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The 2011 annual report of Foundation Media Democracy (FMD) was produced 

by a team from the Media Monitoring Lab (MML). Operating within the 

Foundation since its inception in 2007, the MML has presented its consolidated 

annual reports in different forms. Thus, for example, at the end of 2009 the 

FMD held its annual conference where the statements of the participants as well 

as the most important parts of the discussions were filmed and edited into what 

became the first officially released video anthology in Bulgaria (Media and 

Power, 2010; in Bulgarian). At the beginning of 2011, the findings of the 2010 

report were presented at the FMD’s annual conference and then published in an 

extended version in the book Media and Politics. The book was subsequently 

translated into English. The English version enabled the FMD to reach a wider 

international audience. In this way, the Foundation is trying to make up for 

certain deficiencies and to respond to the serious demand for analyses and data 

about the Bulgarian media landscape among foreign experts, non-governmental 

organizations and universities. 

 

After last October’s presidential and local government elections in Bulgaria, the 

FMD published a consolidated report of the MML, Media and Elections 2011 

(in Bulgarian), trying out a new form of presentation: short, thematically 

focused reports by different authors, richly illustrated with visual data and united 

within a common thematic framework. The successful reception of this more 

communicative form of presenting the relevant information, where the guiding 

motive is not the homogeneity of the whole report but the emphasis on the 

individual points of view, encouraged us to take the same approach in the 

present annual report. It does not dissolve the voices of the analysts into a 

uniform expert discourse; it keeps the stylistic diversity of the authors while of 

course keeping to certain commonly shared methodological and structural 

standards. That is why the 2011 annual report looks more like a mini-book, a 

brief collection made up of a number of individual expertises. 

 

Introduction: On This Report and Its Context 
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The report appears in the context of growing criticism of the Bulgarian media 

environment coming both from authoritative international organizations and 

leading Bulgarian non-governmental organizations. In January 2012, Reporters 

Without Borders (RSF) published their annual World Press Freedom Index 2011 

in which Bulgaria is ranked 80th, falling nine places from its position in 2010. 

Bulgaria is ranked last of the EU countries and is on a par with Serbia, Chile and 

Paraguay. Among the Southeast European countries, Bulgaria ranks lower than 

Greece (70th), Croatia (68th), Bosnia and Herzegovina (58th), Moldova (53rd), 

Romania (47th) and Slovenia (36th). The report notes that in Bulgaria there is a 

lack of political will to address the issue of media freedom violations (Reporters 

Without Borders 2012). It points out the targeted attacks and death threats 

against journalists in Bulgaria as one of the key problems of the Bulgarian 

media environment (ibid.). 

 

The experts of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 

(OSCE) who observed the presidential and local government elections in 

Bulgaria in 2011, also pointed out a number of problems. One of them, for 

example, is the conclusion that ‘virtually all campaign coverage in the media 

had to be purchased which resulted in a near-absence of editorial coverage of the 

campaign’ (see Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 2011). 

 

In 2011 former US ambassador to Bulgaria James Pardew joined the critics of 

the state of Bulgarian media and their dependence on power. In an article 

published in November in the English-language weekly The Sofia Echo, Pardew 

notes: 

 
Democracy took a step backward in the latest presidential and municipal election 

process in Bulgaria. The campaign leading up to those elections in this Nato and EU 

nation exposed an alarming decline in the freedom and independence of print and 

electronic media and political intimidation at levels not seen in decades in the country. 

(Pardew 2011)  

 

Authoritative experts on Southeast European media also commented on the 

situation in the Bulgarian media sphere in 2011. Matthias Barner, for example, 

points out in an analysis for the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung that in Bulgaria, as 

in some other countries in the region, ‘alliances between politics, media and the 

business world’ are all too easily formed (Barner 2011: 69). According to 
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Barner, ‘[D]irect interference by oligarchs, who not only represent their own 

business interests but are also closely linked to political parties, is fairly 

standard’ (ibid.). 

 

Mark Meinardus, Office Bulgaria Director of the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, 

was also critical of the development of the Bulgarian media landscape. 

According to him, the Bulgarian media are mostly interested in and positive 

about Prime Minister Boyko Borisov, offering much less coverage of the 

activities and opinions of the opposition; instead, they most often ‘uncritically 

relay the standpoint of the government’ (Tsekova 2011). 

 

In 2011, a number of local organizations such as the Bulgarian Helsinki 

Committee and the Association of European Journalists in Bulgaria, to name but 

a few, also added their voices to those criticizing media developments in 

Bulgaria. It is precisely the large number and diversity of the critical voices 

coming from different sources that are the most serious indication of the 

existence of a continuing crisis in the Bulgarian public sphere. In 2011 foreign 

and Bulgarian commentators continued the long series of criticisms as to the 

blurring of the boundaries between media and power that were voiced in 2010 

(Spassov 2011), and became even more critical. 

 

Against this background, many key problems (in addition to those noted above) 

remained unsolved in 2011, too: the unclear ownership and financing of a 

number of media outlets, the unregulated status of political advertising, the 

ineffective media self-regulation, the absence of trade union protection for 

journalists, the trend towards oligopolization of the market, and so on. In 2011 

there were also true wars between different rival media groups. Huge editorial 

and financial resources were invested in smear campaigns against the rivals. 

This has unavoidably led to a Balkanization of the Bulgarian media landscape, 

with all its negative consequences for the public which has less and less access 

to quality and independent media content. That is why the analyses and criticism 

of the media environment are not an end in themselves. They are motivated by a 

desire to improve it. 

 

Just as in the last few years, the 2011 monitoring survey of Bulgarian media was 

kindly supported by the Media Program South East Europe of the Konrad-
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Adenauer-Stiftung. This support allows us to commission the production of a 

Media Index which is the only one in Bulgaria to offer a picture of the attitudes 

of mainstream media towards the leading Bulgarian politicians and institutions. 

The Media Index is produced in partnership with the Bulgarian research and 

consulting agency Market Links, with which we have been working since the 

creation of the FMD. I would like to especially thank the teams from those two 

institutions for their excellent work together. 

  
 

 

Orlin Spassov 

Executive Director  
Foundation Media Democracy 
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 ||||| Media Regulation: Effects and Deficiencies  
   
 
 

Media regulation (according to Bulgaria’s Law on Radio and Television) is a 

paradoxical process because it has requirements regarding content, yet at the 

same time, it must protect content from interference, including from its own 

interference. Generally speaking, media regulation is in the role of the girl from 

the fairytale who was told by the king to appear before him neither naked nor 

dressed. Such are the expectations of society towards it, especially of Bulgarian 

society which is dissatisfied with its own media ‘by default’ and wants the state, 

as represented by the authority regulating content (the Council for Electronic 

Media, CEM), to end the bad practices in them as soon as possible but, at the 

same time, suspects that the regulatory authority will thus impose censorship on 

them. Citizens complain about the media but only until someone heeds their 

complaints and reacts – then they begin to complain about him or her, too. 

 

The way out, insofar as there is a way out, is of course in ‘weak regulation’ that 

circles around content and protects it only with framework principles, while the 

content within the framework depends only on editorial independence. In this 

sense, freedom of speech is much more a choice of the individual media outlet 

than a matter of regulation. 

 

Fair regulation places, according to the requirements of the law, restrictions but 

in a way that ensures that they will gradually be interiorized in media behaviour, 

becoming intrinsic to the latter and being observed not because of the threat of 

punishment but as a professional necessity; that is to say, the statutory norms 

must ‘transcend themselves’ and include themselves into the complex value-

repertoire called freedom of speech. 

 

Georgi Lozanov 
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In this respect, in 2011 there were two relatively new (preceded by legal 

amendments) trends which regulation still needs to ‘nurse’ until they find their 

good media practices and professional motivations. The most frequent violations 

of the Law on Radio and Television established by the monitoring conducted by 

the CEM were precisely in their fields. 

 

The first trend is the increased protection of children in radio and above all in 

television programmes – at the level of content and at the level of presence (in 

the programmes). This trend responded not only to the general European 

attitudes but also to the growing local public sentiments generated by a 

scandalous season of Big Brother, Big Brother Family, with the participation of 

children. The authority regulating content was called upon to stop the show or at 

least to remove the children from the show. But it had no such powers and this 

was recognized as an inadmissible statutory deficiency. After a series of 

discussions between the CEM, MPs and representatives of the State Agency for 

Child Protection (SACP), parliament adopted legal amendments (revising the 

Law on Radio and Television) which, in their turn, provide for the elaboration 

and adoption of ‘risk assessment criteria’ and the signing of an agreement on 

their observance by the CEM, the SACP, and media service providers. Thus, 

since 2011 the possibilities of regulation and co-regulation in the electronic 

media to protect children have been expanded. They statutorily reflect both the 

persistence of the patriarchal model in Bulgaria, in whose value-hierarchy 

children are above adults and are seen as a disadvantaged group, and the internal 

balances of a new liberalism in the media (the product also of the deregulated 

space of the internet): more regulation for children as opposed to more 

deregulation for adults. 

 

The second trend is related to the statutory liberalization of the restrictions 

(mostly in terms of place) on advertising on television and the admission of 

product placement which allows commercial discourse to syncretically converge 

with its other forms – fiction, journalism, and so on. This is related to the 

interests of this market, especially in years of economic crisis, but also to greater 

trust in the viewer’s communicative competence as a result of the possibilities 

and stereotypes of the new media. 

 



 11 

In this case, however, liberalization implies an expectation of greater discipline 

in spotting and avoiding surreptitious advertising, which previously took 

advantage of the ‘old-fashioned’ regulation on this issue. This was the direction 

– including in establishing a clear distinction between advertising and sponsor 

credits – of the regulatory authority’s efforts in 2011, both in its supervisory 

activity and in its dialogue with media service providers. 

 

Although in 2011 they were re-actualized in a tense way, seeking new 

behavioural models, those two trends are long-term; they began in the past and 

will most likely continue in the future. What is telling of the relations in the 

Bulgarian media sector here and now and provides a ‘snapshot’ of the state of 

media regulation in Bulgaria, were the elections (for president and for local 

government), and more specifically, the election campaign. 

 

Generally speaking, the ‘snapshot’ is sad and attests to an inevitable 

helplessness. That is because in Bulgaria it is an old political practice for 

parliament to pass, precisely during election campaigns, a law (Electoral Code) 

that takes away media regulation from the competent (again by law) body and 

entrusts it to the Central Electoral Commission as part of its various powers (the 

CEM becomes, at best, something like an assistant of the Commission). Thus, in 

the month before the elections, which is crucially important in terms of public 

communication, media regulation ‘by default’ loses specialization and its 

traditional role is suspended. In fact, the public-service media (Bulgarian 

National Television and Bulgarian National Radio) are placed in a similar 

situation as regards their editorial independence (their right to decide), having 

been turned into something like campaign ‘broadcast channels’. 

 

The reason for this is that ever since the beginning of the transition, whenever 

the time for direct reproduction of power draws close Bulgarian politicians of all 

stripes begin to be more afraid of journalists and the media than of each other, 

despite their partisan hostilities. And they prefer to come to an agreement 

between themselves in a statutory text that is repeated (with minor edits) from 

election to election, in which they themselves apportion airtime and determine 

the forms of ‘political canvassing’ (politicheska agitatsia, or, literally ‘political 

agitation’ in Bulgarian). The very fact that the term agitatsia continues to be 

used shows that the election campaign is seen as one-way communication where 
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the function of the media as mediator, as ‘the obligatory third party’ between 

politicians and the public, is weakened. 

 

The result is that almost the entire 2011 election campaign in the media was paid 

for by the political parties, a practice which is essentially similar to vote-buying 

– the only difference being that it is legal and probably less effective. This has 

led to the following closed circle: taxpayers finance, through the national 

budget, political parties which in their turn finance the media, in exchange for 

which they dictate to the media the rules by which the latter must cover them, 

the bottom line being that taxpayers, now in their capacity as voters, influence 

and predetermine their own vote with their own money (here and there along the 

way, sponsors also come into play). 

 

It is true that when the prices are equal, payment is to some extent a tool for 

equality (although it is a rather crude tool) insofar as political parties generate 

their revenues according to the already expressed trust in them. The downside, 

however, is obvious: this reduces the chances for new players to appear, but 

then, on the upside, it limits media access for ghost political formations which 

have no electoral support and which used to appear in public only during 

elections, wasting public resources (as was the case in the first years of the 

transition, when they appeared on Bulgarian National Radio and Bulgarian 

National Television free of charge). Besides wasting the time of listeners and 

viewers, they turned the whole electoral process into a grotesque parody, 

depriving it of seriousness and accountability. Back then ‘making them pay’ 

looked like a solution, unlike today when it is an anachronism – both from the 

point of view of our own history and in principle. 

 

Of course, there are paid forms in election campaigns everywhere, but they must 

be clearly identified as such, and more importantly, they must be in a reasonable 

proportion to pay-free forms, where journalism can do its job according to its 

own professional standards and in defence of the right of voters to be informed 

objectively and impartially so that they can decide on their own how to vote. 

 

In practice, this requires a revision of the law which: 
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1. Excludes the authoritarian-sounding term agitatsia which places the 

communicative interests of candidates above those of voters and 

refuses to make a distinction between the different programme forms 

in election campaigns (everything is ‘agitatsia’). 

 

2. Returns to the types of discourse valid for programme content in 

general – the discourse of advertising and journalism, in this particular 

case, of political advertising and political journalism. 

 

3. Introduces and defines the term ‘political advertising’ with the relevant 

specific restrictions (in terms of time and place) similar to those that 

are valid for commercial advertising. 

 

4. Guarantees the role of independent political journalism in election 

campaigns, especially in the public-service media. 

 

5. Keeps the regulatory authority’s powers to supervise the media during 

election campaigns, and even extends and specializes those powers. 

 

6. Excludes from the general electoral law, which is adopted before all 

political elections, the requirements regarding the behaviour of the 

media and their regulation during election campaigns, and formulates 

(consistently) such requirements in the special media law, that is, 

ensures that the media campaign is not regulated on a campaign basis. 

 

As a result also of the dialogue of OSCE observers of the 2011 elections in 

Bulgaria with CEM representatives, the recommendations concerning the media 

in the final report of the OSCE/ODIHR Limited Election Observation Mission 

are in the same vein: 

 

 The legal framework should include free airtime provisions on public 

broadcasters for contestants running in an election. 

 

 Consideration could be given to regulating the coverage of the election 

campaign in the broadcast media in detail in the Law on Radio and 

Television, with basic provisions remaining in the Electoral Code. The 
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implementing body for the Law on Radio and Television, the Council 

for Electronic Media (CEM), could be tasked with overseeing the 

provisions, based on quantitative and qualitative media monitoring, 

and with power to provide remedies during the campaign period in a 

timely manner. 

 

 In order to disclose potential political and business interests and 

undue concentration in media ownership, a public register of 

broadcast media owners could be introduced. (OSCE/ODIHR Limited 

Election Observation Mission. Final Report) 

 

From a certain point of view, the last recommendation may appear to have been 

fulfilled insofar as there is such a register at the level of legal entities. The 

problem is that legal entities can be easily used to hide invisible natural persons 

and relevant economic and political interests, which presupposes elaborating 

qualitatively new tools for guaranteeing transparency in the media. At that not 

(as one can see from the recommendation of the OSCE observers as well as 

from the long local debate on the subject) ‘for information purposes only’, but 

above all as a basis for specific thresholds of concentration in the media sector, 

that is, protection of media pluralism in the origins and movement of capital on 

the media market. 

 

If this is not done, as I have ventured to warn for years, Bulgaria will continue 

its slide in the World Press Freedom Index (according to Reporters Without 

Borders, in 2011 Bulgaria dropped from 71st to 80th place). That is because 

freedom of speech is now restricted by the very structure of the public sphere, 

regardless of the personal will of its speakers. 
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 ||||| Television in Bulgaria in 2011: Problems and Trends 
   
 
 

The developments in Bulgaria’s television landscape in 2011 followed major 

global trends but also the specific logic of the Bulgarian context. Here we will 

analyze several key moments. 

 

Shift from Serious to Entertainment Formats 

 

Serious, professional commentators and reporters, investigative journalists, 

analyses, in-depth interviews, expert discussions and documentaries were 

displaced by talk shows and reality formats, by entertainment shows which 

colonize the public television sphere, instrumentalize journalism, and reformat 

the perception of and requirements towards reality. This shift from serious to 

entertainment formats was particularly evident in one of the few ambitious 

investigative journalism projects on Bulgarian television, the special section 

devoted to investigations which is a part of one of the most popular 

entertainment shows, bTV’s Gospodari na efira (Masters of the Air, the 

Bulgarian version of Striscia la notizia). What we saw was direct incorporation 

and conversion (which also means translation) of journalistic genres and 

contents into forms of the entertainment industry. We also saw the replacement 

of journalistic authorities, the reduction and appropriation of the field of news 

and current affairs by people who are the product of television and who claim to 

speak for public opinion but in fact present the industry of social fears, 

expectations, evaluations and even ethical criticisms (the most eloquent 

examples of such speakers: Slavi Trifonov, bTV; Sasho Dikov, Kanal 3; 

Yuliyan Vuchkov, Kanal 3; Velizar Enchev, Skat TV). 

 

 

Todor P. Todorov 
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Visibility and Legitimation of Media-Political Cartels 

 

Ownership in the media validates the claim that ownership is the medium. 

Judging from last year’s developments, Bulgarian television has become an 

immediate function of capital. This points to the alarming conclusion that 

Bulgarian television has willingly turned into a function of power and its interests 

(government, corporate, private, group and other interests). Furthermore, by 

presenting them it legitimates those interests which sometimes involve otherwise 

illegitimate capital (illegitimate in the legal and moral sense). This voluntary 

subordination is dictated by the economic dependence of the media themselves, 

by Bulgaria’s small and unstable market (including a small and unstable 

advertising market) in which few survive, and by the competition war as well as 

by the war for survival, fought with no holds barred. Last but not least is the lack 

of job security in TV media, which is conducive to political conformism and self-

censorship on the part of journalists. In 2011, the distribution of the television 

market and its subordination to such mechanisms made visible and legitimated 

different areas of influence in the media sphere which, in the context of last 

year’s presidential and local government elections in Bulgaria, realized the actual 

map of the political imaginary (for example, by excluding certain individuals 

from the TV screen, unlike others whose presence was guaranteed by mobilized 

capital and power constellations and interests). This unavoidably points to the 

instrumentalization of television and journalism as a whole in Bulgaria, which 

threatens the democratic process and the existence of an informed public without 

which the latter is impossible. 

 

Television as a Showcase for Persons and Personal Relations 

 

In these conditions, the TV screen has become a showcase that shows and 

recycles a set of mutually replaceable speakers, people who have won media 

status both in the political field and within the field of journalism itself. The 

focus is on the personal confrontation between those individuals, not on the 

confrontation between their arguments, between what they represent, what they 

are responsible for to the public and what truly matters. Another characteristic of 

Bulgarian television is the ‘expert’ TV presence of politicians, their presentation 

as a separate class of professionals (the cliché about ‘the political class’), which, 

in the long term, alienates people from politics, produces indifference and lack of 
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interest (except in what is happening on the surface, which is also of main 

interest to the media), and gives rise to the conviction that the public is only a 

spectator, not a true participant in the political process. Thus, the TV screen 

functions as a partition screen in the Freudian sense, a surface that shows things 

aimed at hiding other contents which are more important and significant in terms 

of information. 

 

The 2011 Election Campaign: Commercialized and Uneventful 

 

The election campaign on Bulgarian television suffered the flaws of the whole 

media situation in Bulgaria. The market was the natural media climate of the 

elections, while the market regulations determined the business-like and drab 

atmosphere of the campaign and pre-outlined the landscape and the figures 

actualized by the campaign. The crisis in the TV advertising market was offset by 

production and marketing of political images/products. The relationship of 

television to the election campaign stories and figures was a contractual 

commercial relationship involving trade and manufacture. This caused a 

reduction of political stories to the level of commercial advertising, and 

substitution of political rhetoric and its relevance by clichés (including visual 

ones), staged events (for example, in the debates) and ‘piecemeal’ 

advertisements. Political images and figures were presented on television on a par 

with sausages and detergents. The campaign became uneventful, which made it 

neutral and dull. After the first round of the elections, television became more 

interesting insofar as the election process itself created an event and insofar as the 

‘partition screen’ was filled with a series of staged micro-conflicts (for example, 

‘Dogan’s kiss’ – after the first round of the elections, DPS leader Ahmed Dogan 

declared he would support the Bulgarian Socialist Party’s candidates for 

president and vice-president without demanding anything in exchange, other than 

‘a nice kiss’; Dogan’s statement caused a volley of media and political 

interpretations). The media, as a whole, began to be used more actively and more 

directly. 

 

Entertainment Industry Dominated by Bulgarian TV Series 

 

According to data of People Meters BG and GARB, the most-watched television 

programmes of 2011 (those with the largest number of viewers and the highest 
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rating) were the Turkish TV series Aşk-ı Memnu/Forbidden Love and Yaprak 

Dökümü/The Fall of Leaves, followed by the Bulgarian productions Stolichani v 

poveche/Sofia Residents in Surplus (TV series), Komitsite/The Comedians (stand-

up comedy show) and Staklen dom/Glass House (TV series), all of them aired on 

bTV. The overall trend was towards turning television above all into an 

entertainment industry with little room for serious, critical news and current 

affairs programmes and intellectual TV debate. One positive trend was the 

significantly higher output and quality of Bulgarian TV series which have a large 

audience in the country and sell well on the international market (for the time 

being, mostly in Southeast Europe). These series deal with topical themes, issues 

and social relations in Bulgarian society. Among the most popular TV series in 

2011 were Staklen dom/Glass House, Pod prikritie/Undercover (crime series), 

Sedem chasa razlika/A Seven-Hour Difference (problems of the judicial system, 

organized crime and social polarization), Stolichani v poveche/Sofia Residents in 

Surplus (a parody of social and political realities in Bulgaria), and Domashen 

arrest/House Arrest (family comedy). 

 

Two Ways of Making Television: ‘Beauty Parlour’ vs ‘Barbershop’ 

 

The media conditions in Bulgaria in 2011 left two types of dominant television 

models, two ways of television production: the market policy of the expensive 

‘beauty parlour’ and the commentary chatter and rhetoric of the ‘barbershop’. 

Visual and acoustic television differentiated themselves (‘the beauty parlour’ vs 

‘the barbershop’). The glossy phantasmal visual images of the television industry 

which operates as a function of capital or power and invents power (bTV, TV7, 

Nova Television, Bulgarian National Television) were the counterpoint to the 

self-made ‘live’ studio which is outside that capital, claims to be independent, 

and serves as a platform for orators and speakers of the populace, criticizing, 

complaining, instructing or accusing (Kanal 3, Skat). Very often such television 

channels (including regional ones, such as Pernik’s Krakra) broadcast constantly 

from a single, modestly furnished and maintained studio which ‘rotates’, nonstop, 

guests in their role as alternative voices. 
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A studio of Skat TV, ‘the patriotic TV 
channel’.  

The Nova Television news studio. 

 

The crisis of critical television journalism in Bulgaria is also a crisis of the 

democratic process. One should bear in mind, however, that the trends 

characteristic of the Bulgarian situation are also global trends in international 

journalism. The ensuing conflict poses serious communicative risks which, in 

the long term, could have dangerous effects in the political and social sphere. 

All democratic institutions, journalists themselves and civil society at large need 

to adequately understand those problems (this is also the task of this article) and 

constantly seek strategies for overcoming them. 
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 ||||| Media on the Eve of Doomsday:  
  Bulgarian Radio in 2011 

   
 
 

In 2011, the key events for Bulgarian radio happened more often outside it, or at 

least outside its programmes. This old broadcast media was more visible and 

important in its constituent parts – technology, audio message, a particular radio 

set, listeners’ habits. Bulgarian radio was ‘disassembled’. For the avid listener 

2011 was a traumatic year, above all because Radio Deutsche Welle (DW) went 

off the air, but for the occasional listener it was an intriguing year full of 

untypical events. 
 

Nineteenth-Century Tremors 
 

In January, political life in Bulgaria hinted at a strange ‘rehabilitation’ of the old 

media: the tremors around the tapes of discrediting conversations between senior 

government officials (including the prime minister and Customs Agency chief 

Vanyo Tanov), released by the Galeria weekly and the RZS party (in what would 

come to be known as ‘Tanovgate’), were caused by purely audio messages. The 

doubts as to the authenticity of the tapes were also in the area of ‘classical’ media 

manoeuvres – editing, assembling dialogue, the theatre of voices. YouTube, a 

twenty-first century media, had to host voices from the telephone, a nineteenth-

century media. 

 

Television as well as the new media were for a short while helpless in the face of 

lines like: ‘Hi there. That guy, [controversial businessman Mihail Mihov, aka] 

Misho Birata [The Beer], called me again now.’ ‘Fine. [Prime Minister] Boyko 

[Borisov] sure will be upset. He said that I should sort it out. So I’ll sort it out.’ 

‘They’re disgusting… They’re disgusting, they’re wiretapping me, I don’t give a 

damn.’ Almost like in an old-fashioned confession talk show. 

Georgi Savchev 
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Grey Radio 
 

Two months later, a particular radio set played a key role in an emergency. On 23 

March, 28-year-old Stefan Stefanov took hostages in a bank in Sliven. There was 

no television in the room, and the hostage-taker shot and broke the computers. 

The internet connection was down. The media from which the 28-year-old man 

learned about the public reception of his acts was a grey radio set. 
 

On the day after the attack (24 March), Prime Minister Borisov named also a 

particular radio station: ‘As the kidnapper is listening to Radio Focus, because 

he’s afraid that if he gives himself up he’ll get shot, if he hears me now [I want 

him to know that] I’ve given express orders – if he gives himself up as required 

by law, he won’t even get a slap in the face, so to speak.’ 

 

What did listeners hear during the extreme 40 hours before the hostage-taker was 

arrested? The Bulgarian National Radio’s Horizont programme service proved 

the most resilient, reporting the breaking news story throughout the night (bTV, 

Nova Television and Darik Radio gave up in the early hours of 24 March and 

referred all users who were still awake to their websites). Yuliana Stoyanova, 

anchor of the programme Neshto poveche (Something More), made a very 

important point when she said that ‘just as the police officers, so too the media 

are learning in stride how to cover such an event’ after the naïve statement of 

Valentin Petrov, former chief secretary of the interior ministry: ‘in such a 

situation the police are usually subjected above all to media pressure.’ 

 

On the evening of 24 March, after the hostages were released, Radio Focus began 

to ask ‘bolder’ questions. The anchor of Tova e Balgaria (This Is Bulgaria) asked 

Diana Mladenova, President of the Management Board of Investbank, and Sofia 

Municipality security expert Ivan Boyadzhiev what would they say to the 28-

year-old hostage-taker. And whereas the question was not particularly 

appropriate in the concrete situation and (above all) media outlet, Ivan 

Boyadzhiev’s answer was ‘impressive’: ‘…But look, he’s not giving himself up. 

And I find this very interesting – he’s threatening to kill himself. If he wanted to 

kill himself he should have done so by now. It’s obvious he’s only threatening to 

kill himself so that he can secure some more privileges for himself in the 

future…’ Such statements were to be heard on the radio while the hostage-taker 
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remained the last person in the bank and (former) police officers were advising 

journalists that they should mind their words. 
 

Farewell to the Patriarchs 
 

Yet even though it was ‘rehabilitated’ in untypical cases such as the ‘hostage 

drama’ and ‘Tanovgate’, the anthropology of listening still went through several 

crises, the biggest one being the Bulgarian listener’s parting with Radio Deutsche 

Welle. On 1 July DW stopped broadcasting on FM in Sofia: the reason for the 

premature termination of its radio broadcasting license was ‘DW’s new global 

strategy, according to which the focus of the world media is shifting to other 

prospective formats – television, online and mobile media products’ (Minutes of 

Proceedings No. 29, CEM Regular Meeting, 7 June 2011). 

 

Radio Deutsche Welle’s departure from Sofia’s FM frequencies cannot but alarm 

the avid listener: if you take away the framework of the classical media, 

especially when the media outlet in question is a prestigious radio station such as 

DW, the risk of virtual marginalization is very high. That is also why the 

assurances that there would be fragmentary compensatory spaces – television and 

radio formats for Bulgarian partners, a news portal, aggressive promotion on 

Facebook – do not sound reassuring. The traumatic stories of the partings of 

Radio Free Europe, the BBC and RFI with the Bulgarian public provoke further 

worrying analogies. 
 

In the different periods of their existence the so-called ‘foreign radio stations’ 

offered important, and identifiable for the public, alternative visions: about a free 

world (during the ‘Cold War’), about pluralism and democracy (in the 1990s), 

and about professional journalism (in the last years of their life on air). If DW 

survives online in a Bulgarian context, it will again offer the Bulgarian public a 

competitive vision – as a guide to professional journalism on the internet. But 

Bulgarian radio publicity will be the loser in all possible scenarios of future 

development. 
 

Television on the Radio 
 

The crises in the old media are also revealed by the invention of a format that is 

not typical of Bulgarian broadcast media: television on the radio. In 2011 bTV 
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and Bulgaria On Air integrated a significant part of their TV content into radio 

stations of their own. The ‘tabloid’ Contemporary Hit Radio PRO.FM was 

replaced by bTV Radio, and ‘Bulgaria’s party radio’ (for electronic music) Alfa 

by Bulgaria On Air, ‘which is closely connected’ to the television station of the 

same name. Unlike January’s audio precedent involving the discrediting tapes in 

which technology provoked (even if for a short while) further ‘warming’ (after 

Marshall McLuhan) of radio as a medium, the case of ‘television on the radio’ 

involves the opposite process: through the ease of technology, the medium is 

turning from cold to ice-cold. And one of the key components of radio 

programmes – powerful, personal journalism – belongs almost entirely to the 

visual media. 

 

On the Eve of Doomsday  
 

In 2011 we also witnessed a very amusing case which was again provoked by 

archaic media practices. Short-wave radio carried an ominous warning in 

Bulgarian: ‘Judgement Day is May 21, 2011.’  

 

In the USA, Family Radio’s Doomsday prophecy attracted millions of dollars in 

donations. The 2011 end-times prediction made by Harold Camping, one of the 

founders of this Christian radio network based in Oakland, California, found 

followers across the world by way of the network’s programmes in 48 languages. 

Family Radio’s Doomsday prophecy did not cause a scare in Bulgaria as very 

few people know about the network’s Bulgarian-language broadcasts. So how 

does the lure work? Family Radio is as if made for a mid- 1950s radio set placed 

in the living room of a big family. It does not rely on dynamic programmes but 

on long-forgotten genres such as teaching programmes. There is very little music. 

 

The media frenzy and heightened attention of international news agencies and 

popular new sites towards Family Radio’s Doomsday prophecy proved that 

flirting with classical media works. At the global and local levels, radio is not 

only not losing its power, it is being used by accidental heroes as a generator of 

desperate eccentricities. And the hopes for the end of the world will continue to 

be aired on the radio in 2012, too. 



 24 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 ||||| Attitudes Towards Politicians and Institutions  
  in the Bulgarian Press in 2011:  
  A Look at Seven National Dailies 

   
 
 

The annual Media Index (see Appendix) commissioned by Foundation Media 

Democracy (FMD) and compiled by Bulgarian research and consulting agency 

Market Links is unique in that it is the only one in Bulgaria that traces the 

dynamics of media attitudes towards leading politicians, political parties and key 

institutions. The latest Media Index offers a comparison of analogous periods in 

2010 and 2011. It covers seven Bulgarian national dailies: 24 Chasa, Trud, 

Dnevnik, Monitor, Novinar, Sega and Standart. The total number of registered 

items in the period under review is 24 249. 

 

Politicians 

 

In 2011, too, Prime Minister Boyko Borisov remained the most frequently 

mentioned politician in the monitored dailies. He had an overwhelming lead over 

all other politicians. Borisov’s number of mentions (5265) was 2.7 times that of 

the second most frequently mentioned politician, Deputy Prime Minister and 

Interior Minister Tsvetan Tsvetanov (1896). Despite the large margin between 

Borisov and all other politicians, the prime minister was mentioned 20% less 

frequently than in 2010. This happens for the first time since he came to power. 

The reason was largely due to the elections in 2011. Many of the politicians who 

ran in the elections radically increased their visibility in the media, ‘taking away’ 

media attention from the others. In 2011 Tsvetan Tsvetanov lost approximately 

37% of his presence in the media. This also applies to Deputy Prime Minister and 

Finance Minister Simeon Djankov, who lost 29% of their attention. Even so, 

Borisov, Tsvetanov and Djankov remained by far the most frequently mentioned 

Orlin Spassov 
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politicians in the Bulgarian press in 2011. For his part, outgoing President Georgi 

Parvanov ‘underwent’ a 35% drop in media coverage. Many of the other 

politicians who did not run in the elections, such as Sergei Stanishev, Ahmed 

Dogan, Ivan Kostov or Martin Dimitrov, also saw a decline in their media 

visibility, although on a smaller scale, which was partly due also to the fact that 

they got less media coverage to begin with. 

 

Thus, Borisov’s dominance and the strong media presence of the key figures of 

the ruling GERB party remained the decisive factor, but in 2011 they did not 

have the same total quantitative expression as in previous periods. The decrease 

in their coverage occurred above all during the election campaign period, when 

the media became full of information about the many candidates, but was not 

limited only to it. It was due also to the rise of politicians (like Meglena Kuneva) 

who have the potential to change the news agenda, attracting strong media 

attention outside the framework of the campaign, too. 

 

Besides keeping a traditionally large margin between himself and the other 

political figures in terms of intensity of media presence, in 2011 Borisov 

significantly increased his weight in another category as well: the group of 

political actors who most frequently express attitudes in the media. Here, too, he 

remained the absolute leader, even managing to express attitudes in 25% more 

items (1551) than in 2010. This practically means that Borisov was not only 

passively present in the media as the most frequently mentioned and discussed 

figure, it means that he succeeded best in using the media for direct 

communication of political ideas. He expressed attitudes in three times as many 

cases as the leader of the largest opposition party, the Bulgarian Socialist Party, 

Sergei Stanishev (543). The amount of opinions produced by Borisov in the 

media exceeded even that of whole political parties: BSP (660), DPS (427), 

GERB (313 items). 

 

The media rating (expressing the ratio between items with a positive and with a 

negative attitude) of Borisov remained definitely positive. His rating in 2011 

ranged between 1.5 and 3.3 points, that is, the positive items about him were on 

average 2.2 times more than the negative items. The major print media, those 

with the largest share of the market, kept their positive attitude towards Borisov 

as in 2010. The only daily to become more critical of him was Sega, while 
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Novinar and Dnevnik, which used to be positive, tended to be neutral in 2011, 

and this is an indication of a cooling of their attitude towards the prime minister. 

 

The media were and are largely inconstant in their attitudes towards Tsvetan 

Tsvetanov and Simeon Djankov. In 2011 their rating was at times positive and at 

times negative, depending on their concrete political acts. Tsvetanov’s average 

media rating in 2011 was negative (-1.9). Thus, Tsvetanov fell out of favour with 

some influential dailies which had a positive attitude towards him in 2010. This 

change was most obvious in Trud (now with a definitely negative attitude) and 24 

Chasa (from positive to neutral). Dnevnik, Sega and Novinar also became more 

negative towards Tsvetanov. Only Standart and Monitor kept their positive 

attitudes. Djankov’s rating was, on the whole, positive although not definitely so 

(1.3). The monitored dailies’ attitude towards Djankov was slightly ‘warmer’ 

than in the previous monitored period, especially in the case of Standart. As a 

whole, the attitude towards Djankov remained neutral, tending towards positive. 

 

Whilst in the last year of his term in office President Parvanov managed to keep 

the generally neutral and slightly positive attitude of the press towards him and 

had a positive annual rating (1.5), BSP leader Sergei Stanishev and DPS leader 

Ahmed Dogan continued to attract negative attention and failed to change the 

media’s attitudes towards them. None of the monitored dailies had a positive 

attitude towards them in 2011. Even Monitor, the only daily that was positive 

about Dogan in 2010, changed its attitude to neutral/negative in 2011. The 

average annual media rating of the two opposition politicians was negative: 

Stanishev (-3.0), Dogan (-4.5). This also applies to Ataka leader Volen Siderov. 

In a relatively short period of time, the media visibly changed their attitude 

towards him in a definitely negative direction. He came to be regarded as even 

more unacceptable than Dogan. 

 

Parties 

 

Thanks to the elections, 2011 saw growing media coverage of the activity of 

political parties. This trend partly offset the smaller visibility of many of the 

major party leaders who did not run in the elections, as well as the media’s 

declining interest in some key institutions (see below). The rise in media interest 

was most obvious in the case of GERB (whose media presence increased by 
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25%), but this applies also to all other parties, and especially to the BSP (24% 

more mentions in the press). Yet despite the heightened attention towards parties, 

the rise in interest did not lead to a significant improvement of the way the media 

present information about them. 

 

Compared to 2010, GERB managed to slightly improve the attitude of the 

monitored dailies towards it but on the whole remained in the zone between 

negative and neutral. Monitor was the only daily with a positive attitude towards 

the prime minister’s party. GERB’s average media rating was negative (-2.0). 

 

The overall definitely negative attitude of the press towards parties was even 

more obvious in the case of the other political formations. The BSP and DPS 

failed to win the approval of the press and remained isolated within a general 

negative attitude towards them. Their average annual rating was definitely 

negative: the BSP (-3.8), the DPS (-3.2). This also holds for the SDS-DSB Blue 

Coalition (-2.0), and especially for the Ataka party whose annual media rating 

shows that most of the items about the party were negative (-10.4). 

 

Institutions 

 

Whereas the GERB party increased its presence in the media but failed to attract 

positive coverage, in 2011 the Borisov government was mentioned in the 

monitored dailies 34% less frequently than in 2010. In the period around the 

elections (September and October) the government had a positive rating of 1.3 

(meaning that there were 1.3 times more positive than negative items). In the 

period immediately after the elections, though, the government’s media rating 

slumped and became negative (-2.4). Its average annual rating was negative (-

1.6). Even so, the general attitude of influential dailies like Trud, 24 Chasa and 

Standart towards the government was slightly warmer in 2011, that is, less 

negative than in 2010. 

 

The biggest losers in the battle for media attention were parliament (57% less 

coverage) and the interior ministry (54% less coverage). And whereas the decline 

in the interior ministry’s media presence can be explained to some extent with the 

ministry’s policies towards keeping a lower profile in its operations (after a series 

of scandalous videotapes of arrests involving unnecessary use of force, police 
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officers posing for souvenir photos during operations, and so on), the drastic 

decrease in interest in the work of parliament is a truly alarming symptom. It 

attests to a crisis of confidence in this key institution of representative 

democracy. The decline of media interest in parliament reflects its declining 

weight in Bulgarian political life and its transformation into a formal theatre 

channeling law-making decisions taken in other centres of power. 

 

Media interest in issues related to the European Union and the European 

Commission dropped by as much as 30%. This trend was in synchrony with the 

distrust of the key national political institutions. Although during the election 

campaign an attempt was made to revive European issues (above all by 

Plevneliev, Kalfin, and Kuneva), those efforts were largely ignored by the press. 

 

As was to be expected in a year of presidential and local government elections, 

institutions such as the presidency, the municipal administrations and the Sofia 

municipal council received significantly more media coverage. 

 

Elections 2011 

 

All major candidates in the presidential race and in the local government 

elections increased their media visibility. Rosen Plevneliev, the winner of the 

presidential election, added 60% to his presence in the press as compared to 

2010. Even so, he remained a poor fourth (after Borisov, Tsvetanov, and 

Djankov) by total number of mentions in the press in 2011. Plevneliev’s main 

rival, Ivaylo Kalfin, doubled his aggregate visibility in the media. This also 

applies to the third main contender, Meglena Kuneva. Volen Siderov, the Ataka 

party’s presidential candidate, was mentioned in the monitored dailies 50% more 

frequently than in 2010. Yordanka Fandakova, the winner of the Sofia mayoral 

election, attracted 37% more media attention. 

 

In terms of overall presence in the media in 2011, GERB presidential candidate 

Rosen Plevneliev had a significant lead over his main rivals. He was mentioned 

in 1066 items. Kalfin, Kuneva, and Siderov scored approximately the same 

number of mentions: in 420, 446, and 462 items respectively. 
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During the campaign itself Plevneliev was the candidate who attracted the most 

positive media attention, but before he entered the presidential race the monitored 

dailies were even more positive towards him and there were almost no negative 

items in them about him. This practically means that in 2011 Plevneliev was 

more popular in the media in his capacity as minister of regional development 

and public works than as presidential candidate. In the month of the elections, 

October, the press reported on Plevneliev in a positive light six times more 

frequently than in a negative light. For Kalfin, the ratio of positive to negative 

items was 1.7. For Kuneva, however, the ratio changed and in October the 

negative items in the media about her were almost twice as many as the positive 

ones. The media were even more critical towards Siderov, presenting him in a 

negative light almost 33 times more frequently than in a positive light. Thus, the 

marginalization of the Ataka party was concomitant with a strong negative 

attitude towards its leader. Siderov’s media rating in 2011 (-8.6) is symptomatic 

both of the disapproval of his ultra-nationalist rhetoric and of the ‘appropriation’ 

of nationalist sentiments by the GERB party, which began to represent them 

much more actively than before and in a more moderate form (for example, in its 

attitude towards the DPS, widely regarded as an ethnic Turkish party). 

 

In Kuneva’s case, the changes clearly show how her media rating declined 

drastically from positive in the first half of the year to negative by year’s end: in 

December 2011, the negative items about her were 7.5 time more than the 

positive ones. This fact was obviously due to the massive campaign against her in 

the media. This campaign continued after the elections and was no doubt 

associated with Kuneva’s declared ambitions for serious future participation in 

Bulgarian political life. 

 

The ratio between the average annual ratings of the two major contenders for the 

presidency, Plevneliev (5.5) and Kalfin (2.3), was symmetrical to their 

performance in the election, where they finished first and second respectively. 

Kuneva’s success in finishing third and winning almost 7% of the vote in the first 

round came largely despite the attitude of the media, where her average annual 

rating was negative (-1.2). 
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Trends 

 

This picture allows us to identify several key trends in the development of print 

media publicity in Bulgaria. Of course if we do not look at other newspapers and 

magazines, at the broadcast media and the internet, our conclusions would remain 

incomplete and partial. That is why they should be considered in the context of 

the other analyses included in this annual report of the FMD. 

 

First, in the context of the large-scale crisis of media confidence in parliament, in 

parties and in other key institutions, media approval is concentrating more or less 

in a single direction: on the figure of Prime Minister Boyko Borisov. Thus, the 

Bulgarian press has actually reduced the presentation of political content to two 

opposite poles: Borisov, and everyone and everything else. Even at the height of 

the election campaign in 2011 the prime minister was present much more actively 

in the press than the main candidates in the presidential race. It is indeed true that 

Rosen Plevneliev had a higher average annual media rating than the prime 

minister, but this success was achieved on the basis of a much more limited 

(almost 3.5 times less) overall presence in the media. Considering that the newly 

elected president, Rosen Plevneliev, was de facto chosen single-handedly by 

Borisov as the GERB presidential candidate and that the voters had only to 

confirm (as if following the public opinion poll forecasts) his decision, it 

becomes obvious that the media support a policy pursued to a large extent single-

handedly. Critical media voices towards it are not absent, but they come from 

small and more peripheral newspapers which do not have the potential to 

influence the general picture. That is why in 2011 in the Bulgarian press there 

was a limited, formal media pluralism based on serious imbalances. 

 

Second, the developments in 2011 show that the information space is a relatively 

limited resource that is redistributed among different participants and that cannot 

be increased endlessly so as to make everyone happy. The emergence of new 

figures and new issues happens to a large extent at the expense of the existing 

status quo. That is why the decline of media interest in many of the politicians 

and institutions belonging to the establishment was due not only to the elections 

but also to the ambitions of active new figures for achieving long-term political 

goals. In 2011 those ambitions were curtailed by means of large-scale media 

campaigns. Another factor for drawing attention away from the established 
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politicians and issues was the strong competition that came in 2011 from the 

avalanche of important international news: the earthquake and tsunami in Japan 

that led to the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster, the killing of Osama bin 

Laden, the financial crisis, the Arab Spring, the events in Libya, and many others. 

 

Third, the leading political parties, GERB and the BSP, have achieved a certain 

media parity. It recognizes the advantage of GERB as represented by Borisov but 

ensures sufficient media comfort for the socialist party too, especially in an 

election situation. This ‘prioritization of the status quo’1 greatly reduces the 

possibilities for appearance in the media of smaller, newer or less traditional 

political formations. These possibilities are reduced further by the imposed paid 

forms of political advertising during the election campaign which gave an 

enormous advantage to parties with rich budgets (a detailed analysis of this issue 

is offered by Georgi Lozanov in this annual report of the FMD). 

 

Fourth, the decline in media interest in the work of key institutions in Bulgaria 

and in the EU is symptomatic. It indicates a drastic decline in the expectation that 

these institutions can rationally structure public life at the national and supra-

national levels. By way of compensation, confidence is shifting towards a single 

‘saviour’ in the person of Boyko Borisov. This excessive personalization is 

concomitant with a reorientation of the press mostly towards tabloid codes of 

interpreting political content. The scandals, changes in opinion, didactic postures, 

sentimental revelations and, generally, the prime minister’s very style of 

policymaking are encouraging the boulevardization of many media outlets. 

Whereas this phenomenon is not new to Bulgaria, 2011 can be remembered as a 

‘tabloid year’ for the Bulgarian press. As if to respond more adequately to this 

dominant political discourse, two new large-circulation tabloid newspapers 

appeared in 2011 while a number of mainstream newspapers joined, in an even 

more categorical way, the wave of uncompromising commercialization, 

converting ‘tabloid’ symbolic capital into real-life profits. 

 

Fifth, placed in this context, journalism as a profession is under strong pressure 

from both political and economic dependences. Very few journalists work truly 

freely. Many media outlets yield to the model dictated by the political scene: 

                                                
1 Daskalova, Nikoleta (2011). Defitsit na mediyni geroi. Sofia: Foundation Media Democracy, 
<http://www.fmd.bg/?p=6242> [accessed 1 February 2012]. 
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simplification of reality and underestimation of the public. Ultimately, many 

journalists themselves refuse to take a stand and to criticize the status quo. The 

debates in the media, to the extent that they exist, usually come after the relevant 

political decisions are taken. Thus, the Bulgarian media tend to follow the 

political events and largely refuse to influence them by shaping public opinion. 

Instead of that, the journalistic profession is becoming increasingly bureaucratic. 

In many cases, Bulgarian journalists function more as bureaucrats or clerks 

serving the interests of the media they work for than as professionals loyal above 

all to the Bulgarian citizens. 
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 ||||| The Year of Tabloids 
  Balgaria Dnes and Vseki Den Seven Months On: A Brief Retrospective 

   
 
 

At the height of the summer season of 2011, two new newspapers appeared on 

the Bulgarian media market. Even before they rolled off the press, Balgaria Dnes 

(Bulgaria Today) and Vseki Den (Every Day) had already declared war on each 

other: a war of territories and of interests. 

 

Seven months later, it is more than obvious that their simultaneous launch was no 

coincidence. Balgaria Dnes and Vseki Den were created, and exist to this day, to 

contradict each other, to inconvenience each other, to do anything but carry 

responsibility for the morality they foster in consumers’ minds and for the need 

for readers to become civic-minded. 

 

The absurdly low ‘market’ price of BGN 0.40, which practically gave many other 

print media no chance to defend their real cost as equivalent to quality, led to a 

sea change in circulation numbers to the advantage of tabloids. As well as to 

expansion of the meaning of the term ‘media monopoly’ to the point of complete 

and seemingly irreversible normalization of the phenomenon itself. 

 

Bulgаria Today 

 

‘Quick, brief, clear’, ‘Bulgaria’s first daily tabloid’, ‘a newspaper designed to be 

read, not to cleanse guilty political consciences’: these were some of the 

ambitions of the publishers from Media Group Bulgaria Holding according to the 

official press release published on the Newspaper Group Bulgaria website to 

announce the launch of Balgaria Dnes. Thirty-two pages daily, fifty-six on 

Bogdana Dencheva 
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Saturdays, and a promised free supplement offering the most complete TV guide 

on Fridays, a key day for the Bulgarian print media market. 

 

The allusion to the name of American giant USA Today was not coincidental, and 

neither was the date of the pilot issue of Balgaria Dnes, 4 July (US Independence 

Day). The new newspaper is published by the publishers of Trud and 24 Chasa 

and co-owned by businessmen Lyubomir Pavlov and Ognyan Donev. Nedyalko 

Nedyalkov, the publisher of Retro (and one of the founders of Weekend), is also 

involved in the project. The editor-in-chief is Nikolay Penchev, the former editor-

in-chief of the 168 Chasa weekly. The photographers, known as Bulgaria’s best 

paparazzi and acknowledged as such even by the rival New Media Group, the 

present publisher of Weekend and Vseki Den, also came from 168 Chasa. 

 

Weekend Every Day 

 

Vseki Den succeeded in making the strategically best move: it appeared on the 

market on the same day as Balgaria Dnes, eclipsing the spectacular launch of its 

rival and debunking the myth that independent journalism (the proclaimed aim of 

the Balgaria Dnes staff) has no analogy, considering that there is obvious direct 

competition. Vseki Den is the product of New Media Group, unofficially 

connected to Irena Krasteva’s New Bulgarian Media Group, and took its first 

lessons in raising circulation numbers from the bigger member of the family, 

Telegraf. 

 

Unlike Balgaria Dnes, the masthead of Vseki Den does not list the editor-in-chief 

but an editorial board made up of Boris Angelov, Dimitar Zlatkov, Martin 

Radoslavov, Miroslav Borshosh and Hristina Emilova. By way of an explanation, 

the owners of New Media Group told the Dnevnik daily that Vseki Den would be 

in ‘synergy with the website of the same name, but the two media outlets will be 

different and the online media outlet will preserve its present form’. In fact, 

Vsekiden.com is one of the successful Bulgarian news and information websites, 

but in the last three years it has failed to keep up with its rivals in the sector. The 

website is continuing to publish a banner featuring the front page of the day’s 

Vseki Den. 
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The First Elections 

 

Three months after their launch, the two new Bulgarian dailies stopped coming 

out on Sundays but kept their high circulation numbers and typical brazenness. 

Their size on Saturdays reached ninety-six pages, and their price BGN 1. 

 

Against this background, during the election campaign Balgaria Dnes and Vseki 

Den informed the public in plain language, defining themselves as messengers of 

the truth, but the daily extremely negative discourse posed the risk of a shift of 

focus as to what was truly important in covering the campaign. The two 

newspapers demonstrated the clearest and most distinct interest in the elections in 

the week before the two rounds. Coverage of the presidential campaign took 

precedence over their interest in the local government election. 

 

Unlike the majority of the Bulgarian media, Balgaria Dnes and Vseki Den did not 

focus on the main presidential contenders, Rosen Plevneliev and Ivaylo Kalfin. 

They focused instead on independent candidate Meglena Kuneva and RZS leader 

Yane Yanev. Balgaria Dnes chose to demonstrate that it does not support the 

government and its policy by providing a platform (including boxed ads) to 

opposition parties such as the RZS. 

 

For its part, Vseki Den targeted Meglena Kuneva. It loudly accused Kuneva of 

censorship after she filed a complaint to the Central Electoral Commission 

against the newspaper about the publication of an article qualified as offensive to 

her family. Two months after the elections, the tabloid continued to refer to 

Kuneva as ‘opposition chief’ and ‘the failed candidate for president’. 

 

In Conclusion 

 

Before, during and after the elections, Balgaria Dnes and Vseki Den actively 

defended their ‘yellow’ principle: the right to look for the weaknesses in the 

campaign by means of the tabloid format. The political messages were invariably 

complemented by forecasts of fortune-tellers who offered their own versions 

about the outcome of the elections. In the course of the campaign, the two 

newspapers engaged in a fierce debate over the issues of media monopoly in 

Bulgaria and the qualities of their own journalists/commentators. 
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Balgaria Dnes and Vseki Den launched a personal crusade to expose every form 

of political incorrectness and to tell ‘the truth and nothing but the truth’. But 

despite their promises, they fell into their own trap because they failed to 

convince us, as they claimed, that they would produce quality journalism even if 

in tabloid format. 
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 ||||| 2011 Through the Lens of Press Photography 
   
 
 

This review of the pictures of political events in the Bulgarian press in 2011 

focuses on the scandals in politics, the election campaign, the riots in the village 

of Katunitsa (see below), and the wave of public, trade union and sectoral 

protests in Bulgaria. Those key events, and especially the scandals, continued the 

trends seen at the end of 2010. The wiretapping of senior government officials 

and leakage of tapes recorded with special surveillance devices (SSD), the 

consequences of the arrest of an alleged organized crime group called ‘Octopus’, 

and the establishment of the image of notorious businessman and ex-secret 

service undercover agent Alexey Petrov (the purported head of the ‘Octopus’) as 

one of the powerful of the day formed the media picture at the beginning of 2011. 

 

The Scandals in Politics: Figures and Movements 

 

The so-called Tanovgate (a scandal that erupted after the leak of a wiretapped 

phone conversation between the prime minister and Vanyo Tanov, the director of 

Bulgaria’s National Customs Agency, allegedly implicating them in corruption) 

was depicted in the press through photos of the above-mentioned figures, the 

interior minister and senior officials at the State Agency for National Security 

(DANS) and the interior ministry, as well as through a large number of political 

cartoons and sketches (Sega, Dnevnik). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elena Koleva 
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Cartoon by Hristo Komarnitski illustrating the 
article ‘SSD Links Them All, SSD Splits Them’ 
(‘SRS vse gi svarza, SRS gi deli’), Sega. Prime 
Minister Boyko Borisov as puppet-master of his 
wiretapped subordinates, Finance Minister 
Simeon Djankov, Customs Agency Director 
Vanyo Tanov, and Interior Minister Tsvetan 
Tsvetanov. Source: Sega, No. 17, 21 January 
2011. 

 
Cartoon by Ivan Kutuzov illustrating the article 
‘State Without Guarantor of Law’ (Darzhavata 
bez garant za zakonnost’), Dnevnik. Profile of 
Interior Minister Tsvetan Tsvetanov with ‘the big 
ear’ of the interior ministry and bugs (SSD) 
flying out of his ear. Source: Dnevnik, No. 18, 
26 January 2011.  

 

 

The photos of a worried Vanyo Tanov in the 24 Chasa, Trud, Standart and Sega 

dailies erected a media screen around the figure of Borisov. The leaks and 

problems with corruption damaged the image of the interior ministry even 

further. The political battles moved to the media scene. 

 

The photos of the blast outside the office of Galeria (the weekly that released 

the tapes together with Yane Yanev, the leader of the RZS party) continued the 

scandals over wiretapping and the government’s unclear relations with the 

underworld, and made journalists a party to the political conflicts. But the 

familiar faces shown by the press hid, as it were, or did not allow the public to 

see the face of the true perpetrator of the blast. 

 

Political photos promoted the image of RZS leader Yane Yanev as a media jack-

of-all-trades and ‘spokesman’ on the wiretapping issue, while Alexey Petrov 

was depicted as the main opponent and rival of the prime minister. But the 

RZS’s failure in the elections radically reduced the visual interest of the 

Bulgarian press in the party and Yanev, which had risen sensationally at the 

beginning of the year. 

 

Through photos of Kasim Dal and Korman Ismailov, two senior figures expelled 

from the DPS (widely regarded as an ethnic Turkish party), the press portrayed 
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the DPS as a supporting, not leading, player in 2011, and its leader Ahmed 

Dogan as a lonely actor on the political scene. 

 

The nationalist Ataka party and its leader, Volen Siderov, were not spared the 

scandals either. The press visually illustrated the split in the party through three 

focuses: an ethnic focus, through the clashes between Ataka supporters and 

worshippers outside the Banya Bashi mosque in Sofia on 20 May 2011, during a 

rally protesting against the use of loudspeakers to sound the call to prayer; a 

family focus, through Siderov’s resignation demanded after the elections by his 

stepson and MEP Dimitar Stoyanov, and his split with his wife, Kapka; and an 

in-party focus, through the MPs who left the Ataka parliamentary group. Seen in 

this way, the split revealed to the public the image of the otherwise implacable 

and hard-line Siderov as a betrayed and insulted authoritarian leader, a lonely 

player. Last summer’s ethnic riots in Katunitsa and the wave of protests around 

them, which Siderov used to his advantage, were the political culmination of his 

media image in 2011. 

 

Neither did the right wing succeed in living up to its successes of previous years. 

The elections upset the visual status quo where Martin Dimitrov and Ivan 

Kostov (the leaders of the SDS-DSB Blue Coalition) were depicted in tandem, 

and pushed to the foreground the, until then unfamiliar to the public, figures of 

the right wing’s candidates for president and for Sofia mayor, Rumen Hristov 

and Proshko Proshkov. 

 

The only opposition party whose position remained comparatively stable was 

the Bulgarian Socialist Party. Sergei Stanishev’s election as President of the 

Party of European Socialists (PES) received wide visual coverage. As an 

addition to the image of the leader and as a symbol of the new beginning, 24 

Chasa, Trud and Sega published family photos with Stanishev’s newborn 

daughter. 

 

As a whole, the visual representations promoted in the press conveyed the 

message that the government was active – pictured outdoors, on construction 

sites, motorways and among the people, headed by Boyko Borisov, while the 

opposition was passive – weak, confined to the institutional walls of parliament 
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and party headquarters. The complementary aspects of media curiosity about the 

personal did not change the general impression. 

 

The Event of the Year: 2011 Elections 

 

The presidential and local government election campaigns were combined into 

one in the media, but the presidential election remained dominant. At the start of 

the election race, the amount of photos published in the press clearly showed 

who the major contenders were: the presidential candidates of the ruling GERB 

party (Rosen Plevneliev) and of the BSP (Ivaylo Kalfin), and among the 

candidates for Sofia mayor, Yordanka Fandakova (GERB), Georgi Kadiev 

(BSP), and the less popular Nikolay Pehlivanov of Ataka. The other candidates 

did not have a distinct visual profile and appeared in the press from time to time. 

The representation of the BSP was reduced to key visual metaphors and party 

symbols such as red roses, full halls and pop singer Lili Ivanova, while GERB 

kept its now traditional repertoire: Boyko Borisov, Tsvetan Tsvetanov, concert 

stages, white balloons, pop singer Veselin Marinov. The papers largely 

abandoned their role as analyst and critic, and tended to merely report the 

elections. Despite the chaos in the counting and transportation of the ballot 

papers on election night and in the overall organization of the election process, 

the government kept its strong position in the period after the elections. Rosen 

Plevneliev continued to be represented as a protégé of Boyko Borisov. Several 

weeks after the elections, the photos of the smiling new president continued to 

fill the front pages of the leading newspapers. The newly elected vice-president, 

Margarita Popova, visually remained in the shadows. 

 

The cameras again captured Boyko Borisov in his characteristic political 

activities and inimitable manner of communication, but now new figures 

appeared around him – such as Barcelona football legend Hristo Stoichkov. 

Stoichkov’s media fame was evidenced once again through numerous photos in 

the press: his appointment as honorary consul of Bulgaria in Spain, his role as 

supporter of the GERB election campaign, his reception of the title of Doctor 

Honoris Causa of the Plovdiv University, his visits to the European Commission 

and the European Parliament in the company of GERB MEPs and EU 

Commissioner Kristalina Georgieva. Thus, through the Stoichkov ‘emblem’, the 

media obligingly helped GERB to enrich its image as a Berlusconi-style party. 
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The political comics produced online by Dnevnik readers added news value to the 

media publicity of the campaign. The editors of Dnevnik posted photos, asking 

readers to invent and add their own captions. Thus, the institutional background 

was turned into a canvas for experiments in the genre of political satire. The 

captions added by readers offered a fresh perception of the all too familiar 

political figures and widened the space for interpretations in the field of the 

visual representation of politics. The great interest in Dnevnik’s initiative became 

a sign both of the growing role of cooperation between the media and the public, 

and of the public’s weariness of the uniform and often insufficiently critical 

attitude of many media towards the powers that be.   

 

 
  
Part of the political comics produced by Dnevnik readers during the election campaign. The heroes of 
the comics include Prime Minister Boyko Borisov and Interior Minister Tsvetan Tsvetanov; President 
Georgi Parvanov; GERB candidates for president and vice-president Rosen Plevneliev and Margarita 
Popova; vice-presidential candidate Polya Stancheva; opposition leaders Ivan Kostov, Martin Dimitrov 
(Blue Coalition), and Sergei Stanishev (BSP); Sofia mayoral candidates Yordanka Fandakova (GERB) 
and Stefan Sofiyanski (ODS). Source: Dnevnik, No. 191, 11 October 2011. 

 
 

The Aftermath of Katunitsa: Conflicts, Protests, Social Tensions 

 

On 26 September 2011, a young man was deliberately run over and killed by a 

minibus in the village of Katunitsa. Suspicions about the perpetrators focused on 
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the notorious Bulgarian Roma mafia boss Kiril Rashkov, aka Tsar Kiro, and his 

clan. The case caused public outrage. The photos of the burning mansions of the 

Roma bigwig and the furious crowd that had set them on fire infuriated the 

public. Sega, Trud and 24 Chasa published front-page photos of tattooed youths 

naked to the waist with covered faces, the night fires at the mansions of Kiril 

Rashkov, overturned cars. They showed a chaos which was associated with the 

government’s failure to cope with the situation and which gave rise to protests 

and social discontent. The hotbed of the conflict continued to smoulder: months 

later, a photo of the by-then formally charged Tsar Kiro flipping his middle 

finger at Katunitsa residents as he was led out of the courtroom again provoked 

their simmering but now controlled aggression because the perpetrators had 

been arrested after all. 

 

The media and political year 2011 ended with strikes, mass protests and 

organized arson attacks. If Time magazine named The Protestor as Person of the 

Year, this seemed to apply fully to Bulgaria as well. The photos of protesting 

trade union members, railway workers, farmers with tractors, and citizens 

became the alternative focus of the formal depiction of people in power and in 

opposition. The stopped trains, the protests against the pension reform, against 

fuel prices and doctors’ mistakes, against shale gas extraction, heated the pages 

of the Bulgarian dailies. The photo reports captured a tendency that is gathering 

huge media momentum: the protests are awakening and activating Bulgarian 

society. The protests shown in the Bulgarian press began to visualize the social 

portrait of the discontented citizen, of the awakened voter. 

 

The spate of arson attacks on cars, whose photos appeared on the pages of 

Bulgarian newspapers in December, was a nail in the ‘coffin’ of Interior 

Minister Tsvetanov. The scorched hulks sadly attested to the interior ministry’s 

weakness and built the invisible profile of the arsonist as a victim of the 

transition or as a representative of organized crime. 

 

One novelty in the visual representation of politics in the Bulgarian press in 2011 

was the (albeit sporadic) debunking of the image of Boyko Borisov as Messiah 

and Saviour. The last photos of the prime minister in 2011 often showed a tired 

face, a dark and haughty gaze. At a motorbike race at Arena Armeets, a new 

sports hall in Sofia inaugurated by the prime minister himself, he was booed by 
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the audience and this was shown by the media. This event was the first public 

‘smearing’ of the prime minister. We are yet to see whether in 2012 this trend 

will also become a lasting trend in the visual representation of Boyko Borisov in 

the Bulgarian print media. 
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 ||||| The Lifestyle Press: Back to Tradition 
   
 
 

If lifestyle media are indicative of the current social values, then Bulgarian 

society is becoming more and more patriarchal. The period under review (2011) 

saw a continuation of the earlier tendency for the Bulgarian lifestyle press to 

represent reality as divided into two distinct halves: female and male. Feminism 

and emancipation acquired increasingly negative connotations, contrary to virtues 

such as marriage and motherhood – this was the perspective from which the 

people setting the norms and serving as models of identification were described. 

 

In 2011 the Bulgarian lifestyle media continued to follow western models in the 

genre, refracting them through the prism of local reality. The economic crisis led 

to the closure of some of the most popular Bulgarian lifestyle magazines (such as 

Maximum and Anna Klub), for reasons having less to do with a loss of readers 

than with a loss of major advertisers. Despite declining circulation numbers, 

however, the interest in and influence of the lifestyle media actually grew. 

 

The desire of the Bulgarian lifestyle press to distinguish itself from the so-called 

yellow press was obvious. The dividing line ran between sensationalism and 

decorum. Whilst the so-called yellow newspapers and magazines described their 

subjects through sensational ‘facts’ and photos, the lifestyle press focused on 

traditional stereotypes of the role of men and women in society, building models 

of identification around them. This made the world look a little tidier, and the 

positions and roles in it clearer and easier to perform. 

 

The earlier emphasis on emancipatory images, peppery language and loan-words 

was replaced by an emphasis on patriarchal norms and calm, smooth language. 

All this fits into the so-called post-feminist ideology: the people who serve as 

Silvia Petrova 
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role models are represented by the lifestyle press as champions of family values. 

In this rhetoric it is no longer shameful for women to be mothers, wives, and 

housekeepers. On the contrary, it is regarded as an advantage. An ancient status 

quo has been restored, reviving traditional gender roles: women are passive and 

emotional, men active and rational. On the whole, the post-feminist movement is 

a reaction against the theses of feminism conceived of as an elitist project. 

Bulgarian post-feminism emerged later and differs significantly from that in the 

West because women’s emancipation in Bulgaria was not won after long 

struggles, it was given by the socialist regime. In this sense, the return to 

traditional norms and roles can be interpreted both as a protest against the 

socialist notion of the ‘superwoman’ who is expected to cope with thousands of 

duties and responsibilities at home and at work, and as a desire to connect to 

some stronger roots of the past. 

 

The return to tradition calls for accelerated production of myths. In 2011 the 

Bulgarian lifestyle press told mythic stories whose invariants can be traced back 

in time (for example, to biblical or ancient archetypes). The life of celebrities 

serving as role models was presented in the form of dramatic vicissitudes in the 

quest for happiness. Unlike the yellow press, the ‘interesting’ details of 

someone’s life were not sought in racy gossip but in mawkish true-life stories or 

escalation of noble feelings. The private sphere was spoken of in a decorous, not 

sensationalistic, tone. The lifestyle press showed the other side of the private as 

conceived of in an idealized form modeled on ancient archetypes and norms. 

That is how the lifestyle media created a prestigious image for themselves which 

guarantees them greater influence in society. The revival of patriarchal ideals and 

the intensive production of myths can be interpreted also as a reaction against the 

invasion of new technologies. At the same time, the creation of new myths 

continued to serve the ideology of consumption, but this process was likewise 

refracted through the local situation: since consumption in the form of over-

consumption is almost absent in Bulgaria, the lifestyle media produced quasi-

consumers – users not of real goods, only of their images on their own glossy 

pages. In this way and in the context of the economic crisis, an impetus was 

given to a new type of construction of identity based on quasi-consumption. 

 

Last year saw the emergence of a new trend in the Bulgarian lifestyle media – 

namely, their quite extensive inclusion in the election campaign. All leading 
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contenders for the presidency deemed it necessary to include the lifestyle 

channels in their campaigns. The opposite process was also to be seen – the 

lifestyle media themselves claimed to be equal players in the election campaign, 

declaring that aspects such as appearance and behaviour were not less important 

than political ideas. It was characteristic of the lifestyle representation of the 

presidential candidates that they were depicted in a one-sided way (through the 

prism of traditional gender roles), and this made this ‘alternative’ campaign 

rather dull. On the other hand, this revealed its potential to continue after the 

elections as well, which means growing interest in the lifestyle sphere beyond its 

usual boundaries in Bulgaria (until now, mostly show business celebrities). It is 

noteworthy that the lifestyle election campaign proved to be more successful in 

television than in print lifestyle media. This probably indicates the fact that the 

lifestyle press is considered to be ‘women’s territory’ where male candidates fear 

they will fail to fit in, while the messages of television are perceived as being 

more universal. This is proved by the fact that the only presidential candidate to 

appear in a lifestyle magazine was a woman (Meglena Kuneva in Eva), while all 

main contenders for the presidency appeared on TV lifestyle shows. 

 

A new function of this type of media became obvious: they no longer serve only 

as entertainment and as a reservoir of identities, they also participate very 

actively in political life by forming its ‘other’ side which is not less important 

than political messages (appearance, behaviour, private life of political figures). 

This has a twofold effect: it attracts audiences that are not interested in politics in 

its traditional sense, and it intensifies the process of the transformation of politics 

into a spectacle. The lifestyle media reflect but also cause a growing public 

disengagement from serious issues and a shift of focus on the playful, the 

spectacle, entertainment. 

 

In the period under review, however, the Bulgarian lifestyle media failed to 

construct and promote full-fledged scenarios about the image of politicians. In 

the final count, the images of the presidential candidates promoted by the 

lifestyle media were as if cast from a single mould, lacking originality and 

distinctive features. As a result, they all looked identical, differing only by 

gender. The symbiosis with the political failed because of the incapacity to 

produce a new sign system signifying conceptual differences, and not simply a 

belonging to some traditional stereotypes (conceived of as decorum and 
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reliability). There were no sufficiently diverse lifestyle models within which the 

political figures could inscribe their messages. 

 

Still, despite their flaws in this respect, the Bulgarian lifestyle media are likely to 

become an increasingly attractive field for expression of politicians. Their 

growing influence is due both to their eclecticism (they easily combine different 

views and models of behaviour) and to the disengagement of a large part of the 

Bulgarian public from serious political debates. An additional advantage is the 

attempt at demonstrating that the lifestyle media are different from yellow media 

by returning to traditional values and virtues. 
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 ||||| (Non)Uses of Freedom 
   

 
 

Macro-Framework: Dependences 

 

The analysis of Bulgarian news sites in 2011 begins where the summary for 2010 

ended: from the point of intersection of two competing but interconnected trends 

and the impossibility to determine which was dominant. The trends in question 

are the ‘mediatization’ of politics and the ‘politicization’ of media content. The 

2010 monitoring study of Bulgarian news sites highlighted the mediatization of 

politics, and its effects: negativization of political messages, speaking in 

soundbites, personalization of politics, and so on. The mediatization of politics 

was defined as follows: instead of serving as mediators between political 

institutions and citizens, the media are increasingly becoming a key player in the 

political arena. In this sense, the 2010 analysis was rather an attempt to reveal the 

media dependence of political acts. 

 

In 2011, however, we witnessed an even more dangerous convergence of the 

political and media spheres which ultimately degenerated into an unhealthy 

symbiotic relationship between them. The process of politicization occurred and 

is occurring at several levels. One of them is the discursive level: the change in 

the political status quo after GERB’s victory in the July 2009 parliamentary 

elections brought about a lasting change in media coverage of politics. Today, 

too, the political gestures of those in power, irrespective of their scale, invariably 

remain in the focus of media interest but the actual standards of news value have 

changed. 

 

Politicization, however, did not occur only at the level of media content. In 2011 

the Bulgarian media had the coveted (given the economic crisis and declining 

Gergana Kutseva 
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advertising budgets) opportunity to ‘capitalize’ their key role in serving those in 

power, a role they have readily accepted to play of late. In 2011, because of the 

impending elections, we witnessed a redistribution of the media market. We 

witnessed a growing concentration of ownership in the hands of a small number 

of owners and the launch of new media unquestionably designed to yield certain 

financial and, probably, political dividends. The lack of transparency regarding 

their ownership, and hence, regarding their political biases, affected the pluralism 

of opinions, the quality of journalism, and access to publicity. At the level of 

media dependence and bias, politicization degenerated into partisanship – biased 

reporting about the different candidates according to different commitments, and 

dominant coverage and favouring of definite political actors. 

 

The boom of the yellow press – the launch of new newspapers in 2011 precisely 

in this segment, but also the growing ‘tabloidization’ of Bulgarian media as a 

whole – can be explained with the devaluation of information. Although the 

yellow press has an enviable readership at present, its aim is not just to make a 

profit but rather to serve concrete interests, both political and economic, and to 

‘capitalize’ them. 

 

For their part, those in power left a deep imprint on media discourse through the 

new Electoral Code. Since it does not provide for free airtime in the public-

service media, all campaign broadcasts had to be paid for according to a 

predetermined tariff. This undermined the responsibility of the public-service 

media to ensure balanced and comprehensive coverage of the elections, and led 

to an almost complete absence of independent journalistic coverage of the 

election campaign. Without being obligated to follow the same rules as Bulgarian 

National Television (BNT) and Bulgarian National Radio (BNR), private radio 

and television stations, the press and news sites adopted a similar approach in 

covering the campaign. And as some political analysts felicitously put it, this 

turned them into ‘taximeters’ charging the candidates for every word. 

 

All this points to the general conclusion that it is increasingly difficult to define 

the Bulgarian media environment as a platform for the clash of ideas and a sphere 

for control over those in power. 
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In Focus: Elections 2011 

 

The observations on the Bulgarian news sites are interpreted through the prism of 

the more general conclusions noted above. In 2011, two main discourses were 

dominant in them: the elections for president and for local government in 

Bulgaria, and the economic recession in the eurozone. Although they were 

distinctly different, those two discourses often intertwined in media contents. 

More specifically, the local political narrative drew arguments, comparisons and 

a potential for extension from the supranational narrative (about the economic 

and political future of the European Union). The all-European economic troubles 

and Greece’s bankruptcy, as well as the Dutch veto on Bulgaria’s and Romania’s 

Schengen accession, at last focused the gaze of Bulgarian media on Europe, its 

institutions, and individual European leaders. The European topic earned a 

subordinate but visible and permanent place in the corpus of international news. 

 

Still, local politics failed to earn a dominant place in the corpus of news items 

partly due to the exceptional international events: along with the political 

uncertainty threatening the European project, media interest naturally focused on 

the social and political revolutions in the Arab world, and the natural disasters 

such as the earthquake and tsunami in Japan. The reason for that ought to be 

sought also in the way in which the election campaign was organized and 

conducted. Although the issue of the elections appeared at the very beginning of 

2011, it did not grow into a real debate on concrete policies even at the height of 

the election race. 

 

Media coverage of the elections was hollow and superficial, focusing on the 

‘technology’ of the election process – registration of parties and candidates, 

publication of electoral rolls, reporting on the work of electoral commissions, and 

other such. The absence of editorial coverage became visible in the mass 

reporting of one and the same press releases provided by the candidates’ 

campaign staff, as well as in the extremely low percentage of analytical items. 

The other issue that generated a significant amount of news items was ‘vote-

buying’ and voting irregularities. It became the focus of criticism. It was also 

entirely in harmony with the traditionally high media interest in crime and 

conflicts. The Bulgarian media began commenting on the election process only in 
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the period between the two rounds and especially after the second round, when 

the number of analyses and commentaries increased significantly. 

 

Paid coverage of the election campaign was dominant de facto, without being 

clearly identified as such. In addition to misleading the public about the nature of 

the content, the obliteration of the difference between journalistic articles, news, 

and paid political advertisements had a negative effect on the quality of 

information offered to voters. The Bulgarian media abdicated from their 

responsibility to help form an informed and rational, not emotional and 

unprincipled, vote. 

 

The reason for the lacklustre coverage ought to be sought also in the absence of 

political ideas and projects about the future, in the unclear platforms and 

messages of the candidates, and especially in the absence of outstanding 

individuals. Ultimately, the election campaign was reduced to a vote of 

confidence on the Borisov government, and the rivalry in these elections was 

between the major political parties, not between the multiple contenders. 

 

Institutional coverage dominated the news and gave the ruling party a significant 

advantage in the media. The Bulgarian media system once again demonstrated its 

inclination to be biased in favour of and loyal to power and the powers that be. 

 

Whereas the informational dependence of Bulgarian media on the statements and 

appearances of Prime Minister Boyko Borisov became the norm in 2010, it 

turned into a diagnosis in 2011. Thanks to his unquestionably successful 

communication strategy, Borisov asserted himself as an inevitable initiator of 

news in every sphere of society – from the strictly political to the economic, 

financial, criminal, and even to the sports sphere. Bulgaria’s prime minister was 

nominated for Football Player of the Year; he actively set out to find sponsors for 

emblematic football clubs; he was even said to have ordered a police operation in 

the headquarters of one of the most influential football fan clubs in Bulgaria 

because fans had chanted opposition slogans, at least according to the managers 

of the club. Borisov’s media image was fleshed out and expanded to the point of 

filling all spheres of social life and the whole media landscape, continuing to 

assert his anti-elitist, populist and, ultimately, anti-political image. 
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Conclusion: The Internet and Freedom 

 

This analysis is based primarily on a monitoring study of Bulgarian news sites 

via EMM (Europe Media Monitor), which monitors online versions of traditional 

media, news-producing sites, and media outlets. Despite that, it outlines a more 

general picture of the Bulgarian media based on the fact that Bulgarian online 

media rarely produce their own content. As they are 24-hour news portals 

seeking to publish topical information nonstop, they mostly reproduce opinions 

and analyses which were expressed on television or were published in the press. 

Bulgarian news sites seek to be information outlets (supermarkets for fast-selling 

information) rather than to produce their own news, the exception being the 

online versions of print media and news agencies. The present state of the 

Bulgarian online media does not coincide with the widespread romantic view of 

the internet as a space of freedom and pluralism. This view is valid only insofar 

as users themselves (partly) have the freedom to share their opinions (most often) 

anonymously. 
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 ||||| Political Content on News Sites: 
  Status Quo Proves Hard to Change 

   
 
 

This monitoring study of Bulgarian online news resources included websites of 

print and broadcast media, news agencies, and news sites with a national and 

regional focus. It used data gathered via online tools such as the Europe Media 

Monitor (ЕММ) and Google News. The analysis focused on domestic political 

news, examining the changes in the coverage of key political actors as well as the 

main topics on the media agenda. 

 

Political Actors 

 

The data on the coverage of political actors on Bulgarian news sites show a trend 

that is certainly not new. It consists in the dominant media presence of Prime 

Minister Boyko Borisov, followed by deputy prime ministers Tsvetan Tsvetanov 

(Interior Minister) and Simeon Djankov (Finance Minister). Tsvetanov and 

Djankov have been among the top actors in the news since this government came 

to power, while excessive coverage of Borisov is a norm followed by the 

Bulgarian media even before he became prime minister. This norm grew into an 

informal media rule after Borisov’s GERB party won the elections in July 2009. 

What is new, however, is the slight decline in news coverage of the prime 

minister in 2011. Whereas in 2010 Borisov was among the most popular people 

in the news on 350 out of the 365 days of the year, in 2011 his popularity 

dropped to ‘a mere’ 331 days (Figure 1). Even so, in 2011, too, Borisov far 

outstripped all other politicians (by a factor of 2.3) by total number of mentions 

(Figure 2). 

 

 

Nikoleta Daskalova 
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The slight decline in media interest in the prime minister holds true for the other 

members of the executive branch, too. As a whole, in 2011 the ministers in the 

GERB government were less frequently mentioned in the news than in 2010. 

This applies especially to Interior Minister Tsvetan Tsvetanov (Figure 1). The 

overall downtrend – which, however, did not lead to a dramatic change in the 

status quo – in the online media presence of the members of the government was 

found also in the sphere of the Bulgarian press (see Media Index in the Appendix 

and Orlin Spassov’s analysis in this report). In both monitored spheres it was due 

above all to the 2011 presidential elections which partly (and temporarily) shifted 

the focus of the news away from the government and onto the candidates for 

president. 

 

On the other hand, the comparison between Bulgarian news sites and the 

Bulgarian press reveals an important difference. In the sphere of online media, 

interest in the leading government ministers (of the interior, of finance, of 

economy, energy and tourism, of agriculture, of foreign affairs) was less affected 

by the presidential campaign. The presidential race was seen as more newsworthy 

by the press, while the online media remained more focused on the government. 

The frequency of mention of Economy, Energy and Tourism Minister Traicho 

Traikov is especially telling of this specific difference in the information 

priorities of the ‘new’ and the ‘old’ media. The number of items in which he was 

mentioned in the national dailies decreased by more than 30%, while that on 

news sites increased by 30%, where Traikov received more mentions than the 

newly elected president, Rosen Plevneliev (Figure 1). Traikov’s frequent 

presence in the news can be explained with the strong interest of online media in 

the energy sector (for the main topics in 2011, see below). 
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Figure 1. Politicians most often mentioned on news sites in 2011, by number of days. The 
figures in brackets show the difference (in number of days) as compared to 2010. 
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Figure 2. Politicians most often mentioned on news sites in 2011, by total number of items. 

 



 56 

Another peculiarity in the context of Bulgarian online media was the declining 

coverage of two of the most significant institutional representatives: the outgoing 

president, Georgi Parvanov, and National Assembly Chairperson Tsetska 

Tsacheva. The decrease in Parvanov’s number of mentions reveals the poorly 

visible role which the president played in the year of presidential elections. For 

its part, Tsacheva’s ‘drop’ is an indication of the overall loss of media interest in 

the parliamentary institution. 

 

Opposition leaders Sergei Stanishev (BSP), Yane Yanev (RZS) and Martin 

Dimitrov (SDS, Blue Coalition) were also less mentioned on news sites in 2011. 

By contrast, Ivan Kostov (DSB, Blue Coalition), Volen Siderov (Ataka) and 

Ahmed Dogan (DPS) were mentioned more often than in 2010. In the case of 

Kostov this was due to the fact that he was engaged in active opposition to the 

government, although this proved ineffective with a view to his party’s and 

coalition’s performance in both the presidential and local elections. The reason 

for the increase in the number of mentions of Siderov and Dogan was different. It 

was the result simultaneously of in-party tensions, scandals surrounding their 

names, and their campaign appearances, which were throughout the year in the 

case of Siderov, who was running for president, and ad hoc in the case of Dogan, 

whose rhetorical trick that he would support the BSP candidates for president and 

vice president in exchange for ‘a nice kiss’ was turned by the media and 

politicians into the main event in an otherwise uneventful campaign. 

 

Main Topics 

 

The monitoring study of the domestic political content on Bulgarian news sites 

shows that in 2011 online media focused on three main topics: the scandalous 

uses of special surveillance devices (SRD), Bulgaria’s big energy projects, and 

the presidential and local government elections. The presence of those three 

topics in the news varied over the year. 

 

The leaked wiretapped conversations between Prime Minister Borisov and 

National Customs Agency Director Vanyo Tanov incriminated both in unlawful 

protection of a businessman known as Misho Birata (The Beer). The scandal 

blew up at the beginning of 2011. The media reaction was universal – 

simultaneously in the traditional media (see, for example, the articles in this 
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report by Elena Koleva on the Bulgarian press and by Georgi Savchev on 

Bulgarian radio) and in the social media (see Julia Rone’s analysis in this report). 

The topic was given extremely high news value in the first two months of the 

year, which was enough to turn Tanov into one of the most popular people in the 

news in 2011 (figures 1 and 2) – an until then unimaginable position for a 

director of customs. Thus, the media once again proved the power of scandal in 

rearranging the priorities in the news. The effects of the scandal, however, were 

limited only to making it the top story in the news for weeks, without leading to 

real political changes. 

 

The second main topic, Bulgaria’s key energy projects, did not follow a pattern 

of culmination, excessive coverage, and gradual disappearance from the news; it 

attracted consistent, long-term media interest with several high points. The topic 

itself emerged in the previous years and it was not new for 2011. What is 

interesting in the context of media analysis is that energy issues were (and are) 

discussed extensively mainly on the internet. This is indicated not only by the 

very intensive presence of the energy minister on news sites (something which 

was not typical of the other media outlets) but also by the finding that energy 

projects were among the most frequently discussed topics in the blogosphere (see 

Marina Kirova’s analysis in this report). The reasons are largely due to the fact 

that energy is not only a domestic political but also a geopolitical issue, which 

corresponds perfectly to the easy online access to foreign news resources. 

Bulgarian news sites are strongly oriented towards international topics and 

towards borrowing news from foreign media. At the same time, in 2011 

Bulgaria’s energy administration also produced local scandals which additionally 

increased the news value of the topic (for example, the conflict in April between 

the prime minister, the energy minister and the finance minister over who had 

authorized the director of the National Electric Company to sign an agreement on 

the Belene Nuclear Power Plant project that binds Bulgaria to the Russian 

company Atomstroyexport). 

 

The third main topic in 2011, the presidential and local government elections, 

followed a trajectory of steady increase in news items, with online media 

demonstrating readiness to cover the topic even at the beginning of the year. In 

the course of the campaign, however, media interest in the elections was reduced 

to pure reporting of the actions of the candidates and to an interest above all in 
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the procedural and competitive elements of the campaign. The mechanisms of 

media coverage privileged the presidential campaign. The local elections were 

pushed to the background despite the higher practical significance of regional 

government (compared to the mostly representative functions of the presidential 

institution). In both elections, the media favoured the parties of the status quo: the 

ruling GERB party and the main opposition party, the BSP. This contributed to 

the public legitimation of the two parties as mutually alternative and it greatly 

impeded the media and electoral breakthrough of other political actors. As a 

whole, the dominant media climate created prerequisites for voting by inertia in 

line with the already accumulated attitudes towards the present government and 

especially towards the prime minister, rather than for forming new attitudes. 

 

2011 in the News: More Minuses Than Pluses 

 

The analysis of political content on Bulgarian news sites in 2011 points to several 

symptomatic developments which outline a picture that is far from rosy. 

 

In the first place, Bulgarian news sites are continuing to represent a favourable 

environment for uncritical promotion of the Boyko Borisov media-political 

model. Expectations of a growing critical distance between the media and the 

prime minister are still far from reality. It is important to note that the problem is 

not in the media overexposure of the prime minister – he is undoubtedly the most 

important political figure in Bulgaria, and as such he deserves attention. The 

alarming symptoms are in that Borisov is surrounded by a mostly positive media 

climate where the media simply report his actions. As well as in the fact that all 

other political actors are drastically pushed to the background. This is what 

makes Borisov’s media coverage different from that of his predecessors in the 

last few years. 

 

Another important trend in media developments in 2011 is the insatiable taste for 

scandal. Of course, this is not worrying in itself. On the contrary, scandal is a 

precious tool for stimulating democracy. What is noteworthy, though, is that in 

2011 the key media scandals proved to be totally ineffective. The Borisov-Tanov-

Birata affair, the government’s gaffe in signing an agreement on the Belene 

Nuclear Power Plant with Russia’s Atomstroyexport, the allegations that Rosen 

Plevneliev was involved in a municipal corruption scheme in 2007 because he 
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had refused to pay a bribe demanded of him by municipal officials but had not 

reported them to the authorities – all of those scandals faded into oblivion, 

leaving the reputations of the protagonists in them untarnished. Here the media 

must be held responsible for the fact that they well-nigh enjoyed the scandals as 

an unquestionable sensation without offering a much-needed dose of analysis. All 

this is conducive to cultivating a dangerous public indifference and will inure the 

Bulgarian public to scandal. 

 

The third negative trend is the lack of an analytical approach. In 2011, too, 

quality journalistic resources remained undeveloped. The efforts at introducing 

more serious and critical approaches to the news were most often limited to 

borrowing material from foreign media, to publishing WikiLeaks leaks and, what 

is very curious, to reprinting bloggers’ opinions. It turns out that citizens are a 

lifebelt for Bulgarian journalists who have given up on analysis and commentary. 

 

Against this negative background, we should not ignore one positive 

development: an increasingly critical debate on the role of the media. The main 

factor for this development was the election campaign in which the relationship 

between the political status quo and media business caused a sharp wave of 

negative reactions from foreign organizations and politicians, secondary political 

actors, and individual journalists and citizens. The main criticisms were against 

the existence of paid publications and corrupt media, the lack of equal access to 

the media for the candidates in the campaign, and the media monopoly. Such 

critical reflection is no doubt an important step towards the normalization of the 

Bulgarian media environment. This is also the mission of this monitoring study. 

 



 60 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 ||||| 2011: A Little of the European Union,  
  Lots of Bulgaria 

   
 
 

In 2011 the tough reforms aimed at overcoming the economic crisis in European 

Union (EU) member countries caused the Bulgarian media to focus on national 

efforts in the implementation of community policies. For comparison: in 2009 

and 2010 the EU was represented on Bulgarian news portals as the main engine 

in the conduct of national policies. 

 

Last year the Bulgarian government’s urgent measures to cope with the economic 

crisis shifted the focus of media attention away from the country’s interaction 

with EU institutions. That is why the main tendency in the media was towards 

reporting the government’s efforts and successes without analyzing their 

efficiency in the context of the European crisis. Specialized online media were 

the only ones that tried to create conditions for objective analysis and active 

criticism. 

 

The key event in Bulgaria in 2011 was the presidential and local government 

elections held on 23 and 30 October. The main tendency in the coverage of 

European issues on Bulgarian news sites and in specialized internet media was 

towards ‘nationalization’ (Tsaneva 2011). 

 

According to Trenz’s definition, nationalization in the construction of European 

messages in the public sphere consists in the saturation with articles focusing on 

national issues with reference to one or several European sub-issues (Trenz 2004: 

296-297). This was the picture in Bulgarian online media in 2011. They followed 

the tendencies in the Bulgarian press towards focusing on the successful launch 

Maya Tsaneva 
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or completion of infrastructure projects by the government. Such events were 

represented in the media as the government’s major success. 

 

The government publicized its achievements in the economic sphere which were 

expected to have a long-term effect. The dialogue on social issues that caused 

tensions was conducted within the strategic framework of urgent actions. The 

media played down certain results of EU membership that were contrary to the 

expectations of the Bulgarian public: rising unemployment, falling or unchanged 

income levels, low competitiveness, declining media freedom. This applies also 

to the period after the elections, as noted by Open Society Institute experts 

(Nikolova 2011). 

 

The news focus remained ‘concentrated on the main political figures’ (Kutseva 

2011). Community policies that were not directly relevant to the solution of 

domestic political and economic issues entered the news by way of the Bulgarian 

officials in the EU – namely, Kristalina Georgieva, Member of the European 

Commission, and Bulgarian members of the European Parliament (Tsaneva 

2011). The work of Bulgarian MEPs rarely topped the news even in the 

specialized media. 

 

European issues were present with a different intensity in media coverage of the 

presidential and local election campaigns. The significance of this subject grew 

during the second round of the elections. And although the election for mayors 

and local councillors was regarded as secondary in significance to the 

presidential campaign, the issue of the successful absorption of European funds 

was a key issue in the local elections. This aspect of the campaign significantly 

contributed to some victories (in Sofia and Plovdiv) and losses (in Vidin and 

Sliven) of the ruling GERB party. 

 

European support turned out to be a significant factor in the construction of a 

positive image of the top presidential candidates: Rosen Plevneliev (GERB), 

Ivaylo Kalfin (BSP) and Meglena Kuneva (independent). The public image of the 

top three contenders for the presidency was formed at two levels – through news, 

reports and interviews with the candidates themselves, and through public 

support, including informal support, from foreign politicians. The increased 

frequency of news and decrease in analytical articles on European issues led to 
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the observation that the debates between the candidates were conducted of 

necessity, and not for the purpose of accumulating different opinions and 

developing supra-national policies. The presence of leaders of main European 

institutions in their capacity as politicians at various events in Bulgaria was 

interpreted in a rather arbitrary manner by part of the media. For example, terms 

such as ‘Europe’s right-wing elite’ and ‘EU’ were used synonymously in media 

discourses. 

 

The top two presidential candidates confirmed the pre-election priorities of their 

political parties: building infrastructure in the case of GERB, and social security 

in the case of the BSP. One new issue that was introduced by Ivaylo Kalfin, the 

left-wing presidential candidate, was that of shale gas exploration and extraction. 

Meglena Kuneva presented herself as ‘the voice of the people’ with authority 

among Bulgarian civil society. She placed emphasis on what were seen as 

European moral and political values. Unlike the 2009 parliamentary elections, the 

Euroscepticism of other presidential candidates did not attract the attention of the 

media and the electorate. 

 

According to the Standard Eurobarometer 75 conducted in the spring of 2011, as 

many as 60% of all Bulgarians trust the EU, and only 30% trust the national 

government. Given this level of trust in European institutions, it is obvious why 

the formal and friendly European support for Plevneliev and Kalfin as 

presidential candidates turned out to be the highest budget item in their 

campaigns. The election ended with a victory for the GERB party. The 

international media acclaimed the election of Plevneliev – for example, Le 

Figaro presented the newly elected president as ‘Mr Clean, a Bulgarian who 

thinks like a German’. 

 

For the EU, 2011 turned out to be a year of challenges, the most obvious of 

which was the economic crisis, and the most serious the danger of declining 

confidence in the European project as the better, and in the Bulgarian case, the 

only possibility for national and personal prosperity. Nationalization in the 

coverage of European issues is likely to increase in 2012. This forecast is based 

on the expectations of a difficult recovery from the economic crisis and of 

growing social tensions. That is why Bulgarian online media will probably 

continue reporting how urgent measures for economic recovery are being taken, 
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instead of paying attention to the possibilities for effective dialogue with citizens 

on supra-national policies, which are also a problem for the EU itself. The 

economic crisis, however, will be conducive to abandoning the expectation of 

magical results with which EU membership is often associated. 
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 ||||| Electrical Storm,  
  or, How Some English-Language Media  
  Saw Bulgaria’s Big Energy Projects in 2011 

   
 
 

This article presents the points of view of some English-language electronic 

media1 on three big energy projects that are of key importance for Bulgaria’s 

economic and geopolitical development: the South Stream gas pipeline, the 

Belene Nuclear Power Plant (NPP), and the potential extraction of shale gas. 

The standpoints of the foreign media were monitored via the Europe Media 

Monitor NewsBrief and Google News. Those two online platforms were used as 

a main source of information because of their wide scope and coverage of news 

sites. 

 

In 2011, the important events in the context of the monitored subjects were the 

following: the repeated postponement of the Belene NPP project, the Bulgarian 

government’s declaration that South Stream is a project of national importance, 

and the strong public reaction against shale gas exploration in Northeastern 

Bulgaria. 

 

South Stream 

 

The leading trend in the English-language media on the subject of South Stream 

was the discussion of the questionable economic feasibility of the project, 

especially as compared to the Nabucco pipeline. During most of the year, South 

Stream was discussed in the media as a Russian project with political 

                                                
1 The article is based on a monitoring study of seventeen news and information websites, with a focus on those 
of radio The Voice of Russia, The Jamestown Foundation, RIA NOVOSTI, CNN, Reuters, BusinessWeek, 
ITAR-TASS, and SETimes.com. 

Petko Karadechev 
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implications. Much emphasis was put on its high cost: more than €20 billion, or 

about twice as much as Nabucco. That is precisely why the South Stream project 

was presented as unrealistic. When, however, on 1 December 2011 the 

Bulgarian government declared South Stream to be an energy project of 

‘national importance’ for the country, many of the monitored websites reported 

the news and the possibility that South Stream would be constructed became 

increasingly discussed. 

 

As a whole, the English-language media presented the role of Bulgaria in the 

project as a transit country. Almost all news items discussed the country’s 

position in the context of the ruling GERB party’s revisionist policy towards the 

Russian energy projects. Given that nine countries are involved in the project, 

Bulgaria’s voice was rarely heard in the English-language media. 

 

The Belene NPP 

 

After almost fifteen years in mothballs, the Belene NPP got a second chance for 

construction in 2006, when the National Electric Company (NEK) approved the 

offer of the Russian company Atomstroyexport, the French Framatome and the 

German Siemens. The long energy saga was given a new impetus after GERB 

came to power in 2009. This moment marks an extremely interesting chapter in 

Bulgarian-Russian relations on the issue of the Belene NPP. 

 

In 2011, the Belene NPP appeared several times in the English-language news. 

Many of the monitored articles were general in nature. Coverage of the relations 

between the Bulgarian government and the National Electric Company, on one 

side, and the Russian government and Atomstroyexport, on the other, tended to 

be neutral. No particular attitude was expressed towards any of the parties 

involved. 

 

The most frequently mentioned figures were, predictably, Economy, Energy and 

Tourism Minister Traicho Traikov and Prime Minister Borisov on the Bulgarian 

side, and mostly Vladimir Putin on the Russian side. Russian Energy Minister 

Sergei Shmatko was much less frequently mentioned than his Bulgarian 

counterpart. Shmatko’s name appeared most frequently in the period between 

January and April 2011, after which he stopped being an object of media 
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attention. On the other hand, it is noteworthy that coverage of the Russian side 

included many more figures even though the focus was on Vladimir Putin. It is 

also noteworthy that almost all articles referring to Vladimir Putin referred to his 

role in reviving the project and his work with Bulgaria’s former prime minister 

Sergei Stanishev. 

 

Almost half of the monitored articles pointed out the project’s uncertain 

financing as an obstacle to its development. The main impression from the 

articles about the Belene NPP in the English-language media is that of an 

absence of stability, consistence and coordinated actions. One example in this 

respect is to be found in the coverage of the sporadic exchange of ultimatums 

between Russia and Bulgaria (a €58-million claim filed by Atomstroyexport 

against NEK, and a €61-million counter-claim filed by NEK against 

Atomstroyexport) and the overall impression of inequality in the dialogue 

between the two sides. 

 

Shale Gas Exploration and Extraction  

 

The Jamestown Foundation noted the connection between Bulgaria’s withdrawal 

from the Burgas-Alexandroupolis oil pipeline project and the inclusion in the 

project of US company Chevron, which bought the Bulgarian share at a 

negligible price. Chevron’s interference in Bulgaria’s energy policy attracted 

significant media interest. Whereas in 2011 all news items about Bulgaria, 

Russia, and energy pointed out Bulgaria’s dependence and Russia’s expansionist 

policy, Chevron’s participation in energy projects in Bulgaria was interpreted, 

paradoxically, as a breath of fresh (or free) air away from Moscow’s strong, 

energy-rich grip. The environmental issues related to the possible extraction of 

shale gas as well as to the safety of the Belene NPP were presented in the 

English-language media as a domestic political problem of Bulgaria. 

 

The issue of shale gas exploration and extraction in Bulgaria was linked with 

two key words: ‘protest’ and ‘Russia’. According to the English-language 

media, the most important motive for public activity was the environment, the 

desire to protect the land against chemical pollution. The protest motives were 

most often backed by anti-government political opinions. The central thesis 

presented by the English-language media in this context was that the Bulgarian 
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government had concluded a deal with US company Chevron at any price in 

order to achieve a form of diversification. 

 

However, the main focus of the English-language media was elsewhere. The key 

words used by Reuters, CNN and BusinessWeek on the subject of shale gas in 

Bulgaria were ‘m3’ and ‘Russia’. The main thesis was that Bulgaria’s total 

dependence on Russian natural gas deliveries was forcing the government in 

Sofia to take unpopular measures in an effort to ensure diversity of energy 

sources on the market, to diversify energy supply by any means, even, as CNN 

noted, by ignoring the voice of its own electorate. The English-language media 

emphasized the uses of shale gas as a symbol of Bulgaria’s independence; they 

cited estimates that shale gas deposits in Northern Bulgaria were sufficient ‘for 

100 years’, without identifying the sources of this claim. Chevron’s role was 

presented as a counterpoint to Russia’s ‘vested’ interests that were only blocking 

Bulgaria’s energy policy. 

 

Conclusion 

 

To summarize: the main highlights in English-language media coverage of 

Bulgaria’s energy policy in 2011 concerned the country’s dependence on 

Russian energy resources, the Bulgarian government’s efforts to pursue a policy 

of diversification of energy sources, the strong public support for energy 

independence from Russia, and the public interest in the economic and 

environmental aspects of the issue. The analysis shows that Bulgaria’s energy 

interests attracted media attention mostly in the context of Russia’s plans for 

expansion in the European Union. As a whole, the English-language electronic 

media outlined a dynamic and uncertain picture of the future of Bulgaria’s 

energy projects. 

 

Another important aspect of English-language media coverage of the issues 

under review was the effort to present a most general picture – above all by 

using a broad chronological framework and by presenting different points of 

view (including conflicting opinions of Bulgarian and Russian experts, 

spokespersons, and politicians). Compared to the Bulgarian media’s dominant 

strategies of covering the issues in question, the foreign media were arguably 

more analytical, impartial and concerned in their approach to ‘the bigger 
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picture’. For their part, the Bulgarian media focused more on emotional 

opinions, details and individuals. At the same time, those Bulgarian media who 

sought to take a more serious approach in their coverage of the subject very 

often ‘borrowed’ content and authority from foreign sources, and above all from 

leading western media. The information approaches of foreign media thus came 

into use in the Bulgarian media sphere, too. 
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 ||||| WikiLeaks on Bulgarian Politics 
   
 
 

In 2011 the media organization WikiLeaks became very popular in Bulgaria. The 

project of Australian hacktivist Julian Assange was one of the most cited sources 

of information. The Bulgarian media drew heavily on the analyses and reports of 

US diplomats in Sofia released by WikiLeaks. Last year WikiLeaks published a 

number of classified cables sent to the State Department by the US ambassadors 

to Bulgaria between 2005 and 2010 – James Pardew, John Beyrle, Nancy 

McEldowney, and James Warlick. The disclosure of the information contained in 

those cables became one of the major media events in Bulgaria in 2011 because 

they shed light on dubious deals and individuals in the last few years. 

 

The traditional media were initially sceptical about Julian Assange’s project but 

the nature of the information disclosed by his organization led to a significant 

change in their attitude towards WikiLeaks. In 2011 the Bulgarian media 

followed the example of international media and kept a close eye on the leaks. 

Unlike in 2010, the cables on Bulgaria received widespread coverage and 

attention in the public sphere. One of the reasons for the heightened interest was 

the partnership between Julian Assange’s organization and the Bulgarian 

whistleblowing websites Bivol.bg and Balkanleaks.eu. The two websites gained 

exclusive access to the secret documents on Bulgaria and translated them into 

Bulgarian. By way of comparison, in 2010 there was significantly less 

information about Bulgaria because WikiLeaks had no media partners in the 

country, while the cables on Bulgaria were rarely mentioned in the big western 

media. In 2011 the Bulgarian public realized why WikiLeaks matters. 

 

The major disclosures published by the Bulgarian media concerned the 

following: details about the construction of the Belene Nuclear Power Plant, the 

Vasilena Yordanova 
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most significant project in Bulgaria’s power industry; Bulgaria’s economic 

alignment with Russia; the scale of organized crime in the country, and so on. 

Most of the information provided by WikiLeaks was not entirely new to the 

Bulgarian reader, and the disclosures were not as shocking as they were expected 

to be. Thus, for example, the ties of the ruling elites with organized crime, the 

inefficient judicial system, and the strong Russian influence in the energy sector 

have long been the subject of debate. Still, the Bulgarian media duly reported 

every new release from WikiLeaks. The reports by the US ambassadors to 

Bulgaria often did not provide irrefutable evidence for their claims, but the very 

fact that the sources were authoritative foreign observers made them more 

newsworthy. WikiLeaks made it easier for the Bulgarian media to address issues 

that were previously discussed off the record. At the same time, Assange’s media 

organization partly displaced the traditional media from their monopoly position 

in journalistic investigations. 

 

In 2011 it became clear that the publication of WikiLeaks cables has the potential 

to influence public opinion. The organization of a flash mob in front of the Palace 

of Justice in Sofia in June was telling in this respect. The action was performed to 

protest against the problems in the Bulgarian judicial system. It was occasioned 

by a report of former US ambassador to Bulgaria Nancy McEldowney published 

in the media a few days earlier. The main conclusion in the report was that the 

Bulgarian judicial system needs serious reforms in order to function properly. 

 

Another significant event related to the WikiLeaks disclosures was the 

investigation launched by the State Agency for National Security (DANS) against 

General Nikola Kolev who was suspected of disclosing classified information 

that subsequently appeared in some of the leaked documents. The investigation 

was launched in July, but so far no evidence has been found to prove or disprove 

that General Kolev had something to do with the secret documents published by 

WikiLeaks. 

 

To everyone’s surprise, the case of General Kolev was the only one that became 

the subject of an official investigation. Similar information in many of the other 

cables was assumed to be insufficient to justify an investigation. Thus, for 

example, Bulgarian prosecutors did not see anything wrong in a cable reporting 

Prime Minister Boyko Borisov’s ties with organized crime. WikiLeaks also 
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published a list of illegally rich Bulgarians with ties to the underworld but the 

Consultative Council on National Security declared that there was no sufficient 

evidence to substantiate those claims. In other words, the classified cables 

circulated in the public sphere but there was no adequate reaction from the 

institutions in Bulgaria. Most often, the cables were used for personal attacks and 

inter-party squabbles. Thus, for example, the cables on the Bulgarian energy 

projects led to a constant exchange of accusations between the present 

government and former energy minister Rumen Ovcharov. 

 

As a whole, the cables describing the personal characteristics of Bulgarian 

politicians became the most popular. They dealt mainly with Prime Minister 

Boyko Borisov, Prosecutor General Boris Velchev, former interior minister 

Rumen Petkov, and former energy minister Rumen Ovcharov. 

 

The Bulgarian media’s biggest omission in 2011 was their failure to make 

maximum use of the information provided by WikiLeaks. Their main interest was 

focused on more sensational topics while serious issues such as the passage of the 

GMO law, for example, remained on the periphery of the media agenda. 
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 ||||| Facebook 2011: Elections in Troubled Times 

 
 
 

In 2011 doomsday forecasts about the end of Facebook were spread parallel with 

news about the growing number of Facebook users. And whereas the world was 

(and still is) in panicky expectation of 21 December 2012, the day the Mayan 

Calendar predicts it will end, Facebook was threatened with extinction even an 

year earlier, on 5 November 2011. Would the absence of the social network have 

corrected the Mayan prophecy through a premature apocalypse caused by 

universal grief over its demise? For better or for worse, we will never know as 

the plan of hacktivist group Anonymous to attack and destroy Facebook on 5 

November 2011 remained limited to its threats posted on YouTube. 

 

Facebook has survived. While the social network is fighting for its billionth user, 

it is likely to keep its leading position among the most visited websites in 2012 as 

well. It seems that neither the risk of misuse of personal data nor the findings that 

Facebook destroys every third marriage and causes depression are capable of 

stopping its continuous growth. 

 

Troubled Times 

 

In 2011 Facebook kept one of its main functions – offering a platform for citizen 

action against negative social phenomena and practices. As in previous years, the 

idea about organizing several Bulgarian protests was spread via the social 

network. In 2011 Bulgarian Facebook users targeted mainly the mobile phone 

operators, shale gas, and high fuel prices. A Facebook group called ‘We are 

against a Bulgarian Chernobyl – shale gas extraction’ [bg] attracted more than 

52 000 members and became the most popular citizen initiative on this website in 

2011. The year began with organized protests against the questionable practices 

Eli Alexandrova 
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of Bulgaria’s three mobile phone operators and continued with protest marches 

against the rising fuel prices. The public reaction after the murder in the village 

of Katunitsa (a nineteen-year-old ethnic Bulgarian was run over and killed by a 

minibus driven by Roma close to a local Roma boss known as Tsar Kiro; this led 

to riots in Katunitsa and nationwide anti-Roma protests) was also reflected on 

Facebook. Public anger poured out in two forms: racist calls against the Roma 

and discontent with the biases of the media as expressed in the views of their 

journalists on the subject. Thus, for example, top bTV journalist Mirolyuba 

Benatova was accused of biased coverage of events in the subsequent ethnic-

based riots. A group against Benatova was formed on Facebook, attracting almost 

12 000 members, and her Facebook profile was reported to the administrators as 

harmful or offensive and therefore deleted. And although we are aware of the 

meaning of the saying, ‘a nine days’ wonder’, some initiatives on the social 

networking site are a reflection of long-term public attitudes. 

 

The many participants in the different protests in the streets of Sofia in 2011 

proved Facebook’s role in organizing such events. If at the end of 2010 we were 

still asking ourselves whether Facebook activity translates into real-life action at 

all, last year the majority of citizen initiatives initiated online were realized in 

practice. 

 

Elections 2011 

 

Last year also saw the long-expected double elections, for president and for local 

government. In these elections, too, the candidates used different ways to 

communicate with voters and paid special attention to the new media. We even 

saw a new trend: if in the 2009 parliamentary elections those who campaigned 

actively on the social networking sites were mostly members of the public, in the 

2011 elections almost all candidates conducted well-coordinated online 

campaigns, parallel with those in the traditional media. 

 

In all media the initiatives of the candidates for local government were eclipsed 

by the presidential campaign. The big battle between the contenders for the 

presidency was also fought on Facebook. Those who campaigned most actively 

online were Ivaylo Kalfin (BSP), who had only 2000 virtual supporters by 

election day, Meglena Kuneva (independent), with more than 12 000 fans on 
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Facebook, Rosen Plevneliev (GERB), with more than 4000, and Svetoslav 

Vitkov (independent), who was also the leader in the virtual ‘vote’, winning 

15 000 votes. 

 

The results of the elections were not proportionate to the activity in the 

candidates’ online campaign. The most popular candidate on Facebook, musician 

Svetoslav Vitkov, came in a very poor eighth in the real-life elections, having 

won only 54 125 votes. Meglena Kuneva, who had the second largest Facebook 

following, finished third, while Ivaylo Kalfin and the ruling party’s candidate, 

Rosen Plevneliev, made it to the second round of the elections even though they 

had significantly fewer Facebook supporters. All candidates communicated 

actively with the electorate on the social networking site. After those elections we 

can conclude that Facebook is certainly not the major factor for a given 

candidate’s success in the election race. However, we must certainly note the 

importance of Facebook as one of the main channels of communication in 

election campaigns. This is a conclusion we had no reason to make after the 2009 

elections. 

 

Everyone on Facebook 

 

The ever growing access to Facebook in 2011 made many users choose precisely 

this channel of communication: both with close friends and with like-minded 

supporters of particular initiatives. For many of its users, Facebook proved to be 

the main source of information. Surprisingly or not, Bulgarian politicians actively 

used this platform in their 2011 election campaigns. 

 

The mass success of Facebook naturally provoked the discontent of ill-wishers, 

which grew into a campaign against the social networking site. The definitions of 

Facebook in the Bulgarian public sphere vary from the highly conspiratorial 

‘giant spying machine’ to the far less pretentious and mundane ‘gossip mill’. Yet 

no matter how we regard Facebook, the truth is that in 2011 it asserted itself as a 

factor in social and political life in Bulgaria. 
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 ||||| How Politicians and Citizens  
  Failed to Meet on the Web in 2011   

 
 
 

Vox populi, vox Dei goes the famous Latin saying from two thousand years ago. 

Today, however, it is not entirely valid. Or at least not for the developments in 

the Bulgarian political blogosphere and political communication on Twitter in 

2011. 

 

Politicians 

 

The years 2009 and 2011 are alike. Double elections were held in Bulgaria in 

both years: for national and European parliament in 2009, and for president and 

local government in 2011. But as for the Bulgarian blogosphere, things changed. 

In 2009 many Bulgarian politicians had their own blogs and there were more than 

thirty active blogs, with activity declining dramatically after election night. The 

number of regularly updated blogs and postings on them continued to decline in 

the next two years. As the chart below shows, although there were new elections 

in 2011 the number of postings was considerably lower than in 2009 even in the 

months of the elections (June-July 2009, October 2011). Only about a dozen 

Bulgarian politicians kept updating their blogs, but the number of postings on 

them was only a fraction of that in the previous election year. 

Marina Kirova 
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Figure 1. Total number of postings on Bulgarian politicians’ blogs by month, from January 
2009 to December 2011. 

 

Be it because this form of communication is no longer so trendy or because it 

failed to yield the expected electoral results, the fact is that in 2011 blogging was 

used much less as a tool for political marketing. 

 

Bulgarian politicians, however, did not give up internet communication. Their 

interest shifted to the trendier and far more popular Facebook and Twitter. If in 

2009 about a dozen Bulgarian politicians had accounts on the microblogging 

platform Twitter, in 2010 their number doubled. In 2011 the number of Bulgarian 

politicians with Twitter accounts grew significantly, and the new users included 

the leading candidates in the presidential race and the local government elections. 

It is noteworthy that Bulgarian politicians tend to use Twitter as well as the 

blogosphere mostly for campaign purposes, with their activity rising in election 

months and declining sharply in non-election periods. This applies to both 

election years and became especially obvious in 2011. It is also noteworthy that 

in 2010 there were many fake profiles of politicians, while in 2011 there were 

practically none. 
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Figure 2. Total number of tweets by Bulgarian politicians by month, from January 2009 to 
December 2011. 
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Admittedly, in the period under review there were Bulgarian politicians with a 

responsible and consistent attitude towards communication on social networking 

sites. For example, Ivaylo Kalfin, MEP and Bulgarian Socialist Party candidate 

for president in 2011. Kalfin has been regularly updating his blog for years, 

posting critical and analytical articles on topical political issues. Another good 

example is active tweeter and incumbent Foreign Minister Nikolay Mladenov, 

whose tweets concern not only international issues of importance to Bulgarian 

society but also answer questions from Bulgarian citizens. 

 

Citizens 

 

Although Bulgarian politicians were no longer so active in the blogosphere, they 

did not give up blogs as a tool for influence. They increasingly sought support 

from citizen blogs discussing social and political issues. Bulgarian politicians 

changed their tactic – instead of seeking to influence the public through their 

own blogs, they now sought to influence bloggers. Even the newly elected 

president, Rosen Plevneliev, found time in his campaign schedule to meet with 

prominent citizen bloggers. Also telling is the fact that Plevneliev addressed 

bloggers with the compliment that they are the true representatives of ‘citizen 

journalism … the true voice of society’. 1 

 

Indeed, over the years citizens’ blogs have become a platform for intelligent and 

active Bulgarians, an alternative to the formally independent but obviously 

politically influenced content of Bulgarian mainstream media. In 2011 we saw a 

weak but stable tendency towards growing public influence of bloggers. Their 

acknowledgement did not come only from the actions of politicians during the 

election campaign. Last year more and more bloggers were invited by various 

Bulgarian television channels, radio stations and print media to comment on and 

discuss various social, political and economic issues. 

 

Bulgarian bloggers themselves have also become much more active in seeking 

information and various alternatives and opportunities for speaking out for the 

public. One example of this growing engagement came from two bloggers who 

organized a campaign debate between the candidates for mayor of Sofia which 

                                                
1 Genova, Magdalina (2011). Za edna pokana ot edin kandidat-prezident. Blogat na nervnata akula, 
<http://nervousshark.wordpress.com/2011/10/10/za-pokanata-ot-edin-kanidat-prezident/> [accessed 26.01.2012]. 
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was broadcast online. Launched in 2010 at the initiative of a blogger and 

modeled on the Obamameter, the website PolitiKat.net, which keeps track of 

politicians’ promises and whether they are kept, was also active during last 

year’s elections. 

 

Video blogs (vlogs), a format new to Bulgaria, also became increasingly popular 

in 2011. Vlogs are now very popular on YouTube and there are quite a few 

Bulgarian vloggers. But very few of them vlog about politics. 

 

Topics 

 

Despite the growing public and media acknowledgement of the importance of 

bloggers’ voices, in 2011 (as in the previous years) there was a drastic difference 

in the content and topics discussed on the blogs and Twitter profiles of 

Bulgarian politicians on one side and of citizens on the other. The agenda of 

topics discussed on citizens’ blogs and Twitter profiles did not correspond to 

that of politicians. As in the previous years, communication on Bulgarian 

politicians’ blogs and even on their new Twitter profiles was mostly formal, 

without a significant attempt at keeping in touch with readers and other internet 

users. Bulgarian citizens, for their part, were concerned with and actively 

discussed among themselves various everyday and existential topics and issues. 

 

The most discussed topics in the Bulgarian blogosphere in 2011 were the 

following: the elections for president and vice-president; the poor organization 

of the elections; the events in the village of Katunitsa, where riots broke out 

after a nineteen-year-old ethnic Bulgarian was run over and killed by a person 

close to a notorious Roma bigwig; shale gas exploration and extraction; 

Bulgaria’s accession to Schengen; the scandals over several energy projects, and 

the suspension of the licence of the Bulgarian Lukoil Neftochim Refinery; the 

so-called ‘Tanovgate’, a scandal that flared up after the leakage of wiretapped 

conversations between senior government officials, suggesting corruption; the 

absence of free and independent media; the interior ministry’s failure to cope 

with crime; the inappropriate verbal and semantic constructs and inadequate 

government decisions and behaviour of Prime Minister Boyko Borisov – all of 

them being topics and issues that were passed over in silence or given 

insufficiently adequate answers in Bulgarian politicians’ blog postings or tweets. 
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Another taboo topic for Bulgarian politicians was also popular among citizen 

bloggers in 2011 – namely, the WikiLeaks cables about Bulgaria published on 

Bivol.bg, a Bulgarian whistleblowing website. 

 

Last year also saw growing consolidation of protest moods against Boyko 

Borisov’s government. Whereas in 2009 the three-party coalition government 

(BSP, NDSV and DPS) and President Georgi Parvanov were the most criticized 

by Bulgarian bloggers, in 2011 the main anti-hero was Prime Minister Boyko 

Borisov, followed by Interior Minister Tsvetan Tsvetanov. 

 

The Voice of Bloggers Is the Voice of the People 

 

If we borrow newly elected President Plevneliev’s definition that bloggers are 

the true voice of society, we may assume that the voice of bloggers is vox 

populi, vox Dei. This, however, is in sharp contrast with the tendency whereby 

the topics and issues that are important to bloggers are not discussed in the wider 

public sphere and their demands are ignored by politicians. 

 

Nor should we forget one of the lessons of 2011: the Arab Spring. Although in a 

more dramatic context, one of the most important international events in recent 

years clearly showed that where politicians do not heed the voice of citizens, 

where traditional media manipulate their content politically, citizens will 

mobilize through social networking media and destroy the status quo. ‘The 

barricades today do not bristle with bayonets and rifles, but with phones,’ writes 

Peter Beaumont in The Guardian.2 That is why perhaps it is time for Bulgarian 

politicians to start listening to the voice of society and to try to meet with 

citizens – both online and offline. 

 

 

                                                

2 Beaumont, Peter (2011). The truth about Twitter, Facebook and the uprisings in the Arab world. The Guardian,  
<http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/feb/25/twitter-facebook-uprisings-arab-libya> [accessed 26 January 
2012). 
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 ||||| Videopolitics: My Family and Other Animals 
 
 
 

This article looks at the key events in Bulgarian politics in 2011 as they are 

represented on the video sites Vbox7 and YouTube. The most-viewed videos of 

2011 contain Prime Minister Boyko Borisov’s anecdotal statements in which he 

refers to sheep, fathers-in-law, pigs, potatoes, and so on, the protests against high 

fuel prices, the rally of the nationalist party Ataka in front of the Banya Bashi 

mosque in Sofia, the national protests after the tragedy in the village of Katunitsa 

(see below), and the presidential election in October. Most of the videos on 

politics posted on the two websites were downloaded from traditional media. 

These are also the most-viewed videos. The majority contain full news and 

current affairs programmes, parts of satirical shows, or stories from newscasts. 

Fewer videos are user-generated. They tend to be parodies, often remixing 

footage from the media. Those that contain original footage shot by members of 

the public are amateur videos of protests. In 2011 YouTube increasingly became 

the leading platform, serving as the source of many videos reposted on Vbox7. 

Thus, the two video sites do not simply refer to the media, they have become 

interlinked in a system of cross-references. 

 

Flock Looking for a Shepherd 

 

One of the most-viewed videos of 2011 featuring politicians is a Nova Television 

report broadcast in June and posted on YouTube in which Prime Minister Boyko 

Borisov advises university students to stop complaining about unemployment and 

to become shepherds instead of wanting to be IT specialists (Kalenderov 2011). 

The prime minister’s words met with a storm of disapproval, where many of the 

viewer comments advised the prime minister himself to go and graze sheep, to 

open higher education establishments, and so on. An earlier amateur video from 

Julia Rone 
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March 2011, called ‘Time to Protest’ (‘Vreme za protest’), begins with footage of 

TV journalist Martin Karbovski saying, ‘We’re sheep. We don’t protest. We only 

complain.’ The video then shows a set of photos of politicians against the 

background of an angry song, and ends with an appeal for joining a protest 

against the fuel price rise (Lipci 2011). Sheep as a symbol of apathy and 

resignation became an image of the passive Bulgarian people. It is no 

coincidence that during the presidential elections one of the most unlikely 

presidential candidates, punk/ska singer Svetlyo Vitkov, posted on YouTube a 

song whose video plays on the image of sheep and of the president as a shepherd 

who must herd and guide the sheep in the right direction (Svetliopresident 2011). 

The song of Svetlyo, who was running for president himself, is very critical of all 

politicians. In a certain sense, we may say that the shepherd-candidate has 

correctly grasped the spirit of the flock. 

 

Family Stories 

 

Prime Minister Borisov’s statements are not confined to sheep – they build a 

comprehensive agricultural-government mythology populated by pigs, relatives 

who grow their own potatoes, and so on. Speaking in a popular TV interview in 

March (Bludnicata 2011а), posted on the internet, Borisov says that his family 

has never been afraid of a potato price rise because they grow their own potatoes. 

Here Borisov’s rhetoric reveals a curious political view – namely, that the rise in 

prices is not a systemic problem and should not affect us if we know how to grow 

potatoes. The true Bulgarian knows how to grow potatoes. In the same vein, 

Borisov says in a December interview that he is a true man because he has 

slaughtered a pig. According to Borisov, the people who see this as animal 

cruelty are upstarts who hide behind words. ‘I’m a realistic person,’ the prime 

minister goes on to say, ‘I live in Bulgaria and my friends are Bulgarian and I 

know how people in Bulgaria live’ (Ssstto 2011). The prime minister’s stories 

about his family are consistent with his image as a man of the people, a person 

like all others, who has grown up in the countryside and knows how his 

electorate lives. The constant appeal to biographical elements conveys a very 

political message. The prime minister is a politician but, above all, he is a human 

being. The normative division between public and private in his figure is purely 

conventional, it is an impossible chimera. At the same time, asked about the 

allegedly unaccounted-for properties owned by Interior Minister Tsvetan 
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Tsvetanov’s father-in-law, Borisov says that being interested in them is not 

within his remit as prime minister. This is all about Tsvetanov’s family 

(Lyubodelev 2011). Thus, personal life is invoked on the political scene for the 

purpose of isolating those who are not convenient. This ambivalence can be seen 

in the prime minister’s answer to a journalist who asked him on election night 

whether his political party, GERB, had engaged in vote-buying. Borisov replies, 

‘I swear I haven’t paid a single lev for a vote’ (DarkmasterO 2011). Now this is a 

brilliant answer, but it does not answer the question. It is precisely on the internet 

that we find numerous amateur videos about vote-buying such as, for example, 

‘Buying Elections in Bulgaria’ (Ivaylo781 2011). The obliteration of the 

boundary between private and public can be seen also in the scandal connected 

with the nationalist party Ataka, which is falling apart because of leader Volen 

Siderov’s extramarital affair with young Ataka functionary Denitsa Gadzheva, a 

former girlfriend of Siderov’s stepson from the first marriage of his wife Kapka 

Siderova, co-founder of Ataka. Thus, a family drama turned into a political war, 

aggravated by the party’s poor performance in last year’s elections (Fractal76 

2011). 

 

The Bulgarian Lions 

 

 

 

By far the most popular Bulgarian political videos of 2011 on Vbox7 and 

YouTube are about the Ataka rally that led to bloody clashes in front of the 

Banya Bashi mosque in Sofia in May, and the national protests against the 

absence of law and order in Bulgaria after the tragedy in the village of Katunitsa 

in September, where a young ethnic Bulgarian man was run over and killed by an 

associate of Kiril Rashkov, a notorious Roma bigwig often defined as a ‘local 

feudal lord’. The trends in 2011 correspond fully to the dominant moods on the 
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video sites, the key development being that the hatred of minorities, previously 

hidden online, erupted and moved offline – in the form of violent acts and 

peaceful public protests. 

 

Ataka’s rally during Friday prayer ended with a fire, riots, and violent clashes. 

The above-mentioned Denitsa Gadzheva was injured on the chin by a thrown 

stone, which became a sensation on the internet. Patriarchal honour was attacked 

precisely by the act of desecrating the beauty of the loyal woman. 

 

Most of the viewer comments on the video sites unanimously supported the 

nationalistic actions at the rally with comments such as ‘kill the Turks’ until 

comments were eventually shut down by the moderators. 

 

In September videos about the riots in Katunitsa went viral on the internet. The 

videos trace the running over and killing of the young Anguel by an associate of 

wealthy Roma Kiril Rashkov, aka Tsar Kiro, the burning down of the latter’s 

properties by the furious crowd that flocked to Katunitsa from all over Bulgaria, 

and the subsequent protests in the big cities against the absence of law and order 

in the country (Query=Катуница 2011). The videos include Anguel’s funeral 

procession (GeorgiTashev 2011) and the burning down of Tsar Kiro’s house 

(Wikimaper 2011). The tragedy of Anguel’s parents and the wealth of Tsar Kiro 

were viewed by online users as something that transcends the boundaries of the 

private sphere and that is a symptom of the overall weakness of the state. That is 

also why taking the law into one’s own hands was seen as a natural reaction. The 

burning down of Rashkov’s properties was followed by nationwide protests. 

Among the most active participants in those protests were hard-core football fans 

who rallied around the national cause. Chants of ‘Freedom or death!’ alternated 

with the national anthem and the popular football chant ‘Bulgarians are heroes’ 

(‘Balgari yunatsi’) (Tinoo 2011). The rhetoric from the era of the Bulgarian 

National Revival, which includes the awakening of the sleeping hero, the fight 

for freedom and the defence of the sacred Homeland, was mobilized in full force. 

The protests inspired dozens of videos expressing empathy with their cause. The 

author of a video called ‘Bulgaria Has Woken Up’ (‘Balgaria se sabudi’) 

expressly notes: 
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This video is not designed to incite racism, xenophobia or discrimination. This video 

shows the reality around the protests and I’m declaring this to avoid subsequent 

accusations. (Wolfheart 2011) 

 

This explanation is most telling of the spirit of the protests which can be 

generalized with the phrase ‘we aren’t racists, but’. It is interesting that the 

economic crisis, the trade union strike at the Bulgarian State Railways, and the 

poorly attended Occupy Sofia protest failed to wake up Bulgaria. It turns out that 

only protests against ethnic minorities are capable of turning the sheep into lions. 

 

Journalists as an Endangered Species 

 

The last point we want to make concerns the fate of journalism in the new media 

and political situation in Bulgaria. The year 2011 began with the scandal over the 

wiretapped phone calls of Prime Minister Boyko Borisov and customs chief 

Vanyo Tanov, which were leaked to the public. These phone calls are 

incriminating as they suggest possible unlawful contacts between Borisov, 

Tanov, and a businessman known as Misho Birata (Misho the Beer). The phone 

calls went viral on the internet where they received a huge number of viewings 

(Igrivko 2011). This case was scandalous for several reasons. First, the very fact 

that the telephones of such senior government officials were wiretapped; second, 

the content of the tapes; and third, the way professional journalists reacted to the 

situation and used the leaked tapes without checking their authenticity. What is of 

interest to us from the point of view of video sites is the most popular version of 

this video – namely, ‘Boyko Borisov, Vanyo Tanov & Misho Birata RAP’ 

(KrlKirilov 2011), which became even more popular than the original tapes. 

Bulgarian civil society on video sites did not react by voicing a personal stance or 

an opinion declared responsibly in a video blog; it reacted with a funny parody in 

the form of rap. The alternative to the wiretapped conversation circulated in the 

official media was the remix in citizen media. New voices and themes, however, 

were not to be heard. 

 

The video sites which refer to the official media which, for their part, serve as a 

platform for politicians, create the feeling of a circular dialogue in which it makes 

no difference who is speaking because the same lines are repeated over and over 

again, only with a different degree of intensity. Thus, when Borisov appeared on 
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Yulian Vuchkov’s talk show the prime minister told the journalist, ‘it’s easier for 

you to tell things by calling a spade a spade’, and left Vuchkov to express his 

own extreme opinions without directly expressing them himself (Bludnicata 

2011b). Similarly, extreme nationalism on online platforms is nothing more than 

‘telling the truth’ beyond the field of the national media where the law demands 

using words like ‘Roma’ but the attitude towards minorities is often not much 

different. Of course, there are tensions and disagreements such as, for example, 

the mass disapproval on video platforms of bTV journalist Mirolyuba Bentaova 

and her attempt at objective coverage of the events in Katunitsa, because of 

which she was accused of being anti-Bulgarian. Here are the top comments to her 

report posted online: 

 
if Volen Siderov was in power he would’ve shut down all anti-Bulgarian television 

stations (MegaSupremeGod 3 months ago 42)  

 

That Gypsy-loving Benatova serves the world Jewry is obvious, she deserves writhing 

in Gulag instead of the heroes who fell for Germany digging in a mine from the age of 

5 and being shot before the fall of the USSR so as not to bring shame  on Bulgaria!!! 

(nseuropade 3 months ago 23) 

(BosforTV 2011) 

 

It is increasingly difficult for journalists to maintain an independent stance as 

they fall victim both to the populist moods coming from social networking sites 

and to the business interests that determine the agenda of the media in Bulgaria. 

It is telling that one of the most popular videos around the presidential elections 

was of a journalist’s question addressed at Prime Minister Borisov and future 

president Rosen Plevneliev about how they would guarantee the independence of 

the media (Taepodong 2011). This question will remain relevant in 2012 as well. 

One thing is clear: video social networks provide many possibilities for opinion-

making but also pose many new problems and dangers that we must learn to 

recognize. 
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 ||||| Non-Political Content in the Bulgarian Media in 2011 

 
 
 

The trends in the production of non-political content for the Bulgarian media in 

2011 are not only not new, they are an element of long-term, global models of 

development. The current state of this problem in Bulgaria reflects the 

developments in the relationship between the media and politics, namely: an 

alarming symbiosis between the media and their subjects, and replacement of 

journalistic content with PR messages. 

 

The classic understanding both of journalism and of PR defines ‘the interesting’ 

and ‘the important’ as the main factors for attracting media coverage. In practice, 

however, PR experts are relying less and less on the interesting in obtaining 

media coverage, and more on more on deals made on the basis of two main 

mechanisms: advertising budget and media partnership. 

 

Advertising Budget and Content 

 

The advertising budget factor means that the bigger the advertiser, the more 

exposure they will get in the media in which they advertise. The biggest 

advertisers on the market, which advertise in all media, can practically rely on 

considerable media support for their initiatives. For example, the failure of the 

Elevation Razlog 2011 music festival, a heavily advertised event, was 

commented on critically by few media outlets, while most of the media briefly 

reported the official version. The preparations for the festival, however, were 

given due coverage; the announcement of the stars that were supposed to take 

part in the festival and the news about them were readily used as occasions to 

promote the event. The festival was organized by one of the Bulgarian mobile 

phone operators, the top advertiser in the country. That is why we should not be 

Kalina Petkova 



 89 

surprised either by the initial brouhaha over the festival or by the silence that 

followed its failure. 

 

Bonus practices for loyal clients in the media in Bulgaria in 2011 transgressed the 

boundaries of editorial ethics. Bonus broadcasts, impressions or square 

centimeters were easily replaced with guaranteed content in the editorial and not 

in the paid sections of the media. This fusion of the advertising market and the 

media particularly affected the cultural industry as its products easily generate 

desired media content: books, films, music, fashion. This phenomenon was to be 

seen in the sphere of everything that can be called ‘lifestyle’: tourism, food and 

beverages, clubs and restaurants, and so on. The companies that hire for PR 

purposes people connected to particular media outlets (for example, stars from 

popular TV series or reality shows) could rely on additional media interest in 

2011. One example of this were the Bulgarian gala premieres of dubbed films: 

television stations covered the event only if the voiceover was done by actors 

who worked for them. 

 

 
 
Report about the Elevation Razlog 2011 music 
festival aired on bTV Novinite (bTV News), 24 
June 2011. Source: btv.bg. 

 

Report about The Smurfs 3D aired on bTV’s 
breakfast programme Tazi Sutrin (This 
Morning), 10 August 2011, featuring the 
voiceover actors – comedians who work for 
bTV. Source: btv.bg. 

 

 

‘Informal’ presence is often more effective than an obviously paid advertisement 

and is therefore desired by advertisers. This scheme works also in the so-called 

user media – social networking sites and video exchange platforms. Their 

advertising rate schedules offer bonuses consisting in the display of video clips 

and themes in prominent positions. In 2011, this enabled advertisers to place on 

the home page of popular video portals a video clip that would be viewed by tens 
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of thousands of users in 24 hours. Very few of those users would realize that this 

was not part of the spontaneously liked and much viewed user uploads that are 

characteristic of those websites. 

 

Some of the practices in the struggle for securing more and bigger advertising 

budgets in Bulgaria break the rules of fair play not only with respect to the public 

but also to rivals. This applies especially to television. In the professional 

community of the Bulgarian media and of interested companies’ PR departments 

working in close partnership with them, it is an open secret that certain levels of 

investment guarantee also levels of PR support. An additional ‘sale-boosting 

tool’ used by Bulgarian TV channels is providing airtime only in exchange for 

100% of the company’s television budget for the promotion of a given product. 

In this way, the advertiser undertakes not to advertise the relevant product on 

another TV channel, which is a direct violation of competition law in Bulgaria. 

This practice, of course, is denied in public and de facto impossible to trace as 

many of the deals are kept off the books. Nevertheless, in 2011 it was made 

public and reached a sort of culmination, which was covered by some print and 

online media. On 20 June 2011, the news broke that Nova Television had 

approached the Commission on Protection of Competition (CPC) about bTV’s 

Winter 2011 promotion. The bTV package offered very preferential prices and 

unusually many bonus broadcasts in the period between January and March 2011. 

Clients were entitled to the preferences only if they undertook not to advertise on 

other TV channels. Those who breached this condition had to pay a penalty. 

 

Media Partnership and Content 

 

The second main mechanism for ensuring media coverage of non-political 

content is media partnership. When a given content is of interest to the media and 

they are inclined to publish or broadcast it because it will increase demand for 

them, the partnership principle is ‘clean’ for both parties concerned, especially in 

the case of developing stories and topics that are not one-off. This trend was 

especially clear throughout 2011 and could be seen in the case of many cultural 

events and campaigns of partner media. It must be noted that by virtue of media 

barters the Bulgarian public was regularly exposed also to self-referential content 

in 2011. 
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As a rule, partner initiatives are conducted by marketing departments whose goal 

is to make their products, including their media products, more salable. The 

partner company supplies that which is interesting for viewing/listening/reading, 

provides information to its partner media preferentially or exclusively depending 

on the parameters of their partnership, and includes the logo of the relevant media 

outlet in its advertising materials. Thus, the media capitalize their editorial space 

even without direct payment. A media partnership usually includes a media plan 

whose cost is not paid but which shows the level of the provided media support 

and a certain number of materials negotiated in advance. Irrespective of the level 

of ‘interestingness’ of the occasion for media partnership, outside of the latter 

each of those materials would be the subject of a separate, often unsuccessful, PR 

battle. In addition, media partnerships can circumvent legal as well as internal 

regulations about the place of editorial and paid advertising content. In the case 

of television, for example, inclusion at the beginning of a commercial break is 

such a ‘liminal’ promotional tool – its use could be seen in many advertising 

campaigns in 2011. 

 

All this turned the people from media marketing departments into gatekeepers 

according to the classic terminology of media studies – a role which, as a rule, is 

assigned to journalists and editors. By virtue of media partnership, the interest of 

the Bulgarian media in 2011 was regularly shifted onto pre-negotiated topics and 

activities of business partners at the expense of free citizen initiatives. 

 

Conclusion 

 

To summarize, non-political content in the Bulgarian media is increasingly 

subject to business agreements. The ways it is produced call into question free 

competition in Bulgaria, and 2011 even brought a conflict between the two most 

popular TV channels, bTV and Nova Television, and a complaint to the CPC. In 

2011 media marketing became the main starting point for choice of content in the 

spheres outside politics and the economy. Along with all other apprehensions 

about the state of the relationship between media and politics, this raised 

additional suspicions about the mechanisms by which the media picture of public 

life is created in Bulgaria. 
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Appendix 

 

MEDIA INDEX: MEDIA MONITORING 

 

GRAPHIC REPORT 

(April – December 2011 г.) 

 

 
 

PERIOD 

 

 

1 April – 31 December 2011 

 

COMPARED PERIOD 

 

 

1 March – 30 November 2010 

 

 

MEDIA MONITORED 

(Dailies) 

 

 

24 Chasa, Trud, Dnevnik, Monitor, 

Novinar, Sega, Standart 

 

 
TOTAL NUMBER OF  
REGISTERED ITEMS 
 

 

24 249 

 

 

REGISTERED INDICATORS 

 

Date of publication, month, 

medium, mentioned persons, 

parties, institutions, 

speaker (expressing attitudes), 

referent (of expressed attitudes) 

 

 

 

The data included in this report are from a monitoring survey commissioned by 
the Media Monitoring Lab at Foundation Media Democracy and conducted by 
the research and consulting agency Market Links. 
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PERSONS MENTIONED  
(by number of news items) 

 
 
 

INSTITUTIONS MENTIONED 
 (by number of news items) 
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REFERENTS OF EXPRESSED ATTITUDES 
(by number of news items) 

 
 
 

ACTORS EXPRESSING ATTITUDES  
(by number of news items) 
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PERSONS MENTIONED IN 2011 (by month) 
 

 
 
 

INSTITUTIONS MENTIONED IN 2011(by month) 
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EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS BOYKO BORISOV  
 (by number of news items) 

 

 

 
EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS TSVETAN TSVETANOV  

(by number of news items) 
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EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS SIMEON DJANKOV  
(by number of news items) 

 
 

EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS GEORGI PARVANOV  
(by number of news items) 
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EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS SERGEI STANISHEV  
(by number of news items) 

 
 

EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS AHMED DOGAN  
(by number of news items) 
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EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS GERB  
(by number of news items) 

 
 

EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE GOVERNMENT  
(by number of news items) 
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EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS BSP  
(by number of news items) 

 
 
 

EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS ATAKA  
(by number of news items) 
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EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS DPS  
(by number of news items) 

 
 

EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE BLUE COALITION  
(by number of news items) 
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 ATTITUDES EXPRESSED TOWARDS BOYKO BORISOV 
(March – November 2010 and April – December 2011)  
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 ATTITUDES EXPRESSED TOWARDS SERGEY STANISHEV 
(March – November 2010 and April – December 2011) 

Novinar 2010

24 часа 2010Monitor 2010

Sega 2010

Standart 2010

Trud 2010 24 Chasa 2011

Dnevnik 2011

Monitor 2011

Sega 2011

Standart 2011

Trud 2011

Novinar 2011

Dnevnik 2010
0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

Negative attitude Positive attitudeNeutral attitude

The size of the bubbles 

represents the average daily 

reach of the respective medium

 



 103 

ATTITUDES EXPRESSED TOWARDS TSVETAN TSVETANOV 
(March – November 2010 and April – December 2011) 

24 Chasa 2010

Dnevnik 2010

Monitor 2010

Trud 2010

Standart 2010

24 Chasa 2011

Dnevnik 2011

Monitor 2011

Sega 2010

Novinar 2011

Sega 2011

Standart 2011

Trud 2011

Novinar 2010

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Negative attitude Positive attitudeNeutral attitude

The size of the bubbles 

represents the average daily 

reach of the respective medium

 
  
 

ATTITUDES EXPRESSED TOWARDS SIMEON DJANKOV 
(March – November 2010 and April – December 2011) 
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ATTITUDES EXPRESSED TOWARDS GEORGI PARVANOV 
((March – November 2010 and April – December 2011) 
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ATTITUDES EXPRESSED TOWARDS AHMED DOGAN 
(March – November 2010 and April – December 2011) 
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 ATTITUDES EXPRESSED TOWARDS VOLEN SIDEROV 
(March – November 2010 and April – December 2011) 
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ATTITUDES EXPRESSED TOWARDS THE GOVERNMENT 
(March – November 2010 and April – December 2011) 
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ATTITUDES EXPRESSED TOWARDS GERB 
(March – November 2010 and April – December 2011) 
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ATTITUDES EXPRESSED TOWARDS BSP 
(March – November 2010 and April – December 2011) 
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 ATTITUDES EXPRESSED TOWARDS DPS 
(March – November 2010 and April – December 2011) 
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TOTAL MEDIA COVERAGE OF THE TOP 4 PRESIDENTIAL AND VICE 
PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATES (by number of news items) 

 

1066

221

420

126

446

462

Rosen Plevneliev

Margarita Popova

Ivaylo Kalfin

Stefan Danailov

Meglena Kuneva

Volen Siderov
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EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS ROSEN PLEVNELIEV 

 
 
 

EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS MARGARITA POPOVA 
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EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS IVAYLO KALFIN 

 
  
 
 

EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS STEFAN DANAILOV 
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 EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS MEGLENA KUNEVA 

 
 
 
 

EXPRESSED ATTITUDES TOWARDS VOLEN SIDEROV 
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