
Key takeaways
 

On Facebook, well-known Bulgarian politicians serve to normalize
disinformation narratives as they effectively fill the information gap left by
the authorities.

The Center for the Study of Democracy (CSD), in cooperation with the
International Republican Institute’s (IRI) Beacon Project, monitored
Bulgarian public discourse concerning the European Green Deal on
Facebook, covering the period from 20 April to 20 September 2022. This
social media monitor is part of a wider initiative coordinated by IRI,
mapping and comparing perceptions on the Green Deal in five
countries in Central and Eastern Europe (Bulgaria, Czechia, Poland,
Romania, and Slovakia). Local experts from each country reviewed the
top 100 most-interacted-with Facebook posts discussing the Green Deal
on one-month intervals. The goal was to identify prevalent attitudes and
thematic drivers on Facebook about the Green Deal, the European
Union, and climate change policies more generally.  
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Posts opposed to the Green Deal garnered the majority of
interactions in the Bulgarian-language Facebook space between 20
April and 20 September 2022. These accounted for 64% of all
interactions, compared to 22% for neutral sentiments and 14% for
supportive ones. 
Similarly, posts about the Green Deal were predominantly critical
toward the European Union when mentioning the EU, with positive
sentiments present in posts accounting for just 7% of all
interactions. 

https://www.iribeaconproject.org/our-work-analysis-and-insights/2022-06-30/european-green-deal-mapping-perceptions-central-and


The main actors discussing the Green Deal and driving these
negative attitudes were politicians from the Bulgarian Socialist Party
(BSP), the nationalist Bulgarian National Movement (or VMRO), and
the staunchly pro-Kremlin Revival (Vazrazhdane) party. 
The collected data clearly indicates that these conservative or
Russia-leaning parties deploy the most popular posts on the Green
Deal as discursive tools aimed against both their domestic political
rivals and against the EU and the wider Euro-Atlantic community. 
Notably, these political entities used different rhetoric to criticize the
Green Deal, with VMRO and Revival taking a more hyper-
sensationalist and conspiratorial approach relative to BSP’s more
restrained (but still misleading) stances. 

As observed in CSD’s previous media monitors [1], the European Green
Deal and energy issues in general were secondary topics in online
political discussions in Bulgaria in 2021, largely overshadowed by the
COVID-19 pandemic and its socio-economic consequences. The
prevalent online narratives on the Green Deal in 2021 were critical and
misleading, portraying it as an unsustainable, utopian ideal that will not
help but harm Bulgaria’s economy. 

Negative perceptions appear to have only strengthened in 2022 as
energy security has turned into a mainstay topic in political discourse
following a complete cutoff of gas supplies from Russia to Bulgaria and
other EU members. Currently, the Green Deal is almost exclusively
discussed in the context of the deepening energy and economic crisis
with notably little reference to Russia’s aggressive foreign policy and the
Kremlin’s continued weaponization of energy exports as a geopolitical
instrument. 

The Green Deal was first and foremost discussed in the context of the
energy crisis and the intensification of energy geopolitics in Europe. The
most active and well-received users portrayed the Green Deal as the
primary cause for the sharp increase in energy prices and related costs,
and blamed the EU and supporters of the Green Deal for allegedly
“ideologizing” [2] the initiative. Political actors, including the Revival
party, steered clear of referring to the Kremlin’s own politics in their
opposition to the Green Deal. 
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[1] CSD. (2021). Policy Brief No. 105:  Disinformation Narratives in the November 2021 Bulgarian
Elections Campaign: Key Actors and Amplifiers. Available at:
https://csd.bg/fileadmin/user_upload/publications_library/files/2021_11/PB_105_EN_WEB.pdf; 
CSD. (2021). Policy Brief No. 99: Disinformation Narratives in the 2021 Parliamentary Elections. Available
at: https://csd.bg/publications/publication/disinformation-narratives-in-the-2021-parliamentary-
elections/
{2] Some examples: https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=941017509903115;
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1209846153085756; 
https://www.facebook.com/100044580212896/posts/577113693784633;

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/04/26/russia-cuts-gas-bulgaria-poland-gazprom/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/04/26/russia-cuts-gas-bulgaria-poland-gazprom/
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=941017509903115
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1209846153085756
https://www.facebook.com/100044580212896/posts/577113693784633


This was not the case for problematic media sources known for
systematically proliferating pro-Kremlin disinformation and other types
of propaganda, which outright praised the Kremlin’s opposition to the
Green Deal as a “skillful exposure of the absurdities of the Green Deal,
gender ideology, feminism,” and various other disparate issues.
Markedly, Russia’s unprovoked invasion of Ukraine and the
considerable and deliberate decrease of Russian gas supplies to
European countries that followed was barely mentioned as a reason for
the energy crisis throughout the monitoring period. 

The posts published by political actors clearly demonstrate how well-
known Bulgarian politicians serve to normalize disinformation
narratives opposing the Green Deal – not just in Bulgaria but in the
wider Euro-Atlantic community, particularly through the European
Parliament (EP). Bulgarian members of the European Parliament (MEPs)
from BSP and VMRO posted videos, with high rates of interaction, of
their speeches in the EP criticizing the EU for supposedly “ideologizing”
and promoting the Green Deal even as energy prices were allegedly
increasing because of it [3]. BSP’s MEP went so far as to claim that EU
members were lowering the temperature of hot water and limiting the
shower times of citizens, while proclaiming that “peace” and a “reliable
energy supplier” were needed, in a clear nod to Russia. MEPs from both
parties saw the solution in conventional energy sources, particularly
natural gas and nuclear energy, with the notable difference that BSP
promoted a restoration of energy supplies from Russia while VMRO
advocated increasing energy production in the EU itself and a complete
halt to energy dependency on Russia.

The predominantly negative and misleading narratives about the Green
Deal in the Bulgarian Facebook space are likely reflected in an 2021
opinion poll that indicated that only 9% of Bulgarians said they felt well
informed about the initiative, while 80% said they were not familiar with
their country’s official stance on the Green Deal. Furthermore, nearly
half of the respondents were unsure of whether the Green Deal would
have a positive or negative effect on life in Bulgaria. At the same time,
two-thirds stated they were willing to change their daily routines to
protect the environment; that climate change was a threat to humanity;
and that climate policies need to be a priority for the EU. This signals a
clear divergence between the popularity of negative sentiments on
Facebook, on the one hand, and public support for climate neutral
policies, on the other.
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[3]  See, for example: https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=941017509903115;  
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1209846153085756;

https://www.facebook.com/1840027882991452/posts/3234082633585963
https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/sociological_survey.pdf
https://bnr.bg/post/101542369/trend-80-na-sto-ot-balgarite-ne-znaat-kakva-e-balgarskata-pozicia-po-zelenata-sdelka
https://rctrend.bg/project/209718/
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=941017509903115
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1209846153085756


The popularity of discussions on the Green Deal increased considerably
in September, approximately a month before the general elections that
took place on 2 October 2022. One reason for the increase was media
coverage of large-scale protests in Prague showing opposition to the
EU, NATO, and the Green Deal itself, which received widespread
attention in Bulgaria. However, the most prevalent narratives continued
to come from political actors and media known for systematic
proliferation of anti-democratic or pro-Kremlin disinformation [4],
including amplification of criticisms against the Green Deal by
Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban, and former Czech President
and Prime Minister Václav Klaus [5].

The findings illustrate the lack of strategic communication by
democratic institutions, pro-Western political parties, and other
stakeholders, which would counter negative and misleading
perceptions on the Green Deal. In fact, the European Commission’s
representation in Bulgaria published the only post debunking such
disinformation narratives; the U.S. Embassy in Sofia then shared the
post. Both of these posts were not relatively popular, receiving less than
100 interactions each.

Regardless, Bulgarian institutions need to take note and urgently
implement consistent strategic communication that would debunk
disinformation narratives about the Green Deal (and the EU) and
explain the process of economic transformation, thereby building trust
and increasing societal resilience toward the influence of malign
information. One potentially successful approach may be regularly
communicating and explaining the benefits of specific elements
inherent in the Green Deal, such as reducing pollution and greenhouse
gases, which a majority of Bulgarians demonstrably support.
Additionally, factual and expert-level discussions should replace divisive
political discourse on the Green Deal as much as possible.  

As it stands, Bulgaria remains one of the NATO and EU members most
vulnerable to foreign influence, particularly from Russia, whose local
proxies and allies blanket Bulgaria’s media space with disinformation
about the Green Deal, among various other issues. Worryingly, Bulgaria
is still in the very preliminary phases of developing an institutional
framework and implementing the digital infrastructure needed to track
and fight the spread of disinformation and other types of propaganda.
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[4] See, for example: https://www.facebook.com/100044230699499/posts/645139260303758;
https://www.facebook.com/100044234689053/posts/632514624899688;
https://www.facebook.com/100064629671989/posts/447642647400054; 
[5] See, for example:
https://www.facebook.com/groups/479228473907715/permalink/574800387683856
https://www.facebook.com/100063752490258/posts/470383161763430; 

https://www.facebook.com/56460498309/posts/10159111436693310
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1523124031471031
https://www.facebook.com/100064599493276/posts/448853587277954
https://csd.bg/publications/publication/globsec-vulnerability-index-2021-bulgaria/
https://www.facebook.com/100044230699499/posts/645139260303758
https://www.facebook.com/100044234689053/posts/632514624899688
https://www.facebook.com/100064629671989/posts/447642647400054
https://www.facebook.com/groups/479228473907715/permalink/574800387683856
https://www.facebook.com/100063752490258/posts/470383161763430


As such, a national security priority for Bulgaria is to start building
capacity in identifying, monitoring, and countering disinformation
campaigns aimed at the country’s geopolitical position, with energy
security and dependence on energy supplies from Russia as one of the
long-standing key issues that the European Green Deal could potentially
solve. 
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This article has been prepared with support from IRI's Beacon Project. The opinions expressed
are solely those of the author and do not reflect those of IRI.


