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Bulgaria’s media landscape has long been permeated by disinformation, making the country
among the most vulnerable NATO and EU member states to Russian influence. Pro-Kremlin
narratives circulate widely across both traditional and social media, often surging during
election cycles through populist rhetoric and conspiracy theories. The public’s high level of
cognitive capture reinforces sympathy for the Kremlin’s authoritarian model. At the same
time, weak transparency in media ownership and funding enables government agencies to
direct public money toward compromised outlets, further manipulating public opinion. In this
environment, a network of politicians, academics, journalists, and business figures actively
amplifies disinformation, with major platforms such as Blitz.bg, Trud.bg, Pogled Info, and
News Front playing particularly influential roles.*

Despite Bulgaria climbing 12 places in Reporters Without Borders' 2024 Freedom of Expression
ranking, the country remains one of the lowest-ranked EU nations.? Press freedom is
precarious, threatened by both political interference and a general decline in trust in
independent journalism. Meanwhile, the growing dominance of social media has further
complicated the media landscape, facilitating the spread of disinformation. The main local
amplifiers - pro-Russian media outlets and certain populist political voices - have seized on
this digital transformation, translating and disseminating Kremlin-backed narratives that
exploit historical grievances and skepticism toward Western institutions. The ongoing war in
Ukraine has fueled these efforts, offering Moscow repeated opportunities to portray the West
as destabilizing and deceitful. More recently, the Israel-Hamas conflict has become another
focal point in the Kremlin’s broader strategy of deflecting attention from its actions in Ukraine
while sowing confusion and discord abroad.3

! Center for the Study of Democracy, Building Institutional Capacity Framework for Resilience to Disinformation
in Bulgaria, Policy Brief No.131, March 2023.

2 BNR, Reporters Without Borders: Bulgaria climbed to 59th place in terms of media freedom, 3 May 2024.

3 Institute for Strategic Dialogue (ISD), Investigation: How a pro-Kremlin ad campaign used the Israel-Hamas
conflict to spread propaganda in France and Germany, 11 October 2024.
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On October 7, Hamas launched a large-scale attack on southern Israel from Gaza, prompting
Israel’s ongoing military response.* Almost instantly, Bulgarian media outlets with pro-Russian
leanings revved up their disinformation campaigns, shifting from broad anti-Western rhetoric
to more targeted narratives. The knee-jerk reaction was to blame the West, a predictable
move, but the more insidious strategy involved distorting the conflict to deepen societal
fractures and undermine institutional trust. The flood of misleading information - driven by
both state and non-state actors - has blurred the lines between fact and fiction, contorting
public perception and obstructing meaningful debate on the crisis.

By exploiting the chaos of the Israel-Hamas conflict, the Kremlin has intensified its anti-
Western messaging, embedding it deeply into Bulgaria’s fractured media landscape. Local
enablers seek to counter democratic values, shift public opinion toward authoritarian models,
and diminish collective resilience against disinformation. The following report explores how
pro-Russian outlets, alongside social media platforms such as Facebook and Telegram, have
amplified the most prevalent disinformation narratives related to the Israel-Hamas conflict,
exacerbating divisions within Bulgarian society.

Data Collection

Data collection utilized the media intelligence tool Sensika, which provides access to a vast
catalog of over 2500 news web-sites in Bulgaria, to gather content from these sources and
analyze its volume and reach. Social media content was sourced from public Facebook
account types —including pages, verified profiles, and public groups — using CrowdTangle, a
former Meta-owned tool that offered precise metrics on post volume and reach. A Telegram
dataset was collected by querying CrowdTangle for Bulgarian language Facebook posts
containing "t.me" links from 2020 to 2024, scraping 2,412 Telegram groups, and using
FastText to identify groups with at least one Bulgarian-language message among the last
100 messages. The analysis presented in the report encompassed:

e 8,493 online media articles (October 7, 2023 - October 31, 2024)

® 24,329 messages from 197 channels on Telegram (October 7, 2023 — 23 October
2024)

e 23,534 posts from 1,625 pages on Facebook (October 7, 2023 - August 12, 2024)

4 World Health Organization (WHO), One year on from the 7 October attacks in Israel: helping the helper, 7
October 2024.
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Key Amplifiers: Online Media Outlets and Social Media Platforms

Among the top monitored pro-Russian outlets on the topic of the Israel-Hamas conflict in
Bulgaria Pogled.info emerged as the leading source of disinformation both in terms of
traditional media and as a domain shared on Facebook (Figure 1 & 2). The outlet consistently
republishes nearly all of its Ukraine war coverage from Russian sources banned in the EU,
including Katehon, Tsargrad, and RIA Novosti. While the original sources are cited at the end
of the translated articles, this systematic practice, ongoing since the start of the Russian
invasion of Ukraine, remains unchecked in Bulgaria, raising concerns about the country’s
enforcement of EU information security regulations.

Figure 1: Top pro-Kremlin Sources Spreading Disinformation Related to the Israel-Hamas
Conflict®

B Number of articles

Pogled.info 85
Actualno
Classa.bg

Fakti

BGVest

Zbox7

NetNews
Elhovo.news

BG7

ProNews Dobrich
24 Chasa
Blog.bg
dnes.dir.bg
news.bg
Informiran.net

100

Source: CSD based on data from Sensika

° This graph excludes duplicated articles from “mushroom” websites. The “mushroom site machine” — these are
more than 370 anonymous sites with almost identical design (two basic patterns) and identical content (they
publish the same articles). They have four main domains in common (dnes24.eu, zbox7.eu, bgvest.eu, allbg.eu),
from which subdomains are cloned — for example, novini701.dnes24.eu, novinarbg.dnes24.eu, etc. From: Russian
Propaganda in Bulgaria Online (January-March 2023) Part I. Newsletter of the Human and Social Studies
Foundation, Sofia, 06.06.2023



Figure 2: Top Pro-Russian Domains Shared in Facebook by Interactions
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The most frequently mentioned figures by pro-Russian media were former U.S. President Joe
Biden, Benjamin Netanyahu, and Vladimir Putin (Figure 3). Biden faced frequent criticism,
particularly over his administration's plans to explore policy options for officially recognizing
a Palestinian state following Israel's war in Gaza. Numerous outlets framed this move as a
potential "death sentence"® for Netanyahu’s government, arguing that it would further
destabilize the region. In contrast, Putin was consistently praised for his political maneuvers,
most notably his decision to sign the Russia-lran Comprehensive Strategic Partnership
Agreement in September 2024.7 Pro-Russian media portrayed this as a testament to his ability
to defy Western sanctions, positioning him as a key figure in dismantling Western hegemony?®
and shaping a new multipolar world order.

6 Pogled.info, “Biden announces death sentence on Ukraine and Israel”, [GaliabH 064BM cMbpTHATa NpUcbhbaa Ha
YKpaiHa u M3paen], 23 November, 2023.

7 pogled.info, “Putin approves proposal to sign a comprehensive strategic partnership treaty with Iran”, [[lyTuH
0006pKU NpeanoXKeHUEeTo 3a NOANUCBaHE Ha JOrOBOP 33 BCEOHXBATHO CTpaTerMyecko NapTHLOPCTBO ¢ MpaH], 19
November, 2024.

8 pogled.info, “Stunning phenomenon: Putin defeats Western 'colossus"”, [3awemeTaBay deHomeH”: MyTUH
nobean 3anagHua ,konoc”], 28 October, 2024.
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Netanyahu was frequently depicted as the primary obstacle to Middle East peace® and the
face of a regime the West blindly supports, ignoring any wrongdoing.'® At the same time,
another dominant disinformation narrative accused him of dragging the U.S. into a large-scale
war without its knowledge?! - directly conflicting with claims that the West fully backs Israel.
This contradictory messaging reflects the Kremlin’s trial-and-error disinformation strategy.
When one narrative fails to gain traction, another is quickly introduced, shifting the focus to
manipulate public perception and amplify distrust in Western policies.

Figure 3: Top Mentioned Individuals in Pro-Kremlin Sources (Topic: Israel-Hamas Conflict)

[ Number of mentions

Joe Biden 3389
Benjamin Netanyahu
Vliadimir Putin
Sergey Shoygu
Yasser Arafat
Hassan Nasrallah
Josep Borrell

Yoav Galant

Recep Erdogan

Bashar al-Assad

o] 500 1000 1500 2000 2500 3000 3500

Source: CSD based on data from Sensika
The “Mushroom Sites Machine”

Amplification of the narratives was also achieved through the "mushroom sites machine,"*?
as over 1,000 articles from mass-produced disinformation outlets were shared by Bulgarian
Facebook users during the monitored period, demonstrating how duplicated content rapidly
achieves high amplification, especially when it reaches social media.

% news247, “Turkey says Netanyahu is biggest obstacle to Middle East peace” [Cnopes, Typuua HeTaHsaxy e Hait-
ronamara fnpeyka 3a mupa B 6amskua nsTok,], 25 October 2024.

10 hews247. “The collective West will turn a blind eye to all sorts of wrongdoings of the regime it supports”
[KoneKkTnBHMAT 3anaf, e cv 3aTBapa 0YMTE 3a BCEBBH3IMOXKHW 3aKOHOHAPYLIEHWA HA MOAABPXKAHUA OT HEro
pexknm], 5 October 2024.

11 pogled.info “The U.S. lost control over its allies”, [CALL, 3ary6vxa KOHTPOA Haf, Cbio3HMumTe], 4 October, 2024.
12 Angelov, G., | Worked For The 'Mushroom Machine'": Inside Bulgaria's Cash-For-Disinformation Network,
RFERL, 19 May 2024.
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https://pogled.info/svetoven/sasht-zagubiha-kontrol-nad-sayuznitsite.174151
https://www.rferl.org/a/bulgaria-disinformation-websites-mushrooms-russia/32950283.html

Figure 4: Articles from Mushroom Websites Shared on Facebook (Topic: Israel-Hamas
Conflict)

B Number of Articles
1200

1000

800

600

400

200

2023 2024

Source: CSD based on data from CrowdTangle

Such articles were most frequently reshared on Facebook at the start of the conflict in October
2023, capitalizing on the international shockwave and covering both sides, including Hamas
atrocities in Israel and Palestinians celebrating in the streets after the October 7 attack.'® As
the conflict persisted, reshares declined and increasingly focused on criticizing Israel and the
Western elite, covering only one side of the story. This shift in coverage reflected a growing
bias, as reshares disproportionately highlighted Israel’s actions while downplaying context
from the other side. For instance, a small spike in May 2024 reflected the International Court
of Justice hearings on halting Israel’s Rafah incursion,* in addition to Norway, Spain, and
Ireland recognizing a Palestinian state.’®> There was no coverage of Hamas' armed wing
praising the large-scale rocket barrage they launched on Tel Aviv.1®

13 Blitz.bg, “Palestinian boy celebrates with assault rifle in hands Hamas attack on Israel”, [[lanectuHye npasHysa

C aBTOMaT B pblie aTakata Ha Xamac no M3paen], 7 October 2023.

14 Blitz.bg, “Borrell wags finger at Israel, calls for...”, [Eopen pasmaxa npbcT Ha M3paen, npusosa 3a...], 26 May,
2024,

15 Blitz.bg, “A worldwide scandal broke out! Three European countries will recognise the state of Palestine”
[F[pbmHa cBeToBeH ckaHAan! Tpu eBPONenCcKM CTpaHu e NPU3HaAT AbpykaBaTa ManectnHal, 22 May 2024.

16 DW, [srael-Hamas war: Israel strikes Rafah after Hamas barrage, 26 May 2024.
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https://blitz.bg/svyat/shokirashcho-video-palestinche-praznuva-s-avtomat-v-rtse-atakata-na-khamas-po-izrael_news979430.html
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https://www.dw.com/en/israel-hamas-war-israel-strikes-rafah-after-hamas-barrage/live-69184971

Telegram: Peak Points of Disinformation

Over 95% of user reactions in the analyzed public Bulgarian Telegram channels related to the
Israel-Hamas conflict originated from pro-Russian channels and chats, indicating a dominant
narrative ecosystem that reinforces Kremlin-aligned viewpoints. Broader distribution patterns
showed extensive dissemination of and engagement with YouTube content of influential pro-
Kremlin figures Todor Angelov ¥’ and MEP Petar Volgin'® from the pro-Russian populist party
Revival. Both figures amplify disinformation and aim to shape public opinion.

Telegram discussions of the Israel-Hamas conflict peaked three times, corresponding with
escalations that disinformation actors swiftly exploited. The first surge occurred on April 13,
2024, following Iran’s first direct attack on Israel.’® The second peak, on July 31, 2024,
centered on the killing of Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh in Iran,?® with Israel taking
responsibility months later. The final peak, around Sept. - Oct. 2024, constitutes several events
such as the spill over into Lebanon,?! the pager operations,?? and Iran’s attack on Israel in
response to the killing of Hasan Nasrallah.??> These content surges underscore how
disinformation networks time their messaging to major conflict milestones, exploiting
heightened public interest to circulate tailored narratives and deepen societal divisions.

7 Youtube, Todor Angelov, 2024.

18 Youtube, Petar Volgin, 2024.

& Aljazeera, Israel-Hamas war: List of key events, day 7, 13 October 2023.

20 Raja, Abdulrahim, R., Livni, E., Ismail Haniyeh, a Top Hamas Leader, Is Dead at 62, New York Times, 31 July
2024.

21 ACLED, Expanding Israeli operations in Lebanon and the escalation of the Middle East crisis, 4 October 2024
2Mekhennet, S., Warrick, J., Mossad’s pager operation: Inside Israel’s penetration of Hezbollah, Washington
Post, 5 October 2024.

23 Citrinowicz, D., The Nasrallah killing is upending Iran’s security strategy. Here’s what to expect next, Atlantic
Council, 11 October 2024.
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https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/iransource/nasrallah-iran-security-strategy-israel/

Figure 5: Volume of Telegram Messages (Topic: Israel-Hamas Conflict)
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Figure 6: Top pro-Kremlin Telegram Channels/Chats by Number of Reactions (Topic: Israel-
Hamas Conflict)

B Interactions

BG Via chat

351304

BG Via 328500

InfoDefenseBULGARIA 207822

Za MpaVaa Benrapus (gukcycun/ He e aemokpaums) [For Truth Bulgaria] 205888

Za MNpaVaoss [For Truth] 199827

Anacracus lewesa [Anastasia Gesheva] 189078

Bulgarian Military Union "Vasil Levski" 150102

Bunrapws Z Yar [Bulgaria Z Chat] 46396

Bonrapws Z == [Bulgaria Z] 46353

Keuzau Xapepax [Quizatz Haderak] 34647

"Il

100000 200000 300000 400000

Source: CSD based on Python-scraped data

Leading Telegram channels and chats spreading disinformation about the Israel-Hamas
conflict are part of a well-established Bulgarian network previously known for circulating false
claims about the war in Ukraine. Their most shared posts promote pro-Russian narratives,



referencing so-called “Ukrainian Nazis,” alleged biolabs, and “puppet governments” under
NATO, along with broader anti-NATO and anti-U.S. themes. These outlets also heavily
emphasize Bulgaria’s historical ties with Russia. Notably, the top ten Telegram channels and
chats alone gathered more than 445,000 interactions on Israel-Hamas content, indicating
substantial reach and influence.

Overall, the social media findings illustrate a disinformation ecosystem that exploits both
mainstream and fringe platforms to saturate Bulgarian audiences with pro-Russian narratives.
By rapidly adjusting storylines and timing major information pushes to coincide with
significant geopolitical events, disinformation actors deepen societal divides, distort public
debate, and erode trust in credible news sources.

Disinformation Narratives Related to the Israel-Hamas Conflict

The Israel-Hamas conflict has generated a flurry of disinformation narratives in Bulgarian
media. Figure 7 illustrates how the volume of misleading content spiked at critical moments
in the conflict, mirroring spikes observed on other platforms like Telegram. From claims of
unilateral Israeli influence over U.S. policy to accusations of Ukrainian arms sales to Hamas,
these narratives lean on recurring conspiratorial themes such as global hegemony, “Deep
State” control, and historical grievances to shape public perception.

Figure 7: Volume of Articles Spreading Disinformation Narratives (Topic: Israel-Hamas
Conflict, Oct 2023 — Oct 2024)
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On October 7, the first day of the conflict, "mushroom" websites republished the article Israel
is preparing something scary for Gaza, Netanyahu talked on the phone with Biden®* 794 times.
This extensive republishing reinforced the sub-narrative that Israel shapes global events
unilaterally, using its influence over the U.S. to act without repercussions. By repeatedly
disseminating this claim, pro-Russian outlets sought to promote the idea that Israel
manipulates geopolitical decisions to advance its own interests - an ongoing disinformation
theme observed throughout the analysis.

Below is a detailed examination of the disinformation sub-narratives spread by pro-Russian
online media during this period.

Jews and Palestinians alike are victims of the West’s proxy war for dominance

This recurring disinformation narrative, often pushed by pro-Kremlin outlets, claims that
Ukraine's allies are waging a proxy war against Russia, using Ukrainians as mere tools.
Recently, it has expanded to accuse the West, mainly the U.S., of manipulating both
Palestinians and Jews to dominate the Middle East.?> The narrative suggests that peace in the
region was never a priority for the U.S. Instead, by fueling global conflicts, the U.S.
consolidates its global power and strengthens its military-industrial complex, securing
multibillion-dollar arms deals with warring factions on all sides.?®

Pro-Russian Bulgarian outlets also reiterate claims that the U.S. wants the conflict in Israel to
continue as a way to avoid paying its national debt.?” Some articles argue that starting a proxy
war serves as an excuse for the U.S. to sidestep its financial obligations, citing that the has
historically solved economic issues by benefiting from two world wars.?® This disinformation
claim is further echoed in Bulgarian articles,?® that mention Martin Armstrong reinforcing the
proxy-war narrative. A self-taught economic forecaster, Armstrong is a convicted felon who
spent 11 years in prison for defrauding investors out of $700 million and hiding $15 million in
assets.3® Armstrong, known for his conspiracy theories, also denies the existence of man-made
climate change.

24 Blitz.bg, “Israel is preparing something scary for Gaza, Netanyahu talked on the phone with Biden.” [M3paen
rOTBM HELLO CTpaLHO 3a MBuuaTa [a3a, HeTaHsxy ce yy ¢ baiabH], 7 October 2023.

25 Shlepchenko, V., “Israel is condemned: the U.S. starts the main war with the hands of the Arabs”, [U3paen e
ocbaeH: CALLL 3anoyBaT rnaBHaTa BolHa C pblLeTe Ha apabute], Pogled.info, 18 November 2023.

%6 silverhelm, T., “America's “out of control” chaos in the Middle East” [AMEpUKaHCKUAT ,HEKOHTPOIMPYEM” Xa0C
B baunskusa nstok], Pogled.info 10 October 2024.

27 Glasove, “Dozens of countries, including those from BRICS and the Vatican, refused to sign the declaration at
Zelensky's conference in Switzerland”, [deceTkun cTpaHu, cpea kouto Te3m oT EPUKC n BatrMkaHa, oTKasaxa Aa
noAnNuLIAT AeKNapaumaTa Ha KoHpepeHUMATa Ha 3eneHckn B Llseriuapual, 16 Jun 2024.

28 Homyakov, V., “The U.S. will collapse in about a year: the Great War is inevitable”, [CALL e rpoxHaTt cien
0KO0JI0 rogunHa: FlonsmaTa BoliHa e HensbexkHal, Pogled.info 26 May 2024.

2% Armstrong, M., “U.S. 2024 could be our last” [CALLL 2024 r. moske aa e nocnegHata Hul, 24 May.bg, 3 September
2024.

30 Morgenson, G., In Fraud Case, 7 Years in Jail for Contempt, New York Times, 16 February 2007.
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https://24may.bg/2024/09/03/%d0%bc%d0%b0%d1%80%d1%82%d0%b8%d0%bd-%d0%b0%d1%80%d0%bc%d1%81%d1%82%d1%80%d0%be%d0%bd%d0%b3-%d1%81%d0%b0%d1%89-2024-%d0%b3-%d0%bc%d0%be%d0%b6%d0%b5-%d0%b4%d0%b0-%d0%b5-%d0%bf%d0%be%d1%81%d0%bb%d0%b5/
https://www.nytimes.com/2007/02/16/business/16jail.html

Additionally, the narrative intertwines the conspiracy theory of a so-called “Deep State”,
which is believed to control U.S. institutions and operate above elected officials.3! It claims
that the “Deep State’s” actions in the Middle East are driven by sinister and mysterious
interests, not those of the U.S. government or its citizens.

Ukraine is supplying weapons (on the black market) to Hamas.

For some time, pro-Kremlin media have made baseless claims that Ukrainian authorities are
trafficking Western weapons on the black market. Reports have circulated accusing Ukraine
of diverting these arms to various destinations, even including European rioters. Given this
context, it was no surprise that after Hamas' October 2023 attack on Israel, pro-Kremlin
outlets quickly spread the accusation that Ukraine had sold Western weapons to Hamas. Fake
stories, often disguised as credible reports from organizations like the BBC3? and Bellingcat,33
were circulated to lend credibility to these claims. However, these stories were swiftly
debunked.3*

Monitored articles accused senior Ukrainian military commanders of selling Western-supplied
weapons on the black market.3> They also amplified Dmitry MedvedeV’s claim3® that Ukraine
is fueling both sides of the conflict by supplying arms to Israel while allegedly selling Western
weapons to Hamas. According to this narrative, these arms, along with equipment abandoned
by U.S. troops in Afghanistan, will further destabilize global hotspots.

To make such claims appear more trustworthy, various outlets referenced statements from
Republican Congresswoman Marjorie Taylor Greene, known for her strong anti-Ukrainian
stance.?” She was prominently cited for suggesting that Hamas may have acquired American
weapons from Ukraine, further amplifying the disinformation narrative. There is no solid
evidence that NATO-supplied weapons intended for Ukraine’s self-defense have been
diverted to Hamas on a large scale. Pro-Kremlin outlets have repeatedly pushed similar
baseless claims in the past, including allegations of arms being supplied to ISIS.32

1”7

31Epicenter.bg, “Alexander Dugin: Trumpism - an ideological and geopolitical tsunami that no one expected
[AnekcaHabp AyrvH: TPbMNU3MbT - UAE0N0TMYECKO U FT€ONOANTUYECKO LIlyHaMM, KOETO HUKOW He e o4yakeal], 8
January 2025.

32Euractiv.bg, Fact check: “Fake BBC video of Ukrainian politician selling arms to Hamas”, [[IpoBepka Ha daktuTe:
Panwms kAMn Ha bu bu Cu 33 YKPaMHCKM NOIMTUK, KOMTO NpoaaBa opbkue Ha ,Xamac”], 15 December 2023.

33 Clubz, “How disinformation about the Hamas-Israel conflict is spread online”, [Kak ce pasnpocTpaHaBa OHAANH
nesnHbopmauma 3a KoHpaunkra "Xamac"- N3paen], 16 October 2023.

34 Marcelo, P., BBC did not report that Ukraine is sending arms to Hamas, a video was fabricated, AP News, 12
October 2023.

35 NewsFront BG, “Hamas uses American weapons supplied to Ukraine”, [Xamac u3nonssa amepuKaHCKM
OPbXUS, A0CTaBAHM Ha YKpanHa], 12 October 2023.

36 Epicenter.bg, “If U.S. weapons for Ukraine fall into the hands of Hamas, Israel will face a tough battle” [Ako
opbxuaTa Ha CALLL 3a YKpaliHa nonagHaT B pbleTe Ha Xamac, M3paen wie ce M3npasu npea TpyaHa 6uTkal, 12
October 2023.

37 Kritichno.bg, “Hamas may have received weapons from Ukraine to attack Israel” [Xamac moske fa ca nosyunam
opbXkUA oT YKpanHa, 3a Aa HanagHat U3paen], 9 October 2023.

3 Glasove, “Bulgarian weapons reach Ukraine and the Islamic State through the same business scheme”
[Ebarapcko opbikue ctmra Ao YKpanHa 1 Mcaamcka Abpskasa no eaHa M cblia busHec cxema], 6 October 2023.
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https://epicenter.bg/article/Aleksandar-Dugin--Trampizmat-kato-ideologiya/373849/11/33
https://euractiv.bg/section/%D0%BF%D0%BE%D0%BB%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B8%D0%BA%D0%B0/news/%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%B2%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%BA%D0%B0-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D1%84%D0%B0%D0%BA%D1%82%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B5-%D1%84%D0%B0%D0%BB%D1%88%D0%B8%D0%B2-%D0%BA%D0%BB%D0%B8%D0%BF-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D0%B1%D0%B8-%D0%B1/
https://euractiv.bg/section/%D0%BF%D0%BE%D0%BB%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B8%D0%BA%D0%B0/news/%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%B2%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%BA%D0%B0-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D1%84%D0%B0%D0%BA%D1%82%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B5-%D1%84%D0%B0%D0%BB%D1%88%D0%B8%D0%B2-%D0%BA%D0%BB%D0%B8%D0%BF-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D0%B1%D0%B8-%D0%B1/
https://clubz.bg/142404
https://clubz.bg/142404
https://apnews.com/article/fact-check-israel-hamas-ukraine-russia-weapons-265852026856
https://bgr.news-front.su/2023/10/12/hamas-izpolzva-amerikanski-orzhiya-dostavyani-na-ukrajna-dikgazete/
https://bgr.news-front.su/2023/10/12/hamas-izpolzva-amerikanski-orzhiya-dostavyani-na-ukrajna-dikgazete/
https://epicenter.bg/article/Ako-orazhiyata-na-SASht-za-Ukrayna-popadnat-v-ratsete-na-Hamas--Izrael-shte-se-izpravi-pred-trudna-bitka/328992/7/0
https://epicenter.bg/article/Ako-orazhiyata-na-SASht-za-Ukrayna-popadnat-v-ratsete-na-Hamas--Izrael-shte-se-izpravi-pred-trudna-bitka/328992/7/0
https://kritichno.bg/politika/hamas-mozhe-da-sa-poluchili-orazhiya-ot-ukrayna-za-da-napadnat-izrael/
https://kritichno.bg/politika/hamas-mozhe-da-sa-poluchili-orazhiya-ot-ukrayna-za-da-napadnat-izrael/
https://glasove.com/na-fokus/balgarsko-orazhie-stiga-do-ukrayna-i-islyamska-darzhava-po-edna-i-sashta-biznes-shema

The West is trying to impose global hegemony by inciting wars in Ukraine and Palestine.

One of the Kremlin's closest to heart disinformation narratives proclaims that the West seeks
to maintain its unipolar hegemony by inciting global conflicts, with Ukraine as a primary
battleground. According to this narrative, the “Nazi” regime in Kyiv - installed and armed by
the “collective West” - is at war with sovereign Russia, a key force in the multipolar world
resisting Western dominance.3® While the West fights through proxies, it is allegedly preparing
for direct confrontation with Russia.

With the Israel-Hamas conflict, pro-Kremlin outlets now present the Middle East as the second
front in the war between unipolar and multipolar forces.*° Articles claim that while Netanyahu
views Israel’s destiny as central, the “collective West”, led by the U.S., treats Israel merely as
a tool to preserve its global hegemony.*! Such narratives are strongly promoted by Alexander
Dugin, a Russian far-right ultranationalist, antisemitic figure, and the leading theorist of neo
Eurasianism.*? His views have been widely republished in numerous articles across the
monitored outlets.*

Local disinformation amplifiers, like Boyan Chukov, a member of the nationalist conservative
VMRO party, played a key role in disseminating similar disinformation narratives. In a lengthy
interview for the pro-Russian media outlet Pogled.info’s YouTube channel,** Chukov claimed
that the Israel-Hamas conflict is a battle between the Global South and Global North, and
argued that Israel is effectively the 51st state of the U.S.

It is also worth mentioning that pro-Russian media outlets have used the somewhat
conspiracy-laden narrative surrounding the Ben Gurion Canal during the monitoring period.
Originally proposed in 1963, the canal was envisioned as an alternative to the Suez, providing
one of the only two direct routes from the Atlantic and Mediterranean to the Pacific and Indian
Oceans.* While it currently seems unlikely that this grand project will be initiated, pro-Russian
outlets claim that its construction would achieve significant geopolitical goals.*® They argue
that it would not only strengthen America's closest ally in the Middle East but also weaken

39 petrov, P., “The fate of humanity is being decided,” [Pewasa ce cbabata Ha YoBevecTBoTO], Posoka, 15 April
2024.
40 pugin, A., The second front of the new world war has opened, Pogled.info, 28 September 2024.

41 Glasove, “Dugin: After Ukraine, the West opened a second front to maintain its global hegemony in the Middle
East” [Ayrun: Chea YKpanHa, 3anaabT OTKPM BTOpY GPOHT 33 3ana3BaHe Ha r106a/1HaTa cu XxereMoHus B banskusa
WM3T1oK], 12 October 2023.

42 shekhovtsov, A., Aleksandr Dugin's Neo-Eurasianism: The New Right a la Russe, Religion Compass, Vol. 3, pp.
697-716, 2009.

4 Informiran.net, “Dugin: Denazification means the complete eradication of Russophobia in Ukraine and then
everywhere” [OyruH: JeHasndukaumaTa 03HayaBa MNbJHO M3KOpeHABaHe Ha pycodobusaTta B YKpaliHa, a cneq
TOBa HaBcakbAe], 12 October 2023.

4 Youtube, “Boyan Chukov: The situation in the Middle East - English tea in an American cup, sweetened with
Turkish sugar” [bosH YykoB: CuTtyaumata B BANM3KMA U3TOK - aHIIMIACKM Yall B aMepUKaHCKa YallKa, NOAC/AaAeH C
Typcku Wwekep], 25 October 2023.

* Ibid

4 24 May, “Israel’s goal behind the disarmament of the Palestinian territories” [Llenta Ha W3paen 3ag
obe3noaasaHeTo Ha nanectuHckuTe teputopun], 3 November 2023.
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https://posoka.org/%D1%80%D0%B5%D1%88%D0%B5%D0%B2%D0%B0-%D1%81%D0%B5-%D1%81%D1%8A%D0%B4%D0%B1%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%B0-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D1%87%D0%BE%D0%B2%D0%B5%D1%87%D0%B5%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B2%D0%BE%D1%82%D0%BE/
https://pogled-info.translate.goog/svetoven/vtoriyat-front-na-novata-svetovna-voina-e-otkrit.173944?_x_tr_sl=bg&_x_tr_tl=en&_x_tr_hl=en&_x_tr_pto=sc
https://glasove.com/na-fokus/dugin-sled-ukrayna-zapadat-otkri-vtori-front-za-zapazvane-na-globalnata-si-hegemoniya-v-blizkiya-iztok
https://glasove.com/na-fokus/dugin-sled-ukrayna-zapadat-otkri-vtori-front-za-zapazvane-na-globalnata-si-hegemoniya-v-blizkiya-iztok
https://public.mml.ox.ac.uk/russian/nationalism/shekhovtsov2.html
https://informiran.net/balgariya/dugin-denacifikaciyata-oznachava-palno-izkorenyavane-na-rusofobiyata-v-ukrayna-a-sled-tova-navsyakade
https://informiran.net/balgariya/dugin-denacifikaciyata-oznachava-palno-izkorenyavane-na-rusofobiyata-v-ukrayna-a-sled-tova-navsyakade
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eGAqo6Q6kRE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eGAqo6Q6kRE
https://24may.bg/2023/11/03/%D1%86%D0%B5%D0%BB%D1%82%D0%B0-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D0%B8%D0%B7%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B5%D0%BB-%D0%B7%D0%B0%D0%B4-%D0%BE%D0%B1%D0%B5%D0%B7%D0%BB%D1%8E%D0%B4%D1%8F%D0%B2%D0%B0%D0%BD%D0%B5%D1%82%D0%BE-%D0%BD%D0%B0/
https://24may.bg/2023/11/03/%D1%86%D0%B5%D0%BB%D1%82%D0%B0-%D0%BD%D0%B0-%D0%B8%D0%B7%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B5%D0%BB-%D0%B7%D0%B0%D0%B4-%D0%BE%D0%B1%D0%B5%D0%B7%D0%BB%D1%8E%D0%B4%D1%8F%D0%B2%D0%B0%D0%BD%D0%B5%D1%82%D0%BE-%D0%BD%D0%B0/

surrounding nations.*” Additionally, they assert that the canal would grant the U.S. and Israel
control over a critical portion of global trade and generate billions in revenue,*® similar to how
the Suez Canal currently benefits Egypt.

Israel dominates global geopolitics and acts as it pleases.

For decades, Russian leaders and propagandists have weaponized antisemitic conspiracy
theories, tapping into deep-rooted prejudices to mislead and distract audiences.*® One such
theory, the "Golden Billion," claims that a secretive, powerful cabal of Western elites - often
depicted as Jewish - controls the media, economy, and politics, aiming to dominate the
world.”® Since Russia's invasion of Ukraine, President Vladimir Putin®® and others have
consistently promoted this narrative, falsely portraying Russia as a victim of a Western plot
and alleging that the "Golden Billion" is hoarding the planet's resources for their own exclusive
benefit, at the expense of the rest of the world.

The Kremlin’s propaganda machine also echoed claims that Israel operates with complete
autonomy, often bypassing the U.S. and the West to pursue its own interests. While they
carefully avoid directly naming the "Golden Billion" conspiracy due to its antisemitic nature
and the risk of being banned under EU regulations, they still manage to insinuate that Israel is
a dominant force - perhaps even more powerful than the U.S. - in the global struggle for
hegemony.>? In this narrative, Israel is portrayed not just as part of the West, but as a key actor
in a unipolar world, pushing its agenda with little regard for Western control. Some outlets
even claim that the removal of Assad’s regime in Syria was carried out behind the back of the
U.S., with Israel orchestrating the shift in its favor.>3

Various outlets have also pushed a narrative suggesting Israel’s significant global geopolitical
influence, claiming that Trump, as a leading Christian Zionist,>* is supported by a large network
of followers. This unfounded disinformation campaign® seeks to portray Israel as a key player

47 Khan, S., “The true reasons behind Israel’s internal policies” [UICTUHCKMTE NPUYMHM 33 M3PAEICKATA BbTPELIHA
nonutukal, 24 May, 30 May 2024.

“8 pogled.info, “Ben Gurion Canal is the basis of American projects in the Middle East” [KananbT BeH ['ypuoH e B
OCHOBATa Ha aMepPUKaHCKUTe NPoeKTU B banskusa U3Tok], 30 May 2024.

49 U.S. DEPARTMENT of STATE Global Engagement Center, More Than a Century of Antisemitism: How Successive
Occupants of the Kremlin Have Used Antisemitism to Spread Disinformation and Propaganda, January 2024.

50 Maynes, C.,_'Golden billion," Putin's favorite conspiracy, explains his worldview and strategy, NPR, 21
November 2022.

51 The Conversation (Podcast Transcript), How conspiracy theories help to maintain Vladimir Putin’s grip on
power in Russia, 14 March 2024.

52 Epicenter.bg, “Netanyahu: The fall of Assad is the result of the powerful strikes we dealt to Iran and Hezbollah”
[HeTtaHnaxy: MNagaHeTo Ha Acaf e pe3ynTaT OT MOLUHUTE yAapu, KOMTO HaHecoxme Ha MpaH mn "Xusbyna"], 9
December 2024.

53 pogled.info, “Israel has placed a deadly trump card up Trump's sleeve: an indecent peace is being prepared for
Russia” [U3paen BnOKM yOUIACTBEH KO3 B pbKaBa Ha TPbMM: TOTBU ce HenpuaMyeH mmp 3a Pycual, 11 December
2024.

54 pogled.info, “Christian Zionism: An oxymoron, not the reality that defines America's policy” [XpucTuaHcKuAT
LIMOHM3bM: OKCMMOPOH, He peasiHOCTTa, KOATO onpeaens NnoanTukata Ha Amepukal, 17 November 2024.

%> Brog, D., The Truth About Christian Zionists, Foreign Policy, 16 November 2009.
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https://24may.bg/2024/05/30/%d0%b8%d1%81%d1%82%d0%b8%d0%bd%d1%81%d0%ba%d0%b8%d1%82%d0%b5-%d0%bf%d1%80%d0%b8%d1%87%d0%b8%d0%bd%d0%b8-%d0%b7%d0%b0-%d0%b8%d0%b7%d1%80%d0%b0%d0%b5%d0%bb%d1%81%d0%ba%d0%b0%d1%82%d0%b0-%d0%b8%d0%bd/
https://pogled.info/svetoven/iztok/kanalat-ben-gurion-e-v-osnovata-na-amerikanskite-proekti-v-blizkiya-iztok.163236
https://pogled.info/svetoven/iztok/kanalat-ben-gurion-e-v-osnovata-na-amerikanskite-proekti-v-blizkiya-iztok.163236
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/GEC-Special-Report-More-than-a-Century-of-Antisemitism.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/GEC-Special-Report-More-than-a-Century-of-Antisemitism.pdf
https://www.npr.org/2022/11/21/1134445639/russia-putin-conspiracy-theory-golden-billion
https://cdn.theconversation.com/static_files/files/3193/Russian_Conspiracy_Theories_Transcript.docx.pdf?1712235697
https://cdn.theconversation.com/static_files/files/3193/Russian_Conspiracy_Theories_Transcript.docx.pdf?1712235697
https://epicenter.bg/article/Netanyahu--Padaneto-na-Asad-e-rezultat-ot-moshtnite-udari--koito-nanesohme-na-Iran-i--quot-Hizbula-quot-/369717/7/0
https://pogled.info/svetoven/izrael-vlozhi-ubiistven-koz-v-rakava-na-tramp-gotvi-se-neprilichen-mir-za-rusiya.176585
https://pogled.info/svetoven/hristiyanskiyat-tsionizam-oksimoron-ne-realnostta-koyato-opredelya-politikata-na-amerika.175775
https://pogled.info/svetoven/hristiyanskiyat-tsionizam-oksimoron-ne-realnostta-koyato-opredelya-politikata-na-amerika.175775
https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/09/16/the-truth-about-christian-zionists/

in shaping U.S. foreign policy, implying that Israel has the power to direct Trump’s political
decisions.>®

The Israeli government is a Zionist terrorist organization.

In October 2024, Turkish President Erdogan called Israel a "Zionist terrorist organization" in
response to its attacks on Gaza and Lebanon, while continuing to criticize Western powers,
particularly the U.S., for supporting Israel.>” Pro-Russian media outlets echoed Erdogan’s
remarks, including his call for the UN to halt weapon deliveries to Israel, claiming this would
end the war.”® The monitored outlets exclusively amplified Turkey’s perspective, with no
counterbalance to Erdogan's extreme rhetoric.

Israel has abducted children from Gaza.

During the monitoring period, a video showing children imprisoned in cages circulated widely
on social media, with claims that the children had been captured during the ongoing military
conflict between Israel and Hamas.>® Social media posts and comments presented two
completely opposing versions of the story: one claiming that these were Israeli children
captured by Hamas, and the other suggesting they were Palestinian children kidnapped by
Israel.?% Despite the widespread circulation of the video, its origins remain unclear.

However, it was determined that the video had been filmed before the Israel-Hamas conflict
began and was first uploaded to TikTok on October 5, 2023, several days before the
escalation.®® While the specific claim was thoroughly debunked, the incident underscores the
complexity of the situation. Official evidence, including a UN report from February 2024,
confirms that Israeli forces have forcibly taken Palestinian children in documented cases.®?
This adds depth to this narrative, highlighting that the issue is not entirely fabricated and
reflects a broader, ongoing concern.

Case Study: The Pager Allegations

56 Pogled.info, “Donald Trump: America's Chief Zionist?” [JoHana TpbMn - F1aBHUAT LMOHUCT Ha Amepuka?], 13
November 2024.

5’Epicenter.bg, “Erdogan calls Israel a 'Zionist terrorist organization
TepopucTMyHa opraHmnsauma“], 12 October 2024.

%8 Fakti.bg, “Erdogan to Israel: You are a Zionist terrorist organization” [Pegxen EpaoraH kbm M3paen: Bue cte
LIMOHUCTKA TEPOPUCTUYHA opraHm3aums], 9 October 2024

> Grivova, V., “The video of children locked in cages is not from the current conflict between Israel and Hamas;
the rest is unknown” [BuaeoTo ¢ Aela, 3aTBOPEHU B KAETKU, HE e OT HAcToALMA KOHGAUKT mexxay M3paen u
Xamac; 0cTaHa/0To e HeusBecTHO], Factcheck.bg, 15 October 2023.

60 Vesti.bg, “Video of children locked in cages circulates online; experts' commentary” [Bugeo Ha geua,
3aTBOPEHM B KNETKU, 06MKaNA MHTEpPHET, KOMeHTapbT Ha cneuunanuctute], 17 October 2023.

11bid (44)

62 UN, Israel/OPT: UN experts appalled by reported human rights violations against Palestinians, including women
and children, 19 February 2024.

"
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https://www.vesti.bg/sviat/video-na-deca-zatvoreni-v-kletki-obikalia-internet-komentaryt-na-specialistite-6181285
https://www.vesti.bg/sviat/video-na-deca-zatvoreni-v-kletki-obikalia-internet-komentaryt-na-specialistite-6181285
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2024/02/israelopt-un-experts-appalled-reported-human-rights-violations-against
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2024/02/israelopt-un-experts-appalled-reported-human-rights-violations-against

In September 2024, allegations that a Bulgarian company supplied Hezbollah with explosive
pagers have sparked international intrigue,®3 with pro-Russian media amplifying the narrative
and local amplifiers®* even suggesting that Hungary was strategically using the story to
obstruct Bulgaria’s path toward Schengen and Eurozone integration.

The saga began when Hungary’s Telex reported that Norta Global, a Bulgarian-registered
company, allegedly purchased thousands of pagers from Taiwan and sold them to Hezbollah.5°
According to the report, these devices were later used in deadly explosions in Lebanon and
Syria, resulting in twelve fatalities.®® Further complicating the story, The New York Times cited
Israeli intelligence sources suggesting®’ that three "shell" companies facilitated the pager
supply chain, with Hungary’s B.A.C. Consulting named as one of the firms involved.

The Bulgarian State Agency for National Security (SANS) swiftly denied any connection to the
devices, emphasizing that no pagers of the kind detonated abroad had been imported,
exported, or manufactured in Bulgaria. SANS conducted a rapid joint inspection®® with the
National Revenue Agency, Interior Ministry, and Customs Agency, which confirmed that Norta
Global did not engage in any transactions of concern within Bulgarian jurisdiction.®® While
some financial flows passed through Norta Global's accounts, they were listed as service
transactions, and no ties were found with sanctioned individuals or entities, including
Hezbollah.

Investigations into Norta Global's operations revealed it has no employees, operates from a
"New Companies Agency" address in Sofia, and is owned by Rinson Jose,”® a Norwegian citizen
with minimal physical presence in Bulgaria. Legal representatives confirmed that Jose’s
business activities in Bulgaria were limited and primarily financial in nature.

The explosive-pager controversy exemplifies how unverified or distorted reports can be
weaponized to erode Bulgaria’s credibility and create friction within the EU. Despite swift
denials from Bulgarian authorities, pro-Russian media outlets continued to spotlight the
allegations, fueling suspicion and amplifying the narrative of Bulgarian complicity. This tactic
highlights the malicious intent behind such stories: to undermine trust, delay Bulgaria’s
progress toward deeper EU integration, and feed into broader disinformation strategies that

83 DW, “The Explosive Pagers of Hezbollah Come from Bulgaria?” [B3puBeHuTe neiiasKbpu Ha XvM3byaa nasat ot
bbarapua?], 19 September 2024.

64 BTV, “Prof. Chukov on pagers: Hungary wants to block us from Schengen and the Eurozone” [[pod. Yykos 3a
nenaxkbpute: YHrapma ucka Aa Hu npenbHe 3a LLleHreH n eBpo3oHaTtal, 22 September 2024.

%5 News Front, “Bulgarian Company Supplying Pagers to Hezbollah” [Ebarapcka Komnauusa npegana neiaxbpure
Ha Xu3bynal, 19 September 2024.

% Gritten, D., Death toll from Hezbollah pager explosions in Lebanon rises to 12, BBC, 18 September 2024.

7 The New York Times, Israel’s Exploding Pagers Target Hezbollah, 18 September 2024.
%8 News.bg, “NSSA and the Ministry of Interior investigate Bulgarian trace in the exploding pagers” [JAHC u MBP
npoBepsBaT No MeAnnHKu NybavKkaumm 6barapcka ciesa BbB B3pusaBawmTe ce nenaxbpu], 18 September 2024.

%9 Svobodna Evropa, “NSSA: No pagers like those exploded in Lebanon have passed through Bulgaria” [LAHC:
Mpe3 bbarapua He ca MMHaBaAW NeNnaKbPU KaTo B3puseHuTe B JinsaH], 20 September 2024.

"News.bg, “Norway also investigates whether it is connected to the explosive pagers” [Hopserva cbluo
pascie/Ba cBbp3aHa v e ¢ neraxxbpute 6ombul, 25 September 2024.
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benefit the Kremlin’s geopolitical goals. By casting doubt on Bulgaria’s reliability, these
accusations ultimately serve to fracture EU unity and distract from critical policy issues.

Perceptions of Disinformation Narratives among Youth

While previous studies have focused on assessing social vulnerabilities to disinformation,
conspiracy thinking and foreign influence among the Bulgarian population at large’?, the level
of acceptance of various disinformation narratives, including pro-Kremlin ones or related to
recent conflicts such as the Israel-Hamas one, among young people has not been examined
in-depth.

An online survey conducted in January 2025 among 1,003 young Bulgarians in the age group
16-25 aims to bridge this gap. It seeks to shed light on the: 1) level of awareness and
perceptions of the Israel-Hamas conflict and frequently disseminated disinformation
narratives associated with it; 2) main information sources young people draw on in relation to
the conflict, 3) patterns of receptiveness towards more traditional pro-Kremlin disinformation
narratives that are frequently disseminated in the Bulgarian online and social media, both not
related to the Gaza war.

The survey results show that young Bulgarians are quite indecisive on several aspects of the
Gaza war and are not well informed about the recent conflict between Israel and Hamas.
This is further reflected in the high level of confusion and polarized opinions about
disinformation narratives circulating in online media about the conflict. Young people mostly
refer to traditional sources such as TV to get informed about the Gaza war, as well as to online
news sites rather than to social media. They are highly uncertain about the accuracy of the
information that has reached them on this topic.

Despite the high share of indecisive responses (40%) regarding the justifiability of the
respective attacks by Israel and Hamas against the other party, more young people tend to
disapprove of military action on either side in the conflict (37%) - than to justify it.

At the same time, more traditional and well-established pro-Kremlin disinformation narratives
- unrelated to the Gaza conflict, but “hitting closer to home” - are significantly more
recognizable among young people and have higher approval rates, especially those related to
the Russian war against Ukraine, Bulgaria’s membership in the EU, NATO and the Schengen
zone, and most notably the overarching notion that the Bulgarian government is serving
foreign interests. The results provide valuable insights for policy-makers, educators and civil
society to guide tailored preventive and resilience building measures targeting young people.

"1 Central European Digital Media Observatory (CEDMO) and Bulgarian-Romanian Observatory of Digital
Media (BROD), Conspiracy beliefs, disinformation, and factual relativism in East-Central Europe: insights from
a comparative survey in 2024, 2024.
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The Israel-Hamas conflict: low awareness among youth

The majority of young people in Bulgaria are either uninformed (42%) about the war between
Israel and Hamas or provided indecisive answers (30%). Only 28% say they are very well or
rather well informed. This indicates that the topic is not of major interest to young people.

Figure 8: Level of Awareness about the Israel-Hamas Conflict

How well informed are you about the Israel-Hamas conflict?

Very well / rather well
28%

Neutral / unsure
30%

Not at all / rather uninformed
42%

The majority of those who are well or moderately informed on the issue received information
on the Gaza conflict from “official sources” such as TV (57,5% of youth), followed by online
news sites (42,8%). Although Bulgaria is among the EU Member States with a high percentage
of internet use in the age group 16-24, with nearly 80% of young people using social media
every day, social media networks are less frequently used by the respondents to follow the
war in Gaza specifically. This could indicate that the Gaza war is not among the interests and
topics they engage with on a daily basis through social media.

Figure 9: Sources of Information

From what sources did you most frequently get information/news about the Israel Hamas war?
(Base: 1,003 respondents)
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The predominant reliance on television and online news sites as main sources of information
does not translate in high confidence in the accuracy of information, given that almost half of
the respondents (46,2%) cannot say for sure if this was the case. Some 35% believe it was
accurate to a great extent or mostly accurate, while 19% believe it to be mostly inaccurate.
These responses could also indicate a low ability among this age group to judge the credibility
and accuracy of information, which is associated with low media literacy skills - trends well
recognised in comparative EU-wide studies’? that specifically affect young people.

Figure 10: Trust in Information

To what extent do you consider the information that has reached you regarding the Israel
Hamas war to be correct (Base: 584 respondents who are well/moderately informed about the
conflict)?

72 Marin Lessenski, The Media Literacy Index 2023. Measuring Vulnerabilities of Society to Disinformation,
Sofia: Open Society Institute.
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To a great / some extent
34.6%

Undecided
46.2%

To a limited / rather small extent
19.2%

Who is Who in the Gaza War: Polarized Views

Among those who are well or at least moderately informed on the topic, one quarter did not
express an opinion about who is most responsible for the conflict in Gaza, while 24% believe
the USA and the US government to be the main culprits. The share of those interested in the
topic blaming one of the two main sides of the war is lower - with 12% pointing to Hamas and
11% to the Israeli government. Only 6,8% see the EU as the main actor responsible for the
conflict.
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Figure 11: Opinions on the Actor Most Responsible for the Current Conflict in Gaza
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Given the relatively limited awareness of young people of the Gaza war and moderate-to-low
level of interest in following the topic in the information space, it is not surprising that
respondents were deeply divided in their opinions when asked if the attacks of either Israel
or Hamas against the other party are justified. Over 40% are unsure, while among the rest,
around 37% disapprove of military action on either side, and only 21% justify Hamas’ attack
on Israel from 7 October 2023 fully or to some extent. Similarly, only 23% agree (fully or
somewhat) that Israel was right to launch a counterattack on Hamas.

Respondents are also split in their opinions of Hamas as an organization, with slightly more
willing to condemn it as a terrorist organization (33,4% agreeing mostly with this statement,
while 27% disagreeing), while 26% tend to agree that it defends the rights of Palestinians
(30,8% disagree).

At the same time, 37% of respondents who follow the topic tend to agree that Israel is
committing genocide against Palestinians in Gaza, while 26% disagree. In either case, nearly
40% of respondents are unsure what to think of either statement. This indicates that young
people are having a hard time understanding the complexities of the war and forming a firm
opinion.
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Figure 12: Perceptions of Israel and Hamas’ Actions
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Misleading Narratives about the Israel-Hamas Conflict: a Split Stance

Given that young people seem to be divided in their opinions on the Israel-Hamas war, and
also struggle to assess which information on the topic is accurate, it is key to understand to
what extent pro-Kremlin narratives about the war have taken root among this target group.
The survey tested the level of approval of seven narratives that are most often disseminated
in the Bulgarian information environment by pro-Kremlin sources. These were tested on the
entire sample, not only with those informed on the topic, to assess if these narratives have an
impact on young people’s attitudes, regardless if they have good prior knowledge on the topic
or not.

For all seven narratives, the share of those who are unsure and neither agree, nor disagree
ranges between 37% and 40%.

The most believable narratives are anti-Western - namely those portraying the West as
leading a global proxy war of which Jews and Palestinians alike are victims (39% approval vs
24% disapproval), and as seeking global hegemony by inciting wars in Ukraine and Palestine
(37,4% agree). Anti-Israel narratives come second with around 32% of respondents mostly
agreeing that Israel has kidnapped kids from Gaza or has global geopolitical dominance and
does as it pleases.
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The narratives that meet somewhat lower approval among the target group include the
notion that Ukraine is supplying weapons to Hamas on the black market (29,6% agree) and
that Israel is a Zionist terrorist organization (31% agree fully or mostly).

Figure 13: Attitudes towards misleading narratives about the Israel-Hamas conflict

(Base: all 1,003 respondents)
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Disinformation Narratives “Closer to Home”: Wider Reach

In comparison to respondents’ attitudes on various narratives about the Gaza conflict, pro-
Kremlin narratives about the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine that is “closer to
home” appear to be more recognisable among young people and approval rates are higher.

o Nearly 50% of respondents agree that the war in Ukraine is the cause for high
electricity and gas prices (only 22% disagree).

o Nearly 45% think that Bulgarian military aid to Ukraine weakens our own defense
capabilities, while 43% believe that military aid to Ukraine is direct participation in
the war.

e A high share of respondents (40%) is undecided on the notion that Ukraine committed
genocide against Russian minorities on its territory, while 36% agree with this
narrative.
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Figure 14: Attitudes towards Pro-Kremlin Disinformation regarding Ukraine

(Base: all 1,003 respondents)
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The survey further tested perceptions of a number of well-established disinformation
narratives, unrelated to the Gaza war, that have been integral to the Kremlin’s disinformation
and manipulation campaigns in the Bulgarian information space, including on Bulgaria’s EU
and NATO membership, its accession to Schengen’3, the Eurozone, as well as on sanctions
against Russia.

The narrative most resonant among young Bulgarians (52% approval) claims that Bulgarian
politicians and the government are serving foreign forces at the expense of national interest.
Over 40% of respondents further tend to accept the misleading statements about the negative
effects of the country’s joining of the Schengen zone or the Eurozone, as well as with anti-
EU/NATO narratives. Another 37% also believe that the sanctions against Russia harm those
imposing them (while only 25% disagree).

The false story of the US-run development of biological weapons in secret laboratories in
Ukraine is found credible by over 37% of respondents, while one quarter do not believe in it.

Opinions are highly divided on the notion of Russia as the only defender of Orthodox values
and Slavic culture against EU encroachment are highly divided, with approval rates (32%) only
slightly lower than disapproval (34,5%).

3 Georgiev, G., Webs if Deceit: Online Information Manipulation Networks in Bulgaria and Romania, Sofia:
Center for the Study of Democracy, 2025.
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Figure 15: Attitudes towards Anti-Western Disinformation Narratives

(Base: 1,003 respondents)
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While young people’s pro-Russian orientation is not as explicit as among the general
population (18 and older), anti-EU/NATO or other misleading narratives disseminated by the
Kremlin are taking hold among young people.

The comparison of perceptions of various Gaza-related narratives with those of pro-Kremlin
messages targeting relatable domestic issues, indicates that Bulgarian youth is more
susceptible to the latter, which are well recognizable and entrenched in the local information
environment. In youth's perceptions, the Israel-Hamas war appears as a distant foreign
conflict that is little understood and does not feature prominently on their social media feeds.
However, while they mostly reject the military attacks of either side in the war, anti-Western
and anti-Israel statements are clearly taking hold including conspiracy narratives.

Coupled with low media literacy rates, a highly captured media environment in Bulgaria and
insufficient skills to assess the credibility of information on politics and world affairs, the
results amplify the need for decisive action against further cognitive capture among
susceptible social groups such as youth.
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What’s Next

The Israel-Hamas conflict has become a prime example of how pro-Russian actors exploit high-
stakes international crises to spread false or misleading narratives in Bulgaria’s fractured
media environment. From claims about biased Western hegemony to allegations of Ukrainian
arms trafficking, disinformation tactics adapt quickly to generate public confusion, deepen
distrust in government and institutions, and distract from the Kremlin’s own geopolitical
maneuvers. Combined with insufficient oversight of media funding and ownership, these
manipulative strategies erode Bulgaria’s resilience as an EU and NATO member state. By
unveiling the key amplifiers, dominant narratives, and digital platforms that perpetuate these
falsehoods, this report underscores the pressing need for coordinated efforts to protect
democratic discourse in Bulgaria and maintain unity against external malign influences.

Efforts to counter disinformation in Bulgaria should include the full and effective enforcement
of EU sanctions targeting Kremlin-linked media outlets. A critical next step is also enhancing
Bulgaria’s capacity to identify and regulate platforms that republish or amplify Kremlin-
controlled narratives. Strengthening the strategic communication units within relevant
ministries and state agencies, based on best practices from EU counterparts, will require
adequate funding, access to advanced technology, and intelligence tools to counter
disinformation more effectively. At the same time, public awareness and education initiatives,
developed in collaboration with civil society, must focus on promoting media literacy and
critical thinking among the general public, including the integration of disinformation
identification into national education curricula. To ensure consistency and coherence in these
efforts, a comprehensive strategic communication plan with regular evaluation mechanisms
is essential, allowing Bulgaria to adapt to evolving threats and stakeholder feedback. Finally,
proactive collaboration with NATO, the EU, and international allies will ensure that Bulgaria’s
work against pro-Kremlin narratives forms part of a broader, unified response to Russian
geopolitical maneuvers.

The results of the conducted survey and evident general confusion among the young
population over the topic of the Israel-Hamas conflict also spotlight the critical need for
meaningful engagement with younger audiences. Influencer-driven, relatable storytelling
resonates more strongly with youth than animated content or abstract arguments. To
reinforce these online efforts, offline reforms must ensure that school environments promote
tolerance, desegregation, and open dialogue, mirroring the values presented in counter-
disinformation campaigns. Policymakers should work with social media platforms to help
users, particularly young ones, understand algorithmic biases that amplify disinformation,
hate speech, and extremist content. By integrating these educational programs and policy
measures with a whole-of-society approach - uniting government agencies, civil society,
academia, media, and private industry - Bulgaria can create a more resilient information
ecosystem and shield its democratic processes from malign foreign influence.
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