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Abstract 
This report, which takes the form of an investigative feature story, sheds lights on the state of 
regional media in Bulgaria. It summarizes major survey findings on the topic and puts those 
findings into context by supporting them with the opinions and evaluations of Bulgarian 
journalists and media experts, as well as specific examples from recent years which illustrate 
some of the major problems in the media environment in Bulgaria. While national and 
international watchdog organizations have documented the negative trends in Bulgarian 
media over the past several years, they have mostly presented the big picture, somewhat 
neglecting regional and local media outlets. Thus, this report adds a valuable layer to the 
assessment of media developments in the country. The research, including the interviews, was 
conducted in February-April 2016. The interviews took place in person, via Skype and by 
email.   
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In the spring of 2015, Bulgarian citizens had the chance to see and read a series of media 
reports about the high-end lifestyles of city mayors throughout the country – lifestyles they 
likely couldn’t maintain with their salaries as mayors.  
 
On May 8, 2015, Blagoevgrad-based journalist Marieta Dimitrova revealed the discrepancy 
between the high standard of living of Atanas Kambitov, mayor of Blagoevgrad, and his 
indebtedness in an article published on Blagoevgrad-News.com, her own regional news and 
analysis website. In the article titled “Mayor Kambitov – Bankruptcy or Elite?” Dimitrova 
reported that Kambitov’s companies had together accumulated debts exceeding 700,000 leva 
(around 350,000 Euro). Afraid that he might lose his properties, Kambitov had decided to sell 
some of them, including a villa in a Black Sea resort he had sold to his accountant. In 
addition, Kambitov didn’t own the luxury car he was driving, Dimitrova reported. Instead, the 
car belonged to a private firm which had earlier won a public procurement project. 
 
“[All of this casts] a suspicion on the transparency and legitimacy of public procurement in 
Blagoevgrad, which is probably the Mayor’s rescue niche,” Dimitrova concluded. 
 
Two months later, on July 7, 2015, Dimitrova learned she had to appear in court on July 9 
since Kambitov had launched a lawsuit against her for non-material damages, demanding 
100,000 leva (around 50,000 Euro) in compensation. Noteworthy, Kambitov didn’t sue her 
for the entire article but for her implying that public procurement in Blagoevgrad didn’t 
operate as it should (see Sidebar 1 for other examples of Bulgarian journalists facing legal 
action and administrative sanctions). 
 
While she eventually had the case settled in her favor, Dimitrova learned first-hand, and for a 
second time in her career (she had also received phone threats regarding an investigation of 
hers on the misuse of European subsidies in the town of Razlog), that doing investigative and 
critical journalism in Bulgaria involves many risks. This applies particularly to local and 
regional media which have limited human, financial and technical resources, suffer from a 
stagnated advertising market and operate in an environment of convoluted relations and 
dependencies between media owners, businesspeople and local authorities. 
 
 
The media landscape in Bulgaria: A continuous crumbling     
 
Bulgaria has fluctuated in the rankings and reports of many international media and watchdog 
organisations since the early 2000s. Contrary to common sense and popular expectations, the 
negative trends have intensified after Bulgaria joined the EU on Jan. 1, 2007. 
 
In 2003, Bulgaria ranked 34th out of 158 countries in the Reporters Without Borders’ World 
Press Freedom Index, one of the most respected sources on the state of the media in a given 
country. Bulgaria performed worse in the next two years before it climbed back to 35th out of 
161 countries in 2006. Since 2007, Bulgaria has experienced a continuous decline in the 
index, passing the 100th threshold in 2014 and landing 113th out of 180 countries in 2016. 
Bulgaria ranks last among the 28 EU Member States and lags behind Serbia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Armenia, Moldova, Albania, Ukraine, Brazil and other small and big countries 
known for suffering from economic, political, social and/or ethnic ailments. 
 



3 
 

Freedom House depicts an identical picture of media developments in Bulgaria. While the 
country improved its standing in Freedom House’s Freedom of the Press report in the late 
1990s, it went down in the early 2000s and has since received scores in the range 33-39, 
where 1 means the most free and 100 – the least free. The 2015 report gave Bulgaria a score 
of 38 and classified its media as partly free.  
 
“The media environment remains pluralistic, but editors and journalists routinely shape their 
reporting to suit the political and economic interests of owners or major advertisers,” the 
report said. 
 
The International Research and Exchange Board (IREX) has also taken account of the 
negative media trends in Bulgaria. In its 2015 Media Sustainability Index, which covers 80 
countries, IREX gave Bulgaria an overall score of 1.85, where 0 means worst and 4 means 
best. Bulgaria falls in the 1-2 range, which means it has an “unsustainable mixed system.”  
 
On Dec. 14, 2014, IREX convened a panel discussion bringing together prominent Bulgarian 
journalists and media experts to discuss media developments in the country. 
 
“Bulgaria is an example of a relatively good legislative framework that works badly,” said 
Boyko Vassilev, a journalist and host from the Bulgarian National Television (BNT), during 
the discussion. “In theory, all legislative attributes are in place, but in practice they are 
‘disemboweled’ by business interests and network influences. Everything can be put in 
question […] – ethical codes, ethical commissions, journalist reputations. For these reasons 
the legislative framework can be given a high score, but its implementation – not.” 
 
During the panel discussion, media expert and university professor Ivo Draganov said the 
Bulgarian Constitution guarantees freedom of speech and the legal framework had been 
harmonized with the EU requirements. Despite these legal measures, Bulgarian journalists 
and media continue to work under diverse pressures in an environment characterized by a 
relatively good legal framework and its poor application. 
 
“The quality of journalism keeps falling,” Yassen Boyadjiev, a journalist from the news and 
analysis website Mediapool.bg, said during the discussion. “Indeed there are a few media 
outlets struggling to adhere to professional standards, but the environment is determined by 
those who don’t.” 
 
In its 2014 report on human rights practices in Bulgaria, the U.S. Department of State 
highlighted the divergence between appearance and reality.  
 
“The law provides for freedom of speech and press, and the government generally respected 
these rights,” the report said. “Concerns persisted, however, about deterioration of the media 
environment due to corporate and political pressure that, combined with the growing and 
nontransparent concentration of media ownership and distribution networks, gravely damaged 
media pluralism.” 
 
The U.S. Department of State’s 2014 report on human rights practices in Bulgaria noted the 
growing use of editorial prohibitions on covering specific persons and subjects, the 
politicization of the media and the rising incidence of self-censorship, which, according to the 
Bulgarian Association of Cable and Communication Operators, has become the rule rather 
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than the exception. The report also mentioned examples of violence and harassment against 
journalists (see Sidebar 2 for such examples from recent years). 
 
 
 

 
 
Sidebar 1: Examples of lawsuits/sanctions against Bulgarian journalists/media 
 
 
 

Ivan Bakalov (owner of E-vestnik.bg): Petya Slavova, owner and chairwoman of the 
supervisory council of Investbank, has opened three lawsuits against Bakalov in relation to 
stories of his about the bank: a civil case for non-material damages with a demand for 100,000 
leva (around 50,000 Euro) in compensation, a private criminal case, and a civil case for non-
material damages with a demand for 50,000 leva (around 25,000 Euro) in compensation.    
 
Bozhidar Bozhkov (writers for BG VOICE newspaper): The journalist from Burgas, who 
has experience in regional and national media, is facing two lawsuits opened against him by 
Dimitar Vergiev, a former employee of a famous criminal organization who now works as a 
university professor. The cases are as follows: a private criminal case for libel and a civil case 
for unauthorized damages. Everything began with a Facebook post last summer in which 
Bozhkov says that a famous person had requested that he remove from the server of the Sega 
newspaper a story related to Vergiev which was published in 2001. Back then, Vergiev didn’t 
issue a rebuttal. Now, however, he is suing Bozhkov not because of his Facebook post but as 
the author of a story published in the Burgas website Flagman.bg. Bozhkov claims that he 
neither works for this website, nor has he authorized it to republish his Facebook post.  
 
Economedia (the publisher of Capital, Capital Daily and Dnevnik.bg): In January 2015, 
the Commission for Financial Control (CFC) imposed a fine of 150,000 leva (approximately 
75,000 Euro) on Economedia in relation to stories about particular companies and a bank. The 
CFC based its decision on the laws against market manipulations. Economedia got a second fine 
of 10,000 leva (approximately 5,000 Euro) because some of its journalists refused to reveal 
their sources. The Sofia Regional Court renounced the fine in March this year.  
 
Zov News (a Vratsa-based newspaper): Similar to Economedia and around the same time, 
the Vratsa-based newspaper was fined with 100,000 leva (approximately 50,000 Euro) by the 
Commission for Financial Control (CFC) for causing anxiety in the banking sector. The reason for 
the fine is a story about the possibility of the First Investment Bank going bankrupt, which Zov 
News published on its website on June 24, 2014. The Sofia Regional Court renounced the fine in 
March this year.  
 
Marginalia (a human-rights analysis website): More than a year ago, the former national 
deputy and book publisher Dyanko Markov took the website Marginalia to court for an open 
letter concerning his visits in the European Parliament, which was published on Dec. 17, 2014. 
Markov sued ten of the eleven members of the Marginalia Association. On Feb. 12, 2016, the 
Sofia City Court closed the case with no right to appeal.   
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Sidebar 2: Examples of threats/violence against Bulgarian journalists 
 
 
Developments in regional and local media 
 
Although they have closely monitored and documented the poor state of Bulgarian media, 
national and international government and non-government organisations have focused on 
national media, somewhat neglecting regional and local media outlets.  
 
“The problem of national media covering events of regional significance is that they look to 
present it in a broader context,” says Vesselin Zlatkov, a journalist working for the Narodno 
delo weekly newspaper and the website Petel.bg in Varna. “Sometimes this is not useful and 
in other cases it might even be offensive for the local community. In addition, every local 
community needs specific information which should be presented adequately and in the 
appropriate format.” 
 
If Zlatkov and some colleagues of his are right, regional and local media in Bulgaria have an 
important role to play in keeping small communities informed and local governments in 
check. The quickly changing conditions, however, have prevented many of the smaller media 
organisations throughout the country to fulfill their functions. Falling circulation and 
subscriptions, diminishing advertising revenues and social media, such as Facebook, 
Instagram, YouTube and blogs, have turned the media business in Bulgaria upside down. In 
addition, as Zlatkov points out, the Internet has blurred the distinction between regional and 
national media. 
 
According to Nelly Ognyanova, a university professor and media law expert, the unfavorable 
situation in which regional media have found themselves increases the role of public media 
outside Sofia. Ironically, regional media may find it increasingly hard to do their job when 
Bulgarians outside the capital city need them the most. 
 

Stoyan Tonchev (zadkulisite.com): The journalist from the town of Pomorie in the Burgas 
region, who is the author of the opposition website zadkulisite.com, was attacked and beaten up 
with bats on Jan. 14, 2016. Mediapool.bg reported that Tonchev had his nose broken, head and 
body swellings, head wounds. He was taken the hospital where he remained for several days. 
He has now recovered. 
 
Genka Shikerova (bTV/Nova Television): The well-known investigative TV journalist, who 
worked in bTV for many years but recently moved to Nova Television, has had two cars of hers 
burn in suspected arson attacks related to her job. The first car burned in September 2013, the 
second – in April 2014. 
 
Lyuba Kulezich (Nova Television at that time): On June 14, 2013, the famous TV 
journalist, who back then had her own show on Nova Television, was attacked and beaten up by 
an unknown man. Kulezich suffered head wounds. 
 
Spas Spassov (Dnevnik.bg and Capital): In the summer of 2012, the Varna correspondent 
of Dnevnik.bg and the Capital newspaper received a copy of the book The Art of War by Sun 
Tzu, along with an intimidating message. The book was sent by one of the three co-owners of 
TIM, a Varna-based company with business interest in various sectors. Spassov says the book 
was a warning and a threat in relation to his work as an investigative journalist. 
 
Assen Yordanov (Bivol.bg): The journalist, who founded the investigative journalism website 
Bivol a few years ago, was attacked with a knife and metal pipes in 2007. He somehow 
managed to protect himself and avert the attack. The authorities still haven’t identified the 
aggressors. 



6 
 

“The absence of properly functioning media across regions is a crisis process with highly 
devastating consequences,” according to the authors of “Regional media in Bulgaria: Borders 
of Survival”, a survey of over 1,700 articles published on the websites of 179 regional media 
in Bulgaria conducted by the Center for the Study of Democracy (CSD) in September 2015. 
“The lack of independent media in the country’s big cities is a problem that not only harms 
the public institutions but also affects the regions’ economic activity.” 
 
The survey highlights the unequal presence of national media across regions. There is not a 
single national media representative in Lovech, Montana, Pernik, Silistra and Yambol and just 
one in Vratsa, Razgrad and Targovishte each. The presence of national media representatives 
at regional level seems to have positive effects, such as broader coverage thanks to the 
resources and networks they have at their disposal and making topics of regional importance 
visible at national and even international level. At the same time, the authors make it clear 
that national media cannot entirely substitute local and regional ones because they tend to pay 
less attention to the specific features of each community and its problems, and only cover 
topics, processes and events most likely to attract national attention. 
 
“Regional journalism in Bulgaria is dying out,” says Maria Dimitrova, a journalist and 
manager of Zov News, a daily newspaper published in Vratsa, Vidin and Montana. “I cannot 
use a less dramatic word to describe what has been happening for some time and, of course, 
the trends are negative.”  
 
Katya Kassabova, co-owner and editor-in-chief of the Burgas-based website Flagman.bg, 
agrees with Dimitrova.  
 
“As far as one can talk about journalism in the classical sense of the profession, the state of 
regional journalism is frustrating,” says Kassabova, who has experience as reporter, deputy 
editor and editor-in-chief in newspapers in Burgas, and as correspondent for national 
newspapers. “In the past 10 years, there has been a trend toward total vulgarity: a very low 
quality of the information provided, very manipulated, a lack of any ambition for professional 
growth among reporters, which has emerged and deepened because of the financial 
dependence of the newsrooms on the media owners’ views.” 
 
While both regional and national journalism in Bulgaria have suffered from the political, 
economic and technological transformations in recent years, regional journalism appears to 
have had a fundamental problem since the establishment of democratic rule in 1989-1990.   
 
“Regional journalism in Bulgaria was built not around the needs of the community, not as a 
business that can make money, but around the party battles which practically shape the entire 
life in Bulgaria,” says Vesselina Sedlarska, a Sliven-based journalist with more than 25 years 
of experience as correspondent and columnist for national newspapers, magazines and 
websites. “In the beginning, the newspapers positioned themselves in relation to an idea, such 
as red [left] and blue [right], or a political party. In general, the red would buy the red 
newspapers to reinforce their rightness, and the blue would buy [the blue] newspapers to 
reinforce their rightness. Later, the newspapers were built around a personality, usually the 
person sponsoring the newspaper.” 
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Pronounced dependence of regional and local media on municipalities and advertisers 
 
Given their ambivalent initial intentions and the absence of a proper business model, most 
regional and local media have become dependent on municipalities and a shrinking pool of 
advertisers. 
 
“The worst thing in our towns and cities is that municipalities are the biggest employer,” 
Sedlarska explains. “The municipality is obliged by law to publish [some materials], for 
example about the decisions taken during the municipal council’s sessions. They can choose 
where to publish these materials and this costs money, they pay for it. To be selected, a 
website might crouch to the municipality because the mayor will say, yes, but in that month 
you wrote so and so, you won’t get [money].” 
 
If local governments didn’t keep the media in many parts of the country afloat, these media 
would have closed long ago. 
 
“There are places where the mayors pay both the friendly media and the opposition-minded 
media – through advertising or information servicing: to the first to win PR, to the second – to 
not criticize,” says Ivo Indzhov, a media expert and university professor with journalistic 
experience. 
 
Information servicing is a special type of a contractual relationship between the local 
administration and the media whereby the first pays the latter to publish the information they 
are obliged to make public. It also includes the publication of addresses to the public on 
holidays, such as the International Women’s Day (Mar. 8) and the beginning of the school 
year (Sept. 15). 
 
Spas Spassov, a correspondent for Dnevnik.bg and the Capital newspaper in Varna, recently 
found that ten Bulgarian municipalities had together spent over 2.5 million leva (around 1.3 
million Euro) on buying media influence between 2013 and 2015. The money went for 
information servicing contracts, “joint media projects”, “media positioning” and other media-
related services.  
 
Drawing on his investigation, which spans the five biggest municipalities in Bulgaria outside 
Sofia (Varna, Plovdiv, Burgas, Ruse and Pleven) and five smaller municipalities (Vratsa, 
Montana, Shumen, Blagoevgrad and Kazanluk) in regions with different economic profiles, 
Spassov says the media outside the capital city sell their work for very cheap and local 
authorities often buy them wholesale. While his data are not representative of the situation in 
the entire country, they do show the commercialization of the relations between the media and 
municipal authorities, Spassov concluded. 
 
Information servicing doesn’t prevent the production of materials critical of municipalities in 
regional media by default. The values, principles and standards individual reporters, editors 
and publishers adhere to play a decisive role in the process.  
 
For instance, Maria Dimitrova from Vratsa admits Zov News has received money from the 
municipal budget to publish certain content but she stresses this hasn’t stopped them from 
criticizing the local government. Anna Turlakova, a journalist at a regional TV station in Stara 
Zagora and a correspondent for Nova Television (a leading national broadcaster), shares 
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Dimitrova’s view, pointing to self-censorship as a bigger problem than censorship. To offer a 
quality product, Turlakova says, regional journalists need courage and experience.   
 
At the same time, local administrations can use information servicing in an abusive fashion, 
trying to influence editorial content. An information servicing contract may contain special 
clauses obliging the media to “protect the good image” of the local administration for several 
years.  
 
The third survey of the Association of European Journalists-Bulgaria (AEJ-Bulgaria) on 
media freedom in the country, conducted in 2015, mentions a case from the town of Kazanluk 
where seven journalists had to visit the local police station to sign a document agreeing to not 
report negatively on the mayor and other local government representatives.  
 
“The police calls the owner of a given media outlet and makes him sign a warning protocol, 
similar to those recidivists sign, according to which [the media outlet] won’t harm the good 
image of the municipal administration and the mayor,” Spassov says. “In one way or another, 
you agree not to criticize so that you can receive money.” 
 
While economic and political pressures appear to constrain media at the regional and local 
level, they are also becoming increasingly interrelated and sometimes cannot even be 
separated. The outcome is a web of political and economic dependencies that entraps the 
media and takes away a significant part of their freedom. This, in turn, makes a large number 
of small media, especially websites, compete for a fixed amount of resources.   
  
“[Local businesses] are often connected to specific political structures, which harms the 
objective coverage of news from the perspective of the general public,” says Zlatkov. “This 
further reduces the audience’s trust. The problem with regional media’s dependence on 
businesses at local level is real. It is sufficient to say that some businesspeople are sometimes 
owners of or major advertisers for these publications.” 
 
Other regional media journalists agree with Zlatkov that regional media, local governments, 
political parties and businesses are bound together financially – virtually everywhere in 
Bulgaria. 
 
“[In] Vratsa, a local website serves the interests of MRF [Movement for Rights and 
Freedoms, the biggest party representing the Turkish minority in Bulgaria], of GERB [the 
most popular party in Bulgaria at the moment] and of the municipal council in Vratsa,” Maria 
Dimitrova says, describing the phenomenon as “a public secret.” “We can’t trust a media 
outlet that serves [special interests] rather than report. If a critical story appears in such a 
media, this means [those behind the media] are slapping people who have dared to disagree 
with the local authorities or have harmed someone’s political interests. We [Zov News] dare 
to publish critical stories. That’s the essence of our job, isn’t it? What journalists would we be 
if we didn’t do it? Of course, by doing so, we accept the risks, of which, believe me, there are 
quite a few.” 
 
These risks surfaced in January last year when the Commission for Financial Control (CFC) 
imposed a fine of 100,000 leva (approximately 50,000 Euro) on Alpiko Publishing, the 
publisher of the Zov News newspaper and three online media in Vratsa, for causing anxiety in 
the banking sector.  
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On June 24, 2014, Zov News published a story on its website about the possibility of the First 
Investment Bank going bust. Although the story remained online for two hours only and 
reached just about 800 people, it might have misled investors, the CFC said. 
 
“This was a hard blow, a warning to all our colleagues, regardless of where in Bulgaria they 
work, that they shouldn’t thrust their impudent journalistic noses in the problems of the 
banking sector,” Dimitrova says. “[With this fine] those in power aimed to keep around only 
the media serving special interests so that they could calmly brainwash and shape the public 
opinion.” 
 
The fine, though alarming, is just one piece of the puzzle, which was settled in March this 
year when the Sofia Regional Court renounced it.  
 
Zov News used to come out as a bigger colored edition. When the publishing house they work 
with changed hands, it raised the price of its services. As a result, Zov News has moved to cut 
costs and now comes out as a black-and-white edition with eight pages.  
 
It is not only the print media that have been suffering. The concentration of media outlets in 
the hands of a few businesspeople and groups, and the absence of a supportive environment 
have left relatively few independent local broadcasters, according to Vesselin Vassilev, owner 
and manager of Radio Sevlievo. 
 
“The ongoing debate around creating opportunities for operators in the small markets has 
produced no results so far,” Vassilev said during the panel discussion organized by IREX in 
December 2014. “This has seriously distorted the diversity of the media. Let’s remember that 
until seven to eight years ago, there were local cable television outlets and local newspapers 
even in smaller towns. Today even bigger cities like Rousse, Pleven, Tarnovo, Targovishte, 
and Shumen don’t have local radio.” 
 
In view of the thorny path they have been treading, regional and local media in Bulgaria have 
turned to election campaigns as a source of much-needed cash. As Indzhov puts it, the media 
views elections through the Bulgarian saying, “One day makes the whole year.” Both sides 
benefit in the process, he says, and the media rarely acknowledge that a text represents paid 
content. 
 
“This problem is valid not only for regional but also for national media,” Indzhov says. 
“Supposedly renowned publications publish information as it has been sent from the 
candidates’ press offices, on occasions along with the spelling mistakes. The major problem 
comes from the electoral code which doesn’t clearly define the difference between advertising 
and editorial content. The code discusses media services, which [includes both].” 
 
]“Influence on the Media: Owners, Politicians and Advertisers,” a 2014 study of 40 national 
and regional media conducted by the Media Program South East Europe of the Konrad 
Adenauer Foundation in cooperation with the Reporter Foundation, confirms the frequent use 
of tacit advertising packaged as a journalistic material. 
 
“During the election campaign, we covered the tacit party publications under a specially-
created column because the parties did not want it to be understood that they are paid ones,” 
says an editor-in-chief, quoted by the authors. 
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Sedlarska suggests that information and analysis websites have mushroomed precisely 
because their owners, like the owners of other media, hope to get a share of the pie around 
elections. She recalls that in 2005, when she worked as a PR officer for the then-mayor of 
Sliven, the owners of local websites, newspapers and radio stations stopped by his office and 
received 5,000 leva (around 2,500 Euro) each. According to the official terms of the deal, they 
would publish press releases and other materials about the mayor but unofficially they agreed 
to not publish stories that present him in a negative light. Sedlarska says the same media got 
money from other political parties, with sums varying across the board depending on a party’s 
resources. 
 
“This means there is no journalism during elections,” Sedlarska concludes, echoing the words 
of an editor-in-chief of a regional newspaper who, according to an article in Capital published 
in May 2012, said that in election time they don’t do a newspaper but “an agitation board.” 
“And this is not only the case in Sliven. All towns of this size have the same destiny.” 

 
Public funds as a tool to hold the media in leash 
 
Information servicing and advertising are not the only instruments the central and local 
governments rely on to silence the media.  
 
Zlatkov claims the municipality of Varna “buys” media comfort for itself by financing 
particular media outlets, which recent publications appear to confirm. 
 
In January this year, Spas Spassov from Varna reported that the city’s municipal council had 
agreed to financially support three private media and Radio Varna, a subsidiary of the 
Bulgarian National Radio (BNR), this year. The council would give close to 180,000 leva 
(around 90,000 Euro) in total to 24 Chasa (a leading national daily newspaper), Darik Radio 
(a leading private radio station in Bulgaria), Radio Varna, and the Black Sea Media Group. 
The money would help these media produce content related to Varna and the region. 
 
These four media outlets received money for the work they are supposed to do anyway, 
Spassov says.  
 
“If a media outlet doesn’t receive money for covering the work of the municipal council, this 
doesn’t mean it shouldn’t do so,” he says. “After all, the media have obligations first and 
foremost toward their audience. They are obliged to report on what is going on in the 
municipal council. The job of every regional media is to serve as a communication channel 
between the local administration and the citizens.”  
 
Spassov finds the case with the money for 24 Chasa especially ridiculous because the 
municipal council agreed to subsidize a national daily newspaper with 60,000 leva (around 
30,000 Euro) to help it reestablish its regional annex. 
 
“The municipal council has given money for something that still doesn’t exist, i.e., the 
creation of a media is pre-financed,” he says. 
 
That municipalities help regional and local media survive is also clear from the 2014 study by 
the Konrad Adenauer Foundation and the Reporter Foundation. The study quotes an owner of 
several regional newspapers who admits that a big chunk of their revenues comes from 
publications and announcements related to publicity programs of the municipalities.  
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“It has happened, albeit rarely, that mayors or chairs of municipal councils get insulted at the 
publication of critical stories and reduce the support for the respective media outlet,” the 
newspaper owner says. 
 
While many local governments in Bulgaria have long sponsored media, some have either 
established their own radio stations and newspapers or have had shares in publications.  
 
Two of the 179 media included in the September 2015 survey by the Center for the Study of 
Democracy were radio stations owned by the municipalities in Pleven and Veliko Tarnovo. 
The study also mentioned that the municipality of Varna had shares in the Narodno delo 
newspaper. Spas Spassov, for his part, has found that the municipality of Vratsa has its own 
media group, which includes a municipal radio station and a TV programme for cable 
distribution.  
 
In Sliven, Vesselina Sedlarska gives as an example a former mayor of the town who created a 
municipal radio station with two journalists, who practically produced propaganda in favor of 
those in power. The radio station closed three years afterwards, Sedlarska says, but there 
emerged a municipal newspaper.  
 
Noteworthy, national media organizations also view regions as a potential source of fresh 
revenues because advertising revenues have gone down virtually everywhere. This applies to 
elections in particular. Sedlarska says that a few years ago a national daily newspaper devoted 
two pages of an issue to Sliven for which the municipality paid 12,000 leva (around 6,000 
Euro). The local authorities thus “pay for silence,” Sedlarska explains, because when such 
media receive negative information about the mayor, for example, they won’t publish it. 
 
The study by the Konrad Adenauer Foundation and the Reporter Foundation, among other 
reports and publications, points to the EU Operative Programs as another important source of 
revenue for the media. According to a journalist from a big newspaper quoted in the report, 
the money provided by the EU goes through Bulgaria’s central government and its various 
ministries. The game has clear rules: the media that criticize these ministries get no money. 
 
The Operative Programs, which have sizeable communication budgets distributed among the 
major media players, “open a ‘media umbrella’ above the head of the respective minister 
responsible for advertising,” said Ivan Bedrov, a journalist contributing opinion pieces and 
analyses to the Club Z magazine and website, and the website of Deutsche Welle’s Bulgarian 
section, during the IREX-organized panel discussion in December 2014.  
 
During the same event, Ivo Draganov said the government had spent around 20 million leva 
(around 10 million Euro) of European funds to promote EU programs in the media in the 
previous few years, generally through non-transparent distribution.  
 
“Media and advertisers become more and more dependent on the government because it 
distributes the multimillion budgets of the European funds,” said Stoyana Georgieva, manager 
of Mediapool.bg, during the panel discussion. “In the Bulgarian context it is irrelevant to 
discuss the effective management of the media as related to their professional independence.”  
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Journalism vs. churnalism: Mind the PR 
 
Partly the result of limited resources, partly the result of lazy journalism and the strive to 
churn out “news” around the clock, public relations (PR) has conquered significant parts of 
the territory journalism controlled not long ago.  
 
In a study on the relationship between journalism and PR in Veliko Tarnovo published in 
October 2015, Veliko Tarnovo University professors Desislava Andreeva and Fani 
Mazdrashka-Mihova reported that more and more Bulgarian journalists are now acting as 
information intermediaries between PR officials and citizens, publishing ready-made press 
releases without checking the information and contacting additional sources. The authors 
compare PR to fast food whereby journalists receive information from PR offices that they 
readily publish which, however, has serious and negative repercussions.  
 
“[With] the palpable PR penetration into journalism, the question with the most formidable 
power continues to be who really controls the information and whether the journalistic guild 
hasn’t come to function as the British monarch – reigns but doesn’t rule in the information 
sphere?” Andreeva and Mazdrashka-Mihova wrote.  
 
“PR practitioners undoubtedly have a strong influence on the media because they can provide 
or deny access to famous personalities,” Diana Popova from the Burgas Free University wrote 
in “The Conflictual Unity Between PR and Journalism” in 2011. “It is not by accident that 
some now talk about PR-ization of the media.” 
 
Drawing on her own experience and observations in Southwest Bulgaria, Marieta Dimitrova 
from Blagoevgrad says PR has penetrated deep into regional and local media, to a degree 
because of the journalists themselves. 
 
“If you research regional media, you will come across media outlets that look like a 
commercial personal website of a mayor, businessman or even someone with a criminal 
record but with financial resources,” says Dimitrova, who, in addition to maintaining 
Blagoevgrad-News.com, works as a correspondent for a popular TV show running on Nova 
Television. “The articles are template-like press releases written by PR practitioners: uniform, 
cheap and sometimes full of spelling mistakes. These signs will help you find the media 
operating on financial support provided by the municipal administration.” 
 
Many journalists have started acting “more and more as registrars and contributors, asking 
questions whose answers they already know,” Dimitrova explains. She says regional 
journalists continue to cover events uncritically and sometimes readers wonder if the author 
has witnessed the events he/she reports on or if somebody has informed him/her about the 
events from memory. 
 
Andreeva and Mazdrashka-Mihova’s study on journalism and PR in Veliko Tarnovo provides 
interesting insights into the convoluted relations between these two fields, which have a long 
record of ambiguous cooperation. The study draws on the responses of 20 reporters in 
regional media, national media correspondents and editors, or about half of the journalists in 
the region.  
 
Half of the respondents said journalism adapts more to PR, and 39% said it is the other way 
round. Asked how often they use ready-made press releases in their materials, 35% of the 



13 
 

respondents said they use such press releases once or twice per month, 20% - once or twice 
per week, and 15% - once or twice per day. A fifth of the journalists surveyed said they never 
use press releases. On the question whether they have used press information in its entirety 
without verification, 25% of the respondents said they do so all the time, 20% said they never 
do that and 50% said they rarely do so. Confirming Marieta Dimitrova’s doubts that some 
journalists report on events they have not attended without mentioning that, 12% of the 
respondents said they use press information without crediting the press center as if they have 
attended the event, almost half of the respondents said they use press information in its 
entirety crediting the press center, and just a quarter said they look for other participants for 
additional information. About 15% of the respondents said they don’t use press information 
about events they haven’t attended.  
 
Regional media in Bulgaria offer a lot of content based on press releases, statements made at 
press conferences and copy paste, but “journalism is not about the things included in press 
releases,” Sedlarska says, giving another example of lazy journalism from Sliven: the mayor 
of the town organizes weekly meetings with local reporters in which they talk with one 
another over coffee and the journalists collect “news” they then publish throughout the week. 
 
In the long term, the close ties between media and local government representatives lead to 
journalists’ opinions and understanding merging with those of the local power-holders, 
Evelina Dineva and Mariya Aleksieva, professors at the Burgas Free University, wrote in 
2011. Since their work depends on information from representatives of the local 
administration, the authors wrote, regional journalists become less objective and more prone 
to manipulation. Editors and publishers’ close ties to public officials and businesspeople 
might further compromise the quality of the journalistic product regional media offer to their 
readers, listeners and viewers.  
 
Media Democracy Foundation media analyst Nikoleta Daskalova says this socialization 
process threatens “the critical distance” reporters and editors should maintain if they are to 
produce quality journalism.  
 
At the same time, by maintaining close ties to local power-holders, many media outlets 
directly violate the Ethical Code of the Bulgarian Media – the older of the two codes 
coexisting in the country at present. 

 
Critical and investigative reporting: Badly needed but sick (see Sidebar 2) 
 
To act as correctives on power-holders, the media need to conduct large-scale, time-
consuming and often expensive investigations. Other ingredients needed for investigative 
reporting to be feasible include courage, commitment and persistence on the part of reporters. 
In the absence of these preconditions, professional investigations rarely appear in regional and 
local media.  
 
The September 2015 study on regional media by the Center for the Study of Democracy 
provides evidence that critical reporting in regional media faces extinction.  
 
Nearly 90% of the more than 1,700 articles published in the first 10 days of September which 
were analyzed have “a purely informative, registration character.” While it is no surprise that 
almost half of the stories concern local news, many of them “represent uncritical republishing 
of information provided by the local administration, information about upcoming or 
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completed renovations and newly open entities in the given municipality.” Just 5% of all 
stories analyzed represented critical/analytical texts that show regional media and journalists 
at least trying to act as a watchdog on local governments. 
 
“Fewer and fewer colleagues have the willingness and motivation to do investigations which 
could lead to confrontations with the local authorities and institutions,” says Turlakova, 
adding that investigative reporting has suffered both in regional and national media. “The 
entire media environment in Bulgaria needs renovation. Qualities such as professionalism and 
understanding of good media practices and standards are increasingly less sought in 
journalists in favor of the ability to ‘produce’ news.” 
 
Ivan Atanasov, owner and editor of several weekly newspapers in Harmanli, Simeonovgrad, 
Topolovgrad and Lyubimets and a news website covering these and some other towns in the 
region, says regional media tend to avoid doing investigations because even if they do them 
properly, they eventually feel frustrated due to the absence of changes.  
 
“Investigative pieces appear very rarely in regional media because if it is not a central media, 
no prosecutor will make an effort to check the case,” Atanasov says. “I have written many 
[investigative articles] but without any consequence. There appear few critical materials for 
the same reason. There is no point in writing something when there is no reaction from the 
respective institutions afterwards.” 
 
Zlatkov shares Atanasov’s view but adds that the problem concerns not only regional but also 
national media. He notes that the cases in which the prosecutor’s office takes the initiative in 
looking at a given story after its release in the media are decreasing in number. Even if the 
respective institutions act, Zlatkov explains, they do so in a formal rather than substantive 
way.   
 
While journalistic investigations have turned into an exception in regional and local media, 
including among BNT and BNR correspondents, they also vary in number and intensity 
across towns and regions, according to Maria Dimitrova from Vratsa. She says that in 
Montana there are two information websites, a weekly newspaper, a local cable TV station 
and a correspondent for the Konkurent newspaper, yet critical materials, especially about the 
local administration and the mayor, are missing. The mayor of Montana has governed the 
town for 16 years now and the local media probably get a share of the pie and close their eyes 
Dimitrova says.  
 
The media landscape in other parts of Northwest Bulgaria is even worse. Dimitrova explains 
that there is just one news website in Berkovitsa, one newspaper in Lom, and one newspaper 
in Varshets, which, however, is issued by the municipality. 
 
“There is difference in the content as far as the different websites serve the interests of 
different groups in the municipal council, of the local councilpersons from different parties 
and groups,” Spassov says about the media in Varna. “Depending on these people’s interests 
in the local administration, the respective websites take a specific stance. If there is anything 
resembling investigations, it is always about reckoning among the different groups and 
lobbies in the local administration.”  
 
The use of media outlets as an instrument for settling accounts among political opponents and 
business competitors has given rise to the so called baseball-bat media. These media pursue a 
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very narrow agenda and often violate fundamental journalistic principles, standards and 
ethical norms. They tend to paint a distorted picture of the reality to the benefit of their 
owners or major benefactors.  
 
Spassov says one such website is Afera.bg, based in Varna. Describing it as “a big deception,” 
he says the website used to enjoy relative popularity even nationwide but the content it 
publishes can hardly be called journalism. It is “a version of Delyan Peevski’s websites but a 
local, regional one,” Spassov concludes. 
 
Katya Kassabova and Maria Dimitrova say such media operate in Burgas and Vratsa as well. 
 
“The so called baseball-bat media are extremely harmful [because] they are hitting left and 
right without realizing that they ruin destinies and the profession itself,” Dimitrova says. “I 
have been following their dawn since 2008 and I think it is time for them to go away.”  
 
According to Sedlarska, regional and local media in Bulgaria have never produced 
investigative reporting in the strict sense but there was at least some enthusiasm for such 
reporting in the first few years of democratic rule. 
 
“Bulgarian journalists, including young people just entering the profession, directly land in 
journalism that serves special interests. The journalists growing up at the moment can’t write 
a single story. The young and the inexperienced sit around and wait for you to tell them what 
to write, whom to hit today,” says Marieta Dimitrova, echoing Turlakova’s view that 
“beginning journalists adopt bad practices easily and uncritically.” 
 
Provided that, despite the challenges involved, regional journalists try to conduct 
investigations threatening to harm political or business interests, they might experience 
harassment, violence, lawsuits and other pressures that constrain their work and put them at 
risk.  
 
According to AEJ-Bulgaria’s 2015 survey, more than 50% of the regional journalists 
interviewed reported receiving threats in relation to their work. Over 80% of the respondents 
acknowledged the existence of censorship in regional media, especially in relation to stories 
of regional character on business/economic matters (50%) or administrative/political matters 
(40%). Almost a third of those surveyed said they self-censor themselves.  
 
Zlatkov explains the most typical case is when a person affected by a story directly reaches 
out to the owner of the respective media, which means that over time the external pressure 
translates into internal one, i.e., from the owner to the editor or directly to the reporter.  
 
In other cases, those affected directly warn or threaten the author. 
 
“I have received anonymous life threats aimed at me and my family in relation to an 
investigation [about the misuse of EU subsidies in Razlog], and I have also been taken to 
court by a politician [the mayor of Blagoevgrad] about whom I have written something that is 
true but he doesn’t like,” says Marieta Dimitrova. “And here is the irony: those who work as 
they should pay for this in one way or another and those who violate all journalistic 
principles, ethics and morality receive ‘rewards.’” 
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Spassov, who has established himself as a leading investigative reporter in Varna, has 
received threats as well. Having reported critically on the activities of TIM (a Varna-based 
company with business interests in various sectors), he received, in the summer of 2012, a 
copy of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War with the following message inside: “You should avoid 
those you can’t either befriend or defeat” (a quote by Sun Tzu). The sender, one of the three 
TIM co-owners, also wrote that “the world is small and is not governed from Singapore,” a 
reference to Spassov’s boss who was in Singapore with his family at the time. 
 
“The book was a warning and it was by all standards a threat,” Spassov says. “The people 
who sent me the book and I had some attempts to communicate. They thought this way we 
could move to a quieter regime. After it became clear that the book wouldn’t change the way I 
do my job, our relations have been as they used to be before I received the book, a 
combination of hot peace and cold war.” 
 
Going through hard times, Spas Spassov and Marieta Dimitrova learned a painful lesson: 
most journalists in Bulgaria have yielded to external and internal pressures and fear 
supporting colleagues in trouble.  
 
As soon as he received The Art of War, Spassov called his colleagues in Sofia and told them 
what had happened. They immediately published a piece in Capital and Dnevnik.bg. 
Reporters Without Borders, the Association of European Journalists and one or two other 
international organizations reacted in the next 24 hours. TIM balked and looked for a way to 
apologize unofficially, admitting they had done a mistake, Spassov recalls. 
 
“Had it not been for this publicity, nothing would have happened,” he says. “There was no 
reaction in Varna. None of my colleagues even had the courage to say that he or she had 
noticed what had happened and stand by my side.”   
 
Marieta Dimitrova has experienced the absence of solidarity among regional journalists twice 
so far. Both when she received a phone call threat regarding her investigation in Razlog and 
when she faced a lawsuit launched by the mayor of Blagoevgrad, Dimitrova had to fight for 
her rights on her own. Both times, the regional and local media, with one exception in each 
case, remained silent about her troubles. What’s more, she says none of the other journalists 
in the region took the initiative to continue her investigations and report on the respective 
irregularities. 
 
By opting for news stories, often based on press releases, and avoiding critical, analytical and 
investigative stories, regional media have come to resemble one another in terms of content. 
This, in turn, undermines pluralism and leaves consumers with access to a constrained 
coverage of news and developments in the respective region.   

 
Media blackmailing politicians and businesspeople 
 
In their 2014 study on the media’s dependencies, the Konrad Adenauer Foundation and the 
Reporter Foundation quoted respondents saying that some media and journalists go to the 
polar opposite of professional journalism through racketeering.  
 
Marieta Dimitrova confirms the existence of such a practice and explains how it works: a 
journalist calls public officials or businesspeople in their community and tells them how much 
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they need to pay if they want to see a particular story published or, more often, not published, 
with the latter costing more money.   
 
“This method appears to ‘work’ quite successfully,” Dimitrova says. “That’s why news 
websites and agencies are mushrooming. The goal is to make money, to blackmail in a 
somewhat ‘more legal’ way. This is done by people who have nothing to do with journalism, 
haven’t studied journalism and haven’t worked as journalists before.” 
 
Dimitrova remembers how a famous regional daily tried to racketeer a Blagoevgrad 
businessman by publishing discrediting stories and unverified information about him for 
several months. At some point, a representative of the newspaper called him and explained 
that everything could stop the moment he paid them 10,000 leva (around 5,000 Euro). The 
businessman requested a meeting with this person but he refused, telling him that the media 
would send him an advertising contract and he would transfer the sum in a bank account. On 
the businessman’s question how long the newspaper wouldn’t disturb him if he paid, the 
media representative said that when the time came, they would remind him. The businessman 
refused “the offer.” 
 
Atanasov gives an identical example from the Haskovo region. A few years ago, a journalist 
from Haskovska Maritsa (a regional newspaper) demanded 30,000 leva (around 15,000 Euro) 
from a person running to become mayor of the town of Harmanli so that he covered his 
participation in the elections. The candidate refused and the newspaper published a story the 
very next day titled “Clueless official wants to govern Harmanli.” Atanasov says this 
newspaper did this kind of blackmailing six or seven years ago and some of its journalists 
were taken to court. He says that as far as he knows, they no longer do it today.  

 
Thick fog over media ownership 
 
The lack of transparency in media ownership has long featured as a major criticism in national 
and international reports on media developments in Bulgaria.  
 
Almost two-thirds of the journalists who participated in the AEJ-Bulgaria’s survey last year 
identified this lack of transparency as one of the main problems of the media environment in 
the country. Given the absence of online media regulation, media ownership is even more 
unclear online, which, according to Marieta Dimitrova, reduces the audience’s trust in the 
media and leads to devaluation of the journalistic profession   
 
“The owners of a big part of the Bulgarian media don’t have a pure media business but simply 
use newspapers, TV stations and websites to serve their business or political interests,” 
Dimitrova says. “There exists a direct correlation between transparency regarding media 
ownership and funding, and the editorial policies of the media. Sometimes people know who 
the owner is but his/her name doesn’t appear anywhere. This is unacceptable [because this 
way] nobody bears responsibility for what they write and disseminate and even for the impact 
on the society and the distortion of its views about the situation it finds itself in.” 
 
The state of media ownership in Sliven is hardly better, Sedlarska says. 
 
“If you go to a given website, you won’t see [who the owner is] because it doesn’t say 
anything about the owner,” she explains. “At the same time, people in the town know that this 
website is run by this journalist, another website is run by that journalist but belongs to a local 
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councilperson, and there are websites where you know neither the journalist writing there nor 
the owner. There is not a single website where you can go and learn who the owner is, who 
works there, what its ethical code is.” 
 
The September 2015 study on regional media conducted by the Center for the Study of 
Democracy puts the problem into context. Just 52 of the 179 media surveyed provide 
information about their owner and management. In addition, 114 of the 179 media give no 
information about newsroom composition and functions. Around a quarter of the media 
surveyed provide no information about their advertising services, which raises concerns about 
irregular funding and the so-called grey economy. 
 
According to Kassabova, there are more than 50 websites in Burgas pretending to be 
information websites which, however, seem to operate without any advertising. “This means 
the media runs on a scheme that makes it dependent,” she says. 
 
Information websites with unclear ownership have popped up in Varna as well. 
 
“Many of these websites are financed through advertising contracts with municipal 
companies,” Spassov says. “They are operated by a single person and have no expenditures. 
When GERB won the local elections in Varna in 2013, there emerged four or five new 
websites which de facto copy from one another and serve [the interests of] the municipal 
administration, the mayor and the GERB-dominated municipal council.” 
 
Spassov points to Varna Utre as an example of the sensitive nature of media ownership. 
Varna Utre is a news website that is part of the Bulgaria Utre media group, which Spassov 
says belongs to Krassen Kralev, the Minister of Sports.    
 
“Last year, amid the distribution of money from the budget for publicity related to an EU-
funded project, I wrote that most of this money went to media connected to Kralev, including 
this website [Varna Utre], which belonged to his mother,” Spassov explains. “He transferred 
the website to his mother after he became minister. A week after I wrote in Dnevnik.bg, I saw 
that this website changed hands twice in a single day to obliterate its connection to Kralev. 
But it is documented, the connections remain.” 
 
The lack of transparency in media ownership and the concentration of media ownership have 
also drawn the attention of diplomats such as H.E. Xavier Lapeyre de Cabanes, the French 
Ambassador to Bulgaria, who sees the concentration of Bulgarian newspapers as a reason for 
concern. 
 
“The press’s role is to be critical toward any power, regardless of whether it is political or 
economic,” de Cabanes said a February interview for the Bulgarian magazine Economist. 
“Unfortunately, this press is dependent on the economic power of a person who is not only a 
very rich businessman but also a deputy in parliament. The public deserves to hear different 
opinions. True, there are many newspapers but if they all belong to the same media group and 
its owner determines the journalists’ political line, then the Bulgarian press has a huge 
problem.” 
 
While he didn’t mention Delyan Peevski, the Ambassador very likely meant precisely him 
because he is the only member of the Bulgarian parliament fitting the description, given that 
he owns the New Bulgarian Media Group. 
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A quick look at online media around the country indicates that media ownership is even more 
problematic in the case of news and analysis websites.  
 
The Varna-based website Afera.bg, mentioned by Spassov, points out that it belongs to Afera 
Ltd. but provides no information about its owners and staff other than an email address for 
contact. Svobodna Vratsa (Free Vratsa), a website established this year, has About Us, 
Contacts and Advertising sections which, however, give no information other than the 
website’s presence on social media. Regiona.bg, a news website covering Blagoevgrad, 
Bansko, Gotse Delchev, Kresna, Petrich, Razlog, Sandanski and Simitli, has filled the About 
Us, Contacts and Advertising sections with the same information: three email addresses for 
contact. Knnews.bg, an information website covering the Kyustendil region, hasn’t even 
bothered to create such sections.  

 
Sensational journalism and the fall of journalistic ethics 
 
The financial crisis, the shift from print to online and the growing popularity of social 
networks have led to an abundance of news websites at the expense of newspapers and TV 
stations. While this trend has affected media all over the world, it has had profound 
implications for the media landscape in Bulgaria due to the lack of online media regulation. 
Looking for clicks, impressions and likes, websites often rely on unverified or “yellow” 
information and claims. 
 
“The information is often selected and presented by non-professionals,” Turlakova says. “And 
many people inform themselves from websites. The audience is often misled by incorrect 
information published online.” 
 
“Tens of journalists, if they can at all be called journalists, produce ‘scandalous’, ‘shocking’ 
and other such stories drawing on information from people’s profiles in social media, most 
often political figures or people with some public role,” Marieta Dimitrova says. “Digging 
into people’s personal profiles in search for story ideas is a long way from my understanding 
of objectivity, even less so of journalism. If a journalist can’t find and develop an interesting 
and important topic for his/her potential readers, he/she should definitely change his/her 
profession. Still worse, this is being done not only to attract readers, impressions and clicks 
but also to deliberately discredit a particular person. It doesn’t matter whether you do it 
because of personal feelings or because someone has paid you. What matters is that at this 
very moment you stop being a journalist.” 
 
Atanasov explains people in small towns know one another and that is why he avoids 
publishing information about sensitive events and incidents. 
 
“I treat the fact that someone got drunk and hit his car in a pillar as a momentary loss of 
common sense and not as a trend,” he says. “However, I don’t forgive recidivists.” 
 
In an analysis included in the annual report by the Media Democracy Foundation and the 
Konrad Adenauer Foundation published earlier this year, Media Democracy Foundation 
media expert Gergana Kutseva wrote about a war in which an ever-growing number of news 
websites compete with one another, trying to sell a particular interpretation of topics and 
events, often with malicious intentions that run against journalistic standards, norms and 
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ethical principles. She pointed out many media report on rumours they have failed to verify, 
which then begin a life of their own through social media like Facebook. 
 
Writing for the same report, Nikoleta Daskalova from the Media Democracy Foundation 
noted that boulevard journalism and tabloids could, in an ideal-case scenario, have a 
corrective function and that the problems arise from the instruments yellow media in Bulgaria 
rely on, such as juggling with rumours and speculations, citing dubious sources, bringing 
discredit on people, spreading fear and inciting intolerance. Yellow media thus have a ruinous 
impact on the quality of both journalism and public and political debates, all the more so 
when they successfully position themselves among mainstream media, Daskalova concluded. 
 
The websites Afera.bg and Svobodna Vratsa appear to fit the model. A quick examination of 
the content they publish shows they have a very specific agenda designed to discredit certain 
politicians, and use obscene language and an aggressive tone, violating any kind of 
journalistic and ethical standards. Afera.bg frequently uses attention-grabbers like 
“scandal/scandalous,” “shock/shocking,” “bomb” and the like, as well as all-cap story titles as 
if the authors are shouting out loud.  
 
The behaviour of these and other yellow media run contrary to Sedlarska’s view that websites 
such as PIK and Blitz (the most notorious examples of yellow journalism in Bulgaria) can’t 
survive at local level because if “there is a small part of the word ‘community’ left, it will 
throw away this disgusting phenomenon.” In addition to smearing public figures or 
businesspeople, some regional media churn out sensational stories. For example, a “news 
story” about oranges infected with HIV went viral in mid-February and was republished by 
many websites, among which the Vratsa-based news website www.tribali.info (“Emergency: 
The oranges with HIV are already in Vratsa”).    
 
Sensationalism and the de-professionalization of journalism have helped light and 
insignificant topics dominate the agenda at the expense of serious issues that concern 
thousands of citizens. The media as a whole have neglected their educational function, 
according to which they have a responsibility to cultivate the audience’s taste, says Antonii 
Dimov, a journalist from Radio Shumen, part of BNR.  
 
“Culture and arts, their event-oriented and opportunistic coverage aside, are not properly 
covered, especially in the market-oriented media,” Dimov says. “They are present in their 
most popular, most expected and best known forms.” 

 
Looking back to the future 
 
Given the poor state of regional media in Bulgaria, a logical question arises: what needs to be 
done to improve the conditions in which regional journalists work and ensure that smaller 
media outlets can offer a quality, value-adding product? 
 
Journalists and media experts offer four viable solutions, which apply to both national and 
regional media.  
 
First, virtually all of the professionals interviewed for this story agree that the existing media-
related legal framework needs modifications to increase media ownership transparency and 
outline clear regulatory mechanisms for news and analysis websites.  
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Second, as Ivo Indzhov explains, the electoral code has to be amended so that there is a 
precise distinction between advertising and editorial content. In this way, media consumers 
will better know the purpose and the source of each material.  
 
Third, the frequent violation of ethical norms points to the need for reforms in journalism 
education and training, and for more efficient self-regulation in the media sector through the 
existence of a single, commonly accepted ethical code and sanctions for those who breach the 
ethical rules of the game. Currently, there are two different ethical codes: the Ethical Code of 
the Bulgarian Media (administered by the Union of Publishers in Bulgaria) and the ethical 
code of the Bulgarian Media Union, to which most of national deputy Delyan Peevski’s 
newspapers belong.  
 
And fourth, the limited number of journalistic investigations indicates that Bulgarian media 
need support from a pro-active judiciary that is willing to follow up on journalistic 
investigations and thus protect the rule of law and guarantee journalists’ safety. In the absence 
of a transparent and professionally operating judicial system, journalistic investigations reveal 
irregularities which, however, often remain without sanctions.    
 
The Marieta Dimitrova-Atanas Kambitov saga in Blagoevgrad lasted several months. The 
mayor insisted that Dimitrova apologise to him. If she did so, he would withdraw his lawsuit. 
Convinced that official documents prove the veracity of her claims, Dimitrova refused to 
apologise. AEJ-Bulgaria, of which Dimitrova is a member, supported her and demanded that 
the mayor take back his lawsuit. In view of the high publicity of the case and the upcoming 
local elections (Oct. 25, 2015), Kambitov gave in, closing his legal action in October.  
 
Two years ago, Dimitrova created her own news and analysis website so that she could cover 
public officials critically and conduct independent investigations. Today, she invests a lot of 
time and energy in the hope of making the website financially sustainable. She says she feels 
even more determined and confident thanks to the experience she gathered from the lawsuit 
initiated against her by the mayor of Blagoevgrad. 
 
“Journalism is a cause, a mission,” Dimitrova says. “I think there is a point in all this because 
I know that when things are done properly, there are results. Helping people is important for 
me. I may help a single person but I will be satisfied that I have done something good for him 
or her.” 
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