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Disinformation for (geo)political 
and economic reasons 

I

The key topic in the field of (dis)information in the last 100 days, as expected, 
was the coronavirus pandemic. Unverified and inaccurate information has 
been spread, similarly to the times before the pandemic, in two main direc-
tions: the first and much more intense one, which saw most of the disinfor-
mation arriving from outside of our media space, and the second one, whose 
key actors were from Montenegro.

The causes of these two lines of mis/disinformation are different. They are, 
above all, geopolitical – related to the communication strategies and tactics 
of global political players. After a fashion, they tried to “explain” the causes 
and consequences of the pandemic from their own point of view. This was 
accompanied by a plethora of conspiracy theories, pseudo-scientific claims, 
anti-vaccination outlooks and the pushing (planting) of different political 
agendas under the guise of the pandemic.

Next, there are the political causes that can be traced to the established 
ways of communication at the state and the Western Balkans regional levels. 
Well-known political goals of the WB regional players have been adapted to 
the new circumstances, and their communication with different audiences 
did not relent during this period. At the state level, we witnessed disinforma-
tion aimed at implementing political agendas that undermine the core values 
of Western democracies (anti-EU and anti-NATO false narratives), radicaliza-
tion of political circumstances, belittling what Montenegro has done in the 
fight against the virus, or simply activities aimed at preventing Montenegro 
from going down the road of more enlightened communities. The Church was 
an active contributor in this sense. In order to preserve the political position 
it had gained before the pandemic through its fight for “religious rights”, it did 
not refrain from giving advice that could negatively affect the health of citizens.

Sensationalism and conspiracy theories collect a large number of clicks, 
thus the economic moment should not be disregarded either. Mis/disin-
formers had the opportunity, in these extraordinary circumstances, to even 
earn some extra money.

And finally, there was the need to stand out, i.e. increase one’s influence, 
which was one of the unavoidable causes of the infodemic in our country.

The Center for Democratic Transition (CDT) has contributed to the fight 
against COVID-19 in its own right, through the Raskrinkavanje.me project. 
We prepared and published 80 ratings in which we tackled over 400 media 
texts, feature stories, and a smaller number of social media posts. The anal-
yses covered as many as 150 media outlets that made some type of “viola-
tion”, as defined by our methodology. 

Even though we tried to cover as many mis/disinformation channels as pos-
sible, it was physically unfeasible to monitor every article, feature or post, so 
there might be something we had missed. However, what is important is that 
the most salient examples of mis/disinformation have been covered in detail.
Key assistance in our work was provided by mindful citizens, who first of all 
read our reviews extensively, and then got involved more directly by “flag-
ging” suspicious news, which we proceeded to cover in our texts. In addi-
tion, important media outlets have supported our efforts by disseminating 
our analyses and conclusions, as well as through their professional attitude 
towards our work.

With thanks to the Balkan Trust for Democracy (BTD), the National Endow-
ment for Democracy (NED) and the International Fact-Checking Network 
(IFCN) for their support, we remain open to any well-intentioned criticism 
and discussion of our findings presented in this publication.

In Podgorica, May 2020
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Overview of the media landscape: 
the highs and lows of the 
disinformation network 

II

Key media outlets in Montenegro have generally passed the “reporting in the 
public interest” test. On both levels: in informing citizens, and in preventing 
the spread of mis/disinformation. This was not an easy task, given that news-
rooms operated in limited conditions, and under the constant pressure result-
ing from different events.

There were, of course, several oversights in the activity of these media as well. 
However, it cannot be said that they were made out of the intention to create a 
false narrative or a false representation of reality, but rather that they resulted 
from an operational error, lack of editorial capacities, or the need to drive up 
the readership. 

Our conclusion is confirmed by the fact that these media outlets had only a 
dozen or so controversial ratings, a figure that results inconsequential in com-
parison to the overall frequency of information.

A careful analysis of media coverage shows that some of these outlets have 
even started to introduce a fact-checking component into their work. Although 
this is still in its infancy, it seems that media outlets might have figured out the 
right way to fight disinformation.

For tabloids and media from the “margins”, the exact opposite applies. On 
the one hand, they operated as filters for feeding mis/disinformation into our 
media space, while, on the other, they acted as its creators or producers.

The number of ratings and reviews that we provided in relation to the re-
porting of this segment of the media landscape is remarkably higher. The key 
direction of their “work” is the creation of false narratives that favor Russia 

Tabloids and right-wing media with the highest number of rated content 

Mainstream media acted in the public interest 

Tabloids and right-wing media as fake news factories
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Outlet N. of 
ratings Ratings

Informer 21
Fake news dissemination, conspiracy 
theory, disinformation, manipulated 
content, biased reporting, clickbait

Alo 20
Fake news, fake news dissemination, 
pseudoscience, conspiracy theory, 
disinformation, biased reporting, clickbait   

Viralne objave 20
Fake news, pseudoscience, conspiracy 
theory, disinformation, manipulated 
content, error

In4S 19

Fake news, fake news dissemination, 
pseudoscience, conspiracy theory, 
disinformation, manipulated content, 
biased reporting, clickbait 

Espreso 14
Fake news dissemination, pseudoscience, 
conspiracy theory, disinformation, manipu-
lated content, biased reporting, clickbait 

Novosti 14

Fake news, fake news dissemination, 
pseudoscience, conspiracy theory, 
disinformation, manipulated content, 
biased reporting, clickbait

Srbija danas 14
Conspiracy theory, disinformation, 
manipulated content, biased reporting, 
clickbait

Kurir 13
Fake news dissemination, pseudoscience, 
conspiracy theory, disinformation, 
biased reporting, clickbait 

Sputnik 11
Fake news, fake news dissemination, 
disinformation, manipulated content, 
biased reporting, clickbait

Pravda 10
Fake news, pseudoscience, conspiracy 
theory, disinformation, manipulated 
content, clickbait

and China as opposed to the EU and the NATO. Moreover, there were the 
usual ethno-nationalist narratives, affirmations of clericalism, stigmatization 
of citizens and the spreading of hatred towards anything different or anyone 
who thinks differently.
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Social networks were also an important link in this chain, supporting disin-
formers and their mentors for the past 100 days. A feature of this communi-
cation channel is an almost total absence of accountability for what is pub-
lished. Some citizens acted as professional “editors” of their personal media, 
while others clearly and openly put themselves at the service of mis/disinfor-
mation, spreading fear, doubts, conspiracy theories, pseudo-scientific claims 
and ethno-nationalist false narratives. Therefore, not a small number of cit-
izens have acted as a platform that is willing to publish what even the worst 
media outlets do not have the courage to do.

In this sense, significant damage was done by politicians, athletes, musicians, 
actors, media owners and even presidents of some countries who became 
overnight experts for the treatment of COVID-19, or the electromagnetic 
transmission via 5G networks; “saving” us from the harmfulness of a future 
vaccine, or “contributing” in some similar way to the well-being of humanity. 
In some cases, this went as far as to require official refutation by doctors and 
other actual experts.

In this period, social networks themselves intensified their activities in this 
field and reacted in the right way: Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram 
started removing disinformation posts originating from this area as well.
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Tabloids and right-wing media created a mis/disinformation network in which 
they played different roles, depending on their individual influence and the 
size of their readership. The more widely-read outlets brought stories by their 
like-minded peers on a global level to the WB “media periphery”, with a day 
or two of delay and a translation into Montenegrin-Bosnian-Croatian-Serbi-
an, creating  also a significant portion of their own “content”. The outlets with 
less readership acted inter alia as platforms for placing mis/disinformation 
on social networks, i.e. into the reach of a large number of people.

Social networks and messaging –  important means of disinformation
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How the State behaved: a case of 
can’t or won’t

III

Unlike its reaction to the pandemic, the way state authorities reacted to the 
infodemic was expected: it was important that, under the pretext of public 
health safeguarding, the Government’s interests remain protected – regard-
less of the consequences for the democratic values of the society, i.e. freedom 
of expression, media environment, selectivity in the application of repressive 
measures, or the stifling of critical thought. Although the mis/disinformation 
problem in the Montenegrin media landscape has persisted for years, there 
are still no concrete democratic measures for its countering. More on that in 
Section IV of this Summary.

Together with other executive branches, the Government in this period 
continued pursuing its ambition to extend constitutional competencies so as to 
encompass also the evaluation of the respect (or lack thereof) of the journalism’s 
professional code. This odd venture into research therefore persisted – it is the 
Government that “exposes” false news. Instead of rebuttals, in certain cases the 
media were directly offered labels, which could be interpreted as an attempt to 
unduly influence their work.

The Government apparently took a liking to this, so it transferred the “fake news” 
label to the political context and applied it onto political criticisms of its activities. 
Regardless of how justified or accurate the criticism was, this was really a red 
flag: such a label by the government, in place of a rebuttal, entails a call for the 
prosecution to react, and therefore a call to react against political criticism.
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In the cases when disinformation did not effectively spread through the media 
and / or social networks, the dissemination via SMS, Viber, WhatsApp, and 
other platforms was initiated on several occasions. Not a small number 
of citizens participated in spreading circular messages with disturbing 
information or false advice for the treatment of COVID-19, which could directly 
endanger human health.

“Fake news” labeling
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The institutions belonging to the repressive apparatus (police and prosecu-
tion) went a step further and committed an even greater mistake in compar-
ison to the Government, opting for the arrest of individuals on the charges of 
spreading panic and false news dissemination. An additional problem lies in 
the fact that they did not treat all fake news creators and disseminators in the 
same way.

Selective arrests as a means of countering disinformation

The publishing by the Government of the list of persons in mandatory 
self-isolation constitutes a violation of the constitutional right to priva-
cy. Some measures and restrictions on the rights of citizens in the con-
ditions of a pandemic may be justified, but in more regulated countries 
they are introduced through decisions and legal acts that are published 
in the Official Gazette, and not by government announcements on Twit-
ter. The Constitution is intended for both regular and emergency situa-
tions, and must be respected at all times. The list was removed from the 
government website just like it had been published. 

In parallel with the publication of this list, an “expanded” one was put 
in circulation as well, containing alongside basic information also the 
personal data of the citizens in question. Neither the government nor 
the prosecution have explained to the public how this other list came 
into circulation, and whether anyone would be considered liable for it.

Hereafter, another list was published, this time with precise data on 
COVID-19 patients. The prosecution responded, disclosing the name of 
the individual accused of passing information on to unauthorized per-
sons. Despite the announced extension of this investigation, we have 
not heard so far whether anyone else is considered liable in the case.

  

Lists of citizens as a “reminder” of times long gone
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The raging of the ethno-nationalists 
and the stigmatization of the isolated 
and the sick

IV

Various pro-fascist groups spread hate speech on extreme right-wing 
portals, in the comments sections or on social networks, labeling citizens 
and entire populations, and raging against everything outside their value 
systems.

These extremist groups have instigated a wave of stigmatization and 
abuse of both individuals and entire populations living in Montenegro. 
Their assertions included calls to ethnic and religious hatred, racial and 
other discrimination, but also calls to violence.

The example of Dr. Senad Begić, who underwent an actual online lynch 
due to his name and professional engagement, is particularly significant. 
The Raskrinkavanje.me project team has registered several controversial 
posts on this topic.

In addition, the publication of the list of persons in mandatory self-isolation 
led to the creation of an “online militia” of sorts, which set out to stigmatize 
citizens and analyze their private lives. In this case, it may be said that the 
motive is not politics but provincialism, as evidenced by the launch of an 
application that aimed to map the locations of those who are in self-isolation.

The Raskrinkavanje.me team collected at least 30 examples of hate speech. 
If one NGO managed to register this mass phenomenon, competent state 
bodies could have probably done the same.
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How do more enlightened societies 
fight disinformation? 

V

State authorities of Montenegro did not adequately counter the long-term 
exposure to disinformation of the public and its citizens. They either did 
not want or did not plan to tackle these phenomena in a way in which en-
lightened communities do. However great the delay, the formation of an 
inter-ministerial team tasked with preparing a strategy and action plan for 
the activities in this area sounds encouraging.

Through the work of our research center and the two years of experience 
we have gained in working on the Raskrinkavanje.me project, CDT has pre-
pared a set of proposals and recommendations, and is ready to support 
the work of this team. Our vision of the anti-disinformation system is based 
on the experiences of the most progressive countries in the contemporary 
world. These countries have created an efficient and sustainable system 
in which the standards of freedom of expression and media freedom have 
remained at the highest level.

Until then, and in order to inform the citizens, we present some of the 
instruments that have been used to counter mis/disinformation in modern and 
progressive societies, and which may be interesting for Montenegro as well:

Adapting the Criminal Code and media laws for mis/disinformation 
countering (Sweden, Denmark, France, Germany);

Incorporating the fight against fake news into electoral legislation 
(France);

Establishing new institutions or expanding the competencies of the ex-
isting ones that deal with the media, in the sense of providing special-
ization in the fight against fake news (Denmark, Sweden, Great Britain);

Drafting and signing of a special Code between the Government and the 
media which regulates relations related to this topic (Denmark, EU);

Establishment of a media support fund to combat fake news (UK);
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Initiating a dialogue to build consensus in this area with all relevant 
society actors, with a special focus on cooperation with civil society 
(Denmark);

Participation in international anti-disinformation systems (EU);

Increasing the level of media literacy of citizens in various ways (Finland, 
Denmark, Sweden, etc.).
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