.®® Delyan Dobrev said that “accepting Afghans and Syrians” was a “national betrayal” *
Kostadin Kostadinov also joined in, whipping up the fear that Bulgaria was turning into a refugee

59 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/deyan-nikolov-vazrazhdane-demontiraneto-na-pametnika-e-istorichesko-prestaplenie-
tselyashto-vrashtaneto-na-fashizma; https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/valentin-vatsev-balgariya-e-na-raba-na-natsizam-ot-
ukrainski-tip [accessed 6 February 2024].

60 https://pogled.info/tv/alternativen-pogled/prof-darina-grigorova-tova-ne-e-demontazh-tova-e-razryazvane-po-nai-kasapski-
nachin.163830 [accessed 6 February 2024].

61 https://glasove.com/public_html/intervyuta/darina-grigorova-sled-denatsifikatsiyata-na-ukrayna-shte-posledva-denatsifikatsiya-i-na-
balgariya-neizbezhno [accessed 6 February 2024].

62 https://glasove.com/public_html/intervyuta/darina-grigorova-opitat-da-porugayat-vsichko-balgarsko-ima-obraten-efekt [accessed 6
February 2024].

63 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/kostadinov-obyavyavame-boykot-na-bezzakonieto-dnes-shte-otrezhat-glavite-na-pametnika-
utre-nashite [accessed 6 February 2024].

64 https://glasove.com/na-fokus/viza-nedyalkova-koga-shte-slozhite-hitler-na-oprazneniya-postament [accessed 6 February 2024].

65 https://glasove.com/public_html/intervyuta/darina-grigorova-sled-denatsifikatsiyata-na-ukrayna-shte-posledva-denatsifikatsiya-i-na-
balgariya-neizbezhno [accessed 6 February 2024].

66 Ibid.

67 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/den-sled-rumaniya-denkov-prizna-za-kompromisa-vlizame-v-shengen-samo-po-vazduh-i-voda
[accessed 6 February 2024].

68 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/avstriya-vazdushen-shengen-sreshtu-priemane-na-siriytsi-i-afganistantsi-tova-se-dogovorihme-
s-balgariya-i-rumaniya; https://glasove.com/public_html/na-fokus/chitateli-na-glasove-denkov-ostavka-pokani-si-afganistantsi-u-vas;
https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/avstriya-potvardi-vlizame-po-vazduh-i-more-v-shengen-ako-priemem-bezhantsi-ot-afganistan-i-
siriya [accessed 6 February 2024].

69 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/delyan-dobrev-za-saglashenieto-po-shengen-natsionalno-predatelstvo-perfekten-povod-za-
ostavka [accessed 6 February 2024].
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camp.”° Valentin Vatsev also peddled this thesis on 31 December in an interview”' - there was no
benefit from joining the Schengen Area, they would only force us to accept migrants.””

Overall, 31 December 2023 was a day dedicated by Mediamall to all-round condemnation of Bulgaria’s
accession to the Schengen Area. It is interesting, however, why this accession also worried Eleonora
Mitrofanova — probably the most faithful Bulgarian patriot.

nou

The final touch was the introduction of the talking point about a “military Schengen”. “Military Schen-
gen” is indeed a term used in discussions in NATO after the annexation of Crimea in 2014, referring
to the need to facilitate the movement of troops and military equipment on the territory of NATO
countries in order to respond more quickly should the Kremlin continue its military aggression west-
wards.”® The NATO term does borrow the place-name Schengen to refer to the idea of free move-
ment in a completely different area, but it de facto and de jure has nothing to do with the entirely
civilian Schengen Agreement. One of the narrative innovations at the end of 2023 was the deliberate
obliteration of that difference: propaganda linked Bulgaria’s accession to Schengen’ by air and sea
to preparations for a NATO-Russia war: borders were being removed to facilitate future movement
of NATO troops. The following chain of equivalence was forged: Bulgaria's accession to Schengen =
military Schengen. The fake news story that a “military Schengen” was being created was garnished
appetizingly with the rumour that “there is talk” that the Russian-owned Kamchiya resort would be
taken away from its current owners and used to deploy NATO divisions.”

Here is an example of this preparation as voiced by the well-known geopolitical propagandist Valentin
Vatsev in an interview for Epicenter republished by the new media outlet Mediamall:

This government is becoming increasingly inappropriate. | have already said - it relies on propa-
ganda hits, not on a real governance process. It will have a task in a wartime process — when it
becomes necessary, which is very likely, for Bulgaria to participate in a NATO-Russia war. Because
at the moment there is a de facto, but not de jure, NATO-Russia conflict. When it moves from de
facto to de jure, Bulgaria will be forced by those in power today to commit to taking relevant
action. And then it will become clear what the true nature of this government is.”®

As has happened several times, Vatsev was quick to proclaim the new propaganda trends: “the geo-

political vector that requires Bulgaria to be ready to go to war in 2024""

Thus, in addition to “second-hand people”, our “corrupt elites” are turning us into “cannon fodder”, a
front in a future NATO-Russia conflict. All this means that our integration into the European Union is
putting us in danger.

The hostilities in the Middle East that began with the massive Hamas terrorist attack on Southern
Israel on 7 October 2023, the Israeli military campaign in Gaza, and the UN General Assembly reso-
lution on the crisis (adopted on 27 October 2023) were some of the main foreign policy topics in the
fourth quarter of 2023. Pogled Info and Glasove promoted the position of official Moscow that Israel

70 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/kostadin-kostadinov-pravitelstvoto-prevrashta-balgariya-v-ogromen-bezhanski-lager [accessed 6
February 2024].

71 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/vatsev-kabinetat-na-denkov-chaka-zapoved-ot-pentagona-da-ni-vkara-vav-voyna-s-rusiya-
dogovorkata-za-shengen-e-svinshtina [accessed 6 February 2024].

72 https://glasove.com/intervyuta/vatsev-kabinetat-na-denkov-chaka-zapoved-ot-pentagona-da-ni-vkara-vav-voyna-s-rusiya-dogovorkata-
za-shengen-e-svinshtina [accessed 6 February 2024].

73 For the meaning of the term “military Schengen”, see https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/03/04/europe-military-autonomy-nato-schengen/
[accessed 13 April 2024].

74 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0vWtHLVvzw4. This is an interview on the YouTube channel of Efir.info, a new propaganda media outlet
identified by our monitoring, with Col. Chavdar Borachev (Ret.). See also https://pogled.info/svetoven/evropa/obrechenata-evropa-
vremeto-na-geopoliticheskite-smartnitsi.163938 [accessed 6 February 2024].

75  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0vWtHLVvzw4 [accessed 6 February 2024].

76  https://mediamall.info/news/vacev-kabinetat-na-denkov-chaka-zapoved-ot-pentagona-da-ni-vkara-vav-voina-s-rusiya-dogovorkata-za-
shengen-e-svinshtina-9146news.html [accessed 6 February 2024].

77 Ibid.

HSSF Human and Social Studies Foundation - Sofia 25

Sofla @



https://hssfoundation.org/за-hssf/
https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/kostadin-kostadinov-pravitelstvoto-prevrashta-balgariya-v-ogromen-bezhanski-lager
https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/vatsev-kabinetat-na-denkov-chaka-zapoved-ot-pentagona-da-ni-vkara-vav-voyna-s-rusiya-dogovorkata-za-shengen-e-svinshtina
https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/vatsev-kabinetat-na-denkov-chaka-zapoved-ot-pentagona-da-ni-vkara-vav-voyna-s-rusiya-dogovorkata-za-shengen-e-svinshtina
https://glasove.com/intervyuta/vatsev-kabinetat-na-denkov-chaka-zapoved-ot-pentagona-da-ni-vkara-vav-voyna-s-rusiya-dogovorkata-za-shengen-e-svinshtina
https://glasove.com/intervyuta/vatsev-kabinetat-na-denkov-chaka-zapoved-ot-pentagona-da-ni-vkara-vav-voyna-s-rusiya-dogovorkata-za-shengen-e-svinshtina
https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/03/04/europe-military-autonomy-nato-schengen/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0vWtHLVvzw4
https://pogled.info/svetoven/evropa/obrechenata-evropa-vremeto-na-geopoliticheskite-smartnitsi.163938
https://pogled.info/svetoven/evropa/obrechenata-evropa-vremeto-na-geopoliticheskite-smartnitsi.163938
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0vWtHLVvzw4
https://mediamall.info/news/vacev-kabinetat-na-denkov-chaka-zapoved-ot-pentagona-da-ni-vkara-vav-voina-s-rusiya-dogovorkata-za-shengen-e-svinshtina-9146news.html
https://mediamall.info/news/vacev-kabinetat-na-denkov-chaka-zapoved-ot-pentagona-da-ni-vkara-vav-voina-s-rusiya-dogovorkata-za-shengen-e-svinshtina-9146news.html

Russian Online Propaganda in Bulgaria in 2023 ® SUMMARY REPORT

is a vassal of the US, that the Israeli strikes on Gaza are under the dictate of the US, which is leading
to pro-Palestinian protests not only in the Muslim world but also in European countries.”® And the
general thesis sounded like this on the occasion of the meeting of Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi
and Russian President Vladimir Putin on 7 December 2023:

It is anyway quite possible to say that the war in Palestine has become the second front in the
national liberation battle that Russia is waging against the united West.””

Thus the war was represented mainly from the Russian perspective - it is a proxy war of the US.

The war was also used by the Russian Federation and the Kremlin's official spokespersons to
whitewash Russia’s image as an aggressor. Putin once again described Russia as a bringer of peace.
Shortly before that, Peskov also said that because Russia maintains relations with both parties to the
conflict, it can be a “guarantor of peace”®

In addition, there appeared the now fashionable anti-colonial critique: the European countries are
colonizers®" dehumanizing the Palestinians.

Another topic in the last quarter of 2023 was the war in Ukraine. It was presented through the issues of
the depletion of stocks of weapons to be sent to Ukraine and the casualties among Ukrainian soldiers.
The number of articles revolving around these two issues gradually increased — now talking about
Ukraine’s survival, not about its victory. They also sought to hammer home the message that the EU
was not prepared to sacrifice itself to support Ukraine, while the US was withdrawing its support.®?
In short, Russia was winning and the West and Ukraine were losing.®> The anticipated triumph was
described by drawing an analogy between 1944 and current events:

In the calendar of Colonel General Andrei Kartopolov, head of the parliamentary defence com-
mittee in the Russian Duma, as he himself recently admitted, it is now “1944” When the Red Army,
in its victorious march, was already approaching the pre-war borders of the Third Reich in order
to advance on to Berlin. Kartopolov, like his colleagues with large general’s stars (and even the
“commander-in-chief” himself, although he is only a lieutenant colonel), sees the Ukrainian-
Russian tragedy as a magnificent, increasingly successful reconstruction of the Great Patriotic
War. That is to say, the confrontation between the states of Stalin and Hitler, which at first was
terribly unsuccessful for the USSR, then became decisive and, finally, triumphant.

Vladimir Putin — if it’s still him and not his double “Vasilich” as Prof. Valery Solovey claims — has
not been in such a good mood for a long time, has not looked so relaxed and self-confident.
He is convinced that his troops, like the Red Army, have now learned to fight after defeats at
the front and the loss of territories, that they have plenty of equipment and people, and that

Ukrainian blood is flowing in torrents. That is why he repeats Stalin’s slogan that is heard every-

where in Russia today: “Victory will be ours”8

78 See, e.g., https://pogled.info/svetoven/amerika/sasht-vidyaha-spasenieto-si-v-antisemitizma.162258 [accessed 6 February 2024].

79 https://pogled.info/svetoven/tainata-na-pregovorite-i-usmivkite-na-prezidentite-na-rusiya-i-iran-vtori-front-shte-ima.163629 [accessed 6
February 2024].

80 https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/peskov-rusiya-mozhe-da-pomogne-za-reshavaneto-na-palestinsko-izraelskiya-konflikt-tya-
poddarzha-kontakti-i-s-dvete-strani [accessed 6 February 2024].

81 https://glasove.com/na-fokus/evropeyskiyat-kolonialen-rasizam-dehumanizira-palestintsite-i-prinizyava-stradanieto-im-do-tochkata-na-
neznachitelnost [accessed 6 February 2024].

82 https://glasove.com/komentari/figaro-ukrayna-e-vse-po-izolirana-na-fona-na-rusiya [accessed 6 February 2024].

83 https://glasove.com/public_html/komentari/gazeta-wyborcza-moskva-triumfira-zapadat-shte-pretarpi-tezhko-fiasko-zaedno-s-ukrayna;
https://glasove.com/public_html/novini/cnn-ako-ukrayna-pecheli-za-kakvo-mu-e-dopalnitelna-pomosht-na-zelenski; https://glasove.
com/intervyuta/blumbarg-ami-ako-putin-pobedi-evropa-obsazhda-posleditsite-ot-eventualno-porazhenie-na-ukrayna [accessed 6
February 2024].

84 https://glasove.com/novini/gazeta-wyborcza-moskva-triumfira-zapadat-shte-pretarpi-tezhko-fiasko-zaedno-s-ukrayna [accessed 6
February 2024].
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The reason for this historical-triumphalist narrative is that the Russian president was starting a new
election campaign. The conclusions are preposterous to the point of absurdity, it seems that Putin
himself was assembling missiles and achieving military successes:

Today he has assembled more than 900 self-guided missiles. Until 17 March, he can regularly
carry out massive destructive shelling of Ukraine on a weekly basis (which is more often than not
pointless), showing that he is constantly achieving military successes.®®

Putin was hailed as the man who had turned Russia into a great power. Propagandists used the pres-
idential election campaign to promote the narrative about Russia’s revival.

Last but not least for the last quarter of 2023, also noteworthy are two speeches of the Russian
president, one at the beginning and the other at the end of the quarter, which announced and
reaffirmed Russia’s imperial ambitions previously present in other narratives.

The first was delivered on 5 October at the Valdai International Discussion Club®® (Pogled Info pub-
lished Andrei Perla’s praise of the speech on 8 October®). The speech was described as a “world-scale
event” (Peskov), decreeing Russia’s “peculiar path”, its “real” “place in the world” and the “nature of
the Russian state”. And with good reason - it is essentially a declaration of a course towards empire.

The speech was called a “philosophical speech” that is “directed towards eternity”. The thesis is that
the “SMO [special military operation] aims to stop this war”, the “so-called war” started - according
to the imperial speech - by the West with the “coup in Kiev”. The main thrust is against the Western
doctrine of a rules-based international order: “It is just rubbish... another manifestation of colonial
mentality”®® Perla’s article summarizes the speech thus: “Speaking of Russia as a civilization-state,
Vladimir Putin has never uttered the word ‘empire’. But at the same time, it is impossible not to admit:
what he describes is exactly what we call empire here on Tsargrad [TV]"®

That this is a “declaration of empire” was announced with satisfaction by Alexander Dugin in an article
published on the same day, 8 October 2023: “The term ‘Civilization-State’ was introduced into scientific

works by my friend, the Chinese thinker Zhang Weiwei, and actually means ‘empire’”?°

Next is a speech delivered by Putin at the plenary session of the World Russian People’s Council on 28
November 2023, essentially repeating the main points of his Valdai speech and affirming the Kremlin’s
imperial geostrategic doctrine. Its core is the civilization-state, which does not recognize independent
states on the territory of historical Russia (the so-called “Russian world” = “russkiy mir”). The latter is
where there are Russian people:

The Russian world embraces all generations of our predecessors and our descendants that will
live after us. The Russian world means Ancient Rus, the Tsardom of Muscovy, the Russian Empire,
the Soviet Union, and modern Russia that is reclaiming, consolidating, and augmenting its sov-
ereignty as a global power.”’

In short, an empire that stretches as far as it can go without encountering a greater power.

Added to the previous October speech was the age-old refrain that the West seeks to dismember
Russia in order to seize its vast resources.

85 Ibid.

86 http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/72444 [accessed 24 March 2024].

87 https://pogled.info/svetoven/russia/putin-govori-za-znachenieto-na-svo-novata-deklaratsiya-za-nezavisimost.161382 [accessed 6 February
2024].

88 Ibid. This is a quote from Putin’s speech.

89 Ibid.

90 https://pogled.info/svetoven/russia/kakvo-se-krie-zad-termina-darzhava-tsivilizatsiya.161370 [accessed 6 February 2024].

91 http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/72863 [accessed 24 March 2024].
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Valentin Valkanov

Russian Propaganda Speakers in Bulgaria in 2023

A significant part of Russian propaganda in Bulgaria is spread through reprints in online media. Its
main narratives have not changed significantly in recent years, although some have undergone slight
changes in nuance and intensity. The main mode of dissemination is direct translation of articles
from Russian, but the Kremlin’s narratives are also circulated by a number of local speakers whose
activity waned somewhat after the start of the war in Ukraine, but some of them have subsequently
become more active. These speakers have one main function: to interpret current events, reframing
them through the lens of Kremlin narratives in order to steer public attitudes and assessments in the
“right” direction. They also work with a standard package of clichéd narratives (talking points), but
they constantly adapt them along two main lines:

1) They adapt them to the changing reality, which sometimes deviates so much from them that
the propaganda clichés risk being exposed as completely hollow phrases;

2) They try to change public consciousness through propaganda clichés, and hence to directly
influence political and social life in Bulgaria.

This part of the report will summarize the positions taken by some of the main pro-Russian speakers
in Bulgaria, which can be traced in Bulgarian online space in 2023. The focus is on President Rumen
Radev, party leaders Korneliya Ninova (BSP) and Kostadin Kostadinov (Vazrazhdane), and journalists
Petar Volgin and Martin Karbovski. They were chosen mainly because of their public importance and
audibility. It should be added that pro-Russian voices in Bulgaria are far more consolidated and mo-
bilized than the voices that try to oppose them and to promote pro-Western values and systems of
governance. The voices of the supporters of liberal democracy are significantly less mobilized and
energetic.

A. RUMEN RADEV

President Rumen Radev is institutionally the highest-ranking disseminator of (pro)Kremlin propagan-
da narratives, which have become particularly explicit on the subject of the war in Ukraine. He is a
vocal opponent of military aid to the victim of the Russian aggression and criticizes the political actors
who take firm pro-Western positions. He has called them “warmongers” and often sees the war as no
more than a “conflict”.

According to Radey, providing military aid to Ukraine meant “getting involved in war”, and the initiative
of the EU countries to send one million shells to Ukraine in the summer of 2023 was a “mistake”™
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Many media have accused me of being two-faced - this has never been the case. Now everything
has fallen into place. Both here and in Brussels | have argued that Bulgaria should not intervene
with weapons in this conflict. You see, it is escalating, exhausting our economy. It has become
clear that Bulgaria will be part of the initiative for 1 mln shells. | don’t support it. If the govern-
ment makes this decision, it will be a mistake.”

In this statement made by Radev in June 2023, we can see a classic thesis of Kremlin propaganda: the
sanctions against Russia are harming Europe, while the Russian economy remains unaffected. Radev
used it several times during the year to come up with one of his most striking statements, in which he
combined the narratives against aid to Ukraine and sanctions:

I want it to become clear that Ukraine insists on fighting this war. But it should also be clear that
the whole of Europe is footing the bill.*?

An essential argument of Radev against providing military aid to the invaded country was that it came
at the expense of national security. He accused what he called “warmongers” of irresponsibility, in-
stilling fear even about Bulgaria’s territorial integrity:

It's inadmissible for a considerable part of our political parties to view the armed forces not as
a guarantor of the territorial integrity and security of the country, but as a donor of military aid
to the army of Ukraine.*

The president’s attacks against the pro-Western political parties in Bulgaria’s 49th National Assembly
were intense and he regularly found an occasion to launch them. Apart from the constant topic of war
and aid to Ukraine, he also used his obligation to hand an exploratory government-forming mandate
to the PP-DB coalition in May to this end, calling on the coalition partners not to fulfill it because it
was “inexpedient”. Another occasion was the constitutional amendments prepared at the end of the
year, which envisaged limiting the president’s powers, including in forming a caretaker government.

A key positioning in the nationalist spectrum, typical for pro-Kremlin politicians in Bulgaria, was
Radev's statement at the inauguration of the 111-metre flagpole with the national flag at Rozhen, an
initiative that met with serious criticism from the liberal and democratic community, whose political
representative in the first place is the pro-Western PP-DB coalition:

Today we say no to the nihilism and un-Bulgarianness [bezrodie] that have catastrophically
failed in their dishonour by trying to smear and stifle this initiative.*®

The accusation of nihilism and un-Bulgarianness (bezrodie) levelled by Radev against the liberal com-
munity in Bulgaria is part of another line of criticism that was even more explicit in the statements of
other pro-Russian speakers in 2023.

92 https://epicenter.bg/article/Radev--Vklyuchvaneto-ni-v-osiguryavaneto-na-1-mln--boepripasi-i-snaryadi-za-Ukrayna-shte-bade-
greshka/318647/2/0 [accessed 22 February 2024].

93 https://glasove.com/intervyuta/radev-ukrayna-nastoyava-da-vodi-tazi-voyna-smetkata-se-plashta-ot-tsyala-evropa [accessed 22 February
2024].

94 https://politikata.net/538043/ [accessed 22 February 2024].

95 https://www.marica.bg/region/smolqn/rumen-radev-izdigna-tribagrenika-na-rojen [accessed 22 February 2024].

HSSF Human and Social Studies Foundation - Sofia 29

Sofla @



https://hssfoundation.org/за-hssf/
https://epicenter.bg/article/Radev--Vklyuchvaneto-ni-v-osiguryavaneto-na-1-mln--boepripasi-i-snaryadi-za-Ukrayna-shte-bade-greshka/318647/2/0
https://epicenter.bg/article/Radev--Vklyuchvaneto-ni-v-osiguryavaneto-na-1-mln--boepripasi-i-snaryadi-za-Ukrayna-shte-bade-greshka/318647/2/0
https://glasove.com/intervyuta/radev-ukrayna-nastoyava-da-vodi-tazi-voyna-smetkata-se-plashta-ot-tsyala-evropa
https://politikata.net/538043/
https://www.marica.bg/region/smolqn/rumen-radev-izdigna-tribagrenika-na-rojen

Russian Online Propaganda in Bulgaria in 2023 ® SUMMARY REPORT

B. KORNELIYA NINOVA

One of the main supporters of Radev’s stance against aid to Ukraine is BSP leader Korneliya Ninova. In
2023, she consistently talked about “peace” and “neutrality” against the backdrop of Russian aggres-
sion, while also trying to instill fear of sending Bulgarian troops to the battlefield:

I want to reaffirm: we are in favour of Bulgaria’s neutrality on the war in Ukraine. No to military
support, no to, God forbid, sending manpower.”®

Ninova also used the fundamental for pro-Russian speakers talking point on European sanctions
against Russia, which she intertwined with calls for peace and for refraining from military aid to
Ukraine:

We will appeal for Bulgaria’s neutrality, for not supplying arms, for stopping hostilities, for peace
talks. We have declared ourselves against the sanctions against Russia, from which Europe has
suffered the most - they have led to an energy, economic and social crisis.”

The BSP leader also declared her position against Ukraine’s admission to NATO because, she said,
this would mean that Bulgaria would become a frontline state, but also a victim, besides leading to
a world war:

The BSP won't support the declaration on Ukraine's NATO membership.

The serious and big member states — the US, Germany, France, Hungary — are expressing reser-
vations and there are statements even by Biden and Stoltenberg that they should abstain at this
stage from taking a position on Ukraine’s admission to NATO and that this would pit the whole
Alliance against Russia, which would mean a world war [...] we may be turned not only into a
frontline state but also into a victim of this war.”®

The populism and demagoguery characteristic of the BSP leader’s rhetoric were also evident in the
case of other topics that became fundamental for the Socialist Party in 2023. First of all, this was
the topic of the so-called “gender ideology”. The occasion was the Istanbul Convention and the fight
against domestic violence, behind which Ninova saw the surreptitious introduction of a “third gender”
by European legislation:

We from the BSP for Bulgaria coalition are submitting a Law against Domestic Violence to a
fourth consecutive National Assembly. But behind the veil of this noble cause, the Istanbul Con-
vention is introducing into European legislation a third, so-called “social gender” [sotsialen pol]
different from the biological male or female.”

The Socialists, applying the mechanisms of populist parties, also attempted to initiate a referendum
against “gender ideology” on the pretext of protecting the children of Bulgaria:

Help us save at least the children, support us in the launched referendum to ban gender ideology
in schools. Your signature today is an investment — an investment in the lives and future of the
children, which means the future of Bulgaria.’

96 https://epicenterbg/article/Korneliya-Ninova--G-n-prezident--napravihte-golyama-greshka--kato-ne-vnesohte-byudzhet-/313326/2/0
[accessed 22 February 2024].

97 https://novinilive.allbg.eu/889265/ [accessed 22 February 2024].

98 https://djadja.bg7.eu/964067/ [accessed 22 February 2024].

99 https://duma.bg/korneliya-ninova-podkrepete-ni-v-referenduma-sreshtu-dzhendar-ideologiyata-n274498 [accessed 22 February 2024].

100 Ibid.
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The fears that Ninova tried to instill were not only about the fight against domestic violence but also
about Bulgaria’'s entry into the eurozone for which, according to her, we were “not prepared”. She
also criticized the pro-Western ruling coalition for the amendments to the Constitution, which were
a “betrayal”, as well as for the cancellation of the broadcast of Petar Volgin's interview with Eleonora
Mitrofanova, which Ninova saw as an “encroachment on the freedom of media and speech”. As regards
the dismantling of the MSA, she described it as “a barbaric act of killing Bulgarian history, of erasing
memory”.

Such interpretations can be found in statements of other speakers as well, but what distinguished
Ninova's rhetoric in 2023 was her Facebook post of 29 August regarding a fake news story by Yanka
Takeva, who announced that the Ministry of Education and Science was about to decide that Bulgarian
would be taught as a foreign language to pupils whose mother tongue is other than Bulgarian. In her
Facebook post, Ninova declared that the pro-Western government was “de-Bulgarifying us” and that
those in power were “un-Bulgarians” (bezrodnitsi):

People, wake up. The assemblage [sglobka] called government is brutally de-Bulgarifying us. The
Ministry of Education is discussing [the option whereby] Bulgarian is to be taught as a foreign
language if it isn’t your mother tongue.

Do you hear? Bulgarian is a foreign language in Bulgaria. What about the Constitution, which
says that Bulgarian is the official language? What about Bulgarianness? What about nation [rod]
and Fatherland? Un-Bulgarians, stop! Bulgarians, wake up!"®’

C. KOSTADIN KOSTADINOV

The nationalist rhetoric of demagoguery and populism characteristic of pro-Russian political speak-
ers could be found in even more strident form in the statements of Vazrazhdane leader Kostadin Kost-
adinov. Throughout 2023, he adhered much more closely to the structure of Kremlin propaganda nar-
ratives. The general theme for him was the hegemony of the US, which directly controls the Bulgarian
government, while his presence at a reception in early June at the Russian embassy and photos with
Ambassador Mitrofanova left no doubt about his (as well as his party’s) benevolent attitude towards
Putin’s regime. He then summed up his stance thus:

It’s high time that we freed ourselves from the disastrous American colonial slavery and that
Bulgaria became a free and independent country again!"®

Kostadinov's most severe attacks were aimed at the democratic pro-Western Bulgarians, first of all the
liberals and their political representatives, PP and DB. Epithets against them abounded in his state-

nou

ments, escalating several times to words such as “Bulgarian-killers”, “rabid anti-human scum”, etc.:

Yesterday [24 June 2023] | was interested to see what the mouthpieces of the US embassy were
writing and what they were calling for — generally, their profiles were pouring blood and calling
for war, massacres, mutinies, and all sorts of other similar things (provided that they don’t take

101 https://www.facebook.com/NinovaKorneliya/posts/864458971704540/?paipv=0&eav=AfY2p8A2eFr-9wzeljy73_mP [accessed 23 February
2024].

102 https://www.bgonair.bg/a/2-bulgaria/308763-kostadinov-za-snimkata-si-s-mitrofanova-nameri-se-dokazatelstvo-che-sme-proruska-
partiya [accessed 23 February 2024].
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part personally, of course). Now, no doubt, they are disappointed [at the failure of Prigozhin’s
mutiny], but only a few hours were enough to [allow us to] see what they are - a rabid anti-
human scum thirsting for blood and dreaming of wars and coercion. That is why it is the duty of
every natural citizen to do everything in his power so that this ugly scum may be annihilated - for
the positive sake not only of Bulgaria but also of mankind.’®

In a comment on a draft law rejected by PP-DB, GERB and DPS (which, in his view, made up the ruling
majority), Kostadiniov even called for their annihilation:

We are ruled by Bulgarian-Rillers. These Bulgarian-Rillers must be annihilated because otherwise
they will annihilate our people and our state.’**

His position on the war and Volodymyr Zelensky was also in tune with Russian propaganda, a position
he declared unambiguously during the Ukrainian president’s visit to Bulgaria in July:

The President of Ukraine is coming not to meet with our President, but with the American Prime
Minister Denkov. [...] He is coming to provoke and annoy us. Because the American envoy has
only one goal - a civil war in Bulgaria, and then to involve us in a large-scale military conflict."%

This statement of the Vazrazhdane leader put in a nutshell the first point of the geopolitical con-
spiratorial logic of Kremlin propaganda - the US as a hegemon that directly controls the Bulgarian
government - and the demagoguery for domestic political use, according to which Bulgaria will be
dragged into the war. His statement even gained the attention of the Russian news agency TASS, which
disseminated it.

Kostadinov did not spare praise for Putin’s regime. The Russian president “should be praised, not
accused”, he declared, commenting on the arrest warrant issued by the International Criminal Court
against Vladimir Putin, while the public opinion polls showing that Bulgarians had begun to have a
critical attitude towards Russia were “paid for by the omnipresent US embassy”. According to him,
there was pro-Ukrainian and anti-Russian propaganda, which were part of “contemporary neofascist
American propaganda”. In his view, there was an “American colonial regime” in Bulgaria that wanted
to “ban” Vazrazhdane, and those in power were “naofascists”. Accusations of fascism are a standard
tactic of Kostadinov which he also used about the dismantling of the MSA. In 2023, Kostadinov's rhet-
oric practically pulled off its patriotic mask hiding the Kremlin’'s talking points.

Other main topics for domestic political use also aimed to instill fear, mostly through the standard
populist talking points of pro-Kremlin speakers in Bulgaria. Vazrazhdane's attempts to organize a ref-
erendum on “retaining the Bulgarian lev” and against joining the eurozone have become proverbial,
along with its leader’s periodic talk of “civil war” and demagoguery on the refugee issue that arose
around Schengen, according to which Bulgaria would become “a huge camp for Asians and Africans
in which we Bulgarians will eventually become a minority”, of course under the rule of a “puppet”
government.

103 https://novini247.com/novini/liderat-na-formatsiyata-vazrajdane-kostadin-kostadinov-stava-vse-po-aroganten_6503449.html [accessed 23
February 2024].

104 https://glasove.com/novini/kostadinov-upravlyavat-ni-balgaroubiytsi [accessed 23 February 2024].

105 https://www.bgonair.bg/a/2-bulgaria/311559-kostadinov-zelenski-idva-za-da-ni-provokira-i-drazni [accessed 23 February 2024].
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D. PETAR VOLGIN

Peter Volgin has become a modern classic of anti-Western and pro-Russian rhetoric. In 2023, one of
the narratives originating directly from the Kremlin that was most widely circulated by Volgin was that
the democratic political parties wanted to drag Bulgaria into the war, including by sending Bulgarian
troops there:

These parties will do their utmost to involve Bulgaria as actively as possible in the fighting, in-
cluding through direct participation of our troops there.’%

Volgin explained his thesis with one of the main talking points of Kremlin propaganda — these politi-
cal actors were portrayed as being completely dependent on the US (“puppets on strings”) and doing
what they were told to do; in their sycophancy, they were even competing for who was the “most
righteous Euro-Atlanticist”. The dismantling of the MSA was part of this competition:

Probably those in power also have other reasons to hurry with the destruction of the monument
besides their deep complexes. Perhaps they hope that by removing a monument related to Rus-
sia, the masters from the Embassy will begin to trust them even more."”

The main line along which Volgin attempted to discredit the pro-European community in Bulgaria in
2023 was by promoting the thesis that its representatives are traitors, sellouts and hate Bulgarians.
The discussion about the 111-metre flagpole with the Bulgarian national flag at Rozhen, which was
inaugurated in mid-July, was also used to this end. It served as another occasion to raise the topic of
globalization, a topic typical of the speakers of pro-Kremlin propaganda and usually used conspira-
torially: “the impersonal greyness of global anonymity” precedes the imposition of “total censorship”.

Volgin also used the cancellation of the broadcast of his interview with Eleonora Mitrofanova at the
end of 2023 as an occasion to accuse those in power of censorship and of seeking to establish “total
control” over the media:

The main aim of the government is to impose total control over all mass media, whether
public-service or private, traditional or new."%®

Volgin's attacks were also directed against the NGO community in Bulgaria. In his account, it was part
of the liberal community in Bulgaria which he accused of arrogance, loss of touch with reality, and
sycophancy, calling their political representatives a “total brainless and Euro-Atlantic nothing”.

A curious story developed around Volgin in a short interview'® he gave to the EU-banned Russian TV
channel Rossiya 1. In it, he counterposed the “ordinary people” in Bulgaria to the elites, claiming that
the former didn’t see Russia as an enemy, while the latter believed and said that Russia was “to blame
for everything” — a thesis fully in sync with, and almost literally repeating, the claims of Eleonora Mi-
trofanova and Leonid Reshetnikov.

106 https://retro.bg/komentari/strongpetr-volgin-pp-db-i-gerb-sds-ni-butat-vv-voynatastrongbr-nbspbr-nbspbr-nbsp_33808.html [accessed
23 February 2024].

107 https://mediamall.info/news/butnaha-pametnika-obezobraziha-konstituciyata-i-zatvardiha-kontrola-varhu-mediite-mislyat-si-che-sa-
vechni-no-ne-znayat-che-mn-8578news.html [accessed 23 February 2024].

108 Ibid.

109 https://novini.cyou/petar-volgin-dade-intervyu-za-zabranenata-v-es-televiziya-rusiya-1-obsht/ [accessed 23 February 2024].
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E. MARTIN KARBOVSKI

In 2023, Martin Karbovski's media presence was weaker than that of the other four monitored speak-
ers, but the number of followers of his YouTube channel rose to some 180,000 and continued to grow.

Martin Karbovski's main focus in 2023 was on the processes of disintegration in Bulgarian society,
which he blamed primarily on the pro-European political elites and speakers. Following the logic of
Russian propaganda, Karbovski insisted that part of the Bulgarian elite was “bending down” to the
West, and hence, ignoring the Bulgarian interest:

Whatever the coalition is, it will be in the interest of exporting weapons or committing troops,
henceforth we have no control whatsoever.. We have to deal with our problems. Politicians
should forget about bending down to the West for a bit and start doing something in the Bul-
garian interest."”

Arhetorical device often used by Karbovski is comparing the liberal democratic community in Bulgaria
to symbols of the socialist nomenklatura — in his account, the former are “Bolsheviks”. European in-
stitutions weren't spared from this comparison:

Let the European Union not become the Soviet Union and let Brussels not behave like Moscow.'"

At times, however, the government was also described as “fascist”, not merely venal, by the logic of
Kremlin propaganda, but even authoritarian.'™” The journalist called this “system” “mutro-fascism”
and used the occasion to counter various attacks on Russia:

Today there is a new mutro-fascism that is only good at propaganda. | read that the floods are
because of the Russians’ construction projects on the Black Sea coast, that Russia Rilled Levski.
This is propaganda. We have a much worse problem — we have a system that is really starting to
look a bit like crypto-fascism, like proto-fascism.”

Karbovski's accusations of fascism became most eloquent, as it were, in the case of the dismantling of
the MSA, when the reactions of Velislava Dareva, Petar Volgin, Darina Grigorova and Martin Karbovski
sounded in sync. Karbovksi published an article headlined “Yes, it's fascism!”. It is particularly inter-
esting for its pathos, but also for the broad range of topics it addresses. In it, Karbovski practically
declared every major political action of the pro-Western ruling majority to be “fascism” - from the
dismantling of the MSA, to the amendments to the Constitution and the cancelled broadcast of Mitro-
fanova's interview, to the actions which he alleged amount to a “denial of history” and “ostracization”
of dissenters, and which fuel various fears:

Cutting up monuments is fascism. Burning or editing books is fascism. Persecuting journalists
and looRing for the “correct” point of view is fascism. Giving up history and changing textbooks
is even more than fascism.

It is fascism to incite groups of people against each other over a historical issue, while publicly
casting the blame on the pile of iron.”™

110 https://elhovo.news/?p=168048 [accessed 23 February 2024].

1M1 https://www.standartnews.com/balgariya-obshtestvo/karbovski-izrigna-kogo-prashcha-vv-vlastta-527850.html [accessed 23 February
2024].

112 Let's not forget that at some point Putin united the US/NATO and the EU in one as the “collective West”, that is, absolute evil and
totalitarian power is now right next door, so to speak, not across the Atlantic.

113 https://mediamall.info/news/martin-karbovski-upravlyava-ni-mutro-fashizam-3312news.html( [accessed 23 February 2024].

14 https://www.lentata.com/da-fashizm-e?fbclid=IwAROBG2aFNm7bS4RmotEIhjnNI9at5LisBMNu5unwICWURrcFNGDuODROyXs [accessed 23
February 2024].
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In 2023, however, Karbovski had two original achievements that distinguished him from his fellow
journalist, Petar Volgin — namely, the broadcast interviews with two direct spokespersons of the Krem-
lin, Ambassador Eleonora Mitrofanova and Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Maria Zakharova.

First was the interview with Mitrofanova' in April. In it, Mitrofanova — understandably — went through

the entire corpus of Kremlin propaganda. The main topic of conversation was the war, for which the
US and NATO were to blame, while Russia had actually wanted to avoid conflict, but had to ensure
security in the proclaimed “Donetsk People’s Republic” and “Lugansk People’s Republic”. Mitrofanova
also trotted out the tropes about Europe’s dependence on the US, the strong Russian economy, the
high gross domestic product, the Minsk agreements, and even patriotism. In his questions, Karbovski
used the phrases “warmongers” and “coalition of war” already coined by (pro)Russian propaganda in
Bulgaria.

The interview with Maria Zakharova was in mid-July. In it, Zakharova also went through a wide range of
propaganda narratives, touching on the current events of mid-July, but also through the fundamental
narratives through which the Kremlin's hybrid machine attacks public discourses in Bulgaria. Among
the topics were the website Myrotvorets, Prigozhin’s mutiny, speculation about attacks with nuclear
weapons, discussion of Russophobic sentiments, arms supplies to Ukraine, the US policy of “econom-
ic occupation of the European Union”, etc. The West was accused of conducting a hybrid war against
Russia, the conflict in Ukraine being part of this war. According to Zakharova, the main villain was the
US and the EU was a victim.

Karbovski, in the spirit of conspiracy theory, often envisioned some sort of apocalypse that was to
come. He saw the signs of this in official positions against Russia, in the NGO community, in various
political actions. He fearmongered about the use of force and the establishment of totalitarian con-
trol in society, and spoke of censorship and the erasure of Bulgarian history and consciousness. He
blamed the powerful of the day, presenting himself as a righteous fighter for truth and freedom. His
messianic role was to expose the villains, using the conspiratorial logic of Kremlin propaganda to this
end, and sometimes crossing over into other theories to give his fight an even more powerful spiritual
character — the pro-European ruling majority were “apostates” confronted by Orthodox Christianity,
which is actively used in the Kremlin’s hybrid actions to justify its holy “civilizational” war against the
“collective West”,

115 https://epicenter.bg/article/Mitrofanova--Rusiya-nyama-da-zagine-/313917/11/0 [accessed 23 February 2024].
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CONCLUSION

The speakers of Kremlin propaganda in Bulgaria are bound in a network within which they occasion-
ally compete for who is the most effective in protecting Bulgaria from various apocalyptic scenari-
os - these are forms of demagoguery with a conspiratorial character, ordinary populism in politics.
However, all are united in the effort to foment a feeling that there is a huge danger looming over
the country, and as there is indeed a war near the territory of Bulgaria, the danger comes not from
the aggressive Russian Federation that started it, but from the actions of what the Kremlin spokes-
persons, including Vladimir Putin himself, call the “collective West” - the US/NATO hegemon, the EU
institutions, which are sometimes presented as the victim and sometimes as the collaborator of the
hegemon, and local democratic and liberal elites and communities.

Apart from the fears inculcated by the pro-Russian speakers, they also use more extraneous topics
that are not directly addressed by the Kremlin because they are part of the local public discourse. In
2023, such topics for Bulgaria were the eurozone, Schengen, the Istanbul Convention, the dismantling
of the MSA, etc. The speakers played their role and interpreted such topics according to the logic used
by the Kremlin in order to put Russian talking points into circulation and, through them, to discredit
the pro-European political and social forces in Bulgaria.

The irrational fears stoked by Moscow were intensified by the demagoguery of Bulgarian populist
parties and public figures. They all proclaimed themselves the unavoidable “other point of view”,
a “corrective” to those in power that protects the public body from falling under a new totalitarian
regime. Behind the calls for peace and neutrality, however, lurked the images that the Kremlin is
systematically building through its hybrid machine. The logic of large-scale conspiracy theory gave
rise not only to irrational fears but also to irrational hopes for messiahs who would save the mythical
figure of “the people” from the apocalyptic evil that already has a body and a voice.

Such a messianic figure, Kremlin propaganda says, is Orthodox Russia. And any action or thought to
the contrary leads to annihilation of history, memory, people, truth, and justice.

HSSF Human and Social Studies Foundation - Sofia 36

fofla @



https://hssfoundation.org/за-hssf/

Russian Online Propaganda in Bulgaria in 2023 ® SUMMARY REPORT -

Liubomir Donchev

EM Russian Propaganda on Facebook in 2023

n the hybrid war that has been going on for more than a decade now, Bulgarian-language social me-

dia - and especially the most popular social media platform in Bulgaria, Facebook — have gradually
been taken over by Russian propaganda. If in the first decade of the twenty-first century Facebook
was revolutionary as a new technological level of communication, since the second decade problems
that were already present in the early years of this social media platform have become increasingly
prominent. From a channel for daily private, emotional communication, Facebook has gradually and
imperceptibly turned into one of the leading channels of political news dissemination for a large
part of Bulgarian society. Interest groups have become political interest groups. The politicization of
Facebook occurred gradually over the years, but the increasingly serious crises in recent years have
amplified this change. The COVID-19 crisis showed this shift most vividly - despite the information
campaign at the state level, a counter-information campaign unfolded on the social media platform:
Facebook became a rallying point for anti-vaxxers. As of 24 February 2022, the topic of the coronavirus
has been silenced by the rumble of bombs in Ukraine. Then it became clear what Facebook had actu-
ally turned into: a platform for driving division in Bulgarian society on various topics. The real change
here was brought about by a hidden shift in the purpose of many of the groups, which were trans-
formed overnight from groups based on various interests into groups for and against Ukraine. Almost
without exception, former anti-vaxxers turned overnight into diehard Putinists. In the first months
of Russia’s full-scale war against Ukraine, Bulgarian Facebook turned on its head - from a platform
meant to connect people into communities, it began to actively stoke division. The idea, specific to
most social media platforms, of creating a social bubble in which users would feel most comfortable,
proved particularly effective in terms of political propaganda - the bubble became a place for mutual
incitement. The platform itself is also active: based on already well-developed algorithms, Facebook
identifies similar users and offers them virtual places to get together. Facebook’s feed itself now has
a radically different form - sponsored content and content that is “recommended for you” takes clear
precedence over things that the user themselves has liked, and includes also posts of the user’s
friends. And it is here - through paid ads and moderation — that propaganda appears on the feed.

Another important change that also comes from social media is the increase of user interest based
on interactions. A large number of interactions means a large number of users who have reacted to
a post, and this in turn means promotion of the Facebook group or page that has posted the con-
tent. This is also where the opportunity for advertising comes in to capitalize on the content. More
important, however, is the very existence of an algorithm that promotes content to users who don't
follow a page or group but are interested in the topic. Of course, Meta's algorithm is difficult to “cap-
ture”, but the goal is to create content that is promoted to as many people as possible without their
understanding why it is being offered to them. The crucial difference here is that this doesn’t happen
through Meta’s advertising option, which displays information about each ad such as advertising fees,
source, etc,, but through the “recommended for you” section. In this way, posts that generate a lot of
interactions within a short period of time begin to emerge from the “bubble” of the group’s followers
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and reach other users who may have only an indirect interest in the topic; they do so without the
necessary investment and, respectively, without the information that users are obliged to provide to
the audience as advertisers. This specific mode of operation of Facebook enables spreading radical
messages anonymously.

If we add two more factors to the above - the Russian Federation’s decades-long attempts to exert
geopolitical influence in Bulgaria and its full-scale war against Ukraine — then the picture gradually
becomes clearer. Facebook’s popularity in Bulgaria has made this social media platform a significant
factor in promoting the Kremlin's talking points on the war, but not only. The overall propaganda
activity that inundates Facebook users is amplified by local speakers who, even if they don't directly
translate Russian talking points, speak in tune with them. Taking into account all this and the de facto
change of the social media platform in question, it is clear why Russian propaganda is making signif-
icant inroads on Bulgarian Facebook.

Let us review the important events in 2023 which in one way or another were associated with Russian
interests in Bulgaria. It is important to note that the significance of these events did not always have
a concrete manifestation in real political life. Particularly with regard to the war in Ukraine, sources
of disinformation relied on a large number of posts that would circulate on social media, with only a
few expected to go viral.

A. January, February, March 2023

The first quarter of 2023 saw an increase in interest in the upcoming parliamentary elections on 2
April. The political crisis in Bulgaria simmered against the backdrop of fierce fighting in Ukraine. The
adoption of the euro and accession to the Schengen Area were just some of the topics of interest to
politicians in the upcoming election campaign. The Vazrazhdane party collected signatures for a refer-
endum against the adoption of the euro, which subsequently failed to be held. A curious statement'®
made by Steve Hanke in a TV interview was taken up by politicians of Vazrazhdane as an argument
against the adoption of the euro. The propaganda value of this interview lies in the fact that it was
presented as a message against adopting the euro coming from an American economist warning “his
own” not to make this mistake. In another part of the interview, Hanke also defended the Kremlin's
thesis on sanctions - they weren’t hurting Russia, but the West, i.e., those imposing sanctions on Rus-
sia were the big losers.

On 24 February 2023, one year after the Russian invasion of Ukraine, Kostadin Kostadinov went live™

on Facebook and set out his party’s position on the conflict: the war in Ukraine is a “civil war”; provid-
ing aid to Ukraine would make Bulgaria a party to the conflict; the US is fighting a proxy war in Ukraine.
These false claims were fully in tune with Russian propaganda. A few days later, the same claims were
made by former State Security agent and current Honorary Chairman of VMRO, Krasimir Karakachanov.
The false claim that providing aid to Ukraine would drag Bulgaria into the war circulated actively on
Facebook and became part™® of President Rumen Radev's repertoire.

116 https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=765197528295100 [accessed 22 February 2024].
17 https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=520810460225144 [accessed 22 February 2024].
18 https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=584571383686424 [accessed 22 February 2024].
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March was the month when the official election campaign started and the political parties announced
their priorities. Vazrazhdane staked on the battle against the euro, while the BSP declared™ war on
“gender ideology” and tried to initiate a referendum against it. There Is Such a People (ITN) also tried
to initiate a referendum, but on convening a Grand National Assembly to change Bulgaria’s form of
government from a parliamentary to a presidential republic.

B. April, May, June 2023

The parliamentary elections held on 2 April 2023 determined most of the events in that month, of in-
terest being the reactions to the government that was yet to be formed by PP-DB and GERB-SDS. Two
interviews™?" of Nikolay Markov on the daily show “Delnitsi” (Workdays) attracted considerable inter-
est on Facebook. In both interviews, he levelled multiple criticisms at the future government: “There
are thirty people right now, in this parliament, who directly from here should go to Belene immedi-
ately” Eleonora Mitrofanova’s appearance on Martin Karbovski's podcast'? was the other propaganda
event that generated huge interest on Facebook in April — in her interview, she said in so many words
that if she could vote in parliamentary elections in Bulgaria, she would vote for Kostadin Kostadinov.

In May, the disputes and accusations about the formation of a new government continued, with Kosta-
din Kostadinov making a scathing speech'™? in Parliament which abounded in insults and false claims.
On 9 May, the march of the “Immortal Regiment” in Sofia attracted interest not for its popularity, but
for the brazenness of its participants - flags of the Soviet Union and the Russian Federation were held
high.

Unlike May, in June there was a significant stir on the propaganda front. It consisted in the entry into
Facebook of Rumen Petkov — former BSP member and current ABV Chairman who, by the end of the
year, would become the main commentator on any event related to Russia. In June, he posted four
posts on his Facebook page, one of them authored by himself, but all four presented events and his-
tory from the Russian perspective — he posted the fake news that Zelensky had renounced an already
signed peace treaty with Russia;'** he blamed Ukraine for blowing up the wall of the Nova Kakhovka
dam;"> he supported the talking point that providing weapons to Ukraine meant actively involving
Bulgaria in the war;'®® he commented on a statement by Robert Kennedy Jr about US bases around
Russia.”” Petkov managed to cover Russia’s whole propaganda package circulating on Facebook since
the beginning of the year.

Last but not least in terms of popularity was the “March for the Family”, organized as a counter-event
to Sofia Pride 2023 by the “conservative” Krystian Szkwarek. The event also gave Kostadin Kostadinov
an occasion to protest against Sofia Pride in several insulting posts.'?®

19 https://www.facebook.com/100044213360382/posts/773259514157820 [accessed 22 February 2024].

120 https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=914975776290469 [accessed 22 February 2024].

121 https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=3444586895759945 [accessed 22 February 2024].

122 https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=196236266526568 [accessed 22 February 2024].

123 https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=260771119796827 [accessed 22 February 2024].

124 https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=260771119796827 [accessed 22 February 2024].

125 https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=807719210738995 [accessed 22 February 2024].
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127 https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1935990070097184 [accessed 22 February 2024].

128 https://www.facebook.com/100050370794898/posts/797548255267527; https://www.facebook.com/100050370794898/posts/799097621779257;
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=656384399251044 [accessed 22 February 2024].
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C. July, August, September 2023

In July, one of the main events was Volodymyr Zelensky's visit to Sofia. The discontent in pro-Russian
circles was explicitly expressed™ by Rumen Petkov, who summarized the key talking points of Rus-
sian propaganda in a four-minute video: Ukraine is losing the war, Russia is triumphing, Zelensky is
begging for money but also stealing from the Ukrainians; the US is warmongering, Europe is perish-
ing. A second video™® by Petkov, aimed at domestic politics, slammed the already formed coalition
government, in particular Nikolay Denkoy, Kiril Petkov and Asen Vasilev. Zelensky's visit also did great
damage to Rumen Radev's image as a peacemaker, as the Ukrainian president bluntly criticized pre-
cisely his position on neutrality on the war in Ukraine.

In July again, the government announced its governance programme and said it would would work
towards changing Bulgaria’s national holiday from 3 March to 24 May. The topic of 3 March, and in
particular its defence as a national holiday, united Kostadin Kostadinov, Rumen Radev, and other less
influential politicians from the pro-Russian spectrum. Rumen Radev announced he was organizing a
national movement called “Third of March” in defence of the holiday.

August was marked by the defence of the Monument to the Soviet Army (MSA) in Sofia, whose disman-
tling was finally set in motion. Maya Manolova and other members of the coalition The Left! embraced
the topic and erected a tent camp to protect the monument. Kostadin Kostadinov also joined the MSA
defenders. A video showing workers fencing off the MSA was livestreamed™' by Maya Manolova in an
effort to catalyze public interest, but this, as we would see in the coming months, proved insufficient.
In response to the insistence on the removal of the MSA, Kostadinov demanded the removal of the
monument to US WW2 pilots in Sofia,’® while Vazrazhdane supporters called for the removal of the
statue of St Sophia™? in the centre of Sofia.

In September, the events around the dismantling of the MSA continued - after scaffolding was put up,
Maya Manolova posted a live stream™* from onsite, claiming that defenders of the monument were
being arrested. September also saw the expulsion of the head of the Russian church in the country,
Vassian Zmeyev, who was declared an agent of the Russian Federation. An event in support of Zmeyev
failed to gain traction on Facebook.

D. October, November, December 2023

October was the month when local elections were held in Bulgaria and they were the main political
topic. The topic of the war in Ukraine was also discussed during the campaign for the local elections.
Particularly active in this regard were Vazrazhdane and its candidate for Sofia mayor, Deyan Nikolov,
who in an appearance™ on Martin Karbovski's podcast, rehashed the talking point that Bulgaria
doesn't need the European Union, because the money it receives from the EU is almost as much as

129 https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=813438943622687 [accessed 22 February 2024].

130 https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=611034424463549 [accessed 22 February 2024].

131 https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=230702876623589 [accessed 22 February 2024].
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the country’s contribution to the EU budget, but with the condition that the EU sets conditions that
must be met in order for it to be granted. Kostadin Kostadinov's campaign against Defence Minister
Todor Tagarev continued with a provocative post™® asking which country was the biggest threat to
Bulgaria’s national security. A few days later, Kostadinov went live™ on Facebook, attacking Todor
Tagarev once again. Rumen Petkov also fit into the propaganda landscape with a video™® in which he
interpreted the conflict between Israel and Hamas as predetermined by US international dominance.

In terms of propaganda, November was dominated by Rumen Petkov, who rained insults™® on Nikolay

Denkov and the ruling majority. Of course, this video was also accompanied by the usual stock talking
points of Russian propaganda in Bulgaria: strong Russia, weak Europe, poor Bulgaria, etc. In another
video,"® Petkov spread the well-known fake news story that the government was planning to sell
70,000 hectares of Bulgarian land, as well as the lie that the delivery of the APCs donated by Bulgaria
to Ukraine would cost our country BGN 1 billion. A third video," this time starring Ivo Hristov but again
posted on the ABV page, summed up many of Russia’s propaganda theses.

December was the month when the dismantling of the Monument to the Soviet Army in the centre of
Sofia finally took place. The event reverberated throughout the month, with a number of well-known
Kremlin mouthpieces in Bulgaria speaking in the same tone: Rumen Petkov, Martin Karbovski, Ru-
men Radev," Neshka Robeva,'** Kevork Kevorkian,™ and Yavor Dachkov,™® among others. The col-
lective message was directed against the “fascists” who were erasing history in order to create a new
history. It claimed that an attempt was being made to destroy true history and this was a fascist act.
Rumen Petkov didn't miss the opportunity to deliver another tirade' against Nikolay Denkov. A day
after the dismantling began, he posted an interview with Ivo Hristov, who in a visibly sombre mood
lamented the rewriting of history. The Embassy of the Russian Federation reacted instantly with a
threatening statement™® by Maria Zakharova addressed at Bulgaria.

One of the characteristic features of Bulgarian Facebook in 2023 was the posting of content with
nostalgia for the years of socialism (referred to as sots). Very often among the top 10 posts with the
most interactions were precisely such posts: “I grew up, studied, loved, had children and lived under
Sots... And told jokes about Bai Tosho [Todor Zhivkov]"™ or “The legendary ‘Comets’ [hydrofoils]: A
nice memory of youth”™ Here examples could be given across a very wide range of topics, but it
should be noted that this type of posts are precisely the product of idealized memories of the past
and youth, which nowadays are returning as a symbol of carefree life and joy. The link with (pro)Rus-
sian propaganda can be found through nostalgia for the former Soviet Union and Bulgaria’s close ties
with Russia.

Another interesting feature of Bulgarian Facebook in 2023 were the musical performances praising the
regime in Russia, which garnered hundreds of thousands of views. One of the performers who jumped
on this bandwagon was Vladislav Slavov, who became famous for several performances: in one vid-
e0,”" he praises 3 March, insulting the “un-Bulgarians” (bezrodnitsi - a word that Rumen Radev intro-
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145 https://www.facebook.com/100044400040424/posts/885535346269792 [accessed 22 February 2024].
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duced into “high” political language); in another video,” filmed in front of the monument in Varna
to the Ukrainian soldiers killed in the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878, Slavov sings about the beggar
Zelensky, about the Ukrofascists and about the venal Bulgarian elites; in a third video,’™ he praises
the BRICS model. Other examples of this type of performers included folk-rap artist Ustata,”™ who
released a song called “Colourful Genders” (Shareni dzhendari) aimed against the LGBT community. A
few months earlier, Ustata released another video:™ a studio recording in which he “teaches history

to Macedonians”.

In the last quarter of 2023, there was also an increase in the activity of the Facebook page of the Rus-
sian Cultural and Information Centre in Sofia. It is notable, however, that this page did not post videos
praising Russia’s military might or its triumphant history, but attempted to conduct so-called white
propaganda - improving the country’s image by displaying good examples: a night in Saint Petersburg,
skating in Moscow at night, etc. The topics of the war and politics of Russia were entirely absent from
the page.

In summary, it can be said that Russian propaganda on Bulgarian Facebook gradually decreased in
volume during 2023. Despite this, it found various topics through which it made inroads into this social
media platform, and this was most often done through local speakers like Rumen Petkov, for example.
Content showing military successes of Russia in Ukraine was very rare in the most popular Facebook
posts. As in other online media outlets, the tendency of Russian propaganda on Bulgarian Facebook
was to disguise itself behind the problems of Bulgarian society and to give a false sense of authentic
solutions that are in its favour.

152 https://www.facebook.com/100064801476308/posts/672474594922584 [accessed 22 February 2024].
153 https://www.facebook.com/571021148/videos/1052587125740825/ [accessed 22 February 2024].
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Boriana Dimitrova and Milena lakimova

[ Social Vulnerability and Propaganda:
Highlights of a Public Opinion Survey

6.1. Survey Characteristics and Methodology

The methodology of the survey includes qualitative and quantitative methods.

QUALITATIVE SURVEY PARAMETERS

Methodology: Qualitative survey through focus groups (FGs)

Four FGs, of which:
Two FGs in Sofia
One FG in Plovdiv
One FG in Pazardzhik

Number of focus groups:

Age: 18-45
Gender: male and female

Target groups: . . .. . .
get group Attitude towards Bulgaria’s geopolitical orientation
towards the EU and NATO: positive or neutral
Survey period: 17-23 May 2023

The quantitative survey is nationally representative.

QUANTITATIVE SURVEY PARAMETERS

Re[:)r: :ﬁ:ﬁtj‘\ll:;:ess Of Bulgaria’s adult population (aged 18+)
Methodology: Quantitative survey
sampling method: Strai;.j‘igee'del(ajyl/J zzﬁig: l(::, ‘rjsidence, with quotas for gender,
Sample size: 1,010 effective interviews
Survey period: 18-28 June 2023
Data collection method: Face-to-face structured in-home interviews on tablets
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The survey under the Social Vulnerability and Propaganda project was conducted in a period of ex-
tremely dynamic social and political processes accompanied by permanent tensions and sharp con-
frontation. At the time of the survey, the Denkov-Gabriel government had just been formed (6 June
2023), putting an end, for nine months, to the long period of presidential caretaker governments and
deadlocked parliaments. The preceding period was characterized by a radicalization in the positions
of the openly pro-Kremlin party Vazrazhdane, of President Rumen Radey, and of the BSP.

6.2. Results and Conclusions

A. Main Conclusions

» The results of the survey clearly show that the position of Bulgarian citizens on the country’s
geopolitical orientation is key for the development and understanding of public attitudes. A
retrospective look at the 1990s shows that at that time there was no doubt whatsover in the
minds of the major social groups about the European path of the country’'s development - both
on a values, political, level and on a practical, everyday level. Bulgarians wanted to have the
Western model of democracy and government system, Western freedoms, Western standards of
living; they wanted to be “one of them”.

» Inthislight, the consistent attempts by various political, economic and media players to erode this
stable consensus are of particular concern. All surveys conducted in the last seven or eight years
point to a general trend of an increasingly clear ambivalence, a hybridity in the understanding
of the place of Bulgaria and Bulgarians in the contemporary world. On the one hand, there is
widespread approval of the country’s European integration and EU membership (and, albeit less
so, of NATO membership), but on the other hand, there is increasingly widespread support for
messages that weaken, and sometimes empty of content, this belonging. These messages cover
a wide range of topics and gradually extend to ever new fields - from attacking fundamental
human rights under the guise of defending “traditional values” to insisting on “special” relations
with Russia and neutrality in the face of its aggression to affirming as “acceptable” a number of
elements of the authoritarian Kremlin regime.

» Asshown in the preceding parts of this report which analyze media messages in 2023, the main
propaganda clichés attack precisely these sensitive points in public attitudes - they suggest
the weakness and degradation of the West versus the might and moral strength of Russia; the
venality of the Bulgarian elites towards Brussels versus the autonomy of Russia which selflessly
“protects” us; they present Eastern Europe and the Bulgarians as an innocent victim, “cannon
fodder” meant to advance Western interests. In turn, the low standard of living and high levels
of corruption make Bulgarians particularly receptive to such messages. This model proves to
be convenient for both the ordinary Bulgarians who see themselves as victims, and for corrupt
elites who, behind the cleverly created bugbears - Sorosoids, genders (dzhendari), Brussels
bureaucrats, etc. - can carry out their plans unhindered.

» The data from the present survey show two important changes in the key image of Vladimir Putin
and Russia in Bulgarian society: a collapse in the approval rating of the Russian president (from
45% t0 24%), who before the war was the most approved foreign leader; and an erosion of trust
in and attractiveness of Russia (from 60% to 35%).

» This evolution is not due to a reassessment of the Kremlin's model of governance, but to a
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collapse of the long-standing, almost mythological image of Russia in Bulgaria. Russia’s weak
economy, inflation and devaluation of the ruble, emigration, its isolation from the rest of the
world, the domestic problems exposed by the war, have all contributed to the collapse of Russia’s
image as an attractive, liked, and trustworthy country.

» Atthesametime,shortly after the start of the war, when it was indisputably clear that the narrative
of a “just” Russia, of a “quick good war”, of denazification, of Putin’s strength and foresight could
not be sustained, already familiar propaganda strategies were revived and adapted to the new
situation. As a whole, these propaganda clichés aim, on the one hand, to rehabilitate the eroded
image of Russia and Putin, and on the other, to denigrate and vilify those who resist the war by
weakening solidarity with the democratic world and values.

»  Both the quantitative and the qualitative part of the survey show that many messages of Russian
hybrid propaganda resonate widely in Bulgarian public opinion. These messages are updated
versions of the already known talking points: “the West is sacrificing Eastern Europe for its
own interests”, “the West and its values are being forced on us and only Russia can resist”; as
well as new ones: “Russia may not be right, but it was provoked, and URraine isn’t innocent
either” “Bulgaria must keep neutrality in order not to get involved in the war” (the most strongly
supported hybrid thesis), “behind our backs they are preparing (or already sending) troops to
the frontline in Ukraine”, etc. The main hybrid theses not only defend Russia’s point of view —
they seek to win over centrist, confused and undecided voters, creating bugbears out of Western
democracies, or a blurred reality in which people cannot find their bearings.

» The projection of these processes can be traced not only in terms of attitudes towards the war
against Ukraine but also more generally - about Bulgaria’s place in the EU, about the political
model of governance, about the acceptability and unacceptability of alternatives outside the EU.

» The survey shows that at the moment there are no symptoms of dramatic changes in the value
and geopolitical orientations of Bulgarians. However, there is a growth and consolidation of
anti-democratic and anti-Western sentiments in Bulgarian society. On the one hand, attitudes
towards both the model of Western liberal democracy and the EU (including towards the countries
that are seen as its backbone — Germany and France) continue to be predominantly positive.
Sixty-three percent of the respondents said that they would like to live in a country governed
according to the model of Western liberal democracies. The survey also found predominant
support for the parliamentary form of government (65%) in contrast to the increasingly loud
talk of a transition to a presidential republic. On the other hand, the proportion of Bulgarians
who are inclined (at least in their own words) to look for political alternatives in strong-arm
leadership and authoritarian/totalitarian regimes is gradually increasing. The last five years have
seen a growth in disapproval of the EU (from 13% to 23%) and the US (from 31% to 42%). In line
with the deeply pervasive view within society that Bulgaria should remain neutral over the war
in Ukraine, more and more Bulgarians see the geopolitical role of Turkey, which has positioned
itself as a mediator between Putin and Zelensky, as important.

» The persistently high tension in both the domestic political and geopolitical arenas is having a
divergent impact on public opinion along at least four main lines:

» Growing distance between the positions of people from the “centre” and from the “periphery” of the
country;

» Concentration of anti-liberal and anti-Western sentiments in society around certain political actors;

» Erosion of the image of Russian President Vladimir Putin and increased support for Bulgaria's NATO
membership among a significant part of the wavering citizens;

» Polarized attitude also towards the leader of the invaded country, Volodymyr Zelensky, and hybrid
positions of a significant part of Bulgarians regarding the events in Ukraine.
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» At the moment, the anti-liberal theses aren’t strong enough to make Bulgarians rethink their
geopolitical choices, but they are successful in placing various visible and invisible barriers to
Bulgaria's more effective European integration. Among the mechanisms of propaganda influence
are the labelling of enemies, the creation of a sense of external threat through symbols and
images, with the help of myths, fake news and half-truths.

» Theimageofthe EUinthe mindsof Bulgariansis multilayered. It combines different characteristics
- some of them based on rational, others on emotional, still others on stereotypical notions. At
the moment, the balance sheet of Bulgaria’s EU membership is positive. That is why the prevalent
view (61%) is that Bulgaria’s place is among the developed European democratic countries.
Paradoxically, despite this, the public has also accepted some of the hostile stereotypical theses
undermining this orientation. The parallel radicalization of more extreme Euroscepticism is also
a reminder that Bulgarian society is not immune to such sentiments. Twenty-six percent think
that Bulgaria should leave the EU; according to a total of 28%, this would have a “rather” (17%) or
“very” (11%) positive impact on the country.

» Disinformation and fake news continue to find ways to influence the attitudes of Bulgarians.
In terms of shaking the democratic foundations of Bulgaria, Russian propaganda has been
successful on several points:

» The constant proliferation of information sources, the concentration of sensational headlines and
frightening news, especially on the internet, which disorient people about the truth of what is

happening. This is clearly evident in relation to the war in Ukraine: 52% think there is an extreme
amount of fake news, 18% couldn’t get their bearings on the matter;

» Delegitimization of the leading national media, labelled as “venal”, “manipulative”, etc.,, and hence,
increased doubts in the objectivity of the war coverage. Private media with national coverage, such
as bTV, Nova TV, and Darik, are the most “accused” (46%) of spreading fake news about the war. It is
only after them that news websites and social media are perceived as a source of fake news about
the war (39%-40%). Almost one in three respondents also indicated state media as a disseminator of
fake news (31%). Hence the refusal of a significant proportion of Bulgarians to take an active interest
in political discourse through legitimate media sources, but also a waning interest in socio-political
events.

» Instead, as a last refuge of reliable information, more and more people are beginning to rely
on “proven informed” opinion leaders in their close circle (one in four rely on information from
friends and family). Together with the expanding audience of social media (from 13% in 2018 to
32% in 2023), this opens a fertile niche for the promotion of hybrid theses distancing Bulgarian
society from the democratic community of the EU.

»  Despite Russia’s unprecedented aggression in Ukraine, the majority of Bulgarian society is of the
opinion that fake news creates a negative image of Russia (42%), not of Ukraine (15%). One in
three have no idea why fake news is spread, although they are aware that it exists. Only 8% don't
think there is any fake news. These results very clearly illustrate the influence that propaganda
has succeeded in exercising on public opinion in Bulgaria not only in terms of individual theses
but also in terms of perception of the overall direction of the information flow.

»  Personal experience of countering fake news and propaganda theses is rather limited. All focus
groups arrived at the conclusion that arguing about propaganda or fake news issues doesn't
work in favour of those trying to refute them. As a compromise solution, disputes are avoided or
a truce is reached along the lines of “everyone decides for themselves”.
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» The overall analysis shows that in the absence of targeted counteraction to hybrid propaganda
and fake news and/or conspiracy theory websites, anti-democratic and anti-Western messages
are gradually gaining ground and expanding their territory and power of influence. At the same
time, the survey has identified two main areas to which public opinion is highly sensitive and
which form the strongest fields of resistance to hybrid attacks:

» Thinking through alternatives (i.e., what would happen if we left the EU) as the strongest counter-factor
to Eurosceptic messages. The possibility of falling under Russian influence and comparisons with the
way of life in countries outside the European space make Bulgarian citizens realize most clearly what
are the benefits of the country’s EU membership. Certain issues, such as joining the eurozone, the
possible loss of sovereignty, double standards, continue to play a significant role, but putting them in
the context of the alternative “out of the EU” has a sobering effect and generates resistance with the
greatest potential to counter pro-Kremlin manipulative messages. To the extent that traditional media
no longer have the authority and resources to successfully conduct such a fight on their own, its scope
should be extended to social media and through the personal positions of people who enjoy sufficient
credibility among different groups in society.

» The foregrounding of pragmatic motives. For example, the analysis of the factors behind the collapse in
the image of Putin and Russia shows that it was driven primarily by pragmatic, not so much by value-
related motives. If only a year ago the dominant view was that Bulgaria could not do without Russian
gas, and this led many to oppose sanctions against Russia on purely financial grounds, now the view
that Bulgaria should be independent from Russian gas is clearly dominant (56%:28%). In other words,
the most direct way to debunk a number of propaganda myths in whose grip Bulgarian citizens have
been held for years is through economic interest and justification. The downside of the pragmatic
motives is that they are “looser” than the value-related motives and can be more easily reversed. The
upside is that they are accessible to a greater number of people and are clearly explainable; moreover,
they should not be left to hybrid propaganda alone, which cleverly includes new issues into them (gas,
nuclear power, oil, the euro, etc.).

The big question that this analysis seeks to answer is whether and in what direction these hybrid
attitudes are changing, whether in certain circumstances they can pose a threat to Bulgaria’s Euro-
pean and democratic development, and what are the topics on which public opinion is resistant to
propaganda manipulations?

B. One Side of the Coin: Significant Erosion of the Image of Putin and Russia; Growth of Support for
Bulgaria’s NATO Membership

Since the start of Russia’s full-scale war against Ukraine until the moment the survey was conducted,
despite the wavering positions of the Bulgarian authorities, the strengthening of pro-Russian speak-
ers and the flexible adaptation of hybrid messages to the changing realities, two significant and sus-
tained changes in Bulgarian public opinion have been observed:

> A catastrophic decline in trust in and erosion of the image of the most liked world leader
before the war, Vladimir Putin. Already in the very first days, his approval rating plummeted
from 45% to 24%, his disapproval rating rose from 18% to 45% percent, and these ratios remain
unchanged to this day.
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Figure 1. Attitude towards Vladimir Putin.

m Positive Negative Neither positive nor negative

2023 30.9%

2018 18.3% 36.5%

Based on full sample

It is not only the quantitative indicators that point to such a dramatic development. Assessments of
the characteristics on which Vladimir Putin’s image was based have also changed significantly. In the

nou

focus groups, Putin was very frequently described as a “war criminal”, “responsible for the massacre

nou

of civilians and the ruin of his country, the death of thousands of young people”, “Putin has shown
himself to be a leader who cannot be trusted”; “Nor is he far-sighted. Instead of increasing Russia’s
influence, his actions have led to an increase in NATO member states in the region”. Even the few
people who still saw him as a strong figure mainly associated him with the “red nuclear button”, with
“the desperate strength of the weak who has reached a dead end”. “His behaviour endangers not only
Russia but the whole world” — even those who did not see Putin as the aggressor shared this view, and

this has determined the loss of credibility in many broad social groups.

> Although less pronounced, especially in comparison with public opinion in other European
countries, the attitude towards Russia in Bulgaria has also undergone a similar development.
From a country that before the war was ranked in the top three of the most liked countries
and which was associated both with its historical closeness to the Bulgarians and with Russian
culture, it has become the object of considerable disapproval. Positive attitudes towards Russia
dropped from 60% in 2018 to 35% in 2023, while negative attitudes increased from 8% to 29%.

Figure 2. Attitude towards Russia.

W Positive Negative Neither positive nor negative

2023 28.6% 36.5%

2018 60.1% 8.2% 3N.7%

Based on full sampie

Russia’s approval rating has declined in all social, educational, and age groups. Only 20-25% of Bul-
garians aged 18-29 and the same share of residents of Sofia have a positive attitude towards Russia.
In the 65+ age group it remains at 45-48%, but is down by approximately 15% from 2018. The only pillar
of support for Russia and Putin (with about 60% approval) remains the supporters of Vazrazhdane, the
BSP, Balgarski vazhod (Bulgarian Rise), and President Rumen Radev. A weakened Russia is no longer
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seen as the country that can provide a viable alternative for Bulgaria's development. It is important
to note that this change is not due to a reassessment of the Kremlin’s model of governance, but to
a collapse of Russia’s long-standing, almost mythological image in Bulgaria as “strong”, “powerful”,
“just” able to punish the West for what we dislike about it, but want to keep its benefits and privileges.
“Russia’s weak economy, inflation and devaluation of the ruble, emigration, its isolation from the rest
of the world” - all of these elements have contributed to the collapse of Russia’s image as an attrac-

tive, liked, and trustworthy country.

This quite serious collapse of the image of Putin and Russia is driven by pragmatic rather than deep-
ly value-related motives. Of course, there remains a core of about 20-25% of adult Bulgarians who
have a negative attitude towards the Kremlin for purely value-based reasons, but outside of this core
group, pragmatic factors are at play. Although weaker than value-related motives, pragmatic motives
should not be underestimated, especially in a small and poor country like Bulgaria, where they are a
very strong, determining factor of behaviour and attitude. For example, just a year ago, the dominant
view was that Bulgaria could not do without Russian gas, and this led many to oppose sanctions
against Russia on purely financial grounds. Now this motive not only doesn’t work, but the view that
Bulgaria should be independent from Russian gas is now clearly predominant (56%:28%). In other
words, the most direct way to debunk a number of propaganda myths in whose grip Bulgarian citizens
have been held for years is through economic interest and justification.

»  Growth of support for Bulgaria’s NATO membership and of a positive balance sheet of the
latter. After years of a rather unclear attitude towards NATO among Bulgarians, since the start
of the full-scale war against Ukraine the proportion of people who think that Bulgaria has
benefited from NATO membership has increased by 10% (from 37.6% to 46.9%). The proportion of
opponents remains stable, at around one-third. That of the undecided has dropped from 30% to
19%, reflecting the trend towards taking sides more clearly as tensions and conflicts in the world
have intensified over the past two years.

Figure 3. Balance sheet of Bulgaria's NATO membership.

o 46.9%
Taking into account all the pros and
cons, Bulgaria has benefited more from
NATO membership
37.6%
33.9%
Taking into account all the pros and
cons, Bulgania has lost more from
NATO membership
32.3%
Can'’t say
30.1%
m 2023
2018
Based on full sample
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The analysis by social status, education level, and age shows that the growth in approval of Bulgaria’s
NATO membership comes not only from the circles of people among whom such approval regularly
prevails, but also from broader groups (people with higher education, residents of large cities, private
owners, white-collar workers, and intelligentsia), and partly from people outside these strata - people
with secondary education and middle incomes, aged over 50, but also from the youngest age groups
(18-39 years old) who until a few years ago expressed a neutral attitude. The opponents are mainly
concentrated in Vazrazhdane (73%) and less in the BSP (48%).

The analysis of the correlations between the different variables shows that both changes noted above
have a common denominator: pragmatism, the Bulgarian public’'s concerns about the potential ex-
pansion of the war beyond Ukraine’s borders towards its near neighbours and the Black Sea (“Putin
and Russia can no longer be trusted”; “even if they aren’t to blame for everything, they are exporting
war and can’t deal with the consequences”), and hence the realization of the need for a common

defence.

C. The Other Side of the Coin: Susceptibility to Media Stereotypes about the War in Ukraine

The change in public attitudes analyzed above was probably also realized by the authors of the Krem-
lin's propaganda theses, because shortly after the start of the war (when it was indisputably clear
that the narrative of a “just” Russia, of a “quick good war”, of denazification, of Putin’s strength and
foresight could not be sustained) this narrative was abandoned and replaced with another, closer to
the already tested talking points of previous years which were now adapted to the new situation. As
a whole, these propaganda clichés aim, on the one hand, to rehabilitate the eroded image of Russia
and Putin, and on the other, to denigrate and vilify those who resist the war (on the principle “they're
all scoundrels”) and thus weaken the natural reflex to rally around the democratic world and values.
Building on already developed propaganda strategies and disinformation websites, and in the ab-
sence of targeted counteraction, the new hybrid attack has a relatively strong resonance in public
opinion.

In fact, after the first weeks of the war, when it became clear that the much-touted blitzkrieg would
not succeed and President Zelensky would not be removed, this became the main thesis supported
by various pro-Kremlin speakers in Bulgaria. The thesis of the “good Russia and the just Putin” was
already not only untenable but also counterproductive, therefore the image of Ukraine and Volo-
dymyr Zelensky had to be depreciated as quickly and as thoroughly as possible. This approach has
proved quite effective since public opinion was already rather confused by the hesitant positions of
the executive branch and the openly pro-Russian positions of President Rumen Radev. As the table
below shows very clearly, only DB supporters are adamant in their assessment of the war that Russia
acted as the aggressor (73%). In a 2:1 ratio, this opinion also predominates among PP supporters. The
supporters of all other political parties largely accept the thesis that both sides are equally to blame
(with the exception of the supporters of Vazrazhdane, in whose opinion only the West is to blame).
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Figure 4. Assessment of Russia’s actions against Ukraine, by political affiliation.
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The indecision of public opinion on who is to blame for the war and the fears that Bulgaria may be
affected by it have logically led to a position in favour of “neutrality”. The proportion of Bulgarians
who think that Bulgaria should support Russia in this conflict is minimal (7.6%), 22% are in favour of
supporting Ukraine, but an overwhelming majority of two-thirds are in favour of remaining neutral.
This supposed “neutrality” is another major victory of hybrid propaganda - realizing that those willing
to support Russia are a minority, it has transformed the message into one of maintaining neutrality.

D. Sustainability of Democratic Values: Attitude Towards Different Forms of Government

The majority of Bulgarian citizens continue to support the democratic model of government. When
asked directly which system they consider the best and would like to live in a country with such a sys-
tem of government, 63% indicated “Western liberal democracy”. This share is slightly lower compared
to the 2017 and 2018 results - 65% and 68% respectively.

However, a gradually growing proportion of Bulgarians are inclined, at least in their own words, to
look for political alternatives in strong-arm leadership and authoritarian/totalitarian regimes. Their
overall share has increased over the last five years. A total of about 30% of the survey participants
consider authoritarian states with a strong leader (18%), communism (10%) or military regimes (3%)
to be the most suitable as systems of government. For comparison, in 2017 and 2018, a total of around
25% per cent thought so.

Anti-democratic and anti-European messages are often two sides of the same coin. There is a very
telling correlation between attitudes towards different systems of government and assessments of
the benefits of EU membership. Those who approve of liberal democracy are more likely to acknowl-
edge the benefits of EU membership. Three-quarters of them associate the EU with more advantages
than disadvantages for Bulgaria. Supporters of authoritarian and totalitarian systems are more likely
to point to disadvantages. Slightly over half of those opting for communism (51%) and authoritarian
rule (52%) think that the disadvantages outnumber the advantages of Bulgaria's EU membership.
Some of the parliamentary political forces, such as Vazrazhdane and to some extent the BSP, have
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formulated and enriched the theses of the latter, turning into their echo. It is not without the help of
various media outlets, as the analysis of media content presented in the first part of this report has
shown, that conditions have been created for a breakthrough among the less committed supporters
of Euro-Atlanticism.

Figure 5. Attitude towards the different systems of government.

2017 2018 2023
Western liberal democracy  64.1% 68.5% 62.6%
Coumry with authoritarian regime 3.6% 2.5% 17.9%
Comumunist systern | 20.5% 19.3% 10.1%
Country with military regime 1 2.7% 1.8% 3.0%
Other ' 3.4% 0.7% 1.4%
No answer/Don't know  §5.1% 1.2% 5.0%

Thiry-four years after the fall of communism, its applicability to contemporary realities is being re-
considered. The share of those who consider it the best system of government has decreased to 10%,
which is twice less than five years ago (about 20%). Since the annexation of Crimea in 2014, there
have been significant peaks in anti-liberal messages, including on the territory of EU member states.
One of the effects is the constructed opposition “Western liberal model” versus the “Eastern leader’s
resolve”, which has shifted support from communist to authoritarian systems of government. Thus,
their weight in Bulgarian public opinion has increased by many times — from 3-4% in 2017 and 2018
to 18% in 2023. Support for the communist regime, which is already highly discredited (and given the
generational decline of those who remember it), has shifted to the authoritarian model - evidence of
the similarity between the two in the perceptions of Bulgarians. This similarity is evident both in the
aggregate support for the two systems of government (about 23-28% of the Bulgarian public from 2017
to 2023) and in the general characteristics of those who support them.

These are people from small towns and villages with low-to-middle economic status who do not
believe in their own abilities and feel more or less dissatisfied with their achievements in life. Both
for supporters of communism and for supporters of authoritarianism, the “template” is the Russian
political model. Among the cores of both groups, support for Putin’s regime and actions, and for their
mouthpieces in Bulgaria, is pronounced. At the same time, some of them not only support but also
spread the hybrid theses associated with the war. These social groups have lost trust in the main-
stream media (especially in the big private TV channels), rely a bit more on first-hand information, and
are therefore more susceptible to conspiracy theories.

Although one can justifiably speak of a certain upsurge of anti-liberal attitudes, Bulgarian society is
still far from any massive, radical turns in values and politics. This is evidenced by the attitude on the
question whether it is better for Bulgaria to function as a parliamentary or as a presidential republic.
The survey findings and, indirectly, the failure of ITN’s recent initiative to collect signatures for a ref-
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erendum on transition to a presidential republic, show that the issue of radically changing Bulgaria’s
social and political system is not on the public agenda. Two-thirds of adult Bulgarians are in favour
of a parliamentary form of government, such as is currently in place in Bulgaria, versus a quarter in
favour of a presidential form of government.

Figure 6. What form of government is best for Bulgaria?

26.9%

8.4%

® Parliamentary republic Presidential republic Can't say

Based on full sainple

There is a correlation which is very indicative of Bulgarians’ attitude towards the two forms of govern-
ment. The “parliamentary versus presidential republic” conversation reproduces more the opposition
in Bulgarian society between democratic and authoritarian/totalitarian government than a substan-
tive conversation about different alternatives to democracy. Nine out of ten supporters of the Western
liberal democracy model said Bulgaria would be better off as a parliamentary republic, compared to
30-40% among supporters of communism and authoritarian regimes. Among the latter, attitudes in
favour of a presidential republic predominate - between 52% and 58%.

E. Dynamics of Attitudes Towards Key States and Inter-State Formations

The stable levels of approval for liberal democracy are reinforced by high levels of trust in the Euro-
pean Union and two of its key countries, Germany and France. The EU’s image is positive for 57% of
adult Bulgarian citizens. The images of Germany and France are positive for 68% and 55% respectively.
While negative assessments of Germany and France have remained steady at under or around 10%
since 2018, negative assessments of the EU have almost doubled over the last five years — from 13% in
2018 to 23% in 2023. This is symptomatic of a certain consolidation of Euroscepticism in Bulgarian so-
ciety, although its exponents still do not represent a significant proportion of the latter. The increase
in distrust towards the EU, coupled with the lack of a corresponding increase in distrust towards the
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countries often referred to as its backbone, may well be an effect of Russian propaganda.

The complex geopolitical situation is a prerequisite for significant changes also in Bulgarians' atti-
tudes towards other key countries such as the US, Russia, China, and Turkey. Generally, the images of
the US and Russia cause strong division in Bulgarian society. There have also been changes in assess-
ments of the two countries compared to previous surveys. Approval of the US remains at roughly the
same level (28%), but the share of adult Bulgarians with a negative opinion of the US has increased by
10% - to 42%. Some of the negative assessments are due to the generally controversial image of the
US in Bulgarian public opinion. Their increase reflects the above-noted trend towards consolidation
of anti-Western and anti-Euro-Atlantic sentiments in Bulgaria.

Figure 7. Attitude towards key states and inter-state formations.

W Posilive Negative Neither positive nor negative

e - 2023 57 4% 22.5% 20.1%
uropcan Linion 2015 sﬂﬁ% 12.9“’ 26.5%
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