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Abstract: This paper examines how misinformation
and selective information framing drove anti-EU senti-
ment in North Macedonia following the 2022 proposal
of the EU negotiating framework (the “French Propos-
al”). Focusing on the 2020-2024 period, the study uses
qualitative discourse analysis (70 analyzed templates)
and quantitative digital data harvesting across plat-
forms like Twitter/X, YouTube, and digital media outlets.
The primary finding highlights an unusual convergence
between traditional pro-Russian nationalist actors (e.g.,



Levica, VMRO-DPMNE) and “unusual suspects”"—histor-
ically pro-Western, EU- and USAID-funded NGOs, think
tanks (such as EPland IDSCS), and prominent public fig-
ures. Both groups leveraged tropes portraying the EU
accession framework as a threat to Macedonian nation-
al identity (“Bulgarianization”) and framed the EU as
duplicitous and unyielding. This narrative promoted eu-
ro-nihilism, advocating for frozen negotiations, “full sov-
ereignty,” or regional alternatives like "Open Balkans”.
Quantitative tracking revealed heavily shared an-
ti-framework content, peak usage of anti-EU/national-
ist hashtags, and significant overlap with Serbian media
narratives that facilitate indirect Russian influence. The
study concludes that inadvertent anti-EU rhetoric from
reputable, civil-society actors mainstreamed euro-skep-
ticism, normalizing a state of stalled EU integration and
geopolitical limbo in North Macedonia.

Keywords: Misinformation, Anti-EU Narratives, Euroscepti-
cism, EU Accession, Russian Influence, North Macedonia.

Introduction: Public Discourse Actively Sustaining EU’s Deci-
sion to Freeze the Negotiations with North Macedonia

In the context of the project initiative "Combatting anti-EU dis-
courses and misinformation in North Macedonia and Serbia”
supported by IVF, | have developed the present analysis both
building on my previous research on the topic of misinforma-
tion and malinformation concerning the European Union and
the prospects of EU accession of North Macedonia in particular,
while applying a comparative analysis of the case of Serbia.* |

* Monitoring Influence and Disinformation Campaigns in the Western Balkans (MEDI-
WEB), available at https://www.isdglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Monitor-

have focused on data analysis collected from a selection of so-
cial media profiles and discourse analysis of articles, interviews,
studies found in both in the press (digital and printed) and in the
visual media. | have focused on data that constitutes the period
of the buildup of anti-EU sentiments in the mainstream public
discourse following the formal (and purely ceremonial) open-
ing of the EU negotiations on July 19", 2022. Negotiations have
been frozen once the screening phase was completed, and no
constitutional changes have been brought to recognize the Bul-
garian minority which is the formal condition to start substan-
tive, per chapter negotiations of accession. Most of the harvest-
ed information points of our digital analysis refer to the period
2022-2024. After the win of VMRO-DPMNE in May 2024, that
ran on anti-EU rhetoric, the country has remained in the status
quo of frozen negotiations without either a willing government
or a committed opposition to the resumption of the EU integra-
tion process. The data points collected for the digital analysis
are so few they do not constitute 15% of what we could harvest
previously. It is only the proof that at the end of 2025 and the
first half 2026 the country has normalized the limbo and has ac-
cepted its status of a disgruntled forever EU candidate (but nev-
er a member of the Union).2 The transition can be noted in the
gradual acceptance to recognize the Bulgarian minority in the
Constitution of North Macedonia, even by high ranking officials
of the Government,? even though the tropes implying settling

ing-Influence-and-Disinformation-Campaigns-in-the-Western-Balkans.pdf, accessed
on g April, 2026.

2 Katerina Neshkova, Bulgaria Won't Have Veto Power in the Case of Gradual Mem-
bership Accession in the EU [Byrapuja ke Hema npaBo Ha BETO Kaj NOCTENeHOTO
3auneHyBatrbe Bo EY], Sitel (February 21, 2026), avialable at https://sitel.com.mk/
bugarija-kje-nema-pravo-na-veto-kaj-postepenoto-zachlenuvanje-vo-eu, accessed on
April 5th, 2026

3 Or this statement of the Macedonian Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, Zoran
Dimitrovski “The Problem is not ‘The Bulgarians in the Constitution,” but Rather the
Historical and Identity Related Issues |, He ce npo6aem 6yrapute Bo YcTaBoT, Tyky
UCTOPUCKUTE U naeHTUTeTCckMTe npawatba“], Plus Info (April 17th, 2026), available

at https://plusinfo.mk/ne-se-problem-bugarite-vo-ustavot-tuku-istoriskite-i-iden-
titetskite-prasha-a-i-da-nema-novi-bara-a-od-sofi-a-problem-se-ve-e-postavenite-ba-
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historical disputes is a condition in the Framework (which is not,
as we can see in the Framework, article 4). To cover this period,
| have used the same tools for qualitative data collection and
analysis (template is attached as an annex) as in the previous
study mentioned beginning of this paper, accompanied by the
same or compatible software for data capturing.

The ties with Sebia have become tighter and the distancing
from Albania obvious. As our study shows (in the data presented
below), North Macedonia has somehow been incorporated into
“Srpski svet”,* and through that subjected to indirect Russian
influence, as proven by the latest country progress report sub-
mitted to the European Parliament by the special rapporteur.s

The context
1.1. Rising Anti-Europeanism

Based on my previous research, | postulate an unusual phenom-
enon in North Macedonia which, in comparison to Albania and
other Western Balkans countries, is unique. Namely, the main-
stream of civil society scene as well as academia have been ve-
hemently opposed to North Macedonia accepting the invitation
to open negotiations extended under the French Presidency
with the Union in June 2022. The comparison with Albania is
relevant as the two countries’ accession is — for the time being
— carried out as a single process, the two countries are treated
as a “package.”®

ra-a/, accessed on April 20th, 2026

“ Daniela Trpcevska-Zafirovska “Accusations of a “Serbian World” stir the politi-

cal scene” Deutsche Welle in Macedonian (July 22, 2025) [[laHnena Tpnyescka-
3aduposcka, ObBMHYyBarba 3a ,cpricku cBeT" ja bpaHyBaaT nonTUYKaTa cLeHa],
accessed on April g, 2026. Or the primary source: Report on the 2023 and 2024 Com-
mission reports on North Macedonia (2025/2021(INI)), Committee on Foreign Affairs.
Rapporteur: Thomas Waitz, available at https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/docu-
ment/A-10-2025-0118_EN.pdf, accessed on g April, 2026.

s European Parliament, Report on the 2024 Commission Report on North Macedonia,
A10-0118/2025 (Brussels: European Parliament, June 27, 2025), https://www.europarl.
europa.eu/doceo/document/A-10-2025-0118_EN.pdf.

62019 Enlargement Package: "North Macedonia and Albania have delivered on

North Macedonia has been an EU candidate country since 2005
and precedes Croatia by one month in receiving the invitation
to submit its candidacy. For decades, the country then called
provisionally The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, has
been stuck in the position of a mere candidate without entering
the process of accession negotiations. Finally, after signing an
agreement with Greece in 2018, which led to the change of the
country’s constitutional name to Republic of North Macedonia,
two years later, the country became a NATO member and re-
ceived an invitation to open negotiations with the EU in June
2020. For almost two years, Bulgaria has been blocking the
first Inter-Governmental conference and the initiation of the
negotiations insisting that North Macedonia did not adhere to
its bilateral treaty on good neighborly relations. At last, in June
2022, the EU bypassed the Bulgarian veto by proposing a nego-
tiating framework which allowed for Bulgaria to unilaterally dis-
tance itself from reference to language - while the rest of the EU
recognizes it as per the Agreement with Greece which is erga
omnes —requiring North Macedonia to abide to the principle of
good neighborly relations. Both treaties, that with Greece and
that with Bulgaria, are referenced Article 4 of the Framework
dedicated to the criterion of good neighborly relations. The cri-
terion also includes the recognition of the Bulgarian minority
in North Macedonia which has a population of over 100unisooo
Bulgarian nationals (Macedonians’ with dual citizenship, both

reforms”, available at https://www.eeas.europa.eu/node/63405_en, accessed on 17
February 2024.; “Opening accession negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania
is a long-overdue step forward for the EU’s enlargement policy,” Statement by Christa
Schweng, EESC president and Dimitris Dimitriadis, president of the Section for
External Relations (released 17 July 2022), available at https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/
news-media/presentations/opening-accession-negotiations-north-macedonia-and-al-
bania-long-overdue-step-forward-eus-enlargement-policy, accessed on 18 February
2024.

7 As per the Guidelines of the Agreement with Greece the term Macedonian is retained
to refer to the national majority, the Slavic Macedonian ethnicity and the language.
Thus, the use of the adjective “North Macedonian” is against the agreement, which is
erga omnes (applicable to all), and when referring to the institutions of the state in the
form of an adjective one uses “of the Republic of North Macedonia.”



Macedonian and Bulgarian). Currently the negotiations are fro-
zen because there has been no qualified majority to vote the
Bulgarians into the Constitution. Because of this, in the anti-EU
rhetoric produced in the country one finds references to the EU
negotiating framework as the Bulgarian framework or as “the
French proposal” because this solution to the dispute via the
Framework was adopted by the EU Council during the French
presidency with the Union.

In the case of North Macedonia, the opposition to the nego-
tiations was virtually in unison and not by some fringe parties
and political actors, but by the mainstream represented by the
biggest opposition party VMRO-DPMNE (centre-right, close
ties with Fidesz and a member of EPP), institutions such as
the Macedonian Academy of Arts and Sciences, the oldest and
most reputable newspaper Nova Makedonija, but also by the
presumably pro-EU NGOs and think tanks in the country. | am
using the term “presumably” to express caution when treating
these organizations as both pro-EU and/or anti-EU: they are a
complex phenomenon considering they have demonstrated
a EU commitment in the past but have become increasing-
ly euro-skeptical (in the sense of whether it makes sense to
even integrate in the Union) in the past 7-8 years. | discuss this
phenomenon below and cite sources to corroborate the claim,
however, as an introduction to the phenomenon consider the
study "The French Proposal”: Hate Speech, Misinformation and
Media Manipulation (Media Analysis).?

Even though the civil society mainstream embraced the agree-
ment with Greece that led to the country’s name change (also
called “The Prespa/Prespes Agreement”), | would argue that it
was a reluctant acceptance: we haven't seen the level of ani-

8 Zarko Trajanoski, “The French Proposal”: Hate Speech, Misinformation and Media
Manipulation (media analysis) [>KXapko TpajaHocku ,PpaHuyckunoT npegnor*: foBop Ha
oMpasa, Ae3nHdopMaL MK, MegnNyMCcKU MaHUNyaauum (Meanymckm aHanmsu] (Skopje:
IMA, 2023), 25-41.

mated support and personal involvement through media ap-
pearances and activism, as we have seen in the case of oppos-
ing the acceptance of the negotiating framework adopted by
the EU during the French presidency with the Consillium (EU
Council) dubbed “The French Proposal.” The first wave of mis-
information by unlikely actors began precisely at the time of the
EU Council's unanimous vote on the negotiating framework. As
the framework seeks to settle the bilateral disputes with the EU
neighbors, it requires that North Macedonia and Bulgaria im-
plement the Treaty on good neighborly relations, as it requires
to implement a similar treaty with Greece.

It is peculiar that precisely this treaty is seen as “introducing
history and language” by many of the mainstream think tanks
offering EU accession expertise, considering the same arti-
cle of the framework (Art. 4) requires the same with regard to
the Agreement with Greece.® In short, national support for EU
accession has dropped by approximately 30% since the name
change of the country, and has precipitated downward ever
since the Bulgarian veto. However, the EU negotiating frame-
work and the perception of it as an “insidious plan to efface the
Macedonian identity and replace it with a Bulgarian one (by way
of ceding our national history, which is supposedly required by
the Framework,”* a view perpetuated by the mainstream cen-
tre-right and left including by the NGOs primarily funded by the
EU and US funds in the country.” For our digital analysis and

9The “French Proposal” aka EU’s Common position and negotiating framework, avail-
able at https://vlada.mk/sites/default/files/dokumenti/draft_general_eu_position.pdf,
accessed 24 April 2024; a prior leaked draft that has been presented in the country as
something that the Government opposed and “renegotiated” is available here https://
vlada.mk/sites/default/files/dokumenti/draft_eu_common_position_for_the_ist_igc.
pdf.

* A paraphrase of the director of the Institute of Democracy Societas Civilis Skopje (ID-
SCS) of numerous statements in the media which preceded, followed and last to this
day (even though less so since August 2023, since the pause on the negotiating process
took place due to Parliament’s failure to vote in favor of recognizing the Bulgarian
minority in the Constitution’s Preamble): Telma TV debate April 2023) https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=niAlgX_s-CU.

* Krzalovski - the French Proposal Has Created Damage for the Entire Society
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data capturing it has been important to clarify that the term
“French proposal” refers directly to the EU negotiating frame-
work (therefore, we are excluding the diplomatic proposals to
solve the dispute and initiate negotiations that have been made
by different EU presidencies, such as the Czech, Portuguese
and, of course, the French).

The most reputable think tanks specialized in EU accession
displayed a vehement reaction to the Framework (persistent-
ly misinforming the public that it was a “proposal” that could
be negotiated instead of the simple fact that it is a document
of EU’s conditions to engage in negotiations in the first place).
Respected EU experts, among which the present and former di-
rectors of the European Policy Institute (featuring members of
the BIEPAG network) have called the process of “EU accession”
a process of “bulgarization” (instead of Europeanization).*

The recognition of the Bulgarian minority in the country’s con-
stitution along with the dozens of other minorities is the only
conditionality of the EU to proceed with the negotiations which
have been frozen since the first year consisting of a screening
process. This conditionality and the implementation of the
Treaty on good neighborly relations have been painted as dev-
astating to the Macedonian national identity both by the lead-
ing opposition (right wing party) and oddly enough by the lib-
eral center.® It is still seen so by many organizations funded by

[KpxanoBcku - DpaHLycKMOT NpeAor HaHece WTeTa Ha LenoTo onwTecTso], Radio
Free Europe Macedonia (28 July, 2022), available at https://www.slobodnaevropa.
mk/a/31948593.html, accessed on 4 May 2024.

22 Zarko Trajanovski, “"Disinformation, Conspiracy Theories and Media Manipulation in
Light of the Proposed Constitutional Reforms” [[lesanHdpopmaLiuum, Teopum Ha 3arosop
1 MeZMyMCKN MaHUMyaLmMm 3a NpeasioxeHnTe yctaBHu nsmenu], (Skopje: IMA, 2023)
7-34. (In Macedonian); Katerina Blazevska “Are We Asking from Brussels to Protect

us from Ourselves” [, [lanv 6apame og Bpucen ga Hé 3awTuTh og camute cebe?"]
Deutsche Welle in Macedonian (Skopje, 20.02.2022), available at https://tinyurl.com/2n-
vsdprv, accessed on 4 May 2024. (The article contains statements from the EPI expert
describing the EU accession process as one of “bulgarization.”)

3 Katerina Kolozova, “North Macedonia’s EU path is under threat from an unlikely

the EU Delegation in Skopje, for example the European Policy
Institute, whose head pleads in front of the cameras of national
televisions not to recognize the Bulgarian minority as the pro-
cess of accession is a trap in a double sense: it both threatens
to annihilate the Macedonian (ethnic, and national) identity, as
well as the new (“French) reform methodology, “being sense-
less” (to paraphrase one of EPI's analysis),* promises endless
stalling of the accession process.

Thus, we are facing a peculiar context, as per the poll published
by IRlin April 2024: Only 31% of the Macedonian citizens (around
20% of them ethnic Albanians) support the pro-Western and
pro-EU policies of the government, whereas the rest divided in
smaller percentages prefer “equal integration” or “equally close
relations” with both the EU and Russia. The pro-Russian stance
permeates and intertwines with the pro-European one. Thus,
our task at hand is complex, and the actors and their platforms
are not to be seen through “black and white lenses.”

actor: Much of the Macedonian civil society has joined the right in rejecting a deal with
Sofia and Brussels. This is dangerous,” Al Jazeera English (18 September 2022), avai-
lable at https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2022/9/18/north-macedonias-eu-path-is-
in-danger, accessed on 18 February 2024 ; Elise Bernard and Katerina Kolozova, Pour-
quoi la France est désignée comme responsable dans les désaccords entre la Bulgarie
et Macédoine du Nord. Le Journal du Dimanche (30 July 2022), available at https://
www.lejdd.fr/International/pourquoi-la-france-est-designee-comme-responsable-
dans-les-desaccords-entre-la-bulgarie-et-macedoine-du-nord-4120793, accessed on
February 19, 2024.

* Analysis of EPl «What is the Cost for the Western Balkans: Existing and New Ins-
truments of EU Enlargement [Koja e ueHata 3a 3anageH baskaH: NocTojHM 1 HOBK
MHCTPYMEHTH 3a npolumpyBsatse Ha EY] (Skopje, released on 06 April 2022 by European
Policy Institute), available at https://epi.org.mk/post/20834, accessed on 20 February
2023.



What should our country's foreign policy course be?

Serbia 10% 14% 27% 12% 7%
North Macedonia 31% 12% 11% 5% 17%
Montenegro 36% 14% 17% 8%
Bosnia and 39% 12% 10% 8% 19%

Herzegovina

Albania o

mm Only pro-European Union and the West
. Pro-Western but keep up relations with Russia
= West and Russia equally

Pro-Russian but keep up relations with the EU and West
Only pro-Russian
Don't know/Refused

1.2. The Specificity of the Context: Identifying the Usual and
the “Unusual Suspects” (emphasis on the latter)

What is so unique in the presented situation? The tight inter-
twining between the pro-Russian and/or anti-EU sentiments
with those that still want to accede to the EU and subscribe to
some of its values is specific to the situation in North Macedo-
nia. That makes it perhaps fundamentally different from the sit-
uation in Serbia. However, matters are further complicated by
the fact that Serbia is seen by the majority in the country as its
closest ally — and has highest media presence in the country®

s Dragan Mishev «Even Through Macedonia Forbids Russian Networks, Disinforma-
tion Penetrates through Serbian Media» [[lparaH Muwes Muwes: Nako MakegoHuja
3abpaHu pycku Mpexu, Ae3nHdopmaLMuTe 4oaraat npeky cprckute Meauymul, in
Brief (Skopje 15 May 2024), available at https://www.brif.mk/mishev-iako-makedoni-
ja-zabrani-ruski-mrezhi-dezinformaciite-doagjaat-preku-srpskite-mediumi ; Goran
Lefkov, «Social Networks and Media, The Lever for Spreading Authoritarian Propa-
ganda» in SCOOP (Skopje, 2 May 2023) [CouujanHuTe Mpexu v MeguyMu — 10CT 3a
LMpetr-e Ha aBTOPUTapHW NponaraHau], available at https://tinyurl.com/2v2zxssn ;
Rumena Filipova and Vladimir Shopov (eds.) Authoritarians on a Media Offensive in the
Midst of War :The Informational Influence of Russia,

China, Turkey, Iran and the Gulf States in Southeast Europe: A Study Produced by Insti-
tute for Global Analytics - Sofia, Published in 2022 Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung Media
Programme South East Europe, available at https://globalanalytics-bg.org/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2022/12/Report_Authoritarians-on-a-Media-Offensive.pdf ; Goran Geor-
giev, Vanya Petrova and Kristina Tsabala, Breaking the Code: Tackling the Interlocking

—whereas Serbia itself sees Russia as its closest ally and its me-
dia influence in the country is considerable (the source is again,
the aforementioned Poll on WB done by IRI February and March
2024). It is for this reason that we ought to look at actors and
media outlets that are not habitually perceived as pro-Russian
or anti-EU, or both — yet, some of them are porous and have be-
come platforms for euroscepticism and sometimes implicit (or
even explicit) Eurasianism including Radio Free Europe in Mace-
donian, Deutsche Welle in Macedonian, BIRN (Balkan Investiga-
tive Reporting Network) to name a few. Many of these outlets
are part of the samples used for the quantitative and qualitative
data analyses. They are added to the list of those who either flirt
with Russian propaganda such as the parties Levica, Rodina,
United Macedonia and outlets like Russia Beyond in Macedo-
nian and Russia Beyond in Serbian (the Macedonian ethnic mi-
nority reads in Serbian as much as in Macedonian). As explained
in the introduction, one does not need to be a pro-Russian actor
to find oneself completely overlapping in views with those who
are —the various, already intimated, factors that inspire the rise
of euro-scepticism and its mainstreaming have contributed to
such conversion.

In July 2023, the Russian think tank RIAC specialized in foreign
affairs and one of the most reputable in the Russian Federation
published the following: "Macedonia applied for membership in
the European Union in March 2004. The European Union literal-
ly put pressure on the citizens of Macedonia to change the na-
tional flag and change the name of the country because of the
position of Greece. And now Bulgaria has several conditions for
Macedonia - recognition that the Bulgarians did not collaborate
with Nazi Germany and did not deport Jews during World War II.
And they also want Macedonia to recognize that the Macedo-

Nexus of Russian and Chinese Disinformation
and lllicit Financial Flows in Southeast Europe (Sofia: Center for the Study of Democ-
racy, 2023).
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nian language is a dialect of the Bulgarian language. And all this
happens only because Bulgaria, as a member of the European
Union, enjoys the right of veto, just like Greece in the matter of
renaming the state from “Macedonia” to “"North Macedonia”.
Despite the fact that Macedonia accepted these conditions, it
is still not a member of the European Union.” Our analysis will
demonstrate that the (once) perceived pro-EU NGOs, think
tanks, and the mainstream center right party VMRO-DPMNE
(member of EPP) as well as important parts of the old nomen-
clature of the social democratic party SDSM, which ruled until
May 2024, produced the same rhetoric, same type of argumen-
tation and the overall undergirding point that North Macedonia
is the perpetual victim of the “duplicitous Europe” (cited below)
and its EU neighbors.

In spite of the nuanced tone of a “disappointed pro-European,”
many of the unlikely actors (identified in a study referenced
below, “Restoring EU Credibility” focusing on the polarization
between) produce a discourse that coincides perfectly with
the political narratives exuding nationalism and rightwing eu-
ro-skepticism expressed by the biggest opposition party, VMRO
DPMNE, member of EPP. Furthermore, VMRO DPMNE's dis-
course coincides with the declaredly pro-Russian political party
the nationalist (presumably) leftwing party, Levica (the Left).
Both parties organized mass protests in June and July 2022 re-
lated to the EU Council’s invitation to open negotiations accom-
panied, as per usual, by an adopted common position (the de-
cision of the Council to open negotiations) and the negotiating
framework. Their positions were backed by the (once) pro-EU
experts who called upon the rejection of the “French Propos-
al,” i.e., of the EU negotiating framework and thus in the EU
accession negotiations themselves. (The reader does not need
clarifications that the negotiating network is not “pre-negotiat-
ed” by the candidate country.) That is why this study is focusing
not only on keywords, isolated statements and self-proclaimed

pro-Russian actors, but also on those who are supposedly the
opposite yet manage to perpetuate the pro-Russian and/or an-
ti-EU arguments and on the complexities of narratives, types of
arguments (tropes) in discursive strategies, and thus engages
in qualitative as well as quantitative research. To illustrate our
point and methodology, we will offer the reader a simple ex-
ample of comparative discursive analysis: an interview given by
Emilija Geleva in 2023 and one given in 2022 by Nikola Dimitrov
as well as an op-ed by Katerina Blazevska published by Prizma
in 2023, a pro-Russian and a pro-Western actor respectively,
point to the “European hypocrisy in breaching its own princi-
ples,” call the process of EU accession a process undemocratic
and essentially non-European. It is interesting to note that even
Geleva, a key figure in the pro-Putin party and public discourse,
calls herself a disillusioned European, similar to the tone of Ni-
kola Dimitrov. They both falsely claim that conditions of a bilat-
eral nature (or concerning historical heritage) have never been
posed on other candidates. * We should note that at a panel
hosted by IDSCS and EPI, at which Dimitrov appeared sharing
similar positions to the hosts, the process of EU accession un-
der the given framework would become a process of “bulgar-
ization."v

Any historian of the EU accession process can prove the oppo-
site, and for the sake of brevity we will point out the Clingendael
Study from 2010 "Bilateral barriers or good neighborliness? The
role of bilateral disputes in the EU enlargement process” by
Arjan Uilenreef, among other, numerous publications. In oth-
er words, the constant repetition of the lie, even if it is felt as

**| am adding to appendices that illustrate the method and the offer verifiable insight
into the proposed inference and, hence, comparison. Appendices will be included in the
final version not the online first version.

7 ,Bnagata ga kaxe kako A0jA0BMe A0 No3uLmja bunatepasiH1Te npallakba co
Byrapuja ga buaat gen og nperosapaykata pamka, sesiv Aumutpos* [I Call Upon the
Government to Tella us How the Bilateral Questions with Bulgaria Became Part of the
Negotiating Framework] (20 June 2022), available at
https://sdk.mk/index.php/makedonija/vladata-da-kazhe-kako-doj-
dovme-do-pozitsija-bilateralnite-prashana-so-bugarija-da-bidat-del-od-pregovarach-
kata-ramka-veli-dimitrov/, accessed on 25.03.2026



a truth, becomes misinformation which serves to increase not
only euro-skepticism but outright anti-Europeanism. Those
who wish to have “equally good relations” with both the West
and Russia, would say “Let us bring Europe home, let us fix the
country as if it were the EU but without the EU (because of the
“pernicious” negotiating framework). Once again, | must note
that the same trope (leading to a similar or the same narrative)
can be found in the openly pro-Russian discourse propagated
by influential pundits such as Milenko Nedelkovski who has
endorsed in the presidential and parliamentary elections cam-
paign of 2024 the mainstream “center right” party (member of
EPP, close to Viktor Orban), VMRO-DPMNE. In short, regardless
of the declared positioning in relation to the prospects of EU
accession, i.e., some being pro-EU in principle (or until recently,
while still receiving EU and USAID funds) yet now “disappoint-
ed Europeans” and the others openly pro-Eurasian, the discur-
sive outcome dominating almost the entire public sphere is the
same. After explaining the method, we will go into more detail
about the empirical data we collected as part of this research
corroborating this assertion.

2.1 Defining the Focus of the Study on North Macedonia

In identifying the specific characteristics of the malign misin-
formation when it comes to North Macedonia, | have relied on
prior research and participation in studies dealing with misin-
formation and media manipulation regarding the EU negotiat-
ing process, the spread of euroscepticism across the political
spectrum, including the supposedly non-partisan part of the
public — the civil society. Most of those studies are referred to
in the pages that follow. Our first focus was to identify types
of discourses, rhetorical and discursive strategies that produce
euroscepticism amounting to appeals to freeze the EU negoti-
ating process, pull out of the integration process, denigrating
EU and its institutions to a degree which renders “there is no
pointin continuing with the accession process” as the inevitable
conclusion even when the actors still want to paint themselves
as pro-European. Then we could compile lists of tropes (phras-

es, turns of phrase and types of arguments), keywords, and fi-
nally identify the actors/profiles subject to this analysis. In the
qualitative analysis we identify the tropes, the main arguments
and takeaways of a published article or a statement (a variety of
forms and genre are included, such as an interview, op-ed, or a
breakdown of a poll or a study or a tweet and other social media
posts). Based on these tropes and model of analysis we could
extract the lists of the main authors/actors/channels whose sta-
tus of representativeness is corroborated by the quantitative
empirical research carried out as part of this analysis as well as
my prior research which is cited below (Restoring EU Credibility,
Chapter in the edited book on media manipulation and misin-
formation around the EU negotiating framework [“The French
Proposal”] published by IMA cited below, and others). Below,
we offer more information on the methodology.

2.2. The main themes

One could say that the narrative of “euro-skepticism,” even
among many mainstream actors, is closer to euro-nihilism than
merely skepticism. For example, in the context of national elec-
tions of 2024, in the comment areas of different profiles we
monitored for the purposes of this study, the dominant tropes
among VMRO-DPMNE voters are “if we start negotiating, we
will disappear as a nation” coupled by “EU is falling apart, there
is no purpose to sacrifice our identity by negotiating.” These
tropes, i.e., arguments, turns of phrase, narrative “building
blocks” have been assembled and illustrated in appendices to
this study have been analyzed in 78 articles/interviews/lengthy
social media posts.*® We find similar comments among the sup-
posedly pro-Western NGOs who are opposed to the negotiat-
ing process and argue for the rejection of the Framework (which
is de facto arguing against accession, as we explain above), such
asinthe Res Publica op-ed published by the Institute of Commu-
nication Studies (ICS, or IKCin Cyrillic) in April 2024 titled “*Now

*®The appendices are available in a separate research archive, housed by a German
institution, not this publisher.
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What, Are we With the EU or Russia?” (ICS is usually funded by
the British Embassy and subcontracted occasionally by the US-
AID, certainly not for projects that perpetuate euro-skepticism
but can sometimes implicitly contain it — the reputation of be-
ing pro-Western is too longstanding for the donors to recognize
the shift, especially when the program managers are locals.) So,
the trope of dystopian outcomes, either for the nation or for the
EU or both, is building a trope that could be anti-EU without the
actor proclaiming an openly anti-EU stance, but a mere resig-
nation. In the spirit of that resignation, we are forced, even if
our hearts have been with the EU for so long, to look for allies in
Eurasia. This type of tropes and turn of tropes is very common
among the “disappointed Europeans” we analyze in this study.
Said nihilism and opposition to the EU as an ally and a union the
country should belong to as an emotional response to a combi-
nation of media manipulation type of tropes or “analyses” that
come down to slogans and buzzwords.

Two major misinformation bundles of discursive manipulation
that emerged in this social turmoil have been recurring tropes
around the same types of arguments (leading to anti-EU or eu-
ro-sceptic or pro-Eurasian public disposition):

a) “Negotiations with the EU haven’t commenced” because
their continuation per chapters in conditioned by the recogni-
tion of the Bulgarian minority in the Constitution, “negotiations
are not real” (in spite of von der Leyen claiming the opposite
in the Parliament of North Macedonia and in spite of EU stat-
ing negotiations have commenced easily verifiable on the EU’s
websites), “Bulgaria is vetoing negotiations” (in spite the veto
being lifted precisely through the adoption of the negotiating
framework), “The French Proposal” is a document that lifts the
Bulgarian veto but is not a real "EU negotiating framework”
(vastly, according to the online reactions of social media users,
| have observed for this and prior studies, the general public

does not understand that these two are the same thing,* “EU/
French empty talk and lies” (in the sense “they [“the Europe-
ans”] always promise and never deliver even though Macedonia
has been a EU candidate since March 2005" etc.); these have
been the major discursive tropes and they form clusters of ar-
gumentation we have analyzed as part of this study, and similar.
The manipulative misnaming of the EU negotiating framework
a “French Proposal” (to lift the Bulgarian veto to N. Macedonia'’s
EU accession), have led to the predominant discourse according
to which “the EU has not delivered and despite the change of
the name of the country as the result of the Agreement with
Greece, even though N. Macedonia became a NATO country,
it has not commenced its EU negotiations”. The Bulgarian veto
has been an aggravating continuation of the same agony, in this
narrative, which only proves the “"EU’s hypocrisy when it insists
it wants to integrate the entire group of the WB negotiating
countries by 2030.”?° Thus no matter how many recommen-
dations adopted by the European Parliament, no matter how
many statements by Charles Michel that the EU wants to secure
its borders by integrating this region that is at the heart of the
European Union, all is declared a lie — and the tropes of "Europe
as the old deceptive and corrupt Lady” and the hypothetical or
paranoid reasoning that “whatever the reassurances from the
EU it is all lies” trump the actual statements of the EU officials

9 Consider this as a case study out of the 5 qualitatively (ethnographically) monitored
profiles from July 2022: Hristijan Mickovski (President of VYMRO-DPMNE), a Face-
book post: https://fb.watch/slkDWKRcké/ stating “National protest ‘Ultimatum - NO,
thank you" (Media Statement) 2800 reactions (likes) / 780 comments/ 195 shares,
under which the most used phrases in the comment area are: “Macedonia Forever,”
“Stop the French Proposal,” "Death to the Traitors,” “Stop the Negotiations, Stop the
Genocide to the Macedonian People,” and this is just a figment of flood of posts and
comments of this sort in the stated period.

*The Recommendation has been adopted by 502 votes in favor, 75 against and 61
abstentions, sources available here: A strengthened enlargement policy is the EU’
strongest geopolitical tool (Press Release: 23 November 2022, Strasbourg), and the
recommendations are as follows: No alternatives should replace enlargement; Reform
the decision-making process on accession and advance with accession negotiations by
qualified majority instead of unanimity; Accession negotiations should be concluded
by 2030.



and the recommendation of the EU Parliament that requires
that N. Macedonia, Albania, Serbia and Montenegro complete
their integration into the EU. So, conspiracy packaged as skep-
ticism rules over verifiable facts: it is essentially media manipu-
lation which creates the effects of misinformation or produces
outright misinformation. Just as an illustration, we have anal-
ysed an interview of the Dutch ambassador in the country, giv-
en for Radio Free Europe Macedonia, in which he is forced to
factcheck and correct a journalist who repetitively asks “what
will take to start the negotiations and lift the Bulgarian veto”,
whereas his responses that “the negotiations have commenced
and the veto has been lifted are continually ignored and the
subsequent questions build up as if the interviewer’s premise
was never refuted.

The other bundle of misinformation is often combined with ele-
ments of the first one. It is still a form of information manipula-
tion rather than outward lie, some of it could be understood as
misinterpretation of facts but when coming from expert sourc-
es and media of reputation the falsity of the information can
be interpreted but as an intentional misinformation. However,
it also contains outward lies or conspiracy theories:

b) the government of North Macedonia “could have negotiat-
ed” a better negotiating framework (regardless how senseless
is the proposition that N. Macedonia would have a say in EU
Council's own document of invitation, this lie continues to be
perpetuated to this day), “EU is falling apart, there is no pointin
making any further sacrifices to join it” (the implication is that
the Agreement with Greece was enough of a sacrifice, and the
Treaty with Bulgaria is seen as the straw that broke the prover-
bial back of the camel), “it is possible to be equally friendly with
both Russia and the EU,” “North Macedonia can maintain abso-
lute sovereignty without aligning itself with either the East or
the West,” “it is possible to annul the agreement with Greece,
the treaty with Bulgaria and step out of NATO” (this is a frequent

trope perpetuated by VMRO-DPMNE and Levica in the past two
years; which in the case of VMRO during the election campaign
of April-May 2024 underwent some tweaking to border with
manipulative interpretation rather than the strong claims that
Levica still maintains),”Europe is an undemocratic, duplicitous
entity” when it comes to North Macedonia is almost a slogan
(propaganda) but it is also combined with a frequent trope “We
will join Europe when it is democratized” and “Europe is fascist,
therefore we do not wish to join it”, and “we should look for al-
ternatives, which are possible.”

These nodes of disinformation, as already stated, are regur-
gitated, and firmly maintained by the mainstream opposition
parties, esp. VMRO-DPMNE and Levica, but also by the CSOs,
academia and media. The latter remark is not arbitrary, but cor-
roborated by a study | completed in 2023 on the topic of polar-
ization between the CS scene in the country and the EU institu-
tions: over 80% of the respondents maintain North Macedonia
should look for alternatives to EU accession (most of them ad-
vocate for "Open Balkans” as the alternative, but there is 10% of
them favoring Eurasia too).>* The dream of “"Open Balkans” may
be dead, but one seems to look for its substitutes to this day. In
short, there are no Eurosceptic niches or poles of the public dis-
course in the country, as Euroscepticism has metastasized into
the entire public sphere with the exception of the Government
(led by SDSM and its ethnic Albanian coalition junior partner). It
isimportant to note that this is the sentiment among the Mace-
donian ethnic majority and its political and public discourse
actors, whereas the Albanian minority maintains an almost op-
posed stance.*

To conclude this section, the discursive landscape we are paint-

2 Katerina Kolozova and Tihomir Topuzovski, “Restoring EU’s Credibility and the
European Consensus in the Civil Society in North Macedonia” (Skopje: ISSHS, 2023),
available at http://tinyurl.com/bdh8hhnd, accessed on 20 February 2024.

22 |vaylo Tsonev, The Conservative resurgence in North Macedonia: Electoral Triumph
amid a need for progressive agenda, in Friedrich Naumann Foundation (20.05.2024),
available at https://www.freiheit.org/node/44549.
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ing here is analysed in depth through discourse and represen-
tation qualitative analysis, as per a template explained below.
Its findings are further corroborated by quantitative research
through the digital tools provided by the digital experts | collab-
orated with on a broader study this analysis is based on.

Methodology

We have compiled information from online media outlets, as
well as conventional media have their online versions, in addi-
tion to the analysis of social media posts.

Considering the complexity of the context, and thus the in-
tertwining of the obvious and open actors with those who are
perceived as established pro-Europeans and pro-Western or
rather the overlaps of their discourses and geopolitical prefer-
ences, we had to employ a qualitative alongside a quantitative
approach. For the purposes of the qualitative analysis, we used
media monitoring templates designed for discourse and repre-
sentation analysis in conventional media which were adjusted
for the media subject to this study (internet, and mainly textual
instead of primarily visual analysis). The template we used is an
appendix to this report. Also, it is important to note that using
Inspectre digital tools, we could also enrich the analysis with vi-
sual output.

Considering the above presented postulation of the problem
as one displaying need for searching malign misinformation
across the political-ideological and national board, as well as
the fact that it is impossible to reduce the actors to malign Eur-
asian voices vs the pro-European ones, we composed a media
monitoring guide and the aforementioned template according
to categories of public discourse actors. | used the type of tem-
plates habitually employed in conventional media monitoring
designed for discourse and representation observation where
qualitative tropes (coded keywords and turns of phrase) are

analyzed by identifying the rhetorical markers and advocated
outcomes (thus, criteria) under which we include numerous
variations of discursive patterns. Again, before presenting the
qualitative research template, let us note that the second part
of the study, where we present the quantitative findings corre-
sponds fully with and corroborates the qualitative findings (an-
alyzed in 78 templates).

A presentation of the structure of the template which identifies:
- Types of actors

1. Overlaps with the Russian discourse

2. Resonates similarly with the pro-Eurasian discourse.

3. Sovereigntist discourse (overlapping with Eurosceptic
arguments, arguing we should stay “sovereign” meaning
outside of the EU)

4. Reputation of being pro-EU, displaying a turn toward
euro-skepticism (since the 2020 invitation to open nego-
tiations)

- Types of (mis)information and tropes (leading to a narrative
through information manipulation):

1. Negotiations haven't started yet.

2. We should be looking for alternatives to EU accession
(implied, primarily — but not only - through arguments
leading to the conclusion that either negotiations lead to
dead-end or to losing Macedonian national identity)

3. EU Negotiating framework should not be accepted/
should be rejected (“renegotiated” even though a candi-
date country does not ever participate in setting up the
Framework).



4. Negotiations should pause/be frozen (unless the Nego-
tiating Framework is changed)

5. The methodology for accession after 2020 is intentional-
ly devised to delay accession (or to lead to a never-ending
process)

Representativeness of actors and types of discourses covered by
the qualitative research sample:

The actors were identified through desk research based on pre-
vious studies of the lead researcher, one of which a 60-page
study, published in May 2023, which conveys the views of the
most influential CSO’s and media widely perceived as pro-West-
ern, at least until the presentation of EU’s negotiating frame-
work for the country in the summer of 2022. For the purposes of
the previous study the actors were sampled according to their
annual budgets in the past 5 years, types of funding such as ma-
jor EU and USAID projects and media visibility established. On
the basis of that study, which consisted of both qualitative and
quantitative research, and which demonstrated a level of po-
larization toward the EU ranging between 80%-90% as well as
that the mainstream CSOs and media would favor an alterna-
tive to the EU (approximately 80% of them), we established our
sample of actors (but not only, as we have followed these actors
and their statements as part of other research projects). In the
qualitative part of the study before you, we put an emphasis
on the actors that are not openly pro-Russian and/or have the
reputation of being pro-Western but have become staunch crit-
ics of the EU accession process of the country. We also include
the openly pro-Russian actors for the sake of comparative anal-
ysis (looking at the takeaways from the discourses generated
by openly pro-Russian and presumably pro-Western actors and
their overlaps).

3 Katerina Kolozova and Tihomir Topuzovski, “Restoring EU’s Credibility and the
European Consensus in the Civil Society in North Macedonia” (Skopje: ISSHS, 2023),
available at http://tinyurl.com/bdh8hhnd, accessed on 20 February 2024.

The timeline milestones: it is very important to note that the “un-
usual” actors appear to produce anti-EU discourse in the peri-
ods of June 2022 to September 2022 and then Spring of 2023 till
September 1%, 2023. In those periods, their arguments overlap
fully with the discourse of the VMRO-DPMNE (a party that is
openly against continuing the accession process and the trea-
ties with Greece and Bulgaria) and Levica led protests. As these
are EU and USAID funded organizations and run other donor
driven projects at occasions they change the topic, even though
their opposition to the new EU accession methodology and to
the recognition of the Bulgarian minority remains persistent.
Still, when analyzing these actors, we are primarily focusing on
the periods just stated. As for the openly pro-Russian or open-
ly anti-EU actors, we look at them also in more recent periods,
especially around the election period of April-May 2024 which is
the main timeframe for the quantitative aspect of this research
project. Our quantitative research covers the period of 2020-
2024 which captures the aftermath of the change of the con-
stitutional name of the country due to the Prespa Agreement
signed with Greece as well as the admission to NATO and the
Bulgarian veto. This broadened scope adds context to our qual-
itative analysis here.

We produced approximately 100 and used 70 templates of dis-
cursive qualitative analysis and we have established that since
July 2022 when the EU lifted the Bulgarian veto and extended
its invitation to the first IGC (intergovernmental conference)
opening the negotiating process, the overlaps of the pro-Rus-
sian discourse on the EU accession process of the country and
the Russian criticisms of the EU itself (and its treatment of North
Macedonia) coincide fully in the substance of the arguments
even if the wording or the tone of the narrative may be a bit
different. The substance is: in the negotiating framework (“the
French proposal) there are “invisible traps” (they are unnamed,
but it is suspected they will emerge - unavoidably) that will lead
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to the effacement of the Macedonian identity. Therefore, the
country should “freeze the negotiations” indefinitely, possibly
for decades according to VMRO-DPMNE representatives during
the most recent elections as demonstrated in our quantitative
digital analysis whose findings are presented below. Bearing in
mind the specificity of the context, it will come as no surprise
that the perceived “pro-Western” experts and media argue sim-
ilarly. Furthermore, the arguments against accession made by
the openly pro-Russian actors are exactly the same as already
illustrated (the Geleva-Dimitrov comparison made above). The
only difference is that the openly pro-Russian actors also argue
the country should leave NATO, apply for BRICS membership
or be fully sovereign and unaligned with any geopolitical power.
Interestingly, the “full sovereignty and geopolitical non-align-
ment” (comparing it to Yugoslavia’s membership in the league
of the Non-Aligned [countries]) is also the argument of the
“pro-Western” think tanks like EPI (European Policy Institute)
and IDSCS (Institute for Democracy Societas Civilis — Skopje)
too or that the Open Society Initiative "Open Balkans” should
replace the EU accession.>

The first part of this report is context, and it is mainly based
on qualitative analysis. We will speculate (as we cannot prove
anything about the actors’ motivations) that not necessarily all
these actors that contribute to the malign misinformation ten-
dencies are directly or intentionally aligned with the Eurasian
goals and agendas. The overlap may be spontaneous due to dis-
illusionment with the EU process where N. Macedonia is seen as
the victim of Bulgaria and the more powerful actors (primarily
Greece, the change of the name of the country is something
the opposition still promises to reverse as soon as they come
to power). But between this position, accompanied with ten-
dencies to spread misinformation giving rise (to bitter, rather

2 Restoring EU Credibility, p. 22. ; compare with the following EPI analysis: Malinka
Ristevska Jordanova “Even if We Include the Bulgarians in Our Constitution, Bulgaria
will keep on Blocking Us” (31.05.2023) , available at https://pressingtv.mk/makedonija/
ristevska-jordanova-i-da-gi-vmetneme-bugarite-vo-ustavot-bugarija-ke-prodolzhi-da-
ne-blokira/

pronounced) euro-skepticism and anti-Western attitudes, and
embracing Eurasia openly there is a fine line — so thin that it can
be easily crossed. For example, the leading figures of the Euro-
pean Policy Institute or the Institute of Communication Stud-
ies (sponsored, ironically, by the British Embassy in Skopje to
monitor malign information) have given statements or openly
supported the protests against the opening of negotiations
with the EU led by VMRO-DPMNE and Levica in the summer of
2022 (conveniently renaming them as national, people’s, etc. in
spite of the openly demonstrated organization of the protests
by said parties’ leaders). In doing so, we have noticed that they
have completely reflected the wording of the Russian Embas-
sy’s social media (we have included an analysis of such a tweet),
or those of the openly pro-Russian political party Levica. Proof
to this is the fact that EPI's grim review of the EU’s progress re-
port on North Macedonia in 2023, was publicized on Facebook
as a sponsored post which showed reactions of 700 likes (80%
of them had Russian sounding or South American sounding
names, fake or true, we cannot determine, and only 10 out of
them were from N. Macedonia or Western Balkans; it makes
absolutely no sense that such a report would be interesting to
hundreds of inhabitants of different continents and outside of
Europe but hardly to more than a dozen in the region at issue.
So, we wonder if this could be a bot farm?

(See the image below)
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Quantitative Research: Data Captured Through Digital Anal-
ysis Tools

- Opposition to the French proposal and inextricability
of the “usual” and “unusual actors” of malign and/or
anti-EU influence and media manipulation

One of the first searches, narrowing down on the opposition
to the EU negotiating framework (referred to as “The French
Proposal” throughout 2022 till the elections of 2024) demon-
strates that “The Left” party (Levica or JleBuua, which is openly
pro-Russian and nationalist) was the most active. Going back
to 2020, the search shows that Levica was equally actively op-
posing the name change (the agreement on good neighborly
relations signed with Greece in 2018). In other words, the Nego-
tiating framework (misnamed “the French proposal”), and the
negotiating condition to recognize the Bulgarian minority, trig-
gers rekindled opposition to the Agreement with Greece which
served as the basis for both opening negotiations with the
country, as well as for its admission to NATO. Levica is openly
opposed to NATO and EU membership. However, in their oppo-
sition to the “French Proposal” they overlap in rhetoric with the
nominally centre-right party VMRO-DPMNE which is presum-
ably pro-Western and whose leadership is in a publicly admitted
mentorship of Viktor Orban’s Fidesz. So, we will be once again
looking at overlaps between openly pro-Russian and at least
declaratively pro-Western actors who produce and reiterate
the same arguments against EU accession and the treaties with
Bulgaria and Greece. Here we are also including the CSOs and
prominent individuals as well as media who manage to produce
the same arguments and even declare for the support against
the EU negotiating framework organized in the summer of 2022
by VMRO-DPMNE and Levica, which actors like Balkan Insight,
BIRN Prizma and IDSCS (Institute for democracy Sociatas Civilis
— Skopje) and EPI (European Policy Institute) call “popular pro-

tests” and avoid mentioning the fact they are organized by said
political parties.

- Data Harvesting and Data-Wrangling to Reach Qual-
itatively Relevant Quantitative Data

We have employed the tools of Brandwatch, Crowdtangle and
Inspectre to capture as vast a range of social media data as
possible, intersecting data of profiles/actors/outlets (let us call
them “content creators” as a generic term, to refer in the wid-
est possible sense to those who produce the content that we
seek to analyze discursively) with keywords and tropes. Based
on our desk analysis, prior research cited in the first half of the
study, and on the qualitative research we could establish lists
of dozens of actors combining the obvious actors perpetuating
the malign influence types of narratives, based on misinfor-
mation and media manipulation, with those who would not be
too obvious or would be embedded in media and NGOs which
wouldn’t be habitually the home of such voices. The results
received on the list of actors have been cross-referenced with
keywords and tropes (types of arguments building a specif-
ic narrative, "No to EU... as it is now” [continued by explana-
tion why EU would never improve its policies, at least to us],
for example, very commonly used by those who do not want
to be perceived as anti-EU, like Nikola Dimitrov or the EPI ex-
pert Malinka Ristevska Jordanova) to receive relevant results.
Multiple searches have been run which further solidify the ar-
gument that we are making here: the lines are blurred between
mainstream actors once perceived as pro-EU and the openly
pro-Eurasian voices in the country. The breaking point is the EU
accession negotiating framework for the country dubbed “the
French Proposal” (above, we discuss the manipulative nature of
this strategy of misnaming). The agreements with Greece and
Bulgaria, perceived as robbing the Macedonians of their nation-
al identity, paved the way leading to said breaking point, thus
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our searches cover them as well.

Top searched sites are Twitter, YouTube, Infomax whereas Face-
book, which is most used in the country and where most of the
actors posted their selfies from the anti-EU protests,* including
the incumbent prime minister Hristijan Mickovski, is strangely
less searched. This indicates a non-organic, deliberate focus on
the use of Twitter/X. Let us note that most of “bot farms” avail-
able in the country are on Twitter/X,2¢ and that the Russian Em-
bassy and its handle was most active there.”” The discrepancy
is striking: 912 (Twitter) vs. 39 searches (Facebook). We have
noted that some of the top shared tweets have been deleted,
so it would be no surprise if many Facebook posts were deleted
because they were locally most exposed.

Infomax.mk is third most searched afterYouTube but let us note
their presence onYouTube as well: thisis a channel that was over-
whelmingly in support of VMRO-DPMNE and the annulment of
the treaties with Bulgaria and Greece in 2020-2023. It is inter-
esting to note that around the general elections of 2024 (held
on May 8™), turned against VMRO-DPMNE claiming that both
the ruling Social Democratic party (SDSM) and VMRO-DPMNE
were “controlled by the oligarchs”, and that their analysis has
demonstrated that the negotiating framework with EU cannot
be changed, and the claim purported VMRO-DPMNE turns out
to be fake news. This channel of openly right-wing nationalism
shows that EU criticism and all or any opposition to the so-
called French proposal does not need to be pro-Russian, as they

2 “Ristevska Jordanovska came out in front of the Government to say loudly that *"NO
should remain NO” [Puctescka JopgaHoscka nsnese u npes Bragarta rnacHo ga kaxe
peka ,HE Tpeba aa octane HE" ], Peny6auka online (03 July 2022) url: https://republika.
mk/vesti/makedonija/ristevska-jordanovska-izleze-i-pred-vladata-glasno-da-kaze-de-
ka-ne-treba-da-ostane-ne/

26 Emil Zlatkov, "When Macedonian trolls march: Hooray for ours, gallows for yours”
[Kora makesoHCKMTe TPOIOBM MapLUMpaaTt: Ypa 3a HawuoT, becunka 3a BalumoT],
Paduo CnobodHa Espona (31 May 2023), url: https://tinyurl.com/dgcebyza

7“The Russian Embassy in Skopje - Balkan recorder on social networks” [PyckaTa
ambacaga Bo Ckorje - basikaHCku pekopAep Ha coumjanHnTe mpexul, Paduo CrobodHa
Espona (14 August.2023), url: https://www.slobodnaevropa.mk/a/ruskata-ambasada-
vo-skopje---balkanski-rekorder-na-socijalnite-mrezhi/32543989.html

were emphatically pro-EU accession in the election period. This
was in fact the issue that turned them against VMRO-DPMNE
precisely around the elections. Their podcasts are living proof
of combating media manipulation: they are figuring out in real
time if and what can be changed in the EU negotiating frame-
work, the true referent behind the “French Proposal” and their
struggle to understand these concepts and legal phenomena is
an illustration of the difference between misinformation, de-
liberate misinformation and media manipulation (discursive
strategies of interpretation of facts with convenient tweaking
of some of the facts and renaming/rebranding phenomena).?

The top hashtagin this search “severdzan” (ceBepyaH) a deroga-
tory moniker for those who identify with “"North Macedonia”
(the new name as per the agreement with Greece), meaning
“Northerner” (who comes from “Nordisatan”, Severdzanistan),
a deliberate orientalizing wordplay behind the name. In the
searched period (2020 to 2024) it appears on the very top of
hashtags, i.e., 5616 next to #Macedonians 2445, which is a
hashtag that defies both the Agreement with Greece as well as
that with Bulgaria. Both treaties are the precondition for the
country’s full EU membership, and both are primary topics and
target throughout a period of 4 years. The highest peak coincid-
ed with the protests against the “French proposal” but the fact
that the term has been peaking almost rhythmically throughout
the 4-year period shows that the opposition never really accept-
ed the Agreement with Greece, and that the “real name” of the
country is more important than its NATO and EU membership.

Hashtags containing “bulgarization” and “anti-Macedonian-
ism” feature high in our outputs targeting the period of the
strongest opposition to the EU Negotiation Framework ("The

8 *“Hard Talks with Petar Arsovski, Mechka i Mico, episode 128, season four
04.04.2024" [*Tewkun MyabeTtu co Metap Apcoscku, Meuka 1 Muko, envsoga
128, Ce30Ha YeTUPU 04.04.2024"], Infomax Podcast (o4 April 2024) url: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ZgvAdstkVk&ab_channel=%Do%98%D0o%B-
D%D1%84%Do%BE%D0o%BC%D0%B0%D0%BA%D1%81




French Proposal”), following only the hashtag “no” (which is the
highest number of cases linked to the keywords and topics we
searched, and only appears as simple negation in the grammat-
ical sense only in the lower margin of occurrences). This is the
rate of occurrences alongside other relevant hashtags #He 247
AHTuUMakegoHu3am (“Anti-Macedonianism”) 186, MakegoHuja
(“Macedonia”) 169 (also in the majority of cases used in the con-
text of the protest rhetoric), Cacm (SDSM, the Social-Democrat-
ic party then in government pointed out as a national traitor)
131, byrapusauwuja (“Bulgarianization) 120, EU 98, #eTHouwng
(“Ethnocide”) 62 (meaning: the EU, through the French propos-
al, commits an ethnocide of the Macedonians).

In one of the most popular tweets in the targeted period (the
peak of the protests against the “French Proposal”) posted on
July 14™, 2022, the leader of the (then) biggest mainstream op-
position party, an EPP member, Hristijan Mickoski unabashedly
opposes Ursula von der Leyen’s encouragements to support the
EU negotiating framework while perpetuating the discrimina-
tory language toward Bulgaria as a fascist country (reference to
WWII), saying (210 likes, 89 retweets). Second in its popularity
is a tweet from the following day published by a VMRO-DPMNE
MP stating “The treacherous agreement for the assimilation of
the Macedonians should be burned. NO! to Bulgarianization!”
[Shows him burning a document seemingly in parliament] (301
likes, 70 retweets). Please note, that this party won by a large
margin in the May 2024 general elections, whereas the Social
Democrats have been decimated. We can only infer how (and if
at all) the EU negotiations process of North Macedonia will look
like in the coming years.

- The Heroes of the Prespa Agreement Oppose “The
French Proposal.”

It is important to note here that some of the actors that sup-
ported the agreement with Greece, even if not too publicly and

some of them in a very exposed way (such as Nikola Dimitrov
who in his capacity of a minister of foreign affairs signed the
agreement in 2018),? and would be target of these pejorative
hashtags, in 2022 join ranks with the same actors who have
been calling them “Severdzan” in opposing the EU negotiating
framework and recognition of the Bulgarian minority. As shown
further in this analysis (based on the 4" search of data points
conducted in May and June 2024), these once politically oppos-
ing forces join ranks in spreading not only euro-skepticism but
euro-nihilism (our qualitative study shows this qualification is
no exaggeration) and calling for the rejection of the EU nego-
tiating framework and abstaining from taking part in the first
IGC with the EU scheduled for July 2022 — this is a call for de
facto refusal to negotiate for EU accession. The clear nature of
this message is obfuscated using the term “French Proposal”
which is supposed to be taken as some document that France
produced during its presidency with the EU to overcome the
Bulgarian veto at the time (to N. Macedonia opening negotia-
tions) but not the actual framework of negotiations. That is why
it is important to note that the same actors keep repeating that
“the negotiations haven't really started” (even RFE and DW in
Macedonian), but also to demonstrate that “Europe keeps ly-
ing” and “it does not want us in” (in spite of the visits of Von
Der Leyen, Scholz and a number of important dignitaries ad-
dressing the Parliament in Macedonian to reassure of the oppo-
site). The danger of the French proposal is “bulgarization” of the
Macedonian identity claim even the (once) progressive actors
(mainly OSI Foundation’s longstanding grantees, advocates
of Open Balkans)®* in addition to the rightwing mainstream,
namely VMRO-DPMNE which won the elections in May 2024
with a landslide under the tutorship of experts close to Viktor

9 “The Agreement to Resolve the Dispute with Greece Signed,” [*MoTnuwax
[0roBOPOT 3a peLuaBatbe Ha cnopoT co Mpuwja“], Sdk.mk (17 June 2018), url: https://
sdk.mk/index.php/makedonija/potpishan-dogovorot-za-reshavane-na-sporot-grtsija/
*This is not to say anything against the OSl: the author of this analysis has been a
longstanding grantee of OSI; | am however among those who oppose the idea of
“Open Balkans” which seems to be in the focus of the Foundation.
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Orban and Fidesz. 3

One might think that these NGO voices, once pro-Western or
perceived so and former OSI grantees (EPI is a grantee to this
day) cannot be that influential among the vast population. How-
ever, the searches conducted by my UK colleagues involved in a
more massive study this analysis was initially part of, show that
Balkan Insight and BIRN-Prizma are far more shared in the pe-
riod of 2020-24 (with a narrower focus on the summer of 2022)
than Twitter or Facebook or YouTube:

Top Shared Sites Volume

http://balkaninsight.com/ 30630
Prizma.mk 7725
Twitter.com 2764
Youtube.com 2349
Facebook.com 1197
t.me 1019
Idscs.org.mk 667
Birn.eu.com 503
Off.net.mk 473

The table above focuses on the authors that are critical of “the
French Proposal” but presumably or until recently perceived
as pro-Western and the right and leftwing nationalist parties
equally. The ratio between the two types of authors is approxi-
mately 50% to 50%. Interestingly, the proponents of Open Bal-
kans not perceived or not self-declared as anti-EU (at least until
the French Proposal) are far more present in the media and far
more shared than the rightwing YouTube and Twitter authors

3* Ljupcho Popovski, “What can Orban offer for the election program of VM-
RO-DPMNE" [LLITo moxe aa noHyan OpbaH 3a nsbopHaTa nporpama Ha BMPO-
[AMMHE], Deutsche Welle (20 October 2023), url: https://www.dw.com/mk/
mickoski-se-otkaza-od-predvremenite-izbori-kako-sto-ke-kaze-kovacevski-za-datum-
i-den-taka-ke-bide/a-67161999

and the pro-VMRO-DPMNE online outlet OFF net.

- Note on Serbian influence or intertwining of Serbian
and Macedonian malign narratives

It is worth noting that when the authors of the profiles and ratio
| just explained are combined with Serbian sites and keywords,
there are abundant results: there has been a remarkable cov-
erage of topics and authors coming from North Macedonia
and vice versa, according to our Brandwatch and Crowdtangle
searches. This is in line with the theses of multiple experts that
Russian influence in North Macedonia enters through Serbia,** a
fact that is reinforced by the immense popularity of Serbia and
its leadership in North Macedonia, 3 3¢ the general public’s per-
ception that Serbia is the “most important ally’ to North Mace-
donia as per the IRl 2024 Poll on Western Balkans (already cited
in references above), more than any major geopolitical player,
whereas Serbia declared Russia to be its most important ally in
the very same poll (p. 9).

- More on the “French Proposal” or the Peak of the
Fierce Opposition to Accepting the EU negotiating
framework and the invitation to the first Intergov-
ernmental Conference held with the EU in July 2022

The monitoring of the peaks and volume of social media debate

32 Emotional ties and propaganda: The Russian “Soft power” in the Balkans, Metamor-
phosis Foundation (Skopje, 28 February 2024), available at https://meta.mk/en/emo-
tional-ties-and-propaganda-the-russian-soft-power-in-the-balkans/.

Leaked Documents Show Russian, Serbian Attempts to Meddle in Macedonia, OCCRP
Report from 2017; cited in Zoran Bojarovski who offers more sources in his recent arti-
cle “Dangerous Obfuscation of Russian Influence in Macedonia” [OnacHo 3amarsiyBarse
Ha pyckoTo BanjaHue Bo MakegoHuja], a review of a study conducted by IKS (Institut
za Komunikaciski Studii) from Skopje, published by Racin (15.04.2024), available at
https://racin.mk/analizi/opasno-zamagluvane-na-ruskoto-vlijanie-vo-makedonija/.

3 Bertelsmann Stiftung, BTl 2024 Country Report — North Macedonia. Gitersloh:
Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2024.

3¢ Increasingly good political, economic relations between Serbia, North Macedonia
(Serbian Government: Belgrade, 31 March 2023), available at https://www.srbija.gov.rs/
vest/en/204270/increasingly-good-political-economic-relations-, accessed 15 May 2024



around “the French Proposal,” when rerun with a combination
of selected authors and keywords, proves that indeed this topic
was massively discussed. Moreover, once again our digital tools
provided results that prove that the reactions to the EU Nego-
tiating Framework were vastly negative regardless of whether
the authors/channels belong to the nationalist right (and left) or
the so-called progressive “once declaredly” pro-EU mainstream.
(In the first part of this study | am citing an empirical research
analysis published in 2023, which proves the admitted dramatic
polarization of the Macedonian CSOss and online media func-
tioning as nonprofits like BIRN vis-a-vis the EU and the very idea
of accession; hence the use of the “once declaredly”.) Our re-
peated search reaffirms that the most shared posts, available in
Macedonian, are those of the President of VMRO-DPMNE and
its vice-president, Aleksandar Nikolovski as well of the leader of
the pro-Russian Left Party (Levica) Dimitar Apasiev. In the en-
tire period of 2020 to 2024 we have captured 124,000 mentions
of the monitored profiles, and it is interesting to note that Alek-
sandar Nikolovski is the top author in this entire period in which
VMRO-DPMNE painted the government as national traitors
(and the public figures supporting them, essentially a handful)
for the change of the constitutional name —interrupted by what
they see as mismanagement of the Covid crisis — followed by
another outrage around a presumed “national treason,” namely
the treaty with Bulgaria and the “French Proposal” which in the
monitored discourse are fully equated.

As we find out in our search targeting the English content (pre-
sumably intended for the international public), in the English
searches performed with the digital tools | mention above,
the former minister of foreign affairs and the signatory of the
much-celebrated Prespa Agreement (with Greece), Nikola Dim-
itrov, appears as the top author and staunch advocate against
“The French Proposal.” Just as in the period around the French
Proposal, throughout 2020-2024 the most top shared website is

Balkan Insight and the NED and EU and USAID supported think
tank IDSCS appears among the top ten ranking higher than
Express or Off-Net which are among the most popular neocon-
servative, nationalist and populist websites. Just like Dimitrov,
IDSCS has built a pro-EU and pro-Western profile while sys-
tematically advocating against the EU negotiating framework,
against the recognition of the Bulgarian minority which is the
constitutional change required to continue the negotiating pro-
cess and has been slamming the new accession methodology as
non-sensical for years now (alongside EPI, European Policy In-
stitute which are the same type of dubious actor). This is a proof
a truly interesting more general finding of this study: the malign
influence can be parasitic on Western funds, at least in the case
of Serbia and North Macedonia and their respective Orthodox
Slavic spontaneous attachment to Russia. Here is the data | re-
fer to a couple of sentences above:

http://balkaninsight.com/ 30630
Prizma.mk 7725
Twitter.com 2764
Youtube.com 2349
Facebook.com 1197
t.me 1019
Idscs.org.mk 667
Birn.eu.com 503
Off.net.mk 473
www.expres.mk 473

Again, the boundaries between pro-EU and anti-EU actors are
blurred: the mainstream be it left or rightwing states its pro-EU
orientation declaratively and when called out while, at the same
time, spreading EU skepticism, even nihilism and full resigna-
tion; the habitual phrases analyzed primarily in the qualitative
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part but also the quantitative part of this study are: “no matter
what they say, they will never let us into the Union” — “all is a
lie”, “Europe is duplicitous, has been lying to us for decades,”
and, in summary and paraphrase, “the negotiating framework
is abundant in boobytraps leading to identity “effacement of
Macedonia” mantra — the famous “Europeanization as Bulgar-
ization” trope - and/or making it impossible to accede “due to
its deliberately complex new [“French”] methodology”, are pre-
dominant content in spite of the declared EU commitment. Just
for the sake of comparison, Aleksandar Vucic is also committed
to the EU with certain reservations, criticism and anti-EU rheto-
ric, and so are these actors. | argue they are far more dangerous
than the declared pro-Russian actors. An obvious overlap has
been happeningsince 2022, and not so obviously since 2020 (the
year of the decision of the EU Council to open negotiations).

This search focuses on capturing tweets by selected authors
that contain links to other social media platforms. What these
results show is that post-"French proposal,” the anti-EU narra-
tive was masked under the “fight against corruption” narrative
and concentrated on a project for building road corridors, spe-
cifically Corridor 8, by the American firm Bechtel & ENKA. These
corridors will create a trade link and routes connecting directly
Bulgaria, North Macedonia and Albania. What is more import-
ant, it creates a direct and fastest connection between the ports
of the Black and the Adriatic Sea (Durrés-Varna). These findings
complement those around the “French Proposal” (EU negoti-
ating framework) in line with the timeframe proposed in our
methodology: in order to undermine the process, it has been
necessary to demonstrate that the US construction giant struck
a corrupt deal with the social-democratic government followed
by warnings about the “dangers” of recognizing a Bulgarian
minority. Furthermore, as several of our searches — data point
harvesting — show constant insistence that “the negotiations
haven't really begun” —the point being Europe constantly lies as

the social-democratic government, which opened the negotia-
tions, does too. This rhetoric of adding yet another European lie
to the pile of lies about the country’s EU membership has been
the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back when it comes
to the support of the country to the EU integration and the dra-
matically increased euro-skepticism that we demonstrate in the
beginning of the study.

These corridors were also mentioned in the Treaty on good
neighborly relations between Bulgaria and North Macedonia
signed in 2017 (thus preceding the Prespa agreement). Even
though the procurement process was closely monitored by
the European Union and USA, the main opposition party VM-
RO-DPMNE (a right-wing party) continued to spread innuen-
does about corruption, painting a picture that the entire deal
was corrupt. The peak of the attack was led by the vice-presi-
dent of the party, Aleksandar Nikolovski, most notably on May
25" 2023. The most interesting part is that this narrative was
widely shared by many arguably pro-EU think tanks (EPI, ID-
SCS, etc.), and the rhetoric was mimicking the same narratives
as the main opposition party (VMRO-DPMNE) and a media out-
let with openly pro-Russian rhetoric closely linked to the party
LEVICA, Antropol.

From this search, we can also see a re-emergence of the an-
ti-Bulgarian narrative, which peaked on December 2nd and was
provoked by the vice president of VMRO-DPMNE, Aleksandar
Nikolovski, on the subject of the Macedonian minority in Bul-
garia (regarding the use of the Macedonian language and their
rights). Again, we see that this narrative was entangled with
pro-EU think tanks (EPI, IDSCS, etc.) and a media outlet with
openly pro-Russian rhetoric closely linked to the party LEVICA,
Antropol.

We repeated the same search narrowing it down through the
intersection of keywords with a greater number of outputs and



focused on monitoring activity on Twitter (now X) while focus-
ing on the period from June 2020 to March 2024. We cross-ref-
erenced specific actors (media outlets, individuals, stake-
holders, organizations, NGOs, and think tanks) with selected
keywords and their activity in the English language. As the pre-
vious searches have shown, the most shared story in this period
was against the so-called “French proposal,” published by the
news outlet Republika.mk, which is openly pro-VMRO-DPMNE
(a right-wing party).

The trend is also evident in the list of top shared sites, where
english.republika.mk ranks first, followed by Balkaninsight.
com. Republika,mk in English is an outlet with open ties and af-
finities to the rightwing nationalist party and has a history of
propagating opposing the Agreement with Greece, the Treaty
with Bulgaria and, of course, the EU negotiating framework.
Their popularity is not surprising. However, the popularity of
Balkan Insight is indeed odd: it is an outlet consulted by the ex-
pert elites, and far from being known among the general pop-
ulation. We can conjecture that its popularity comes from the
numerous reshares by sites such as Republika.mk. However, it
seems that a special effort has been made to render obscure
think tanks and their websites widely shared, because websites
of NGOs such as EPI and IDSCS oddly feature among the ten
most popular websites.

The fact that nationalist parties, including VMRO-DPMNE with
openly close relationship with Vitkor Orban, would be research-
ing content of “liberals” and Soros funded “traitors” seems very
unusual. We have no definitive explanation of this phenomenon,
but we can speculate: the affinity of the “liberals” to the idea
of Open Balkans, their admitted “disappointment with the EU”
plays well into the hand of the anti-EU actors (even when they
claim to be pro-Western EPP members, however with many ca-
veats, such as the rightwing VMRO-DPMNE party which won

the May 2024 parliamentary elections by a landslide). As pre-
viously mentioned, a vast part of the civil society expert and
media scene which had built a pro-EU and pro-Western profile,
since 2022 has been systematically advocating against the EU
negotiating framework, opposing the recognition of the Bul-
garian minority (a constitutional change required to continue
the negotiating process), and, for years, criticizing the new ac-
cession methodology as nonsensical.3s Furthermore, as noted
above, they have been negative about the new accession meth-
odology and spreading conspiracy theories that it has been
rendered too complex in order to make the accession for North
Macedonia and Albania impossible3®

The Macedonian think tank organization EPI (European Policy
Institute) ranks fourth among the most shared sites, which is
notable because EPI has a higher share count than six media
outlets. This is further confirmed by the ranking of the top au-
thors, which includes the acting executive director of EPI (Si-
monida Kacarska) and the former executive director Malinka
Ristevska Jordanova. Both authors are openly against the so-
called “French proposal” but have built a pro-EU and pro-West-
ern profile. The second place on this list is occupied by the for-
mer Minister of Foreign Affairs, Nikola Dimitrov, who is perhaps
the most vocal opponent of the EU negotiating framework. The
list also includes Marko Troshanovski, the executive director of
IDSCS, another vocal opponent of the proposal.

Top Authors and Their Tweets, captured in our searches are @ Re-
publikaEng, @Dimitrov_Nikola, @Balkanlnsight, @MalinkaJor-

35 Malinka Ristevska Jordanova, “Ristevska Jordanova, expert on EU: Even if we
include the Bulgarians into the Constitution, Bulgaria will continue to block us”,
Republika English (31 May 2023), url: https://english.republika.mk/news/macedonia/
ristevska-jordanova-expert-on-eu-even-if-we-include-the-bulgarians-into-the-consti-
tution-bulgaria-will-continue-to-block-us/

3 Sinisa Jakov Marusic, “North Macedonia Doubts French Push to Solve Dispute with
Bulgaria” Balkanlinsight (17 June 2022), url: https://balkaninsight.com/2022/06/20/
north-macedonia-doubts-french-push-to-solve-dispute-with-bulgaria/
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danov, @epi_skopje, @MarkoTroshan, @PrizmaBIRN to name
the most prominent among the top ten.

Regarding keyword frequency, the hashtag #macedonia ap-
pears prominently and is linked with nationalist profiles or with
the actors discussed above and is part of the slogans opposing
“The French Proposal,” along with #bulgaria, #bulgarian, and
#frenchproposal.

It is an interesting and notable fact that the most shared and
cited tweets (in English) during the protests against the “French
proposal” were from Nikola Dimitrov (274 likes and 101 retweets
for two most popular tweets; in North Macedonia, for a political
debate in English and on Twitter, this is quite a remarkable num-
ber of reactions), who openly and vehemently opposed it as
well as the mention of “Bulgarians in the [Preamble of the] Con-
stitution” (an obligation of North Macedonia as part of the EU
negotiation framework). Similar narratives are found in tweets
from Malinka Ristevska Jordanova and Katerina Klimoska (a
former employee in the Cabinet of the Minister for Education
and Science, and a VMRO-DPMNE close intellectual and prob-
ably a member of the party too) and Balkan Insight who Dimi-
trov, as shown above, remains one of the most vocal advocates
in Macedonian as well, alongside Malinka Risteska Jordanova,
Balkan Insight and all the others mentioned above among the
“not-so-usual-suspects” when it comes to propagating anti-EU
not just Eurosceptic discourse. This is a discourse that plays into
the hands of the habitual “malign influences,” i.e., the Eurasian,
even if the habitual actors and sources of finance may not be
directly influenced or sponsored. As noted, much of the influ-
ence comes through Serbia, it is spontaneous, and the dream of
the Ersatz Yugoslavia (Open Balkans) serves well the purposes
of both Russia and Serbia and anti-EU influence in the region.

- Closing remarks concerning the quantitative re-
search of this study

Thus, in the case of North Macedonia, one should focus more
on the inadvertent propagators of malign influences, the strong
anti-EU public voices advocating for alternatives to EU integra-
tion or for (almost naively) pure sovereigntism who are gener-
ally perceived as pro-EU (at least until the infamous “French
Proposal”). They are embedded in EU and US backed NGOs and
outlets or are “once heroes” of the EU integration processes in
the country, such as Nikola Dimitrov, for example (but not only).
The new government to be led by VMRO-DPMNE has expressly
admitted not to recognize the Bulgarian minority, to ignore the
Agreement with Greece by calling the country “*Macedonia” (in-
stead of North Macedonia), and to pause the accession process
indefinitely until “they change the negotiating framework.” As
already cited, both the US Ambassador in the country, as well
as the DG NEAR Commissioner Olivér Varhelyi had to debunk
the promise of “changing the negotiating framework as fake
news.” Thus, the government in making is already stirring insta-
bility in this fragile region, and one should pay as much atten-
tion to those actors that are not openly backing VMRO-DPMNE
or pro-Russian narrative, as to the ones that openly do so. In
fact, more to the former than to the latter, as it is the former
that creates the perception that the opposition to the EU is a
national consensus backed by the reputable experts on EU ac-
cession.
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