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Significant, unexpected events with long-lasting consequences provide a fertile soil to
conspiracy theories and disinformation. Consequently, the coronavirus-crisis created
considerable demand for news about the epidemic, including deceptive claims that explain
the events surrounding COVID-19. As the epidemic got more and more serious, the supply of
disinformation narratives concerning it rose. Thus, a second wave of the virus will likely be
accompanied with another peak in COVID-related manipulative articles. Additionally,
economic uncertainty in the wake of the epidemic could also raise demand for geopolitical
narratives highlighting the success of eastern regimes in contrast with the ailing West.
The crisis is an opportunity for various actors, such as geopolitical players (mainly Moscow
and Beijing), local populist forces, disinformation sites and anti-vaxxers to advance their
own agenda. The Kremlin sees COVID-19 as a chance to boost its efforts to erode trust in the
Western politico-economic system and institutions. Beijing wants to defer blame for the
coronavirus epidemic to the US and portray itself as a reliable partner internationally. Local
populist political actors use the pandemic to improve popular support for their policy
initiatives (e.g., concerning the EU, international cooperation or migration), which are often
in line with the goals of non-EU authoritarian actors. This does not always mean that these
players openly support Moscow or Beijing.
The crisis might initially have challenged anti-vaxxers, but they will be more active than ever
in discrediting any coronavirus vaccines. This could be a fundamental threat to all nations
affected by the pandemic, as it is impossible to reach herd immunity without adequate
vaccination rates.
Most narratives spread internationally by geopolitical players, populists, conspiracy
theorists and anti-science movements are prevalent in the media environments of Visegrád
states as well. The articles in our V4 sample can be categorized in five groups: (1) narratives
concerning domestic politics that deepen political divisions; (2) those contrasting the failure
of the EU in crisis management with the success of authoritarian regimes; (3) other
geopolitical narratives, mostly concerning the origin of the virus; (4) conspiracy theories about
global elites spreading the virus deliberately; and (5) public health related issues. The
narratives spread by Russia and China have infiltrated the V4 media environments, just like
others in Europe.
There is a strong, concentrated attack on the EU. The basic underlying narratives concerning
the Union were quite similar in the V4. The EU’s initial slow reaction to the crisis and member
states’ unwillingness to help Italy opened a window of opportunity to disseminate anti-EU
narratives. The articles in the V4 sample claim that the EU was idle during the crisis and even
hindered the crisis management efforts of member states. This served as proof that
globalization is over and nation-states are much more effective in dealing with problems than
international institutions. In contrast, Russia, China and in, some cases, Cuba were depicted
as nations delivering aid to virus-stricken countries in Europe. Several narratives about the
coronavirus, including EU-related claims, are not new, but old claims repackaged into the
context of COVID-19.
Coronavirus-related disinformation pose both long-term and short-term threats. Narratives
about the EU and authoritarian regimes, the virus’s alleged American or Chinese origins seek
to influence public opinion and will likely have considerable effects in the long-term. However,
false news about actors deliberately spreading the virus, narratives minimizing the
seriousness of COVID-19 and anti-vaccination claims might pose immediate public health
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threats by potentially making people question the need for measures seeking to slow down
the spread of the pandemic or halting progress towards herd immunity via vaccination.
More needs to be done against disinformation. Even governments and institutions with the
political will to counter disinformation have in many cases failed to implement effective
measures. The coronavirus and the disinformation spread about it are a good indication that
even more has to be done to step up against this phenomenon both on the European and
national levels.

Policy recommendations
•

•

•

•

•

•

Legal steps against those who spread hoaxes is not an efficient, long-term solution. Legal
provisions against those who spread hoaxes should be formulated very clearly and only apply
to very specific situations. The new Hungarian law on hoaxes spread during a state of
emergency is, in contrast, vague and, as recent cases show, can be applied in almost any case.
This has a very serious effect on the freedom of speech, which is not proportional to its
efficiency in stopping the dissemination of disinformation. In any case, the legal approach is
not a suitable long-term solution to the problem.
Strong, independent public media is essential to provide the broadest possible layer of
citizens with accurate information. Hungarian and Polish public media are under the
government’s control, and their contents follow the cabinet’s narratives uncritically. However,
one of the main pillars of combating disinformation should be a public broadcaster that
disseminates the views of a wide range of political, economic and social actors and facilitates
a debate between those views. This could not only improve the quality of political debates but
also increase trust in public media.
Media outlets should also tackle the issue of disinformation directly, informing the
population about deceptive narratives spreading about important events. However, they
should avoid “advertising” disinformation sites by including their names in their articles or
links to their contents.
Authorities must inform the public clearly about any measures they are planning to take,
even those that have a potentially negative effect for their own popularity. Ineffective
communication by particular actors – states, governments, institutions – and the
underestimation of the messages carried by some of their trivial political actions, like showing
up to welcome any Chinese deliveries of medical products, can open windows of opportunities
to deceptive claims. In addition to traditional methods, messaging applications such as
WhatsApp, Viber and Telegram are potentially useful avenues for sharing factual information.
One good example is a Viber chatbot introduced by the WHO, which allows users to request
the latest data about the pandemic, as well as healthcare advice.
Preparing students to navigate information is a crucial long-term solution. The coronavirus
did not change disinformation methods and narratives, they just received a new coat of paint.
Thus, if there had been political will, most Western states – including Hungary – could have
been better prepared to combat fake news with dangerous public health and potential
political implications. Thus, states should think about implementing media literacy training
into school curricula, which can prove to be a moderately effective long-term solution to
disinformation.
Teaching students about the basic characteristics of liberal democracy and international
organizations. Numerous disinformation narratives build on a general lack of knowledge
about the operation of democratic societies, the free press and international organizations
such as the EU and NATO. Consequently, educating students on these issues in a non-partisan
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manner can be an essential aspect in protecting the population against information
manipulation.
It is important to improve cooperation with tech giants on the European level and
implement regulations that help slow the spread of disinformation online without harming
the freedom of speech. European institutions will have to accelerate plans to regulate social
media companies’ efforts to combat misinformation. European rules should be aimed at
pushing social media companies to tune their algorithms to avoid the creation of “information
bubbles” and make people see opinions that differ from their own.
Facebook should find official fact-checking partners for every language. Even though
coronavirus-related disinformation poses more threats to societies than manipulative claims
on other issues, deceptive articles and posts continue to be highly prevalent on the social
media giants’ platforms. This is especially true in smaller languages, for which Facebook has
no official fact-checkers. While the company has made progress, for instance they have an
official fact-checker in the Czech Republic, some languages, such as Hungarian, are still not
covered.
The EU and member states should spend more on independent journalism. The EU should
offer more resources to independent journalists, partly to cover European affairs more
closely, bringing it closer to citizens. Fact-checking initiatives should also be supported as a
potential resource for experts and journalists. The EU did launch several initiatives in the wake
of COVID-19, but these will have to be maintained even after the epidemic is dealt with.
Member states need to pour more resources into the training of journalists, primarily because
information has become an essential aspect of politics and national security.
Anti-populist actors need to develop positive counter-narratives and disseminate them
effectively. Anti-populist forces in the EU and member states (democratic politicians, NGOs,
civic initiatives, youth activists, public intellectuals, scholars) need to create positive narratives
on what the Union and NATO are doing to help countries struggling with the crisis. In contrast,
the particularities of Eastern aid (e.g., it is paid, it is available there because that is where PPE
is being manufactured, quality concerns) must not be forgotten either. These statements have
to be kept basic and understandable. The narratives have to be disseminated to the broadest
possible layer of the population.
Cybersecurity is important. European, national and local decision-makers should all receive
cybersecurity training to prevent their online accounts from being hacked. Thus, instances
when stolen official documents are manipulated and then published in the frames of
disinformation campaigns could be avoided. Moreover, it is also important to teach the
general population about cyber security issues so they do not fall victim to phishing attacks,
which have become very prevalent during the current epidemic.
Private companies must avoid advertising on disinformation portals. It is the responsibility
of large companies to avoid advertising on portals spreading manipulative content because it
can taint their reputation. Moreover, the successes of Eurosceptic, populist actors generally
supported by these sites could be detrimental to their profitability if they get to implement
their agenda on the European or national level.

Uncertainty is a fertile soil for disinformation
The coronavirus epidemic changed the lives of millions in V4 countries essentially overnight.
Information on the COVID-19 outbreak is scarce: we know little about the virus itself and it is uncertain
how our lives will look exactly until an effective vaccine is developed. The economic fallout of the
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epidemic is also affecting wide layers of the V4 population. Significant, unexpected events with longlasting consequences provide a fertile soil to conspiracy theories and disinformation. 1
The coronavirus has generated significant public attention in all corners of the Earth and the Visegrád
states are no different. The first confirmed cases surfaced in the V4 in early March, which was followed
by the introduction of severe social distancing measures. Consequently, local media have been
following developments related to the outbreak closely ever since January and this only intensified
once the first cases were confirmed in these countries in early March. Considering the strong demand
for information on the virus and that defending against it became practically the only issue in local
politics for months, conspiratorial, disinformation and hyper-partisan websites also started reporting
frequently on the pandemic. These sites regularly offer oversimplified, deceptive explanations
concerning the virus.
In this project, Political Capital and its partners from other V4 states (the Prague Security Studies
Institute from the Czech Republic, the Slovak Institute for Public Affairs – IVO and Polish researchers
from Sastre Consulting) aimed at mapping coronavirus-related disinformation narratives in Hungary,
the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Poland with the help of SentiOne, a social media listening software.
Our goal, first of all, was to see what sort of deceptive coronavirus-related claims the local population
might come across on Facebook in the Visegrád States. We were looking for similarities and
differences between manipulative information disseminated in the four media environments.
Moreover, we wanted to compare the narratives we found to those spread internationally.
To conduct the research, we selected 15 disinformation and hyper-partisan Facebook portals in each
V4 country. We aimed to pick a sample representative of local media outlets frequently spreading
deceptive, manipulative information, disinformation or presenting facts in a highly bipartisan way. The
local samples include a mix of government-controlled media, local populist politicians, sites backing
the local opposition or populist actors, geopolitics-focused disinformation portals, conspiratorial sites,
women’s lifestyle pages and portals focusing on healthcare, vaccinations or esoteric content. Due to
the particularities of local media environments, such as the presence of mainstream governmentcontrolled or dominated sites posting dubious content in Hungary and Poland, the quantitative data
presented below is not directly comparable. Mainstream portals, naturally, have considerably more
resources than fringe sites, which enables the former to post considerably more frequently.
Regardless, the data can help us identify certain trends and draw a few important conclusions.
The social media listening software SentiOne was used to analyze the content published by these
websites between 11 January, when Chinese researchers revealed the draft genome of the virus,2 and
11 April. We used a set of keywords to restrict the results shown by the program to relevant content.
The keyword combination we used was: (coronavirus* OR COVID OR epidemic OR ((China OR Wuhan)

1

Szijjártó Rita, “Lelki szükséglet, hogy legyen egy globális terv a világ romba döntéséről,” 24.hu, April 4, 2020,
https://24.hu/kozelet/2020/04/04/koronavirus-osszeeskuves-elmelet-szocialpszichologia-konteo-krekopeter/.
2
Jon Cohen, “Chinese Researchers Reveal Draft Genome of Virus Implicated in Wuhan Pneumonia Outbreak,”
Science, January 11, 2020, https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/01/chinese-researchers-reveal-draftgenome-virus-implicated-wuhan-pneumonia-outbreak.
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AND virus).3 We restricted our search to Facebook posts, as the social media platform is generally a
very important news source for the population in all Visegrád states.4

Moving with the demand

1. Figure Number of relevant FB posts over time in the V4 (weekly)

Figure 1 shows the number of FB posts published over time by the 15 portals in each V4 country. This
confirms that in the two countries where government-influenced mainstream portals were selected
(Hungary and Poland), the number of articles was considerably higher. The trends in terms of the
number of weekly posts, however, show similarities. The first, smaller peak came in late January, when
case numbers were growing rapidly in Wuhan, and then the number of posts skyrocketed once novel
coronavirus cases were confirmed in the respective countries. Therefore, the number of articles
moved with the perceived demand for COVID-related news. Consequently, the arrival of the second
wave of the pandemic will likely prompt a large number of manipulative articles on the topic once
again.

3

The asterisk after coronavirus was necessary to make the program show us the affixed forms of the word
‘coronavirus’ as well. The part ((China OR Wuhan) AND virus) was necessary because some sites referred to
COVID-19 as the “China-virus” or the “Wuhan-virus”. Some local specificities had to be taken into account as
well: in Hungary, two spellings of Wuhan were used, so we had to add “Vuhan” to our keywords; in Slovakia,
sites used the word ‘pandemic’ instead of ‘epidemic’ in general.
4
Nic Newman et al., “Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2019” (Reuters, 2019),
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/DNR_2019_FINAL.pdf.
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2. Figure Engagement summaries for Hungary (top left), Czech Republic (top right), Slovakia (bottom left)
and the Poland (bottom right)

The total number of articles in the sample was 5,931 in Hungary, 4,628 in Poland, 1,556 in Slovakia
and 923 in the Czech Republic. This is a clear indication that in countries where a number of
mainstream media outlets are involved in disseminating deceptive information, the supply side of
disinformation can be considerably higher.
It must be noted that not all of the articles in the sample contained disinformation; the vast majority
of these articles were factual. Only about 30% of the Hungarian sample, 7-8% of Slovak articles and
about 20% in the Czech sample contained any misleading statements. This could be explained by
multiple reasons. First, some sites might have no interest in falsifying official data. Second, the
(potentially) improved trust in authorities and science could deter some portals from spreading
disinformation about the epidemic. According to an Ipsos poll in Hungary, scientists and the World
Health Organization (WHO) enjoyed the trust of over 50% of the population, although the values fell
from a higher base, by 5 and 11 percentage points, respectively, compared to April. In April, trust in
local health authorities, governmental websites and the government was all over 40%, falling to 41,
7

39 and 32%, respectively, in May.5 Slovak polls have also shown a high level of trust in local authorities.
Opinion polls in Slovakia indicated that the majority of the population expressed quite high level of
trust in the ability of public institutions in combatting the coronavirus and massively supported all
quarantine-type measures introduced by authorities. In a survey conducted in March 2020 by the
MNFORCE company and the communication agency Seesame in cooperation with the Institute of
Sociology of the Slovak Academy of Sciences and the Institute of Social Communication Research of
the Slovak Academy of Sciences, trust in public institutions in the context of the coronavirus crisis was
examined. The results showed that respondents trusted the health care system the most (almost
three-quarters of respondents), almost two-thirds of respondents trusted scientific institutions, the
military (62%) and the central crisis staff (62%). Almost half of the respondents trusted the
government and the prime minister in the context of the corona-crisis.6 According to a survey
conducted by the Slovak Actly polling agency in March 2020, there was strong public support for
governmental measures related to health: the prevention of the spread of the disease (73%),
measures to protect the elderly (66%), the functioning of health care (60%). The plan for the gradual
relaxation of restrictions was supported by 59% of respondents.7
There is one potential reason specific to Hungary, where the police have investigated people spreading
hoaxes about the virus – including some highly concerning examples. For instance, a 64-year-old man
was detained for a government-critical Facebook post, saying that the government timed the easing
of lockdown measures deliberately to a day after the peak of the epidemic.8 A local opposition
politician in Gyula was detained for stating that over a thousand beds were freed in the local hospital.
His post was reported to the police by the Fidesz-affiliated Gyula mayor.9 Both cases were closed
swiftly without further action taken, but they could still encourage self-censorship among the general
population. The law could have forced some Hungarian pages to take more caution regarding COVID19 to avoid possibly losing their ad revenues, but it seemingly failed to have a detrimental effect on
several others. The decision could also be the reason why some Hungarian portals (e.g., Kimondott
Igazságok, A Világ Titkai) deleted conspiratorial articles on the coronavirus that they had posted in
January and February.
Figure 2 shows the number of total engagements the articles received in the four countries. The charts
indicate that Slovak Facebook pages were the most successful in engaging their audience. Despite
the fact that the Slovak sample is less than one-third of the Hungarian one, the former generated more
likes, shares and comments than Hungarian articles.
Looking at individual portals, it is clear that having more resources does not mean that a site can create
engaging content. The number of engagements (likes, shares and comments) on the posts are
important because they help the given message reach a wider audience on Facebook. Analyzing the
total number of engagements per post on the selected sites supports this claim. In Hungary, the
5

“Tartósan megváltoztatta a járvány a mindennapjainkat, ezt mutatja az Ipsos felmérése,” Infostart.hu, accessed
May
19,
2020,
https://infostart.hu/belfold/2020/05/06/tartos-valtozast-hozott-a-jarvany-amindennapjainkban-ezt-mutatja-az-ipsos-felmerese.
6
“Ako sa máte, Slovensko? Zdravotníctvu veríme, o očkovaní nie sme presvedčení.” (sociologia.sav.sk, 2020),
http://www.sociologia.sav.sk/cms/uploaded/3133_attach_TS_ASMS_April2020_2.pdf.
7
“BAROMETER POSTOJOV, SKÚSENOSTÍ A STRATÉGIÍ ĽUDÍ V ČASE PANDÉMIE” (Actly, 2020),
http://www.actly.sk/uploads/Slovakia_Barometer_Pandemics_Wave1_01042020_Actly.pdf.
8
Zrt HVG Kiadó, “Reggel hatkor vitték el a rendőrök a 64 éves szerencsi facebookozót,” hvg.hu, May 12, 2020,
6,
https://hvg.hu/itthon/20200512_Reggel_hatkor_mentek_a_rendorok_a_64_eves_szerencsi_facebookozoert.
9
plankog, “A Fideszes Polgármester Jelentette Fel a Gyulai Ellenzékit Rémhírterjesztés Miatt,” 444, May 18,
2020, https://444.hu/2020/05/18/a-fideszes-polgarmester-jelentette-fel-a-gyulai-ellenzekit-remhirterjesztesmiatt.
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government-controlled Origo generated only 77.5 engagements per post, while several other progovernment pages10 and fringe websites achieved a better result, between 100 and 550. In Poland,
the public broadcaster TVP achieved a very good result in comparison with other local sites, but the
anti-vaccination page STOP NOP proved to be the most engaging with 961 total reactions per post. In
Slovakia, extremist politicians’ pages (far-left MP Ľuboš Blaha and far-right MEP Milan Uhrík), whose
posts almost exclusively contained disinformation, generated by far the most reactions. In the Czech
Republic, the four most popular websites were responsible for 75% of total engagements, and most
of their individual posts, on average, were very engaging as well. It must be highlighted that – naturally
– not all engagements, can be considered as a sign of support for the views stated in the given article.
In terms of publishing engaging posts, official Kremlin- and Beijing-backed sites did not do
extraordinarily well. In Hungary, News Front – a site with presumed official connections to the
Kremlin11 – and China Radio International only generated 5,3 and 9,3 engagements per post,
respectively. Meanwhile, the pro-Russian “Orosz Hírek” portal received almost 550 reactions per
article. In Poland, neither Sputnik Poland, nor the local branch of China Radio International did well
(22 and 11,9 engagements, respectively). Sputnik Czech Republic can be considered more successful
(199,1 per post), but they were overtaken by several, often less popular portals. One of the reasons
for the latter’s relative success can be that Sputnik CZ is also aimed at informing the Slovak audience.
Overall, while more popular pages, naturally, reach more people and thus generate more total
engagement in general, popularity, resources or topics covered do not seem to predict how engaging
their individual posts can be. There is one important conclusion that can be drawn: the narratives of
foreign authoritarian actors, when spread directly, generate relatively low interest. However, local
players ranging from conspiracy theorists through populist political forces to the local allies of
Moscow and Beijing are much more successful in spreading narratives aligned with Russian and
Chinese interests.

The Kremlin, Beijing, populists, anti-vaxxers are all aboard the COVID-19 train
Before focusing on narratives in the V4, we must summarize the disinformation narratives spread
internationally about the coronavirus by geopolitical actors, populist politicians and anti-vaccination
groups.

Geopolitical chess: blaming the West
The East Stratcom Task Force of the European External Action Service has called attention to state
sponsored coronavirus-related disinformation spread by Kremlin-backed media and Chinese actors
ever since the early days of the crisis. The EEAS found that the number of articles published by the
sites monitored by them jumped considerably in March, which matches the trends seen in the V4. The
Task Force identified five highly popular narratives in the international context: (1) the US created the
virus, (2) the EU failed to respond to the crisis, (3) the coronavirus is not serious, (4) the Covid-19
epidemic is a secret plan implemented by the global elites and (5) the coronavirus was made by

10

A distinction has to be made between government-controlled and pro-government pages in Hungary.
Government-controlled pages belong to the Central European Press and Media Foundation (KESMA) and are
rumored to receive instructions on what to report on and how to approach these issues from the central
administration. Pro-government portals are separate from KESMA but unequivocally back the government.
11
Patrick Beuth et al., “Fake News: War without blood,” Die Zeit, February 26, 2017, sec. Digital,
https://www.zeit.de/digital/internet/2017-02/bundestag-elections-fake-news-manipulation-russia-hackercyberwar/komplettansicht.
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NATO.12 Reports of the task force indicate that the media outlets monitored by them started returning
to their pre-COVID topics in mid-to-late May.
Russia sees the Covid-19 epidemic as another opportunity to sow discord in Western societies and
erode trust in the Western institutional system and organizations, including liberal democracy,
globalization, NATO and the EU. The Kremlin also sees the crisis as a pretext to lobby for lifting
sanctions against Russia. Moscow is not subtle about the latter: a resolution proposed by Russia to
the UN General Assembly called for abandoning unilateral sanctions without approval from the UN
Security Council13 – and the international sanctions against Moscow have, in fact, not been approved
by the Council. The Kremlin might also be hoping that the leaders of EU member states Russia
delivered aid to would be more inclined to veto the sanctions policy implemented by Brussels in
response to Russian activities in Ukraine.14
Beijing is not sitting idly either. An EP briefing notes that even Chinese officials are spreading
misleading claims pinning the blame for the virus on the US or allegations that the epidemic was
already in Italy in November 2019, before it surfaced in China. China seeks to stop any actor from
tying the coronavirus to the country and divert attention from the fact that they suppressed
information about COVID-19 in the early stages of the outbreak. Moreover, the communist regime
is trying to use the crisis to improve its lobbying power in EU institutions and member states, proven
by the fact that they seem to have been successful in forcing the EEAS to soften the language in one
of their reports.15
The EU quickly became one of the main targets of the Kremlin. The window of opportunity to do this
was created by the relatively slow reaction of European institutions and EU member states to the
epidemic, not to mention the fact that initially European nation states were unwilling to coordinate
and cooperate with each other to help Italy.16 Regardless of the fact that later the EU and its member
states started playing an active role in combatting the crisis,17 pro-Kremlin narratives revealed by the
EEAS continue to claim that the EU is not doing anything against the virus and thus the European
population does not even need Brussels.18 Parallelly, aid delivered by Russia, China or even Cuba to
EU member states are praised regularly. The authoritarian states, allegedly, are helping where the
Union failed for humanitarian reasons.19 Pro-Russian portals rarely report on issues with the quality
12

“Repeating A Lie Does Not Make It True,” EU vs DISINFORMATION (blog), April 9, 2020,
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/repeating-a-lie-does-not-make-it-true/.
13
“UN Calls for Scaling Up All Efforts to Confront Pandemic,” The New York Times, April 20, 2020, sec. World,
https://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2020/04/20/world/europe/ap-un-virus-outbreak-un-resolution.html.
14
Nicola Biondo, “Mosca Presenta Il Conto: Vuole Che l’Italia Le Dia Una Mano a Togliere Le Sanzioni,” accessed
May 19, 2020, https://www.linkiesta.it/2020/05/aiuti-russia-italia-coronavirus/amp/.
15
“China Put Pressure on EU to Soften Coronavirus Disinformation Report,” POLITICO, accessed April 29, 2020,
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/04/25/china-put-pressure-on-eu-to-soften-coronavirus-disinformationreport-207797.
16
Elisabeth Braw, “The EU Is Abandoning Italy in Its Hour of Need,” Foreign Policy (blog), accessed April 29, 2020,
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/03/14/coronavirus-eu-abandoning-italy-china-aid/.
17
“Overview of the Commission’s Response,” Text, European Commission - European Commission, accessed
April
29,
2020,
https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/health/coronavirus-response/overviewcommissions-response_en.
18
“The European Project Is Dead, EU Is Incapable of Handling the Coronavirus Crisis,” EU vs DISINFORMATION
(blog), accessed April 28, 2020, https://euvsdisinfo.eu/report/european-project-is-dead-eu-is-incapable-ofhandling-the-coronavirus-crisis/.
19
“The US and EU Put Profit before Health, Unlike the Socialist Countries That Are Helping Italy,” EU vs
DISINFORMATION (blog), accessed April 28, 2020, https://euvsdisinfo.eu/report/the-us-and-eu-put-profitbefore-health-unlike-the-socialist-countries-that-are-helping-italy/.
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of Russian20 or Chinese21 aid, and when they do, they simply attack those who did raise such concerns,
for instance by accusing them of “Russophobia.”22

3. Figure "China, Cuba, Russia: human solidarity." Source:
https://twitter.com/timand2037/status/1242735522780524544/photo/1

Allegations spread by Chinese officials are also repeated by international pro-Kremlin media. They
claim, for instance, that the virus was developed and released by the United States:23 the epidemic
could have been started by the USAID24 or the US military at the Military World Games in Wuhan.25

20

The Moscow Times, “80% of Russia’s Coronavirus Aid to Italy ‘Useless’ – La Stampa,” The Moscow Times,
March 26, 2020, https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2020/03/26/80-of-russias-coronavirus-aid-to-italyuseless-la-stampa-a69756.
21
Keith Bradsher, “China Delays Mask and Ventilator Exports After Quality Complaints,” The New York Times,
April 11, 2020, sec. Business, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/11/business/china-mask-exportscoronavirus.html.
22
“The Italian Newspaper ‘La Stampa’ Spreads Russophobic Fake News on Russian Coronavirus Aid to Italy,” EU
vs DISINFORMATION (blog), accessed April 28, 2020, https://euvsdisinfo.eu/report/the-italian-newspaper-lastampa-spreads-russophobic-fake-news-on-russian-coronavirus-aid-to-italy/.
23
“Coronavirus Is an American Instrument of Biological War,” EU vs DISINFORMATION (blog), accessed April 28,
2020, https://euvsdisinfo.eu/report/coronavirus-is-an-american-virus-that-got-out-of-hands/.
24
“USAID Is a CIA-Affiliated Terror Group That Created the Coronavirus,” EU vs DISINFORMATION (blog),
accessed April 28, 2020, https://euvsdisinfo.eu/report/usaid-is-a-cia-affiliated-terror-group-that-created-thecoronavirus/.
25
“Coronavirus Is Definitely an Act of American Warfare,” EU vs DISINFORMATION (blog), accessed April 28,
2020, https://euvsdisinfo.eu/report/coronavirus-definitely-an-american-warfare/.
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Washington’s alleged goal was to weaken China26 and mobilize NATO against Russia.27 Bill Gates,28 gay
marriage,29 the media and big pharma,30 and the global elites were also blamed for the virus, who,
among others, wanted to introduce “total societal control” with the virus.31 While some of these
narratives described the coronavirus as a serious threat, others claimed that it is a fake designed to
force vaccination and dictatorship32 on people. Several articles claimed that there are easily accessible
treatments for the virus, such as vitamin C or zinc, instead of special antivirus medicine or
vaccination.33
While the EU has very limited healthcare competences, it will be able to play a key role in economic
recovery after the pandemic. In this regard, the swift agreement in the European Council on the next
Multiannual Financial Framework and the Next Generation EU package was a crucial step, although
the process is not finished yet, as it needs the consent of the European Parliament and national
legislatures. Another important aspect of the recovery process will be how nation states will utilize
European funding. A failure to help boost the European economy would open new gates to foreign
and domestic disinformation efforts, and potentially make the local population and political forces
turn increasingly to the East, particularly China, to help counter the economic effects of the pandemic.

New arguments against migration
The migration crisis that has thematized the European public discourse since 2015 contrasted
humanitarian and national security related considerations. COVID-19 added public health concerns
into the equation. Anti-immigration political forces that had focused on arguments strictly restricted
to national security now include public health concerns as a reason for rejecting immigration. French
activists have been demanding that non-white populations are sent back to their “home” in light of
the crisis, while Marine Le Pen lashed out on Mosques for allegedly “taking advantage of the
confinement orders.”34
The case in Italy is similar. Since January, former Italian Minister of Interior Matteo Salvini has been
demanding since January to seal the country’s borders because immigrants could spread the disease
26
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there. He even demanded that Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte resigns because he allowed a ship with
asylum-seekers on board to dock in the country. Salvini said that it is irresponsible to let migrants
enter Europe because there were active cases in Africa, although it was only a single case at the time.
35
Some anti-migration attacks are now directed towards the Chinese, as numerous far-right sites
blame China for deliberately starting the epidemic.36

How does it affect anti-vaxxers?
Anti-vaccination movements have been in the crosshairs since the start of the epidemic. US President
Donald Trump, a vaccine skeptic, has been very hopeful that the coronavirus vaccine is ready as soon
as possible. Celebrities or politicians who continue to spread anti-vaccination views are criticized by
their followers. Anti-vaccination movements reacted to the crisis by minimizing the seriousness of the
virus: the Oregonians for Healthcare Choice group argued that the goal of hysteria concerning the
pandemic is to take away people’s right to reject vaccinations, while an article of Greed Med Info even
questions the existence of the virus. The Weston A. Prove Foundation claimed hygiene-related
recommendations are “bad.”37
The virus has had a potentially negative effect on anti-vaccination movements in some countries so
far; it seems to have made some anti-vaxxers question their views. France 24 compared two polls:38
in 2018, one-third of French respondents said vaccinations were unsafe, but a recent survey showed
that only 18% of the population would reject a vaccine for COVID-19. In Italy, according to virologist
Dr. Roberto Burioni, the anti-vax movement “essentially disappeared.”
However, this is not the case elsewhere. In the US, numerous anti-lockdown protests had connections
to anti-vaccination groups, like the Freedom Angels Foundation.39 Additionally, a US survey found that
only 38% of vaccine sceptics and 56% of self-identified vaccination opponents would get a COVID-19
vaccine, compared to 77% of all Americans. Researchers say that if enough citizens forego
administering the vaccine, herd immunity would not be reached. Thus, anti-vaccination views will
continue to pose a public health threat. A new group, the so-called “anti-maskers” emerged, who are
using very similar tactics to anti-vax groups, threatening public health efforts.40
Even if it was harmed initially by the pandemic in some places, the anti-vaccination movement will be
more active than ever in trying to discredit any coronavirus vaccine. The Russian coronavirus vaccine,
the first registered, could even strengthen their cause. The vaccine has not been tested properly, and
if it proves to be inefficient or cause serious side-effects, it could be a blessing in disguise for antivaxxers.
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Similar tunes are played in the V4
The selected portals in the V4 have covered a wide range of issues related to the coronavirus epidemic,
most of which are prevalent internationally as well. The narratives they disseminate can be
categorized in the following groups: (1) domestic political debates concerning crisis management; (2)
the failure of the EU to handle the crisis and the success of the East; (3) geopolitical issues, primarily
concerning the origins of the virus; (4) conspiracy theories about the global elites; (5) public health.

Deepening societal divisions
Domestic political debates were mainly prevalent in Hungary and Poland, where the sample included
government-influenced and pro-opposition portals. In Hungary, the early debates focused on whether
migration would play a part in spreading the crisis, as the first cases in Hungary involved Iranian
students returning from home. Hungarian MEP Donáth Anna told ATV she could not believe PM
Orbán’s luck when it was revealed that the first cases were not Hungarian citizens. She was promptly
labelled as “anti-Hungarian.”41 The Hungarian government emphasized regularly in early March that
protecting the border is more important than ever, as illegal immigrants – most of whom allegedly
pass through Iran on the way to the EU – could carry COVID-19 into the continent.
Debates in Hungary then moved onto the government’s authorization law allowing the government
to rule by decree in certain policy fields and crisis management efforts. Pro- and anti-government sites
provided a black-and-white view of the situation, only supporting their own side and the other “tribe”
could never get anything right. The Hungarian opposition was consistently labelled as “traitors,”
stating that – as Speaker of the House László Kövér put it – “this opposition is not part of the Hungarian
nation.”42 Portals backing the ruling party also continued spreading disinformation and conspiracy
theories concerning George Soros, who is allegedly behind (almost) all international and domestic
critiques of Budapest. Soros continued to be portrayed as someone with deep influence among
European officials and a person who also controls the domestic opposition. Parallelly, left-wing
opinion portals, while formulating legitimate criticism, added highly emotional, unfounded comments
to their articles, such as calling for pro-government politicians to answer in The Hague for allocating
HUF 1.95 billion for the International Eucharistic Conference during the crisis.43
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In Poland, much of the domestic political coverage by pro-PiS (TVP, wSieci) and anti-PiS (Nie Lubię Pisu, Mam Dość PiS-u) media focused on attacking each other ahead of the planned presidential election.
Pro-PiS pages emphasized the government’s successes in handling the crisis, sometimes with
manipulative data. For instance, on one chart they showed Poland as the country with the highest
number of tests conducted, but failing to disclose that they use different reference dates for different
countries (18 March for Belgium and 29 March for Poland.

4. Figure The misleading data presented by TVP

Anti-PiS pages, which often disseminate content from the popular news site Crodmedia.pl that has a
clear anti-government bias, did not publish clearly manipulative narratives, but aimed at weaponizing
the crisis. Their posts criticized the PiS leaders for defying lockdown measures to attend a ceremony
commemorating the Smolensk crash and the government for taking excessive powers.
The claims made by pro- and anti-government portals in Hungary and Poland are concerning because
they only serve to deepen societal divisions that had already been present before the epidemic, and
which are often generated artificially by local political actors. However, there is a potentially more
concerning “strain” among domestic political narratives, which could raise doubts about necessary
measures to maintain social distancing.
The Polish conspiratorial page Starożytni Kosmici and the anti-vaccination page STOP NOP published
13 articles claiming that the government’s emergency powers are proof that COVID-19 is a pretext for
elites to impose total control over society. Polish-language conspiratorial sites on one occasion
claimed that Italians are setting fire to 5G masts to get rid of the coronavirus, while the PiS is installing
them as people are sitting at home. In the Czech Republic, articles questioning the severity and impact
of COVID-19 were also used to criticize the government’s restrictions.
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5. Figure ‘Italians are fighting Coronavirus, getting rid of 5G towers! PiS installs 5G and says: “stay at home!”’

It is simple: The EU failed; the East succeeded
Contrasting the EU’s and Western governments’ actions in managing the crisis with those of Eastern
authoritarian regimes was a prevalent topic in all four Visegrád states.
The basic underlying narratives concerning the EU were quite similar in the V4. The EU’s initial slow
reaction to the crisis and member states’ unwillingness to help Italy opened a window of opportunity
to disseminate anti-EU narratives. The articles in the V4 sample claim that the EU is idle in the crisis
and even hindered crisis management efforts of member states. This served as proof that globalization
is over and nation-states are much more effective in dealing with problems than international
institutions.
Hungarian portals said that the European Center for Disease Control’s (ECDC) report on 14 February,
in which it stated that there is a low risk of contracting the coronavirus in Europe, showed the EU’s
lack of preparedness. Another text quoted Marine Le Pen, who said the EU gave “deadly instructions.”
EPP chairman Donald Tusk was attacked because he “admitted” that the EU acted slowly but wanted
to “punish” everyone who said so.44 Portals in the country were upset at Brussels for deciding to
monitor the Orbán government’s authorization law and because it did not provide Hungary with any
financial assistance. While the Hungarian government’s anti-EU narratives served the purpose of
making a scapegoat out of the Union for the population’s upcoming economic hardships, the Polish
ruling party attacked the EU to mobilize its electorate for the presidential elections. Hungarian progovernment media also actively spread claims that Western states, and in particular Sweden, are
44
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mishandling the coronavirus epidemic, while Eastern European countries and non-EU authoritarian
regimes are doing a good job at it.
In Slovakia, one of the main anti-European actors was ĽSNS MEP Milan Uhrík, publishing several
articles on his FB profile, in Hlavné správy and Extra Plus. In one of his posts, he called the EU’s
response a “shame” and stated that “The EU is doing nothing again! While in China they built a hospital
10 days, here in Brussel they just poured another coffee into a cup in that time”45 The MEP said
Brussels was “crazy” because it wanted to resettle migrants from Greece to other EU member states,
while Europeans cannot even move in their own cities.46 The Slobodný výber raised doubts about EU
cooperation by alleging that German police confiscated a truck with medical supplies bound for
Prague.47 In the Czech Republic, articles argued that member states are better equipped to deal with
the crisis, implying that Prague would be better off outside of the European Union.
These claims were in stark contrast to narratives about the generous help of Russia and China, but in
some instances even Cuba. Most portals in the V4 sample focused on the delivery of protective
medical equipment by Russia to Italy, as well as national acquisitions of such products. Multiple posts
summarized the contrast created by these two parallel narratives in simple sentences: “China and
Russia helped, Brussels did not”48 or “Apart from Russia, Italy was supported by China and Cuba. And
what about EU member states?”49 – they claimed. The Hungarian government uses this narrative to
justify its pro-East foreign policy orientation, and several pro-government portals are reporting on
every single shipment arriving to Hungary from China and Turkic Council members. The fact that
Budapest actually paid for the Chinese equipment never came up in these reports, making Beijing look
more like a charity than a business partner. In Poland, Moscow-backed media argued against antiRussia sanctions, which exacerbated the current economic crisis, so they should be lifted to allow
countries to cope with the pandemic more effectively.
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6. Figure "Thank you! And the EU? It is not helping at all"

In Slovakia, Milan Uhrík asked what those “bad” Russians are doing, answering his own question by
praising Moscow for sending aid to Italy – which will only be rewarded by the EU by maintaining the
“nonsensical” sanctions against the country.50 Far-left actors in Slovakia, meanwhile, were active in
praising China for its successful handling of the crisis and aid to Europe. They quickly declared the
“communist miracle’s” victory over the coronavirus. Former Slovak Communist Party vice-chair Karol
Ondriaš mocked the “dilettantism” of democratically elected leaders in responding to the coronavirus
despite that they had had all the necessary data from China. Hlavné správy even said that the West
would “sacrifice” their older population.51 Another far-left politician, Ľuboš Blaha accused Slovak
politicians criticizing China of “treason,” adding that it is the US that treats Europe as an enemy, while
China helps. The same narratives were present in the Czech Republic, where it was also mentioned
that Bratislava successfully acquired medical support from Moscow, while Prague could not.
Official Chinese media in Hungary and Poland were active in promoting Chinese assistance to Europe
and other countries and praising its own responses to the crisis. The Hungarian branch once
mentioned that European political systems were less effective in responding to COVID-19 than that of
China. CRI Poland declared Beijing a global leader in responding to the crisis. However, in general,
50
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China Radio International did not attack the European Union directly, it rather focused on depicting
itself as a reliable partner for European institutions and its member states. In contrast, the US is
attacked regularly for exacerbating the situation, for instance by suspending funding to the WHO, and
for focusing on blaming the epidemic on China instead of managing the crisis.

7. Figure "Countering the global agony of COVID-19. Source:
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202003/13/WS5e6aeb2ca31012821727ed3c.html

Playing the blame game
Geopolitical narratives were more divergent in the V4. That said, the question of the virus’s origins
was an important issue in almost all countries from the very beginning of the reporting period. There
are two competing narratives in this regard: one set of articles suggests that COVID-19 is a US-made
biological weapon, while another claims it is something that escaped from a laboratory in Wuhan.
Later, in some articles, it was noted that the Wuhan lab had some connections to the United States or
Bill Gates.
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8. Figure Post promoting the theory that COVID-19 is from a Chinese laboratory

In Hungary, several articles claiming that the US attacked China with the virus to crush its economy or
stating that it escaped from a laboratory in Wuhan surfaced in January and February. However, most
of these articles were deleted, which might be the consequence of police action taken against COVID19 related fake news. However, the narratives did not disappear: Pro-Russian sites and China Radio
International continued spreading such claims, stating that the virus was developed by the Walter
Reed Army Institute of Research (WRAIR). The virus was then released in the frames of Washington’s
hybrid war on China.52 The “zero patient” was allegedly in the US because Robert Redfield, head of
the Center for Disease Control, told Congress that the cause of death of some earlier flu patients was
re-diagnosed as COVID-19.53
Some pro-government and pro-Russian portals reported on Ukraine in the context of the coronavirus.
They highlighted that Ukrainians – due to a fake letter released in the name of the Ministry of Health,
which they forgot to mention – attacked their compatriots taken home from China.54 Kyiv was
criticized for allegedly intensifying its military activities in the Donbas.55 One text connected wellknown COVID-19 and anti-Ukraine narratives: Ukrainian authorities arrested a woman and accused
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her of separatism because she claimed that the virus was a US biological weapon.56 Some Polish sites
in the sample portrayed Ukraine as a country pushed into a deep crisis in the wake of the coronacrisis.
Polish-language Facebook pages, mainly state-sponsored Russian and Chinese media, focused on
economic issues, mainly the drop in oil prices and raising unemployment. One Sputnik story blames
the US for falling oil prices, describing it as political blackmail.57 These narratives suggest that Russia
is trying to shape the discourse to deflect its responsibility in the oil price war with Saudi Arabia.
Sputnik Poland and some local conspiracy channels took aim at NATO and Western security. Sputnik
presented the possibility of COVID-19 preventing the Defender Europe 20 military exercise from taking
place as a sign of NATO’s weakness. Slovak MEP Milan Uhrík criticized the US for wanting to organize
the “most massive” military exercise amidst the epidemic.58 A few articles tried to present NATO
troops as a public health threat because they allegedly spread the coronavirus. Moreover, Sputnik
speculated that Poland would decide against going through with its purchase of F-35 jets due to the
economic crisis caused by the pandemic.
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9. Figure Oh, what are those "bad" Russians doing!? Source:
https://www.facebook.com/193258414360612/posts/1100480770305034

In Slovakia, as in Hungary, the alleged US origins of the virus was the dominant topic within this group.
Slovak MP Ľuboš Blaha claimed that wherever the Western media discourse is not dominant, there is
a serious discussion about Washington being responsible for the epidemic. Zem a Vek presented
“evidence” that the virus originates from the US: “the United States is the only country in the world
where all five types of the virus have been discovered. In Chinese Wuhan only one of these types has
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been discovered.” This allegedly indicates that “the coronavirus does not originate in China, but in the
US.”59
Czech portals in the sample, as well as one Polish article, claimed on several occasions that the virus
was to blame on Western states, mainly Germany, because they contributed to its spread by
disregarding health risks and enforcing their ideologically-driven migration policy.

A virus to create a new world order
Other COVID-19 related conspiracy theories also started from the assumption that the virus was
created artificially. They generally claimed that certain groups, such as the global elite, the remnants
of the ancient Turkic people called the Khazars,60 financial institutions or big pharma released the virus
to build a new world order, establish total control over societies or gain huge profits. The pandemic,
they say, is a logical product of globalization and, thus, the consequence of the actions of the global
elite and their agents.
In Hungary, several of such conspiracies were being disseminated in January and February, but most
of these posts have been deleted, potentially due to the fact that Hungarian authorities took legal
steps against coronavirus-related disinformation as early as February. Nevertheless, such claims did
not disappear completely. One narrative, which started spreading in late March, essentially merged
all well-known conspiracies into one: they noted that Angela Merkel visited Wuhan in October 2019,
which the “global media” did not report on, the laboratory from which the virus started is owned by
the US, the Gates foundation was also involved in the work of that laboratory, a simulation was held
in New York modelling the spread of a virus causing pneumonia, and Netflix published its series
entitled ‘Pandemic’ in January 2020. 5G was singled out as something that could help the spread of
the virus, proven by the fact – among others – that Wuhan was a city used to test such networks.
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10. Figure Shocking coincidences surrounding the coronavirus: do we really believe it? Source:
https://www.facebook.com/167654416661674/posts/2901684096592012

In Poland, despite the fact that such narratives were being disseminated by niche conspiratorial pages,
similar conspiracy theories generated considerable engagement, especially when lockdown measures
were being tightened. The narratives in this group are not based on facts, instead, they are built on
each other, connected chaotically through invented theories. One page claimed that Bill Gates and
other members of the global elite wanted to use the crisis to implant people with mind-controlling
chips. Event 201 was also cited as evidence that Gates had something to do with the coronavirus. 5Grelated theories played an important role in Poland. These theories hold that 5G will be used to control
the global population through chips implanted into people, to make them “similar to computer
terminals.”61 Another page discussed the involvement of Tesla CEO Elon Musk, who will allegedly
ensure that citizens only travel to government-sanctioned destinations in electric cars. 5G was also
singled out for playing a role in spreading the virus by influencing human cells.
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11. Figure Post claiming that "Italians are fighting Coronavirus, getting rid of 5G towers! PiS installs 5G and says 'stay at
home'"

In Slovakia, Zem a Vek was very active in spreading conspiracy theories about the virus, saying that it
is an artificial phenomenon and will stop when the media will stop to inform about it. According to
the magazine, the coronavirus validates their previous warnings about the insidious intentions of the
global elite. They also quoted David Icke, who argued that “the ultimate goal is to implement the
system predicted by George Orwell in the famous novel of 1984.”62 Bill Gates was a target as well,
resulting in claims that Bill and Melinda Gates are financing vaccine research and want to make money
off compulsory global vaccination or they want to microchip people with their vaccines. Moreover,
the pair allegedly have considerable influence over the WHO, which they used to make the institution
declare a coronavirus pandemic. Czech articles claimed that total societal control will be realized
through increasing internet usage, which allows for a more effective way to manipulate people. Bill
Gates was also targeted by Czech-language content, saying he wants to capitalize on the virus through
his connections with the pharmaceutical industry.

Healthcare-related narratives: a new public health threat?
There were a wide range of healthcare-related claims in all V4 states, mostly concerning the severity
of the virus, vaccinations and other treatments.
In Hungary, left-wing opinion blogs tried to exploit the Hungarian population’s concerns about the
healthcare sector. They claimed, among others, that the Hungarian healthcare system would collapse
if the virus hit Hungary hard or that the government’s inaction meant that 12.5% of COVID-19 cases
in Hungary are healthcare workers. However, in the first case, the claim made was more of an
62
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emotional statement of opinion rather than something factual, while in the second case, no context
was given to explain that this value is not particularly high in an international comparison.
Other Hungarian portals were focusing on making claims that the virus is not really worse than the
common flu, while the food industry is selling foodstuffs that are real “silent killers.”63 A portal
advocating “natural treatments” to a wide range of health problems said people should not panic
because more people die in cardiac arrest than in the virus, but – nonetheless – as a supplementary
option to help fight the coronavirus, they should drink “virus killer” mixes.64 Some wild claims
circulated about other coronavirus treatments as well, including news about a modified sugar
molecule being able to stop the virus or that there is already a medicine that could stop it, but it might
not be in the interest of the pharmaceutical lobby to allow its use. News Front joined in with Ramzan
Kadyrov’s advice of eating garlic and drinking water with lemon and honey, which is supposedly an
effective way to protect oneself against COVID-19.65 Other sites promoted vitamins as a factor that
could help protecting ourselves from the virus, referring to the opinion of Dr. Lenkei,66 who is actually
selling his ‘Dr. Lenkei’ vitamins on his own website. Anti-vaccination narratives generally focused on
claims that the epidemic is used to introduce forced vaccination or microchip people, but claims
openly debating the effectiveness or necessity of COVID-19 vaccination are not prevalent in our
sample. Nevertheless, the narratives discrediting the intentions of those who manufacture the
vaccines can also have a very negative effect on the perception of the vaccine, potentially prompting
citizens to refrain from getting vaccinated. The importance of Vitamin C in preventing the virus was
an important topic on various sites, including the government-controlled Origo.67
Claims that the coronavirus does not exist were popular in Poland. STOP NOP quoted a German doctor
as saying that the pandemic is fake, while other articles discussed a cover-up. Various texts suggested
that the virus is not worse than a common flu.
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12. Figure "Is it true? 'Amazing! German Dr. Wolfgang Wodarg says simply - there is no coronavirus pandemic! He demands
a committee of inquire in the German Parliament for depriving people of their freedom"

In Slovakia, the anti-vaccination online platform Sloboda v očkovaní presented the situation in the
context of the global movement against compulsory vaccination. The platform theorizes that it might
not be a coincidence that the pandemic came precisely at the moment when an anti-vaccination
protest was to be organized in Munich. The outlet concludes that “It is undeniable that the coronavirus
epidemic came on stage at a crucial time when people around the world opposed to the power of
international financial institutions and multinational pharmaceutical companies, which – and this is
no longer a secret – held by the governments of the nation-states in mortal embracement.”68 Several
Slovak portals revealed “information” about various COVID-19 treatment. They claimed that Vitamin
C was highly important in preventing the illness, and it was very important that Wuhan received a
humanitarian shipment of “L-ascorbic acid.”69 Articles criticize the “Western pharmaceutical system”
for suppressing information on safe, cheap drugs used to treat coronavirus patients. One of such drugs
is Vitamin C, which was described as a “credible, clinically demonstrated” method to treat acute
respiratory syndrome or pneumonia.
In the Czech Republic, several pages continued to downplay the impact of the severity of the virus
even after the extent of the problems caused by it became crystal clear.

Kremlin narratives have infiltrated the media space of V4 states
Based on our research, there are numerous similarities between basic narratives spreading in local
V4 media environments, although their potential impact differs due to the different structure of
their media markets.
In Hungary and Poland, where numerous popular pro-government portals are spreading deceptive or
biased claims about public affairs, citizens are more likely to meet disinformation narratives, at least
certain ones, than citizens in countries where manipulative narratives are largely restricted to fringe
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sites. The situation is especially concerning in Hungary, as media under the umbrella of the Central
European Press and Media Foundation (KESMA) and the public broadcaster are both de facto
controlled by the central administration. These government-controlled sites can reach a vast layer of
the audience and have a monopoly over the radio and regional daily markets in the country. ProKremlin geopolitical portals in the Hungarian media space are almost irrelevant, as most deceptive
claims reach the population via the vastly more popular government-controlled sites. Thus,
geopolitical, conspiratorial and other portals focus on topics generally not touched upon by KESMA
media. The purpose of government-influenced portals in both Hungary and Poland is to amplify the
cabinet’s messages, create a majority behind their own public policy proposals and deepen faultlines
between government and opposition supporters, and this is only aggravated by media with a clear
anti-government bias. In these two countries, but especially in Hungary, the governments themselves
have become important sources of disinformation, primarily on domestic political competition,
European affairs and migration. The situation did not change during the pandemic either, most antiEU narratives came from these sources.
Deceptive portals in the individual V4 media markets also differ on what aspects of the crisis they
emphasize. For instance, attacks on NATO were seemingly more prevalent in Poland and Slovakia,
while such narratives were almost completely missing in Hungary. Public health related narratives are
the most prominent is Slovakia, while Polish portals discussed the effects of 5G the most – as they had
done before the crisis.
Regardless of the above-mentioned differences, the narratives spread internationally by Moscow,
Beijing, as well as other actors – including populist forces and local allies of the Kremlin and China –
are present in all four media environments. Anti-EU narratives both internationally and in the V4
advocate for a weaker European Union with less competencies and unanimous decision-making,
which is often described as the “Europe of Nations” concept, emphasizing the importance of nation
states over international institutions. Descriptions of the EU as an inefficient, politically motivated
bureaucracy is not a new phenomenon, these claims simply received a coat of coronavirus paint. There
will certainly be debates about the European Union’s future once the pandemic disappears, and
Kremlin allies, as well as the Hungarian and Polish governments want to position themselves as
advocates for a Europe encompassing stronger nation states, whose “opponents” will presumably be
the alleged liberals and globalists who want to broaden EU competencies – for instance in healthcare
– despite Brussels’s “apparent” failure to handle the migration and coronavirus crises. Consequently,
the manipulative claims spread by Russia-backed portals matches those disseminated by otherwise
fervently anti-Russian politicians affiliated with the Polish ruling party. However, the case of Poland
also shows that not all forces advocating for a weaker Europe are aligned with the Kremlin.
Anti-US and – in some V4 states – anti-NATO narratives are also highly prevalent. Claims about the US
or NATO creating and spreading the virus serve the purpose of deteriorating trust in European
countries in the utility of alliance with the United States, weakening a bond that has already suffered
due to the Trump administration hostile stance towards its own allies. Moreover, numerous articles
refer to Washington’s allegations that China is to blame for the virus because it escaped a laboratory
in Wuhan. This actually strengthens anti-US narratives in two ways. First, it gives substance to claims
that COVID-19 is artificial, not natural. Second, it allows disinformation portals to revisit well-known
narratives about the US being a world police that uses any methods possible to crush its competitors.
While Beijing-backed portals have very little impact in the V4, pro-Russian and conspiratorial sites
reciting Chinese claims reach a wider layer of local audiences.
Various conspiracy theories spread by Kremlin-backed portals are also present in the media domain
of Visegrád states, including completely made-up accusations about the elites wanting to extend social
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control, microchip people or create a world government. These allegations could deteriorate trust in
the Western institutional system and democratic life in the West, and showing that these elites do not
care about democratic ideals, just force their will on people.
The above-mentioned groups mostly consist of narratives already known from before the crisis, but
placed in the context of COVID-19. These seek to manipulate public opinion, mostly via sowing
information discord in societies or influence local populations’ views on various policies. It must be
added that while the Kremlin rarely praises its own decisions openly, in the case of its “aid” delivered
to Europe, it does so regularly, emphasizing Moscow’s humanitarian approach to crisis. In the case of
the Hungarian and Polish governments, they are generally trying to convince the population directly
about their policy choices being right and their opponents’ proposals being against national interests.
Thus, state-sponsored disinformation by these two cabinets creates a more clear-cut, black and white
picture of domestic politics and the world than Kremlin-backed narratives. The effects of the
narratives listed above will likely show their impact only in the long-term.
In contrast, some narratives pose serious, immediate public health threats. Deceptive claims about
the artificial nature of the virus, the involvement of global elites in spreading or releasing COVID-19
and attacks on the pharmaceutical industry are especially dangerous in the current situation. Such
false statements might decrease the effectiveness of measures aimed at slowing down and defeating
the epidemic. This is because people might be less likely to adhere to measures designed to slow the
spread of the virus if they believe the virus was started artificially and those “someones” could just
start another epidemic whenever they want. Making people believe that the virus is not serious at all
or vaccines are dangerous could also have the same effect. Anti-vaxxers will primarily be focusing on
the COVID-19 vaccine, possibly halting the progress towards herd immunity via vaccination.

The anatomy of manipulation did not change with COVID-19
A wide range of disinformation narratives are being spread in the Visegrád states by a variety of
actors with a different set of motivations. The list includes pro-government and pro-opposition
portals, far-right and far-left populist political actors, the official channels of Moscow and Beijing, local
portals backing the Kremlin, conspiratorial sites, and healthcare- and lifestyle-focused portals. Some
of them are spreading disinformation in the frames of more or less centrally-coordinated campaigns,
such as government-controlled (Origo in Hungary, TVP in Poland) and official authoritarian statesponsored sites (e.g., local branches of Sputnik, China Radio International and News Front Hungary),
as well as some of those tied to political forces. A second group is likely made up of actors who do not
receive central instructions but spread a particular agenda that matches their own views. Other actors,
like several conspiratorial sites, are likely indifferent to the veracity of the claims they make and do
not seek to promote any particular agenda, only to increase their income through generating ad
revenues.
The goals of disinformation samples vary based on their motivations to spread manipulative
narratives. Portals taking part in centrally-coordinated campaign seek to advance the agendas of
actors behind them. This includes supporting local or external political actors in creating a favorable
public opinion climate for them or against undesired elements (e.g., the opposition, the EU, NATO).
Moreover, they can aim to sow discord among the population to deteriorate trust in the targeted
institutions, for instance liberal democracy or the free press. The second group of “useful idiots”
mainly repeat or share all arguments that are in line with their beliefs. Their main goal is to justify the
views they personally hold, which is often in line with populist or extremist political forces. Portals
“working” for ad revenues will generally post anything that they believe would increase the number
of their visitors and engagement levels with their contents, and do not care about the effects of their
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work. However, we know very little about public support for the various narratives listed in this study.
One Slovak survey found that 40.6% of Slovaks believed the virus was created artificially and then
spread intentionally. The poll also showed that only 22% of the Slovak population thinks the EU helps
the fight against COVID-19 in the country, while 67.3% thinks the same about China, 45.4% about the
Czech Republic and 24.9% about Russia. According to an April 2020 poll by the Centre for the Study of
Democracy, 45% of Poles believe “some foreign forces or countries internationally spread the
coronavirus.”70 A poll commissioned by the European Council of Foreign Relations (ECFR) pointed out
that only 32% of Poles agreed the EU lived up to its responsibilities during the pandemic.71 A Hungarian
poll by Publicus found that 22% of Hungarians believe the virus was created in China and 13% said it
was manufactured by the United States. 20% of respondents claimed the virus was likely created to
get rid of the older population.72 These values indicate that there is considerable demand for some of
the disinformation narratives uncovered in this research.
The portals in the sample used several well-known methods to mislead the population. Many of the
articles found in the V4 sample are built partially on facts, which were then manipulated and
distorted through additional personal opinions or other forms of manipulation. The inclusion of facts
in narratives helps make them more believable and accepted.
One commonly used method in the sample can be called selective reporting or lack of
contextualization. For instance, European institutions could legitimately be criticized for its slow
reaction to the crisis. However, portals pushing anti-EU narratives rarely reported on other important
elements of the story, such as (1) the Union’s lack of healthcare competences, (2) member states’
initial slow reactions to the crisis and reluctance to help Italy, (3) various EU efforts to mitigate the
crisis such as joint protective equipment procurement tenders and displays of solidarity by member
states, (4) Brussels’ decision to help member states through increased financial flexibility. In the case
of Eastern “aid,” the selected portals rarely mentioned that member states often purchase those
products, so they cannot be called aid, and raise concerns about the quality of Chinese and Russian
goods brought to Europe. They also failed to mention that Russian nationals offered cash to Italians
to film themselves thanking Russia for the coronavirus equipment delivered to the country.73 This
method makes such manipulation the hardest to debunk, as the disseminators can point out the
factuality of their articles and refer to editorial freedom as to why they do not report on other aspects
of the question at hand.
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13. Figure Czech post promoting the vice chair of the Italian Parliament taking down the EU flag. It also promotes Czexit.

In other cases, misleading narratives relied on facts mixed with clearly false information. Event 201
is a good case in point. The event was organized by Johns Hopkins University and partially founded by
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, but – as the organizers themselves made it clear – it did not
simulate a COVID-19 outbreak at all and was in no way preparation for the upcoming crisis.74
Regardless, the event is used as proof that Bill Gates knew in advance that the coronavirus is coming.
Sometimes, the context of factual information is changed. For instance, Robert Redfield did say that
some deaths that had been diagnosed as influenza was reclassified as COVID-19 deaths, but he never
mentioned when these deaths occurred,75 so it cannot be proof that the “zero patient” was in the
United States.
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Creating false connections between unrelated events and facts is another commonly used practice.
For instance, while there are locations where there is a 5G network and the coronavirus is spreading
rapidly, there are also locations where the virus is spreading but has no 5G network at all.76
Finally, several conspiracy theories were spreading with no factual basis at all, such as claims about
the Polish government keeping citizens at home so they can install 5G masts.
The four states follow vastly different methods in terms of protecting themselves against
disinformation in general and coronavirus-related manipulation in particular. The Hungarian
cabinet, which generally does not step up against disinformation, chose to extend the scope of its antihoax legislation to disinformation spread during the state of emergency. This might have led to some
results, as it might have made some portals more cautious and did manage to remove a large
disinformation network from the internet, but its negative effects are disproportionally more severe.
There are numerous anti-disinformation initiatives running in Hungary, but these are not supported
by authorities, so their effect remains limited. However, the legislation – as some cases show – might
threaten the free press and the freedom of speech. The Polish government did not take extra steps to
protect the population against manipulative narratives either, but the AFP press agency is operating a
fact-checking service in the local language,77 which could be an important source for citizens, experts
and journalists.
There are serious Slovak initiatives aimed at countering disinformation run by FB pages, NGOs and
critical media. They have been able to achieve considerable results even before the crisis. For instance,
before the 2020 parliamentary elections various FB pages spreading the propaganda of the right-wing
extremist ĽSNS were shut down.78 In the case of Slovakia, authorities are also involved to some degree,
as the FB page “Hoaxes and frauds” are backed by the Slovak police, receiving almost 20,000 new (as
of 23 March 2020) fans since the start of the corona-crisis.79
In the case of the Czech Republic, state authorities are also aware of the potential damage that COVID19 related disinformation can cause. Prime Minister Andrej Babiš highlighted the risks of conspiracy
theories on his Facebook page. A special unit at the Ministry of Interior, which has been dealing with
disinformation for years, published a list of conspiracy theories and manipulative narratives that are
being spread in the information space.
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Conclusions
Effective measures against coronavirus-related disinformation could contribute to maintaining
popular support for governments and institutions even amidst severe restrictions on social life,
preventing harm caused by alternative medicine promoted by dubious online healers, and
preventing acts of violence, such as attacks on 5G masts in the United Kingdom. Nevertheless, it is
too early to tell whether coronavirus-related theories will have more severe impact in the long-term,
as the end of the pandemic is not yet in sight, and the serious socio-economic consequences are only
now starting to affect vast layers of the population. As far as protective measures against the spread
of the virus are concerned, EU member states are in better shape today than at the beginning of the
first wave. However, they might still not be ready to effectively combat manipulative claims related
to COVID-19.
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