The Role of Strategic
Communication
during the First Wave of the
COVID-19 Emergency:
Challenges and Lessons Learnt

CO L L E C T I O N O F L E C T U R E S
AND PRACTICAL EXAMPLES

Symposium on Government Communication during the COVID-19 Crisis in the scope of the
European Digital Diplomacy Exchange project (EDDE), held in October 2020

This publication was made possible through support provided by the United States Department of State, under the terms
of Award No. SSI60018CA0005 and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Slovenia. The opinions expressed herein are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the United States Department of State, nor of any
of the respective countries or institutions mentions in this publication..
The Role of Strategic Communication during the First Wave of the COVID-19 Emergency: Challenges and Lessons
Learnt
Mengeš, 2021
Editors:
Ingrid Omahna, Center za evropsko prihodnost (CEP)
Miha Ilc, Center za evropsko prihodnost (CEP)
Technical Editors:
Ingrid Omahna, Center za evropsko prihodnost (CEP)
Miha Ilc, Center za evropsko prihodnost (CEP)
Design and Layout:
Tiskarna Zvezi.me, Skupina Apis, d.o.o.
Language Editing:
Teja Kavčič, proofreading
Publisher:
Center za evropsko prihodnost (CEP)
Grajska cesta 1
Mengeš
Number of Copies:
150
Copyrights:
Center za evropsko prihodnost (CEP)

CIP - Kataložni zapis o publikaciji
Narodna in univerzitetna knjižnica, Ljubljana
316.77:616.9-036.21:578.834(082)
659.3:616.9-036.21:578.834(082)
The ROLE of strategic communication during the first wave of the COVID-19 emergency : collection of lectures and
practical examples / [edited by Ingrid Omahna, Miha Ilc]. - Mengeš : Center za evropsko prihodnost (CEP), 2021. (European digital diplomacy exchange)
ISBN 978-961-92839-7-4
COBISS.SI-ID 76728579

Introduction
Dear reader,
It all started in early 2020. The COVID-19
pandemic pushed the world in the grip
of a crisis that stands unprecedented in
living memory. Challenged with uncertainty about the development of the
virus and its impact on society, governments and other institutions were under
enormous pressure to communicate and
introduce policy initiatives under extraordinary circumstances.
Governments were forced to utilize digital
technologies in order to lift restrictions
and lockdowns and interact with their
citizenry. The digital component was
underrated before, and the COVID-19
crisis only confirmed that. Many government institutions were unprepared to
alter their traditional processes to fit
within the digital information space. In
the digital realm, individuals are no longer
only passive receivers of information, but
they actively respond to, comment on,
influence, and form public opinion. Since
one-way communication no longer exists,
their support is crucial in gaining support
for the successful formulation and implementation of policies, especially at times
of crisis. If governments fail to adapt their
communication approaches to the rules
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of the digital environment, they risk losing
their connection with the society.
The COVID-19 pandemic was an awakening moment for most of the countries.
Providing factual, transparent information, which was separate from political
communication, was of utmost importance during the pandemic. Governments’
communication efforts were accompanied by an infodemic, a term that was first
used during the COVID-19 pandemic and,
according to the World Health Organization, means “too much information
including false or misleading information
in digital and physical environments during a disease outbreak.”1 The infodemic,
together with flooding misinformation
and disinformation, initiated an erosion
of trust in public institutions, posing a
huge threat to democratic societies.
At the beginning of the pandemic, every
government needed to find its way to
reach out to its citizens. There was no
template to follow, and countries were left
alone in their struggle. Strategic communication was of utmost importance. This is
why we decided to organize a symposium
on government communication during
the COVID-19 crisis in the scope of the
European Digital Diplomacy Exchange

World Health Organization. 2021. Retrieved from: https://www.who.int/health-topics/infodemic#tab=tab_1 (25. 8. 2021).
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project (EDDE), aiming to provide an
overview of how governments responded
to the COVID-19 crisis as well as to reveal
the digital dark side of the pandemic, to
enable countries to learn from each other.
The event offered an overview of best
practices and noteworthy actions taken
during this crisis as well as of difficulties
faced by government communicators, coming from Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Estonia, Georgia, Kosovo, Lithuania,
North Macedonia, Moldova, Slovakia, and
Slovenia. Moreover, it revealed the digital
dark side of the pandemic through several
engaging sessions with different stakeholders, ranging from government structures
to non-governmental organizations, think
tanks, academia, and tech companies.
The Symposium, titled “The Role of Strategic Communication during COVID-19
Emergency: Challenges and Lessons Learned,” took place from 28 September to 2
October 2020 and was the first EDDE event
that was organized offline by the Centre
for European Perspective.
As a result of this Symposium, the following publication comprises a written
collection of policy actions, communication activities, and communication strategies implemented during the pandemic
as well as of lectures that were given
during this event.
Hopefully, the best practices and lessons
learned that are presented will help

you better support your communities,
broaden their knowledge, and raise their
awareness.
Many thanks to the US Department of
State and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
Slovenia, who recognized and supported
this programme.
This publication was prepared with the
ﬁnancial assistance of the Ministry of
Foreign Aﬀairs of the Republic of Slovenia
within the scope of Oﬀicial Development
Cooperation.
ABOUT THE EUROPEAN DIGITAL
DIPLOMACY EXCHANGE (EDDE)
Due to the proliferation of various information and communication technologies, the
management of state aﬀairs is becoming
more and more complex. In order to respond to greater availability and accessibility as well as increased speed of transmitting large quantities of information to the
global audience in real time, governments
are forced to adjust their modus operandi.
On the one hand, misuse of technology
in the world of politics can present a
signiﬁcant risk if it is not properly applied
in the policy-making process or its impacts
are not carefully considered. On the other
hand, the use of technology presents one
of the key factors in achieving foreign policy goals, which has an important impact
on the environment of diplomacy.
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As success or failure of technological
innovations largely depend on the quality
of the broader ecosystem that supports
them, governments would need to better
understand the technological context
within which they operate in order to
discover which digital trends should be
followed and which not. Governments that
are active on social networks require new
knowledge and experience as well as diﬀerent abilities and skills for successful communication. Many government institutions
are unaccustomed to new norms and modalities, and unprepared to alter their traditional processes to ﬁt within the digital
information space. Ultimately, unwilling to
adapt, they risk losing the connection with
their citizenry—thereby undermining their
representational purpose.
Governments have a unique responsibility
within the realm of mass communications,
which is based on telling the truth and ensuring society’s well-being. Credibility and
relevance are no longer taken for granted,
and authority is more easily challenged.
Institutions may no longer be in control of
concrete, factual information as they once
were. Therefore, it is of utmost importance
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to guide them through the process of embracing the digital information space.
The EDDE has committed to increasing
governments’ collective capacities to eﬀectively operate within the digital information space. The project aims to establish
a sustainable network of government
communicators, which can oﬀer hands-on,
government-to-government digital strategic communication guidance, training,
and mentorship. Furthermore, it strives to
empower governments to counter threats
in the information space and bolster their
ability to engage with their citizens, assisting region-wide eﬀorts for governments to
focus on accountability and transparency.
Finally, it helps foster regional coordination and cooperation and explore partnership opportunities related to mutual
policy priorities not just among countries.
Within the project, the Centre for European
Perspective has already engaged over 350
government communicators from Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria,
Czechia, Estonia, Georgia, Kosovo, Latvia,
Lithuania, North Macedonia, Moldova,
Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia,
Slovenia, and Ukraine.
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selected lectures
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How Can Diplomacy
Respond to the Digital Age?*
TOM FLETCHER, Former British Ambassador and Downing Street Foreign Policy Advisor,
Author of the book The Naked Diplomat: Understanding Power and Politics in the Digital
Age.

*This text is not a transcript of a
lecture, but a summary, prepared
by the European Digital Diplomacy
Exchange Project.
Diplomacy is a field that is changing rapidly.
To understand its state today, we have to
look into the past and at the context first.
During Fletcher’s time as a British ambassador in Lebanon (2011–2015), the idea that
diplomacy is dead was popular. In other
words: everything diplomats do is pointless.
There are three big reasons for such thinking.
First, major conflicts in the world at the
time (Syria, Yemen, Israel–Palestine, etc.)
indicated that diplomacy had failed. The
entire global architecture and foundations
of diplomacy no longer fit their purpose.

Second, diplomats are far too imperceptive and not responsive enough to the
changes in technology. We live in a time
where Google is more important than a
certain medium-sized European country.
Consequently, one was led to believe that
diplomacy was being taken over. Third,
diplomacy is out of touch, meaning it no
longer fits the age of modern politicians
(Trump, Putin, etc.), who move too fast for
a state-based diplomacy. As a result, diplomats cannot keep up.
It is true that a certain type of diplomacy is
dead. We might call it the “Kodak” diplomacy—a type of diplomacy that cannot adapt
to technological change. It uses outdated
technology while everybody else moves
forward much faster. Another diplomacy

style that is dead is the “Ferrero Rocher”
diplomacy, which is a reference to commercials broadcast in the ‘80s and the ‘90s, in
which an ambassador was handing out their
Ferrero Rocher chocolates. It represented
the idea that diplomacy was a business for
the elite, who ate nice chocolates and drank
champagne. The notion that diplomacy was
too complicated for the outside world was
widespread at the time, therefore normal
people found it hard to understand. The
“Congress of Vienna” diplomacy is dead as
well. A 3-month long conference on a certain
issue is unrealistic in today’s global environment. A common thread that runs through
the year 2020 and the pandemic is the realisation that all three of the above-mentioned
types of diplomacy are dead.
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Instead, the most effective type of diplomacy
is Darwinian. The best diplomacy has always
evolved and responded to changes in the
technological and political environments.
Whatever technological change lies ahead,
diplomacy will be more important than ever,
but only if it adapts. If not, diplomacy will get
slow-sliced by ministries of foreign affairs or financial ministries, due to the lack of importance and resources. Therefore, diplomats have to
change and adapt, too. The good news is that
skills that help one adapt to changes are diplomatic skills. Skills developed by diplomats in
the course of their service are hard to acquire
in a formal education process. They are also
the hardest to display automatically: cultural
empathy, curiosity, critical thinking, creative
problem-solving, emotional intelligence—these are the skills of the 21st century. Altogether,
they form diplomacy. Some examples of the
Darwinian nature of diplomacy are wearable technology, application development,
knowledge management tools (Diplopedia),
development embassies of the future, etc.

The change in the mindset of diplomats is
important as it is still set in 1989—around the
fall of the Berlin wall, the Tiananmen Square
events, and the dissolution of the Soviet
Union. In this period, the idea of Francis Fukuyama about “the end of history” was instilled
in the mindset of diplomats. Another idea
evolved: that history was leaning towards the
West and that the arch of moral universe was
bending towards Western political and social
models. These ideas are still imprinted in the
DNA of diplomats, which is why they have
found the last three years a nightmare. The
entire world view is confronted with the rise of
China and different extremists. The international rule-based system and the framework in
which diplomats operate is being challenged
on a global scale.
There are three strong underlying trends that
diplomats have to understand in order to survive. First, the lack of trust in anything that resembles an authority, structure, hierarchy, government, or diplomacy. The level of trust has
been decreasing fast and steadily. Second, the

perception of inequality results in anger, which
is the driving force for considerable political
change. Third, the rapid technology change
has made our world faster and more dramatic.
It has had an immense impact on the society,
politics, and power. At the same time, it has
created three new dividing lines of diplomacy:
between order and disorder; between security
and liberty (diplomats are trying to find a place
on this scale); and, most importantly, between
wall-builders and co-existers. Wall-builders are
extremists who think they need to take back
control and to hide behind a wall. Co-existers,
on the other hand, have always been the
diplomats who promote coexistence, which is
a great Darwinian survival skill. It is also about
the survival of those who collaborate the most
effectively. Diplomats have been involved in
this since prehistoric times, and now they have
to find a way to regain and win the argument
for co-existence as well as defend the grey
zone—a space where one can be curious,
change their mind, consider other opinions,
make compromises, etc.

10 questions to ask in order to shift from the “dead diplomacy” mentality
to the context of the 2020 pandemic

1. What have we actually learnt from
the change in the diplomatic craft?

2. Can COVID-19 boost global architecture to the same degree as World War
Two?

With innovation technology of the past, diplomacy had
to change. Diplomacy is a slow adopter of innovation
and relies heavily on human contact. As a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic, diplomacy will improve
in three ways. First, carbon footprint will reduce due to
the decrease in travel. Second, crisis and counsel work
will be more recognised. Last, diplomats may finally
realise that every international question does not
require an international conference. They can make
agreements and progress without such meetings.
International structures (UN, WTO, and IMF) were established as a result of the War. Today, they are under
attack, orphaned, and under-resourced. Is there a way
to benefit from this pandemic and restore these international institutions to the position they should be in?

3. How can we show that connectivity
between people is more effective than
national distancing?

Can we find a way to demonstrate that the society has grown more connected as a result of the
pandemic, how much we depend on each other
and how interdependent we are as a global
society? Isolation reminds us of how much we
actually rely on one another.

4. How do we include those who have
been empowered by the pandemic and
those who have been disempowered?

The disempowered are the ones whom the
pandemic has hit the hardest (job loss, immigrants). They should somehow be included in
the conversation on how the world is run. In this
way, greater inequality would be redressed and
diplomacy would no longer prevent people from
taking part in the discussion.
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Some important aspects of diplomacy have been
neglected because of the crisis. Leaders do not
think ahead enough. The challenge for diplomats
is to fill the strategic vacuum and actually begin
strategizing.

5. How to ensure that what is important is not sacriﬁced for what is urgent?

6. What does all this mean in terms of
freedom?

7. How to restore the trust in what diplomats do?

8. Who will develop a proper vaccine?

9. How to make peace between new
tribes?

10. Can education become upstream
diplomacy?

Freedom to trade and freedom of movement are in the
spotlight. However, the pandemic has also posed important questions about the freedom of an individual,
about the dividing line between security and liberty.

By simply and plainly explaining to the
public the tasks diplomats are entrusted
with.

We do not have to be vaccinated against
COVID-19, but rather against the global inequality
of opportunity, which is fuelling polarisation,
extremism, and the spread of the pandemic.

As a result of people on the move, the pandemic
has generated new tribes. Diplomacy will do
more within different societies as new relations
will be established—between a local society and
a migrant community or between a country and
new actors (technology companies).

What do we need to do to create a future generation of citizen diplomats who will have Darwinian survival skills described above? School
curriculum should be based on knowledge, skills,
and values—head, hand, and heart. We need
to encourage these skills in order to develop
a generation of diplomats who are able to live
together as humans.

CONCLUSION
Today, we live in a driverless world, which was created while we were focusing on a driverless car. However, we
should be optimistic as trends favour diplomacy. Diplomats have to find a way to reach across the divide, to talk
about living together despite our differences. This is diplomacy. This is what diplomats do, what they have been
doing, and what they will be doing—reassembling the system of cooperation. They can do it if they go into the world
with a fresh vision of why this matters, equipped with new technology and armed with Darwinian survival skills—
diplomatic superpowers. And most importantly, diplomats need to be kind, curious, and brave.
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The Digital “Dark Side” of
the COVID-19 Pandemic - The
5G Conspiracy
CORNELIU BJOLA, Head of the Oxford Digital Diplomacy Research Group, University of
Oxford.

Studies show that conspiracy thinking prospers in times of societal crisis situations1 as
the anxious public struggles to make sense
of the unfolding situation and to exert some
control over an increasingly hostile environment.2 Conspiracy theories thus open
up discursive spaces for everyday actors to
reclaim social status through a “mimicry of
knowing”,3 but they do it in a way that may
actually prove to be self-defeating. Research
has found, for instance, a statistically significant negative relationship between belief in
COVID-19 conspiracy theories and compliance with public health guidance.4 The
stronger the belief in coronavirus conspiracy
thinking, the less adherence to government
guidelines and the less willingness to take
diagnostic or antibody tests, or to be vaccinated.5

In addition to the risk they present to the
public health, conspiracy narratives are also
prone to promote distrust in public institutions and authorities,6 thus potentially generating or amplifying social instability. While
these features increase the appeal of conspiracy theories as potential tools that state
actors may strategically deploy against their
rivals, it must also be acknowledged that a
significant part of the conspiracy content is
authored and promoted by members of the
public sharing their views and opinions or
news articles and videos supporting their
cause.7 This distinction is important as it
complicates governmental efforts to counter
conspiracy disinformation.
The COVID-19 pandemic has inspired a
wide range of conspiracies,8 but the one
claiming that the 5G technology suppresses
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the immune system, thus making people
more vulnerable to the coronavirus, has
particularly attracted media attention.9
As shown in Table 1, the 5G conspiracy
exploded on Twitter between March and
April 2020. The network of 5G conspiracy-related hashtags spatially expanded
four to five times in terms of diameter size
and the number of nodes and edges. It
also grew content-wise, by developing new
laminations of the conspiracy theme, most
notoriously around the allegedly malefic
influence of the Microsoft founder and
global health philanthropist, Bill Gates. This
reveals an important aspect of the process
of conspiracy diffusion: they can spread and
grow very fast, and their disruptive effect
develops cumulatively with each additional
lamination or subtheme.

Table 1
The expansion of the 5G conspiracy subnetwork between March and April 2020
5G Conspiracy Subnetwork

March

April

Visible nodes

18

90

Visible edges

156

449

Average total degree

17.33

9.98

Network density

50.98%

5.61%

Subnetwork diameter

1

4

The graph in Figure 1 allows us to visualise
more clearly how the 5G conspiracy, related
to COVID-19, deformed the online discursive space during the pandemic.10 It describes the intersection of several subnetworks
of co-occurring hashtags, each addressing
a theme of public interest in April 2020.
The purple subnetwork represents the

conversation surrounding the common
EU response to COVID-19.11 The brown
subnetwork is particularly important as it
represents the community of hashtags related to the #5GCoronavirus conspiracy. The
blue and yellow subnetworks are marginal
to the conversation regarding the pandemic
as they aggregate views critical of President

FIG 1:

T h e d i s r u p t i ve e f f e c t o f t h e 5 G c o n s p i ra c y o n Tw i t t e r
(Ap r i l 2 0 2 0 )

Trump and opinions expressing support to
the LGBTQ community respectively.

As indicated in Figure 1, the discursive
community promoting the 5G coronavirus
conspiracy had by April matured to the
point that it reached the same size as that
supporting quarantine measures (#strongertogether, #stayhome, #staysafe, #stayhomesavelives, #socialdistancing, etc.). From
a communication perspective, this had two
important consequences. First, it meant
that the public health message about the
necessity to observe quarantine rules,
which authorities were trying to convey to
the public, became increasingly contested.
As a result, more resources were needed to
maintain the effectiveness of the quarantine
message. Second, it made it difficult for
public authorities to debunk and challenge
the premises of the conspiracy without
risking further amplification of their message. As mentioned above, conspiracies are
embraced by the public not for their factual
value, but for their ability to provide a (false)
sense of reassurance in times of great uncertainty. Fact-based debunking thus risks
elevating their visibility without necessarily
undermining their appeal.
The 5G conspiracy case illustrates a more
general dilemma that governments may
face in their strategic communication
efforts. On the one hand, one may argue
that conspiracies are short-lived, without
necessarily having a long-lasting effect
on the public sphere. On the other hand,
one may insist that the digital medium
has rewritten the rules of mass communi-
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cation, and its vulnerability to promoting
toxic disinformation, especially on public
health issues,12 can no longer be ignored.13
Furthermore, while the specific content
of conspiracy theories may not persist, a
more enduring effect relates to the systemic
epistemic cynicism that they cultivate and
encourage among the general public. This
has a direct negative effect on the deliberative capacity of democratic systems to
respond and adjust in times of crises.14
The 5G conspiracy case offers governments

some important lessons about how they
can proactively prevent similar forms of
digital disinformation from corrupting their
public sphere in the future. From an impact
perspective, it is important to constantly monitor the online space so that
conspiracy narratives with the strongest disruptive potential can be detected as early
as possible. Using social network analysis,
a reasonable threshold for debunking intervention can then be set (e.g. 25–30% of the
size of the discursive community promoting

the EU message), properly balancing considerations of over- vs underreaction. From
an engagement perspective, close attention needs to be paid to laminations
that help expand the thematic content of
the conspiracy, so that they can be swiftly
debunked. As shown in Table 2, centrality
degrees can help identify which laminations
facilitate stronger forms of online interaction (e.g. #5gkills, #5gtowers) and to what
extent their neutralisation could prompt the
conspiracy narrative to collapse.

Table 2
Top ten 5G-related conspiracy hashtags by degree of centrality (April 2020)
Conspiracy Hashtag

Betweenness Centrality

Eigenvector Centrality

Total Degree

#5gcoronavirus

0.0720

0.1881

411

#covid_19

0.0265

0.1326

290

#5g

0.0198

0.1391

268

#5gkills

0.0072

0.0906

176

#5gtowers

0.0050

0.0816

155

#who

0.0060

0.0865

123

#billgates

0.0028

0.0617

123

#coronaviruspandemic

0.0031

0.0722

112

#nwo

0.0019

0.0739

101

#billgatesvirus

0.0019

0.0579

101

#qanon

0.0022

0.0665

100
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While these measures can help contain
the dissemination of conspiracy theories
in the short term, more systematic efforts
(e.g. media literacy, educational campaigns,
support for high-quality journalism) ought
to be pursued in the long term to build
societal resilience to disinformation and
conspiracy thinking, as some EU Member
States have already been advocating since
2015. 15 EU High Representative Josep Borrell
once remarked: “Disinformation in times of
the coronavirus can kill.”16 Digital propaganda could be seen as an outside “virus”

that invades the “informational body” of the
target country and then uses the “chemical
machinery” of the host to keep itself alive
and to replicate itself.17 Proactive measures
play the role of antiviral drugs, which do not
destroy the virus, but inhibit its development.
Cognitive resilience, on the other hand, works
as a vaccine and seeks to produce enough
antibodies so that further “viral infections” can
be prevented.
To conclude, conspiracy theories are a
particularly toxic kind of disinformation. Their
dissemination is both internalised by the public

and reinforced by external actors, which means
that they grow incredibly fast and are extremely
difficult to contain. The flourishing of theories
related to the COVID-19 pandemic, such as
the 5G hoax, shows the public danger they
constitute. In addition, external actors, such as
China and Russia, have put the EU’s deficient
strategic communication policy on the spot
by reinforcing conspiracy beliefs and actively
promoting their own narrative related to the
pandemic in Europe. These developments
are to be taken seriously, given their important
geopolitical and economic implications.
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Cases of Disinformation
During COVID-19 Pandemic
VERONIKA KRÁTKA ŠPAKLOVÁ, Analyst of the Kremlin Watch Program, European Values
Centre for Security Policy.

Summary

appear with a one- to two-week-long delay.

‒ The Czech disinformation scene consists
of 41 disinformation sites that are monitored by the European Values Centre for
Security Policy (EVC) on a daily basis.‒ The
EVC divides domestic disinformation sites
into three main categories: 1) creators, 2)
aggregators, 3) platforms.

‒ The response of the Czech government is
slow and insufficient, the non-governmental sector’s reaction, on the other hand, is
faster.

‒ Disinformation related to COVID-19 comes
in waves—so far, we have noticed three
different waves.
‒ The first piece of disinformation related to
COVID-19 appeared in a Russian source on
20 January.
‒ The first piece of disinformation related to
COVID-19 in the Czech Republic appeared
in mid-February.
‒ Czech disinformation websites follow
Russian and Chinese narratives, and they

Context of the Czech disinformation scene
The core of the Czech disinformation scene
has long been made up of about 40 active
disinformation and manipulative websites. This number slightly fluctuates as the
network of disinformation sites varies: some
sites disappear, but are being replaced by
new ones. In the long run, however, they
number around 40, and the current scene
consists of 41 sites. These sites differ in the
way they work—some are more sophisticated, create their own content, and purposefully manipulate information, while others
serve as a platform where some Czech
politicians, economists, and other public
personalities share their opinion. The latter
are the so-called aggregators, whose only
raison d’être is to collect already created
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content and further disseminate it. Likewise, the probable motivation of disinformers
behind these sites differs; some of them
are driven by ideological distinctiveness
resulting from their own inability to succeed
in a democratic and capitalist system, while
others use disinformation to promote their
carefully thought out business plan. In addition to the above, there is also a big difference in the frequency of published articles
and attendance of individual websites.18
As already mentioned, disinformation sites
are divided into three basic types according
to the content they publish:
1) Creators include the most sophisticated
disinformation sites, which appear on the
Czech disinformation scene and form its
hard core. They are the creators of disinformation who care about the appearance
of the website, which is supposed to look
trustworthy. The common denominator of
these sites is the creation and publication
of their own original content. Through a
targeted manipulation of facts, they strive
to form disinformation, which in specific

cases follows narratives inspired by foreign
powers.
2) The role of platforms is something
between that of websites and that of
aggregators. They typically share ideas
which were already produced by the above
sites, but at the same time, they create their
own content. A specific element of such
platforms is their openness to politicians,
economists, pseudo-experts, and various
types of public figures; they often share
political comments, opinions, or copied
contributions from social networks in order
to increase their visibility.
3) Aggregators represent sites without their

own content, whose only task is to combine
articles from other disinformation and manipulative sites and distribute them. It is not
uncommon for them to publish only links.

Waves of disinformation related to
COVID-19
The first articles containing disinformation
about COVID-19 in the Czech Republic began to appear in mid-February, about three
weeks after the disinformation campaign
was fully launched, first by the Kremlin and
shortly thereafter in Beijing. In terms of the

number of articles, we recorded a peak in
the second half of March, when the Czech
disinformation scene produced over 2,500
articles a week. Subsequently, the number of articles decreased; during summer
holidays, less than a thousand articles were
created per week. From September on,
however, the number of articles containing
disinformation about COVID-19 began to
slightly rise again. This trend is illustrated in
the following table with information about
the number of articles published on the
monitored 41 disinformation websites19
from the beginning of March until mid-September.

Nu m b e r o f a r t i cl e s o n m o n i t o r e d d i s i n f o r m a t i o n s i t e s t h a t c o n t a i n e d t h e k e y wo r d
“c o r o n av i r u s ” o r “ C OV I D ”

A Czech analytical company, Semantic
Visions, identified the first case of disinformation, which appeared on 20 January in
a Russian source and questioned the origin
of the virus. This narrative was immediately
accepted, also by China, and from that mo-

18

19

ment on, all we could read and hear in disinformation sources was about numerous
possible scenarios regarding the origin of
the virus. In the Czech Republic, narratives
always appear a week or two later than they
do in the Russian and Chinese state media;

therefore, the first piece of disinformation
related to COVID-19 in Czech sources
appeared in the middle of February. This
also marked the start of the first wave of
disinformation related to COVID-19, which
has not ended yet.

The most read disinformation website has an average attendance of 8.7 million per month and publishes an average of 3,717 articles per month. In contrast, the least read disinfor
mation website we monitor has an average monthly attendance of 2.57 thousand and publishes an average of seven articles per month.
Parlamentní listy, Sputnik, Týdeník Občanské právo, AC24, Aeronet, Anarchistická federace, Bez politické korektnosti, Časopis Šifra, Česko aktuálně, Czech free press, Duch
doby, E-republika, Eportál, Euportál, Eurabia, Euserver, Free Globe, Infokurýr, Ireportér, Lajkit, Necenzurujeme, Nejvíc-info, Nová republika, Outsider média, Pravý prostor, Rukojmí,
Skrytá pravda, Věk světla, Vlastenecké noviny, První zprávy, Realita dne, Pravdive.eu, Svobodné noviny, New World Order Opposition, Zvědavec, Argumenty a fakta, Národní noviny,
Důležité24, Parlamentní listy, Exanpro, Megazprávy
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1. The first wave of disinformation related to COVID-19 (mid-February until now)

The first wave of disinformation concerning
the coronavirus did not reach the fullest
extent until the second half of March.
However, its beginning can be traced back
to mid-February, since when the number

of articles and narratives have increased
rapidly. The goal at that time was to create
as many scenarios as possible in order to
confuse people. The aim was to provide
people with enough different options to
make them stop caring about the truth. It
was never about convincing people that

one of the scenarios is true; the purpose
was to convince them that the scenario
stating that the virus originated in China
in a natural way is not true. Table 1 shows
examples of disinformation about the origin
of the virus.

Table 1
Who created the virus?
The USA created COVID-19 because they started losing the trade war with China.
The EU created the virus because its social policy is not sustainable and it needed something to get rid of old people.
Bill Gates, George Soros, or the Rockefellers created COVID-19 to:
1) earn a lot of money from vaccination,
2) depopulate the planet since the virus (or a subsequent vaccine) will kill people,
3) microchip everyone to perform a huge experiment.

The narrative about the origin of the virus
was subsequently followed by another
one concerning the spread of the virus.
Specifically, it was an attempt to disperse
the “disinformation space” and write about

anything other than China as a culprit:
whether the virus indeed originated in
China, China’s denial at the beginning of the
pandemic, or an insufficient and too slow
response from the Chinese government.

Table 2 shows examples of disinformation
about the way COVID-19 was spread.

Table 2
Who spreads the virus?
NATO soldiers spread the virus across the Asia–Pacific region and all over Europe.
The EU let migrants spread the virus on purpose.

The first wave of disinformation related to
COVID-19 has not ended yet. It peaked in
the second half of March, however, pieces
of disinformation about the origin and
spread of the virus have appeared relatively
frequently to this day.
2. The second wave of disinformation
related to COVID-19 (the beginning of
March until summer)
The second wave overlapped with the first
one. It was characterised above all by an
unusually high level of hostility towards
the EU and its response to the pandemic,

combined with the glorification of Russia
and China, and the way they dealt with it.
This was probably the strongest narrative
we could observe in the Czech Republic.
Russian representatives were able to
address the pandemic in a great propagandistic way. One fine example of this is the
“Italy case”. Russia sent “humanitarian aid”
to Italy (medical supplies which could not
even be used) and disseminated the news
on their benevolence through “informative” media, saying that EU’s solidarity was
a myth and that Russia was the only one
who provided help. The EU lost this battle
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because its response at that moment was
too slow and altogether insufficient. The
second wave ended during the summer,
and such narratives were replaced by
different ones which corresponded to the
situation better. Table 3 provides examples
of disinformation related to COVID-19 from
the second wave.

Table 3
Who is helping and who is failing the pandemic?
Russia is far “ahead of the virus” and knows what will happen based on expert predictions, thanks to which it manages to fight the virus
very well.
Russia has always been there for us (meaning countries in the Eastern Europe, the Czech Republic, and especially Slovakia) and is ready
to help again.
China is the only one who sends us medical supplies.
Russia and China are the humanitarian leaders of the world and will save us with vaccine.
The EU is in disarray and is doing nothing purposeful to fight the pandemic.
EU’s solidarity is a myth.

3. The third wave of disinformation
related to COVID-19 (the beginning of
September until now)
Between the second and the third waves,
there was a break during the summer. In
the Czech Republic, most of the measures
against the spreading COVID-19 were lifted
and it seemed that we had contained the virus. Disinformation also subsided although
conspiracies about vaccines and the origin
of the virus kept coming up. Moreover, at
the end of the summer, more and more
articles questioning the existence of the

virus itself started to appear.
The third wave of disinformation is the
most dangerous one for citizens of the
Czech Republic because it questions the
existence of the virus as well as all the
measures imposed in order to slow down
its spread. It can be observed that the first
and the second waves of disinformation
were successful if we talk about absolute
confusion of people. Together with Czech
government’s uncontrolled communication
about the pandemic, they have eroded
people’s trust in anything official to such

a high degree that even people who are
normally not subject to disinformation
have begun to turn to “alternative” sources
of information. Table 4 provides examples
of disinformation related to COVID-19 that
appeared in the third wave.

Table 4
Does COVID-19 exist?
The virus does not exist.
It is a media virus, it is nothing.
The pandemic was planned all along and it will end next May as planned.
Masks are a tool of manipulation.
COVID-19 is a deception and an instrument of evil.
COVID-19 is unnecessarily “inflated” and the goal is to get people pay as much money as possible for tests.
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Czech response on the governmental
level
The Czech government did not address the
problem of disinformation about COVID-19
at first, and some politicians have even
been involved in the latest wave questioning the existence of the virus. Fortunately,
they are not members of the government,
but there are several individuals in the
Parliament belonging to far-right and far-left
political parties who contribute regularly to
disinformation sites.
The only official action taken by government structures against the first wave of
the virus which can be considered as a
response to this disinformation campaign is
the publication of an overview of the main
narratives on the website of the Centre
against Terrorism and Hybrid Threats. This
centre was established in 2017 as part of
the Ministry of the Interior and the agenda
concerning disinformation. The only governmental response was therefore the centre’s overview of the main disinformation
messages, accompanied by explanations
of what is true and what is not (for example,
incompetence of the EU, coronavirus and
migration, virus as a biological weapon,
etc.). Especially during the first wave of
disinformation in the spring, the government also attempted to establish strategic
communication with its people. Its main
purpose was to gather all the necessary
information in one easily accessible place.
As a result, an infoline was created, which
people could call in case of questions. The
fact is, however, that owing to an increasing
number of cases, people could not reach
the infoline or did not learn the information
they needed. In contrast, the capital city,
Prague, established exceptionally successful communication, publishing press releases with current information on its website.

As for the second wave of the virus (aka
the third wave of disinformation about
the virus), we can observe government’s
acknowledgment of the problem and its
attempt to address it. On Monday, 21 September, Minister of Health Adam Vojtěch
resigned and was replaced by an epidemiologist, Roman Prymula. On 2 October,
Prymula announced on his Twitter account
that the Ministry of Health signed a contract
with a Czech analytical company, Semantic
Visions, which focuses on monitoring and
analysing disinformation. According to the
owner of the company, František Drábel,
who is also a data analyst by profession,
the company will be preparing special
reports on disinformation narratives related
to COVID-19. The Ministry of Health will
have some time to prepare its strategic
communication and will be able to address
concrete disinformation narratives before
they become viral. The acknowledgment
of the problem itself on such a level of the
government is a huge success; nevertheless, we have not been able to evaluate the
cooperation yet since it has only lasted a
short time.

The Red Cross has launched a public information and awareness campaign, called
“We Will Manage It Together” (#zvladnemeto). The objective of this campaign is
to provide basic information and practical
advice related to the coronavirus, regarding
hygiene standards, nutrition, sports activities, how to talk to children about the virus,
how to spend time under quarantine, etc.
The information gathered in this campaign
is shared by volunteers on social media
as well as other platforms. Alongside this
dedicated campaign, the Red Cross also
provides a number of other services—the
production of protective face masks and assisting the elderly—and it currently gathers
more people willing to volunteer than those
who actually need assistance.
In the fight against fake news and disinformation, the Czech Elves have mounted a
new campaign of debunking hoaxes and
fake news related to the coronavirus, which
predominantly targets the elderly due to
its distribution through chain letters. This
campaign, called #Pošli Babičce (in English:
send it to your grandma), distributes information to all of its subscribers.

Czech response on the non-governmental level
Non-governmental actors, such as
non-profit organisations and voluntary
fact-checking groups, responded strongly,
quickly, and effectively to the coronavirus
disinformation campaign. Several voluntary
ad hoc groups were formed to help verify
information and work with larger non-profit
organisations that had resources for PR
activities and the dissemination of specific
information campaigns. The two information campaigns with probably the greatest
reach were organised by the Czech Red
Cross and the Czech Elves.

CONCLUSION
‒ The Czech disinformation scene consists of 41 active sites that share and spread only already existing content
or publish only original content or do both.
‒ Disinformation related to COVID-19 comes in waves, and the Czech Republic has been experiencing the third
one since the beginning of September.
‒ Lately, the number of articles concerning coronavirus published on the monitored websites has been increasing
again.
‒ The strongest narrative in the Czech Republic is very critical of the EU, while it glorifies Russia and
China for providing help to European countries.
‒ The last wave of disinformation, questioning the existence of the virus and the importance of wearing masks,
is the most dangerous one and has also had the greatest impact on people.
‒ During the first wave of the virus, government’s response was very slow or in substance non-existing.
‒ The new Minister of Health, Roman Prymula, has identified disinformation campaigns as a problem and decided
to cooperate with the private sector.
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COVID-19 and
Disinformation
JAKUB KALENSKY, Senior Fellow, Digital Forensic Research Lab, Atlantic Council.

In February 2020, the World Health Organization warned the public of what it referred
to as a COVID-19 infodemic; in their words,
“an overabundance of information—some
accurate and some not—, which makes it
hard for people to find trustworthy sources
and reliable guidance when they need it”.
Not unlike a pandemic, an infodemic exhibits epidemiological properties. Rumours
have a point of origin that can often be
traced; misinformation and disinformation
often mutate over time; in “super spreading
events”, an individual or an entity with
significant influence exerts this influence to
amplify information that spreads among
the population, whether it is accurate or
not.
Over the course of 2020, the DFRLab actively monitored this infodemic, conducting
more than 75 case studies to track its
spread around the world. While rumours,
disinformation and propaganda related

to COVID-19 take many forms, we have
detected patterns in the case studies that
allow us to divide the infodemic into at
least six categories. These categories are
not mutually exclusive, and it is not unusual
to see rumours about COVID-19 shift from
one to another or exist in several categories
at once. That being said, we have found
these categories useful for our research and
our training activities.
Information suppression. On numerous
occasions, we have observed governments
around the world purposely hiding statistics
about COVID-19 and cracking down on
individuals seeking to share them with the
public. During the initial phase of the pandemic in January 2020, the Chinese government restricted public health officials and
journalists sharing their findings; on some
occasions they were arrested. Similar cases
of detention took place in Turkmenistan as

well. Meanwhile, the Kremlin engaged in reassuring the public that they had contained
the spread of the virus despite evidence for
the contrary, including social media posts
by Russians showing the widespread panic
buying. In the US, officials at the national
and state levels routinely played down the
seriousness of the virus; in one particular
instance, a researcher, who ran Florida’s statewide statistics on COVID-19, was fired after
resisting officials’ attempts to manipulate
the data.
Convergence of authoritarian narratives. Many of the narratives related to
COVID-19 that have taken hold around
the world appear to stem from similar,
if not identical, political playbooks. In
January 2020, pro-Kremlin actors peddled
rumours that the novel coronavirus had
been created in US-supported laboratories,
including Ft Detrick, Maryland, and the
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Lugar Lab in Tbilisi, Georgia. According to
those rumours, the USA had targeted China
with the virus, either as a test case for future
biowarfare with Russia or as an attempt
to manipulate the Chinese government
during trade negotiations. Meanwhile, some
US policymakers pinned the blame on
China, leading to one representative of the
Chinese government blaming the US army
for the virus.
Financial exploitation. The pandemic has generated countless scams and
attempts to exploit public fear for profit.
In South Africa, for example, a company
trying to sell masks created a network of
Facebook groups to promote anxiety over
COVID-19 and generate potential sales
around the world, while another scammer
used the virus to offer fake grocery coupons
for people who had lost their jobs due to
COVID-19, despite the fact that the coupons
in question were actually an attempt to
collect people’s personal identifiable
information.
Economic disinformation. In some cases,
disinformation related to COVID-19 appeared to be an attempt to shake public confi-

mic, there is light at the end of the tunnel:
people will eventually become inoculated
as vaccines are approved and distributed.
In contrast, there is no singular strategy
for inoculating the public from an infodemic—there are only many partial measures
that need to be deployed in a coordinated
fashion over a long period of time.
Repeated exposure to incorrect information
does not boost our intellectual immunity.
It rather sows mistrust in governments,
institutions, and entire communities. In that
sense, even misinformation that spreads
organically and without nefarious intent
ultimately serves the strategic goals of
corrupt actors in the global information
space. Erosion of trust goes hand-in-hand
with erosion of public faith in democratic
institutions, creating new opportunities to
sow discord and disenchantment in the
society.
The infodemic, therefore, can be weaponi-

dence in entire economies. According to a
rumour amplified by pro-Kremlin outlets,
British Prime Minister Boris Johnson was on
a respirator. As stated by British sources, the
prime minister did receive supplemental
oxygen treatments while being treated for
COVID-19, but his case was never serious
enough to require a respirator. Rumours
about his health failing could have caused
volatility in British financial markets, but timely fact-checking of the rumour prevented
that from happening. In another instance,
pro-Russian outlets incorrectly argued that
economies of the Baltic countries were
failing and that their only chance of survival
was to return to the Russian economic
sphere, away from the West.
Political exploitation. Politicians making
spurious claims about COVID-19 have
plagued the public health response since
the beginning of the pandemic. In many
cases, they have made such claims to rally
their bases or solidify political gains. In
Brazil, President Bolsonaro dismissed the
seriousness of the disease and joined his
supporters in demanding an end to public
closures, while US President Trump used
anti-Chinese rhetoric to deflect the blame

sed by governments, whether it is China’s
increasingly aggressive global PR push
against the USA or Russia’s attempts to
frame the pandemic as a failure of NATO,
the EU, and other western democratic
institutions.
Why is this happening
One of the most basic reasons for the
development of similar narratives is that
disinformation serves as a tool for confrontation. We can see that the most powerful
state actors who decide to use disinformation messages, like Russia or China, are
those who feel that they are in a state of
confrontation or even a war with the Western democratic world. Consequently, they
deploy information weapons as a milder
alternative to military or economic confrontation. In other words, disinformation is a
non-military measure that can be used for
military and political purposes.
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for not doing enough to prevent the spread
of COVID-19 in the United States. In Italy,
meanwhile, far-right media blamed African
migrants for the spread of the virus.
Old narratives, new twists. In some
cases, claims surrounding the virus were
recycled from previous rumours. For example, Russian claims that the virus had been
engineered at Ft Detrick or in the Lugar
Laboratory played into the long-standing
conspiracies, according to which these
two particular sites had been the source
of secretive weapons engineered by the
US. Another rumour—warning Italians that
helicopters were about to spray their cities
with pesticides—spoke in favour of historical conspiratorial fears about secretive
helicopters operating around the world, not
to mention actual public health programs
involving pesticides spraying to prevent
diseases, such as Zika. This rumour struck
a nerve, morphing and spreading around
the world to at least three dozen other
countries.
Regardless of the form or intent of each
rumour and conspiracy, they take their toll
in a way quite distinct from the epidemiological effects of COVID-19. With the pande-

In these cases, disinformation is used in the
context of a zero-sum game. In most of the
Western world, democratic states understand their relationships as a non-zero-sum
game: we can have e.g. a more attractive
Slovenia and a more attractive Croatia,
where nobody loses anything. Opposed
to this is the approach adopted by the
Kremlin: whenever our adversaries gain, we
lose. And whenever we gain, they lose.
In such a game, there is only one option:
the player who is incapable to make themselves more successful and more attractive
(which is exactly the case of Vladimir Putin
and Russia) has to constantly weaken the
adversary. If the adversary loses, the player’s position comparatively improves.
Crisis events like the current pandemic are
brilliant for such operations. Emotions are
high and people tend to believe rumours
more easily—the information aggressors
are aware of that. That is why a signifi-

cant amount of disinformation stories has
appeared after every terror attack in the
recent years: about the war in Ukraine, about
the war in Syria, and also during the current
pandemic.
During the emotionally tense period immediately following terror attacks or in the
course of an ongoing challenging pandemic,
it can get easier to plant false information
and spread doubts and confusion about
information coming from official institutions
and credible media outlets. If one tries to
persuade people that they should believe
toxic sources of information, lying about solid sources of information and undermining
their credibility (“Don’t trust mainstream media, they are just part of a huge conspiracy of
the secret world elites, Washington, Brussels,
Bill Gates, and Soros”) is one of the lines that
the information aggressors have to follow.
When people fail to recognise the seriousness of COVID-19, when they refuse to believe the information provided by their ministry
of health and mainstream media, and when
they search for alternative information and
alternative cures, the level of distrust, panic,
and chaos in the society starts to increase. As
Oxford researchers highlighted in their recent
study on Russia Today, the approach of disinformers is to take advantage of “anything
that causes chaos”. Additionally, apart from
these state information aggressors, there are
other actors who spread disinformation for
profit or just for fun—the level of resources,
impact, and strategic guidance is the highest
among actors like Russia, China, and Iran.
Historical lessons
Apart from studying the current behaviour
of hostile regimes, there is one more reason
why we know that disseminating disinformation about new infections and spreading
conspiracies about evil intents of the Western world is a deliberate strategy, aimed at
tipping the balance of powers on the world
stage—similar weapons have been used
for the same reasons throughout the entire
history.
Many people have heard about the “Operation Infektion”—a long, sophisticated,
multi-channel campaign launched by the
Soviet KGB in the 1980s to weaken the US,
their relationship with international partners,
and their image on the international stage.
The basic narrative of the campaign, which
conveyed numerous supporting messages
through many channels in various languages
(the first story was published by a paper in
India), blamed the USA for the creation of
the HIV virus.
This operation, however, was just the most
famous one in a long line of similar disinformation narratives. Even nowadays, some
people living in post-communist countries
still make fun of the propaganda message
about US bombers throwing Colorado beet-

les over potato fields in the USSR and other
countries of the Warsaw Pact to sabotage
socialist crops and the five-year plans—a
campaign that rose to fame in the 1950s.
Around the same time, the USA was also accused of testing biological weapons on Inuit
peoples of Alaska. Moreover, the CIA was
blamed for spreading swine fever in Cuba.
Similar narratives reappear even today, every
time a new disease threatens this planet.
Do not trust anybody and anything
Sometimes, disinformation actors attack
not only one target (like the USA), but they
spread many differing versions of events
criticising various targets. The same strategy
was adopted also during the COVID-19
pandemic.
For this reason, we have heard stories saying
that the pandemic is an act of Anglo-Saxon
revenge; manufactured by the media; supposed to turn countries into fascist hygiene
dictatorships; allegedly created by the UK;
spread by the 5G technology; the revenge
for legalisation of gay marriage; created by
the ruling elites as an alternative to world
war; etc.
Although spreading multiple versions of
events might appear contradictory to spreading only those narratives that undermine
one specific actor, this discrepancy is only
seeming. In fact, the aims of such information operations very strongly support one
another.
The audience that wants to blame the USA
(or the West, Bill Gates, George Soros, secret
elites, you name it) will find enough stories
to support such a narrative and ignore
everything else. People who do not think critically, but look only for evidence supporting
their worldview will ignore any evidence that
contradicts their way of thinking.
On the other hand, the audience that might
listen to various sources can get overwhelmed and confused by the magnitude of
numerous voices spreading various, often
contradictory messages. The ideal result is a
media consumer who ends up saying “there
are too many versions of events and we will
never know the truth”—similarly to Donald
Trump during his campaign before the 2016
US presidential elections and his claims
about the MH17.
Throughout history, we have come to realise
that this is a deliberate strategy adopted
by disinformers. We have witnessed the
exact same approach with respect to the
MH17 tragedy, the poisonings of Skripal and
Navalny, the bombing of the humanitarian
convoy in Syria, Russia’s doping scandals,
and pretty much every event in which the
Kremlin needs to hide their culpability,
trying to divert the attention to someone or
something else.
The COVID-19 pandemic reveals that disinformers never hesitate to spread confusion

and chaos, even during events where confusion and chaos might threaten peoples’
lives—a fact admitted even by the usually
hesitant authorities of the European Union. It
has also become evident that new information aggressors use the same weapons that
were previously successfully deployed by
Russia. Unless the West introduces serious
sanctions for such hostile behaviour, we can
almost be sure that not only will the information aggressors continue, but new actors
might consider it safe to use these weapons
against the Western world.
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Strategic Communication
During COVID-19 at the EU
Level
BERND SPANIER, Member of Communications Policy & Public Diplomacy Division of European External Action Service (EEAS).

The EEAS had a special role during the crisis
as it did not only communicate with the
EU member states, but also globally, with
the third countries and especially with the
European neighbourhood.
When looking back at EU communication,
a certain pattern can be observed: the EU
always survived a crisis. It almost seems
that the EU needs to be under pressure as a
result of a crisis in order to change. This also
applies to the communication field, which
has one particular problem—the public
audience is not aware what the EU is doing
as its actions are not featured in the media
to the same degree as they are in national
governments.
However, a recent opinion poll showed that
70% of people were aware of EU measures
taken against COVID-19, which is an extraordinary number. A similar level of public

awareness was observed ten years ago,
during a financial crisis.
The challenge
In February and March 2020, the EU’s image
was not very positive. The impression was
that the EU was not up to the challenge,
that it was unprepared, that it was not
able to coordinate measures, and that it
was is slow in addressing this emergency
situation. The worst that happened is that
member states started to compete with
each other in stockpiling medical equipment. The predominant characteristic of
the EU was the lack of solidarity within the
Union.
The main narrative at that time was that
China and Russia needed to provide
support to the EU and affected countries
around the world. China in particular
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succeeded with the so-called “mask diplomacy”, where it managed to persuade all involved that it was the leading actor in donor
activities, especially in case of Italy. In fact,
Germany and France alone delivered more
masks to Italy than China. In Asia and Africa,
there was a racist trend against Europeans,
who were accused of having imported and
spread the virus. A flood of fake news also
kept fuelling conspiracy theories and stigmatising foreigners. To put it in a nutshell,
the EU’s image at the beginning of the crisis
was very negative.
A twofold approach
To improve its image, the EU decided to
adopt a twofold approach—to fight disinformation and promote positive messages of
solidarity and cooperation.
The fight against disinformation and pro-

motion of the pro-EU narrative
First, to fight against disinformation,
the EU has been monitoring the spread
of disinformation. It has also increased
reporting activities and set up an exchange
of information with global partners—NATO,
G7, and its member states—through a rapid
alert system.
To fight against disinformation, a strong
communication environment is needed to
support the established media with information based on facts. In the ocean of fake
news, it is important to ensure strong pillars
of trustworthy media providing accurate
and credible information.
Disinformation comes in several formats.
A distinction can be drawn between
intentional, misleading information and
misinformation based on assumptions
and people’s beliefs; one good example of
misinformation is that bleach can be used
as an effective means for treating COVID-19.
The European Commission closely monitored online platforms to ensure transparency. As a result of working with social media
platforms, more than 3.5 million suspicious
accounts were challenged, numerous YouTube videos were reviewed, etc.
Second, a positive pro-EU narrative was
advocated, based on factual information,
by promoting success stories from the third
countries as well as success stories about
EU’s role in bringing home people from
abroad, communicating its support in the
Western Balkans, its aid and assistance in
handling the outbreak, promoting the “Stay
at Home” campaign in Turkey, etc.
The network of EU embassies (142) around
the world is one of the largest, and they
have played a central role in fighting
disinformation by disseminating positive
communication success stories in their
local environment. At the beginning of the
pandemic, the EEAS provided easy-to-use
information packages—a collection of
the latest initiatives, funding for vaccines,
support providers, etc. A big role was also
played by the EU High Representative, Mr
Josep Borrell, who understands the media,
is a good communicator, writes a blog, and
has an open style of communication.
Social media campaigns (on Facebook and
Instagram) were organised as well. This
time, information and success stories were

provided by EU delegations. There were two
significant campaigns: #WeTakeYouHome
and #UnitedinDistance. The aim of these
campaigns was to send a strong message
of solidarity. The “We Take You Home”
campaign highlights the repatriation of
people around the world, while the “United
in Distance” shows examples of what ordinary people at home do to help neighbours
and other people keep their spirits up. The
concept of these stories was to be personal,
human-interest oriented, practical, and
relatable. It was to show that people did not
fight one another, but actively helped each
other, not only on the governmental level,
but also on the people-to-people level.

Travel and tourism
The top of the agenda of many people in
Europe represents travelling. The EU Commission has released a set of guidelines
and recommendations on various aspects
of travelling. However, the EU should play
a bigger role in this sector. The problem
is that member states often go their own
way in view of announcing when borders
are closed or not without communicating.
In order to support this sector, the EU has
developed and launched a platform with
essential travel and tourism information,
called “Re-open EU”.

Team Europe
During the crisis, the EEAS worked closely
with the Commission. The task force, established in cooperation with the European
Parliament and other EU institutions, was
a game changer. Together, EU institutions
developed a concept of “Team Europe”. It
is important to the outside world that the
EU communicates as one, and it seems
that the pressure of the crisis was needed
in order to unite under #TeamEurope and
under one logo—the European flag.
Recovery and transition
The EU is, from the communication point
of view, in the second phase—the recovery
phase. Through the Recovery plan for
Europe, €750 billion was allocated for the
recovery of European countries. The idea
behind this plan is to take the opportunity
given by the crisis to “build back better”.
If the EU now heavily invests in business
recovery, it should do it in a greener and
more digital manner. The money is intended to support the efforts in fighting and
recovering from the impact of the pandemic. When communicating this topic, the
goal is to go further, not only to give money,
but to promote two larger transitions, the
green transition and the digital transformation. The aim of the green transition is to
use recovery funds to renovate buildings,
finance renewable energy projects, invest in
cleaner transport, etc., while the objective
of the digital transformation is the investment in connectivity, data economy, and
technology.

CONCLUSION
The main elements of the EU crisis communication were fighting disinformation, pushing a fact-based pro-European narrative, sharing success stories, and using the recovery instrument for a greener and more digital Europe. The
underlying idea is that the EU can overcome this crisis stronger than it was when the epidemic broke out.
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COVID-19 Challenge to
Strategic Communications
ELĪNA LANGE-IONATAMIŠVILI, Senior Expert, NATO Strategic Communications Centre of
Excellence, Policy and Practice Fellow at the King’s Centre for Strategic Communications.

Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic seems to have
taken the world by surprise, although this is
not the first time that we have encountered
deadly diseases in the 21st century Europe,
let alone around the world. We confronted
SARS in 2002, Ebola in 2013, and Zika virus
in 2015, just to name a few. However, none
of them brought the Western world to such
a crisis. Perhaps, the reason for this is not
only the disadvantageous qualities of the
virus, such as very high contagiousness, but
also the lack of a strategic communication
mindset on how the pandemic was handled
by the governments. It seems that the response was largely driven by national crisis
management, resulting in reactive rather
than proactive policies, which have little
to do with long-term strategic objectives,
national or international. Likewise, one may
argue that the deeply rooted understanding
of individual liberties also played a role in
the policies that the governments chose to
apply and in how our societies have respon-

ded to them.
Government responses were largely led
by what was known at the time about the
nature of COVID-19 and the modelling of its
potential spread. The assessment of these
responses is also influenced by the lack of
a transparent, accurate, and standardised
system of recording and reporting COVID-19
infection and death cases. As Financial
Times reported already at the outset of
the pandemic, COVID-19 death rates are
“frustratingly unreliable”, as researchers
continue to warn that there are too many
uncertainties—not least regarding the true
number of infections—that it remains very
difficult to gain a clear picture about the
true impact of the virus.20 In addition to the
medical assessment of the situation, the
“lives versus livelihoods” conundrum continues to be a matter of a heated political
debate. It has faced the governments with
hard choices of how to balance economic,
psychological, and physical well-being of
their citizens whilst—hopefully—keeping
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in mind long-term strategic objectives of
domestic and international politics. This
article will highlight key areas for a strategic
communication discussion, which are
starting to gain traction.
Lives and livelihoods
As a result of the ongoing pandemic, economic recession was unavoidable. During
the first wave of COVID-19, governments
tried different approaches to keep their
economies “breathing”, whilst at the same
time keeping their health systems functional. Some countries decided on a certain
course and then, influenced by new scientific evidence or a domestic political debate,
changed their decision. Some have been
persistent, even whilst not being understood or supported by their neighbours.
It seems that, during the first wave, the
shifts in policies were largely motivated by
attempts to maintain political credibility,
while facing an unknown virus that kept
spreading exponentially. During the second

wave, policy change was largely motivated
by the fear of an even deeper economic
recession. However, throughout the
pandemic, the question of saving lives has
been at the forefront of the media coverage.
For example, United Kingdom changed its
approach during the first wave, from building up herd immunity to going into a full
lockdown soon after. 21 Latvia, for example,
made more effort to keep the economy
open during the second wave, imposing
a lockdown much later when, according
to the statistics, the infection and death
rates were considerably higher than during
the first wave. 22 Like Latvia, many other
governments have been more cautious to
enter a lockdown because the four to five
COVID-19-free months in Europe were not
enough for the economies to spring back.
As reported by the International Monetary
Fund, COVID-19 and subsequent lockdowns
have “created the worst recession since the
Great Depression”. 23
Sweden has been an outlier in its national
approach to the pandemic throughout the
crisis. However, for now it remains unclear
whether their more relaxed COVID-19 strategy, based on voluntary compliance to social
distancing, actually reduced the impact on
the Swedish economy. Although Sweden’s
GDP fell by 8.6 per cent in the second
quarter of 2020, it still did better than EU’s
southern neighbourhood and EU’s average.
At the same time, according to Business
Insider, 24 Sweden was hit the worst in its
neighbourhood. 25 Experts point out26 that
Sweden’s less stringent strategy softened
the initial economic impact on the country
and the evidence remains mixed, making
it premature to make a judgement. What is
clear is that Sweden has so far had far more
deaths per capita than its neighbours.27 And

currently, the Swedish government has to
address some difficult questions; nevertheless, it should be recognised for making a
difficult choice and sticking with it, arguing
future benefits to their society.
Psychological well-being
Another area that has been largely overlooked in the political discourse is the
psychological well-being of our society,
in particular of more vulnerable groups.
Southeast Asian countries were amongst
the first to respond to the virus, as it spread
further away from China. During the 22
April webinar, hosted by the NATO Strategic
Communications Centre of Excellence
(NATO StratCom COE),28 the participants
discussed a hypothesis about the number
of infections corresponding to levels of
anxiety. The data from the countries investigated by the NATO StratCom COE—Japan,
Malaysia, South Korea, and Singapore—
shows that the stronger the governmental
policy response, the lower the levels of
anxiety. Anxiety levels seem to be directly
related to the intensity of government communication that provides the population
with reassurance.
That may have been a valid assessment at
the time. However, research shows that, as
the pandemic evolves and lockdowns continue to be part of our everyday life, mental
health of populations is worsening, and this
not the case only in the countries worst hit
by the pandemic. US federal agencies and
experts, for example, are raising the alarm
about “a historic wave of mental-health
problems: depression, substance abuse,
post-traumatic stress disorder, and suicide”.29 Therefore, it is extremely important
to increase government intervention and
prevention efforts to address mental health

such as freedom of movement and freedom
of assembly, and increased government
control over citizens’ behaviour are creating
discontent, bringing to the forefront the
well-known sores: decreasing trust, increasing fragmentation, economic insecurity,
and growing disinformation. Moreover,
according to the World Health Organization
(WHO), a “pandemic fatigue” has been observed, which makes it even harder to form

a political and societal consensus. 34
Governments must take into account the
multifaceted nature of communication
issues. Let’s look at the question regarding
face masks, for example. The changing
advice from the WHO on this issue and
varied messages from our governments as
well as medical and scientific communities
have not contributed to the communication effort.35 Considering that the European

conditions related to the public health
response in order to combat COVID-19.
Otherwise, this may turn into a long-term
problem, similar to the so-called “long COVID” patients,30 who are expected to struggle
with physical and cognitive side effects
from the virus for years to come, unable to
re-enter the job market and seek support
from national health systems.
As the US Centres for Disease Control and
Prevention suggest, “community-level
efforts, including health communication
strategies, should prioritise young adults,
racial/ethnic minorities, essential workers,
and unpaid adult caregivers”.31 If our governments do not start paying closer attention
to mental health issues, we may end up
with another health crisis in parallel to the
pandemic, stemming from a widespread
psychological trauma caused by “daily
doses of death, isolation, and fear”.32 Importantly, we must not forget about healthcare
workers on the frontline of combating COVID-19. They face not only physical, but also
great psychological strains. There is little
discussion on how the pandemic continues
to affect the mental state of our populations
and the long-term effects it may have not
only on the health system, but also on the
economy and other areas.
Complex pandemic communications
During the second wave, governments have
been facing increasing difficulty in achieving consensus about their decisions on
tightening restrictions. So far, the pandemic has been fought with lockdowns of
different levels, the worst ending in curfews.
Societies, however, seem to feel the need
for greater transparency on these decisions,
and many countries33 have seen public protests take place. Restrictions of civil liberties,

and American cultures are traditionally
mask-averse, there is understandable dislike for this regulation in the West. But, more
importantly, mask-wearing has transcended
the category of a “medical commodity”. In
Europe, to various degrees, it has become a
symbol of oppression of personal freedom,
so dear to Western libertarianism.36 In the
United States, with the 2020 presidential
election in mind, wearing or not wearing a
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mask has become a political statement.37
Sweden, for example, has been consistent
with their face mask policy, arguing that
the use of masks should be avoided.38 The
Swedish government relies on “citizens’
sense of civic duty” and, so far, it has
been rather successful.39 Data shows that
inhabitants of Sweden voluntarily engaged
in social distancing and took precaution.40
It is common for politicians in Europe, especially members of the political opposition,
to call on their governments to follow the
“Swedish example”. But what we have to
remember is that 52 per cent of Swedes live
in one-person households and that Sweden
has the smallest average household size in
the EU (1.8 persons).41 Therefore, when politicians from countries like Georgia advocate
following the “Swedish model” to encourage respectful and trustworthy attitude of
the government towards its citizens,42 one
has to remember that the average household in Georgia consists of 3.34 persons,43
which clearly paints a different picture on
organisation of families, associated social
habits, and also economic possibilities. The
issue regarding the use of face masks has
therefore grown from a medical advice to a
question of democracy, personal freedoms,
and even political manipulation.
The big race?
The most obvious element of global
strategic communications has been the
race for the vaccine. All countries have tried

to either position themselves as the first
ones to get the vaccine ready44 or to secure
vaccine purchase contracts to obtain the
vaccine for their population. This is clearly
not just about commercial gain or “greater
common good”. This is a race for position,
influence, and image in the world. Spy
services of major powers around the world
are trying to find out what the others are
doing.45 For some politicians like President
Trump it has also become a domestic political issue. Russia, which has had a confrontational relationship with the West since
the annexation of Crimea in 2014, has been
busy, using Kremlin-backed media outlets
to criticise Western drugs while promoting
Russia’s rival treatment.46 The race will also
highlight an important question: who will
be trusted as the vaccine provider and what
will motivate the decisions of those governments who continue to assume the role
of customers? As the CNN asks, “Would you
trust a vaccine if Vladimir Putin told you it
was safe?” 47 Judging from the transparency and trust issues that the West currently
has with Russia, the answer is probably
“no”. Especially, since we do not even trust
our own governments with the COVID-19
tracing apps and because the levels of
trust in COVID-19 vaccines in general are
worryingly low.
However, I fear that governments will be
mainly involved in the race to successfully
answer enquiries on how they handled the
pandemic and to appear as having done

due diligence when caring for their citizens,
securing more than just their survival. In
some countries, like the UK and also Sweden, prime ministers have already undergone some hard questioning and come under
criticism. This will also be a test for alliances, such as that between the Scandinavian
countries, which have fostered a very close
sociocultural relationship and established
strong economic ties, with Sweden as an
outlier due to its policies. During the first
wave, in the Baltic region, we witnessed an
attempt to maintain the so-called “Baltic
Bubble” of free movement. That did not last
long, and nothing else was offered instead.
It seems that, instead of a strategic communications mindset, national priorities and
crisis responses have so far prevailed. But
we have at least four months of the pandemic ahead to fix that.
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Governments’ Responses
to COVID-19
MATTHIAS LÜFKENS, Author of Twiplomacy, Managing Director, Burson Cohn & Wolfe.

Over the past six months, COVID-19 has
thoroughly upended diplomacy, a profession which involves a fair amount of travel,
physical meetings, and in-person interactions.
The traditional work of world leaders and
diplomats has come to a sudden stop as
travel restrictions, border closures, and shelter-in-place orders have scuppered in-person
diplomatic activity.
No more handshakes, hugs, or accolades. No
more physical meetings, bilateral summits, or
multilateral gatherings. World leaders and diplomats had to adapt to working from home
and have been thrust into virtual meetings.
Diplomacy has become truly digital. Within
days, most diplomatic activities moved
online, with leaders facing off each other via
their respective computer screens. Bilateral
and multilateral meetings are now held via
telephone or videoconferencing apps, despite
some initial teething problems of turned-on
microphones and slow internet connections.

Not surprisingly, the hashtags #coronavirus and #COVID19 have dominated Twitter timelines of world leaders since early March 2020.
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In January, US President Donald Trump praised China for the efforts
they made to contain the virus and thanked President Xi Jinping for
their transparency.

Philippine Foreign Minister Teddy Locsin Jr. was the first to mention
the virus in a tweet on 19 January, assuring that the Department of
Health and the airport authorities are “on top of this”, adding that the
“last thing we can handle is this kind of epidemic”. On 22 January, the
Indonesian government announced the installation of thermo-scanners at 135 points of entry into the country.
A day later, on 23 January, the Foreign Ministry of Honduras shared
the first infographic, indicating symptoms of the novel coronavirus
and the hashtag #PrevenirEsVivir (in English: to prevent is to live).

As the death toll of the pandemic rose, especially in Italy, Pope
Francis prayed for those suffering from the coronavirus as well as
healthcare workers and authorities trying to contain its spread.
Worldwide, tens of thousands expressed their support to healthcare
workers by applauding every evening at 20:00; even the European
Commission shared a clapping gif. Many other leaders used emojis
to express their gratitude to healthcare workers.
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, accompanied by their spouses, also applauded healthcare workers.

UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson has been
leading the weekly #ClapForCarers in front of his
residence at 10 Downing Street. On 30 April, his
clapping #ThankYouNHS had a very special meaning as it came after his discharge from hospital
and a day after his fiancée had given birth to a
baby boy. Boris Johnson was one of the world
leaders who have tested positive for the coronavirus, and in late March, he announced that he
was going into self-isolation. In early April, Boris

Johnson’s condition worsened, and he was
hospitalized. He even spent several days in
intensive care, which prompted his peers to
send him “get well soon” tweets.
US President Donald Trump, Prince Albert II
of Monaco, Armenia’s President Nikol Pashinyan, Belgium’s Foreign Minister Sophie
Wilmès, Bolivia’s Interim President Jeanine
Áñez, Brazil’s President Jair Bolsonaro,
Russia’s Prime Minister

Mikhail Mishustin, and Foreign Minister of Burkina Faso Alpha Barry were all diagnosed with
COVID-19. By October, many political figures,
such as Alpha Barry, and world leaders, including
Chile’s President Sebastian Piñera, El Salvador’s
President Nayib Bukele, Indian Prime Minister

Narendra Modi, and French President Emmanuel Macron, had updated their Twitter
profile picture with one where they were
wearing a face mask, a subtle way to lead by
example and encourage their followers to do
the same.
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While US President Donald Trump consistently avoided being photographed wearing
a face mask, First Lady Melania Trump gladly
modelled a cloth face covering for a picture,
including a recommendation from the
Centres for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) to wear a face mask. US President
Donald Trump only donned a mask in public
while visiting the Walter Reed military hospital in mid-July.

The team of President of Botswana Mokgweetsi Masisi put together an engaging
video to encourage their citizens to wear a
mask. The government of Botswana also
launched the #BWMaskChallenge, asking
their followers to share a selfie of themselves wearing a mask.

Countless government organisations have
also updated their Twitter covers, spreading health and safety advice on top of
their profiles. The Irish government, the EU
Commission, India’s Press and Information
Bureau, and Vietnam’s Foreign Ministry
added hashtags to their Twitter names,
including #StayHome and #WeWillWinTogether, as well as health warnings on their
cover pictures.
The French government paid to promote
the hashtag #JeResteChezMoi (in English:
I stay at home) among the top trending
topics on Twitter to encourage its citizens
to stay at home.
Starting in early March, leaders took to
social media to address the pandemic,
encouraging their citizens to wash hands
and sneeze into their elbows.

South African Presidency encouraged followers to show their support for lockdown
measures by downloading and displaying
a Twibbon on their social media profiles,
encouraging citizens to #StayHome and
#StaySafe. Even President Cyril Ramaphosa
added the Twibbon to his Twitter profile.
At the end of an address to the nation, Cyril
Ramaphosa asked his citizens to wear a
face mask, but visibly struggled to put one
on himself. However, he took it in a stride,
promising to teach people how to put on a
face mask.

Slovakia’s President Zuzana Čaputová
wore a face mask, colour-matched with her
dress, to the swearing-in ceremony of the
new government, led by Prime Minister Igor
Matovič, who also wore a face mask.
Masked selfies have been shared by several
world leaders, including Luxembourg Prime
Minister Xavier Bettel, who tweeted a selfie
with his partner, saying: “Happy Europe Day,
but with closed internal borders, it’s not the
EU we love G&X.”

Many African leaders, including Rwanda’s
Paul Kagame, Senegal’s Macky Sall, Ethiopia’s Abiy Ahmed Ali, Burundi’s Mokgweetsi
Masisi, and Guinea’s Kassory Fofana, participated in the #SafeHands challenge. The
campaign, initiated by Dr Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus, General Director of the WHO,
was designed to show that thorough handwashing is the most effective way to slow the
spread of the coronavirus. These leaders also
called on their peers to set an example and
record a video of themselves washing hands.
Several leaders offered a helping hand
to entertain citizens confined at home.
Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau,
a trained teacher, offered to help parents
and children with their homework through
#CanadaHomeworkHelp. More than 6,500
people commented on his post and sent
in questions which the Prime Minister then
asked his cabinet members to answer.
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Andorra’s Prime Minister Xavier Espot
Zamora explained to young girls and boys
that “we have a secret weapon against the
coronavirus which is to stay at home”.

During the coronavirus lockdown, world leaders
were able to show their more personal side
on social media, and several of them offered a
glimpse into their private lives.

Mark Brantley, Foreign Minister of St. Kitts and
Nevis, produced a series of coronavirus curfew
cooking videos, encouraging his citizens to stay
at home and proving that #MenCanCook, too.

Austrian President Alexander Van der Bellen
asked Austrians to ditch the handshake
and adopt the “polite and friendly” Asian
greeting to avoid spreading the virus.

As more than a half of the world was confined,
Pope Francis held an extraordinary Urbi et Orbi
blessing. Standing alone in the vast rain-battered
expanse of St Peter’s Square in the Vatican, he
prayed for an end to the COVID-19 coronavirus
pandemic.

Italian President Sergio Mattarella was also alone with the Guard of Honour to commemorate
the 75th anniversary of the Liberation of Italy
on 25 April in Rome

tings and zoom calls. But there was a clear digital
divide between those using state-of-the-art
recording facilities and others simply using their
laptops.
German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas held his
first video summit with his counterparts from the
Visegrád group—the Czech Republic, Hungary,
Poland, and Slovakia—in a fully equipped studio,
including simultaneous interpreting booths.
The three Baltic Presidents simply connected
through their laptops to participate in the regular

tripartite summit. Estonian President Kersti
Kaljulaid propped up her laptop on a shoe box,
which she dubbed “guerrilla remote working”.
When UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson chaired
his “first ever digital cabinet” meeting on
Zoom, he inadvertently shared a screenshot,
including the conference ID.

Former Prime Minister of Kosovo Albin Kurti met
with US Ambassador to the Republic of Kosovo
Philip Kosnett at a safe and respectful distance.

Virtual meetings
At the start of the first ever video conference
of the European Council, Council President
Charles Michel needed to kindly remind all
participants to “mute [their] microphone”.
Most of the 27 participants shared pictures
of watching the conference call on their
video screens.
By mid-March, world leaders had suddenly
been thrust into the world of digital mee-
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The planned state visit of Georgian President Salome Zourabichvili was replaced
by a telephone conversation with her
Swiss counterpart Simonetta Sommaruga.

While the Swiss President was captured when
using a traditional landline probably for security
reasons), the Georgian President simply used her
mobile phone.

New Greek President Katerina Sakellaropoulou met with her Estonian counterpart Kersti
Kaljulaid in an online video chat.

Leaders of the most industrialised nations (G7) decided to hold an extraordinary video conference in mid-March. Instead of displaying the traditional
family picture, the Japanese government shared a picture of Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, looking at the screen with his counterparts.

Canadian Prime Minister joined the G7
video call from his home, where he was
self-confined after learning that his wife
had been diagnosed with COVID-19.
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At the end of March, Saudi Arabia convened an extraordinary G20 virtual
summit to discuss the coronavirus pandemic. The setup of the online
summit was more professional as each leader was seated in front of a
large flat screen. The Chinese leadership probably won the contest for the
biggest room and the biggest video display.
Organising large-scale, multilateral summits online is a challenge, to say
the least. The Estonian government, which held the presidency of the UN
Security Council in May, brought representatives from 80 countries to the
virtual stage to share their contributions on #LessonsForPeace, 75 years
after the end of World War II. The event, using an event platform developed in Estonia, was widely hailed for its flawless execution.

EU Commission President Ursula von der Leyen single-handedly moderated a three-hour-long online Coronavirus Global Response pledging
event with live and recorded statements from countless leaders, pledging
a total of €7.5 billion (USD 8 billion) to ramp up work on vaccines, diagnostics, and treatment of the disease, and to defeat the virus.
By mid-May, Israeli diplomat Joshua Brook had coined the term “Zoomplomacy” as leaders shared screen grabs and pictures of their online
meetings.
Obviously, video diplomacy could not do without some teething problems, which German Chancellor Angela Merkel experienced at a video
conference with Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, Director General of the
World Health Organization, when the audio connection was a bit patchy.

By July, world leaders had grown used to virtual meetings, and the Presidents of the Andean Community found a fun way to stage their traditional
family picture.
Interestingly, it has become new digital diplomacy etiquette to warn all
participants at a video conference before capturing a screenshot, so that
everyone can look their best.
The new face of diplomacy
At their first in-person meeting, German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas
and his Luxembourg counterpart Jean Asselborn did not shake hands,
but held a face mask as they met on the Mosel River in Schengen to
celebrate the reopening of the borders. When Heiko Maas met his Italian
counterpart Luigi Di Maio in Rome, both of them wore face masks and
elbow-bumped instead of shaking hands.
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This is the new face of the socially distanced diplomacy and the new
normal.
At the first in-person meeting of the EU Foreign Affairs Council since the
coronavirus lockdown in July, ministers wore masks, some in their national colours, and none shook

Remember handshake diplomacy?
The Foreign Ministry of the Dominican Republic looked back nostalgically
at how diplomacy was conducted before the coronavirus pandemic,
collecting pictures of Foreign Minister Miguel Vargas shaking hands with
his peers and visitors just a few months ago.
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Engaging the media and the public
Press conferences, the staple of any international meeting, have also
been moved online. Peter Stano, the Lead Spokesperson for the European Union’s External Action Service, shared a picture of an empty press
conference room and journalists calling in via a video connection for the
daily midday briefing.
After their consultations, German and French leaders Angela Merkel and
Emmanuel Macron held a virtual press conference via a live video link-up
from Berlin and Paris to brief reporters on the outcome of their virtual
meeting. However, the press conference, streamed live on Periscope, did
not allow audience participation.

The UK government, on the other hand, has repeatedly asked its
followers to send in questions for the daily coronavirus press briefing,
encouraging a direct two-way interaction with their citizens via social
media.
Boris Johnson sat down to answer some of these questions. In one of the
first People’s Prime Minister Question Time sessions, he was asked: “What
shampoo do you use?”

Even Pope Francis agreed to join a Skype call from his laptop to chat
with a Spanish journalist, Jordi Évole, who asked him bluntly whether
“in a situation like this, even a Pope could doubt the existence of God?”
“Obviously,” the Pontiff replied. “No one is exempt from existential temptations,” adding, “I have had my own crises of faith, and with the grace of
God, I’ve resolved them.”
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The @Israel Twitter account, managed by the Israeli Foreign Ministry,
conducted two epic Twitter Q&A sessions during the lockdown, challenging its followers to “Ask Us Anything”. The idea was “to lighten the
mood and give [their] followers an opportunity to think about something
else than COVID-19,” according to the community manager behind the
idea, who added: “We also understood that it would be beneficial to take
advantage of the fact that many people are home and are looking for
interesting and entertaining content.”
The account manager did not dodge political questions, but replied with
humour and a lot of chutzpah, especially when someone asked why the
Israeli could not get along with Palestinians.
Some of the best replies from the @Israel Ask Me Anything session are
compiled in this Twitter Moment.

“People don’t expect a foreign ministry to answer non-diplomacy related
questions (especially using memes, emojis, and pop culture references),
and this has resulted in us reaching many people outside our typical
circles to share Israel’s story in a non-conventional way,” the community
manager reported.
The two sessions, managed by one person, generated more than 1,100
replies, 10,000 engagements, and 165,000 impressions. The replies to the
question whether to do this again were mainly positive.
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Albania
ANILA AJVAZI, Public Affairs Expert, Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs of the Republic
of Albania.

The world was confronted with a global
pandemic, affecting the economy and the
society in many ways. Most of the governments were unprepared for such emergencies, struggling to manage the situation at
their best, also by using the most effective
communication methods possible. This
was the case in Albania as well. With the
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, we
saw a rise of disinformation, mostly on
social media platforms and online media
outlets.
Listening to the news about the situation
in China in January 2020, one might have
thought it seemed so distant from our region and our country. Then, on 24 January,
the Albanian MFA published a press release
directed to our citizens who were in China
at that time to immediately contact our Embassy there; on 1 February we managed to
repatriate an Albanian student from China.
We created a post with a picture of the repatriated girl on our social media.
This was just a taste of what we were going
to be doing for the coming months. As

mentioned above, during the pandemic,
disinformation on social media platforms
and online media outlets spread rapidly.
With the situation aggravating in neighbouring Italy, rumours circulated that dozens
of Albanian citizens living in Italy were
returning to the country every day. At the
same time, disinformation about Chinese
tourists entering the country in early March
was also spread, with the intention to
create tension among people. Finally, on 11
March, the Prime Minister of Albania gave a
public address, explaining the situation and
measures that we were going to take in our
fight against the spread of the coronavirus.
The Prime Minister’s Office and Ministry
of Health and Social Care
For the next two months, initially three
cities, including the capital, Tirana, and
other cities with higher numbers of infected
citizens went into lockdown. During this
period, a National Emergency Committee
was set up to manage the situation. With
respect to communication, three leading
institutions—the Prime Minister’s Office, the

Ministry of Health and Social Care, and the
Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs—
played an important role in providing the
most effective communication, related to
lockdown and curfew restrictions, data
and figures on the infected citizens, border
issues and repatriations, awareness-raising
campaigns, etc.
Given the fact that the pandemic was new
to us and international health institutions
on the whole, measures and the communication with citizens changed continuously.
For this reason, subsequent communications by the PM’s Office on restrictions
made citizens lose their trust in government’s management of the crisis, especially when the “state of natural disaster”
was declared on 24 March and measures
affecting human freedoms were adopted.
The pressure exerted by the people, the
business community, and interest groups,
who fuelled hostile attitudes, as well as the
spreading disinformation on public health
and conspiracy theories took its toll on
the effectiveness of communication by the
government. It was perceived as a threat to

CO L L E CT IO N O F L E CT U RE S AN D P RACT IC A L E XAM PLE S / 37

democracy, resulting in decreased citizens’
trust in government institutions.
It is worth mentioning that social media
helped spread disinformation, but at the
same time, they became an important
channel of communication, as we had to
adjust to the new reality. For example, the
PM was very active on Facebook, informing its people about the lockdown and
financial aid during that period, and later
about the gradual ease of the restriction
of movement; he also invited citizens to a
couple of live interaction events, where he
answered their questions.
Like many other world leaders who had to
communicate from personal environments
like their home, the PM also posted from his
home or from his office, making video calls
with other members of the Cabinet who
were members of the National Emergency
Committee as well as with mayors around
the country, who reported on the situation
in their specific cities. This communication
strategy was adopted with the intention to
make people feel secure and believe that the
situation was under control. It was a common global challenge that involved us all.

people to listen to real experts and not to
unknown, self-proclaimed “experts”.
The Mayor of Tirana gathered artists to sing
in different neighbourhoods for people,
listening from their windows. They also
reiterated the message to be patient and
stay safely at home. Many other artists
decided to show solidarity by playing music
or singing virtually. Some of these performances were reposted on PM’s Facebook
profile to show to the people that we were
in this together—at the same time, the aim
of this was also to reach people’s hearts and
decrease the hostility towards government
measures during the lockdown.
In addition, the act of solidarity with Italy—
sending them medical staff—was made
public. The Acting Minister for Europe and
Foreign Affairs himself went to Italy, accompanied by a medical team; national and
Italian media wrote positive feedback about

Meanwhile, though not on-site during press
conferences at the beginning, media outlets
covered all government communications.
As we could not reach a wide audience
only via Facebook, the role of the media
was surely important for providing citizens
with trustworthy information about the risk
of the coronavirus and measures taken to
prevent it from spreading. This period saw
a rise of TV programmes (virtually) hosting
debates with guests who were not always
experts, but also individuals supporting
conspiracy theories. These were typical
individuals who used disinformation as a
tool to gain more influence, but at the same
time harming government’s actions to
raise awareness on the threat that the virus
posed. Such conspiracy theories and easy
solutions to deter the virus circulated mostly on Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, YouTube, and Messenger. With the COVID-19
outbreak, the spread of disinformation on
different platforms flourished more easily,
and nobody cared to check how trustworthy and reliable such information was.
This posed a real challenge to government
communicators in the struggle to debunk
unreliable sources and all the infodemic.

Albania giving a good example of solidarity
with neighbours, partners, etc.
As it can be noticed, communication in that
period was handled in a centralised way
by three institutions—the Prime Minister’s
Office, the Ministry of Health and Social
Care, and the Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs. Awareness-raising campaigns
were endorsed by the Prime Minister, and
public health communication events were
broadcast live on his Facebook channel
every day. Having so many followers, the
PM’s account was a very important online
channel for governmental communication
or campaigns as it helped reach a bigger
audience. And most importantly, his Facebook account acted as a communication
platform for the Health Institute, which also
appeared live on national TV.
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What we decided to do was to amplify
awareness campaigns run by the WHO as a
reliable source. Also, the Institute of Health
was put in charge of daily informing the
public about the number of infected people
or the situation of patients, avoiding the
involvement of many government officials.
Though the lockdown made citizens feel
depressed, they still had trust in health
institutions.
The Ministry of Health also made videos to
raise awareness on the risk of the virus and
instruct citizens in how to take precautions.
The PM posted a video while washing his
hands and called on the people to stay
home, stay safe, keep social distance, and
be patient. Then, many celebrities and
influencers followed the PM’s example on
their social media, urging citizens to do the
same.
The most resonating were videos or photos
of medical staff echoing the above messages. A medical virologist in our central
hospital became particularly famous, and
people listened to his recommendations.
We somehow turned him into a role model
which could be trusted and also advised

Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs
The MEFA had a very important role during
the COVID-19 emergency, in terms of
communication as well as negotiations
with partners to enable the repatriation of
Albanian citizens who had been stranded
abroad since the beginning of the pandemic. With regard to communication,
the MEFA created a section on its website
dedicated to COVID-19 with updated information on border restrictions, important
notifications for citizens abroad, etc. The
information was also provided through an
existing online platform or app, where we
impart services and information for our
citizens abroad.
We also set up a task force, headed by the
Secretary General, and private WhatsApp
groups with ambassadors/consuls to coor-

dinate repatriations as well as to inform the
Communications Department about recent
updates concerning border restrictions.
All the announcements published were
prepared as press releases and Facebook
posts, due to the fact that we have a wider
audience and more followers on Facebook.
In the end, we prepared a single document including most of the countries and
their specific restrictions of movement
for citizens who wanted to travel abroad
during summer, but were not sure which
country they were allowed to enter or what
measures they were expected to abide by.
Certainly, we also posted the link to this
list on social media and reposted it several
times, inviting citizens to read the updated
versions.
Unfortunately, many Albanian citizens
refuse to read the information provided on
official websites and social media channels.
They prefer calling us directly or writing us
messages to our official email. If our reply
was delayed due to a great amount of emails, they complained to the PM during his
live interaction with citizens. Furthermore,
we initially informed the citizens stranded

abroad to contact the nearest embassy,
but due to limited staff in our embassies, it
became clear that the situation had to be
managed from the MEFA.
As a consequence, we set up a task force
of initially 20 diplomats/civil servants, who
had to answer the phone, take note of
the specific problem, register data on the
caller’s location, etc. My colleagues worked
in shifts and, at the end of the day, they
had to report on their work to the Consular
Department. Through negotiations with
other countries, we managed to repatriate
hundreds of Albanian citizens abroad or
helped foreign citizens in Albania return
to their countries. According to the list of
citizens abroad, we contacted them directly,
telling them to go to a specific airport or the
embassy announced on our social media
and website, which also declared that everyone interested to return to Albania should
apply for the available dates on which our
airline could fly. Judging from the repatriation campaign the EU was leading, I think
we could have done more to make all these
successful cases of repatriation public.

communication. Only the Ministry of Health
conducted communication with citizens,
while the MEFA continued providing updates on border restrictions and repatriation.
In conclusion, the government, the media,
and the society had to alter the existing
ways of operation and try to adjust as much
as possible to new challenges. Most of
our jobs moved online—online meetings,
phone calls, and video conferences became
the new reality, with no handshakes and no
media present. The situation was unprecedented, and most of us chose to adopt the
learning-by-doing approach, hoping that
the lesson learnt will make us develop more
technological skills to help people socially.

Finally, in mid-May, the Government eased
the measures and changed its strategy of
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Bosnia and Herzegovina
ADMIR MALAGIĆ, Spokesperson, Ministry of Security of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

The election year and COVID-19 is a
really bad combination—and in Bosnia,
local elections took place in 2020. At the
beginning, Bosnia handled the pandemic
very well. The key objective in the first two
months was to ensure more time to the
healthcare system so that the workers can
organize, apply measures, and prepare
infrastructure for patients. In this regard,
Bosnia did a good job. At the beginning,
public communication was also effective.
In March, Bosnian authorities strenghtened
lockdown measures introduced amid the
coronavirus pandemic. All flights in and out
of the country were suspended. An entry
ban on all foreign nationals was imposed—
all individuals arriving from abroad were
subject to a mandatory 14-day self-quarantine. The authorities also enforced stricter
public health measures in response to a
rise in infection cases. Wearing masks and
social distancing was required on public
transport as well as in public places. The

failure to do so resulted in a fine. Bosnia
had three priorities: protecting health services and systems, caring for the people, and
ensuring economic recovery.
Communication activities
A media team of the Ministry of Security of
BiH was formed, comprising four people,
whose task was to prepare information and
announcements, answer inquiries from citizens and the public, and analyse the media
and social networks. A system of holding
online press conferences was established.
When borders closed, Bosnia felt isolated
as it was not possible to import anything,
not even medical equipment. However, a
green corridor was established, with the
help of Slovenia and Croatia. Diplomacy
between neighbouring countries did a good
job.
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Rapid needs assessment and action
Communication with the Bosnian citizens
abroad, asylum seekers, refugees, and
migrants in Bosnia was very challenging. It
was hard to arrange reception for all refugees so that no one would be left behind.
Main challenges
Bosnia is a highly decentralised country.
The adoption and implementation of
uniform measures was therefore very
challenging. What made it harder was also
the competition of political representatives
in advance of the election year. However,
the measures adopted in the period from
March to June yielded exceptional results,
leaving Bosnia with a negligible number
of patients. However, in June, the number
of cases increased as a result of political
confrontations and easing of measures. The
already low level of trust in the government
made the situation even worse.

Estonia
SIIM KUMPAS, Strategic Communication Advisor, Government Office of Estonia.

Background
The Estonian Government had recently
prepared a concept to guarantee the functioning of government communication in
enhanced capacity in case of serious crises.
When the crisis struck, they had a chance to
try it out in practice.
The COVID-19 crisis communication in Estonia kicked off in late February 2020, when
the Estonian Health Board recognised the
seriousness of the COVID-19 threat. Initially,
the Government Communication Unit drew
up a list of reservists to support the Health
Board in their crisis communication efforts.
Two phases
The work of the Government Crisis Communication Centre can be split into two
phases. In the first phase, they reinforced
the Health Board’s communication unit
with the necessary work force, funding, and
expertise, in order to boost their capabili-

ties. One could witness a lot of uncertainty
and COVID-19 testing. Information was
spreading in all directions. At the beginning,
many changes were made to the temporary
staff of the Health Board.
Once the national state of emergency was
declared on 12 March, the second phase
of the concept began, and the government
established the central Government Crisis
Communication Centre. The core of the
centre comprised permanent staff of the Government Communication Unit. In addition,
they brought in help from the reserve list,
and the unit included public as well as private sector communication experts as well. The
idea was to establish a sustainable team that
would not change on a weekly basis.
Five work strands of the Crisis Communication Centre
The main work strands of the Crisis Communication Centre were analysis, planning,

media relations, campaigning, and support.
The analysis comprised monitoring the
media (including social media), conducting regular public opinion surveys, and
providing daily qualitative communication
analyses.
When it comes to planning, the Centre
prepared plans for one to two weeks ahead
and set up a dedicated cross-government
communication network. Among other
things, daily meetings for ministries and different government institutions were put in
place. As a consequence, cross-government
coordination improved significantly.
As far as the media relations strand is
concerned, press releases and other regular
media products were produced. The Centre
also organised daily press conferences,
established talking points for the Government and the Prime Minister, provided
answers to frequently asked questions, and
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handled requests from citizens (COVID-19
inbox, phone calls). As a result, a cross-government FAQ database was established
and used by all ministries and institutions,
which helped them keep up to date with
the latest developments and provide
information to citizens. This database
became the backbone of all communications efforts, as it was used by the national
crisis hotline (1247) and the central crisis
webpage (www.kriis.ee).

raise awareness about the seriousness
of the crisis, as some citizens refused to
take it seriously due to the low numbers
of infections and deaths. Communication
products were more emotion-charged
and example-based. In the “easing rules”
phase, communication products were
not as informative; instead, they provided
recommendations related to keeping a safe
distance, staying cautious, and maintaining
good hygiene.

From the perspective of crisis communication campaigning, they based the campaigning logic on three pillars: introducing rules,
enforcing rules and easing rules. In the
“introducing rules” phase, plenty information was given to the public, and communication products were information-rich and
provided in big quantities. The goal was
to put out as much relevant and practical
information as necessary. In the “enforcing
rules” phase, they tried to maintain and

The aspect of crisis communication support
focused on human relations, development
projects (database, chatbot, FAQ), information management, accounting, logistics and
communication, and translating.
Russian-speaking citizens
Another important aspect of Estonian
crisis communication was the fact that
around 30% of the country’s population
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is Russian-speaking. This was a challenge
as many institutions and ministries do not
always communicate in Russian, as it is
not an official language in Estonia. That
being said, in only a couple of weeks, we
managed to inform and raise awareness
among Russian speakers to match the level
of knowledge on COVID-19 of Estonian
speakers. Behind this was an intense focus
on messaging in the Russian language. In
addition, some Russian-speaking citizens,
who usually follow Russian-produced media content, switched to Russian channels
of the Estonian Public Broadcaster (ERR). In
the height of the first wave of the crisis, the
level of trust in Estonian public channels
was three times higher than the level of
trust in Russian-produced channels. Only
time will tell whether this dynamic will hold.

Georgia
MARIKA KASRADZE, Diplomat and Communications Specialist, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
Georgia.

Georgia against COVID-19
On 26 February 2020, the first case of
COVID-19 was detected in Georgia. With a
growing number of infections emerging in
the country since March 2020, the Government started to introduce various lockdown
measures. It cancelled flights to China as
early as in January and introduced strict
airport checks for travellers from countries with a high risk of infection with the
coronavirus. Offices stopped working, and
schools and universities got closed. Only
groceries, pharmacies, gas stations, post
offices, and banks were allowed to remain
open. Due to these limitations, the country
managed to keep positive statistics. As
a result, it became known as One of the
World’s Safest Destinations. It was evident
that putting professionals in the driver’s
seat was perhaps the smartest thing that
the government could do.
The government started to repatriate and
help Georgian citizens living abroad, and

for this reason, the MFA worked individually
with various countries. It has to be noted
that, in cooperation with the US Government, Georgia was able to repatriate 79
Georgian high-school and college students.
It also provided assistance to the Government of Armenia, bringing 35 underage
Armenian citizens to Tbilisi and then transferring them to Armenia.
Successfully fighting the pandemic and
even ranked as “one of the world’s safest
destinations”, the country decided to
capitalise on this and launch a new project,
named “Remotely from Georgia”. This project provides an opportunity for long-term
visitors, such as entrepreneurs, freelancers,
remote workers, and their families, to come
and stay in Georgia for up to a year.
International media about Georgia’s
successful response to COVID-19
Georgia has been internationally acclaimed as a success story in terms of the

fight against COVID-19, which is evidenced
in numerous international assessments.
Various leading international editions
have emphasised Georgia’s “unexpectedly
successful” response and effective efforts,
implemented in the fight against the spread
of the coronavirus. Many articles have been
published in international media, expressing well-known authors and journalists’
surprise to learn that—“despite its small size
and a struggling economy”—the country
has taken serious preventive measures
and achieved more success in this “furious
fight” than relatively rich and developed
European countries. Some of those articles
are the following:
EURACTIV: Georgia’s furious fight
against COVID-19
The author cites a tweet by Senior Researcher at Carnegie Europe Thomas de
Waal, which reads: “Well done, Georgia, for
getting it right. Something maybe to do
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with a great cohort of health professionals
and good habits of resilience in times of
trouble—habits that Westerners have all but
forgotten.”
Foreign Policy: Georgia’s successful
response to COVID-19 is unexpected
“Some success stories are unexpected. On
the Don’t Touch Your Face podcast, Foreign
Policy’s Amy Mackinnon singled out the
early response of the country of Georgia.
Despite its small size and a struggling
economy, the country began taking serious
measures at the end of February, including
closing schools and conducting widespread
diagnostic tests,” the article reads.
The European Scientist: Which countries are most resistant to the pandemic?
The editor-in-chief of the European
Scientist notes that Georgia is one of the
countries that anticipated the crisis “at the
right time” and took effective measures to
tackle the pandemic.
The Telegraph: What the UK can learn
from smaller countries on how to avoid
total lockdown
“Yet as COVID-19 last week crossed the
world landmark of infecting one million
people—Georgia stands out among the
European crowd as a country that has
coped unexpectedly well with the global
pandemic.”
Emerging Europe: Georgia’s coronavirus miracle: So far, so good
“Georgia’s government acted as soon as
the country’s first case of coronavirus—a
Georgian citizen who had recently returned
from Iran—was diagnosed, on February 26.
The same day, the country’s Prime Minister,
Giorgi Gakharia, set up an interdepartmental task force to coordinate the fight against
coronavirus, made up of representatives
of every major government agency, to
manage the situation. The task force’s first
decision was to ban flights to Iran,” reads
the publication.
Daily Signal: Georgia is America’s proven ally in fighting common challenges
“The small but strategically located nation
is on the front lines of efforts to contain Russian expansionism, and it has contributed
thousands of troops to support US efforts
in Iraq and Afghanistan. Now, the country is
partnering with the USA in the fight against
the COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic.”

US Ambassador to Georgia Kelly Degnan: “We’re particularly grateful for the
proactive efforts of the Georgian government to contain the coronavirus.”
EU Ambassador to Georgia Carl Hartzell: “I cannot think of a better place to be in
right now than here in Georgia.”
Public communication
The first and the most successful step taken
by the Government of Georgia in regards to
communication was the establishment of
the Interagency Coordination Council,
which held daily briefings. The Council
was founded as the main decision-making
platform, discussing issues related to the
coronavirus. It consists of members of the
Government, members of the Parliament,
the Administration of the President of Georgia, and medical representatives. Epidemiologists and doctors also participated in the
Council’s work. Giving a voice and a big role
to doctors significantly contributed to the
increased level of trust in the government.
People saw all restrictions and measures
introduced properly.
In order to ensure efficient, coordinated,
and regular information sharing with the
media, each agency appointed a press
speaker (including the personnel of the
clinics involved in the combat against
COVID-19). For efficient communication
with NGOs and international organisations,
the Government of Georgia set up several
coordination platforms, enabling these
organisations to share their views, recommendations, and questions. In exchange,
they were provided with detailed information on decisions and plans of the Georgian
government.
At the beginning of the pandemic, a
government webpage about COVID-19
was established. A wide range of information on the coronavirus was posted on
this special website, accessible at www.
StopCov.ge, which became key source of
information about the number of patients
with COVID-19. It also presented WHO and
Disease Control National Centre’s recommendations, FAQ, and detailed answers.
In addition, educational and information
materials were disseminated through
commercials, social media, and leaflets.
Materials, translated into the Abkhazian,
Ossetian, English, Armenian, and Azeri
languages, were distributed to the public in
various ways. Another channel for dissemination of information about measures was
Telegram, and SMS alerts and updates were
in use as well.
The practice of an “online doctor consultation” was also available. With the
support of Georgian embassies, doctors
consulted Georgian citizens abroad through
live sessions.
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In order to exchange Georgian Government’s visions on the economic recovery
during and after the crisis, meetings were
held with economic consultative organisations. Their views and recommendations
were included into an anti-crisis economic plan. The PM presented the anti-crisis
economic plan as well as the exit plan to
a wider public in a live stream. Tourism,
agriculture, education, and construction
support action plans were all put forward to
the public in the same format.
Richard Lugar Public Health Research
Centre
Richard Lugar Public Health Research
Centre was built with the support of the US
government in 2011 in Tbilisi. In 2013, the
laboratory was brought under the control of
the National Centre for Disease Control and
Public Health (NCDC), and since 2018, the
Government of Georgia has assumed responsibility for full funding and operation of
the laboratory. Since its foundation, the
Lugar Lab was a target of pro-Kremlin
actors and media outlets.
Throughout several years, Russian politicians (including President Putin) and
pro-Kremlin media have accused the Lugar
Lab of spreading H1N1 virus to Russia,
infecting mosquitos with the Zika virus,
and conducting pathogen testing on the
Georgian population. Russia recognizes
American biological laboratories in its
neighbourhood as a national security
threat. Over the years, in order to cover up
the Western criticism of its malign actions
in the international arena, Russia has been
actively using these laboratories in order to
divert attention to them.
In April 2018, within the weeks of the Salisbury attack, Russian MFA spokeswoman
Maria Zakharova talked about ”Pentagon’s
large-scale medical-biological activities
near Russian borders”, which was later
picked up by Russian media, assuming
that the nerve-agent used in the Skripal
case originated in Georgia. This hysteria
about US-funded laboratories was not only
connected to the Richard Lugar Laboratory.
According to EU Foreign Service’s East
STRATCOM Task Force, “the narrative of
‘secret labs’ has proved to be a good vessel
for distraction and disinformation”.
As soon as Georgia became successful
in the fight against the new coronavirus,
Russia launched a new disinformation
campaign. In reality, it was very difficult for
the Government of Georgia to contain the
spread of COVID-19 in the country on the
one hand and debunk the flood of false
information on the laboratory on the other.
When the first COVID-19 cases were diagnosed, the laboratory was the only centre
accredited to conduct PCR testing in the

entire Caucasus; for this reason, it was very
important to maintain people’s trust in the
laboratory as well as the Ministry of Health,
which were the only bodies to provide the
main epidemiological instructions and
recommendations.
As coronavirus cases emerged in Russia, in
parallel to increasing cases in Europe and
America, Russia started an anti-Western
propaganda, portraying European and
American healthcare systems as unable to
address the challenge.
During the pandemic, pro-Russian media
continued to claim that the Lugar Lab
posed a threat to locals, demanding its
shutdown. They went as far as stating that
the USA purposefully prevented the spread
of COVID-19 to Georgia, in order to cover
their secret activities in the Lugar Lab. They
also claimed that laboratory management
comprised US agents.
On 26 May, the Russian Foreign Ministry
expressed its concern over the US-funded
laboratory, noting that Centre’s compliance
with the Biological Weapons Convention
“raised questions”. Criticising the USA for
“not explaining what it is doing in the close
vicinity of the Russian border”, Moscow
demanded its specialists be granted access
to the centre.
In reality, Russian journalists participated
in info tours of the laboratory in a number of cases, yet they still claim that the
activity carried out in the laboratory is not
transparent, demanding an exclusive visit
to the lab without third-party participation.
In this context, the Georgian MFA recalled
that the Russian experts had already been
invited to access the centre back in 2018,
which Moscow termed as propaganda and
rejected the invitation. Georgia’s position
not to let Russian military medical experts
unilaterally in the Lugar Centre stems from
the possibility that this may turn out to be
another provocation.
Lost in translation
On 22 March, Marneuli and Bolnisi—two
municipalities in the Kvemo Kartli region of
Georgia—were put under quarantine due to
the COVID-19 pandemic. The lockdown was
imposed because a woman from Marneuli
tested positive for the novel coronavirus.
Reportedly, the woman took part in an anniversary commemoration, which was also
attended by a large number of people from
the municipalities mentioned.
The situation was aggravated by the fact
that ethnic Azerbaijanis, who make up the
majority in the region, have poor knowledge of Georgian; as a result, they are usually
poorly informed about the developments
and announcements within the country.
The younger population does speak Georgian, whereas the older population lacks

the language knowledge, so they mostly
watch and listen to Russian and their native
media outlets.
Deputy Director of Georgia’s National
Centre for Disease Control Paata Imnadze
accused “Russian media” for contributing to
the coronavirus outbreak in the municipality of Bolnisi. Imnadze claimed that popular
Russian media in the region falsely informed local residents that COVID-19 was an
“ordinary virus” and that “there was nothing
to fear”. He also underlined that no single
ethnic community could be blamed for the
outbreak and that both ethnic Georgian
and ethnic Azerbaijani communities in the
municipality acted carelessly.
Tiko Davadze, a local journalist, stated: “As
you are aware, ethnic Azeris constitute 85%
of Marneuli’s population. Of them, the majority cannot speak Georgian. That part of
the population was late to realise what was
happening around them. Since the declaration of the state of emergency, they were
still jokingly referring to the coronavirus.
They were getting together, did not follow
the isolation rules. Not before we were standing face to face with a specific problem,
could we understand the magnitude of the
danger. Although the local media circulates
information in the Azerbaijani language,
too, these people still remain nihilistic on
some issues. Currently, threat awareness
has been notably increased and in spite of
the problems, they try to be in self-isolation
as best as they can.”
In the name of God
Even though the Georgian government and
the National Centre for Disease Control
(NCDC) urged people to stay home for the
Easter holidays, the Georgian Patriarchate
and clergy, having different views on the
issue, called on worshippers to attend the
Easter service.
More worryingly, some high-ranking clerics
disseminated disinformation related to
COVID-19. They publicly supported and
amplified stories circulating on social
media, including those saying that the virus
is an artificially made bio-weapon and that
the “real” motives behind the pandemic
are depopulating the world by microchipping people and creating a new world
government. They also claimed that the
virus itself was not that lethal, but that the
future vaccine would kill the majority of the
population.
As the Georgian Government announced a
state of emergency and imposed restrictions, including limiting social gatherings to
ten persons and imposing a curfew, some
priests as well as some media outlets, public figures, and journalists began spreading
conspiracy theories and disinformation,
saying that the government was using the

COVID-19 pandemic against the Church.
Luckily, Easter services at church did not result in the increased numbers of cases, and
the Church had a go at it again, arguing that
they were right and that there was no need
to restrict movement and gatherings.
Heroes are born

COVID-19 introduced new faces in various
fields, including frontline workers, who despite the risks continue to provide life-saving
support and protection to people most in
need. In case of Georgia, epidemiologists
and doctors have regained credibility and
become real-time heroes. A group of public
scientists, dubbed the three musketeers,
have been praised for steering Caucasus’
successful response to the pandemic.
Heroes are visible among the population;
one such example is Georgian farmer Uncle Kako, who traditionally grows and sells
tulips, but because of this year’s lockdown,
he could not sell his flowers. As a result,
Georgian activists picked up the story,
raising funds via Facebook to help him.
The thankful farmer sent all his flowers to
Georgian health workers and became some
kind of a hero.
Numerous restaurants and small cafes
were eager to help healthcare providers,
simply by sending food to hospitals for free.
Bakeries in various parts of Georgia offered
free bread to citizens, in compliance with
all social-distancing measures.
Even though the world population has
suffered thousands of deaths during COVID-19, this period has been an opportunity
to witness human solidarity, kindness, and
generosity, which make societies stronger
and give rise to new heroes.
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Kosovo
SAMI KASTRATI, Diplomat, Head of Mission at the Consulate of the Republic of Kosovo in
Zürich. Former Head of Communications and Public Diplomacy at the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Republic of Kosovo.

*The published text is not a full transcript of
the presentation, but a summary, prepared
by the European Digital Diplomacy Exchange Project.
At the beginning of the pandemic, Kosovo
realised that it was dealing with a common
and unknown enemy. The country lacked
necessary medical equipment. The then
government responded very rapidly to the
crisis, adopting measures since the appearance of the first case. Entries into and exits
from the country were banned.
A few days after the pandemic was announced by the World Health Organization,
Kosovo went into lockdown with strict
measures. Panic spread all over social
media, and citizens took videos of people
waiting in long queues to buy goods. This
kind of panic is still present because of the
past experiences during the war. Even now,
people remember the times when they
had, for example, no more than 10 kg of
flour at home.
The government managed the overall situa-

tion well. Press conferences were organised
to stop the panic and to ensure enough
food for that period and for the future as
well. The government also established
several interinstitutional mechanisms to
handle the situation.
A special committee for preventing the
coronavirus was founded as well as various
working groups and emergency centres at
the national and local levels. In addition,
emergency centres were established at the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which published
emergency numbers at embassies and
consular posts abroad.
The primary role in managing the situation
was assumed by the Ministry of Health,
along with other professionals from the National Institute for Public Health of Kosovo,
who also used social media channels, Facebook in particular. They conducted several
awareness-raising campaigns, established
call centres, and launched special websites,
in order to provide useful information to the
citizens of Kosovo.
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In addition, Kosovo was successful in terms
of the repatriation of its citizens stranded
abroad. In total, around 4,000 Kosovan
citizens returned back home owing to
repatriation efforts. It was a difficult, but a
successful process.
Similar to any other country, Kosovo faced
several misinformation and fake news
cases—including the assumption that garlic
could heal the virus. Overall, those cases
were handled well.

Lithuania
MYKOLAS MAZOLEVSKIS, Chief Digital Officer, Communication and Cultural Diplomacy
Department, Public Information Division at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of
Lithuania.

Summary
This report reviews communication of the diplomatic service during the COVID-19 crisis,
covering the most active period of communication (from 12 to 31 March 2020). From the
first days of the crisis, ten staff members from
the Communication and Cultural Diplomacy
Department (hereafter referred to as the “Department”) were mobilised to directly manage the crisis. During the crisis, 20 employees
from the Department engaged in crisis
communication. Actions were implemented
using Department’s own internal resources.
No publicity services were required.
The use of social networks as a communication channel for the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs (MFA) as well as diplomatic missions
proved to be the most effective during this
crisis. The social networks managed by the
Department reached an audience of 2.69
million users, while MFA’s website reached almost 102,000 users. In addition, MFA’s press
releases were republished more than 200

times in traditional media.
Diplomatic missions actively communicated through their own digital channels (12
representations, which the Department
chose to analyse, have created 400 content
units that have been actively shared by their
followers). One fifth of the representations
independently created noteworthy content,
aimed at informing Lithuanian citizens
overseas. The crisis has highlighted the need
to further develop communication skills of
the diplomatic service and promote learning
and applying innovative campaign planning
methods.
During the crisis, the number of requests
received through Facebook’s Messenger app
increased by more than 40 times. This led
us to build an automated AI-based chatbot,
capable of answering the most frequently
asked questions.
The chatbot made it possible to allocate
human resources more efficiently and provide auto responses to our citizens’ queries
around the clock. In the future, Lithuania’s

representations overseas could benefit from
this tool and use it for managing citizens’
queries on social networks, thus extending
their services beyond their working hours.
This would help ease the burden on their
staff.
Context
As the coronavirus had intensified the crisis
in some countries of the world by the end of
January 2020, MFA’s usual communication,
implemented in accordance with diplomatic service’s Communication Guidelines for
2020–2022, was complemented by giving
regular advice about travelling abroad (for
every country) based on the information
published on www.keliauk.urm.lt. The
target audience during this period: Lithuanian citizens planning to travel out of the
country.
After the World Health Organization (WHO)
announced the outbreak of COVID-19 on
11 March, many countries imposed certain
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restrictive measures internally as well
as restrictions to free movement across
borders. Therefore, the information about
possibilities of returning to Lithuania gradually became very relevant for Lithuanian
citizens overseas. On 12 March, the Government recommended Lithuanian citizens
to cancel or postpone trips overseas, while
the MFA and the Ministry of Transport and
Communications were tasked with the
repatriation of Lithuanian citizens. On 15
March, the Polish Government decided to
close Poland’s borders—this affected a large number of Lithuanian citizens in transit
through the territory of the country, which
led to another crisis. The communication
carried out during this period aimed primarily at informing citizens about the possibilities
of organised return to Lithuania and the
existing options to return independently.
In the broad sense, the communication
carried out by the Department strove to
achieve the usual crisis communication
objectives: 1) to provide accessible information as quickly as possible and to become
the initial reliable source of information
for citizens overseas and their relatives in
Lithuania; 2) to provide fair and comprehensive information to help Lithuanian citizens

as well as aliens make informed decisions in
the event of a crisis; 3) to build a relationship
of trust in the institution and to affirm its
commitment to take care of our citizens; 4)
to refute fake news and disinformation about
the COVID-19 pandemic.
Having carried out all repatriation flights
planned by the state by 31 March, on 1 April,
the Government of Lithuania passed the
Resolution No. 314 “on the Amendment to
the Resolution No. 207 of 14 March 2020
Declaring Quarantine on the Territory of the
Republic of Lithuania”.
After tightening quarantine conditions and
maximally limiting access to the territory of
Lithuania, the MFA bent all efforts to keep actively informing the public about this issue.
To maintain audience’s attention while COVID-19 still dominates the information space,
as of 1 April, Department’s communication
has aimed at highlighting positive examples
of the fight against the pandemic, such as
Lithuania’s humanitarian aid initiatives,
mutual assistance among international
partners, NATO, and EU allies in times of
crisis, community initiatives and activities,
innovative business efforts, etc.
The period of targeted and active coronavirus communication lasted from 12 to 31

March, with the most intensive communication taking place from 13 to 17 March.
This period coincides with sporadic reports
about closing national borders, cancelled
flights, and other travel restrictions. Poland’s
decision of 15 March to close its borders due
to the epidemiological threat and the related
issue of citizens in transit via country’s territory on their way back to Lithuania should
be regarded as the peak of the crisis. We
have continued to pay a lot of attention to
the prevention of disinformation.

networks gained 8,000 new followers. The
diplomatic missions reviewed in the report
published 400 content units, which were
shared almost 10,000 times. Moreover, the
audience reacted more than 7,000 times to
the content units.

citizens obtained different information from
multiple sources, and, as is often the case
in crises, they tended to believe factually
false information, which seemed positive
and beneficial to them, rather than truthful
information. In such situations, citizens are
inclined to be more dissatisfied; doubts arose about the reliability of MFA’s information,
even of its authority.

not filled in a timely manner. In some cases,
the information process competed with
the management of reactions to available
information across media platforms.

Implementation challenges
• The lack of coordination of communication between different institutions—
especially at the beginning of the crisis,
before the public information scheme had
crystallised at the government level. As a
result, public officials or institutions spread
individual messages, which did not always
correspond to reality (e.g. about the humanitarian corridor via Poland or additional
flights to repatriate citizens organised by
the state), and the situation gave rise to
new rules (e.g. governing the cross-border
movement of citizens). Consequently,

• Reaction vs. proactive communication—communication to the public in real
time was aggravated by the fact that our
employees were not adequately involved
in the process of legislative drafting/amending. Thus, information was being prepared
to be published only after it had already
become publicly available. This caused
certain time gaps between the appearance
of information in the media and on MFA’s
channels. Even with the maximum mobilisation of human resources, the gaps were
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Results
During this period, a total audience of 2.79
million users (including nearly 102,000
users of www.urm.lt and 2.69 million users
on social networks) were reached through
channels managed by the MFA. 20 press
releases were published and republished
on average in 8–10 media outlets. 200 content units were created for social networks
and 42 units for MFA’s website. During the
period under review, 710 citizens’ queries
were answered through the Facebook
Messenger app. In addition, five surveys
on monitoring the information space were
conducted. During this period, our social

• The coordination of MFA’s information
channels—due to an increased need for
information during the crisis, citizens were
offered information on several platforms and
channels (the hotline, the Department, the
Consular Department, diplomatic representations). This posed certain challenges of
systematisation, centralisation, and updating
of information to ensure that all information
offered to citizens was relevant, unified, and
in line with government’s position. These
challenges were partly overcome with the
help of publicly available technology (Google Drive), allowing simultaneous access to
several users, who can edit the same text at
the same time.

• The need for information beyond the remit
of the MFA—the public took an interest in
many issues outside of MFA’s remit (e.g.
exceptions to cross-border movement rules,
issues related to isolation, carriers’ work
relations, flight cancellation refund, etc.).
As many institutions functioned under a
crisis regime, we did not always succeed
in obtaining the required information from
competent authorities (e.g. the Ministry of
Health, the State Border Guard Service, and
the National Public Health Centre) before
referring citizens to the responsible authority.
• Fake news—during the discussed period,
we witnessed the spread of false information about trips allegedly organised by the
MFA. The monitoring of the information
space and a timely refutation of such fake
news required additional human resources
and took some time, but it was necessary
in order to achieve the above-mentioned
crisis communication objectives.
Lessons learnt and conclusions
• Information is critical in crisis situations. It
is therefore essential that communication
be timely and meet the expectations of the
target audience. An information vacuum in a
crisis situation creates a space for speculation, rumours, and disinformation, the
management of which creates additional
costs. The Department mobilised all resources available to update information in real
time. However, the effectiveness of communication in a crisis situation depends directly
on the involvement of communicators in the
planned decision-making process, especially
if communication aims not only at informing,
but also changing audience’s behaviour
(registration, cancellation of a trip, etc.).
• It is important that the information is not
only timely, but also unified on all communication channels of the institution. It
is thus necessary to coordinate communication on the same issues between all
institutions involved in crisis management.
There is also a need for a clear division of
public information functions within the remit of institutions concerned. Moreover, the
target audience should receive authentic
information that meets their expectations
and expectations of the institutions concerned. If these conditions are not met, it will
be difficult to achieve the main objectives
of crisis communication: to become the primary and reliable source of information, to
provide information to help citizens make
informed decisions in the event of a crisis,
and to build a trust-based relationship with
the institution. After the crisis, the range of
topics covered in communication can be
extended again.

• Taking into account the target audience
reached through COVID-19 communication
efforts as well as information availability
and dissemination speed, it should be
concluded that the use of social networks
as communication channels by the MFA
and diplomatic missions was the most
effective during the crisis. It should also
be noted that a large budget is not always
what is needed in times of a crisis. It is
very important to provide high-quality
and efficient content in order to reach the
target audience. However, it is likely that a
significant share of the audience remains
unreached because the websites of the MFA
and representations or their social networking platforms are not regarded as the main
source of information (e.g. for planning a
trip). In the future, it is necessary to work
consistently with the target audience in
order to develop their trust in a specific platform and help them perceive it as the primary source of information (such examples
are the app “Travel Safely” or www.keliauk.
urm.lt, developed during this crisis).
• Even though the provided information was
exhaustive, and answers to the frequently
asked questions were prepared regularly, the
number of citizens’ enquiries and comments
showed that they expected to receive a personal answer. During the crisis, the number
of personal messages on Facebook Messenger increased by more than 40 times compared to a normal period, although more than
a half of them asked questions that could
be answered with a template response. As
Department’s human resources were limited,
citizens’ demand for individual interactions
was partially met by the use of a chatbot.
About 20% of our customers were satisfied
with auto responses and did not wish a live
conversation. In the future, automated AI-based chatbots will be improved and adapted
to the needs of diplomatic missions.
• Although our target audience mostly
included Lithuanian citizens, the need for
information in foreign languages became
particularly evident during this crisis. When
the government adopts legal acts or makes
important decisions, it should ensure that
the resulting press releases are translated at
least into the English language. Especially at
the beginning of the crisis, the MFA was the
only institution to provide information on
COVID-19 in English.
• As regards MFA’s information management, especially in cases when information
came from multiple sources and changed
rapidly, we faced centralised decision-making deficits related to technological
solutions and appropriate tools. In this
crisis, the Google Drive technology solved
our problems. Nevertheless, in the future,

technical solutions which meet data protection requirements should be envisaged.
We also need to come up with solutions
for reaching Lithuanian citizens in the most
effective way, using innovative technologies
to ensure the optimal dissemination of
information in the event of a crisis.
• Pre-prepared crisis communication templates (visuals, key messages, contacts, translations into foreign languages, etc.) could
save a lot of time and allow more efficient
allocation of resources in times of a crisis.
• In times of a crisis, Department’s team
operation was particularly important. Since
the first days of the crisis, a team of ten
people had been mobilised and directly
involved in crisis management. This turned
into a standby schedule for employees from
all four Divisions of the Department. During
the crisis, 20 staff members were responsible for communication. The Head of the
Public Information Division of Lithuania’s
MFA is to be commended for her outstanding work during the crisis. Her skills,
rapid decision-making, and experience in
communication and consular work have
been invaluable for the Department. This
was particularly important when filling the
gaps in system’s functioning and addressing
the shortcomings in the flow of internal and
external information between the Citizens
Services Division, the Consular Department,
other regional departments, representations, and our Department.
Effective teamwork during a crisis
is based on working principles and
working methods at the heart of
continuous delivery, helping to better
understand us as a team. Within the
team, we coordinated the following
directions, tasks, and roles: a) consistent coordination of horizontal groups
(one joint meeting of the Department
and three weekly meetings of the
Digital Diplomacy Group, comprising
representatives from all four Divisions
of the Department); b) continuous
training activities for the team in the
field of communication, including crisis communication (UK Government’s
program, courses, seminars—almost
every employee of the Department
has taken part in the training at least
once); c) achieving changes through innovative thinking/methods: the OASIS
framework, AI-based chatbots, and
other innovations. This was only made
possible because the necessary team
culture had matured and we were
provided help by professional experts
in the field, including Her Majesty’s
Government, the University of Oxford,
and the World Economic Forum.
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Moldova
ALEXANDER ROITMAN, Diplomat, Embassy of the Republic of Moldova to the State of Israel.

I.
The coronavirus is already referred to
by some pundits as a major Black Swan of
the 21st century, though the author of the
theory, Nassim Nicholas Taleb, rejects this
description. Despite the opinion of various
analysts, the author says that the virus
showed nothing else than global inefficiency as well as our unwillingness and
impossibility to foresee future events.
1. In the middle of March 2020, the WHO
finally recognised the crisis we heard
from all over the places, e.g. “nobody was
prepared for this kind of crisis”, “we are
fighting an invisible enemy”, “the world will
never be the same”, etc., and declared the
pandemic. At that time, only a few could tell
what the near future would look like. Though several tried to picture some aspects
of the alternative diplomatic and social
future, people mainly understood that the
Prisoner’s dilemma (meaning the prisoner
of COVID-19) brought into our daily lives by
the pandemic will be felt for at least one

year. However, a few political chancelleries
and diplomacies had enough capacity to
compensate for the lack of public events,
face-to-face meetings, and other activities, which usually quench the thirst of a
communicator, their institution’s feeds, and
their followers.
2. Black Swan or not, the pandemic
showed everyone, be it an individual or
a state actor, its place and coordinates in
the national and international arenas. For
numerous countries, the corona crisis was
not only determinative from the standpoint
of military, political, or geopolitical weight,
but it also depicted a set of managerial
qualities required both on personal and
professional levels. All the elements of the
COVID-19 crisis sharply underlined a “big
lack in leadership and leaders”, as Yuval
Hariri pointed out. This trend was felt in the
same way in classic diplomacy, putting on
a pedestal the nurtured digital diplomacy
and its “political heroes”.
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3. After the dizziness from tough prohibitive measures as well as the #StayHome
campaign and its consequences, various
countries started to steadily recover from
social distancing and reoriented themselves to physical distancing (as at some
point the WHO recommended changing
the term). The time gap between March
and May, considered to be the time of
harshest restrictions worldwide, was the
best illustration of what could be achieved
as a result of strategic communication and
a good communication strategy. While
some lacked both and others usually had at
least developed a communication strategy,
the crisis proved once again that strategic
communication is a must.
4. As the “Zoomplomacy” took, for almost
three months, the place of the traditional
“en face diplomacy”, the reestablishment of
normal contacts gave communicators the
first possibility to rehabilitate and partially
resume their activities. World leaders in

the field of communications started to reappear. Then, we saw a resurgence of classic
diplomacy accompanied by an intensive
digital diplomacy. As Ukrainian Foreign
Minister D. Kuleba fairly pointed out, in the
post-COVID-19 era, the relations between
countries will be re-evaluated in terms of
mutual help during the corona crisis.
5. First, we witnessed the “mask diplomacy”—during the time gap when countries
chased markets to buy quality and cheap
medical face masks and all the official accounts were invaded by donation ceremonies and humanitarian aid offerings. As the
latest step, national flags appeared on face
masks of dignitaries as part of diplomatic
messaging. Second, a trend, which is still
relevant today, emerged, known as the
“vaccine diplomacy”—the developments in
this sphere may reorient countries’ political
proximity and contacts, providing space
for new contacts and new trends in digital
diplomacy.
II.
If we go from general to particular,
the Embassy of the Republic of Moldova to
the State of Israel communicated intensively about Moldovan authorities’ actions
to help its citizens living or working abroad,
and in parallel, about Israeli authorities’
regulations to contain the spread of COVID-19.
1. In this difficult period of time, the most
relevant information was the information
addressed to citizens residing permanently

or temporarily in a foreign country and to
Moldovan citizens returning home. The consular department of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and European Integration of the Republic of Moldova organised humanitarian
charter flights in order to help Moldovan
citizens from abroad return home. Each
Embassy had a Google Forms questionnaire, which could be accessed from the Facebook account of any Moldovan diplomatic
mission and filled in with personal information by those willing to return to Moldova.
As a consequence, our Facebook accounts
were boosted by around 2,000 followers.
2. Periodical travel alerts, issued by the
Embassy, were most frequently commented
and accessed by Moldovan citizens residing
both in Moldova and in Israel. Some of
these posts were viewed by an average of
30,000 Facebook users (the page has almost
2,500 followers).

between March and September 2020 shows
that the most frequently viewed Facebook
posts were the ones informing about restrictions related to the corona crisis and the
consular program.
6. Very helpful in this period were Facebook
groups of Moldovans residing in Israel,
which allowed a republication of posts on
some 300 accounts.
The corona crisis once again underlined
the importance of coordinated, prompt,
and proactive classic and digital diplomacy
enhanced by practical actions, as strategic
communication is nothing else than a
correlation between publicly made commitments and final deeds. COVID-19 stressed
the significance of permanent classic and
digital communication, showcasing once
again the role of the press office and press
officers, both in traditional and digital
media.

3. Humanitarian charter flights that the Embassy helped organise were also considerably well visualized, and posts about this
topic were republished by the Moldovan
media.
4. Due to a very high number of messages
received on Facebook Messenger, in which
Moldovan citizens asked consular questions, the Embassy formulated a unique
automatic response to enquires, saving a
lot of precious time and energy.
5. A statistical analysis for the period
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North Macedonia
ILIJA ZHUPANOSKI, Digital Communicator Adviser to the Prime Minister, Head of the Social
Media and Digital Transparency Unit, Government of the Republic of Macedonia.

Chronology of developments related to
COVID-19 in North Macedonia
The new COVID-19 pandemic arrived
unexpectedly, as a phenomenon generally
unknown to the world and the World Health
Organization, and basically no one knew
precisely how it would develop. Additional
handicap of our Government in the battle
against the pandemic was the limitation in
the governing power of the current Government of North Macedonia. As 2020 was the
election year in the country, the technical
Government came into force on 2 January
2020, three months before the election day.
It consisted of ministers from the biggest
ruling parties in North Macedonia, with a
mandate to organise fair and democratic
parliamentary elections on 12 April 2020. We
started to practice this model in 2015 with
the Przino Agreement, moderated by the
European Union.
Furthermore, on 12 February, the National

Assembly dissolved because of the elections,
and on 26 February, the first case of COVID-19 in the country was confirmed—a doctor, who came back from skiing in Italy. On 14
March, North Macedonia had a few positive
cases, and one city, Debar, was placed under
complete quarantine. On 18 March, the numbers rose, and for the first time in the history
of North Macedonia, a “state of emergency”
was declared for 30 days, as there were 42
confirmed cases. Due to the situation at that
time, the elections were postponed.
The biggest challenge at that time was the
adoption of decrees in a state of emergency, which the technical Government
prepared on a daily basis. Additionally, the
dissolved Assembly could not make use of
the controlling mechanisms of the decrees
in order to be the “check and balances” of
the Government.
After the Easter and Ramazan Bajram
holidays, the number of infected persons
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exceeded 100 per day and stabilised
around 150 on average in June. The state of
emergency was prolonged three times and
ended on 23 June. The elections were rescheduled again for 15 July, and on 24 June,
the election campaign already started. Most
of the parties moved their campaigning
events online, and the ones that took place
in the traditional manner had to follow
strict measures.
Daily management of the COVID-19
emergency
From March to June (the period of managing the COVID-19 emergency), every day
started with a meeting of the Commission
for Infectious Diseases, assisted by the Minister of Health. The conclusions and draft
measures of the Commission were further
presented at the meeting of the Crisis
Task Force, which took place in the central
government. The Task Force body comprised representatives of different institutions,

with a mandate to discuss Commission’s
reports and drafting decisions, which were
further on passed to ministers for confirmation during a governmental session. Once a
new measure was adopted, Government’s
communication team was tasked to inform
citizens about it promptly and promote
the measure with the intention to reach
everyone.
This period was intense as new decisions
and conclusions were adopted every
day, and the biggest challenge we faced
was how to inform the public promptly
and how to effectively promote new rules
and measures of the Government. At the
beginning, two press conferences were
held per day, and sometimes we arranged a
briefing session with the media; finally, we
reduced the number of press conferences
to only one per day, which was held in the
Media Press Centre of the Government.
Press conferences were led by the Minister
of Health, sometimes also by the Prime
Minister, accompanied occasionally by
doctors and experts. In June, the frequency
of communication dropped with the intention to equate the status quo with the “new
normal”. The goal was to decrease the fear
of citizens, in order to make them continue
performing their daily activities normally,
while respecting the imposed measures.

Strategic goals of communication
Proactive communication was one of the
most important principles in handling the
crisis. Most people were very eager to learn
the statistics of infected cases as soon as
possible. The Government was the first to
announce this information, since wrong statistics were presented to the public several
times. Furthermore, a lot of misinformation
connected to COVID-19 was disseminated
among the public. At the beginning, we organised briefings with doctors for the media
in order to transfer knowledge and to establish partnership with the media in mutual
efforts to handle the crisis. Full transparency
was extremely important in order to control
the panic. Daily press conferences were sometimes held even for two to three hours,
as there were so many questions. They
were organised in the Macedonian and
Albanian languages, with a translation into
the sign language as well. The social media
production team from the Communication
Department of the Government produced
visual content on a daily basis, including
key messages and measures adopted that
day. Further on, the key messages were
distributed daily to the traditional media.
The main messages and announcements
were translated into six languages, covering
all the minority groups in North Macedonia.

Using a set of communication tools as a
response to crisis
The Government started organising daily
online press conferences at a very early stage—three weeks before EU institutions and
immediately after the state of emergency
and the lockdown were announced. Journalists followed press conferences live from
their offices or homes through the Zoom
application, with the possibility to ask questions live. Around 10,000 people watched
daily press conferences live on Government’s YouTube and Facebook channels.
The press conferences were held in the
Media Centre of the Government—speakers
and some technical personnel were present
physically, while others connected via
Zoom or followed the livestream online.

We faced the next challenge when the Prime Minister and the Minister of Health had
to go into quarantine, following the visit of
the city of Kumanovo, whose Mayor tested
positive for COVID-19 the next day. In view
of this, Zoom press conferences needed
to adapt to the new situation. Moderators
were located in the Media Centre together
with interpreters and speakers addressed
the public from their homes.

The communication service of the Government started organising debates about
different aspects of the emergency, as part
of the communication strategy to deliver
more information to the people during
lockdown. The media did not receive this
strategy well, claiming that we had taken
over their job. As a result, the debates were
terminated.
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In order to distribute announcements and
deliver information during the state of emergency promptly, we developed a set of new
communication tools under the name and
visual branding of Koronavirus MK.
We first developed the website
www.koronavirus.gov.mk, which became the
central place for all information released from
different institutions.

We continued with the development of а
mobile application for Android and IOS, Koronavirus MK, which distributed data from
the website, sending notifications about
important announcements.
Further on, dedicated Facebook, Insta-

gram, and Twitter pages were also created and
launched for the citizens who use social media
platforms. The cooperation with Google and Facebook was established, with the aim to promote
governmental messaging with advertisements.
In addition, for the first time in North Macedonia,
a Viber community channel of the Government

was established. For the promotion of the
channel and contribution to our communication, Viber sent free messages to 800,000
people who had the app in North Macedonia,
and 51,000 people currently receive news
and announcements about COVID-19 via this
channel.

The Government also introduced a tracking app, called StopKorona!—a Bluetooth-enabled smartphone tracking application, which alerts its
users in case they were in contact with someone who has tested positive for COVID-19.
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Additionally, a new section on the Koronavirus MK webpage was created for all COVID-19 Economic Measures of the Government, with the option of advanced search,
enabling to look for funding/monetary
programs, loans/grants/credit programs,
donations to support businesses, etc.
Tourist vouchers were created to support
citizens with low income and provide
support to domestic tourism.

In addition, payment vouchers were also
provided to the people under the slogan “I
buy domestic products!”
Financial support for unemployed citizens,
employed persons with a low income,
young people, and health workers was
offered by issuing a domestic payment
card for the purchase of Macedonian
goods and payment of services within the
country during the state of emergency
caused by COVID-19.

A COVID-19 Solidarity Fund was created,
where people can donate to and check to
whom their donation will be allocated.

The Financial Transparency Platform revealed the transparency of Government’s
spending during the COVID-19 crisis.
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Slovakia
SAMUEL ŠVAJDA, Strategic Communication Department, Ministry of Foreign and European
Affairs of the Slovak Republic.

This report covers communication efforts of
the Slovak diplomacy during the first wave
of coronavirus pandemic. The Slovak MFA
has been communicating the crisis since
the beginning. Several employees of the Ministry from various departments have been
mobilised to carry out communication
activities of the Ministry via social media
platforms (accounts of the MFA, the Minister, and State Secretaries) using the hashtag
#SpoluToZvladneme (in English: we will get
through this together), its official website,
press releases, phone lines, appearances on
TV, and other traditional media platforms.
Social media accounts have been sharing
infographics, stories of ordinary people
(patients, emergency service members),
and also appearances of actors, musicians,
and others for our campaign. The MFA
cooperated with the civil society as well.
Projects, such as “From Europe with Love”
or “We are Humans”, addressed the corona
crisis response of NATO and the EU.

The first information about the new disease
was published on the website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Slovak Republic
on 22 January, titled “Occurrence of Viral
Pneumonia in the City of Wuhan”.
The Ministry of Diplomacy has issued more
than 850 (and counting) travel recommendations and travel warnings. It has
continued to use a specialised subpage on
the departmental website dedicated to the
coronavirus, which was established on 4
February 2020.
During the COVID-19 crisis, the capacities
of the Department of Crisis Management
(OKRM), which deals with various crisis situations in the world, from terrorist attacks
to natural disasters faced by citizens of the
Slovak Republic, were strengthened.
Emergency text messages sent by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Slovak Republic
in cooperation with mobile operators pla-
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yed an important role in informing Slovak
citizens abroad. A total of 11 types of text
messages were sent.
During the COVID-19 crisis, Ministry’s
website became one of the primary sources
of information for tens of thousands of
Slovak citizens at home and abroad, which
resulted in a radical increase in its traffic.
In total, from 4 February to 15 June 2020,
the site was viewed over six million times,
which is almost six times more than in the
same period of the previous year. In the period mentioned, the number of users of the
www.mzv.sk website increased to 1,438,394,
compared to 272,384 recorded in 2019.
The communication via these channels
has been effective, reaching large groups
of people on social media platforms of the
MFA. Appearances on TV during prime time
generated record numbers of viewers.
Diplomatic missions in respective countries

informed Slovak citizens living abroad
about the situation and measures taken in
these countries.
After the outbreak of COVID-19 in Europe,
communication of the Slovak MFA included
giving information on the pandemic, such
as guidelines, recommendations, and
advice on traveling, provided on the official
website and social media of the Ministry.
After the situation deteriorated and
countries adopted restrictive measures,
the information on repatriation and ways
of returning home was required. Since 16
March, the Ministry has been publishing
information on border restrictions in individual countries on its website.
Later, successful repatriation of our citizens
has become the crucial task of the MFA.
The first repatriation of two Slovak citizens
from China took place on 1 February 2020,
before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in Europe. On 17 March, the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of the Slovak Republic
organised the first repatriation by bus on
the route Zürich–Bratislava, and another on
19 March from Italy.
On 20 March, a commercial airline brought
our citizens from the UK. From 17 March
to 30 June, 179 repatriation connections
by bus and 26 repatriation connections
by air were carried out. As of 16 July 2020,
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Slovak
Republic has repatriated 4,531 persons
and, at the same time, its embassies have
assisted in individual returns of another
1,935 people. A total of 6,440 people from
110 countries returned to Slovakia.

The main objectives of MFA’s communication efforts were:
1. to deliver important and helpful information to our citizens abroad
2. to inform about the situation in other
countries
3. to provide recommendations and advice
on traveling
4. to inform about disinformation
5. to present the measures adopted by the
EU, NATO, and other multilateral organisations
6. to provide mutual help to EU and NATO
members
7. to help the EU and NATO function effectively during the pandemic
8. to deliver information to citizens working
abroad, but living in Slovakia
In response to the growing number of disinformation messages regarding “inactions
and inability” of the EU and NATO, the MFA
provided concrete examples of measures
adopted by the EU and NATO and cases of
mutual help of EU and NATO members, together with statistics indicating the amount
of help provided and measures adopted.
We faced the following challenges:

3. the occurrence of chaotic situations
related to informing our citizens
4. shortcomings in the area of proactive
communication
In addition, the employees of the MFA
dealing with communication on COVID-19
attended a workshop, simulating strategic
communication related to the pandemic.
To conclude, strategic communication in
times of any kind of crisis proved to be an
important factor in dealing with various
challenges, keeping citizens informed,
and preventing harmful information from
creating bigger damage.
Therefore, the Slovak MFA has been
communicating the corona crisis since its
beginning. Social media, MFA’s webpage,
and appearances on TV were (and still are)
vital to reach a large number of citizens.
Infographics, storytelling, and influencers
are all meaningful elements in the area of
StratCom.
However, we are still facing challenges,
such as the need to reach more people
and the demand to counter disinformation
and other manipulative narratives more
effectively.

1. the decreasing reach of information
provided by the MFA on its social media
platforms compared to the reach of hoaxes
and disinformation
2. coordination and cooperation of communication between different institutions
and departments
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Slovenia
MIRIAM MOŽGAN, Digital Diplomacy Advisor, Diplomatic Academy of the Slovenian Ministry
of Foreign Affairs.

Different epidemics have always altered
the societies they have spread through,
affecting business, the work of people, and
their personal relationships. The COVID-19
epidemic has brought changes also to one
of the oldest professions in the world—diplomacy.
The core function of diplomacy is communication. It normally involves handshaking,
eye contact, and face-to-face meetings.
The 2020 corona crisis was a digital stress
test, also for foreign ministries and other government agencies. Foreign ministries were
pushed into the new reality and adopted
new ways of communication. For a while,
diplomacy turned into Zoomplomacy,
Webex diplomacy, or virtual diplomacy.
Yet again, we had the opportunity to experience the usefulness of messaging apps,
such as WhatsApp, for internal communication. We learnt how useful social networks
like Facebook and Twitter were in informing

people about new measures at borders
during lockdown, when people spent even
more time on social media.
It was a special time, a time for cooperation and a time to turn our hand at the
digitalisation of public diplomacy. What
will become part of the diplomatic routine
and diplomatic skills? Will the epidemic be
a catalyst for change also in the world of
diplomacy?
When the epidemic started, Slovenia had
two governments. The new government
took office on 13 March, while the epidemic
was declared on 12 March. The new Slovenian government acted quickly.
The government communication office set
up a crisis centre, where medical students
answered calls from concerned people. A
diplomat from the MFA was also a member
of the centre’s team, providing answers
regarding border crossings and measures
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adopted in other countries. The government informed the public about new
measures taken to stop the spread of the
virus via daily press conferences. An official
government spokesman for COVID-19 took
office—Ambassador Jelko Kacin, who had
assumed the same role during the Ten-Day
War in Slovenia in 1991.
The Slovenian Foreign Ministry introduced
a system of rapid reporting about measures adopted in foreign countries. These
reports involved useful information for
government’s advisory expert group, which
recommended measures to stop the spread
of the virus.
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was not
properly prepared for a crisis of this magnitude. We did not have enough laptops for
diplomats who were forced to work from
home. We did not have rooms set up for
audiovisual conference calls, and we did
not have enough personnel to help our

small embassies in case something had
happened or an employee had become
infected or fallen ill.
After the spring wave of the epidemic, the
Diplomatic Academy organised a round-table discussion, titled Diplomacy during the
Corona Crisis. We wanted to analyse how
Slovenian diplomacy functioned during the
crisis in the field of consular affairs, diplomacy, and public relations.
In the field of diplomacy, we saw an interesting new way of greeting: elbow-bumping.
Handshakes disappeared completely this
spring, and our elected leaders hid their
faces behind masks. Masks also became the
official gift of some EU countries. There was
no personal communication, no informal
meetings, no follow-up meetings, no networking opportunities. Diplomacy focused
on reporting on the COVID-19 situation and
on maintaining close cooperation mostly
with neighbours and countries in the region
and the EU. One of the first successful
diplomatic actions was negotiating an
agreement between neighbouring countries allowing cargo to cross borders from
Italy via Slovenia to Croatia, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Serbia, North Macedonia, and
Turkey.
The Minister held numerous audiovisual
conferences with his colleagues, some of
whom he met in person as soon as the
conditions allowed. Therefore, personal
diplomacy has not disappeared and will
not disappear. Diplomacy has preserved its
mission, but adopted new means of communication. Nevertheless, it is likely that the
balance between traditional diplomacy and
Zoomplomacy will change in favour of the
latter for quite some time.
I agree with those who say that conducting
online diplomacy demands a cultural and
a mental switch, which is easier for some
than for others. Younger diplomats and
those with technical skills were indeed
quicker to adopt the new ways of communication. However, a majority of traditional
diplomats switched to the new reality rather
quickly as well.
Slovenian ambassador to Berlin Franci
But was one of them. At our round-table
discussion, he said that online diplomacy
functions well, but only when you have
already established trust in face-to-face
contacts—similar to what was said by
Ashok Mirpur, Singapore’s Ambassador to
Washington:
“The reason you send diplomats out to
foreign capitals is to engage personally and
share confidences and confidential assess-

ments. Building and acting on trust is about
the cues and nuances that aren’t available
online. You can reach a much wider audience (when on video), but you can’t get to that
next stage of diplomacy.“
A bigger challenge lies ahead, in multilateral diplomacy, where there is no “walking
around the table, no corridor diplomacy,
no follow-up meetings to discuss whether
or not a compromise would go through,” as
German chancellor Merkel once described
the obstacles of Zoomplomacy for conducting negotiations.
During the corona crisis, Slovenian diplomacy practiced it all: personal, traditional,
hybrid, and Zoom or Webex diplomacy.
Slovenia will take over the EU Council
presidency next year. We are already closely
cooperating with the current EU Council
Presidents from Germany and Portugal,
who will take over from Germany in January
2021. The trio had to rewrite their 18-month
presidency programme and set up new
priorities. The meetings that took place
were mostly virtual, but some took a hybrid
form. The German Foreign Minister was
the first foreign minister to pay a visit to
Slovenia in early July, with the Portuguese
Minister joining the meeting via a video
conference. All three also participated in a
hybrid press conference.
When the government declared the end
of the epidemic, virtual diplomacy quickly
switched back to the traditional ways
of business. Slovenian President Borut
Pahor visited Hungary, but had to travel
to Budapest by train. All protocol was put
in place, something non-existing in virtual
diplomacy.
Digitalisation of public diplomacy
When the Slovenian MFA set up its Twitter
account in 2010, traditional diplomats
criticised the move, saying it would destroy
the structured dialogue, which is the foundation of communication in diplomacy. At
that time, digital diplomacy was still seen as
an afternoon entertainment for younger diplomats. After this spring, even those most
sceptical experienced the positive and the
negative side (the spread of disinformation)
of social media.
Digital diplomacy has become a necessity.
During the first weeks of the corona crisis,
when embassies and the MFA organised
special flights and buses to repatriate our
citizens, we mainly used social media to
inform the public about the possibilities to
return home.

The information on changes to border regimes was provided to the public mostly via
social networks of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs. Every new idea was implemented
rather quickly. The time to make decisions
about new ways and means of communication was very short.
MFA’s Twitter account and Facebook profile
have been followed by the media and
journalists from traditional media, who later
informed the public about all the changes
regarding the coronavirus and travel restrictions. As a result, relatives informed their family members who wanted to return home
about the ways to do so. The collaboration
with traditional media at that time was very
professional. They regularly shared our
Twitter posts on their websites. Traditional
media and journalists, who themselves
could not travel abroad, reposted a lot of
our photos and Twitter posts.
We were also fortunate to have a very
efficient and persuasive spokesman for
consular affairs. The Ministry’s Head of
Consular Service was a very effective and
emphatic communicator.
The consular service was the first to interact
with six Slovenian citizens stuck on the
Princess Diamond cruise, which stranded in
Japan. The consular office immediately set
up a crisis cell that operated throughout the
crisis and answered people’s questions.
It was a time of solidarity, when states, ministries, and embassies helped each other
repatriate their citizens. Fellow diplomats
and ambassadors used formal as well as
personal contacts when looking for ways to
bring our citizens home. During that time,
we received so many expressions of gratitude on our social networks.
Slovenian president Borut Pahor, who himself is a skilled user of social media, took
a very innovative approach to addressing
foreign publics.
In all EU languages, President Pahor expressed his support, solidarity, and gratitude to
citizens of foreign countries. He posted his
recording in foreign languages on Twitter
and Facebook. This was a very unique way
of conducting Twitter diplomacy. Some
posts, the one in Polish and Portuguese
languages, were retweeted and liked by
thousands. He received warm response
from other presidents, who thanked him for
his expression of solidarity during difficult
times.
One thing is certain. This spring, we managed to bring the world of diplomacy closer
to the public with more a personal and in-
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novative use of social networks. Colleagues
at Slovenian embassies shook off the risk
of adverse culture. Some missions adopted
a more informal way of communicating
online, which worked well. We saw a more
relaxed approach to using social media, we
saw posts of diplomats working from home,
we saw behind the curtain of how diplomacy is performed in practice.
At that time, we also started posting the
so-called “postcards from world capitals”.
Ambassadors wrote about life in deserted
capitals and work at embassies at a time
when everything was at a standstill. Online
postcards were published on the Ministry’s
web page.
Embassies also showed innovation in the
digitisation of public diplomacy—ambassadors organised virtual receptions
for Statehood Day some even held virtual
celebrations. In general, real concerts were
staged, which they broadcast onlineStatehood Day.
During the corona months, we also started
communicating with each other through
closed chat groups. Younger colleagues
working at consular departments set up
a WhatsApp group to share information
about travel restrictions and border regimes. As Head of Strategic Communications
Office, I set up an e-mail group in which
ambassadors informed one another about
new developments. Our ambassadors and
diplomats stayed alone with their families
in other parts of the world, and to many,
correspondence with colleagues also provided an important psychological support.

An efficient use of social media, an effective
spokesman, who became the face of rescue
operations for many Slovenians, and an
excellent cooperation with traditional media all created a very positive image of the
Ministry in public. The Foreign Ministry has
received praise from ordinary citizens as
well as some of its previously fierce critics.
In the first weeks and months of the crisis,
citizens followed and adhered to government measures. Slovenia was among the
first countries in Europe to declare the
end of the epidemic. Even though many
measures were still valid, life was slowly
returning to normal. An early proclamation
of the end of the epidemic and a sometimes too combative and paternalistic style
of government’s communication created a
certain degree of mistrust among citizens
and especially among some social media
influencers.
At the end of August, 60% of the population did not trust the government with
regard to measures adopted to prevent the
spread of the virus (33% no longer trust it,
26% do not trust it at all), according to a
survey by the Valikon Agency. The level of
trust (the difference between the share of
positive and negative responses, without
those undecided) was –27, which is still a
significantly better result than the one the
government achieved in April (–44), when
the Agency first evaluated citizens’ trust in
key institutions during the epidemic.
After a period of relative calm during
summer, we have seen the emergence
of scepticism among some influencers
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on social media. One of them regularly
publishes videos on his Facebook page,
planting the seed of doubt in government’s
tactics and measures. It is worrying how
many times his posts have been shared or
liked. Researchers at the Reuters Institute
at Oxford University analysed 225 false or
misleading news, published from January
to March in the UK. They found that 20
percent of these pieces of news were said
or shared by politicians, celebrities, or other
prominent public figures. These received as
much as 69 percent of all likes, comments,
or shares. However, the influence of false
news, deceptions, untruths, etc., spread by
ordinary people and citizens should not be
underestimated either.
Fall has come and with it the second wave
of the coronavirus. We are still to see what
kind of social trust between the society and
the government this new period will bring.
We can only hope that some positivity
and solidarity from the springtime will be
maintained also during the fall. But most of
all, we hope we will not have to reuse the
crisis communication techniques adopted
this spring at the end of the year and that
we will keep using those that functioned
well—a more informal communication style
on social media.
One of the lessons learnt from this spring
is the following: it is important to remain
positive in your relationship with each other
and negative on medical tests.
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