
HOSTILE NARRATIVE BRIEF: 
WAR IN UKRAINE

BREIF NO. 8 
MAY 18, 2022



 Hostile Narrative Brief: War in Ukraine / Period: May 03 – 17, 2022 

1 

Period: May 03 – 17, 2022 

Top Line Summary: 

• Czech Republic, Slovakia, Romania, and Bulgaria are all reported to be seeking
derogation from new EU sanctions targeting Russian energy exports and have also seen
high interaction rates of anti-sanction content on Facebook.

• Anti-refugee messaging continues to increase its share of the conversation related to refugees,
while the topic in general has an outsized presence on Bulgarian language online media.

• Support for NATO remains high, but Bulgaria and Romania are likely targets of online
anti-NATO information campaigns based on receptiveness of messaging in those countries.

• Russia’s de-nazification narrative appears to have a more receptive audience outside of
Europe, especially in Latin America.

• The official Facebook pages of 44 Russian Embassies in Europe saw a predictable spike
in activity on 09 May while their overall activity continues to trend downward. This
spike in activity caused the average number of posts (100.07) to increase during the last two
weeks compared to the two weeks prior (avg. 97.31/day). This also impacted the average
number of interactions which increased from 305.61/post to 332.11/post during the same
period.

To monitor the situation live, the Beacon Project has launched a Facebook tracker to monitor the 
Russian (and Chinese) Embassy activity. You can contribute by providing links to the Official 
Social Media pages of the Russian Embassies in your country. Contact beaconproject@iri.org 
to find out how you can contribute. 

Narratives 

1) From the Headlines:

On 9 May President Zelensky shared a series of pictures on his official Instagram page to celebrate 
Victory Day and the Ukrainian Militaries heroic resistance to Russian aggression. However, one of 
the photos shared pictured a soldier that was wearing a patch which appears to be a Totenkopf insignia 
that was used by a Nazi SS unit during the Second World War. While all indications were that this 
was a legitimate photo posted by the President it was taken down shortly after the Ukrainian 
authorities realized their oversight. However, this did not prevent screen grabs of the photo from 
continuing to make the rounds online in efforts to promote the Russian ‘denazification’ narrative. 

Data from Facebook's CrowdTangle 

https://www.iribeaconproject.org/
mailto:beaconproject@iri.org
https://www.facebook.com/IRI.BeaconProject
https://twitter.com/iribeacon
https://dash-iribeaconproject.org/special-projects/embassy-activity-monitor/
https://dash-iribeaconproject.org/special-projects/embassy-activity-monitor/
mailto:beaconproject@iri.org
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However, while the shares of the image may fall flat in Europe but gained traction in Latin America. 
Using basic keyword filtering (e.g. Zelensky AND Totenkompf) on Facebook’s CrowdTangle 
uncovered 100 Public Pages that shared some version of the image. Of those 100 pages, 28 were 
pages predominately posting in Spanish while another 29 were in English. This list of pages 
included many focused on Latin America such as El Lobo Sandinista, Frente Unidad Ciudadana San 
Martin Mendoza, and 24/7 Huitzilac. The most interacted with post, however, belonged to the Spanish 
language service of the Syrian government run media, La Agencia Árabe Siria de Noticias (Sana).  

https://www.iribeaconproject.org/
mailto:beaconproject@iri.org
https://www.facebook.com/IRI.BeaconProject
https://twitter.com/iribeacon
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=366943355452532&set=a.291419236338278
https://www.facebook.com/566724540520159/posts/1305570076635598
https://www.facebook.com/566724540520159/posts/1305570076635598
https://www.facebook.com/2214024012215271/posts/3250631075221221
https://www.facebook.com/100064875032441/posts/373662714806227
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Network Graph colored by language, showing the links that the original 100 ‘Totenkopf’ posting Pages shared 
since the beginning of 2022. Orange = English, Green = Spanish. 

2) Medium/Long-Term: 

ANTI-REFUGEE AND BROADER ANTI-MIGRANT  

References to refugees continue to trend down across multiple online platforms, reducing by about 
1,000 posts per week on average. This trend is likely to continue unless a significant event yields an 
increase in mentions. The 7-day average for general references to refugees in the V4+RO+BG is 
around 5,500. The most interacted with Facebook posts across PL, CZ, SK, HU, RO, and BG have 
continued to become more critical of the refugee situation in their home countries. 

https://www.iribeaconproject.org/
mailto:beaconproject@iri.org
https://www.facebook.com/IRI.BeaconProject
https://twitter.com/iribeacon
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Data from Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, Youtube, Online News, Forums, and Blogs (source: Pulsar & 
CrowdTangle) 

The most engaged with Facebook content related to refugees continues to be dominated by Bulgarian 
language content. Of the top 100 most engaged with posts, 59% of them are from Bulgaria. 

 

Data from CrowdTangle 

 

While the overall criticism across all countries continues to be the governments handling of the 
refugee crisis this trend is most pronounced in Bulgarian and Czech content. The majority of critical 
content in Bulgaria, is related to the refugee’s being housed in Black Sea hotels preventing 
Bulgarian’s from taking their vacations there. Posts that are more neutral in content have received a 
large number of negative comments repeating similar arguments. 
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https://www.iribeaconproject.org/
mailto:beaconproject@iri.org
https://www.facebook.com/IRI.BeaconProject
https://twitter.com/iribeacon
https://www.facebook.com/100044230699499/posts/558432932307725
https://www.facebook.com/686480211437505/posts/5169897129762435


 Hostile Narrative Brief: War in Ukraine / Period: May 03 – 17, 2022 

 

5 
  

 

Assumed Target Audience:  

General public of Poland, Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria and Moldova, Far-
Right political actors, Anti-immigrant movements 

Potential Impact: 

The primary risk is that continued perception of unequal treatment will apply more pressure on 
governments and fuel anti-refugee and broader anti-immigrant sentiment. In Bulgaria refugees have 
been being housed in holiday resorts during the low season. However, with summer approaching there 
is an increased likelihood that anti-refugee sentiment will increase as people are confronted with the 
realities of refugees in their country. Furthermore, political instability in Bulgaria continues to provide 
fertile ground for anti-refugee narratives as opposition parties, particularly from the far-right continue 
to criticize the government.  

Based on samples of Facebook posts, the Czech SPD party continues to be extremely active in 
criticizing the government and promoting its anti-immigrant platform. General support for the 
refugees continues across Europe resulting in the anti-refugee narratives to be assessed as a medium 
risk. However, the risk could increase during the summer and in to the autumn as vacation plans get 
frustrated by refugees housed in traditional vacation spots. Further studies, including opinion research 
on the refugee crisis should be commissioned and analyzed closely to improve the response by 
national governments and civil society organizations.  

ANTI-SANCTION/CONSUMER PRICES 

References to the sanctions continue to trend down while references to sanctions and an increase in 
consumer prices remain stable. This trend has the potential to undermine public support for 
sanctions as they wed the notion of price increases with sanctions. Basic analysis of the conversations 
across multiple online platforms in the V4+RO+BG show that 79% of the content mentioning 
sanctions has an increased potential also reference price increases, potentially undermining 
support for the sanctions.  

 

 

https://www.iribeaconproject.org/
mailto:beaconproject@iri.org
https://www.facebook.com/IRI.BeaconProject
https://twitter.com/iribeacon
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Data from Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, Youtube, Online News, Forums, and Blogs (source: Pulsar & 
CrowdTangle) 

Of the monitored media spaces, Bulgaria accounted for the highest number of references to content 
mentioning sanctions and price increases. This accounted for approximately 30% of the total 
conversations mentioning the sanctions across the V4+RO+BG, based on simple keyword filtering. 
The second most engaged with post across the monitored countries came from a controversial 
Bulgarian journalist, Martin Karbovski, who promoted the idea that Bulgaria should follow Hungary’s 
position and not apply sanctions on Russian energy. The post received over 14k interactions and was 
shared 2.1k times. 

Assumed Target Audience: 

General Public 

Potential Impact: 

The risk associated with anti-sanction narratives remains high. Although the sixth round of EU 
sanctions targeting Russia’s energy sector, were announced on 4 May, it has been delayed by 
countries seeking special derogations. These include countries that have shown to have high 
interactions rates on content that critical of the sanctions and their perceived impact on local 
economies in countries such as Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, and Bulgaria. 

As general conversations about the sanctions reach parity with those critical of the sanctions it is 
become more likely that further sanction packages will be hit with delays and derogations from an 
increasing number of countries. Without a significant increase in Russian hostilities or an unexpected 
improvement of the European economic situation it now appears unlikely additional sanctions from 
the EU will be approved and enforced across the EU. 

ANTI-NATO 

Although general references to NATO in online media have continued to trend down toward pre-
invasion levels, there was a marked increase in conversations due Finland and Sweden’s announcing 
their intention to join. The amount of content that has an increased likelihood of carrying anti-NATO 
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https://www.iribeaconproject.org/
mailto:beaconproject@iri.org
https://www.facebook.com/IRI.BeaconProject
https://twitter.com/iribeacon
https://www.facebook.com/100044230699499/posts/559933302157688
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-sanctions-deal-josep-borrell-russia-oil-industry/
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-sanctions-deal-josep-borrell-russia-oil-industry/
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messaging has also continued to trend down and remains proportionally low compared to more 
general references to the Alliance.  

Data from Twitter, Facebook, Reddit, Youtube, Online News, Forums, and Blogs (source: Pulsar & 
CrowdTangle) 

Although the volume of content that has a higher chance of presenting anti-NATO content is 
proportionally low, they are receiving more traction in Bulgaria and Romania. Examining the top 100 
most interacted with Facebook posts from V4+RO+BG countries, shows that Bulgarian posts make up 
34% and Romanian 21%. Furthermore, those posts that overperform the author’s average posts is 
significantly high in Bulgaria; with 41 out of the top 100 posts based on post overperformance being 
written in Bulgarian language and 32/100 in Romanian. The most overperforming post mentioning 
NATO is from the far-right AUR party’s MP Anamaria Gavrilă in which she criticizes NATO and the 
United States for provoking a war that will ultimately be detrimental to Romania and Moldova. 

Assumed Target Audience: 

General public of NATO allies (Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, and 
Bulgaria), Far-Right political actors, Far-Left political actors 

Potential Impact: 

Although support for NATO remains high according to a recent YouGov poll Bulgaria is shown to be 
a potential weak link. Given the heightened receptiveness of anti-NATO messaging online in 
countries like Bulgaria and Romania it can decrease support for NATO. However, the primary anti-
NATO voices continue to be from extremist political parties like Romania’s AUR and Bulgaria’s 
Revival parties, therefore, the wider risk to NATO support is assessed to be low. Further analysis of 
the media environment in Romania and Bulgaria should be done to better understand the potential 
impact of these anti-NATO voices. 

Country and Regional Overview: 

Poland:  

• The Government Security Center in Poland informed about a new set of disinformation 
narratives about Poland and its alleged plans to enter the territory of Ukraine, present in the 
Russian information activities carried out via social media: 

o Poland plans to "regain" the western oblasts of Ukraine on the pretext of protecting 
the infrastructure of the Volyn Oblast and Lviv 
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https://www.iribeaconproject.org/
mailto:beaconproject@iri.org
https://www.facebook.com/IRI.BeaconProject
https://twitter.com/iribeacon
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=671830804099440
https://yougov.co.uk/topics/international/articles-reports/2022/05/05/support-ukraine-strong-europe-nations-are-not-unit
https://twitter.com/RCB_RP/status/1524400990132346880
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o Poland and Lithuania will transfer their military contingent to the territory of Ukraine 
on May 22, 2022 (read more about this in the Konkret24.tvn24.pl article) 

o Poland will use the war in Ukraine to regain territories lost after World War II 

 

• The Wirtualnemedia.pl portal described the anti-Ukrainian controversy related to the 
Eurovision final in Poland in an article entitled: “A flood of anti-Ukrainian entries after the 
Eurovision final.” The main narrative was that Ukraine is not grateful for the Polish help: 
“Immediately after the final of the Eurovision Song Contest, the Polish Internet was swarmed 
with anti-Ukrainian entries, based on information that Poland had not been awarded points by 
the Ukrainian jury. Kalush Orchestra - the winner of the competition - received the maximum 
number of points from both the Polish jury and the audience voting by SMS. Krystian 
Ochman representing Poland, on the other hand, did not receive any point from the Ukrainian 
jury (he got the maximum number of points from viewers from Ukraine), which was quickly 
noticed in social media.” This became so viral on the social media, that even the Ukrainian 
ambassador to Poland, Andriy Deschytsya. also criticized the Ukrainian Eurovision jury. 
According to one expert commenting for Wirtualnemedia.pl: “The asymmetry in scoring 
raised in disinforming messages is also supposed to be an allegory of current Polish-
Ukrainian relations, where Poland is to help Ukraine "too much" (e.g. by handing over tanks 
or supporting refugees in Poland), for which Ukraine, in turn, does not show due gratitude to 
Poland.” 

• The Spokesperson for the Minister Coordinator of Special Services in Poland Stanisław Żaryn 
referred in an article for TVP World to the Russian information aggression against Poland. He 
wrote that: “Russian information operations against Poland relate both to the internal situation 
in our country and our position on the international scene. Propaganda content targeted at 
Poland’s interests is disseminated directly by Russian authorities or journalists, as well as 
indirectly through some Polish media prone to propagating the Kremlin’s message. All the 
time an intensified campaign is being conducted that tries to trigger negative emotions 
towards Ukrainians residing now in Poland. To this end, certain Polish information channels 
are being used, which directly propagate narratives of the Kremlin’s propaganda, for example 

https://www.iribeaconproject.org/
mailto:beaconproject@iri.org
https://www.facebook.com/IRI.BeaconProject
https://twitter.com/iribeacon
https://konkret24.tvn24.pl/polityka,112/polsko-litewski-kontyngent-pokojowy-ma-jechac-do-ukrainy-ten-dokument-jest-falszywy,1105333.html
https://www.wirtualnemedia.pl/artykul/ukraina-na-eurowizji-falszywe-narracje-w-internecie-antyukrainskie-wpisy
https://www.wirtualnemedia.pl/artykul/ukraina-na-eurowizji-falszywe-narracje-w-internecie-antyukrainskie-wpisy
https://tvpworld.com/60163761/russia-uses-many-ways-to-blame-ukraine-west-for-war-stanislaw-zaryn
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by repeating negative stories about Ukrainian refugees. Even the titles of the articles 
published are meant to increase negative emotions among readers and, in consequence, 
provoke aversion towards war refugees. The alleged national and social privileges that 
Ukrainians enjoy are among continuously evoked claims. Narratives creating a negative 
image of Ukrainians are complemented by inciting Polish-Ukrainian historical animosities. 
The analysis of Internet content clearly shows that since mid-February a systematic Internet 
campaign has been launched, based on difficult historic occurrences between Poland and 
Ukraine. All these actions aim at provoking hostility towards the Ukrainians and – in 
consequence – to lower readiness to help among Poles”. 

• @WeryfikacjaNASK Twitter profile reported on several cases of disinformation used in the 
Polish information space by hostile actors on a regular basis: 

o false information about incidents involving Ukrainian citizens (like acts of violence)  
o disinformation regarding the alleged priority of Ukrainian citizens in access to the 

Polish health care system 
o hate speech entries against refugees from Ukraine (example 1, example 2) 

• Another similar example of anti-Ukrainian fake news was debunked by Konkret24.tvn24.pl: a 
post describing an alleged dramatic event that was supposed to take place in Kostrzyn on the 
Oder is circulated on the web. On 8 May, an anonymous user wrote on Twitter that the day 
before, in this city, two Ukrainians had tried to rape two little boys.” It was not true. The story 
was checked with the police, local authorities and among the residents of the district where 
the incident was supposed to take place. The Twitter account, that posted this information has 
a hashtag in its name “#StopSanitarySegregation” and is a producer of anti-vax and anti-
Ukrainian content. 

 

• FakeHunter debunked a viral fake news story that a furniture factory in Wolsztyn was laying 
off seventy Polish workers to make room for Ukrainians, and that the employer was to receive 
5,000 PLN (around 1,100 EUR) for each employed Ukrainian. As FakeHunter informs: “there 
are no subsidies for employers for employed immigrants from Ukraine, although under the 
special act introduced after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, there are a number of 
facilitations for employers wishing to employ Ukrainians, as well as for refugees from this 
country seeking employment, e.g. priority in labor offices. The government has also allocated 
40 million PLN (around 8,5 mln EUR) to local governments, non-governmental organizations 
and labor market institutions that can apply for funds from the Labor Fund for professional 
activation and integration of foreigners legally residing in Poland. Ministry of Family and 
Social Policy announced a tender as part of the Departmental Activation Program for 
Foreigners. In the first part of the program, assistance will be focused on the citizens of 
Ukraine and Afghanistan.” 

https://www.iribeaconproject.org/
mailto:beaconproject@iri.org
https://www.facebook.com/IRI.BeaconProject
https://twitter.com/iribeacon
https://twitter.com/WeryfikacjaNASK
https://twitter.com/WeryfikacjaNASK/status/1526964800688996352
https://twitter.com/WeryfikacjaNASK/status/1525056581842378752
https://twitter.com/WeryfikacjaNASK/status/1524645552239087618
https://twitter.com/WeryfikacjaNASK/status/1526234368838180866
https://konkret24.tvn24.pl/polska,108/przekaz-o-ukraincach-ktorzy-probowali-zgwalcic-malych-chlopcow-zaprzeczaja-policja-wladze-i-mieszkancy,1105098.html
https://fakehunter.pap.pl/raport/b9f06d7e-a4c5-4a96-80fc-ad919f659bfa
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For examples of Fake News circulating in Poland concerning Ukraine see: Demagog and Twitter 
profiles: @WeryfikacjaNASK, and @PAPFakeHunter. 

For more information see our local partners activities: CAPD  

Czech Republic: 

• Several hundred Roma refugees from Ukraine are living in the Prague train station waiting for 
relocation to accommodation facilities. The government has provided temporary 
accommodation in a "tent city" on the outskirts of Prague, however humanitarian organizations 
criticize the state for lack of long-term solutions. Local media point out that migration of Roma 
from western Ukraine has increased since the Czech Republic introduced new refugee benefits. 
Since many of the Roma families hold Hungarian passports and therefore do not qualify for the 
social support, media call their behavior "social tourism." The government is therefore in a 
difficult position being held responsible for harsh treatment of refugees while expected to be 
strict while granting financial support. This situation may lower public support for humanitarian 
relief and undermine trust in the government. The government has already adopted stricter rules 
for refugees under so called Lex Ukraine II legislation. 

 

"Even more money for refugees" - critical post by populist party Trikolora 

• According to latest AMO research, China Radio International increased intensity of narratives 
about the war. In the Czech Republic, China uses three main narratives: the destabilizing role 
of the US and NATO, China’s neutral and responsible position during the crisis, and economic 
and security impacts of the war on the European Union.  

https://www.iribeaconproject.org/
mailto:beaconproject@iri.org
https://www.facebook.com/IRI.BeaconProject
https://twitter.com/iribeacon
https://demagog.org.pl/?cn-reloaded=1
https://twitter.com/WeryfikacjaNASK
https://twitter.com/PAPFakeHunter
https://capd.pl/en/
https://youtu.be/OBJ2AAxHIiQ
https://www.facebook.com/739115596482745/posts/1522785824782381
https://www.amo.cz/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/CHOICE_policy-paper_Backing-Russia-on-Ukraine_04_web.pdf
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For more information see our local partners activities: Association for International 
Affairs (AMO), Prague Security Studies Institute (PSSI) , Manipulatori.cz  

Slovakia: 

• In Slovakia, disinformation narratives increasingly focus on discrediting Zelensky. Common 
messages suggest that Zelensky is intentionally slowing down gas transfers to Western Europe. 
Messages about his alleged drug abuse appeared in several pro-Kremlin sources, reported 
Infosecurity.sk. 

• This week, members of the US House of Representatives Permanent Select Committee on 
Intelligence delivered a letter to Meta Chairman and CEO Mark Zuckerberg, demanding 
Facebook address the dangerous spread of pro-Russian disinformation on the company’s 
platforms in Slovakia. In April, US House of Representatives delegation travelled to Bratislava, 
where the congress representatives received briefing by the members of the Slovak government 
and civil society representatives. 
For more information see our local partners activities: Globsec, Infosecurity.sk 

Hungary: 

For more information see our local partners activities: Political Capital  

Romania: 

For more information see our local partners activities: Global Focus, Expert Forum, 
45North 

Bulgaria: 

For more information see our local partners activities: Center for the Study of 
Democracy, Institute for Global Analytics 

Serbia: 

For more information see our local partners activities: CRTA, BIRN 

 

 

https://www.iribeaconproject.org/
mailto:beaconproject@iri.org
https://www.facebook.com/IRI.BeaconProject
https://twitter.com/iribeacon
https://www.amo.cz/en/
https://www.amo.cz/en/
https://www.pssi.cz/
https://manipulatori.cz/
https://intelligence.house.gov/news/documentsingle.aspx?DocumentID=1196
https://www.globsec.org/
https://infosecurity.sk/
https://www.politicalcapital.hu/index_gb.php
https://www.global-focus.eu/
https://expertforum.ro/
https://www.45north.ro/
https://csd.bg/
https://csd.bg/
https://globalanalytics-bg.org/
https://crta.rs/en/
https://balkaninsight.com/focus-on-ukraine/

	Hostile Narrative Brief (Cover)
	08. Ukraine Crisis Disinformation & Response (May 17)

