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1.Foreigners steal our land

During the period under review, we identified and analysed three viralised
anti-EU narrative lines. The first wave, recorded between 1 January and 15
February, is mainly about the foreigners in the European Union to whom
politicians have sold Romania. Under the umbrella of this narrative several
personalities, such as Andreas Bardeau and Georg Bardeau, have been
included. Georg Bardeau is Austria's honorary consul in Romania. The
Bardeau family owns more than 30 companies in Romania and is one of the
largest owners of agricultural land in Romania. According to context.ro, his
companies have been involved in hundreds of civil lawsuits related to land
acquisitions. One of the videos that went viral on social media on this topic is
published by investigators.ro and has gathered 200,000 views with the title
"Millionaires on the backs of Romanians' suffering", which highlights the
friendship between Romanian President Klaus Iohannis and these honorary
consuls. This theme is also taken up by other sites promoting the AUR party,
such as 60m.ro.

2. Romania is no longer a sovereign state, decisions are imposed on
us from Brussels

On the other hand, the anti-EU messages that went viral revolved around the
controversy surrounding the communication between European Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen and Pfizer CEO Albert Bourla. The controversy
comes after the New York Times sued the European Commission over its refusal to
publish messages between the two about the signing of the vaccine deal. A decision
is expected in early 2024, but the story has already gone viral. Figures like Cristian
Terheș are using the information to lend credibility to their own anti-vaccine
agenda and to argue that vaccines are not effective.

Online discussion about
the European Union



In the top 10 sources discussing the European Union in 2023, five are
potentially hostile. In first place is the Facebook page Luis Lazarus TV,
known for its live broadcasts of various controversial personalities with anti-
EU messages. The page heavily promotes MP Diana Iovanovich Shoshaka,
creating exclusively positive content about her, with live appearances by the
MP. The content created about her had 2.2 million interactions in 2023 on
the Luis Lazarus TV page, out of 5.4 million total page interactions on
Facebook. 

On the other hand, Cristian Terheș, MEP for the National Peasant Christian
Democratic Party is a classic promoter of anti-EU ideas. He often appears at
AUR events, in pictures with George Simion, advocating much the same
themes; Cristian Terheș even has much harsher, anti-EU language than
AUR. The MEP has an audience of 408 000 followers and 1.9 million
interactions with his page by November 2023. The most popular content is
anti-EU with shocking headlines such as "Exhibition of naked men in the
European Parliament", "See live how the European Digital Identity (eID) is
being introduced by non-transparent vote to verify age on the internet".

Potentially
hostile sources



Analysis of the anti-EU audience peak 
Period 23 April - 27 May 2023

On the other hand, the messages on the AUR channels about the EU are much
more vague. There has been a moderation in tone as the party has risen in the
polls and tried to form partnerships with other sovereignist political parties in
Europe, or to give pro-Israel messages that immunise it from possible accusations
of anti-Semitism. Extreme radicalism as a style of communication somehow
remains the preserve of newcomers (SOS) and independent influencers who play
into the hands of these parties, while AUR moves towards policy content. 

One such example is the controversial bill Plx145/2023, challenged by AUR on the
grounds that it may separate the child from the family and interfere in how a
parent raises their child in sensitive situations such as education, child vaccination,
or poverty. 

In reality, the bill has been explained by the government as a measure to prevent
the separation of children from their families by clearly defining the circumstances
under which this can be done. Moreover, the narrative claims that the project is a
milestone in the NRP (378) implicitly suggesting that decisions are being imposed
on us from Brussels. The most popular video on this topic is George Simion's live
from Parliament, followed by AUR's live in which the bill is criticised like other
decisions such as educating children through so-called anti-Christian notions such
as gender equality imposed by the NPRR. Thus, the party is creating an imminent
danger that must be fought, the decisions it potretizes as against the interests of
Romanians. Who imposes these decisions?

https://www.facebook.com/george.simion.unire/videos/171822765511609
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=539389468395167
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=707190124748525


If AUR indirectly attacks the European Union, the party of the Liberation Movement
- SOS Romania of Diana Șoșoaca does not shy away from more direct accusations,
as I said above. SOS Romania's rhetoric contains an accumulation of the fears of
Eurosceptic Romanians, all in one package. More specifically, the MEP states that it
is a certainty that Brussels will impose the separation of children, just as we learn
of Codrura Koveși's aspirations to run for president, a candidacy presented as a
danger for Romania.

How are the emotions of vulnerable people exploited? As long as there is a sense of
urgency, a need that political parties are accused of ignoring because they are at
the behest of external partners (EU, NATO), far-right parties win. The more they
create a stronger enemy imposing decisions on the traditional family, farmers,
Christians, the more the need for a far-right party grows in the eyes of the people.
This promotional strategy is also visible in the testimonial videos published by the
AUR page, for example the one below which has reached 800,000 views.

The testimonial is an emotional one, in which an old man who has worked for 50
years barely has enough money to buy his wife medicine. His message on the AUR?
Let's stop being slaves in our own country to the interests of others. "Open the
mines, brothers, because we pay for energy and we will pay (...) we will not be
able to afford it (...) And Germany reopens them, but we close them, you know! '
These messages make a misleading link between the EU and corruption in
Romania, but above all they portray the European institutions as a new power
imposing decisions against the interests of Romanians, a historical fear exploited
extremely easily through truncated news that goes viral at supersonic speed due to
the army of accounts and groups that distribute the content of extreme parties.
When a video has tens of thousands of interactions, it already becomes truth to the
target bubble because of the notoriety. The effects of fact checking are limited and
lack credibility in the eyes of followers who are convinced by the rhetoric of these
pages.

https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=171822765511609
https://www.facebook.com/100044563410651/posts/856321312529975


Monitoring the discussion on
economic nationalism

List of politicians discussing Romania's economic direction

What exactly did we follow? First, we wanted to follow the discussion about
Romania's economy and how politicians relate to the economic problems of the
last year. To do this we created searches using two conditions. The first condition
is that one of the terms contains inflectional forms of the words agriculture,
production, economy, nationalisation, company, firm, grain. The second condition
is that it must also contain one of the inflammatory terms that create a sense of
urgency such as destabilisation, revolt, ban, bankruptcy and the inflectional forms
of these words.



This online monitoring is limited and targeted. Like all online monitoring, results
are determined by search volume, time period, search terms and sources. In
this case, we wanted to search only the predefined list of politically associated
sources, approximately 2000 Romanian politicians and only general keywords
through which we identify the economic directions that politicians suggest. We
did not explicitly include specific topics such as inflation, new tax measures,
because most of the results are either political justifications or attacks from
other parties. Our decision was to create as broad a search as possible that
would bring up a relevant top of the most popular posts. 

What do we see?

First of all, we see that this discussion is also dominated by voices calling
themselves anti-system such as George Simion, MEP Cristian Terheș and MEP
Anamaria Gavrilă, who is quite politically isolated despite her popularity online. 

What are the messages being promoted? On the one hand, a return to the
basics and dependence on one's own resources is the direction promoted by
George Simion, once again at the top of the list. The frustration of Romanians
with illegal logging, the lack of opportunities in the countryside and the lack of
exploitation of natural resources for the benefit of ordinary people are the main
arguments used against the current political class. All these attacks, some
legitimate, others exaggerated, create not only the image of greedy politicians,
but also of foreign beneficiaries who want to bring Romanians to their knees in
order to steal resources. The solution? Quite in tune with communist self-
sufficient rhetoric: we should isolate our interests and develop nationally, a
solution presented in antithesis to the presence of foreign forces in the country.
This rhetoric, borrowed as it were from the style of Victor Orban, remains mild
in comparison with the following political figures on this list.



Next is Cristian Terheș, MEP for the PNTCD (National Peasant Christian
Democratic Party). His audience is similar to AUR, Diana Șoșoaca and Anamaria
Gavrilă, and the source of his popularity also comes from the pandemic period,
when his anti-vaccine and restrictionist views propelled him into the ranks of
viral anti-establishment figures. He now uses his platform for anti-EU
messages, while serving in the European Parliament and often aligning himself
with the AUR agenda. As for the economic nationalism narrative line, most of
the content signals the destructive direction imposed on member states by the
European Union.
 
His TikTok page is also popular, with 96,000 followers and 1 million likes. 

The top content refers to the farmers' protests in France, the negative
economic impact of the Green Deal which he calls neo-Marxist, the EU's
intervention in the economy of member states which has only negative effects
in his perception and leads to the enslavement and indebtedness of
Romanians. His page has had 10.3 million views from videos posted, with 7.15
million coming from Facebook Live alone.



The impact of these ideas is significant in online political discourse, especially in
the far-right bubble of people disillusioned with the growing post-communist
political class. On the other hand, content from Cătălin Drulă blaming the PNL
for the anti-liberal decisions made in coalition with the PSD has made it to the
top of posts about Romania's national economy and where we are heading. In
turn, coalition members Klaus Iohannis, Nicolae Ciucă and Marcel Ciolacu are in
the top 20 politicians viewed on Facebook in relation to economic changes and
directions in 2023.

Top TikTok videos

Topic - Sabotaging a company that created a special aisle for transgender
people

 Topic – Identitatea de gen în UE

https://www.tiktok.com/@vocealibertatii/video/7231820696786079003?embed_source=121374463%2C121351166%2C71838018%2C121331973%2C120811592%2C120810756%3Bnull%3Bembed_share&refer=embed&referer_url=exolyt.com%2Fuser%2Ftiktok%2Fvocealibertatii


Next is Cristian Terheș, MEP for the PNTCD (National Peasant Christian Democratic
Party). His audience is similar to AUR, Diana Șoșoaca and Anamaria Gavrilă, and
the source of his popularity also comes from the pandemic period, when his anti-
vaccine and restrictionist views propelled him into the ranks of viral anti-
establishment figures. He now uses his platform for anti-EU messages, while
serving in the European Parliament and often aligning himself with the AUR
agenda. 

As for the economic nationalism narrative line, most of the content points to the
destructive direction imposed on member states by the European Union. His TikTok
page is also popular, with 96,000 followers and 1 million likes.



The top content refers to the farmers' protests in France, to the negative
economic impact of the Green Deal which he calls neo-Marxist, to the EU
intervention in the economy of the Member States which has only negative
effects in his perception and leads to the enslavement and indebtedness of
Romanians. His page has had 10.3 million views from videos posted, with
7.15 million coming from Facebook Live alone.

What kind of content does he create? First, he creates similar content on both
social media platforms. The most popular Facebook Live is a speech by MP
Gavrilă in Parliament linking the "medical arrest" during the pandemic to new
legislative initiatives such as Ralucă Turcan's initiative from the National
Liberal Party to call for police checks on the homes of those on sick leave. 

The real problem reported is that these measures come under pressure from
'reforms demanded by others', the most likely agent being the European
Union. Romania's economy is also portrayed as dying because of corrupt
politicians who are subservient to EU interests, interests that run counter to
the interests of Romanians.

*Videoclipul a fost promovat pe TikTok, desi poziția oficială a
companiei este că nu acceptă promovarea reclamelor politice. 

Pagina de TikTok a deputatei Ana Maria Gavrilă

Top Videoclip
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On TikTok, conspiracy-themed content is more prominent. One of the most
popular videos is about the PLX-145/2023 law, which like the trend also
supported by AUR would attack the traditional family and target poor families.
In the video with 1.9 million views on TikTok, AnaMaria Gavrilă explains how
the law is a tool through which the government will enter to control our
homes and the way Romanians raise their children. Also in this category, we
identify the video about earthquakes in Oltenia, a video on Facebook with
701,870 views, and the video Mini Nuclear Reactors, what are you hiding
from us - from TikTok with 57,700 views.



Methodology



Definitions

Interactions/Interactions = Interactions per post is calculated by taking the
total number of interactions for a given page/account or list of pages/accounts
in a given time period and dividing that number by the total number of posts
in the same time period.

Reach = The unique number of people who have seen a post at least once.
This means that CrowdTangle data does not mean that X post reached Y
number of people. Do not confuse Reach with the total number of followers of
a page or members of a group.

Total Interactions = Total number of likes, shares and comments on a
Facebook post; total number of likes and comments on an Instagram post.
Crowdtangle does not count video views as interactions, so we analyze them
separately.

Source - Crowdtangle Glossary

Tools used

CrowdTangle is a social media analytics tool owned by Meta, formerly known
as Facebook. 

CrowdTangle was designed to help users monitor and analyze content on
social media. It focused primarily on platforms such as Facebook and
Instagram.

Exolyt 

Exolyt is a Finnish start-up that collects data from Tiktok. For For researchers
who need social information on TikTok is a tool up to that helps to uncover
relevant data and trends that can be put analyzed.

Zelist Monitor 

Zelist Monitor is a social media monitoring and measurement system in
Romania. Every week Zelist Monitor analyzes over 86,000 blogs, over 41,000
Facebook pages, over 298,000 Twitter accounts, 2,800 online publications and
119 of the most important forums to give you the possibility to identify the
main discussions in real time.



Limitations and challenges of social network listening tools:

a. Incomplete data representation:

   - Social media listening tools can provide a snapshot of online discourse, but
often fail to capture the whole landscape. Certain platforms, forums or user
groups can fall outside their scope, leading to potential blind spots and gaps in
data representation.
   - Incomplete data can result from privacy settings, restricted access to
certain content, or the inability of tools to extract data from closed or private
online communities.

b. Algorithmic bias:

   - The algorithms underlying social media listening tools are susceptible to
biases, both overt and subtle. This can manifest itself in biased sentiment
analysis, where certain voices or sentiments are over- or under-represented,
which impacts the overall accuracy of the analysis.
   - Biases can arise due to pre-existing stereotypes embedded in algorithms,
leading to misclassification of content or unintentional bias in the
interpretation of narratives.

 Biases may arise due to pre-existing stereotypes embedded in algorithms,
leading to misclassification of content or unintentional bias in the
interpretation of narratives.

Rapid changes in platforms:

 - Social media platforms are subject to frequent updates and changes to
algorithms, features and user interfaces. Social media listening tools can have
difficulty keeping up with these rapid changes, leading to a gap in their
effectiveness.
 - Changes in platform policies, APIs or user behaviours can result in outdated
or inaccurate information being processed by tools. This can compromise the
reliability of the data and hamper the ability to provide real-time information.

For more details on EFOR monitoring, please see the document.
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