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Insights

Scope

On September 2019 - June 2020, Debunk.eu spotted and analysed 409 mentions - Eadaily.com and rubaltic.ru published the largest number or articles

of Defender 2020 military drills. mentioning Defender Europe 2020 exercises (64 and 33 articles
respectively), both having the biggest impact on the image of the
Dynamics of articles on Defender 2020 exercises in terms of negative publicity.

140 - In terms of total reach, the first three websites that wrote about the

exercises — rambler.ru, ria.ru and rt.com — need to be mentioned.
120

- the peak of Defender Europe 2020 mentions was spotted on March

100

/th in relation to the comments of the Russian Foreign Ministry
80 spokesman Maria Zacharova about the "NATO's fist on Russian

11
50 border".

- The most articles written on Defender Europe 2020 exercises were
noticed in March 2020 (137), October 2019 (56), February 2020 (52). In
October the main message was the increase of US troops in Europe
and in February and March — the impact of the pandemic for the
exercises.

- The widest number of social interactions (1077) was achieved by the

article on rubaltic.ru (NATO exercises in the Baltic have become a
laughing stock), which portrayed Defender Europe 2020 negatively.
Among the neutral articles, the largest attention was attracted by
obzor.lt (American tanks leave Lithuania) — 976 social interactions.
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http://eadaily.com/
http://rubaltic.ru/
http://rambler.ru/
http://ria.ru/
http://rt.com/
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DEFENDER 2020 - OVERVIEW (i)

There were a number of significant disinformation attacks on NATO leaders and partners in 2020. In
April, a spoofed email letter was sent to the Minister of National Defense of the Republic of
Lithuania Raimundas Karoblis on behalf of NATO President Jens Stoltenberg about the decision to
withdraw NATO troops from Lithuania, as it allegedly failed to deal with the coronavirus outbreak at
that time.

A month before when the pandemic broke out, a spoofed email letter about Minister Karoblis’
alleged request not to cancel the Defender Europe 2020 exercise and the permission for the US
military to move freely on Lithuanian territory without noticing the society in order to avoid public
outrage, was sent to the media on behalf of the Lithuanian Armed Forces' Strategic
Communications Officer.

As experts unanimously agree, the main goal of the increase of these and other similar attacks is
Russia's desire to undermine public image of NATO troops and the organisation itself.

This trend is confirmed by a study conducted by Demaskuok on how the NATO exercise Defender
Europe 2020 is portrayed in the analysed Russian media outlets. 70 percent of all the mentions of
these exercises the information was misleading, nearly 30 percent - neutral and only two articles
can be classified as positive content.
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DEFENDER 2020 - OVERVIEW (Il)

Defender Europe 2020 was to become the largest NATO exercise in Europe since the Cold War. The
fact that the United States intended to deploy over 20K troops in the eastern wing of NATO,
severely stormed the analysed Russian media.

Given that Russia has been carrying out military maneuvers by hundreds of thousands of troops,
both at NATO borders and in the depth of the country for decades, Defender Europe 2020 has
become one of the most serious responses to all this.

Unfortunately, for the first time in NATO history, the plans of this magnitude were halted. Although
it was initially considered that if the pandemic did not subside, the military exercises will be
cancelled altogether. Subsequently, as coronavirus contagion decreased in Europe, it was decided
to extend some training activities to all required safety standards and with a significantly reduced
contingent of troops.

As the stages of Defender Europe 2020 exercise plans were carrying out, each of the step received
a great deal of attention from the Kremlin's disinformation channels. As might be expected, the
main misleading messages were adapted to the socio-political situation at the time.

Initially, Kremlin disinformers highlighted the largest increase in the number of U.S. troops in
Europe since the Cold War. Later, the criticism to the "aggressive" NATO, which broke its alleged
promise "not to expand to the East" by the openly pro-Russian German parliamentarians' were
widely publicised. Then came the message by the rulers of Russia and Belarus how they are going
to respond to these exercises of the Alliance.
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DEFENDER 2020 - OVERVIEW (lll)

In the wake of the serious threat of a pandemic in February, the Russian media began to iterate
the lack of responsibility of the Americans and other NATO allies, because they do not suspend the
maneuvers. And as the Alliance reduced the size of the military drills, firstly the ridiculed the failure
of the plans, then started to criticise NATO's allegedly relentless militarism and heartlessness in
maneuvering during the pandemic.

In addition, around the date of the 75th anniversary of the end of World War Il in Europe, the
narrative that NATO exercises are intended to obscure the celebration of Victory Day, a major
memorable historical date for the Kremlin regime living in nostalgia for the Soviet empire, was
activated.

Looking at the overall scale of the negative messages, their diversity and widespread discussion in
the Kremlin's disinformation channels, it can be concluded that the Defender Europe 2020 exercise
was one of the most painful of the recent NATO actions, despite the consequences of the COVID19
pandemic interruption.
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DEFENDER 2020

September 2019 - June 2020
Mentions by sources

B riafan.ru 5.38%
b _rossaprimavera.ru 6.36%
militarynews.ru 3.18% Jregnum.ru 7.58%
kurier.lt 2.93%
nation-news.ru 2.93%
sputniknews.ru 2.20% crubaltic.ru 8.07%

lenta.ru 1.47%
m24.ru 1.47%
news-front.inf

mail.ru 1.22% aaai=a=a7=—
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D E F E N D E R 2020 September 2019 - June 2020

«lMaHaeMua He 0CTAHOBWMNA MAXOBMK MAHEBPOB»: KaK |
HATO npoBoAMT y4eHHA B JIaTEBMMK B YCNOBHAX
pacnpocTpaHeHus KopoHaBupyca
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. Negative . Neutral ‘ Positive

HATO coOupaeT yoapHslit KvIak y rpaHuil Poccuu, sagsuna oMUMATBHEIA
npeactasuTens MHIL PO Mapusa 3axaposa. Tak oHa NPOKOMMEHTHPOBATA
HH[IJ{}pM:—!IlMKJ O MNIaHax aJibAHCA NPOBECTH BECHOM aToro roga YUeHHA Defender
Europe-2020, coobumaeTcs Ha cafiTe BHEITHENMOMHTHYECKOTO BEOMCTBA.

«Pasymeercs, arpeccubible HaMmeperus CUIA u HATO yutem B coDCTBEHHOM BOSHHOM
CTPOMTENbCTEE. PEKOMEHIYeM HaTOBLIAM 3aMyMAaThC O NOCTeACTBMAX MX arpeccMBHBIN
AeHCTBHHA, THIIL YCHIMBAKILMX MERIYHAPOIHYIO HANPAXKEeHHOCTb, — MOA4epPKHYAa
3axaposa.
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DEFENDER 2020 September 2019 - June 2020

TOP10 sources by sentiment Total number of articles: 409
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DEFENDER September 2020 - June 2020

Main topics

Military drills
NATO

Security politics
US army in Europe
US army

Russian army

US politics

Armed forces of Belarus
US propaganda
Georgian politics
History

Hybrid Warfare
Poland-Belarus relations
Russia-Belarus relations
Russo-Georgian conflict
US army in Africa

WWII
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DEFENDER 2020

Subtopics

Russia-Iran-China drills 0.29%

NATO troops in Estonia O.Zﬂ

NATO in Europe 0.29%_ e

Munich Security Conference 0.29 \‘
List of NATO drills 0.29%,

Estonian army 0.29%

Defense spending 0.29%

British troops in Eastern Europe 0.29%

Belarus-Russia-NATO relations 0.29%ff
Annexation of Crimea 0.29%

Poland-Turkey relations 0.58%ff
Military drills on NATO border 0.58%
INF Treaty 0.58%

EU-Russia relations 0.58%}
Defencelessness of Belarus 0.58%
Russian politics 0.86%

Subtopics

NATO-Belarus relations 1.15%
Georgia-NATO relations 1.15%

Defence spending 1.44% "\

Belarusian response to Defender 2020 3.46% "\
NATO expansion 3.75% X

Military Schengen 3.75%

NATO-Russia war in the Baltics 5.76%
Increase of US troops in Europe 10.09%

_Impact of COVID19 pandemic 27.95%

~—Provocation against Russia 13.83%

— “Russian response to Defender 2020 12.97%
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DEFENDER 2020 September 2019 - June 2020

States

Sweden 0.19%

Romania 0.19%, .

Great Britain 0.19%_ ey
France 0.19
Canada 0.19%77

/Russio 22.62%

Armenia -/;’
Afghanistan //
Azerbaijan O.19

Syria 0.38%ff

China 0.38%

Africa 0.38%]

UK 0.57%\

Eastern Europe 0.57%
ltaly 0.76%

Ukraine 0.95%

States

—US 14.26%

Estonia 1.90%
Latvia 2.28%
Georgia 2.28%
Baltics 3.61%
Lithuania 4.94% ™S
Belarus 6.27% v ~Germany 9.70%

NATO states 7.41%

Poland 9.70%
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DEFENDER 2020

TOP 30 narratives

NATO is an offensive alliance

Russia does not escalate tensions while NATO does the opposite
Imaginary Russian threat

NATO provokes Russia to respond

NATO prepares for war against Russia

NATO does not cooperate

NATO tries to overshadow WWII victory events

Defender 2020 is a threat to the security in the region

Drilling during the pandemic is irresponsable

There is no need for NATO to drill its military on Russian border
Cracking unity among NATO members

NATO broke its promise not to expand eastwards

NATO spreads coronavirus

NATO states are US puppets

Belarus and Russia will protect itself from NATO

Baltics and Poland is only a cannon fodder for US

US abandon its allies

Russia drill in the interior of the country, not near the border like NATO does
Russia should strengthen its army

Russian army is better prepared to fight pandemic than NATO
US is a threat to global security

US is pushing Europe into a war

Belarus will protect itself from NATO

USSR was a victim, not a starter of the WWII

Only Russia can protect Belarus

Russia is the main country helping the world during the pandemic
US provoke a rift in Russia-Belarus relations

War against Russia will be a disaster to Turkey

The West rewrites history

NATO hides the true numbers of COVID19 infected soldiers
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DEFENDER 2020

Dynamics of particular narratives
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@® NATO provokes Russia to respond @ NATO tries to overshadow WWI| victory events
©® NATO does not cooperate @ NATO broke its promise not to expand eastwards
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Drilling during the pandemic is irresponsable
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DEFENDER 2020 September 2020 - July 2020

Sources by social interactions to articles with Defender 2020 Total: 20 987
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DEFENDER 2020

TOP 10 articles with the highest number of social interactions

September 2019 - June 2020

rubaltic.ru: HATO npoBoguT y4eHus B Npnbantuke Bonpekn KOpOHaBUPYCy 249 174
(NATO conducts exercises in the Baltics despite the coronavirus)

rubaltic.ru: YyeHna HATO B NpubanTtrke npespaTnnmncb B NnocMeLlunLLe 169
(NATO exercises in the Baltics became an object of ridicule)

rubaltic.ru: HATO He npunaeTt: akcnepTbl n3 CLUA oTkpbinu NonbLue v
MpubanTuke ropbkyto npasay (NATO won't come: USA experts revealed a A8
sad truth to Poland and the Baltics)

ria.ru: B MNonblwe Hayanuck y4eHnsa no nepedbpocke amepmKaHCKUX BONCK B
Espony (In Poland the exercises, how to transfer American troops to [S}8}8)
Europe, has started)

obzor.lt: AMepukaHckue TaHku nokugatoT Jintey (American tanks leave 268
Lithuania)

rubaltic.ru: HATO nposeget «4ymoBbie» y4yeHus B [pnbantunke Bornpeku
kopoHasupycy (NATO conducts plague exercises in the Baltics, despite the NE4
coronavirus)

topwar.ru: B Hemeukom byHaecTare HasBanu arpeccopom HATO, a He
Poccuio (In German Bundestang NATO was called the aggressor, not %
Russia)

rt.com: «[MaHgemMunsa He ocTaHOBMUIA MaxoBUK MaHEBPOBY: kak HATO
NpoBOAUT Y4eHUs1 B JlaTBUKM B YCNOBUSX pacrnpoCcTpaHEHNS KOpPOHaBMpyca
("Pandemic didn't stop the pendulum of exercises": how NATO is conducti...

rambler.ru: Poccmna 3ameTtuna y cBoux rpaHul «ygapHbein kynak» HATO
(Russia watches the NATO "fist" on its border)

lenta.ru: Poccusa sametuna y cesoumx rpaHuy, «ygapHbin kynak» HATO (Russia
watches the NATO "fist" on its border)

0 200 400 600 800 1000 1200 1400
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CONCLUSIONS

September 2019 - June 2020

- Most of the articles that mentioned the Defender Europe 2020 exercise were about military maneuvers. The
second most popular topic was NATO - these articles focused not only on the Alliance's military plans, but
also on internal political peripetias. The third key topic, security policy, is an even broader topic dominated by
the relationship between the world's major political powerhouses.

- The vast majority of articles that mentioned the Defender Europe 2020 exercise expressed a negative view.
It constituted for almost 70 percent of all the articles examined. AlImost 30 percent of messages were neutral.
And only two articles (0.49%) of the 409 examined could be classified as positive content.

- After analysing all the articles, it can be noticed that the main narratives were operatively adapted to the
general flow of the information. The best example was a narrative that Defender Europe 2020 will serve to
spread the coronavirus and must therefore be stopped which was started to escalate on the eve of the
pandemic. After the announcement of the suspesion of the drilling plans, various types of articles that mocked
NATO's failed plans appeared. Some of them even forecasted the crisis of the Alliance. However, with the
announcement of a smaller-scale extension of the exercise, there was a return to a narrative of the NATO as
an aggressive force, which ignores even a global pandemic.

- Looking at the overall scale of the negative messages, their diversity and the wide discussion in the Kremlin's
disinformation channels, it can be concluded that the Defender Europe 2020 exercise was one of NATO's most
painful actions recently, despite interruption of the COVID19 pandemic.
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