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Preface
The coronavirus pandemic gripped the world at the start of 2020 in the
most unexpected and sweeping manner. COVID-19 has posed not only an
unprecedented health crisis but has also affected all other spheres of life,
including politics, economics and society.
In these circumstances, the Center for the Study of Democracy together
with the Media Programme South East Europe of the Konrad-AdenauerStiftung pioneered an investigation into the impact of the coronavirus on
the condition of media freedom across the Balkan region. Already plagued
by declining journalistic standards, murky oligarchic ownership and foreign
interference, the press has come under renewed challenges. To illuminate
them, media experts from Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia and Albania took part
in an online discussion on 8 May 2020. The main insights which emerged
have informed the current report. It offers a comparative perspective that
details the similarities and differences in the constraints as well as potential
opportunities that the journalistic profession has faced across the four
countries.
What are the main factors that have contributed to the shrinking of the space
for media freedom in Southeast Europe during the coronavirus pandemic?
How has media been concretely affected? Are there opportunities for
democratic revival that can nevertheless be identified in times of crisis?
What could civil society, journalists and pro-democracy institutions do to
deliver better outcomes? Our responses to these queries warrant the key
overall conclusion that the pre-existing trends, which have determined the
deterioration of freedom of expression, have been deepened and reinforced
by the COVID-19 pandemic.
The study has encompassed the timeframe from the introduction of emergency legislation in March 2020 to August 2020. This has allowed us to
observe the impact that the state of emergency, its subsequent lifting and
re-imposition of further restrictive measures exercised on media landscapes in
the Balkans. In line with the significant degree of uncertainty that COVID-19
brought into everyone’s lives, an assumption about the duration of the coronavirus crisis remains in the realm of ‘known unknowns’. Hence, our findings
can be updated and built upon over the course of the development of the
pandemic.
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Yet, one thing is sure: crises shake up our established ways and offer a shift
in perspective. And the lessons learnt from this crisis should make us better
equipped to meet the next turning point.
Ruslan Stefanov
Director, Economic Program
Center for the Study of Democracy
Hendrik Sittig
Director, Media Programme South East Europe
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung

The Shrinking Space for Media
Freedom in Southeast Europe
in the Midst of COVID-19 Pandemic
and State of Emergency:
A Comparative Overview
The Southeast European emerging democracies represent a vulnerable
flank of Europe, as they have all been characterized by a compromised
domestic governance framework resulting from persistent democratic deficits,
institutional deficiencies, economic dependencies and contributing to the
phenomenon of media captured by political-oligarchic interests. These
internal and cross-regional predicaments have reinforced susceptibility to the
malicious designs of authoritarian powers, which have capitalized on Balkan
problems in order to undermine Euro-Atlantic integration and democratic
development particularly by spreading propaganda messages. During the
pandemic, media freedom throughout the Balkans has come under
renewed pressure, expressed in the introduction of legislative infringements
on the free operation of the media, attacks on journalists reporting on
COVID-19, politically self-serving argumentation that the diversity of opinion
should be limited in times of crisis for the sake of the preservation of
public safety, the circulation of disinformation narratives and conspiracy
theories. On the other hand, however, opportunities for democratic revival
have emerged through civil societal push-back against media violations and
governance backsliding.
This study thus sets out to assess the threats and opportunities brought
about by the interaction of pre-existing, continuous trends of deteriorating
media environment in the Balkan region and the new constraining – and
potentially enabling, factors on the exercise of free journalism that the
pandemic has introduced. The assessment is conducted within a conceptual
framework that takes into account three main dimensions contributing to
the shrinking space for media freedom in Southeast Europe (SEE) in times
of COVID-19.
The first dimension refers to domestic politics and social trends as related to the
political handling of the coronavirus pandemic (particularly through emergency
legislation initiating restrictive media regulations) and the accompanying societal
responses (such as through protests against stifling media freedom).
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The second dimension encompasses the international domain and is linked to
the activities of foreign authoritarian states (especially Russia and China), which
have aggressively pushed their disinformation narratives on the coronavirus into
the media space of SEE states.
Third, technological developments have also played a prominent role. The
practices of technological companies, above all Facebook, have once again
come into view as governments’ need for data for coronavirus contact-tracing
has exacerbated concerns about privacy. Yet, social media has also arguably
provided space for enlarging civic debate.
These three dimensions are discussed in relation to the empirical record in
Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia and Albania. The four states are representative of
the differential degrees of integration in the Euro-Atlantic community and
particularly in the EU. Bulgaria and Romania are fully-fledged members of the
Union, Serbia is in the midst of conducting accession talks with Brussels, while
Albania has been most recently invited to commence negotiations. Accordingly,
such a selection allows casting a light on whether the extent of anchoring in
Western institutions cushions the domestically-generated negative repercussions
on media freedom.

Domestic politics and societal developments
Crises test and make even more manifest the gaps as well as best practices,
characteristic of a system of governance. The coronavirus pandemic has
represented an unprecedented public health challenge, which – although global
in nature, has been most tangibly felt domestically. It revealed the extent to
which sound, credible and transparent policy responses could be provided to
tackle the socio-economic fallout from the pandemic.
In the four countries, the coronavirus crisis has exposed long-standing
governance deficits, limited the effectiveness of the policy responses and
was exploited for the introduction of measures restricting fundamental
freedoms. The pervasive and all-encompassing nature of corruption in the
Balkan countries has given rise to the phenomenon of state capture, whereby
instead of public goods, the state capture process delivers systematically
and permanently private goods to captors (or privatizers) of the government
functions. The key consequence of a captured state is thus the maintenance
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of and increase in the privileges of the captors through the utilization of public
office for private gain. Captured states in turn beget captured media, whose
ownership structures and editorial policies are controlled by political-oligarchic
groups. The key media strategy of the latter is to publicly defend their vested
interests rather than to promote quality journalistic output, free debate or
support the core function of the media to hold power-holders into account.
Overall, such major governance vulnerabilities underwrite the compromised
character of the internal accountability and oversight procedures common
to Southeast European countries, which circumscribes the capacity of the
domestic systems to produce policies in the name of the public benefit.
In this political context, the introduction of a state of emergency as the
main and immediate response to the pandemic represented an additional
opportunity for power-grabbing governments to impose constraints on civil
rights, in general, and the free operation of the media, in particular.
Accordingly, a number of general concerns about an acceleration of the
process of democratic backsliding predominated. The way the emergency
legislation was taken up – swiftly and without significant Parliamentary debates,
raised questions about the observance of the role of Parliament as a key
democratic institution. In Bulgaria, the absence of wide-ranging Parliamentary
scrutiny and consultations was particularly visible, while in Romania a
‘militarized’ approach to tackling the coronavirus pandemic was established as
the State of Emergency Decree meant that the country was to be ruled on
the basis of a series of military ordinances.
The scope of the emergency legislation posed a threat to fundamental
freedoms. In the case of Bulgaria, for instance, legal experts sounded a warning
in relation to the fact that an end date of the state of emergency was not
initially indicated in the respective legislative act. Moreover, it was not spelled
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out which civic rights were being curtailed as the authority to introduce an
unspecified set of ‘other measures’ was delegated to the Minister of Health.
The state of emergency also entailed consequences for the conduct of elections.
In Serbia and Romania, parliamentary and local elections were postponed,
giving rise to accusations that the timing of the rescheduling was manipulated
for political reasons. In the Serbian case, the relaxation of lockdown measures
before the elections rescheduled for June 2020 and the attempted re-imposition
of the measures afterwards has been criticized as political maneuvering allowing
the vote to go ahead at a time deemed advantageous by the authorities in
power.
The relaxation of the lock-down measures and repeal of emergency legislation
has been similarly accompanied by suspicions of political cost-benefit calculations
and a further infringement of rights. That is, rising social dissatisfaction with
the severity of social distancing measures and the economic fallout from the
pandemic has led decision-makers to soften those measures and ‘de-escalate’
the state of emergency. Hence, it was fears of a budding anti-government
mood rather than a tangible improvement in tackling the health crisis (as cases
of new COVID-19 infected patients have continued to rise exponentially) that
made politicians reverse their approach to the pandemic.
Yet, the codification of watered-down legislative stipulations into a ‘an emergency
epidemic situation’ in Bulgaria or ‘state of alert’ in Romania were once again
criticized for limiting core freedoms. In Bulgaria, legal experts have argued that
an emergency epidemic situation is still qualified as an emergency, albeit with
a reduced scope referring to public health, and should therefore be declared
by Parliament and not simply be transferred to the authority of the Council of
Ministers and Minister of Health, as it was done.10
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Furthermore, the state of emergency has exerted a negative impact on media
freedom in all four countries. An overall trend can be observed whereby decision-makers pushed for limiting freedom of expression and the diversity of opinions for the supposed sake of the public health benefit. This was justified by the
argumentation that views criticizing government measures aimed at dealing with
the coronavirus crisis could lead to public harm as a result of inciting behavioral
deviance from the measures. In this way, government-provided and sanctioned information was promoted as the primary and most credible source on COVID-19.
One of the most important manifestations of this trend was related to the attempt, or indeed actual ability, to pass excessive regulations against disinformation as part of the emergency legislation. Under the guise of combatting
coronavirus-linked fake news, such regulations went beyond tackling disinformation and restricted freedom of speech by vesting authorities with new powers for controlling the media. In Bulgaria, the introduction of the emergency
legislation was accompanied by a bid to amend the penal code so that prison
sentences and fines be imposed for the dissemination of coronavirus-related
disinformation. Although this legislative initiative was vetoed by the President,
a complementary bill called for the suspension of the operation of websites
that spread disinformation of all kinds and not simply confined to COVID-19.
The bill widened the scope of the Council for Electronic Media’s authority,
which – hitherto only responsible for monitoring radio and television, would
decide without the need for obtaining judicial resolution what constitutes a
disinformation offense.11 Similarly, the decree establishing the state of emergency
in Romania contained provisions, which gave authorities the power to remove
or close websites spreading coronavirus fake news, without granting an opportunity for appeal.12 In Serbia, the government initially passed (but later reversed)
a decree penalizing local institutions from releasing information to media about
the coronavirus that was not sanctioned by the government.13 Ultimately, in the
most outstanding and explicit verbal assault on the media, Albanian Prime Minister Edi Rama issued a pre-recorded voice message, which played before any
outgoing call an Albanian would make, urging the citizens to protect themselves
from the media, among other measures for dealing with the coronavirus.14
11
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Moreover, restrictions on access to information were introduced, which led
to significant obstacles and delays in the ability to obtain data and figures
requested from national authorities. For instance, both Bulgaria and Romania
doubled the amount of time for public bodies to respond to Freedom of
Information requests from 30 to 60 days.15 In contrast, the scope of officially
sanctioned, government communications has been much expanded through
the conduct of live broadcasted press conferences, regularly given by decisionmakers and the health experts composing coronavirus crisis headquarters. Such
press conferences dominated TV time, frequently interrupting ongoing programs,
while selectively determining journalists’ access. As the case studies on Serbia
and Romania reveal, the attempt to prevent journalists from positing critical
questions in public further led to the establishment of online Q & A sessions
with an additional vetting of access to the chat groups that were set up. The
ability of journalists to report on COVID-19 has also been hampered through
intimidation and harassment as evidenced by the rise in cases of verbal and
physical attacks on as well as arrests of media professionals documented in
all four countries.
In addition to the immediate and direct fallout on journalism stemming from
the introduction of the emergency legislation and change in the form of official
communications, the coronavirus pandemic has imposed significant financial
constraints on the media. Print media has been particularly hard hit, for
instance, as physical distancing and stay-at-home measures have precipitated
a decline in sales of print newspaper copies. At the same time, however, as
vividly demonstrated by the cases of Romania and Albania, the ability to work
out an effective policy response based on the provision of financial support
to the media in times of crisis through transparent allocation has not been
realized. In Romania, granting aid to the media led to accusations of the
exercise of undue political influence, while the reluctance of Albanian decisionmakers to consider media as a sector eligible for special assistance as part
of the measures for tackling the consequences of the coronavirus has further
deepened the economic plight of the journalistic profession.
Against the background of domestic political infringements on key democratic
rights, including the freedom of expression, societal responses have been
crucial in carving out and reasserting spaces for free civic debate. The
initially quiescent social condition in the early days and months of the
pandemic went along expectations that in times of crisis people rally around
strong leaders from whom they look for guidance and reassurance. The panic
15
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and fear-inducing political statements about the severity of the coronavirus
crisis further consolidated high approval ratings of national decision-makers.
For instance, opinion polling conducted in Bulgaria in the first two months
following the introduction of the state of emergency in March 2020 marked
a significant increase in confidence in the government and the National
Operational Headquarters that it had convened to deal with the coronavirus
pandemic. 63% of the respondents thought that the Headquarters coped
well with its responsibilities and the personal approval rating of General
Ventsislav Mutafchiyski, who was in charge of the Headquarters, reached
66%, a remarkable result for a figure not previously widely known to the
Bulgarian public.16 Moreover, Prime Minister Boyko Borisov’s approval reached
the highest scores ever recorded at the very beginning of his Premiership in
2009, standing at 40%.17
However, once the initial consolidation around the political elite had passed,
the societal pendulum swung in the opposite direction, as both small-scale
civic initiatives and large social movements have emerged. Although the
immediate preconditions for protests have been linked to various grievances,
primarily encompassing governments’ handling of the socio-economic impact
of the pandemic, the deeper roots of protests have been linked to significant
popular dissatisfaction with the long-standing process of democratic backsliding,
curtailment of civic rights, entrenched corruption and state capture. In Albania,
protests against the demolition of the country’s crumbling National Theater
and in another case, against sexual violence, were also directed against the
‘dictatorship’ of the political regime.18 The Romanians’ protests against the
potential re-introduction of lockdown measures were mixed with discontent
with the authoritarian and unaccountable tendencies characterizing the system of
governance.19 The Serbian government’s planned re-imposition of a coronavirusrelated curfew triggered social agitation that was similarly based on disaffection
with authoritarian political trends.20 In Bulgaria, a large social movement has
16
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developed based on the assertion of a set of political-normative standpoints
in favor of political transparency, accountability, a meritocratic selection of the
governing elite and justice.21
In the media sphere, social unrest has contributed to a push-back against
politically-induced limitations on freedom of expression. As instances from
the case studies on Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia and Albania reveal, through wellorganized advocacy, NGOs and media professionals have been able to reverse
government-imposed violations of media freedom and reassert a public stance
that warns against a complacent attitude to the introduction of restrictions on
free speech during times of crisis.
Moreover, protests have generally sharpened attention to some of the
long-standing flaws of the information eco-system of Balkan countries.
Protesters’ grievances against ‘mainstream’ media have directed attention
to the prioritization of issues placed on daily media agendas, frequently
dictated by self-censorship falling into line with government expectations.22
For instance, influential TV channels have downgraded the publicity given
to protests. At the same time, biased experts invited to comment on
social movements can sway the framing and interpretation of the protests,
which has demonstrated the need to grant greater coverage of protesters’
authentic viewpoints. On the flip side, however, lack of trust in the media
and dissatisfaction with journalistic (self)censorship has led to violent
attacks on journalists, which has been particularly visible during the Serbian
protests.23

Foreign authoritarian media interference
The negative repercussions of domestic governance deficits of the Balkan
countries do not simply remain an internal affair but are also exploited and
amplified by foreign authoritarian powers – such as Russia and China, that seek
to expand their malign influence in the Southeast European region. Russia’s
objective, in particular, has been to derail the Balkan states’ democratic
development as well as prospective or already achieved membership in the
21
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EU and NATO. In addition to the application of geopolitical pressure and
economic leverage, the Kremlin has prominently deployed propaganda and
disinformation tactics as part of its toolbox for exercising influence. Russia
has utilized a variety of instruments to advance such tactics, including direct
ownership and/or informal financial (advertising, public procurement) and
political ties to the editorial and management bodies of local media outlets,
broadcasting of Russian channels, diffusion-proofing, building networks of
friendly journalists and content-creators. Overall, a consistent pattern of
the dissemination of Kremlin disinformation has entailed that the more
closely politically and economically enmeshed a given national outlet is with
(pro)Russian groups and interests, then the more straightforwardly and in a
more explicitly biased way that Kremlin messages are spread.24
During the coronavirus crisis, Russia and China further accelerated their
disinformation campaign, whereby the promotion of coronavirus-related
propaganda narratives and an offensive in the form of ‘mask diplomacy’25 have
served as the sharp power informational weapons of Moscow’s and Beijing’s
global competition for influence vis-à-vis the West. As a report of the European
External Action Service has shown, these two countries continued to target
conspiracy theories and disinformation at audiences in the EU and the wider
neighborhood with the aim to undermine the Union and its crisis response,
and to sow confusion about the origins and health implications of COVID-19.26
Our investigation also confirms this trend, whereby Russia and China have
aggressively pushed their disinformation messages into the media space of the
Balkan countries, which has exerted an at least two-fold negative impact on
media freedom.
Russian and Chinese donations of medical aid have been instrumentalized as
part of a wide publicity campaign, propped up by local pro-Russian/Chinese
outlets, presenting Moscow and Beijing as true allies, which altruistically come
to the rescue of countries in need – supposedly in juxtaposition to the EU’s
lack of support and solidarity. Such a public stunt was most starkly evident
in the context of Chinese medical supplies to Serbia. Serbian President
Aleksandar Vučić called the Chinese ‘brothers’, contrasting them to European
24
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solidarity, which he termed a ‘fairy tale’.27 Indeed, this is a reflection of the
ever-growing cooperation established between Serbia and China, utilized by
Belgrade both as a form of political counterbalance to engagement with the
West and as a source of capital for infrastructural development. Among the
Western Balkan countries, Serbia has received the most Chinese investment
and loans, which have not been conditioned on strict rule of law procedures,
as required by the EU, but have conversely tapped into opaque local state
capture networks.28
In a less overt manner, Russia and China have disseminated their coronavirusrelated disinformation narratives into the media landscapes of Bulgaria,
Romania and Serbia, while the absence of deeply entrenched Russian
influence over media in Albania has made the latter much more impervious
to Kremlin messaging. Russian disinformation has spread through the local
language editions of its state-owned outlets, such as Sputnik, Russia Beyond,
News Front, as well as through social media and national outlets, which may
not be formally owned by Russia but nevertheless maintain political-economic
ties to (pro)Russian groups and interests. A prominent set of disinformation
messages has been linked to the proliferation of conflicting explanations of the
origin of the virus: that it represents an American biological weapon;29 that 5G
technology has caused it; or that the global economic elite engineered it to
conceal a global economic crisis that had already been under way.30 Moreover,
it has been especially strongly claimed that authoritarian regimes are better
able to cope with the coronavirus crisis – or indeed with any other crisis,
than liberal democracies allegedly because centralized systems can mobilize a
quick response and harness industrial capacity for the production of medical
equipment.31

27
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Technology and social media
Online technological platforms have exponentially increased opportunities
for the expression of opinion, reception of information and civil societal
self-organization. However, simultaneously, the online space has exerted a
severe impact on democratic discourse by reducing the quality, accuracy
and civility of the deliberation process essential to any democracy through
the quick, interactive, clickable and sensationalist dissemination of superficial,
‘fake’ information and propagandist slogans. Indeed, the latter trend has been
reinforced by rampant but laxly regulated technological processes – such as
the use of algorithms and the storing of large amounts of personal data. At
the same time, global economic developments have worked in favor of global
digital advertising dominated by Facebook and Google, which – having become
corporate giants of unprecedented outreach, cannot be trusted to self-regulate
their impact on public discourse when they have to defend their profit.
Over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic, the practices of tech giants
have come into a renewed and sharper focus. The dilemma between citizens’
digital rights and security concerns has been reinvigorated as governments’
need for data to conduct coronavirus contact-tracing has made tech giants
hand over huge stores of data on people’s movements.32 Moreover, the
swiftness and effectiveness of Facebook’s content moderation policies have
again been questioned. For instance, conspiracy theories linking 5G technology
to the COVID-19 pandemic were circulating widely and contributing to the
destruction of 5G masts in the UK before Facebook had to be finally urged to
take stronger action.33 Facebook and Google have nevertheless tried to redress
the imbalance in their financial and advertising dominance that has squeezed
out traditional and smaller media outlets by announcing multimillion-dollar aid
packages for local and national media outlets and waiving fees for publishers
using Google’s ad network. In the midst of the coronavirus crisis’ fallout on
publishers, who have faced a decline in advertising revenue and subscriptions,
Google has for example been required to work with newspapers over licensing
fees when these outlets’ content is used.34
These technological threats and opportunities have also been manifest in the
Balkan countries. Social media has been a key instrument for the circulation
of coronavirus-related disinformation and conspiracy theories. Moreover,
32
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censorship and surveillance of Facebook activity have been documented.
For instance, in Bulgaria, police have been vested with the power to track
the data from mobile phones and Internet traffic without court permission by
obtaining them from the relevant service providers. The emergency legislation
through which this initiative was promoted required a further change in the
Law on electronic messages.35 Also, as starkly revealed in the Albanian case,
a media company contracted to safeguard the copyright of TV broadcasts on
the Internet can abuse such copyright in order to take down and restrict on
social media any content that criticizes the government.36
Yet, social media has provided a platform for civic debate – as demonstrated
by the vibrant discussions that the Serbian opposition was conducting on
Facebook and Twitter. Additionally, taking effective action against the spread
of disinformation – as in Twitter dismantling troll accounts disseminating
coronavirus-related propaganda in Serbia, can be useful for exposing the
tactics, channels and messages of propagandists.

Janus-faced Balkan specificities in a globalized context
The coronavirus pandemic has deepened the pre-existing domestic, international
and technological trends underwriting the deteriorating condition of media
freedom across the Balkans, while providing some opportunities for the
invigoration of press independence. But country-based differentiations have
also been observed. They most significantly stem from the distinct stages of
Euro-Atlantic integration occupied by Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia and Albania.
As members of the EU for 13 years now, Bulgaria and Romania exist within
a European framework of rules and obligations that plays a constraining role
on the extent to which democratic backsliding and encroachments on media
freedom can proceed without an external disciplining reaction. In the face of
a wave of rights-restricting emergency legislation, the European Commission
issued warnings that such legislation should not limit fundamental liberties
and independent media, setting out to monitor the application of emergency
measures.37 Bulgaria and Romania subsequently joined in a statement of 19
EU member states pledging to support the Commission in its initiative to
monitor emergency legislation, which should be proportionate and temporary in
35
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nature.38 Moreover, Bulgaria and Romania participate in and are subject to the
European Commission’s newly enunciated provisions for fighting disinformation,
as spread during the coronavirus pandemic, which includes an aid package to
be distributed for crisis-hit media.39
In contrast, the lack of fully-fledged EU membership status on the part of Serbia
and Albania has meant that they remain outside of an institutional framework
that can curb undemocratic excesses. Examples of the latter encompass Serbian
politicians’ public praise of China and disregard for the EU as well as Albanian
Prime Minister’s blatant violation of citizens’ privacy by sending a pre-recorded
message that all Albanians were obliged to hear before being able to make
an outgoing call.
On a more general level, the similarities and differences among the four
Southeast European countries make up their specific responses to the
coronavirus crisis but do not amount to an exception to a global rule.
Indeed, the COVID-19 pandemic has revealed a number of common trends that
can be identified on a global level. The health-related and economic measures
initially introduced for dealing with the crisis have been remarkably similar,
although there were nuances in their pace and scope. The lifting of lock-down
restrictions,40 followed by an intensification of the rate of infection,41 have also
progressed along a similar timeline. Over the course of these attempts to deal
with the pandemic, attacks on press freedom have been recorded throughout
the world.42 Conspiracy theories have circulated and captured the public
mind from the UK43 to Peru.44 Just as expert opinion seemed to be making
a comeback in the media and the role of science appreciated ever more
as providing a way out of the public health crisis, vehement disagreements
among experts, the retraction of scientific studies and political argumentation
gaining an upper hand over specialist knowledge undermined the increasing
38
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confidence in expertise.45 Ultimately, protests spurred by dissatisfaction with
governments’ coronavirus-related measures transformed into calls for redeeming
democracy in the face of corruption and abuse of power.46 The coronavirus
crisis thus catalyzed the expression of a global disenchantment with how
politics works.47
The challenges to democracy and media freedom that the COVID-19 pandemic
has introduced both nationally, regionally and globally – on top of already
existing processes of the erosion of press independence, therefore requires
devising measures that are specifically geared to preparing for and tackling the
negative repercussions of unexpected crises.

What is to be done?
•	Ensure transparency of ownership to shine a light on the oligarchic nature
of media ownership across the SEE region. The registration of media owners
in a publicly available registry should become obligatory in countries, where
it is still only voluntary. In countries, where media ownership registration
is mandatory, there should be a stricter compliance, enforcement and
monitoring of the origin and concentration of the assets of media owners.
• State authorities, in particular the public prosecutor’s office, should address
in a regular and timely manner all cases of intimidation of journalists,
including harassment taking place on social networks.
• The EU should devise and make binding a common standard for access
to information. The Union should also facilitate press freedom in member
states by monitoring compliance with the rule of law and the transparent
allocation of European structural funds for communications as well as the
funds set aside for tackling the economic fallout from the coronavirus pandemic.
•	Enunciate and codify clear rules on the conduct of emergency press
conferences, including the ethical standards of government communications,
such as providing the widest possible and unhindered journalistic access.
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• Transparency of the decision-making process should be ensured, especially during digitally-driven meetings, if they continue to take place after
the lifting of physical distancing measures. The rules relating to the openness
of the parliamentary proceedings or local level decision-making processes
should be maintained, and extra information should be provided in terms of
the decisions taken during these times (including documents, votes, etc.).
•	Reasonable limitations with regard to access to information should be
the norm, and the state should not impose overly restrictive conditions; the
maximum term for delays in providing responses to freedom of information
requests should not become the rule, but rather the exception that can be
legitimately justified.
•	Data publicity and access to information on COVID-related issues
(including procurement of funds) should be exempted from limitations
and/or published pro-actively. Such a policy should offer the media the
tools to adequately inform the public, forestall disinformation, and avoid
distrust in the emergency actions implemented by the authorities.
• Given the proliferation of conspiracy theories and disinformation on social
media during times of crisis, exercise greater caution of the timeliness of
Facebook’s content moderation by employing technological tools for realtime monitoring of social media engagement. Combine such independent,
civil-societal monitoring activity with EU initiatives (including the most
recent Joint Communication on tackling disinformation)48 requesting monthly
reports on tech giants’ policies and actions to address disinformation.
•	Develop a set of counter-narratives to foreign authoritarian disinformation, which at critical junctures sow uncertainty about the strength of European solidarity and the ability of liberal democracy to cope with crises.
• Journalists should resist attempted restrictions on free speech in times
of crisis on the basis of arguments that a unanimity of opinion is required
for the preservation of public safety. The right to the expression of diverse
viewpoints should be defended by a continuous conveyance of conflicting
perspectives.
•	Establish independent ‘legislative watchdogs’ – in times of crisis, civil society
activists and organizations should monitor the possibility of both pro-active
meddling with media freedom (for instance, through the introduction of
48
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restrictive laws on the media as part of emergency legislation) and passive
obstruction of the press (through refusal to institute special economic
measures to prop up struggling media outlets).

Bulgaria
The International Press Institute has warned that, in a short space of time,
European states have introduced emergency laws that contain disproportionate
measures, in particular excessive regulation against disinformation.49 These
trends have also been observed in Bulgaria.
The pandemic has deepened the deficits of freedom of speech in Bulgaria
(the country being ranked in the 111th position in the Reporters Without
Borders index,50 the last position of a European Union member state for yet
another, third, consecutive year) and has demonstrated that the independence
of the press depends on the absence of monopoly and the transparency
of media ownership as well as on a general understanding of the need for
professional, quality media.
The state of emergency was declared on March 13, 2020, initially for one
month, then prolonged for another month before being re-named into an
‘emergency epidemic situation’, with the latter loosening some of the measures after May 13, 2020. As of the announcement of the state of emergency,
the authorities started to use and misuse the communication channels for
emergency press-conferences given live by the National Operational Headquarters. The head of the Headquarters is the director of the Military Medical
Academy, General Ventsislav Mutafchiyski, whose appearance in a military uniform intensified the perception of the imposition of an extraordinary situation,
where military order took precedence over ‘normal’ civil rules and procedures.
Yet, his expertise and background as a doctor and professor appealed to the
wider public and somewhat softened the impression of his military uniform.
The media – radio stations, televisions, private or public – transmitted the
emergency press conferences live, which could take place at any time during
the day. However, the misuse of unexpected live broadcasting interrupting the
regular television programs had started already before the emergency situation
with the pandemic. Overall, the Bulgarian government’s communication patterns
during COVID-19 have ranged from continuous intense briefings, sometimes up
to 3-4 per day or in the middle of the night, to the exact opposite based on
attempts to ban press conferences completely and to introduce single-channel written information, redirecting reporters’ questions to the numerous press
centers of different state administration and regulatory bodies.
49

International Press Institute. “Media freedom violations in the EU under COVID-19”. April 20, 2020.

50

Reporters Without Borders (2020). “World Press Freedom Index”.

24

The Shrinking Space for Media Freedom in Southeast Europe

Media freedom has been further negatively impacted through a number of
legislative initiatives. Just before the announcement of the state of emergency,
the Bulgarian government tried to change the procedure for public bodies to
respond to Freedom of Information (FOI) requests and their cost. The bill
proposed to abolish the power of the Minister of Finance to determine the
costs associated with the release of information (for prints, CDs, etc.), instead
leaving it up to applicants to pay for the public information provided. Hence,
a significant degree of financial discretion was brought in, whereby each
institution – ministry, agency, municipality, mayor’s office, would determine the
amount of material costs itself.51
Parliament also tried to impose stringent measures to criminalize ‘fake
news’ concerning COVID-19 as part of the State of Emergency Act. As the
International Press Institute warned,52 through the initial draft of the Act that
was proposed in Parliament, the government used the state of emergency
to attempt to amend the penal code and introduce prison sentences for
spreading what it deemed ‘fake news’ about the outbreak with up to three
years in prison or a fine of up to €5,000. That part of the Act was vetoed
by the President, and the biggest political party, GERB, acquiesced in this,
particularly with regard to the heavy fines that were envisaged to be enforced
for disseminating fake news.
The instrumentalization of the fight against fake news for deriving political benefit
was however continued in other ways. Just a week after the announcement
of the state of emergency, on March 19, 2020, Bulgarian National Movement
(VMRO)53 submitted a draft law against fake news.54 VMRO in fact declared
their goal to change the Act for Electronic Broadcasting (Radio and Television
Act) and to expand the functions of the Council for Electronic Media, including
within its competences the compilation of a list of online media and websites
that spread fake news, monitoring of the dissemination of fake news, and
the power to shut down media outlets following a court decision. If the bill
had been passed, the authorities would have been handed greater powers to
suspend websites for disseminating Internet disinformation – thus widening the
scope of the law far beyond the immediate health crisis. A number of high51
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profile domestic and international organizations reacted to the bill. According
to the Association of European Journalists (AEJ)-Bulgaria ‘the new bill could
open the door to censorship on all websites in Bulgaria’,55 a position which
was supported by the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe
(OSCE).56 As a result, VMRO’s draft bill was not supported by the Parliamentary
Commission, but the party made a second attempt at restricting free speech,
this time setting its sights on the Commission for Personal Data Protection.
Moreover, attempts to limit the freedom of expression have intensified with or
without the introduction of new provisions in legislation by simply instigating
unwarranted investigations under the terms of the Penalty Code. A number
of examples stand out. In April 2020, Professor Asena Stoimenova, President
of the Bulgarian Pharmaceutical Union, was accused of ‘causing panic’ among
the public, following her interviews for the Bulgarian National Radio and the
Bulgarian National Television,57 in which she warned that the ever-growing
practice of hoarding medicine could lead to a shortage of medication for
those most in need. The prosecutors set a bail amounting to 20,000 BGN
(approx. 10,000 EUR), a measure which a Bulgarian court later repealed
as disproportionately high. AEJ reacted firmly to Asena Stoimenova’s case,58
pointing out59 that Article 326 of the Bulgarian Criminal Code does not apply
to the kind of statements made by Stoimenova, which, in the very least, makes
the charges unfounded from a legal point of view. After reactions from the EU
Pharmaceutical Group, the Sofia City Court revoked the bail and decided to
leave Stoimenova without a measure of restraint.60 Similar was the case with
two Bulgarian doctors in the city of Plovdiv who publicly complained about the
lack of protective equipment and safety conditions in their hospital amid the
coronavirus pandemic. A week later, using the same legal provision, the two
doctors were summoned for questioning.61 In this way, the prosecution went
55
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after critical voices raising awareness and whistleblowing information related to
the pandemic.
On May 14, the Bulgarian government paved the way out of the state of
emergency. The existing Health Act was amended, allowing for the addition
of a so-called ‘emergency epidemic situation’. During this new situation, the
Minister of Health would be able to implement most of the public health
measures from the former state of emergency. However, challenges to the
freedom of speech remain acute nonetheless. The main concerns of journalists
are linked to the attempts to misuse Article 326 of the Penalty Code even
without a state of emergency.62 The core function of this provision is to penalize
the authors of fake bomb alerts and people who abuse police, fire brigade,
and ambulance workers by calling 112 without needing their assistance. The
state of emergency declared in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic has
offered an opportunity for a broader application of Article 326. Even after the
veto by the President, the rejection of this provision and the withdrawal of the
State of Emergency Act, concerns linger that plans to amend this part of the
Criminal Code will continue. The article could be misused even in its current
state as it can lead to repression of any Bulgarian citizen who, in private or
public statements, criticizes a state institution.
In addition to the politically-induced erosion of media freedom during the coronavirus pandemic, societal susceptibility to fake stories and disinformation has
also worsened the information ecosystem. Conspiracy theories have found many
followers, as recent polls show. ‘There is an underlying conviction amongst
Bulgarian citizens that the pandemic caused by COVID-19 is not that dangerous’, according to the sociological agency Gallup-International Association,63
which conducted a public opinion survey in 19 countries on people’s attitudes
towards the development of the COVID-19 pandemic. According to the survey,
Bulgarians do not trust the main sources of information and are looking for
alternatives. Trend64 has further reported that 43% of the Bulgarian respondents
believe the coronavirus is artificially created so that pharmaceutical companies
can profit; 40% believe that the virus is a biological weapon created to reduce
the population on Earth; 22% think that the vaccine will implant a chip to
control humans; 21% consider that Bill Gates is orchestrating the coronavirus
pandemic; and 12% are convinced that the virus is spread via 5G technology.
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UNICEF-Bulgaria’s research on teenagers’ attitude toward the COVID-19
pandemic65 moreover shows troubling results concerning beliefs in conspiracy
theories among youngsters. Two thirds of the surveyed teenagers think that the
coronavirus is a biological weapon.66 These beliefs also seem to have an impact
on concrete developments. Protests against vaccines and 5G emerged on
social platforms. A protest in front of the Parliament was organized by a small
political party from the ultra-nationalistic spectrum – Vazrazhdane – spreading
pro-Kremlin messages.67
Other types of false news patterns could be found in articles pretending to
be translations from foreign press, alleging that the tests for COVID-19 are
contagious themselves,68 in articles based on hearsay, claiming that young and
healthy people have been detained and forcefully closed in hospitals69 or
articles quoting ‘witnesses’ who saw that Hong Kong is destroying 5G.70 Some
articles even try to downplay or openly deny the dangers of COVID-19. In a
recent example, the relatives of a medical doctor who died of COVID-19 were
falsely cited saying that he actually died from cancer.71 This fake news was
officially denounced by the medical authorities and the National Association
of Emergency Medical Workers.72 Disinformation is also domestically spread as
a result of long-standing ‘media wars’ waged by tabloids on the critical voices
of independent journalists and civil society.73
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Overall, the long-standing limitations on media freedom in Bulgaria were further
amplified during the coronavirus crisis through the misuse of communication
channels to serve government purposes, attempted legal changes aimed at
combatting disinformation but in reality enlarging the authorities’ discretionary
power over the media, the proliferation of conspiracy theories. To cope with
these more recent as well as already existing challenges to press independence
in Bulgaria, a rounded approach is needed, necessitating transparency of
media ownership, raising the ethical and professional standards of journalists,
increasing public awareness and a more active involvement on the part of
the EU in upholding the rule of law and the allocation of structural funds,
particularly within the sphere of communication, in member states.
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Romania
According to the 2020 report from the Center for Independent Journalism,
a well-established non-governmental organization observing the state of the
media in Romania for over 25 years, ‘with very few exceptions, the Romanian
media seem caught in a time tunnel, between two fundamental problems
that feed themselves in a vicious cycle: the lack of funding and the loss
of credibility’. If in the 2015 report journalists were saying that ‘It can’t get
any worse’, the follow-up assessments over the 2016 – 2019 period proved
it can.74
In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic served to demonstrate that the situation could
get equally worse in new and unexpected ways by intensifying already existing
negative trends. Long-standing problems related to a lack of transparency,
accountability, and rampant corruption exacerbated even further the Romanian
media situation, characterized by low reporting standards, declining journalistic
expertise, financial constraints, and public distrust.75
The Social Democratic Party-led government (2017 – 2019) promoted an illiberal,
anti-European Union agenda and posed acute challenges to the freedom of
speech and the rule of law. Yet, despite the fall of the government, Reporters
Without Borders still note that ‘respect for press freedom has not improved’.76
Freedom House has classified Romania as a still semi-consolidated democracy.77
Institutions and decision-makers bend the rules for access to information, having
recently started weaponizing78 the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR) as grounds for denying access to information or threatening and
prosecuting journalists in connection with their investigative reporting. Media
funding mechanisms are non-transparent and sometimes even corrupt, and
editorial policies are subordinated to the interests of the owners, which tends
74
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to transform the media into a tool for political propaganda. Indeed, there are
numerous cases79 of media owners being investigated for corruption, and some
of them have already been indicted.
It is in this context of assaults on already declining media freedoms in Romania
that the coronavirus crisis has reinforced a further shrinking of the space for
independent and quality journalism.
The introduction of emergency legislation to deal with the pandemic exerted a
particularly negative impact on the independence of the press. Romania had a
state of emergency in place for 60 days,80 which after May 15 was downgraded
to a ‘state of alert’ (a lighter version of the state of emergency in which the
restrictions on rights and freedoms are harder to impose).
The two presidential decrees through which the state of emergency was
instated81 entailed several limitations on the operation of the media. Apart from
obliging media to contribute to official communication campaigns with regard
to COVID-19, one of the main issues with Decree 195/2020 (first of these
two presidential decrees) is that it imposed new measures which allowed
authorities to close websites that propagated false information relating to
the evolution of the coronavirus and the preventive measures taken against it.
The legislation lacked clarity. The Group for Strategic Communication, which
had no previous experience (nor procedures) of assessing what ‘fake news’ or
‘false information’ represent, were vested with the authority to decide what
platforms propagated false information, while enforcement (i.e., the actual
closing of sites) was entrusted to the National Authority for Management
and Regulation in Communication. The measure was criticized by media
organizations as well as by various NGOs for its vagueness but also for its
potential for abuses, since it applied to websites only.82 Yet TV channels,
for instance, which propagate disinformation in a systemic fashion, were not
punished in a similar way. It has been speculated that the authorities did
not want to enforce the new legislative rule with respect to TV for fear of
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retaliation and criticism in front of the significant audience that some TV
channels attract.
The decree additionally affected two other major areas of the operation of
the media. Although the right to information was not suspended officially,
the decree stated that during the state of emergency, the legal deadlines
established for resolving freedom of information requests and petitions
were doubled. Thus, access to essential data was severely affected (the normal
deadline for a freedom of information request is 10 days or 30 days in the
case of more complex information).
The emergency legislation also affected the public procurement framework.
The presidential decree made direct procurement easier to employ for
authorities and introduced the possibility to do non-competitive, direct
procurement for goods and services related to COVID-19. Direct contracting
also meant less information was made public (at least immediately) with
regards to the tremendous amounts of spending during such a critical time.
The provisions that allowed direct procurement were extended to a large set
of ‘contracting authorities’ through the second decree,83 making even more
information related to public spending largely unavailable for the media and
the general public.
Moreover, some emergency ordinances that were passed by the government
since the start of the pandemic further affected areas essential for the transparency of the decision-making process and for the access of the media to
information related to the authorities’ actions on either central or local level.
In particular, Emergency Ordinance 34/202084 suspended the law on transparency in the decision-making process, which had provided that it was mandatory for the authorities to publish draft laws and have them in public debate.
Public officials replaced in-person meetings with online events and also
established closed online groups for discussions with journalists, which
led to unequal access to information. For instance, the Parliament’s plenary
83
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sessions began to be streamed online, but the work of committees became
secret in practice as they started to take place on WhatsApp or other
platforms with a closed circuit such as Webex and Zoom. Yet, participation
in the online groups was selectively determined by the politicians and most
of the journalists in the local media had even less access than before to the
decision-making process.
Importantly, the Ombudsman took the emergency ordinances that followed
from the Presidential decrees to the Constitutional Court. On May 6,85
the Court decided that the ordinances were unconstitutional, because the
Parliament should have decided on the details entailed by establishing the
state of emergency. Similarly, it was ruled that legislative approval should have
been sought through Parliament for any measures curbing fundamental rights
and freedoms via the state of alert.86
In addition to the politically-induced restrictions on the free operation of the
media, there has also been economic and financial fallout for journalists
as a result of the coronavirus crisis. Advertising budgets have declined, while
corporate social responsibility (CSR) budgets of companies have been redirected
towards sustaining the healthcare sector and organizations and campaigns
dealing with the effects of the health crisis87 (by, for instance, funding the
purchase of testing equipment). This gloomy financial picture added to the preexisting trends of cash-strapped Romanian media, whereby the withdrawal of
foreign investors following the financial crisis of 2008 left the media dependent
on politically-connected oligarchs.88
The most important development with regard to the financial situation of the
media during the coronavirus pandemic is also likely the one that will make
the landscape even more vulnerable to political pressure. The government
decided to allocate around 200 million RON (40 million EUR) to media
outlets (audio, video, print, online) through Emergency Ordinance 63/2020.89
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Funds for each outlet are established based on the audience or visitors they
have, as audited by independent bodies. The scheme essentially offers money
for clicks/views. This measure has raised concerns about the establishment of
undue political influence on media outlets (some even labeled it a bribe).90
According to government sources,91 over 700 outlets have already requested
funding. Yet, the most likely scenario92 is that the money will end up in
already established television stations or media groups (that were arguably
not as vulnerable to the lack of revenue as, for example, the local media).
Because all emergency ordinances need to be approved at some point in
Parliament, it will be instructive to see what will happen93 with this piece
of regulation.
There is also evidence that local authorities are profiting from the more relaxed
procurement procedures and award publicity contracts to local media outlets.
Funky Citizens’ anonymized discussions with local media outlets reveal that
advertising contracts from the private sector are almost non-existent during
these months, and that being able to land contracts offered by the local
authorities can sometimes make the difference between staying afloat or going
bankrupt.94 If one looks at the public procurement database,95 we can see
that the spending for publicity has increased by almost a third in April and
May – in comparison with the level of spending during these months last year
(a proper assessment will take a few months, because, due to the state of
emergency regulations, not all contracting authorities published all procurement
on the platform).
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The declining revenues have further translated in poorer reporting. Most of the
data about the pandemic come from official sources and are rarely subject
to critical examination, which is exacerbated by the delays in responding to
freedom of information requests. Accidental or intentional disinformation has
often been present, sometimes starting even from well-established media
organizations or news agencies.
Nevertheless, certain positive developments in the Romanian media environ
ment have been observed. Most of the media outlets from the new wave of
digitally born media startups (such as RISE Project Romania/OCCRP, Recorder,
G4Media) refused to access state-allocated funds in order to preserve their
independence. Some of these organizations also managed to identify other
sources of revenue (e.g. emergency funds released by foundations). A lot of
them have further maintained a significant level of financial support from the
public, mainly through small donations.96 Moreover, the demand for alternative,
credible sources of information increased due to dissatisfaction with the opacity
surrounding public institutions’ release of official figures. Whistleblowers, and in
particular healthcare workers, proved a significant source of insider information
for journalists and for the general public at a moment in which the authorities
avoided publishing complete data.97
Civil societal initiatives asserting freedom of speech also proliferated. Public
positions on the need to ensure transparency in the state of emergency were
common for organizations concerned with open data and transparency (Funky
Citizens made several public appeals: Public appeal 1,98 Public Appeal 2,99 as
did the Center for Independent Journalism).100 And besides initiatives undertaken
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by NGOs concerned with advancing democracy, advocacy activities were
pioneered by organizations operating in various other spheres such as geospatial.org101 or the Community Foundations.102
Foreign authoritarian media interference by Russia and China has increased
during the pandemic. The most widespread Russian- and Chinese-sponsored
narratives promote an anti-EU discourse, attacking the Western member states
of the Union as being focused on their own well-being, while ignoring ‘secondhand’ states and the fair allocation of the EU’s coronavirus-related support
package. It has been claimed that Romania would be severely financially
disadvantaged in this allocation as opposed to the most influential EU countries,
particularly Germany, which would receive the lion’s share of funding.103 This
claim is however false when tallied with the amount of funds distributed from
the very beginning of the crisis.104 Long-standing Romanian grievances were
also leveraged in the Russian-fomented propaganda campaign as based on the
reinforcement of assertions that Romania represents a colony of the EU. Most
such narratives appear on social media or in online outlets, but some of them
are found in mainstream media or are being weaponized in political debates.
Relevant examples are present in the EU versus Disinformation database105
dedicated to Romania.
On May 15, 2020, the state of emergency was lifted, as according to the
President, a state of alert and a step-by-step relaxation of the emergency
provisions was necessary because the epidemic had been contained.106 Thus,
the limitations imposed by the emergency legislation were either repealed by
the government, modified by the Parliament, or dismissed through decisions
101
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of the Constitutional Court. However, several restrictions are still in place,
in particular related to social distancing and avoiding large public gatherings.
While the limitations that affected the media are in theory over, it is still hard
to assess whether this means going back to a better, ‘normal’ state of affairs,
because for Romania the ‘normal’ situation has never meant completely free
and transparent media.

Serbia
Even before the COVID-19 outbreak, the situation in Serbia regarding media
freedoms and the freedom of expression had been deteriorating. Serbia is
steadily falling in media freedom rankings. In 2020, Reporters Without Borders
positioned Serbia in the 93rd place of all countries examined, which is a fall
of 34 places since 2016.107 Serbia remains politically a deeply divided society,
with a media scene that faces a number of challenges: from relatively low
transparency of media ownership and high concentration of media audience
to political control and foreign influence.108
The 2019 EU Progress Report warns that ensuring conditions for free speech
remains a matter of serious concern. The report criticizes cases of intimidation
of journalists and the fact that the government failed to categorize these as
criminal acts or other types of offense. Such intimidation is especially rampant
on social media.109 According to the Association of Journalists of Serbia (UNS),
in 2019, there were 75 cases of attacks on journalists, out of which 20 were
direct threats, intimidation, and hate speech on social networks.110 Freedom
House’s 2020 Serbia Report is even more critical, giving the country a score of
two (four being the highest) in the category of freedom of expression. In general,
Serbia has been reclassified from a partially consolidated democracy to a hybrid
regime. The report admits that the Serbian media situation is dire and is further
‘undermined by the threat of lawsuits or criminal charges against journalists for
other offenses, lack of transparency in media ownership, editorial pressure from
politicians and politically connected media owners, direct pressure and threats
against journalists, and high rates of self-censorship’.111 The report emphasizes
that the state and the ruling elite have a considerable level of influence
over the private media through ‘direct contracts and indirect subsidies’.112 Of
particular concern is the fact that many media outlets are in the hands of
Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) supporters, some of which are involved in ‘smear
campaigns against the opposition and other perceived government opponents’.
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Media regulation in Serbia is also problematic for a number of reasons.
One issue relates to electronic media, where the Regulatory Body for
the Electronic Media (REM) is often criticized for its lack of initiative and
its passiveness regarding violations of professional reporting and for the
lack of independence vis-à-vis the ruling elite.113 Project financing offered
by state institutions is often criticized for being channeled significantly
more towards pro-governmental media.114 The Media Registry itself is also
deficient, as registration is only voluntary (media are not obliged to be
registered).
Many of these problems are expected to be solved with the implementation
of the new Media Strategy that was adopted at the beginning of 2020. This
document, which the EU 2019 Progress Report on Serbia recognized as being
drafted ‘in a transparent and inclusive manner’,115 aims to tackle many of the
aforementioned issues, but it remains to be seen whether the provisions in the
Strategy will be duly enforced.
Hence, the whole host of challenges faced by media outlets in Serbia limit
freedom of speech. Although the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are
somewhat more limited in scope compared to the long-term political and
economic developments negatively impacting the Serbian press, they further
contribute to a deteriorating media environment. The domestic dimension
of the shrinking of the space for a free press has stood out prominently.
There have been two notable government actions over the course of the
coronavirus pandemic that raised particular concerns. The first one was related
to the government’s Conclusion116 from March 28, with which the government
decided to centralize reporting on the COVID-19 pandemic. This meant that all
the information about safety measures and actions related to the coronavirus
provided by unauthorized persons cannot be considered accurate and verified,
and this gives the authorities the right to apply regulations related to liability
that could result in legal consequences for spreading misinformation during the
state of emergency.117 According to the Conclusion, the only valid source of
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information is the Crisis Headquarters for Tackling the COVID-19 Pandemic,
chaired by the Prime Minister.
What this meant in practice was vividly demonstrated on the very next day,
March 29, when the Clinical Center of the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina
in Novi Sad accused Ana Lalić, a journalist for Nova.rs, of public harassment
and inflicting damage on the reputation of the health institution. Within a
few hours, the police arrested Lalić, seizing her computer and searching her
apartment.118 Lalić reported that the Clinical Center was operating in a chaotic
manner and had a chronic lack of medicine, medical supplies, and equipment.119
The public immediately began protesting on social networks,120 and so did
various journalists’ associations,121 accusing the government of suspending the
Constitution and international conventions that guarantee human rights and
the rights to freedom of opinion and expression.122 Prime Minister Ana Brnabić
said on April 2 that at the plea of the President of Serbia, Aleksandar Vučić,
the government had withdrawn the Conclusion, but she criticized again Lalić’s
reporting and said that the intentions behind the Conclusion were to protect
Serbian citizens from fake news.123 The withdrawal of the Conclusion was
pushed by a social media campaign. International organizations such as the
Council of Europe124 and the Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe125 welcomed this decision. Lalić was later acquitted of all charges.
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A second disconcerting government action was related to direct clashes of
officials with the independent media at press conferences pertaining to
the pandemic.126 The Crisis Headquarters held regular daily press conferences,
which included expert members of the Crisis Headquarters, and from time to
time – the President and the Prime Minister. Public officials used the platform
provided by press conferences to express their displeasure with questions and
remarks coming from independent outlets. On April 10, the government decided
that from the next day onward the media would not be allowed to be present
at the press conferences due to ‘safety concerns’. Instead, journalists would
pose questions online.127 It has been argued that this decision was most likely
adopted in order to prevent professional media from asking critical questions
to the Crisis Headquarters128 and was condemned by media associations, the
opposition parties, and the OSCE Mission to Serbia.
There have also been instances of tension between the independent media
and specific politicians. A number of outlets and civil-societal organizations
accused leading politicians (namely the President and government figures close
to him) that their actions during the pandemic represented an abuse of political
position and state resources for the purpose of the pre-election campaign.129
Many criticized that government officials used public appearances for inflating
their role in coping with the coronavirus crisis and thus gain popularity before
the elections.130 President Vučić has been particularly condemned for his ‘visits’
to various cities in Serbia during the pandemic, which were extensively covered
by the media. The stated goal of the visits was the shipment of medical
equipment (respirators), which the President personally presented to hospitals
and other medical institutions.131
The pandemic’s consequences for the economic sustainability of Serbian media
were even more dramatic. Printed media outlets, which traditionally rely on
the distribution of hard copies, were most significantly affected. On March 29,
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six associations of independent media (Online Media Association; Association
of Independent Electronic Media; Association of Local Independent Media
‘Local Press’; Independent Association of Journalists of Serbia; Independent
Society of Journalists of Vojvodina; Branch Union of Culture, Art, and Media
‘Nezavisnost’) submitted an appeal to the government to help the media deal
with the effects of the crisis by supplying them with medical equipment such
as masks, disinfection liquids, and gloves, as well as addressing the dramatic
drop in revenue being caused by the decline in newspaper circulation and
advertising. The above-mentioned six associations outlined that local media
are the most endangered, since they already find it difficult to be sustainable.
The coalition demanded the lowering or cancelling of various tax payments
(on wages, profit, property, etc.) and the subsidizing of print media pricing
for the maximum circulation of 6,000 copies.132 However, these calls were
not heeded, and there was no special treatment of the media. Instead, they
simply received the same kind of help that the government designated for
all companies that were struggling during the coronavirus pandemic. For each
company that applied, the government provided three monthly minimal wages
per worker (for May, June, and July), and media outlets were able to apply
for this support.
The economic viability of liberal and independent media has been especially
damaged due to the crisis. Some of their offices were closed, and reporters
mainly worked from home. The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic were
devastating for print media, in particular, as their readership mostly belonged
to older generations (those older than 65 were banned from leaving their
homes for most of the duration of the state emergency and would therefore
not buy newspapers), causing certain media – such as the independent
political weekly Novi Magazin – to even stop their circulation. The independent
media have moreover continuously found it difficult to win calls for project
financing, which are usually obtained by the pro-government outlets.133 On
the other hand, online media have received a significant boost. In the first
week of the pandemic, the number of Internet users increased by 20%, and
the number of page visits to online media increased by 60%.134 It is indeed
likely that many of the print outlets will cease to exist or entirely move to
the online space.135
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The state of emergency was lifted on May 6. It has been claimed that the
measures were relaxed to hold parliamentary elections as soon as possible, as
the election process was halted as a result of the pandemic. The justification of
the relaxation may have moreover rested on a cover-up of the exact number
of cases of infection and fatalities, meaning that these numbers could be
much higher than was officially reported. BIRN claimed that, according to data
they saw, over the period of March 1 – June 1, 2020, 632 people died from
the virus, which is 388 more than was officially reported.136 Expert members
of the Crisis Headquarters denied that there was a cover-up and stated that
the discrepancy came from a difference in the records of people who died as
a consequence of the virus versus those who had died due to other reasons,
only indirectly related to COVID-19.137
The end of the state of emergency allowed parliamentary elections to go ahead.
As of the time of writing, there have not been any substantial studies yet as to
whether the pandemic contributed to the landslide victory of President Vučić’s
SNS party on June 21. Nevertheless, it can be surmised that the COVID-19 crisis
reinforced the opposition that advocated for boycotting the elections – the turnout
at the elections was the lowest in history – below 50% of registered voters.138
Foreign authoritarian state interference has played an additional important role
in the shrinking of the space for an independent press. In Serbia, unlike in some
other countries, even before the outbreak of COVID-19, favorable reporting
about third countries, mainly Russia and China, and Euroscepticism comes
mostly from the pro-government media, in particular, from tabloids (Informer,
Alo!, Srpski Telegraf, Kurir, etc.)139 and certain TV stations (Pink, Happy).140 Sowing
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doubt about EU solidarity is promoted by the government, and it is subsequently
transmitted by the above-mentioned media. On March 15, the most notorious
case of criticism happened when President Vučić said that ‘EU solidarity does
not exist’141 due to the alleged ban on the free import of medical equipment
from the EU. Vučić emphasized that only the Chinese could help the Serbs in
a swift manner. This was fake news, as import was not banned but became
subject to special permits. While it is true that the Union was initially slow
in responding in a unified way to the crisis, the measures it subsequently
adopted (provision of more than 93 million EUR to Serbia to tackle the fallout
of the coronavirus crisis)142 proved that it is a much more important partner in
fighting COVID-19 than China or Russia. Both states did provide aid to Serbia,
but much about that aid is not clear, as the government did not provide
substantial information about it. For example, it is not stated what part of the
aid represents donations or supplies that Serbia paid for. The official line is that
the Chinese Ambassador to Serbia asked Serbian authorities to keep the exact
data secret for now.143
Over the course of the pandemic, social media networks were the main
platform for debate. Major criticisms were focused on the actions of the
ruling elite and the Crisis Headquarters. One of the leading members of
the Headquarters, Dr. Predrag Kon, even announced his resignation due to
criticisms on Facebook regarding his negative attitude on the Serbian Orthodox
Church’s request that believers be allowed to participate in church ceremonies
and processions for Easter celebrations.144 Social media was also the principal
space for political debate within the opposition, due to disagreements as to
whether the opposition should boycott the upcoming elections. Clashes were
ongoing on Twitter. The individuals supporting the opposition were very critical
regarding the actions of government officials, in particular relating to the alleged
misuse of public office for the political campaign during the pandemic.145 The
opposition, barred from most nation-wide media, used Twitter as a primary
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platform for communication and focused on the actions of the President of
Serbia and other members of the ruling SNS party (such as the shipments of
medical aid and equipment to different cities in Serbia that were turned into
high-level media events and looked like a political campaign).
Moreover, the coronavirus crisis provided an opportunity to expose the
extent of disinformation and propaganda carried out by the Serbian
government. On April 2, Twitter announced that it had deleted more than
8,500 ‘troll’ accounts in Serbia that promoted the ruling party, SNS, and its
leader.146 Twitter also deleted a number of accounts from Egypt, Honduras,
Indonesia and Saudi Arabia, but the number of deleted accounts was by
far the highest in Serbia. These accounts in total published more than
12,500,000 tweets and amassed more than 2,350,000 followers.147 The Digital
Forensic Centre from Podgorica has concluded that the pro-governmental
trolls amplified messages about Chinese donations to Serbia during the
pandemic. In the period March 9 – April 9, of the 30,000 tweets that were
glorifying China, more than two thirds came from troll accounts, sharing
information that originated from the social network accounts of President
Vučić, the tabloids Informer and Kurir, and of Pink TV.148
Overall, the domestic, foreign and technological dimensions shrank the space
for media freedom in Serbia, exacerbating long-standing, pre-existing trends. To
improve conditions for an independent press in the future, it is paramount that
Serbian institutions push for the swift implementation of the recently adopted
new Media Strategy. The Strategy outlines most of the problems in the media
sphere in Serbia and presents relevant solutions ensuring the independent
financing for public media broadcasters, full independence of the Regulatory
Body for the Electronic Media, fixing of the overlapping competences over
the implementation and control of the media, expansion of the role of public
broadcasters, media pluralism, regulations on ownership and market control,
and media literacy.
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Albania
The media in Albania already faced a challenging situation before the coronavirus
pandemic began, although the expanding crisis has highlighted certain areas in
which the condition of the media has evolved in both a positive and negative
manner. Reporters Without Borders149 ranked Albania 84th out of 180 countries
in the World Press Freedom Index in 2020 – a deteriorating ranking compared
to previous years. In 2017,150 Albania was ranked 76th; in 2018151 – 75th; and in
2019152 – 82nd. According to the European Union Progress Reports,153 Albania
has made limited headway in the area of freedom of expression. Although
some legislative changes aiming to strengthen media independence have been
introduced (such as the new Code of Ethics for journalists launched in March
2018, incorporating ethical guidelines for online media), the implementation of
this legislation remains a challenge.
In Albania, the Audiovisual Media Authority (AMA)154 is the regulatory authority
in the field of audiovisual media outlets and of their supporting services.
Albania is described as having a rich media landscape (yet concentrated in the
hands of a few major owners), based on the high number of media outlets in
the country. According to data from the AMA, 54 television stations operate
in the country. Aside from the public broadcaster, Albanian Radio Television
(RTSH), there are five more private operators with national broadcasting
licenses, while 48 other broadcasters are listed by AMA as local media
outlets. The total number of newspapers and magazines published all over
the country is estimated to be over 200. In Albania, the Electronic and Postal
Communications Authority (AKEP)155 is the responsible regulatory authority for
electronic communications, as assigned under Law No. 9918/2008 On Electronic
Communications in the Republic of Albania. In terms of transparency, AKEP
has informed all web portals/media that they should publish their NIPT/NUIS156
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identification number on their sites as of December 2018.157 Online data
can be accessed from the national business center with the names of media
business owners. However, the ownership structures of media organizations
remain oligopolistic The advertising market in Albania is largely untransparent,
and relevant legislation is not specific enough. For example, the Law on the
Audiovisual Media158 prohibits any one company holding a national audio or
audiovisual broadcasting license from occupying a share of more than 30%
of the advertising market, but in practice the law does not specify how to
measure the advertising share (whether this percentage refers to the value
of the advertisements or to the advertising airtime).159 So, Albania has yet
to introduce legislation in line with international best practices on media
ownership and public advertising to increase transparency.
As regards domestic political and societal developments affecting the shrinking
of the space for media freedom, already before the pandemic, the Albanian
media landscape was subject to significant constraints. Key factors have
included pressure from public institutions through state-sponsored advertising,
and from major advertisers, the economic interests and political links of
outlets’ owners and financial insufficiency. In 2019, the government stepped
up attempts to take control over the media under the pretext of fighting fake
news. The ‘anti-defamation’ package proposed by Prime Minister Edi Rama
aims to oversee electronic media. This will extend the scope of competences
of AMA and AKEP, empowering them to intervene in cases of violations
or abuses of content published by the media by imposing heavy fines or
closing down outlets. On June 18, 2020, the Venice Commission opposed the
Albanian anti-defamation law due to concerns over freedom of expression.160
The Commission encouraged the creation of an independent self-regulatory
body that could safeguard media accountability. It stressed the need to ensure
that existing legislation is effective in tackling defamation and hate speech.
Afterwards, the Prime Minister assured the public that the government would
address the concerns raised by the Venice Commission regarding the antidefamation law.
From the very beginning of the pandemic, the Albanian government established
control over information flows. The government compelled citizens to use only
157
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one phone number provided to them to contact health services/authorities in
order to ask for help with general health issues and/or for COVID-19 cases
(this was a problem, because during the first few weeks, the number was
overloaded with calls, meaning that not all citizens could get answers to their
concerns). In addition, the government stipulated the number of tests that were
to be conducted and took over the functions of the sole source of information
on the number of infected people and fatalities. In particular, private hospitals
were not allowed to test citizens for COVID-19. Mass media had no means of
monitoring or verifying the truth about the scope of the health consequences
of the pandemic beyond the official figures that were provided.
Due to the COVID-19 crisis, media in Albania were forced to cancel some of
their programs (such as entertainment programs involving a significant number
of staff). Marketing activity was reduced, which has led to declining advertising
revenue for many media outlets. In March 2020, AMA proposed that the
government subsidize the salaries of employees working in the media sector,
who represent an important link to the provision of real-time information
for citizens. It has also been proposed that no fines be imposed until the
end of June for all Audiovisual Media Service Providers (OSHMA) and AMA,
allowing time to establish bridges of communication with the tax and customs
authorities to minimize taxes on advertising, profit tax, social security payments,
and suspension of state rent payments. This request was supported by the
President, but Prime Minister Edi Rama said that the media falls into the
category of big business and that the government cannot support it with grants
but has made available a guarantee if they need to take out a loan to pay
employees who are at home.161
As a result of the weak civic tradition in Albania, the growing economic
hardships, and fear of the unknown, the vast majority of citizens have remained
silent in the face of the daily social media and TV appearances of Prime
Minister Edi Rama, instilling fear and declaring that we are in a ‘war against
an unknown enemy’. Apart from public stunts, the government has also
issued normative acts, which restrict the fundamental rights and freedoms
of citizens. Some of the normative acts include Normative Act no. 3, dated
March 15, 2020: On taking special administrative measures during the infection
period caused by COVID-19;162 and Normative Act no. 4: On some additions
to Normative Act no. 3, dated March 15, 2020, of the Council of Ministers,
161
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On taking special administrative measures during the infection period caused
by COVID-19.163 According to these Acts, individuals who do not comply with
the order given by the competent bodies restricting movement in parks and
green areas, in urban areas or other open public spaces, are punishable with
a fine amounting to 20,000 ALL and with a 3-month suspension of the ability
to use their private vehicle, if the citizen has one.
Yet, there have been occasional civil societal initiatives demanding greater
public debate on free speech164 and the emergency legislation. On May 7,
2020, several activists along with dozens of other citizens held a protest in
Skenderbej Square of Tirana, focusing on opposition to the isolation measures
enforced by the Rama government. The protest degenerated into violence, and
state police tried to disperse the citizens on the pretext that the latter did not
have a permit to stay out of their homes and that they were not respecting
social distancing.165
As regards foreign authoritarian media interference, Russia’s propaganda
campaign – presenting medical donations as evidence of the Kremlin’s altruistic
readiness to help countries in need, juxtaposed to the EU’s supposed selfinterested behavior devoid of solidarity – did not find a receptive audience
in Albania. Russian assistance to Italy in dealing with the emergency situation
caused by COVID-19 and the lagging response of the US to help Italy received
only scant attention in the Albanian media.166 Indeed, such limited coverage can
be attributed to the fact that Russia and China have a negligible influence on
Albanian media outlets. Some media do indeed include headlines/topics favoring
Russia or China (such as Sot News and Tirana Today), but they are relatively
few and have a small audience compared to outlets publishing pro-USA/EU
content. The perspectives of the news sources with a pro-Russian/Chinese bent
are focused on the claim that Russia is one step ahead of other countries by
producing a test able to diagnose COVID-19 in 90 minutes,167 conducting trials
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on the COVID-19 vaccine,168 and assisting the US with medical equipment.169
One of the narratives related to China stated that Beijing feels insulted by
Western countries and the US, as it is blamed for a delay in publicizing the data
on the consequences of COVID-19. A Chinese medical consultant is quoted as
claiming that China has been fully transparent in declaring and making public
its COVID-19 data.170
Social media represented a key platform for the spread of disinformation. In
the first months of the pandemic, disinformation on COVID-19 was rampant
especially on Facebook. Some of the disinformation content related to the EU,
which was supposedly not ready to handle the coronavirus crisis or to help
its member states. The dissemination of fake cures for the coronavirus has
also been observed. It has been claimed that COVID-19 can be treated with
garlic or alcohol, and a rumor has circulated that a vaccine for the disease has
already been found.171 Another narrative was that of a coronavirus treatment
being linked to the use of bleach or pure alcohol.
Moreover, criticism of the authorities’ handling of the virus has been censured
on Facebook via a systematic and well-planned campaign conducted through
a task master/perpetrator called Acromax Media GmbH – a Germanregistered, Albanian-owned company that claims to operate the digital
rights management for Albanian media. It has signed contracts with major
Albanian digital broadcasters (Klan TV, Top Channel TV, News 24, Vizion
Plus TV, etc.).172 Operating officially on their behalf, it prohibits posting
videos on Facebook, which include content, however short, taken from
these broadcasters’ programs. The removed posts tend to be critical of
Prime Minister Rama and the Tirana city Mayor. However, posts praising the
authorities or conveying their views are not highlighted as copyright violations
by Acromax. For example, Exit news has uploaded several videos in which
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Tirana’s Mayor Erion Veliaj made a promise (that he later did not fulfill) to
hold back on granting new building permits.
Overall, at Acromax Media’s request, hundreds of video posts have been
removed from Facebook, pages have been deleted or temporarily blocked, and
personal profiles have been removed. Journalists, activists, media portals, and
even citizens (some examples being Exit news, Faktoje.al, Nisma Thurje)173 have
found their content removed by Acromax, often for no apparent reason. This
is an abuse of copyright principles to enable political censorship by violating
the fundamental right of free speech. As the Albanian portal exit.al174 – which
has made a full investigation on this case – wrote recently, the German branch
of Reporters Without Borders has condemned the activities of Acromax,
considering it an attempt to suppress independent journalism.
Yet, the Albanian social media environment has to be contrasted with the
more fact-oriented coverage provided by mainstream media. The most
watched media outlets (for example Klan TV)175 have relied on accurate news
sources focusing on information coming out of the World Health Organization
(WHO) in order to help ensure society is duly informed. Other media outlets
have publicized EU reports to inform citizens of instances of disinformation on
the coronavirus. In general, influential mass media in Albania, mainly television
stations, collaborate with experts, although shows with wider audiences have
recruited paid ‘expert’ groups who debate a wide range of issues and try
to influence public opinion, motivated by their proximity to the political
and economic interests of media owners.176 However, during the coronavirus
pandemic characterized by uncertainties about the nature and treatment of
the disease, objective scientific information has been sought after. Hence, a
positive development has been afoot, whereby credible expert opinion has
taken up more media space.
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