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USAID leads international development and humanitarian efforts to
save lives, reduce poverty, strengthen democratic governance and help
people progress beyond assistance.

U.S. foreign assistance has always had the twofold purpose of furthering
America’s interests while improving lives in the developing world. USAID
carries out U.S. foreign policy by promoting broad-scale human progress
at the same time it expands stable, free societies, creates markets and
trade partners for the United States, and fosters good will abroad.

USAID works in over 100 countries to:

Promote Global Health

Support Global Stability

Provide Humanitarian Assistance
Catalyze Innovation and Partnership

Empower Women and Girls
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IREX is a nonprofit organization that builds a more just, prosperous, and
inclusive world by empowering youth, cultivating leaders, strengthening
institutions, and extending access to quality education and information.

Founded in 1968, IREX delivers value to its beneficiaries, partners, and
donors through its holistic, people-centered approach to development.
We bring expertise and experience in fields such as education, civil
society, gender, media, governance, access to information, and youth
employment.

In 2021, IREX had an annual portfolio of more than $71 million and a
global staff of more than 600. By the close of 2022, IREX is projecting an
annual portfolio of $107 million and more than 700 staff worldwide.
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On behalf of IREX, | am pleased to introduce the 2023 edition of the
Vibrant Information Barometer (VIBE) for Europe and Eurasia, which
explores the media and information spheres in 18 countries throughout
the region, including five countries in Central Asia: Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan.

While previous editions of VIBE captured the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic on the media and information sectors in Europe, Eurasia,
and Central Asia, this year’s publication examines the impact of Russia’s
February 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine, including an increase in
Kremlin propaganda throughout the region and freedom of speech in
Ukraine and Russia.

Based on IREX’s Vibrant Information Approach and developed in
partnership with USAID, the VIBE methodology better captures and
measures the way information is produced and utilized today. In a
vibrant information system, quality information should be widely
available, editorially independent, based on facts, and not intended to
harm. Content production should be sufficiently resourced, inclusive,
and diverse. People should have the rights, means, and capacity to
access multiple channels of information; they should detect and reject
misinformation; and they should be able to make informed choices
about their information consumption. People should use quality
information to inform their actions, improve their communities, and
contribute to public policy decisions. VIBE leverages the expert panel
approach, incorporating perspectives from local sector professionals
that IREX assembles in each country to serve as panelists.

The 2023 VIBE publication is accompanied by the Vibrant Information
Barometer Explorer, which allows users to analyze VIBE data and track
it over time--including similar elements from the Media Sustainability
Index, which IREX published from 2001-2019--with funding from USAID.

IREX would like to thank the more than 200 media, civil society, legal, and
other sector professionals from throughout Europe, Eurasia, and Central
Asia who took time to reflect on their own media sector and provide
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thoughtful comments and insights. A cornerstone for this study is the
discussion moderators and authors from each country who organize
the VIBE discussion panels, write chapter narratives that contextualize
the panelists’ thoughts, and provide rich information about operating
contexts that goes beyond simple scores.

Finally, without Sherilyn Harrington’s and Irma Kurtanidze’s dedicated
management and logistical support, this year’s VIBE would not have
been possible to produce. The United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) has been a consistent and enthusiastic supporter
of VIBE, funding the project from its inception and ensuring its ongoing
implementation.

We hope you will find this report useful, and we welcome any feedback.
Sincerely,

(s el

Linda Trail
Managing Editor


https://www.irex.org/resource/vibrant-information-just-prosperous-and-inclusive-societies
https://vibe.irex.org/
https://vibe.irex.org/
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Transition from Media Sustainability to Vibrant Information

From 2001 - 2019, IREX and USAID produced the Media Sustainability
Index (MSI)! to measure five key pillars and objectives related to media
sustainability: free speech, professional journalism, plurality of news
sources, business management, and supporting institutions.

Over the past two decades there have been dramatic changes to the
way information is produced, spread, and utilized. However, the growth
of digital and social media has dramatically changed how information
flows, including:

Expansion of the volume of information and speed of global transmission
(including misinformation and information intended to harm)
Blurred lines between media producers and media consumers

Rise of non-professional content producers (such as social media
users, bloggers, and influencers)

New challenges and opportunities in resourcing media production
Diminishing trust in many forms of content and content producers
New threats to individual privacy and security

Increased need for media and digital literacy across all segments
of society,

New forms of censorship as well as new and evolving ways to
circumvent censorship, and

New methods for individuals, civil society, the private sector and
corporations, and governments to utilize information for both
productive and destructive means.

In recognition of these changes - as well as the way anti-democratic
forces are utilizing those changes to intentionally spread
disinformation - IREX undertook a multiple-year review of its approach

1 www.irex.org/msi

to working with the information and media sectors, culminating in
the Vibrant Information Approach?. This outlines new challenges, needs,

and frameworks for thinking about information systems in the modern
era. This new approach made clear that the MSI - while still effective in
evaluating the structural underpinnings of the formal media sector - is
limited in its ability to capture some of the more urgent, relevant, or
timely aspects of how information is spread or utilized today.

Based on its Vibrant Information Approach, IREX built the Vibrant
Information Barometer (VIBE) - a new index to track the way
information is produced, spread, consumed, and used in the modern
era. VIBE was built to respond to lessons learned from many years
of implementing the MSI, changes in the media and information
spheres, and opportunities to lead the way in measuring and
diagnosing the challenges and opportunities that modern media
systems create. Through VIBE, IREX aims to capture a modern era
when many people around the world are simultaneously producers,
transmitters, consumers, and actors of the information that shapes their
environments and their lives.

2 _https://www.irex.org/resource/vibrant-information-just-prosperous-and-inclusive-societies
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The 2023 Europe and Eurasia Vibrant Information Barometer (VIBE)
covers 18 countries throughout Europe, Eurasia, and Central Asia. With
VIBE, IREX strives to capture a modern and evolving media space where
people are simultaneously producers, transmitters, consumers, and
actors in the information that influences their lives and environments.

This year’s edition focuses on the media and information space across
the countries in the study during calendar year 2022, capturing the
impact of the Kremlin’s February full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

VIBE Score Overview

VIBE looks at four principles of information vibrancy:
Principle 1: Information Quality
Principle 2: Multiple Channels: How Information Flows
Principle 3: Information Consumption and Engagement
Principle 4: Transformative Action: How Information Drives Behavior

VIBE includes 20 indicators that capture the most important elements of
these four principles, and it relies on information from country experts
who complete a VIBE questionnaire, provide scores for sub-indicators
that support each of the 20 main indicators along with evidence to
justify their scores, and then contribute to a panel discussion led by a
moderator.

Additionally, VIBE uses a 10-point scale (0-40) to represent country
progression or regression in the country-, principle-, and indicator-
level scores. Based on these numerical scores, IREX has also
developed descriptive classification as follows: Not Vibrant/Failing
Information System (0-10), Slightly Vibrant/Weak Information System
(11-20), Somewhat Vibrant/Stable Information System (21-30), and
Highly Vibrant/Thriving Information System (31-40). Full descriptive
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classifications are available in the methodology section.

In the 2023 study, of the four VIBE principles, Principle 2 had generally
higher average scores, while Principles 1, 3 and 4 had slightly lower
scores.

For countries in Europe and Eurasia (E&E) included in this year’s
publication, country-level scores were, again, mainly split into two VIBE
classifications: Somewhat Vibrant (North Macedonia, Montenegro,
Kosovo, Armenia, Moldova, and Ukraine) and Slightly Vibrant (Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Georgia, Russial, and Serbia). Azerbaijan2
held the lowest score in E&E, putting it in the Not Vibrant classification.

In Central Asia, this year’s study put Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan,
and Uzbekistan in the Slightly Vibrant category. Turkmenistan’s score of
1 putitin the Not Vibrant classification.

At the overall score level, some countries--including Armenia, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Ukraine, and Moldova—saw increases in their scores.
Others such as Serbia, North Macedonia, Kosovo, and Montenegro
received the same country-level scores as they did in the 2022 VIBE
study. Finally, other countries—including Albania, Azerbaijan, Georgia,
and Russia—experienced a decline in their country-level scores.

Principle 1’s (Information Quality) lowest scores tended to fall in the
indicator examining insufficient resources for content production
and harmful information. Rapidly evolving models for financing
media, declining advertising in traditional print and broadcast media,
international tech giants siphoning off advertising funds, and local and
global inflationary pressures, have all contributed to a financing desert
for media. Many media are reliant on political or business benefactors

1  Russia’s overall country score of 12 puts it in the lowest end of VIBE’s Slightly Vibrant
classification. The country chapter considers media operating within Russia, which is largely
co-opted by the government, and Russian media that are exiled. The latter group keeps Russia’s
overall score out of the Not Vibrant category.

2 The 2023 VIBE study for Belarus experienced significant delays, and it will be published at a
later date. Although the country study was in process at the time that the full VIBE study was
published (September 2023), the results of the Belarus country study are not included in this
executive summary. However, IREX expects that Belarus’s scores will fall at the lower end of the
VIBE scoring scale.
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for livelihood, while others look to international funding agencies for
their survival.

Mal-information, misinformation, disinformation, and hate speech
continue to run rampant throughout countries in the region, which
also negatively affected the overall Principle 1 score across the region.
Conversely, indicators on availability of quality information and inclusive
and diverse content tended to have higher scores, reflecting some
improvements in the media infrastructure for print, broadcast, and
digital media in many countries.

Principle 2 (Multiple Channels) scores
tended to be higher than those in the
other VIBE principles in this year’s
study. Better scores were seen in
indicators examining adequate access
to channels of information, reflecting
strong or improved infrastructures
throughout the region. Armenia, North
Macedonia, and Montenegro received
scores of 31 or above in this indicator,
putting them in the “highly vibrant”
category. Lower scores in Principle 2
were seen in the indicators examining
independence of information channels,
reflecting political or business interests
interfering in editorial content.

Principle 3 (Information Consumption
and Engagement) scores generally saw
a slight increase in this year’s study.
However, lower scores in this principle
were seen in the indicators looking at
media literacy; panels across the region
noted weak media literacy skills in their
countries. Armenia, North Macedonia,
Kosovo, Moldova, Montenegro, and
Ukraine all garnered the highest scores
for this principle; however, these
scores still put them at the lower end of VIBE’s “somewhat vibrant”
classification. Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan got single-digit scores in this
principle, placing them solidly in the Not Vibrant category.

In Principle 4 (Transformative Action), panelists tended to give indicators
examining civil society’s use of information higher scores. However,
lower scores were seen in the indicators looking at how individuals use
quality information to inform their actions, government’s use of quality
information to make public policy decisions, and information supporting
good governance and democratic rights.



Strength of Evidence (SOE) Ratings. As noted in earlier VIBE editions,
IREX has incorporated SOE ratings into the VIBE methodology. These
ratings are meant to identify areas that donors or researchers may want
to consider for further research and to increase transparency about the
potential subjectivity of some indicators—especially those indicators
measuring newer concepts or sources of information.

As in previous years, the highest SOE ratings tended to be for VIBE
indicators in Principles 1 and 2, which received mostly “strong” and
“somewhat strong” average ratings; for the first time, SOE ratings
in Principle 4 were mostly “strong” and “somewhat strong” as well.
Indicators in Principles 3 largely received “somewhat strong” ratings.

This year, indicators examining the availability of quality information;
fact-based information; rights to create, share, and consume
information; adequate access to information channels, and civil society’s
use of quality information received the highest SOE rating, indicating
a strong body of comprehensive evidence supporting the panelists’
scoring of these indicators and a high degree of consensus among the
panelist scores. The bulk of the remaining indicators received an SOE
rating of “somewhat strong,” indicating that panelists and available
research provided some reliable evidence to support scores and that
there was mostly consensus among scores.

The lowest panelist confidence or lack of available data was for the
indicator examining community media in Principle 3, which continues
to be a less-developed and less-understood element of the information
and media ecosystems in the VIBE countries, when compared with other
regions such as Africa and Asia.

What is inside the 2023 VIBE Country Chapters

VIBE country chapter narratives that use the word “Russia” and related
terms in reference to the full-scale invasion of Ukraine that started in
2022--or when discussing propaganda, disinformation, mal-information,
etc. efforts in the region--refer to actions of the Government of Russia,
its proxies, and its cronies; it is not a specific reference to the citizens
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of Russia. Additionally, country chapter discussions about the war in
Ukraine are specifically related to the expanded invasion launched in
February 2022, unless indicated otherwise.

While earlier VIBE studies captured the impact of the global COVID-19
pandemic on the media, the Government of Russia’s 2022 full-scale
invasion of Ukraine has had a seismic impact on the media and
information systems throughout the VIBE countries.

On February 22,2022, and under the pretext of protecting people in the
Donbas region, President Vladimir Putin announced a “special military
operation” that was tantamount to a full-scale invasion of Ukraine with
missiles launched and troop attacking from the north, south, and east.
This expanded invasion followed rounds of Russian military build-up on
the Russian border with Ukraine (March - April 2021) and on Belarus’s
border with Ukraine (October 2021 - February 2022).

When the full-scale invasion began, Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy announced martial law and ordered a general mobilization of
Ukrainian males between the ages of 16 to 60 years old.

The human and economic impact of this expanded invasion has clearly
had profound impact on all sectors of Ukraine’s society including the
media. Prior to the February invasion, Ukraine had a diversified and well-
developed media infrastructure capable of delivering quality content.
The expanded war brought occupation, damage, and disruptions,
including widespread electricity cutoffs, interruptions in internet and
mobile communications, and an economic crisis that caused more than
216 media outlets to suspend or relocate their operations. In formerly
occupied regions, journalists returned to newsrooms and equipment
damaged or looted by Russian soldiers. In the Kharkiv, Mykolaiv, and
Kherson regions, broadcasting centers and towers were destroyed. The
electricity supply was patchy, and artillery shelling was frequent.

Additionally, the full-scale war accelerated the decline of Ukrainian print
media due to shrinking audiences, scarce and expensive newsprint,
disrupted distribution and delivery, and damaged printing houses.

The expanded invasion of Ukraine triggered shockwaves felt throughout

9
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Europe, Eurasia, and Central Asia, with heightened propaganda and
disinformation campaigns engineered by the Kremlin discussed in most
VIBE country chapters. While the bulk of the discussion below will focus
on the increase in Kremlin propaganda throughout the region, it is worth
looking at the impact of the expanded war on freedom of speech in
Ukraine and Russia.

Freedom of Speech. When martial law was declared in Ukraine, it
allowed the government to limit media’s activities, including suspending
operations and introducing wartime censorship. However, the Ukraine
chapter noted that Russian occupiers committed most violations against
free speech: 80 percent of 567 free speech violations documented by the
Institute of Mass Information (IMI) were committed by Russian occupiers.
Nonetheless, journalists acknowledge that they self-censor to avoid
compromising Ukraine’s defenses, and Ukrainian society has become
less tolerant of reactive critics of the government.

In a poll of 229 journalists in December 2022 by IMI, 43.4 percent said
freedom of speech had declined in Ukraine, 21 percent saw no change,
and 5.3 percent said it had improved. They cited major issues as
Government of Russia aggression and its consequences for the media
and journalists (82.5 percent), problems with access to information and
the shutdown of public registers (63.2 percent), problems with access
to facilities and denials of accreditation (57.5 percent), restrictions on
publishing certain content under martial law (48.2 percent), and such
cybercrimes as DDoS attacks and phishing (38.6 percent).

In Russia, the government harshly suppresses all protests. According to
OVD-Info, an independent human rights media outlet, the government
detained at least 19,586 anti-war protestors since February 24, 2022.
Among them, prominent opposition leader Ilya Yashin was convicted
and sentenced to more than eight years for an online stream about war
atrocities in the Ukrainian town of Bucha. The Moscow City Duma deputy
Alexey Gorinov received a sentence of almost seven years in a penal
colony for talking about the expanded war at the City Duma meeting.

The Russian government also adopted several wartime censorship
laws that included administrative and criminal charges for critics of

the military and Russian authority. Since the expanded war began in
Ukraine, Russia-based internet providers started to block national and
international media; Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, SoundCloud, and
Patreon; and national and international human rights groups’ websites,
including Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and Moscow
Helsinki Group.

Propaganda and Disinformation Campaigns. The Russian government
is no stranger to spreading propaganda, misinformation, and
disinformation throughout the countries of the VIBE study, with panelists
throughout the region raising this over a number of years. However, with
the full-scale war in Ukraine VIBE experts consistently noted heightened
efforts than can be directly traced to Kremlin-linked actors.

Panelists in Ukraine observed that Government of Russia propaganda
efforts have been active in the occupied territories and on social
networks. In a November 2022 report, the Ukraine-based data journalism
organization Texty identified 120 Telegram channels created by
Kremlin-linked information actors in the initial weeks of the full-scale
invasion, claiming that at least half arose from a coordinated effort and
were managed from the same location. These channels copied local
news feeds to attract subscribers, with the primary goal of spreading
Government of Russia rhetoric and simulate Ukrainian support for
the occupying Russian forces. They also produced and spread mal-
information to spark panic and strife among Ukrainians, along with
doubt about the Ukrainian government. Further, as Russian forces
retreated or slowed their advances, the proliferation of new channels
also slowed, mirroring the changing priorities of the military effort. Since
early summer 2022, active Telegram channels were running only in the
Kherson and Zaporizhzhia regions. Additionally, Digital Security Lab
reported that a number of new Facebook and Instagram pages initiated
efforts targeted at Russian speakers in southern and eastern Ukraine,
with fake stories on the brutality of the Ukrainian army.

The Ukraine chapter noted, however, that this onslaught of propaganda
has helped heighten awareness of Kremlin propaganda narratives, since
Ukrainian media covers it frequently. A journalist on that panel further
noted that efforts to curb hate speech spread by the Government of



Russia have intensified, with many Ukrainians joining an informal effort
to block or file complaints about Kremlin propaganda on social media.

Within Russia, propaganda about the full-scale war in Ukraine—or
as Russian authorities mandate that it be called, a “special military
operation”--permeates society through state, online, and social media.
A quote from 2021 Nobel Peace laureate and editor-in-chief of Novaya
Gazeta, Dmitry Muratov, in a March 2022 article in The New York Times,
summed up the current Russian reality succinctly: “Everything that
is not propaganda is being eliminated.” Authorities shuttered long-
standing media outlets Novaya Gazeta and Echo Moskvy radio station,
while blocking a number of others such as The New Times, Republic, and
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Mediazona. Foreign media—including
RFE/RL, Deutsche Welle, and the BBC—
pulled their staff from the country.

Objective reporting about the
expanded war in Ukraine can, and is,
prohibited by the government, including
Roskomnadzor, the federal agency
responsible for control, censorship, and
supervision of the media.

The only acceptable sources about the
full-scale war are government officials
or bodies. Additionally, most of the
international coverage available in
Russia is related to Ukraine or the United
States and is hostile to those countries,
people, and politics. The majority of the
remaining Russian independent media
had to leave the country in 2022 and
produce their news in exile.

In Moldova, the panel collectively agreed
that the Government of Russia is by far
the foreign government that actively
spreads misinformation. Political and
religious rhetoric justified the expanded
war in Ukraine, which was bolstered by fake news about Russian-
speaking citizens of Moldova being oppressed. While the Moldovan
government tried to ease tensions through debunking false information
spread by the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, a sizeable portion of
the media sector—including professional, partisan, and nonprofessional
content producers—spreads pro-Kremlin narratives such as Russia’s
defense of orthodoxy and traditional values, while the West seeks to
destroy them. One panelist cited a November 2022 Public Opinion
Barometer survey which showed that 32 percent of Moldovans justified
the Government of Russia’s aggression in Ukraine.

11
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While Georgia has long experienced Kremlin-motivated narratives,
experts on the VIBE panel in the country expressed concern over a rise
in mis- and disinformation after the Government of Russia’s full-scale
invasion of Ukraine. Moreover, some panelists pointed to members of
the ruling Georgian Dream political party planting pro-Kremlin narratives
such as the allegation that the West and some Ukrainian officials wanted
Georgia to open a second front in the expanded war with Russia, marking
the first time Kremlin-linked disinformation was explicitly aired on pro-
government media.

The Georgia chapter also explored that destructive impact of a far-right,
Kremlin-affiliated national broadcaster, Alt-Info, which actively spread
Government of Russia war propaganda and disinformation about the

12

full-scale war. A Democracy Research
Institute study about Alt-Info found that
its coverage actively tried to portray the
Ukrainian government as a puppet regime
of the West, stoke anti-NATO skepticism as a
tool to distance Georgia from the West, and
exacerbate popular fears about the loss of
Georgia’s occupied territories of Abkhazia
and South Ossetia.

In Kazakhstan, Kremlin-linked propaganda
intensified with the start of the expanded
war in Ukraine. In one example, a guest
on the “Evening with Vladimir Solovyov”
program on state-owned Russian television
caused a stir by saying that “the next
problem in Kazakhstan.” In another,
Russia’s ambassador to Kazakhstan said
in an interview with the Russian state-
owned Sputnik news agency that the
Government of Russia would not hesitate if
the president of Kazakhstan asked for help
with “nationalism” in the country.

The panelists in Kyrgyzstan noted
that many people echo pro-Kremlin
propaganda that they see on Russian TV programs, including justifying
President Vladimir Putin’s aggressive policies about invading Ukraine.
Compounding this situation, many Kyrgyzstani citizens have family
members or friends who work in Russia and who actively distribute video
and audio podcasts from Russian social media networks through instant
messenger apps. This phenomenon actively puts in place a multi-layered
system of Kremlin propaganda and helps explain how misinformation in
Kyrgyzstan continues to proliferate.

In Uzbekistan, Ukraine’s ambassador to Uzbekistan asked the
government there to block Russian TV broadcasts, noting that “the
information war waged by the Russian media is an integral part of the


https://www.democracyresearch.org/files/197rethoric%20and%20trends%20on%20social%20media.pdf
https://www.democracyresearch.org/files/197rethoric%20and%20trends%20on%20social%20media.pdf

military campaign and is aimed at misinforming the global community.”
The Uzbekistan government refused but expanded foreign TV channels
offerings, such as the BBC and CNN, in late 2022. Political analyst
Kamoliddin Rabbimov said these additional channels counterbalance
Kremlin propaganda, but he criticized the official media’s lack of
coverage and analysis of the full-scale war and government policy
limiting the variety of opinions. Daniel Rosenblum, the former U.S.
ambassador to Uzbekistan, noted in an interview with the Alter Ego
project that “the loudness of the voices we are hearing from the Russian
media drowns out other voices.”

Raskrinkavanje (Disclosure), a Serbian fact-checking project that is
produced by the nonprofit Crime and Corruption Reporting Network
(KRIK), examined more than 4,000 texts regarding the expanded war
in Ukraine that five national print dailies published from February
through July 2022. KRIK found that while these media published
neutral coverage, about 40 percent were biased, mostly supporting
Russia and Putin, with daily outlet Vecernje Novosti using heavy-handed
misinformation. According to the International and Security Affairs
Center (ISAC Fund) NGO, the most popular media sites in Serbia show
pro-Kremlin narratives’ penetration into public opinion.

Moreover, the Russian state-funded news website and radio station
Sputnik still strongly influence public opinion in the Serbian media
landscape. In November 2022, RT Balkan (Russia Today-Balkan) was
launched. According to a regional analysis, Serbia has the largest
number of media in the Balkan region spreading disinformation about
the full-scale war in Ukraine. VIBE panelists said TV Happy has a daily
debate program on Government of Russia aggression in Ukraine, which
only discusses a pro-Kremlin point of view. Raskrinkavanje analyzed
several pro-Kremlin tabloids and dailies in Serbia, including Informer
and Vecernje Novosti, which showed the outlets openly spread Kremlin
propaganda.

Kosovo was among the first countries to condemn the Government of
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, it welcomed displaced Ukrainians,
and the government hosted some journalists from the country,
providing them with housing, money, and other assistance. The panel
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in Kosovo noted that the expanded conflict in Ukraine has led to an
uptick in slanted and unverified news from the Kremlin and Serbia.
This mal-information has had a significant impact, especially in the
predominantly Serbian northern part of Kosovo. Additionally, it is also
often translated into Albanian and makes its way into online media that
is read by most people in Kosovo.

In Bosnia-Herzegovina (B&H), the panel noted that between general
elections and the full-scale war in Ukraine, the country saw increased
level of biased reporting, disinformation, and smear campaigns,
particularly online--with conspiracy theories, inaccurate or unverified
news, and disinformation thriving in the wake of the Government of
Russia’s expanded invasion of Ukraine. One panelist observed that
media in B&H often copy and paste news about the expanded war in
Ukraine from Serbia without verifying the information.

The B&H panelists also called the Russian Embassy a leader in spreading
disinformation and propaganda on its social media pages, such as
biolaboratories manufacturing weapons that target Russian DNA which
was further spread by the media. The Kremlin’s influence has also
contributed to polarization in reporting on the full-scale war. Media in
the Federation cover it as an invasion of a sovereign state, while those in
the Government of Russia-aligned Republika Srpska have adopted the
Kremlin-preferred term “special military operation.” Moreover, RTRS,
Republika Srpska’s public broadcaster, has aired almost daily reports
that follow Kremlin propaganda from correspondents in the Donbas
region of Ukraine or from the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s Republic.
The Russian state-owned news agency Sputnik has also been a source
of disinformation in B&H, putting out claims such as Russia managing to
prevent a third world war.

Recommendations

IREX asked panelists and chapter authors to provide specific
recommendations on ways to improve the performance of their
media and information sectors. Below are summaries of this year’s
recommendations that IREX has compiled, organized into the following

13
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recurring themes: 1) Working with big technology platforms to improve
their policies and practices; 2) Combatting disinformation and other
harmful content; 3) Supporting fact-checking; 4) Providing legal support
to the media and information sector; and (5) Strengthening investigative
journalism reporting.

IREX hopes these will be useful to VIBE readers.

Big Tech:

Georgia: Working with large technology platforms—such as Facebook
(Meta), Twitter (X), and others that serve as distribution platforms for
media outlets—to minimize issues faced by media who use them, such
as blocking legitimate content and accounts.

Ukraine: Working with tech giants to amend
their policies on blocking Ukrainian content
and social media accounts. Ukrainian
journalists and public figures with large
audiences on Meta have been blocked, and
anyone who writes about Russian war crimes
of which the world should be aware can be
blocked. Ukrainian efforts to pressure tech
giants were not enough to amend their policies
on military content, while their content
moderation of undisguised propaganda
remains low.

Disinformation and other harmful
content:

Albania: Training on how journalists can
deal with disinformation, ensuring that such
trainings are accessible to journalists operating
outside of the capital. Capacity building on
cyber security and cyber hygiene.

14

B&H: Educating and sensitizing journalists and editors to recognize
harmful content, the use of sexism to discredit female candidates, and
the use of conspiracy theories, disinformation, and hate speech.

Fact-checking:

Armenia: Supporting more reliable and reputable fact-checking
platforms to withstand the never-ending volume of misinformation,
disinformation, and mal-information both in-country and disseminates
from foreign governments.

Kosovo: Strengthening fact-checking mechanisms, especially on digital
platforms. This could involve developing partnerships with international




fact-checking networks and creating local resources for fact-checking in
the local language(s).

North Macedonia: Investing in more fact-checking sections in media,
both for pre-publication and for debunking false narratives and
disinformation.

Media and information literacy:

Albania: Supporting and extending media literacy programs, ensuring
systematic and sustainable approaches.

B&H: Developing and adopting, at the state level, a media and
information literacy strategy that will include guidelines and action
plans for its introduction into the education system, including provisions
on teaching materials and teacher retraining.

Kazakhstan: Promoting the development of critical thinking and media
literacy among the population.

Kosovo: Investing to improve media literacy and critical thinking skills
among the public to help combat the spread of mis- and dis-information.

Serbia: Introducing media literacy in school curriculums and increasing
minority language programs on public service media.

Legal support:

Kyrgyzstan: Supporting the media, journalists, and bloggers with free
legal advice and legal assistance in court.

Serbia: Providing training and materials for the judges and prosecutors
to recognize and reject strategic lawsuit against public participation
(SLAPP) lawsuits.

Tajikistan: Improving legal protections for journalists and ensuring
journalists understand their rights under the law.

Vibrant Information Barometer

Investigative journalism:

Albania: More financing for independent investigative work, especially
in local communities, on issues that are relevant to those people.

Armenia: Providing more funds for grants and competitions for
investigative journalism.

Kyrgyzstan: Expanding investigative journalism by providing training
and mentoring for experienced and beginners by providing different
levels of in-depth training.
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M VIBE 2023: Overall Average Scores

Turkmenistan 1

Azerbaijan 9

Kazakhstan 18

Kyrgyzstan 18
Russia 12 i
Uzbekistan 18
Georgia 13
il Albania 19
Serbia 15 .
Bosnia &
Tajikistan 15 Herzegovina 19
16-20

Armenia 23

Kosovo 23
Montenegro 23
North Macedonia 23
Moldova 24

Ukraine 24

21-25

Slightly Vibrant Somewhat Vibrant Highly Vibrant

M VIBE 2023: Information Quality

Turkmenistan 1 Azerbaijan 10

Not Vibrant

[ VIBE 2023: Multiple Channels

Turkmenistan 1

16

Azerbaijan 8

Not Vibrant

Tajikistan 16
Albania 17

Bosnia &
Herzegovina 18

Kazakhstan 18

Kyrgyzstan 19
Georgia 13 Uzbekistan 19
Russia 13 Armenia 20
Serbia 14 Kosovo 20
11-15 16-20

Russia 11 Kazakhstan 16
Georgia 13 Serbia 16
Tajikistan 15 Kyrgyzstan 18
11-15 16-20

Montenegro 21
Moldova 21

North Macedonia 21
Ukraine 21

21-25

Albania 21

Bosnia &
Herzegovina 21

Uzbekistan 21
21-25

26-30
Highly Vibrant

Slightly Vibrant Somewhat Vibrant

Kosovo 26
Montenegro 26
Armenia 27

Moldova 27

North Macedonia 27

Ukraine 27

26-30
Highly Vibrant

slightly Vibrant
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H VIBE 2023: Information Consumption and Engagement

Armenia 21
Serbia 16
Kosovo 21
Albania 17
Tajikistan 12 Moldova 22
Kyrgyzstan 17
Russia 13 Montenegro 22
Bosnia & g
Georgia 14 Herzegovina 19 North Macedonia 22
Turkmenistan 0 Azerbaijan 7 Uzbekistan 14 Kazakhstan 20 Ukraine 24

11-15 16-20  21-25 26-30

Slightly Vibrant Somewhat Vibrant Highly Vibrant

[l VIBE 2023: Transformative Action

Kyrgyzstan 17

L Armenia 22
Tajikistan 17

Montenegro 22

Bosnia &
Azerbaijan 11 Herzegovina 18 North Macedonia 23
Russia 11 Albania 19 Ukraine 23
Georgia 13 Kazakhstan 20 Kosovo 25
Turkmenistan 0 Serbia 15 Uzbekistan 20 Moldova 25

11-15 16-20  21-25 26-30
Not Vibrant Slightly Vibrant Somewhat Vibrant Highly Vibrant
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The emergence of digital and social media has fundamentally disrupted
the traditional media model. Today people are simultaneously
producers, transmitters, consumers, and users of information. To
capture a vastly changed and fluid media environment, IREX and
USAID developed the Vibrant Information Barometer (VIBE) to better
describe and measure the way information is produced and utilized, thus
assessing how vibrant countries’ information systems are in the modern
age.

In a vibrant information
system, quality information
is widely available, and the
vast majority of information is
editorially independent, based
on facts, and not intended to
harm. Sufficient resources for
diverse and inclusive content
production should exist. People
have the rights, means, and
capacity to access a wide
range of information; have the
ability to recognize and reject
misinformation; and can make
informed choices on the types
of information they consume.
People use quality information
to inform their actions, improve
their communities, and weigh
in on public policy decisions.
Building off almost two decades
of experience with the Media
Sustainability Index, VIBE looks
at four principles of information
vibrancy:

1) Information Quality: How information is produced by both
professional and nonprofessional producers. This includes
content quality, content diversity, and economic resources.

2) Multiple Channels - How Information Flows: How
information is transmitted or spread by both formal and informal
information channels. This includes the legal framework for free
speech, protection of journalists, and access to diverse channels
and types of information.

L




3) Information Consumption and Engagement: How
information is consumed by users. This includes looking at
freedom of expression, media and information literacy, digital
privacy and security, the relevance of information to consumers,
and public trust in media and information.

4) Transformative Action - How Information Drives Behavior:
How information is used and put into action. This includes how
governments, the private sector, and civil society use information
to inform decisions and actions; whether information is spread
across ideological lines; and whether individuals or groups feel
empowered to use information to enact change.

By helping implementers, donors, policymakers, and partner
governments improve the resilience and integrity of information
systems in developing countries, VIBE aims to ensure that citizens,
civil society, and governments have the information they need to
increase governments’ capacity and commitment to meeting the
economic, social, and democratic needs of their people. It is an ideal
tool for tracking national and regional information trends over time and
informing global understanding of the way information is produced,
shared, consumed, and utilized in the digital age.

Local Panels for Expert Assessment

VIBE aims to describe entire countries’ information systems by drawing
together experts from the country’s media outlets, NGOs, professional
associations, polling firms, and academic institutions to participate in
panel discussions. This may include editors, reporters, media managers
or owners, advertising and marketing specialists, pollsters, lawyers,
professors or teachers, or human rights observers. Prior to the panel
discussion, Panelists will each complete a VIBE questionnaire made
up of 20 indicators (5 per principle) that capture the most important
elements of the four VIBE principles (for more details see Scoring
System below).

Each panel of up to 15 panelists per country will be conducted by a

Vibrant Information Barometer

moderator who will themselves be experts in the media and information
landscape of the country. VIBE moderators will be responsible for
ensuring panels include representatives from various types of media,
the capital city, and other geographic regions, and that they reflect
gender, ethnic, and religious diversity as appropriate. In addition, IREX
encourages moderators to select panelists with varying ideological
backgrounds, to minimize the chance that only certain political or social
views are captured. For consistency from year to year, at least half of
the previous year’s participants will be included on the following year’s
panel.

In some cases where conditions on the ground are such that panelists
might suffer legal retribution or physical threats as a result of their
participation, IREX will allow some or all of the panelists and the
moderator to remain anonymous. In severe situations, IREX does not
engage panelists as such; rather the study is conducted through research
and interviews with those knowledgeable of the media situation in that
country. Such cases are appropriately noted in relevant chapters.

VIBE questionnaires are written in a way that explicitly asks for evidence
for each indicator. Panelists are encouraged to consider specific laws or
policies, examples from media sources, recent events or developments,
research data, personal experiences, or observations of the work of
colleagues for each indicator. Based on this evidence and the level of
consensus achieved in panel discussions, moderators will assign a
Strength of Evidence (SoE) score to each indicator (see more details
below).

To ensure consistency across country scores, IREX’s managing editor
reviews, analyzes, and finalizes scores for each country. If the managing
editor has concerns about the validity or comparability of indicator
scores, she or he may review the narrative chapters to see if evidence is
provided to support the scores, modify the scores, or remove extreme
outlier scores that vary significantly from the average score.
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Scoring System

Each indicator is broken into clear sub-indicators, which panelists will
score individually on the VIBE scale. Sub-indicators will be averaged to
make the indicator score.

Sub-indicators will be scored using the following scale (0-40):

0 - Disagree

10 - Agree in a few cases but mostly disagree. For example, it
may be true for only a minority of content, content-producers,
or parts of the country.

20 - Agree in some cases but not others. For example, it may
be the case this is true for most professional content but not
true for most non-professional content. Or it may be true in
some parts of the country but not others.

30 - Agree in most cases. This is the norm, although it may not
be true for certain content, content-producers, or parts of the
country.

40 - Agree.

N/A - Not Applicable. This will be used for any sub-indicator
where a panelist feels the specific concept being assessed is
not applicable or relevant to the country.

DK - Don’t Know. | do not have sufficient information to
answer this at this point. This should be used in cases where
panelists do not feel they have adequate information or
evidence to assign a score.

Panelists will be allowed to use increments of 5 if they feel the most
accurate response is between two of the above options (i.e., scores of
5, 15, 25, or 35). Principle scores are calculated using a straight average
of the five expert-opinion indicator scores. Country scores will be
calculated as a straight average of the four principle-level Indicators.
When a panelist replies N/A or DK on a sub-indicator, that sub-indicator
is dropped from both the numerator and denominator for averaging.



The scores will be interpreted per the following categories:

Highly
Vibrant

(31-40)

Somewhat
Vibrant

(21-30)

Principle 1:

Information Quality

There is quality
information on a variety

of topics and geographies

available. The norm for
information is that it is
based on facts and not
intended to harm.

There is quality
information on some
topics and geographies
available. Most
information is based on
facts and not intended
to harm, although
misinformation, mal-
information, and hate
speech do have some
influence on public
discourse.

Principle 2:

Multiple Channels

People have rights

to information and
adequate access

to channels of
information. There
are diverse channels
for information flow,
and most information
channels are
independent.

Most people have
rights to information
and adequate
access to channels
of information,
although some may
be excluded due to
economic means or
social norms. There
are diverse channels
for information flow,
and most information
channels are
independent.

Principle 3:

Consumption &
Engagement

People can safely use
the internet due to
privacy protections
and security tools.
They have the
necessary skills and
tools to be media
literate.

Although there are
privacy protections
and security tools
available, only some
people actually use
them. Some people
have the necessary
skills and tools to be
media literate, whereas
others do not.
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Principle 4:

Transformative
Action

Information producers
and distribution
channels enable

and encourage
information sharing
across ideological
lines. Individuals use
quality information to
inform their actions.
Information supports
good governance and
democratic rights.

Information producers
and distribution
channels enable
information sharing
across ideological
lines but not actively
encourage it. Individuals
sometimes use
quality information

to inform their
actions. Information
sometimes supports
good governance and
democratic rights.

Country

Quality information is
widely available in this
country. People have

the rights, means, and
capacity to access a wide
range of information;
they recognize and reject
misinformation.

Quality information

is available in this
country and most of it is
editorially independent,
based on facts, and not
intended to harm. Most
people have the rights,
means, and capacity to
access a wide range of
information, although

some do not. Most people

recognize and reject

misinformation, although

some do not.
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Not At All
Vibrant

(0-10)

Principle 1:

Information Quality

There is quality
information on a few
topics and geographies
available, but many
topics or geographies

are not covered. Some
information is based on
facts and not intended to
harm, but misinformation,
mal-information, and hate
speech have significant
influence on public
discourse.

There is limited
information available and/
or it only covers a few
topics or geographies.
Misinformation, mal-
information, and hate
speech are widespread
and have a significant
influence on public
discourse. There are
limited resources for
content production,

and only the views

and experiences of the
dominant few are shared
through media.

Principle 2:

Multiple Channels

Many people have
either limited rights
to information or
inadequate access
to channels of
information. Channels
for government
information are
limited. There are
only a few channels
for information
flow, and many

of these channels
are not editorially
independent from
their owners or
funders.

People do not have
rights to information
and/or do not have
adequate access

to channels of
information. There
are few channels

for any information,
including government
information.

The channels of
information that do
exist are generally not
independent.

Principle 3:

Consumption &
Engagement

Relatively few people
are able to use
privacy protections
and security tools.
Relatively few people
have the necessary
skills and tools to

be media literate.
Relatively few people
engage productively
with the information
that is available to
them.

People cannot safely
use the internet due to
surveillance. They do
not have the necessary
skills or tools needed
to be media literate.
Media and information
producers rarely or
never engage with
their audience or work
to build trust.

Principle 4:

Transformative
Action

Information producers
and distribution
channels do not enable
information sharing
across ideological lines
but also do not actively
prevent it. Government

occasionally uses quality

information to make
public policy decisions.
However, this is not the
norm.

Information producers
and distribution
channels discourage
information sharing
across ideological
lines. Individuals
cannot or do not use
quality information to
inform their actions.
Information does

not support good
governance and
democratic rights.

Country

Quality information

is available on a few
topics or geographies

in this country, but

not all. While some
information is editorially
independent, there is
still a significant amount
of misinformation, mal-
information, and hate
speech in circulation, and
it does influence public
discourse. Most people
do not recognize or reject
misinformation.

Quality information is
extremely limited in

this country. The vast
majority of it is not
editorially independent,
not based on facts, or
itisintended to harm.
People do not have the
rights, means, or capacity
to access a wide range

of information; they do
not recognize or reject
misinformation; and they
cannot or do not make
choices on what types of
information they want to
engage with.



Strength of Evidence (SoE) Score

The Strength of Evidence rating is meant to identify areas where further
research is needed and to increase transparency about the potential
subjectivity of some indicators. For each indicator, moderators will
assign a Strength of Evidence rating - Weak, Somewhat weak, Somewhat
strong, or Strong - based on the quality of evidence informing each
indicator, the confidence of panelists in their scores, the number of N/
As or DKs among panelists’ scores, and the level of consensus across
the panel. A panelist’s score that varies by more than 15 points above or
below the average indicator score may be removed.

Strong: There is a great deal of evidence providing a strong case for
scoring this indicator. Panelists are able to provide a great deal of timely,
reliable, and comprehensive evidence to justify their scores (through
their questionnaires or panel discussions), and there is a high degree of
consensus on the score across panelists. There are no (or almost no) N/A
or DK sub-indicators among panelists.

Somewhat strong: There is some evidence providing a somewhat
strong case for scoring this indicator. Panelists are able to provide
some timely and reliable evidence to justify their scores (through their
questionnaires or panel discussions.) There is mostly consensus on the
score across panelists for this indicator. There are a few N/A or DK sub-
indicators among panelists.

Somewhat weak: Although there is some evidence providing a case for
scoring this indicator, it is somewhat weak. Panelists are able to provide
only limited timely and reliable evidence to justify their scores (through
their questionnaires or panel discussions). There is limited consensus
on the score across panelists. There are some N/A or DK sub-indicators
among panelists.

Weak: Although there is some evidence providing a case for scoring this
indicator, it is weak. Panelists are generally not able to provide timely
and reliable evidence to justify their scores (through their questionnaires
or panel discussions). There is little consensus on the score across
panelists. There are many N/A or DK sub-indicators among panelists.

Vibrant Information Barometer

VIBE Indicators

Principle 1: Information Quality

Indicator 1: There is quality information on a variety of topics
available.

Indicator 2: The norm for information is that it is based on
facts. Misinformation is minimal.

Indicator 3: The norm for information is that it is not intended to
harm. Mal-information and hate speech are minimal.

Indicator 4: The body of content overall is inclusive and diverse.

Indicator 5: Content production is sufficiently resourced.

Indicator 6: People have rights to create, share, and consume
information.

Indicator 7: People have adequate access to channels of
information.

Indicator 8: There are appropriate channels for government
information.

Indicator 9: There are diverse channels for information flow.

Indicator 10: Information channels are independent.

Principle 3: Information Consumption and Engagement

Indicator 11: People can safely use the internet due to privacy
protections and security tools.
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Indicator 12: People have the necessary skills and tools to be media
literate.

Indicator 13: People engage productively with the information
that is available to them.

Indicator 14: Media and information producers engage with their
audience’s needs.

Indicator 15: Community media provides information relevant
for community engagement.

Principle 4: Transformative Action

Indicator 16: Information producers and distribution channels
enable or encourage information sharing across ideological lines.

Indicator 17: Individuals use quality information to inform their
actions.

Indicator 18: Civil society uses quality information to improve
communities.

Indicator 19: Government uses quality information to make
public policy decisions.

Indicator 20: Information supports good governance and
democratic rights.
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Highly Vibrant (31-40): Quality information
is widely available in this country. People
have the rights, means, and capacity to ac-
cess a wide range of information; they rec-
ognize and reject misinformation.

Somewhat Vibrant (21-30): Quality infor-
mation is available in this country and most
of it is editorially independent, based on
facts, and not intended to harm. Most peo-
ple have the rights, means, and capacity
to access a wide range of information, al-
though some do not. Most people recognize
and reject misinformation, although some
do not.

Slightly Vibrant (11-20): Quality informa-
tion is available on a few topics or geogra-
phies in this country, but not all. While some
information is editorially independent,
there is still a significant amount of misinfor-
mation, malinformation, and hate speech
in circulation, and it does influence public
discourse. Most people do not recognize or
reject misinformation.

Not Vibrant (0-10): Quality information is
extremely limited in this country. The vast
majority of it is not editorially independent,
not based on facts, or it is intended to harm.
People do not have the rights, means, or ca-
pacity to access a wide range of information;
they do not recognize or reject misinforma-
tion; and they cannot or do not make choic-
es on what types of information they want
to engage with.
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With a first intergovernmental conference in July
which opened EU accession negotiations, 2022 marked
an important moment in Albania’s path towards EU
integration. Structures are now in place to carry out
accession negotiations and align national legislation with
EU law.

Other major events followed. The country faced economic
challenges due to the war in Ukraine, including rising
inflation and prices. Additionally, the election of Major
General Bajram Begaj as Albania’s new president in June
2022 instigated infighting within the main opposition
party throughout the year.

A series of cyberattacks shook Albania’s public and
private IT infrastructure in 2022, disrupting e-service
provision, taking down government websites, and
exposing personal and classified information including
mailboxes of the prime minister, ministers, embassies,
police, and the State Intelligence Service, as well as
account numbers, amounts, and other personal data of
private bank account holders. The government declared
that the cyberattacks were orchestrated and sponsored
by the Islamic Republic of Iran and proceeded to sever
diplomatic relations with the country in September.
Albania restored services following the cyberattack
swiftly, but the toll of the massive data leakages remains
unclear.

Albania’s media ecosystem is characterized by a rising
number of information and news sources--but an overall
decline quality, contributing to a decline in the country
score from 22 in the 2022 VIBE study to 19 in this year’s
study. There was a three-point decline in panelist

ALBANIA

scores for Principle 1 (Information Quality), driven by
propaganda dominating content production, leaving less
room for genuine news, while the political and economic
interests of media owners and influence-buying skew the
media landscape and undermine editorial independence.
The VIBE panelists believed that the dim outlook for
media financing is one of the most important hindrances
to the country’s media independence. They identified
a strong need for financing independent investigative
work, especially in local communities. Principle 2’s
scores (Multiple Channels) also saw a three-point decline
compared with last year’s study, with higher scores
given to the indicator examining access to channels of
information, but low scores for the indicator focused on
the independence of information channels.

Principle 3 (Information Consumption and Engagement)
and 4 (Transformative Action) scores dropped four and
three points, respectively. While audiences tend to seek
out information that confirms their beliefs and thus
remain within their information bubbles, including on
social media, there is limited availability of nonpartisan
news sources. However, on a positive note, the panelists
acknowledged Albania’s progress in integrating media
and information literacy into basic education and
the accreditation of media education courses for pre-
university teachers. The panelists credited international
and civil society organizations’ (CSOs) support for these
initiatives and claimed that more initiatives to foster
collaboration between media and CSOs in a sustainable
manner could be beneficial to Albania’s media
development.



ALBANIA

Vibrancy Rating

PRINCIPLE 1:

INFORMATION QUALITY

Strength of Evidence Rating

Somewhat
Strong

Somewhat
Weak

/\

The Albanian media market presents a dichotomy between growth in
the sheer number of outlets and sinking quality. Biased reporting and
unverified facts are prevalent, revealing lapses in ethics. Panelists agreed
that propaganda, which reaches outlets in the form of readymade
materials, dominates the content stream. Some media outlets
spread disinformation intentionally for
political or clickbait purposes. However,
the emergence of non-governmental
organization (NGO) media adhering
to ethical standards and conducting
fact-checking marks a positive trend.
Harmful content dissemination by foreign
governments is limited, but Albania’s own
government has a history of poor relations
with critical media. Hate speech is also an
issue, with a few cases landing on the Commissioner for the Protection
against Discrimination’s desk in 2022.

editorial lines.

Panelists awarded their highest scores to Indicator 4, on the inclusivity
and diversity of the body of content — with the Albanian Radio and
Television seen as the pinnacle of inclusive and diverse content
production, catering to all audiences. Indicator 5, in contrast, scored
the lowest in Principle 1, with panelists providing a gloomy outlook for
the media’s financial prospects—and noting that the lack of financial
independence continues to hold back the development of media
independence in the country. They saw NGO funding for independent

& & 1t scems that ethics is the
exception, not the rule, with
efforts to twist the truth to serve
ideological or business interests
and a lack of transparency about
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journalism as a positive development, allowing journalists to write
without following a specific editorial agenda.

Indicator 1: There is quality information on a variety of topics
available.

It is possible to find quality information on some topics in Albania,
and panelists agreed that the underpinning infrastructure is adequate,
especially considering growth in the mainstream and online media
ecosystem. Such growth, however, is predominantly translated in
qguantitative, rather than qualitative, terms. Lutfi Dervishi, a media
consultant and journalism lecturer at the University of Tirana, noted that
the current infrastructure lags in technological developments such as
using mobile journalism or fact checking. The panelists identified the
need of support for ongoing training programs for journalists with an
emphasis on technology, and technology-enabled reporting.

The panelists made a distinction between
the formal and informal training of
journalists. Main universities offer
journalism degrees, but degrees are
increasingly being offered in journalism
and public relations, further blurring the
lines between the two fields and setting
the stage for graduates to pursue more
lucrative careers in public relations.
Moreover, the curricula, as panelists noted, are outdated, failing to
keep up with developments—especially on the technology front.
Shortcomings in relation to laboratories and equipment, especially
in universities, reflect a failure to take advantage of technology in the
formal education of new generations of journalists.

The panelists noted there are increasing opportunities for training for
working journalists, mainly sponsored by international organizations.
However, such trainings are less available in settings outside of the
capital, Tirana.

The panelists expressed concern about the lack of an observed industry-
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wide code of ethics in content production, with biased reporting, a
tendency to regurgitate politicians’ press releases, and a failure to verify
facts on display in most media outlets. The situation is worst in online
media, where articles sometimes leave out authors’ names and are not
fact-based. It seems that ethics is the exception, not the rule, with efforts
to twist the truth to serve ideological or business interests and a lack
of transparency about editorial lines. Major outlets are seen “changing
sides” within very short periods of time.

However, the panelists highlighted the &6 1he panelists agreed that
information in Albania is generally
not based on facts, and
propaganda is widespread.

positive trend of an increasing number
of media registered as NGOs, adhering
to ethical standards, conducting fact-
checking, and reporting on issues of public
interest. The panelists also emphasized
that journalists with the courage and skill to ask the right questions
and hold government actors accountable do exist, but they are often
pressured to self-censor and follow the editorial line by editors and
owners.

In Albania, generally, there are no distinctions, or separation, between
editorial policies or content and management. As a result, published
content tends to follow owners’ political and economic interests.

Local news is severely underreported. News pertaining to the central
government and independent agencies in Tirana monopolizes about
two-thirds of the media, with the rest following local developments.!
Panelists agreed that politics dominates the news arena.

Indicator 2: The norm for information is that it is based on
facts.

The panelists agreed that information in Albania is generally not based
on facts, and propaganda is widespread. Propaganda-infused content -
produced by central and local-level government officials and political
parties - is served readymade to journalists. Outlets often broadcast

1 Local News Mapping Study, Citizens Channel. November 16, 2022. https://citizens-channel.
com/2022/11/16/citizens-channel-prezanton-studimin-hartezimi-i-lajmeve-lokale/
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and publish this material with little to no fact-checking. Some media
intentionally spread disinformation to serve certain political agendas;
others knowingly spread disinformation for click-bait. The panelists
also noted credible reports documenting cases of senior media
representatives blackmailing businesses by threatening unfavorable
media coverage such as “Country Reports on Human Rights Practices on
Albania” by the U.S. Department of State, from 2022.

As Kristina Voko, executive director of BIRN
Albania, noted, a lot of false information
is not fabricated internally by outlets,
but the copy-paste culture of many
Albanian newsrooms perpetuates the
spread of propaganda and disinformation.
Journalists do not suffer professional
consequences for spreading fake news unless they speak against the
government.

Panelists critiqued the government’s reaction to the 2022 cyberattacks
as well, agreeing that the government failed to communicate responsibly
and clearly after news of the hacking circulated in the media.

Ornela Liperi, editor-in-chief of Monitor magazine which specializes
in financial issues, noted that open data exists to facilitate fact-
checking, such as treasury transactions. This pool of data has improved
continuously, aided also by technological developments. Journalists
encounter obstacles, however, when requesting unpublished
information, which impedes fact-checking.

Content moderation remains an issue, especially considering the small
size of the Albanian market. Apart from Facebook’s effort to collaborate
with