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1. Introduction & National Context

The purpose of this report is to present a brief study of hate speech and hate crime in Bulgaria affecting
young people (14-29). The time frame of the study is the 2020s, and the focus is on several groups —
particularly migrants and LGBTIQ+, but the more general context of hate speech and hate crime is also
presented. The report is part of a multi-national EU-supported initiative entitled UNITY: Uniting Youth
Power against Intolerance, and is prepared by BOLD Foundation (Bulgarians Organising for Liberal
Democracy).

Demographic data on youth in Bulgaria

Young people in Bulgaria (aged 14-29) are characterized by a high level of education but low satisfaction
with the results of the education system. According to a 2024 Youth Report by the Friedrich Ebert
Foundation, although 56% of young people interviewed considered higher education important, only
21% were satisfied with its quality, and 57% perceived the education system as corrupt. There existed a
stark mismatch between education and the labour market: 48% of young people in employment said
they were not working in the area of their study, which is a sharp increase compared to 2018 and
indicates structural deficits in the transition from education to employment. This uncertainty of
employment pathways was also reflected in youth mobility: 74% of young people were considering
emigration to varying degrees, with only 26% stating that they did not intend to leave the country,
whereas the proportion of highly educated people among potential emigrants has increased (Friedrich
Ebert Foundation, 2024).

Research into the values that are important to young people as well as the levels of their trust in
institutions reveals a collective profile of Bulgarian youth characterised by a prevailing sense of
individualism and personal optimism combined with social pessimism. The most frequently cited leading
values among young people in the same study were human rights (24% of respondents), security (20%),
and economic well-being (14%). Despite growing interest in politics (21% compared to 7% in 2018), there
was a noticeable decline in trust in all major institutions, including the European Union (24% of
respondents). Typical for this generation is the coexistence of optimism about their personal future (70%)
with deep scepticism about the future of Bulgarian society (29%), which may mean a generation focused
on personal fulfilment but with a weakened connection to the institutional and social order (ibid).

Digitalization, youth, and the online environment in Bulgaria

Digitalization is a key feature of social, cultural and political life in Bulgaria in recent times, with young
people at the forefront of the digital transformation. In recent years, internet access and digital
participation have increased significantly, especially among people aged 15-29. According to data from
the National Statistical Institute (NSI) and Eurostat, internet use among young people in Bulgaria is almost
universal, significantly higher than among older age groups, and daily internet use is more the norm than
the exception (NSI, 2025). Young people are the most digitally connected demographic group, but also
the most exposed to the opportunities and risks of the internet.

Young people in Bulgaria typically use the internet primarily through smartphones, with social media,
messaging, watching videos, and gaming being the basis of their online activity. A recent study by the
Open Society Institute - Sofia showed that young users spend several hours a day online, often switching
from one platform to another and combining communication, entertainment, news consumption, and



political content (OSI-Sofia, 2023). This high level of connectivity places young people at the centre of
contemporary debates on online safety, digital rights, and exposure to harmful content, including hate
speech and hate crime.?

Although connectivity among young people is high, inequalities in online presence continue to exist. The
differences between urban and rural areas remain significant, with young people in rural areas and
smaller towns reporting lower quality internet access and fewer opportunities for online learning (NS,
2025). However, even in these contexts, social media are the main place for socialization and identity
formation, making online dynamics highly influential in different socio-economic environments.

Hate speech, hate crime and the social media

Social media plays a central role in the daily lives of Bulgarian youth. Facebook, Instagram, YouTube,
TikTok, and messaging apps such as Messenger, Viber, WhatsApp, Telegram, and Discord are among the
most widely used platforms, with clear age differences in usage patterns. Research shows that younger
teenagers and young adults prefer visual and short video platforms such as TikTok and Instagram, while
Facebook remains more dominant among older youth and adults (GWI; Argent, 2025).

YouTube occupies a particularly influential position, functioning simultaneously as an entertainment
platform, a news source, and a space for political commentary. This combination of functions means that
young people are often exposed to political content and social commentary in environments not
traditionally associated with news consumption. As noted in civil society monitoring reports, social media
and online platforms have become the main channels through which hate speech occurs in Bulgaria,
surpassing television, radio, and print media (OSI-Sofia, 2024; BHC, 2024).

For young people, online spaces are not a neutral environment. They are shaped by algorithms that
amplify emotionally charged and polarizing content, including sexist, xenophobic, and dehumanizing
speech. Young users are often both observers and targets of such content, especially when they belong
to groups that are publicly defined as "controversial" or "undesirable." In the last decades, the groups
that have been most exposed to hate speech and hate crime have included Roma, migrants and refugees,
LGBTIQ+ (lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transgender, intersex, and queer, hereinafter referred to as LGBTIQ+),
as well as Turks, Muslims, Jews, “liberals,” and women.

Since 2022, the arrival of Ukrainian refugees following Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine has added a
new dimension to hate speech on the internet in the Bulgarian context. Despite significant public
solidarity, civil society monitoring and media analyses indicate a parallel increase in hostile attitudes,
including conspiracy theories, derogatory stereotypes, and xenophobic rhetoric directed at refugees
(Center for the Study of Democracy, 2023). Young people are often exposed to these narratives online,
which shapes their broader attitudes towards refugees and migration.

Women and girls are particularly affected by online hostility, including gender-based hate speech, sexual
harassment, and threats, especially when they are visible in public or political life. Civil society

! While the terms hate speech and hate crime are often used interchangeably, they are distinct legal and social concepts and will be used as
such in this report. Hate speech refers to oral or written communication that attacks, threatens, or insults a group based on attributes like
race, religion, sexual orientation, or gender. Hate crime is any criminal offense (such as assault, murder, arson, or vandalism) that is
motivated by bias. Hate crime can also be “limited” to speech as opposed to non-speech acts. To be classified as a hate crime, a criminal act
must have occurred, and the victim must have been targeted because of their membership in a protected group. The two concepts are linked
by motivation - both are fueled by prejudice and bias against specific identities.



organizations and the Commission for Protection against Discrimination have documented numerous
cases of online content promoting violence, humiliation, or dehumanization of women, which often
circulates freely on major platforms (CPD, 2025; BHC, 2024). Young women who are active online are
more exposed to such content, which can have a negative effect on their participation and self-
expression.

Hate speech, hate crime and the media

Apart from the social media, traditional media and online media play a crucial role in shaping
understanding of hate speech and hate crimes in Bulgaria. Analyses by NGOs and reports by international
bodies such as the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) of the Council of Europe
show that political discourse and media coverage often contribute to the normalization of hostile
language towards minorities, migrants, LGBTIQ+ people, and women (ECRI, 2020).

Sensationalist presentation, selective reporting, and the use of provocative language in headlines and
media comments can reinforce stereotypes and legitimize hate speech, even when explicit incitement is
avoided. In particular, online news platforms often fail to effectively moderate user comments, creating
spaces where hate speech spreads unchecked (No Hate Bulgaria, 2024). This environment has a
particularly strong influence on young people, who increasingly consume news through links on social
media rather than directly through the media.

At the same time, some media outlets and civil society actively oppose hate speech and promote human
rights-oriented attitudes. Investigative journalism, fact-checking initiatives, and media literacy campaigns
are attempting to counter misinformation and hostile rhetoric. However, these efforts compete with the
algorithmic dissemination of divisive content, which reaches young audiences more quickly and
persistently.

National debates on online hate speech, freedom of expression, and youth safety

In Bulgaria, debates on online hate speech affecting youth are closely linked to a broader discourse on
hate crime and hate speech, freedom of expression, democratic values, and trust in institutions. While
not provided a clear legal definition, hate speech is addressed in the Penal Code, which provides for
criminal liability for incitement to discrimination, violence, or hatred on certain protected grounds. In
addition, it is also addressed through administrative and civil law mechanisms under the Protection
against Discrimination Act, which provides definitions of different forms of discrimination (direct,
indirect, harassment, etc.), and provides remedies including sanctions. Despite existing legal avenues,
the enforcement of norms against hate speech remains limited and inconsistent. Among the main
reasons are the high threshold for proving a crime under the Criminal Code and the frequent
classification of hate speech as protected manifestations of "freedom of expression." Administrative
procedures under the Protection against Discrimination Act are often slow and have limited deterrent
effect, which reduces victims' trust in institutions and leads to underreporting. (BHC, 2024; OSCE/ODIHR,
2022). The gap between formal legal standards and everyday practice shapes public perceptions of hate
speech, including among young people, many of whom are unsure what hate speech is and what legal
remedies exist in the country.

While not focused exclusively on youth, international bodies in their recent reports on Bulgaria have
highlighted the high incidence of online hate. For example, in 2023, the UN Committee on the Elimination
of Racial Discrimination (CERD) expressed its concern about the persistence of racist hate speech and



hate crimes in the country, including in the media and on the internet. It deplored “[...] hate speech by
political party representatives and other public figures, particularly during election campaigns, as well as
reports of lenient judgments by the courts against politicians and other public figures in cases of
incitement to hatred and discrimination against minorities and migrants” (CERD,2023).

The Advisory Committee on the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities has also
expressed concern, in 2024, about “the reported rise in hate speech and hate crime during the recent
years, as well as anti-minority rhetoric”, and urged the authorities “to ensure effective investigation,
prosecution and sanctioning of hate crime and hate speech”. (Advisory Committee, 2024).

The safety of young people online is increasingly becoming a subject of public debate, particularly with
regard to cyberbullying, misogynistic content, extremist narratives, and coordinated hate campaigns.
However, policy measures remain fragmented. Although educational initiatives and training programs
exist, often supported by the Council of Europe, NGOs, or EU-funded projects, they are not systematically
integrated into national strategies for youth, education, or digitalization (Council of Europe HELP
Program, 2022; Bulgarian Center for Safe Internet, 2025).

2. Prevalence of Digital Hate Speech and Hate Crimes among Youth

2.1 Statistical Data & Trends

Data on online hate speech and hate crimes in Bulgaria, especially those directly related to youth, remain
limited, fragmented, and often obscured by broader crime reporting practices. Official national systems
for reporting hate crimes and incidents do not systematically break down statistics by age group, making
it difficult to determine the number of hate speech incidents or hate crimes specifically involving young
victims or perpetrators. However, certain existing data sets and civil society studies provide important
insights into national trends, patterns of (non-)reporting, and the changing nature of hate speech and
related hate crimes.

The OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) is among the most
comprehensive public archives of data on hate crime in Bulgaria, consolidating available data from the
national police and prosecution authorities, as well as reports from civil society. According to the latest
ODIHR data:

e |n 2024, Bulgarian authorities registered 28 hate crimes with discriminatory elements, and there
were 35 prosecutions and 5 convictions reported (ODIHR/OSCE, 2024).

e |n 2023, only 12 prosecutions and 3 convictions were reported to the ODIHR; police data were
not provided, highlighting inconsistencies in reporting practices over time (ODIHR/OSCE, 2023).

e Earlier data indicate 18 registered cases in 2021 with 384 prosecutions and 303 convictions,
although these statistics include a wide range of "crimes with a discriminatory element" rather
than strictly hate crimes as defined by the OSCE?, and may conflate hate crime with a broad range
of other crimes (ODIHR/OSCE, 2021).

2 A crime committed against a person, property, or society that is motivated in whole or in part by the perpetrator's prejudice or bias.



As emphasised repeatedly by ODIHR, Bulgaria's official data systems fail to reliably distinguish between
prejudice-based motives in crime statistics, and there is a lack of comprehensive recording and reporting,
which likely leads to a significant underestimation of the incidence of hate crime and hate speech (ibid).
Civil society organizations that contribute to incident reporting also emphasize that many cases,
especially non-aggressive hate speech on the internet, often in the form of jokes, comments, and subtext
that appear harmless but carry an offensive charge, never reach the police or prosecution.

Up-to-date information on online hate speech among young people in Bulgaria was collected through a
small field study conducted in November and December 2025 as part of the UNITY project. As envisaged
in the project, the field study in Bulgaria was carried out through interviews and focus groups.

The study made use of standardized, online-based questionnaires. Respondents were identified from
three pre-defined target groups - representatives of civil society, professionals (psychologists, teachers,
social workers, lawyers), and young people (aged 15-30). We received 25 completed valid
questionnaires.

By way of a general observation, the survey showed that virtually all respondents had witnessed hate
speech online. When asked how often they had encountered hate speech online, the most common
answers were "daily" and "once a week," with only four respondents answering "once a month." This is
aligned with our preliminary expectations and perceptions of the frequency of the phenomenon. Further,
all respondents cited social media as the main arena for hate speech, and some pointed out that hate
speech is also supported by disinformation. The main targets of hate speech are refugees and migrants,
cited by 80% of respondents, Roma and other ethnic minorities - cited by 68%, and LGBTIQ+ people -
cited by 60%. More than half of the respondents stated that they did not react when encountering hate
speech; 72% had either been the target of such attacks themselves or had relatives who had been
targeted. The obvious conclusion is that the flow of online hatred is a regular phenomenon, and that
exposure to hate is part of the everyday experience for young people in Bulgaria.

Studies conducted both within the UNITY project and by other organizations show a high level of
exposure to hostile language. According to a 2024 national study by the Open Society Institute — Sofia,
exposure to hate speech in Bulgaria remains widespread, with notable changes in target groups over
time.3 While hostility towards ethnic minorities such as Roma remains significant, incidents of hate
speech against the LGBTIQ+ community have increased sharply, rising from 21% of respondents in 2016
to 63% in 2023, suggesting changing patterns of discriminatory expression in public and online spaces,
including among younger generations (OSI-Sofia, 2024; Bulgaria on Air, 2024). The raise of homophobic
hate can be attributed, at least to a degree, to the virulent homophobic and transphobic mobilisation
that started in 2017 against the ratification by Bulgaria of the Istanbul Convention.

In our field research, we also note a high degree of online aggression. 72% of respondents to the survey
responded “Yes” to the question "Have you or someone you know ever been a victim of hate speech or
a hate crime?".

The problem of underreporting has been noted by both previous reports of various organisations and
the UNITY research. Underreporting is particularly noticeable in non-violent incidents motivated by

3 In what seems to be the most comprehensive recent study of hate speech generally, in the period 2013-2023, the Open Society Institute
Sofia conducted a series of five surveys on representative samples of the Bulgarian population aimed at understanding the incidence,
origin, spread, and acceptance of hate speech towards several groups — Roma, Turks, refugees/migrants, foreigners, LGBTQ, and
politicians.



prejudice, such as online harassment or hate speech, which do not reach the threshold for criminal
prosecution. Since official hate crime records use narrow criteria and do not regularly capture incidents
of hate speech that do not escalate to violence or criminal prosecution, other sources are crucial for
understanding patterns of verbal hostility and hatred in the online environment and public discourse -
areas in which young people are very active. Independent assessments also show that there are serious
obstacles to reporting cases of hate speech or hate crimes. A working document of the Parliamentary
Assembly of the Council of Europe cites the results of an NGO survey according to which 73% of LGBTIQ+
respondents in Bulgaria have been victims of hate speech on the internet, but only 3% had reported such
incidents to the police, indicating a serious statistical underestimation of cases and a disproportionately
low ratio of victims to reports, especially for non-violent online hostility, which can disproportionately
affect young people and other marginalized groups (Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe,
2024).

Studies show that even when young people encounter hate speech on the internet - racist, sexist,
homophobic or xenophobic - they rarely report these incidents to the authorities. If this trend extends
more generally to young people who encounter online hate speech, it suggests that official statistics
reflect only a small fraction of actual experiences, with the majority of online hate speech remaining
invisible in official databases. This is also supported by our field research; e.g., there are practically no
complaints to the social media platforms themselves where the unacceptable incidents took place.
Typical responses are: "Do nothing"; "Just ignore"; "Sometimes | act, depends where and who | have
encounters with..."; "I try to explain to other people what is really happening, | present the facts..." A
possible reason for underreporting is poor awareness of hate speech, which is partly supported by the

responses from the field study.

2.2 Platforms Used by Youth

Young people in Bulgaria are active on a wide range of online platforms, with usage patterns determined
by age, gender, and socioeconomic background. According to data from the National Statistical Institute
and Eurostat, social networking, chatting, watching videos, and online gaming are among the most
common digital activities for people aged 15-29 (NSI, 2025). Civil society research confirms that young
people rarely limit themselves to a single platform; instead, they navigate multi-platform digital
ecosystems, often simultaneously consuming, sharing, and commenting on content (OSI-Sofia, 2023).

Among social media, Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube are the most widely used by young
people in Bulgaria. Facebook remains dominant among older youth (aged 20-29), especially for
participation in groups, pages, and comment sections related to news and politics. Instagram and TikTok
are more popular among adolescents and younger people (15—-19 years old), who prefer visual, short,
and influencer-driven content (OSI-Sofia, 2019; 2023). YouTube covers all age groups and functions as a
hybrid platform combining entertainment, information, and political commentary.

Messaging apps such as Messenger, Viber, WhatsApp, Telegram, and Discord play a central role in peer
communication. These platforms are often perceived by young people as more personal or informal
spaces, although studies show that they can also be a place for hate speech, bullying, and the rapid
spread of disinformation, especially in closed groups or channels (CPD, 2025; FRA, 2023).

Our field research also categorically identifies social media as the arena where young people most often
encounter hate speech and disinformation; social media is selected more often (24 times) than all the



other possible responses put together in response to the question “Where does hate speech occur most
often?”.

2.3 Risk Factors and Drivers of Perpetration

Available data indicate that multiple prejudices underlie reported hate crimes and hate speech. The
ODIHR's official incident categories for 2024 include anti-Christian, anti-Muslim, anti-Semitic, and
xenophobic incidents, with some involving intertwined motives of prejudice (e.g., racist and xenophobic
combined with anti-Muslim or anti-Semitic motives). Media and research sources point to other
prevalent patterns of hostility that are not reliably reflected in police data, including sexism,
homophobia, and anti-LGBTIQ+ rhetoric, which are on the rise in public and online discourses (OSI-Sofia,
2024; Bulgaria on Air, 2024).

Although hate crimes grouped explicitly by the age of the perpetrators are not reported separately in
official databases, the online environment frequented by young people contains a significant amount of
hostile content targeting both protected and unprotected characteristics. Groups often cited in studies
include ethnic minorities (e.g., Roma), religious minorities (e.g., Muslims, Jews), sexual minorities
(LGBTIQ+), women (in the context of sexist harassment), and migrants/refugees, including Ukrainian
refugees since the start of the war in Ukraine, all of which intersect with broader patterns of hate speech
affecting youth in the online space.

An international youth initiative conducted as part of the LEAD online project found that over a third of
respondents believe that young girls are among the groups most often targeted by online hate, and
nearly 30% admit to having used hate speech in their online communication - a clear indicator of both
exposure to and participation in online hate speech among younger generations (Sofia Development
Association, 2023).

Our focus groups also highlighted similar motives for hatred, but also a motivation specific to hatred
towards Ukrainian refugees in Bulgaria: financial considerations, envy, anger, aligned with the
propaganda cliché: "We are giving them billions without them working." (Focus group with NGO
representatives, Plovdiv) There is also concern that refugees may pose a threat to the country's security.
This mainly applies to refugees from Muslim countries, but to a certain extent also to Ukrainian refugees.

A national report on hate speech among young people on the internet, prepared as part of the NEMO
project, highlights how teenagers and students regularly witness hate speech online and often lack the
terminology needed to distinguish harmful content from neutral discourse. The report, based on
interviews and surveys among students, shows that many young people do not recognize terms such as
"prejudice" or "stereotype," but often encounter hostile language and find it disturbing. Some change
their attitude when they receive clearer information about what hate speech means (Center for
Sustainable Communities Development / Project NEMO, 2019). This highlights gaps in young people's
ability to recognize and critically engage with hostile and prejudiced statements they encounter online.

In a comparative study of the LEAD online project in seven countries (including Bulgaria), data collected
from more than 3,200 respondents shows that a significant proportion of young internet users consider
online spaces to be easier places to express extreme opinions. Specifically, approximately 34.9% of
Bulgarian adults over the age of 19 agree that extreme views are easier to express online, while about a
guarter of young people express similar views (LEAD, 2023). Although this does not refer to a direct count



of hate-related incidents, it reflects the widespread belief among young people that online
communication lowers the barriers to hostile messages.

Media monitoring and civil society analyses point to changing patterns in the targets of hate speech that
young people encounter online. Although not specific to young people, these trends are important
because young Bulgarians are active users of social media where such content is disseminated; thus,
patterns of online hostility in wider society are reflected in the digital environments frequented by young
people. A new trend in Bulgaria is the increase of offensive language towards Ukrainian refugees. The
number of articles in online publications mentioning this topic has increased 92 times — from 374 to
34,313 mentions, specifically of "Ukrainian women." (lbid.)

Regarding the familiarity of young people with the concepts of hate speech and hate crime, in our survey
practically no one answered "not familiar" (4%) - the predominant answers were "moderately familiar"
and "well familiar" (32% each), as well as “completely familiar” (28%).

Civil society monitoring consistently shows that hate speech in Bulgaria is most visible on large social
media platforms, especially Facebook and, increasingly, TikTok and YouTube. According to analyses by
the Open Society Institute — Sofia and reports by NGOs, the comment sections on Facebook under media
articles and public pages remain a key place for the dissemination of racist, xenophobic, homophobic,
and sexist speech (OSI-Sofia, 2019; 2024). These spaces combine high visibility, weak moderation, and
politicized discourse, making them particularly influential for young users who consume news through
social media rather than directly through media websites.

TikTok is emerging as a newer but significant platform for hostile language, particularly through short
videos that use humour, irony, or memes to normalize misogyny, anti-LGBTIQ+ rhetoric, or xenophobic
stereotypes. Although systematic quantitative monitoring of TikTok content in Bulgaria remains limited,
media analyses and NGO observations suggest that violent narratives often circulate indirectly through
coded language, visual symbolism, or popular audio files, rather than through explicit insults, making
them difficult to detect and moderate (BTA, 2025).

YouTube is often cited as a platform where young people encounter lengthy ideological content, including
nationalist and conspiracy theories. Hate speech on YouTube often appears in comment sections or
through content creators who present hostile views as "opinions" or "alternative perspectives," blurring
the line between free expression and incitement (OSI-Sofia, 2019).

Messaging apps and closed groups, especially on Telegram and Viber, are increasingly associated with
the spread of hate speech and disinformation targeting migrants, refugees, women, and minorities.
Following the arrival of Ukrainian refugees in Bulgaria, civil society organizations have documented the
spread of hostile attitudes in closed online spaces, including claims portraying refugees as an economic
threat, a security risk, or a moral danger (BHC, 2024). These environments are more difficult to monitor
and regulate, making the exposure of young people harder to quantify, but no less significant.

Online gaming environments and video game-related platforms (e.g., Discord servers) are particularly
popular among younger men. Although less frequently mentioned in official reports or NGO reports,
international and local youth projects have highlighted that gaming environments are places where
sexist, racist, and homophobic speech is often normalized, with limited moderation and strong peer
pressure (FRA, 2023).

Differences by age, gender, and background



Our field research shows that there are no significant correlations with gender or age in the exposure to
hate speech. Nonetheless, younger teenagers are more active on visually oriented platforms such as
TikTok and Instagram, where hate speech often manifests itself in more subtle forms, including memes,
emojis, and influencer discourse. Older youth are more likely to engage with political content on
Facebook and YouTube, where explicit hate speech and aggressive comments are more common (OSI-
Sofia, 2023).

Research and NGO reports show that young women and girls are disproportionately affected by sexist
hate speech, sexual harassment, and gender-based insults, especially on platforms that prioritize visibility
and interaction, such as Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook (BHC, 2024; CPD, 2025). At the same time,
young men are more likely to encounter and participate in hostile discussions on gaming platforms and
politically oriented online forums, where aggressive language is often normalized.

Factors such as ethnicity, migration status, and socioeconomic status further shape this picture. Young
people belonging to minority groups, including Roma youth, LGBTIQ+ youth, and young migrants or
refugees, report increased exposure to hate speech across various platforms, particularly in public
comment sections and closed messaging groups. Ukrainian refugee youth, although often less visible in
public discourse, are indirectly affected by the hostile narratives circulating online that shape the
attitudes of their peers and social inclusion, even when hate speech is not directed at them personally
(BHC, 2024). Evidence of this can also be found in statements made by participants in the focus groups
from our field study: "Sometimes you come across comments like 'you are foreigners, go back to
Ukraine..."."

Young people as consumers, victims, and perpetrators

It is important to note that civil society studies show that young people are not only passive recipients
of hateful content, but can also become unwitting disseminators. Emphasis should be placed on websites
and other online content, such as forums, in addition to social media, where the concentration of hate
speech influences the formation of opinions among young people. Multinational studies among young
people conducted within projects such as LEAD show that a significant proportion of young respondents
admit to having used hostile or hateful language online, often without recognizing it as hate speech
(LEAD, 2023). This reflects the normalization of aggressive communication styles in certain digital
environments.

But do young people understand the possible consequences of hate speech? In the opinion of the
professional groups, only 11% of professionals responded “Yes” to the question “Do you think youth
understand the consequences of online hate speech?”. 55% answered “Partially” and 34% answered
“No”. Thus, only one tenth of professionals believe that young people are aware of the possible
consequences of hate speech and the fuelling of intolerance and hostility towards "the other". The rest
indicate that young people either do not understand or only partially understand the possible negative
consequences.

Risk factors for engaging in hate speech and perpetrating hate crimes

To understand why some young people use hate speech on the internet, it is necessary to examine a
combination of individual, social, and structural factors. Civil society research and international
observations consistently show that young people's participation in hate speech online in Bulgaria is
rarely the result of a single cause. Instead, it arises at the intersection of peer dynamics, digital



environments, exposure to polarizing narratives, and broader experiences of exclusion or marginalization
(OSI-Sofia, 2019; Council of Europe Youth Sector).

The main reasons identified in the field study are financial considerations and envy of the integration
assistance provided (especially in view of the hate speech against Ukrainian refugees), as well as clearly
expressed xenophobia, weak critical thinking, and susceptibility to pro-Russian propaganda. More
broadly, there is a noticeable learned hatred acquired through the social influences of peers, family, and
the media, as well as exposure to extremist content and propaganda, often directed against women and
the LGBTIQ+ community.

Particularly characteristic in the case of Ukrainian refugees is gender-based disinformation, which is a
form of misogyny, with false or misleading narratives based on gender. A "sexist worldview that
undermines the perception of women as human beings and their role in society" is being reinforced. They
are often portrayed as “unreliable, unintelligent, emotional, evil, or "crazy," and their role is limited to
their appearance, which is why they are highly sexualized. This creates a hostile environment and
undermines solidarity and support for migrants, including refugees and women coming from abroad.

The main gender-based disinformation narratives about Ukrainian women in Bulgarian online news
outlets portray them as "gold diggers," superficial, promiscuous women who are critical of Bulgarians
and support pro-Russian and anti-European views. Unlike other types of hate speech (towards ethnic
minorities, LGBTIQ+, people with disabilities, etc.), here we see a targeted propaganda war, which
through hundreds of websites, bots, and collaborators manages to reach and influence hundreds of
thousands of Bulgarian citizens (Gelava, 2024).

The most frequently mentioned reasons among the surveyed online professionals, NGO activists, and
young people under 30 are as follows:

"Misinformation. A culture of impunity and anonymity"; "Political propaganda and manipulation";
"Desire to humiliate, dominate, and take control of someone"; "Ambiguity about what is good and what
is bad, as well as a sense of impunity"; "Fear, anger, cognitive dissonance, lack of real contact with
minorities"; "Lack of education on tolerance"; "Fear and misinformation"; "Propaganda, ignorance";

"Lack of digital literacy and critical thinking."

"I believe that hate speech most often occurs because those who express it do not understand the real
state of affairs; they often do not know how things really are."

Social, cultural, or economic marginalization: "Hate speech often stems from fear, misinformation, and a
lack of meaningful contact between different groups."

"For hate speech to be registered as a natural, acceptable, and possible way of thinking/speaking, it
probably means that this is the norm in the community with which [the perpetrator] identifies. So perhaps
if there is a way to signal to these people that this way of thinking/speaking is no longer acceptable, it
will not contribute to their inclusive status in that group."

Other factors mentioned included financial issues and poverty.

"State hatred started at the beginning. Because they are given more money than our unemployed.
However, the hatred was that they receive thousands. And for years they live in hotels, at the seaside,
without paying... But no, this is purely Bulgaria's fault. State-sponsored hate, because the state does not



refute it. Here, 8,000 Ukrainians live in Plovdiv and the locals think that the state supports them. But 95%
of them have found jobs." (focus group with NGOs and professionals - Plovdiv)

"But does the public know this? When they see a Ukrainian woman with a slightly more expensive car,
they say, 'I'm feeding her, but | don't have money for that’. That's the basis of the hate. It's not about
nationality." (focus group with NGOs and professionals - Plovdiv)

Peer influence and group dynamics

Peer influence plays a central role in shaping young people's online behaviour. Studies focused on youth
conducted within European projects such as LEAD show that group norms in online communities strongly
influence whether hostile language is perceived as acceptable or even humorous (LEAD, 2023). In social
media groups, gaming environments, and messaging channels, hate speech is often normalized through
repetition, irony, and peer approval.

Closed or semi-closed online spaces, such as private Facebook groups, Telegram channels, or Discord
servers, are particularly influential. In these environments, young users may feel protected from
accountability, leading to more extreme language and behaviour. NGO observations show that peer
approval in such spaces can lower inhibitions and encourage participation in hate speech, even among
young people who would not express such views offline.

The dynamics between peers of different genders are also relevant. Research shows that young men may
feel pressure to conform to aggressive or misogynistic styles of communication, while young women may
be discouraged from expressing their opinions for fear of harassment (BHC, 2024). This dynamic
contributes to the reproduction of hostile norms among young people.

Exposure to extremist content and polarizing narratives

Another significant factor in the commission of hate crimes and hate speech is exposure to extremist,
nationalist, or conspiracy content online. Although Bulgaria has not experienced large-scale radicalization
of youth comparable to some other European contexts, international monitoring bodies note the
presence of far-right and ultra-nationalist narratives circulating on major platforms (OSCE/ODIHR, 2022;
ECRI, 2020). These narratives often portray minorities, migrants, feminists, or LGBTIQ+ communities as a
threat to national identity or social order.

YouTube, Facebook, and Telegram are often cited as platforms where young people encounter such
extremist content, often through recommendation algorithms rather than targeted searches. Exposure
to such content does not necessarily lead to organized participation in extremist activities, but it can
contribute to the ideological normalization of hate speech by making discriminatory language appear
legitimate or "truthful."

Since 2022, alongside pro-Russian disinformation, narratives have been spread that portray Ukrainian
refugees as undeserving, dangerous, or an economic burden, creating an environment in which hostility
towards refugees is presented as patriotic or justified (BHC, 2024; Center for the Study of Democracy,
2024). Young people exposed to these narratives may reproduce them online, even when they have
limited direct contact with refugees.

Lack of digital literacy and critical thinking



One of the common conclusions in studies focused on youth in Bulgaria is the limited ability of young
people to recognize hate speech, misinformation, and manipulative content, especially when it is
presented as an opinion. The national report prepared as part of the NEMO project finds that many

students initially do not understand key concepts such as "stereotype," "prejudice," or "hate speech,"

even though they regularly encounter hostile language online (NEMO, 2019).

This lack of conceptual clarity makes young people more susceptible to accepting and reproducing
harmful narratives. When hate speech is presented through memes, humor, or influencers, young users
often fail to recognize its discriminatory nature. NGO analyses emphasize that insufficient media literacy
education, especially in formal education, limits young people's ability to critically evaluate content and
resist peer pressure in the online environment (OSI-Sofia, 2019).

Discrimination experienced offline

Experiences of discrimination or exclusion in an offline context can also contribute to young people's
participation in hate speech and hate crime online. Civil society organizations note that young people
who feel marginalized, whether due to poverty, ethnicity, region, or lack of opportunities, may be more
likely to express hostility toward perceived "others" online (BHC, 2024; OSI-Sofia, 2024). Online spaces
offer a low-risk opportunity to express dissatisfaction, resentment, and anger, especially when structural
inequalities are not addressed through institutional channels.

This dynamic does not imply a direct cause-and-effect relationship, but it highlights how structural
grievances can be redirected into symbolic aggression. Research shows that young people who perceive
themselves as socially or economically excluded may be more susceptible to narratives that blame
minorities, migrants, women, or elites for their situation (ECRI, 2020). Such narratives are amplified in
online environments, where simple explanations and scapegoating are widespread.

Social, cultural, and economic marginalization

Broader social and cultural factors further shape young people's participation in hate speech and hate
crime. Bulgaria continues to face very serious challenges related to inequality, regional disparities, and
low trust in public institutions. According to analyses by OSI-Sofia, these conditions contribute to
polarisation and cynicism, especially among young people who feel disconnected from political
processes and decision-making (OSI-Sofia, 2023).

In this context, hate speech can function as a form of social positioning, allowing young people to declare
their affiliation with a particular group or ideology in opposition to others. For example, misogynistic and
anti-gender narratives have gained popularity among some youth subcultures, presenting gender
equality as an imposed foreign ideology rather than a human rights issue (BHC, 2024). Similarly,
xenophobic attitudes towards refugees resonate more strongly in environments marked by economic
insecurity and geopolitical anxiety.

Overlap between incitement and normalization

Taken together, these factors suggest that young people's participation in online hate speech and hate
crime in Bulgaria is less a result of individual malice than of intersecting structural and cultural dynamics.
Peer influence and pressure, algorithmic amplification, limited digital literacy, and broader experiences
of marginalization combine to normalize hostile discourses. Women, refugees, the LGBTIQ+ community,
and other vulnerable groups often become symbolic targets in these attitudes, even when young



perpetrators have no direct personal conflict with them. The following focus group excerpt illustrates the
point:

"Yes, Ukrainians are closer to us in terms of mentality, culture, intellectual development, and so on. Syrian
citizens with a different culture are completely different. A specific example? For me, this is shocking and
has brought me into conflict with many people. So, Syrian citizens, | think there were 8 women and 14
children, in September 2023, were given 14 days to voluntarily leave the camp. No one there cared where
these people would sleep, where they would go. These women with children, the children were very
young, by the way, there were children who were one or two years old. It was brutally cold. They were
thrown out of the camp onto the street, left on the road to the mercy of fate, these women with children.
And since it was Friday, | had to spend the weekend calling all kinds of non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) left and right to ask them to help find even temporary accommodation for these small children,
just to solve the problem for the time being. And believe me, after two days of constant phone calls -
which continued until Monday - it turned out that absolutely no one was willing or able to help them. |
called somewhere else the other day, and there was one more place that was taking in refugees. The
woman on the line said, "I don't mind, let me talk to the director to see if we can take them." After a
while, the woman called me back and said that there were many vacancies, we could take all the women
with children, but after talking to the director, she said that Syrians were dirty, disqusting, lazy, unclean,
barbaric people. They will come here, break the rules, and create chaos and disorder." (Focus group with
professionals, lawyer, Plovdiv)

3. Impact on Victims (Qualitative Findings)

3.1 Testimonies and Lived Experiences

This section presents qualitative findings from the field study conducted in various cities in Bulgaria for
the current report, mainly based on statements by participants in the focus groups. The most important
impact of hate speech and hate crime on the victims is the attack on their human dignity and
fundamental human rights, including, among others, the rights to privacy and non-discrimination.

The main emotional consequences among victims of hate speech and hate crime are the loss of trust,
identity crises, avoidance of school among children and teenagers or various social activities among
adults, withdrawal from online space, stress, and anxiety. In the words of a participant in the focus group
with Ukrainian women: "A Bulgarian boy, the same age as my 12-year-old daughter, told her that all
Ukrainians should die. She was very scared and wants to go back to Ukraine. She said she is less afraid of
the bombings there."

Disinformation narratives make people less sensitive to the difficulties faced by Ukrainian women and
girls after fleeing the war. Their struggle is belittled, and host citizens are less inclined to help those in
need. Reports of discriminatory and hostile behaviour towards Ukrainian children in public schools show
that negative attitudes have spread even to the most vulnerable members of society and are shared by
large segments of the population.

Qualitative field research, as well as youth initiatives and studies by international organizations, show
that exposure to online hate speech has significant emotional, social, and educational consequences for
young people in Bulgaria. Although official statistics rarely reflect these consequences, interviews, focus
groups, and case documentation provide a detailed picture of how online hate speech affects the well-
being and participation in daily life of young victims.



3.2 Emotional, Social, and Educational Consequences

In the short term, young people exposed to online hate speech often experience stress, anxiety, anger,
and fear, especially when the hateful content is persistent or personalized. NGO reports on specific cases
document feelings of insecurity and hypervigilance, especially when hate speech involves threats,
sexualized insults, or dehumanizing language (BCNL, 2024).

Young women and girls are particularly affected by sexist and sexualized hate speech, which often leads
to feelings of shame, self-blame, and fear of further harassment. Civil society organizations note that
such experiences can have an immediate silencing effect, with young women reducing their online
presence or avoiding public expression altogether (Ombudsman of the Republic of Bulgaria, 2024).
Similarly, young people belonging to minority groups, including LGBTIQ+ youth and ethnic or religious
minorities, report increased anxiety due to the perception that hostile attitudes are socially acceptable
or widespread.

Among Ukrainian refugee youth, exposure to hostile online attitudes, even when not directed at them
personally, is associated with increased fear of rejection and uncertainty about belonging. Media
monitoring and NGO reports show that negative portrayals of refugees contribute to emotional stress
and reinforce feelings of insecurity among young people who have been forced to leave their homes
(BHC, 2024).

Over time, repeated exposure to online hate speech can lead to long-term psychological and identity-
related consequences. Qualitative studies show that young people exposed to prolonged hostility may
develop distrust of online spaces, institutions, and, in some cases, society as a whole (OSI-Sofia, 2023).
This erosion of trust can hinder civic participation.

For adolescents and young adults who are in the process of forming their identity, hate speech targeting
gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or nationality can cause identity conflicts. Youth project facilitators
report cases where young people begin to hide aspects of their identity, such as sexual orientation,
gender expression, or cultural background, to avoid becoming targets (Council of Europe, 2019). Such
coping strategies may offer short-term protection, but they can negatively affect self-esteem and long-
term mental health.

"The misinformation spread against Ukrainian women portrays them negatively, hypersexualizes them,
and undermines their contribution to society. This fuels public mistrust, even cynicism and hostility.
Excesses of hate speech also potentially lead to possible real-life violence against Ukrainian women."
(focus group with Ukrainian women)

"My neighbors are serious, somewhat aristocratic people. They greet me politely, etc. But when one of
the heaviest bombings of Ukrainian cities took place, with many casualties, one of them sneered and said
smugly, 'Ukraine is being bombed, huh...', waiting for my reaction."

The social consequences of online hate speech are often closely linked to the emotional consequences.
Young victims often report social withdrawal, both online and offline, as a strategy to avoid further harm.
This can lead to isolation from peers and reduced participation in social activities that are essential for
young people's development (OSI-Sofia, 2019).

Interviews with NGOs indicate that online hate speech can also create tension within peer groups and
families, especially when young people feel unsupported or misunderstood by adults. In some cases,



parents and teachers may dismiss online bullying as "not serious" or "just words," which reinforces
feelings of isolation among young victims (NEMO, 2019). This lack of recognition can be particularly
harmful when hate speech intersects with sensitive issues related to identity.

"My children were together in the same school. Everything was fine with my daughter, but my son, who
is younger, was being bullied. The other children would say things like, 'Your mother is this and that...'
and so on. We asked the principal to intervene, and we had to transfer the child so that he could calm

down..." (focus group with Ukrainian women)

As can be understood from the above quote, hate speech against Ukrainian refugees in school, exercised
through their children, affects both the children and their parents and has various social consequences,
such as isolation, stigmatization, and tension among peers and within the family, as well as consequences
in terms of education, such as deteriorated academic performance and absenteeism, directly influenced
by the emotional impact on the victims. There can also be bullying, social isolation by peers, and
discrimination by teachers based on identity: "For example, [...] a boy and a girl, brother and sister, were
studying - everything is fine with the girl, wonderful, everyone supports her. With the boy, [...] the children
attacked him with bad words, saying things like, 'Your mother is like this...".

For young refugees and young people from minority groups, the social consequences can include
stigmatization and exclusion at school or in the community, even when hate speech occurs primarily
online. Civil society organizations report that online attitudes often carry over into offline interactions,
affecting peer relationships and reinforcing existing social divisions (BHC, 2024; ECRI, 2020). The impact
on education is a common theme in qualitative studies on youth and online hate speech. Young people
affected by bullying or a hostile online environment often report difficulty concentrating, reduced
motivation, and declining academic performance. In some cases, hate speech is linked to school refusal
or absenteeism, especially when online bullying involves peers from the same school or local community
(Marginalia, 2016). Teachers and youth workers involved in NGO-led educational programs note that
students who are victims of online hate speech may withdraw from class participation, avoid group work,
or drop out of extracurricular activities. These effects are particularly pronounced when schools do not
have clear protocols for dealing with online bullying or when teachers feel unprepared to intervene
(NEMO, 2019).

For Ukrainian refugee youth, the impact on education may be exacerbated by language barriers, trauma
related to displacement, and uncertainty about future prospects. Hostile online attitudes can exacerbate
these challenges, undermining feelings of safety and belonging in the educational environment (Center
for the Study of Democracy, 2023).

Other consequences, according to the field research, are related to healthcare. Participants in the focus
groups shared that they had encountered difficulties in accessing emergency medical care and treatment
for serious illnesses, as well as a lack of institutional assistance and protection in cases of denial of access
or abuse. "I humbly enter the office, barely breathing, and explain that | need a sick note, and then | hear:
'Sorry, you're not expressing yourself clearly enough for me to understand you. When you come to a
foreign country, make the effort to learn the language, don't just steal from us..." | stood there
wondering... whether | would faint from the fever or from the absurdity."

The situation is similar when it comes to finding housing. Participants in focus groups with Ukrainian
refugees shared that they had encountered unprincipled rules and conditions for accommodation in their
attempts to find housing in Bulgaria, high prices and prepaid rents/deposits, illegal contracts and



attempts at fraud, as well as a lack of institutional assistance and protection in cases of reported
discrimination and abuse. In the words of a participant in one of our focus groups: "Our landlords are
supposedly cultured people, outwardly polite, but they forced us to prepay the apartment for a long
period in advance - to be sure. And when there was heavy bombing over Kyiv, the polite landlord would
tease me with a smile: 'Well, what happened now... | guess they hit you well..."

Overall, the qualitative data suggest that the impact of online hate speech on young people in Bulgaria
is cumulative and intersecting. Emotional stress, social withdrawal, and disruption of education reinforce
each other, creating cycles of exclusion that disproportionately affect already vulnerable groups. Women,
minority youth, and refugee youth are particularly exposed to these multi-layered harms, although
broader circles of youth are also affected through the normalization of hostility and reduced trust in
online spaces.

3.3 Coping Strategies and Support Mechanisms

Qualitative studies and civil society reports show that young people in Bulgaria use a range of coping
strategies when confronted with online hate speech and hate crime. These strategies are often informal,
individualized, and shaped by limited trust in institutional responses. While some young people actively
resist or report hateful content, many others adopt avoidance-based strategies, reflecting broader
patterns of under-reporting and disengagement identified in national and international studies (BHC,
2024).

Individual coping strategies

The most commonly mentioned coping strategies among young people include ignoring, muting,
blocking, or unfollowing the perpetrators or sources of hate content. Youth project facilitators and social
workers from NGOs note that these actions are often perceived as the quickest and least emotionally
draining responses, especially when hate speech is persistent but not accompanied by direct threats
(NEMO, 2019). Blocking or limiting interaction allows young people to regain a sense of control over their
digital environment, although this does not solve the problem of underlying hostility.

Some young people respond by withdrawing from online spaces altogether, reducing their activity on
social media, or avoiding comments and public discussions. While this may bring short-term emotional
relief, civil society organizations warn that such withdrawal can lead to longer-term social isolation and
reduced participation in online spaces, especially for young women and youth from minority
backgrounds (Council of Europe, 2019).

A smaller proportion of young people adopt active coping strategies, such as counterarguments,
reporting of hate content, or supporting peers who are being attacked. Youth initiatives led by NGOs
emphasize that young people who have participated in digital literacy or human rights training are more
likely to oppose hateful attitudes or engage in supporting their peers (No Hate Bulgaria, 2024). However,
such reactions require confidence, skills, and the conviction that intervention will have a significant
effect.

Reporting behaviour and use of platform tools

Numerous studies have found that reporting hate speech to online platform moderators or authorities
remains rare in Bulgaria. Research by civil society organizations and international bodies consistently
shows that young people are often unsure how to use reporting tools on social media, or are sceptical



about their effectiveness (OSI-Sofia, 2023). Complex interfaces, unclear feedback mechanisms, and
perceived inconsistency in moderation outcomes discourage repeat reporting.

Even when young people are familiar with reporting features, many choose not to use them. Surveys
among young people and focus groups show that reporting is often perceived as time-consuming,
emotionally draining, or unlikely to lead to meaningful action, especially in cases of sexist, homophobic,
or xenophobic speech that does not involve explicit threats (NEMO, 2019).

Reporting to official institutions, such as the police or the prosecutor's office, is even rarer. As
documented in reports by the Council of Europe and NGOs, only a small proportion of victims of hate
speech in Bulgaria, especially among LGBTIQ+ people, report incidents to law enforcement authorities,
reflecting low trust in institutions and fear of secondary victimization (BHC, 2024). These patterns are
likely to be reflected among young people, who often lack knowledge of legal procedures or perceive the
authorities as inaccessible.

Trust in institutions and perceived protection

Trust in institutions plays a crucial role in the formation of coping strategies. Many young people do not
believe that the institutions can effectively protect them from hate speech or hate crime on the internet,
especially when it occurs in digital spaces perceived as being outside state control (OSI-Sofia, 2019). Low
conviction rates for hate crimes and inconsistent public responses further reinforce scepticism.

Young women and youth from minority groups express heightened concern about whether the
authorities would take them seriously, especially in cases of online harassment or gender-based hate
speech. NGOs document cases in which victims feel rejected or blamed when seeking help, which
discourages them from reporting incidents in the future and reinforces their reliance on coping strategies
(BHC, 2024).

Young Ukrainian refugees face additional barriers, including language difficulties, limited knowledge of
national institutions, and uncertainty about their rights. Civil society organizations supporting refugees
note that while some services exist, awareness about them among young refugees remains low and trust
in official mechanisms is still developing (ibid).

Availability and accessibility of support services

Support services for victims specifically related to online hate speech and hate crime in Bulgaria remain
limited and unevenly accessible. Although general victim support mechanisms such as counselling
services, hotlines, and legal assistance provided by NGOs exist, few are specifically tailored to young
people or online forms of hate speech (OSI-Sofia, 2023). Access to specialized psychological or legal
support often depends on geographical location, language, and the capacity of local NGOs.

Schools and educational institutions represent a potential source of support, but studies show that
teachers and school counsellors often lack training and clear protocols for responding to online hate
speech affecting students (Applied Research and Communications Fund, 2016). As a result, young people
may not perceive schools as safe or effective places to seek help.

NGOs and youth organizations play a crucial role in filling these gaps. Through workshops, peer support
initiatives, and awareness-raising campaigns, civil society actors provide informal support and guidance
on dealing with online hate speech (LEAD, 2023). However, these initiatives are often project-specific and
lack sustainable funding, which limits their long-term impact.



At the international level, campaigns aimed at raising awareness about homophobia, Islamophobia,
sexism, and safer use of the internet specifically target education on online hate speech, often linking
hate speech prevention to broader youth online safety initiatives (BHC, 2024). These initiatives, used in
educational settings, show that young people are a key audience for recognition and prevention efforts.

In addition, some civic projects involving young people, such as volunteer-led hate speech monitoring
initiatives focused on anti-Roma hate speech on Facebook, have engaged young volunteers in
documenting and reporting online hostility, reflecting both the scale of the problem and the extent to
which young people are positioned as witnesses and responders in online spaces (Equal Opportunities,
2023).

In conclusion, qualitative data suggest that young people in Bulgaria rely primarily on individual coping
mechanisms rather than formal reporting or institutional support when confronted with online hate
speech or hate crime. Limited awareness of tools, low trust in institutions, and insufficiently accessible
support services contribute to this trend. Although some young people show resistance and choose
proactive participation, the prevailing reaction remains avoidance and self-defence.

These findings highlight the need for reporting mechanisms that are youth-friendly and accessible, with
specialized support services, as well as sustained education in digital skills and human rights. Without
such measures, coping strategies are likely to remain reactive and individualized, with the broader
structures that enable online hate speech remaining largely unchecked.

4. Legal and Policy Framework

4.1 National Legislation

Bulgaria's legal framework on hate speech, hate crimes, and online safety is characterized by the
coexistence of three legal protection avenues — criminal, civil, and administrative - although significant
gaps remain in definitions, the scope of protected characteristics, and the effectiveness of enforcement.
The legal environment reflects Bulgaria's obligations under European Union directives and Council of
Europe recommendations, but challenges in implementation have drawn consistent criticism from
international monitoring bodies.

Criminal law provisions on hate crime and hate speech

Hate crime can be any offence which is in part or entirely based on bias towards a protected
characteristic. The Bulgarian Criminal Code contains several provisions that cover hate crime in that
sense. As to hate speech, the main criminal law provisions are contained in Article 162 of the Criminal
Code providing that “anyone who, by speech, press or other media, by electronic information systems or
in another manner, propagates or incites discrimination, violence or hatred on the ground of race, colour,
origin, national or ethnic origin or sexual orientation,” is punished by imprisonment of between one and
four years, and a fine from BGN 5,000 to 10,000 (EUR 2,500 — 5,000), as well as public censure.
(Imprisonment may be suspended.) The penalty of imprisonment for up to four years falls under
penalties is of a category reserved for offences with a high degree of social danger, and this also means
that the penalty cannot be a fine. For this reason, prosecutors are reluctant to apply Article 162 because
of the serious punishment it carries for relatively mild offences.

A provision of the Criminal Code that may be invoked in the prosecution of hate speech is also found in
Article 108 (1) and relates to the preaching of “fascist or another anti-democratic ideology or forceful



change of the social and state order as established by the Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria.” The
penalty is up to three years of imprisonment, probation or a fine of up to BGN 5,000 (EUR 2,500). In
2025, amendments provided heavier penalties in some cases (e.g., for preaching through media), but
these were seen by most critics as disproportionate and therefore an unjustified infringement of freedom
of expression.

Yet another provision that may be relevant to prosecuting hate crime and hate speech was introduced in
the Criminal Code in 2011 in an attempt to transpose Article 1.1c of the 2007 Framework Decision
2008/913/JHA on combating racism and xenophobia. The new Article 419a envisages liability for anyone
who “publicly condones, denies or grossly trivializes a crime against peace and humanity and thereby
poses a risk of violence or instigates hatred among individuals or groups of people defined on the grounds
of race, colour, religion, descent, national or ethnic origin.”*

Since 2023, the Criminal Code has been amended to include enhanced criminal liability for the offences
of insult and defamation when these are “perpetrated with racist and xenophobic motives” 9 (Article
148). The penalty is a fine from BGN 500 to 10,000 (EUR 250 — 5,000) as well as public censure.

Civil and administrative law framework for combating hate crime and hate speech

The main civil and administrative law pathways for combating hate crime and particularly hate speech
and in Bulgaria are provided by the Protection against Discrimination Act (PADA) adopted in 2004 and
subsequently amended several times. The PADA is Bulgaria's main instrument for transposing EU equality
directives and provides a broad framework for dealing with discriminatory conduct including hate
speech. The purpose of PADA is to ensure protection against all forms of discrimination and contribute
to the prevention of discrimination. To the extent hate speech and other offences in which a protected
ground is relevant constitute discrimination, PADA is an adequate response to these phenomena.

Article 4 of PADA prohibits direct and indirect discrimination on the grounds of “sex, race, nationality,
ethnicity, human genome, citizenship, birth, religion or belie, education, convictions, political affiliation,
personal or social status, disability, age, sexual orientation, family status, property, or any other
characteristics established by law or an international treaty to which the Republic of Bulgaria is a party.”
The definitions of direct and indirect discrimination are aligned with those in the EU equality directives.
In addition to direct and indirect discrimination, PADA covers other forms of discrimination in compliance
with EU law — harassment, sexual harassment, incitement to discriminate, persecution and race
segregation. Hharassment is a kind of discrimination which is particularly relevant to combating hate
speech. Harassment is “any unwanted conduct based on the above grounds, expressed physically,
verbally or in any other way, which has the purpose or effect of violating the dignity of the person and
creating a hostile, degrading, humiliating, offensive or threatening environment.” (PADA, § 1.1 of the
Additional provisions)

Under PADA, the Commission for Protection against Discrimination (CPD) is established as the national
equality body and exercises significant administrative powers in enforcing the Act. The Commission may
ex officio determine that an act or statement constitutes discrimination, impose sanctions on the
perpetrators, and issue binding instructions to them to take preventive or corrective measures. Penalties
for discrimination include fines of up to €1,250, although the CPD cannot award compensation to victims.
The Commission’s decisions are subject to judicial review before the administrative courts.

4 Criminal Code, Article 419a.



In addition to this pathway, there are two further judicial avenues of redress in cases of hate offences:
civil law and administrative law. Article 71 of the Civil Code, in conjunction with Article 5, provides
protection for victims of discrimination who have not filed complaints with the CPD allowing them to
complain directly to the civil courts when the claim can be directed at civil law entities, e.g., private
persons. Civil courts can provide declaratory or injunctive relief or damages. Article 73 of the PDA
accordingly gives the opportunity for anyone whose rights to non-discrimination are violated by an
administrative act to file a complaint at the administrative courts, in accordance with the Administrative
Procedure Code.

Regarding the standing to sue, trade unions and non-governmental organizations can bring claims of
discrimination when they are asked to by the alleged victims. Trade unions and non-governmental
organizations may bring also actio popularis claims in cases that have affected more people.

International and European instruments in the Bulgarian context

The regulation of online expression in Bulgaria is developing within the framework of international
human rights law and European Union law, with the guiding principle that the rights that people have
offline should also be protected online. Freedom of expression in the virtual environment is equivalent
to that outside it and may only be restricted in accordance with the requirements of legality, necessity,
and proportionality in a democratic society (BOLD, 2024). This principle is expressed in a number of
international and European instruments referenced below and serves as a starting point for assessing
Bulgarian regulatory and institutional practice.

Framework Decision 2008/913/JHA on combating racism and xenophobia (2007)

The first key international instrument that is directly relevant to online hate speech is the 2007
Framework Decision 2008/913/JHA of the Council of the European Union. It obliges Member States to
criminalize intentional public incitement to violence or hatred directed against groups or individuals
defined by race, color, religion, descent, or national or ethnic origin. The Framework Decision also
requires racist and xenophobic motives to be treated as aggravating circumstances and lays down rules
on the liability of legal persons and jurisdiction.

In the Bulgarian context, these obligations have been transposed mainly through the provisions of the
Criminal Code, in particular Article 162. In fact, Article 162 goes beyond the requirements of the
Framework Decision in that it envisages criminal liability for incitement to discrimination, in addition to
violence or hatred. It also provides a broader meaning to the content of the offence by including
“propagation”, as a result of which Article 162 has been interpreted in both the case law and by legal
scholars as requiring, in order to prove “propagation”, as little as reaching out to just one person, without
that person having to take action to fulfil the propaganda appeal.®

Despite the above, however, transposition of the Framework Decision remains problematic. The
European Commission has repeatedly noted incomplete or incorrect implementation, and in October
2024, it issued areasoned opinion to Bulgaria (INFR(2020)2321), stating that the country has only
partially and incorrectly transposed the Framework Decision. The main criticisms relate to the limited

understanding of incitement to hatred and violence, the lack of adequate treatment of the justification
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and denial of international crimes, as well as weaknesses regarding the liability of legal persons and racist
motives.

Council of Europe and universal human rights law instruments

In parallel with EU law, Bulgaria is bound by relevant universal human rights instruments as well as
instruments of the Council of Europe. For example, Articles 19 and 20 of the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights draw a clear distinction between protected expression and illegal hate speech
that reaches the threshold of incitement to discrimination, hostility, or violence. The European
Convention on Human Rights, as interpreted in the practice of the European Court of Human Rights, also
provides guidance in that regard.

Of particular relevance to the subject of this report are the Additional Protocol to the Convention on
Cybercrime concerning the criminalization of acts of a racist and xenophobic nature committed through
computer systems, as well as Recommendation CM/Rec(2022)16 of the Committee of Ministers on
combating hate speech. They require not only formal criminalization, but also effective procedural
guarantees, protection of the persons concerned and active positive obligations on the part of the state.

Self-regulation and co-regulation at EU level

Since 2018, the EU has been gradually developing self-regulation and co-regulation mechanisms
targeting online platforms. The Code of Conduct on countering illegal hate speech online, and later the
revised "Code of Conduct+", commit large platforms to voluntary but publicly monitored commitments:
clear terms and conditions, notification and action procedures, response times, transparency of
moderation, and cooperation with civil society.

Bulgaria's accession to these mechanisms (including the implementation of the Code+ from January
2025) should be seen as a complementary tool that cannot replace the state's obligations to guarantee
human rights. In practice, however, it is precisely the actions of platforms - removing or restricting
content - that often become the main mechanism for response, due to the limited institutional capacity
of the state.

The Digital Services Act (2022)

Also relevant to the topic under discussion is Regulation (EU) 2022/2065 — the Digital Services Act (DSA),
which creates a harmonized framework for online intermediaries in the EU and will applies to all
platforms since February 2024. The DSA does not introduce a general ban on "harmful" content, but
builds a multi-level regime based on the distinction between illegal content and legal but socially harmful
content (including disinformation).

Obligations are introduced for all online intermediaries to establish notification and action mechanismes,
transparency, and compliance with orders from competent authorities. Additional obligations are
introduced for "very large online platforms" and search engines to assess and mitigate systemic risks,
which explicitly include risks to democratic processes, civic debate, and public security related to
disinformation.

In the Bulgarian context, the DSA requires the creation of an effective national supervisory mechanism
and a clear distribution of competences between regulatory authorities. Although the regulation is
directly applicable, its effectiveness depends on the actual administrative and expert capacity, which
remains limited at present. There is a risk that the burden of enforcement will again shift to private



platforms, without sufficient guarantees of transparency, accountability, and access to legal protection
for affected individuals.

Problems in national legislation and enforcement challenges

Regarding national criminal law, some of the definitions contained in Bulgarian criminal law are
problematic in several respects. The most important shortcoming is that the term "hate speech" itself is
not explicitly defined in the Criminal Code. This creates difficulties in interpretation by law enforcement
and judicial authorities. Secondly, despite the addition of new protected characteristics, these do not
include gender, gender identity, disability, migration status, or other characteristics that may be grounds
for hate crime. Accordingly, reports of the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI)
emphasize that Bulgarian legal definitions of hate speech are significantly narrower than the
recommended standard contained in its own comprehensive definition.® (ECRI, 2025).

Further, the doctrinal classification of crimes under Article 162 of the Criminal Code as "formal" leads to
a systemic issue: persons affected by hate crime do not have the status of participants in the proceedings
and are often excluded from exercising meaningful procedural rights. If an aggrieved person or a minority
organization or church makes a complaint, it is up to the competent prosecutor to open or not open pre-
trial proceedings and to press charges against the perpetrator. In the case of refusal on behalf of the
prosecutor, the complainant can appeal to the superior prosecutor and in case of another refusal, since
2023 — to the court. However, no private prosecution under Article 162 is possible under the law. This is
a recurrent problem in many cases. For example, in the recent case llareva and others v. Bulgaria litigated
before the European Court of Human Rights, the prolonged inaction of the prosecution service in
response to serious online threats and hate speech was found by the European Court of Human Rights
to be incompatible with the positive obligations of the state.

Apart from legal definitional and procedural limitations, the effectiveness of Bulgaria's legislative
framework on hate crime and hate speech is seriously undermined by systemic gaps in enforcement,
including issues of prosecutorial discretion, judicial interpretation, political will, and resource allocation.

In the first place, the approach of the Bulgarian prosecution and courts to hate crime and hate speech is
overall problematic, and one can observe a generalised reluctance to prosecute hate crime. Prosecutions
are few and far between, despite the high incidence of hate crime and hate speech. There have been a
small number of successful cases, but these concerned marginal perpetrators and forums. No significant
political actor has been convicted, not even after the peak of the racist incitement wave of 2005-2011
(during the rise of the Ataka party), or the 2015-2017 anti-migrant hate wave (during the European
migrant crisis), despite the upsurge of hate speech by prominent politicians. This indicates a serious
problem with the integrity and independence of the prosecution in Bulgaria, as well as with political
influence on the judiciary in general, as observed by a number of local and international monitors. (see,
e.g., European Commission, 2020)

Civil society organizations, in particular the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee (BHC), have documented that
very few cases involving hate speech, especially online, have led to criminal proceedings, and even fewer
to convictions (BHC, 2024). When prosecution does occur, it usually focuses on extreme cases involving

6 In ERCI’s General Policy Recommendation No. 15 of 8 December 2015, hate speech is defined as “the advocacy, promaotion or
incitement, in any form, of the denigration, hatred or vilification of a person or group of persons, as well as any harassment, insult, negative
stereotyping, stigmatization or threat in respect of such a person or group of persons and the justification of all the preceding types of
expression, on the ground of “race,” colour, descent, national or ethnic origin, age, disability, language, religion or belief, sex, gender,
gender identity, sexual orientation and other personal characteristics or status.”



explicit threats or disruption of public order, while more widespread forms of online hate speech (e.g.,
misogynistic harassment, xenophobic comments, or anti-LGBTIQ+ rhetoric) often do not reach the
threshold at which the court considers prosecution necessary.

Administrative enforcement through the Commission for Protection against Discrimination has led to
slightly more tangible results, including decisions ordering the cessation of discriminatory statements
and symbolic sanctions. However, CPD procedures are typically lengthy, reactive, and dependent on
victims' initiative, which limits their accessibility to young people and marginalized groups (BCNL, 2022).

The European Court of Human Rights' decision in the case of llareva and others v. Bulgaria is the first
case concerning online hate speech against Bulgaria and reveals fundamental shortcomings in the
investigation of threats and hate speech on social media (llareva and others v. Bulgaria, 2025, 1.). The
ECHR found that the Bulgarian investigating authorities had "committed shortcomings that constitute a
violation of the state's obligations," noting that the authorities had not requested web traffic or
communications data, had not sought international legal assistance from Facebook, had not investigated
the ownership of websites linked to suspects, and had not searched the computers or phones of
identified suspects. The prosecution dismisses the significance of death threats and interprets them as
"expressions of personal opinion" rather than specific threats requiring investigation (llareva and others
v. Bulgaria, 2025, § 14).

Legislative changes in 2023 partially addressed some criticisms by including sexual orientation as an
aggravating circumstance for violent crimes, but comprehensive reform has not yet been achieved. The
ban on "propaganda" for "non-traditional sexual orientation" in schools, adopted in August 2024,
contradicts international law and relevant recommendations, e.g. the European Commission's 2020
LGBTIQ+ Equality Strategy. This ban has a chilling effect on efforts to educate young people about
diversity and combating intolerance. This recent legislative development demonstrated that political
resistance to comprehensive protection against hate speech continues. (BOLD, 2024a)

International monitoring bodies such as the OSCE/ODIHR and ECRI have consistently emphasized the
need for Bulgaria to expand the protected grounds in criminal law, ensure effective investigation and
prosecution of hate crime and hate speech cases, develop mandatory training for law enforcement and
judicial authorities on recognizing and responding to hate crime and hate speech, create special units for
hate crime within the police force, improve the collection of data on hate crime and hate speech broken
down by grounds and type, and strengthen victim support mechanisms (OSCE/ODIHR, 2018; ECRI, 2025).
Until these reforms are fully implemented, Bulgaria's legal framework, even where formally complying
with some European standards, will remain inadequate to address widespread online hate crime and
hate speech targeting young people and vulnerable communities.

The effectiveness of the existing administrative and civil law channels for responding to hate speech,
including proceedings before the Commission for Protection against Discrimination (CPD) cases filed in
civil or administrative courts remains seriously problematic. The judicial practice of the last two decades
shows both insufficient competence and insufficient political will. They have frequently demonstrated
reluctance to classify certain statements as discriminatory or to treat them as unlawful hate speech,
especially when such statements have been made by politicians. (BTA, 2025).

The relatively ineffective protection against discrimination, including online hate speech, is also visible in
crisis or emergency situations, such as during the covid pandemic, whereby emergencies have been used
as justification for extreme or stigmatizing public statements. This was the case with the failure of the



CPD to find any violation of equality law affecting Roma who during the pandemic suffered a number of
hate crime and hate speech acts. It is notable that the concept of discrimination has been systematically
misinterpreted in Bulgaria, both by the CPD and the courts. (Petrova, 2024). Often, instead of examining,
for example, whether harassment is present (whether a statement creates a hostile, humiliating, or
offensive environment for protected groups), courts fail to find the balance between non-discrimination
and freedom of expression, misunderstanding human rights principles and modern equality law.

4.2 Policy Measures and National Action Plans

Bulgaria's approach to tackling online hate crime and hate speech among young people is characterized
by a combination of international commitments, national legislation, and targeted prevention strategies,
although big gaps in policy implementation remain. Although the country has adopted various policy
frameworks, the lack of a comprehensive, dedicated national action plan specifically targeting online
hate speech represents a significant limitation in the policy landscape.

Bulgaria has implemented several relevant policy measures to combat hate crime and hate speech,
although these efforts remain scattered across various policy documents. The government also maintains
an action plan to implement the decisions of the European Court of Human Rights in hate speech cases,
with the decisions translated into Bulgarian and included in the training of judges and magistrates
(Ministry of Justice, 2024).

Youth-specific prevention strategies

Bulgaria has developed several youth-focused initiatives that address violence and safety on the internet
and indirectly address issues related to hate speech. The most comprehensive framework is the National
Program for the Prevention of Violence and Abuse against Children (2023-2026), which sets out the
framework for national policy to combat violence against children and aims to reduce cases of violence
and exploitation, improve coordination between institutions, and implement a zero-tolerance policy
towards all forms of violence. Although this program focuses primarily on physical and sexual violence,
it also covers online abuse and provides a basis for addressing digital hate crime and hate speech. It
considers cyberbullying and online violence, including hate speech, as a growing risk for children due to
their increased presence on the internet. The program emphasizes the need for prevention through
digital literacy, training for children, parents, and professionals, as well as a coordinated institutional
response to cases of online bullying and other forms of violence in the virtual space.

Cooperation with schools

In Bulgaria, public awareness of hate speech remains alarmingly low: a 2018 nationally representative
survey found that one in four respondents did not know that preaching and inciting racial or national
hatred is a crime under Article 162 of the Criminal Code, with only 64% aware that spreading fascist or
other anti-democratic ideology is also criminalized (under Article 108 of the Criminal Code) (OSI-Sofia,
2018).

One of the reasons for the low level of awareness of hate speech lies in the insufficient work done in
educational institutions, including regular schools. The latter are a critically important, albeit
underutilized, venue for the prevention of hate speech. In 2019, a subsidy of BGN 7 million
(approximately EUR 3.5 million) was allocated to increase the capacity of teaching professionals to work
in @ multicultural environment. UNICEF's "Steps Together" program, implemented in cooperation with
the Ministry of Education and Science, is the most comprehensive initiative in Bulgarian schools. Since



the program began, UNICEF has reached 12,000 students, over 1,000 teachers, and nearly 6,000 parents,
who have been trained on topics such as online safety, hate speech, and fake news. The program
specifically addresses digital literacy and online violence, including hate speech in the digital
environment, while the project "Children, Parents, and Teachers Against Hate Speech and
Discrimination" conducted by the National Network for Children develops an innovative methodology
that incorporates tolerance and nonviolent communication into the official school curriculum.

Despite these efforts, work in the education system to date is not overall effective. Back in 2018, ECRI
recommended that the authorities establish a system for monitoring and countering racist and anti-
LGBTIQ+ incidents in schools, noting that systematic monitoring mechanisms were lacking (ECRI, 2018).
This has not changed. Moreover, recent legislative changes have undermined prevention efforts, as the
aforementioned 2024 law prohibiting the "propaganda" of "non-traditional sexual orientations" in
schools restricts discussion of topics that could help counter the violence and harassment to which
LGBTIQ+ students are subjected.

Cooperation with the police

Bulgaria has engaged in significant initiatives to build the capacity of law enforcement agencies to
recognize and respond to hate crimes, primarily through international partnerships. The country has
actively participated in programs developed by the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human
Rights (ODIHR). For example, in 2012 — 2017, Bulgaria implemented the ODIHR program "Training for
Law Enforcement Authorities to Combat Hate Crimes". It also participated in the project "Building a
Comprehensive Criminal Law Response to Hate Crimes."

In 2023, the police established a cybercrime directorate to strengthen its capacity to combat hate crime
on the internet, which has authority to remove discriminatory content, including hate speech, from the
internet. In 2024, the National Institute of Justice organized remote training on hate speech for 18
prosecutors. However, the scale of these projects remains limited compared to the intensity and scope
of the problem. Significant challenges remain in police responses to online hate crime. It is a serious
problem also that the Commission for Protection against Discrimination has systematically refused to
comply with court orders requiring it to collect, with the assistance of the police, information confirming
the identity of perpetrators, in cases of online hate speech, undermining the effectiveness of
enforcement mechanisms.

Cooperation with technology platforms

Bulgaria's engagement with technology platforms in the fight against online hate crime and hate speech
remains significantly limited and largely ineffective. Despite the growing number of cases of online hate
speech, the only sanctions imposed to date on perpetrators are restrictions by the online platforms
themselves. No formal partnerships or memoranda of understanding have been concluded yet between
the Bulgarian authorities and the major social media platforms to systematically address hate speech.
However, it is hoped that the EU Digital Services Act which is binding on Bulgaria will contribute to
positive developments in this area.

4.3 Enforcement Effectiveness and Challenges

Despite the existence of various policy measures, significant gaps in their implementation remain.
International monitoring bodies continue to emphasize the need for systematic data collection, stronger
enforcement mechanisms, and sustained political commitment to addressing hate crime and hate



speech as a priority issue affecting young people in Bulgaria. Experts recommend that efforts be made in
the field of education to raise awareness of hate speech among teachers, students, and journalists, and
that a more comprehensive approach be adopted involving multiple stakeholders, including politicians,
the police, schools, civil society, and the media. The lack of a unified national action plan specifically
targeting hate speech among young people means that existing efforts remain fragmented and under-
resourced.

Key challenges to effective policy implementation

Monitoring and reporting: Monitoring and reporting of online hate crime and hate speech is a serious

policy implementation deficit in Bulgaria. Quantitative and qualitative data show that only a small
number of cases of hate crimes and hate speech are investigated and prosecuted each year. According
to OSCE/ODIHR data on hate crimes, Bulgaria officially consistently reports a low number of registered
hate crimes compared to civil society estimates and victim surveys, indicating a significant gap between
reality and official data (OSCE/ODIHR, 2022). This gap is widely interpreted as evidence of systematic
underrecording and underreporting and, rather than a lack of incidents.

Victim surveys and NGO reports show that many victims, especially young people, women, LGBTIQ+
persons, and refugees, do not report hate speech online due to fear of retaliation, lack of trust in the
authorities, uncertainty about legal definitions, or the belief that reporting will not lead to meaningful
consequences (FRA, 2023). For young people, additional barriers include a lack of legal knowledge,
dependence on parents or school to file complaints, and the normalization of online harassment.

The victims' perspective is underrepresented in official data. While EU-level studies (e.g., FRA studies)
offer insight into the experiences of discrimination and hatred among minority groups, qualitative studies
at the national level focusing specifically on young people's experiences with online hate speech are
limited. This gap is particularly pronounced among young women, young people from the LGBTIQ+
community, young people from the Roma community, and young refugees, whose experiences are often
reflected only through the work of NGOs rather than through systematic research (FRA; BHC, 2024).

Evidence issues are particularly acute in the online environment. Law enforcement agencies often
encounter difficulties in collecting, storing, and authenticating online evidence, especially when content
has been deleted, is located on foreign servers, or is shared via encrypted platforms (OSI-Sofia, 2019).
These challenges disproportionately affect cases involving social media harassment or coordinated hate
campaigns targeting young people.

Institutional capacity and training: Another significant challenge is the limited institutional capacity and

insufficient specialized training of relevant institutions to deal with digital hate crime and hate speech.
Although Bulgaria participates in some international initiatives, including OSCE/ODIHR training programs
and Council of Europe courses, coverage remains uneven, and training is often project-specific. This is
particularly evident in police and prosecutor training (ODIHR, 2021; 2023). Reports by OSI-Sofia and the
Bulgarian Helsinki Committee indicate that frontline police officers and prosecutors may lack confidence
in identifying bias-based motives, especially in an online context where language is coded, ironic, or
embedded in memes and visual content. This makes it difficult to classify cases and determine whether
a hate motive is recorded at all.

Gaps in training are particularly significant in cases involving online gender-based hate and misogynistic
harassment targeting women and girls, which are often minimized or treated as interpersonal conflicts



rather than discrimination (BHC, 2024). Similar problems arise in cases involving refugees, where
xenophobic statements can be presented as political opinion rather than discriminatory behaviour.

Challenges related to youth policies: The challenges of enforcing the law are amplified in cases involving

young people as victims or perpetrators. Incidents of hate speech among or against young people often
occur in semi-closed online spaces (messaging apps, gaming platforms, closed groups) that are difficult
for authorities to monitor or legally access. Furthermore, schools and child protection institutions do not
have clear protocols for escalating cases of online hate speech to law enforcement authorities, leading
to fragmented responses (NEMO, 2019).

When young people are the perpetrators, authorities may prioritize educational or disciplinary measures
over criminal prosecution, which may be appropriate but also risks underestimating the seriousness of
repeated or severe manifestations of online hate speech if not accompanied by restorative or preventive
interventions.

Perceptions of ineffectiveness and consequences

The cumulative effect of these challenges in policy implementation is a sense of impunity, especially in
digital spaces. Monitoring by NGOs and focus groups with young people show that the low probability
of sanctions discourages victims from reporting incidents and encourages perpetrators, contributing to
the normalization of hate speech and hostility online (OSI-Sofia, 2023). This perception is reinforced by
limited public communication about successful prosecutions or non-criminal sanctions, which reduces
the visibility of policy implementation results.

These conclusions are also supported by the professionals surveyed in the UNITY project field study. Only
11% of surveyed professionals in Bulgaria responded “Yes” to the question “Do you think current policies
are effective in tackling hate speech and hate crimes?”. The remaining answers were divided equally
between the responses “Partially” and “No” (44% each).

5. Institutional and Civil Society Responses

5.1 Governmental Actors

Responsibility for addressing hate speech, hate crimes, and related online risks in Bulgaria is divided
among several ministries and agencies, with coordination mechanisms remaining relatively weak and
fragmented.

The Ministry of Justice plays a central role in shaping the legal and policy framework for hate crimes and
discrimination, including coordinating the National Action Plan on Human Rights and engaging with EU
and Council of Europe mechanisms. It also liaises with the judiciary and the prosecution service, although
it does not have a specific mandate focused specifically on hate speech in the digital environment or
youth (Ministry of Justice; NAPHR 2021-2025).

The Ministry of the Interior is responsible for law enforcement, recording hate crimes, and cooperating
with international monitoring systems such as the OSCE/ODIHR. Although it investigates criminal cases
related to incitement to hatred or violence, its preventive and youth-oriented role in digital spaces is
limited, and cooperation with schools or youth services is not systematic (OSCE/ODIHR; BHC, 2024).

The Ministry of Education and Science is a key player in prevention through schools, digital literacy, and
values education. It controls the curricula, which include elements of civic education and media literacy,



but hate speech and online harassment are addressed indirectly rather than as separate topics, leaving
considerable freedom of action to individual schools and teachers (NEMO, 2019).

The Commission for Protection against Discrimination acts as an independent administrative body
dealing with discriminatory statements and behavior, including statements on the internet. It provides
an accessible, non-criminal route to legal redress, although its procedures are reactive and based on
individual complaints rather than proactive monitoring (CPD; BCNL, 2022). Although it has the right to
take up cases on its own initiative, the CPD regularly avoids doing so without giving any solid justification.

5.2 Civil Society Organisations and NGOs

Civil society organizations play a central and often compensatory role in combating online hate speech
in Bulgaria, particularly in supporting victims, monitoring, and educating young people.

The Bulgarian Helsinki Committee (BHC) is one of the most prominent actors, conducting long-term
monitoring of hate speech and hate crimes, providing legal assistance to victims, and publishing annual
human rights reports documenting trends, gaps in law enforcement, and vulnerable groups (BHC, 2024).
The BHC is particularly active in highlighting online hate directed against minorities, women, LGBTIQ+
persons, and refugees.

The Open Society Institute — Sofia (OSI-Sofia) has produced analytical studies on hate speech, freedom
of expression, and institutional responses, including studies on public discourse and the digital
environment. Its work has contributed to public debate and policy criticism, particularly with regard to
underreporting and weak enforcement (OSI-Sofia, 2019; 2023).

Youth-focused NGOs and informal initiatives, including those participating in the NEMO project and
programs supported by the Council of Europe, work directly with young people through workshops, peer
training, and activities to raise awareness about hate speech online, digital rights, and reporting
mechanisms (NEMO, 2019).

Organizations supporting refugees and migrants, including those assisting Ukrainian refugees, have
documented increased online hostility and disinformation and provide psychosocial support,
counselling, and integration assistance, although resources for interventions specifically targeting digital
hate remain limited (BHC, 2024).

5.3 Education and Awareness Campaigns

Education and awareness-raising are widely recognized as key preventive tools, but theirimplementation
in Bulgaria remains uneven and heavily dependent on initiatives by the NGO sector.

School interventions targeting online hate speech are most often carried out through extracurricular
activities, pilot projects, or seminars organized by NGOs, rather than through mandatory curricula.
Initiatives related to the Council of Europe's NO HATE campaign introduce students to concepts such as
hate speech, discrimination, counter-speech, and digital citizenship, with a strong emphasis on youth
participation and reflection (NO HATE Bulgaria, 2024).

Training for teachers on hate speech and digital safety exists but is not systematically included in pre-
service training or continuing education. As a result, teachers' ability to identify, prevent, and respond to
online hate speech affecting students varies significantly between schools.



Media literacy and online safety campaigns targeting young people have expanded in recent years, often
focusing on disinformation, cyberbullying, and safe use of the internet. Although these campaigns
indirectly address hate speech, NGOs note that explicit discussion of discriminatory language, gender-
based hatred, and xenophobia remains limited, especially with regard to dynamics on social media (OSI-
Sofia, 2023; BHC, 2024).

It is also important to see what, according to Bulgarian respondents, could help reduce hate speech. The
answers to the open question “What do you think could help reduce hate speech in your community?”
are too varied to generalize. Some of the persons interviewed gave proactive responses ("When we
witness it, tell the person that it's not okay"); others stressed education on the topic ("Attracting public
attention and changing the school education system"; "Education and maybe laws"; "Education and talks
with people from the community"; "Fighting disinformation"; "Morality, ethics, and aesthetics should be
studied in school and there should be punishments for those who are rude"); control and publicity in
social media, but also media literacy ("Better control on Facebook by civil society"; "Creating more safe
spaces for dialogue, strengthening media literacy and giving young people clear tools for reporting would
significantly reduce hate speech. When schools, youth workers, and local organizations model inclusive
communication and respond consistently, the whole community becomes less tolerant of harmful
language"; "Highlighting in the media the real state of affairs and the reliable facts important to the
country's population regarding vulnerable groups that can help reduce further hate speech and hate
crimes"; "Law. Media restriction. Parental control."; "There must be a system for blocking people who use
hate speech"); as well as strengthened countermeasures at the national level ("I think institutional
regulations, but also a moral compass inside individuals that encourages tolerance and empathy"; "The
better work of the police and prosecution”; "Only a system for counteracting at the national level can
create public immunity against disinformation: through media literacy, critical thinking, and more
responsible and quality journalism" (focus group with professionals, NGOs - Plovdiv).

There is also one very different, optimistic response: "...let me start by saying that hate speech is much
less common today than it was during my childhood and youth. And the credit for this goes mainly to
schools, no matter how much speculative politicians, especially from the left, as well as pro-Russian
"conservatives," criticize and use the topic for PR purposes."

6. Good Practices & Lessons Learned

6.1 Good Practices Addressing Refugees and Migrants

1. NO HATE BG - a multilateral partnership for reporting incidents, capacity building, and public
protection (Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, etc.)

NO HATE BG is an EU-funded project with many partners, led by the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, which
combines an online platform for reporting incidents, training for civil society and public authorities,
media monitoring, and public protection. It created a White Paper, summarizing lessons learned and
recommendations for improving investigations, reporting and policy responses (No Hate Bulgaria, 2024).
The project targets vulnerable communities (Roma, LGBTIQ+, migrants/refugees) and works with young
people through partner NGOs and work in schools. NO HATE BG integrates citizen reporting (data on
incidents collected from multiple sources), conducts training to increase the capacity of NGOs to
document online incidents, and produces policy reports used in advocacy with ministries and the
Commission for Protection against Discrimination. The White Paper collects evidence on cases that help
identify patterns of online hostility, including narratives about migrants and refugees, and calls for better



police recording and cooperation between platforms. This project stands out as a good example because
it combines youth-friendly reporting tools, capacity building for NGOs (so that local youth groups can
document incidents), and sustained advocacy that translates monitoring into policy recommendations.

2. NEMO Project — Media Literacy in Schools and Workshops Focused on Migrants

The NEMO project produces a national report and conducts workshops using new media tools to train
young people to recognize online hate speech, misinformation, and stereotypes about migrants. The
project combines classroom lessons, media analysis exercises, and content creation by young people
(Project NEMO, 2019). It is aimed at secondary school students and young people in a school
environment (including young people from the host community and those with a migrant/refugee
background, if any). The activities and results of the project are diverse - teachers and facilitators use
interactive modules and toolkits (adapted from EU/NEMO resources) to conduct lessons on recognizing
misinformation about migrants, creating counter-narratives, and practicing safe reporting of hateful
content. Local reports indicate increased awareness among participants about the difference between
opinion and hate speech, and participants create youth-oriented counter-content that is shared on
school media. The project is concrete and replicable - it integrates media literacy into school practice,
trains teachers and students, and leaves behind tools that other schools and NGOs can reuse. The focus
on skills (critical thinking, content creation) addresses the causes of online xenophobia rather than
merely describing it.

3. EQUALTOGETHER / regional expansion of civil society — cross-sectoral support for vulnerable groups

The EQUALTOGETHER project supports civil society organizations representing Roma, LGBTIQ+ and
other vulnerable communities to expand monitoring, advocacy, and rapid response to hate speech and
hate crimes, develops guidelines, and organizes regional meetings to improve cooperation between
NGOs and institutions. It targets young people of Roma origin and young people associated with
vulnerable minorities (programs include youth-led monitoring and capacity building). EQUALTOGETHER
organizes regional meetings, produces a book of recommendations for policymakers, and strengthens
links between local NGOs and national authorities (Commission for Protection against Discrimination,
ministries). The project results are cited in national advocacy activities and used as a resource for local
youth trainings. The project's focus on expanding civil society capacity (monitoring + policy engagement)
is an effective model for sustaining youth-focused responses beyond short-term pilot projects - it links
grassroots reporting to national advocacy and promotes media that amplify the voice of youth.

Key takeaways from these initiatives

Initiatives that put young refugees or minorities at the centre (co-creation of content, peer training) are
more effective than one-way awareness-raising campaigns, as young people become active participants
rather than passive beneficiaries. (NO HATE BG, NEMO). Such projects also show how training youth
leaders increases reach and creates sustainable local capacity.

NO HATE BG and EQUALTOGETHER illustrate the benefits of combining grassroots incident reporting
with recommendations and advocacy for institutional change, while school toolkits, short video
campaigns, and trainer models are inexpensive, adaptable, and can be scaled up in municipalities,
especially when supported by NGO media and EU funding.

6.2 Good Practices Addressing LGBTQ Youth

Online hate speech targeting young people from the LGBTIQ+ community is widely documented in
Bulgaria, especially on social media and in comment sections, and is often normalized or presented as



an "opinion" (BHC, 2024; OSI-Sofia, 2019). In this context, several NGO-led initiatives have developed
effective responses focused on safety, empowerment, and advocacy, even in the absence of strong
institutional support.

1. Online monitoring and legal support for hate speech against LGBTIQ+ people (Bulgarian Helsinki
Committee)

The Bulgarian Helsinki Committee systematically monitors online hate speech against LGBTIQ+
individuals as part of its broader work on hate speech and hate crimes, documenting cases, providing
legal advice and filing strategic complaints with national authorities and international mechanisms,
especially for those who are subject to harassment on social media or public online campaigns. (BHC,
2024).

2. Council of Europe's NO HATE campaign — activities for young people focused on the LGBTIQ+
community

As part of the NO HATE Speech Movement, Bulgarian youth organizations are implementing small
campaigns and seminars that explicitly address homophobic and transphobic statements on the
internet, using Council of Europe educational resources adapted to the local context, often in mixed
groups to encourage dialogue between peers.

3. Initiatives to create safe spaces and peer support from LGBTIQ+ NGOs (Bilitis, Deystvie)

Various LGBTIQ+ organizations in Bulgaria have developed models for safe spaces, including moderated
online groups, hotlines, and peer support forums where LGBTIQ+ youth can discuss experiences related
to online hate, bullying, and discrimination, which is especially valuable for LGBTIQ+ youth in smaller
towns or rural areas with limited offline support media.

Key takeaways from these initiatives

Several recurring factors for success emerge from these practices. Safety and trust are prerequisites:
young people from the LGBTIQ+ community engage more actively when initiatives prioritize
confidentiality and protection from further harm, and peer-based participation and approaches increase
trust and acceptance, especially in unfavourable social environments. In the absence of strong
government initiatives, civil society remains the main driver of innovation and support for young people
from the LGBTIQ+ community who are victims of online hate in Bulgaria.

At the same time, these initiatives remain fragmented and under-resourced, highlighting the need for
stronger institutional support and integration into national policies on youth, education, and digital
safety.

6.3 Good Practices Addressing Ethnic Minorities

Ethnic minorities in Bulgaria, in particular Roma, Muslim and Jewish communities, are often the target
of online hate speech, which often intensifies during political debates, crises or election periods (BHC,
2024; OSl-Sofia, 2019). Although state initiatives remain limited, a number of practices initiated by civil
society demonstrate effective approaches to prevention, resilience, and response, including among
young people.

1. TAAO - Together Against Anti-Gypsyism Online (focusing on Roma youth)



TAAO is a multinational project aimed at combating hate speech against Roma on the internet,
implemented with the participation of Bulgarian NGOs and including training of trainers aimed at youth
leaders of Roma origin (TAAO, 2018). It is aimed at youth leaders and activists of Roma origin, who are
expected to disseminate the knowledge at the local level.

2. NO HATE BG — Monitoring and advocacy against ethnic-based hate

As part of the NO HATE BG initiative, civil society organizations document online hate speech targeting
ethnic minorities, combining citizen reports, legal analyses, and advocacy through policy reports and a
White Paper (NO HATE BG, 2024). Young people participate through NGO media, educational activities,
and as users of reporting tools.

Key conclusions from these initiatives

The conclusion that community leadership is important stands out, and that initiatives are more effective
when young people from minority groups take on positions as leaders, trainers, or content creators
rather than being passive beneficiaries. Building trust is also essential - longstanding distrust of
institutions, especially among Roma communities, means that NGO-led and peer-based approaches are
often more credible than official mechanisms (BHC, 2024).

An important conclusion is that monitoring must be linked to action, and that reporting and
documentation tools have the greatest impact when linked to advocacy, education, or legal follow-up.
As a result of the above-mentioned projects, we conclude that partnerships increase legitimacy -
cooperation between minority organizations, schools, and public authorities strengthens reach and
sustainability.

7. Identified Gaps and Needs

Despite the existence of legal provisions, political commitments, and the active participation of civil
society, studies consistently show that Bulgaria faces significant structural and practical gaps in
combating online hate speech and hate crimes affecting young people. These gaps relate to data
availability, institutional capacity, prevention frameworks, and responsiveness to the needs of young
people.

Data gaps

One of the most persistent challenges concerns the lack of reliable, disaggregated data on online hate
speech and hate crime involving young people. Official crime statistics do not systematically distinguish
between offline and online incidents, nor do they consistently record the age, gender, or online presence
of victims (OSCE/ODIHR; BHC, 2024). As a result, the scale and nature of young people's exposure to
digital hate remain only partially visible.

Weaknesses in legal, political, and institutional responses

A key weakness is the gap between legislation and its enforcement. Although legal provisions exist that
address incitement to hatred and discrimination, they are applied inconsistently, especially in the digital
context (BHC, 2024). The lack of a clear and comprehensive definition of hate speech, especially online,
creates uncertainty for law enforcement agencies, prosecutors, and victims alike.



Support services for victims of online hate speech are fragmented and unevenly accessible. Although
NGOs provide some limited legal assistance, counselling, and peer support, these services are often
project-specific, geographically concentrated, and not specifically tailored to young people or digital
harms (BHC, 2024). Institutional support mechanisms remain difficult to navigate, especially for minors
and marginalized youth.

Needs and priorities identified by young people

Data from youth surveys, workshops, and discussions organized by NGOs highlight a clear gap between
institutional responses and what young people themselves say they need (NEMO, 2019; Council of
Europe findings in the youth sector). Young people consistently emphasize the need for clear and
accessible information on what hate crime and hate speech is, how to respond and where to seek help,
as well as user-friendly reporting mechanisms, both on platforms and at the national level, with
transparent feedback on the results. They also stress the importance of education that goes beyond
technical digital skills, calling for training that addresses empathy, diversity, and the social impact of
online behaviour. Participation and peer-led approaches are considered more credible and engaging than
top-down messages (NEMO, 2019; No Hate Bulgaria, 2024).

Finally, young people from marginalized groups, such as Roma youth, LGBTIQ+ youth, and refugees,
emphasize the need for representation and a voice in policy and program development. Initiatives that
include them as co-creators rather than passive beneficiaries are considered more responsive and
empowering.

8. Conclusions & Recommendations

Conclusions

This study shows that online hate speech is a persistent and normalized phenomenon in Bulgaria, with
young people disproportionately exposed to and engaged in the dynamics of online hate. Social media
and online comment sections remain key venues for sexist, xenophobic, racist, homophobic, and
transphobic statements, which often intensify during political, social, or humanitarian crises (BHC, 2024;
OSI-Sofia, 2019).

Although official statistics show a relatively low number of reported hate crimes, data from civil society
monitoring, EU-level studies, and media analyses indicate a significant underreporting of cases,
especially in the digital sphere and among young people (OSCE/ODIHR; FRA). Women, young people
from the LGBTIQ+ community, ethnic minorities, and refugees are among the groups most often targeted
by violence, with online harassment often intertwined with discrimination and social exclusion in real
life.

Bulgaria has a partial legal and policy framework to combat hate speech and hate crime, which is broadly
in line with EU and Council of Europe standards, but its implementation remains inconsistent. Law
enforcement is weak, trust in institutions is low, and prevention efforts are fragmented and rarely
specifically targeted at young people. In practice, civil society organizations have filled critical gaps by
providing monitoring, victim support, education, and advocacy, although these efforts remain project-
based and under-resourced.

Across all thematic areas, the study highlights the importance of youth participation, peer-based
approaches, and community-led initiatives as key factors for effective prevention and response. At the



same time, the lack of systematic data collection, long-term evaluation, and coordinated national

strategies limits the overall impact of existing measures.

Recommendations

General

Fact-checking: Rigorous verification of information and refutation of false claims, using both the
power of independent fact-checking organizations and relevant departments of state media.

Hold perpetrators of online violence accountable

Provide a platform for women and marginalized groups, including Ukrainian women and
representatives of organizations that support them, through coordination with quality and
socially responsible media

Develop fact-checking and debunking tools and platforms to facilitate the identification of gender-
related disinformation narratives.

Ensure the protection of the rights of women and girls who are subjected to online harassment
and threats, including seeking compensation.

Improve civic education in Bulgarian schools and including media literacy in the formal education
curriculum from primary to higher education, with a focus on students and teachers.

For legislators

Develop a coherent national strategy on online hate speech and online safety, with a focus on
youth and in line with the requirements of the EU Digital Services Act and Council of Europe
standards.

Improve data collection and transparency by ensuring that statistics on hate crimes and hate
speech are broken down by age, gender, target group, and online/offline context.

Strengthen institutional capacity and law enforcement, including specialized training for police,
prosecutors, and judges on digital hate speech and youth-related cases.

Ensure sustainable funding for victim support services and prevention programs, moving beyond
short-term project funding.

Introduce proportionate but effectively enforced sanctions, including administrative fines for
first-time offenders, mandatory educational or restorative programs for repeat offenders, and
more severe sanctions for incitement to violence.

For teachers and education authorities

Integrate media literacy, human rights, and anti-discrimination education into official secondary
school curricula, with a special focus on online hate speech and cyberbullying.

Invest in teacher training to increase their confidence and competence in responding to incidents
of hate speech involving students, both online and offline.

Supporting comprehensive approaches in schools that combine prevention, early intervention,
and cooperation with parents, NGOs, and youth workers.



Working with pupils and students who use hate speech through individual conversations and
mentoring, as well as educational rather than solely disciplinary measures.

For civil society organizations

Continue and expand the monitoring and documentation of online hate speech targeting young
people, ensuring that findings are used in advocacy and policy dialogue.

Prioritize youth-led and peer-based initiatives, especially for marginalized groups such as Roma
youth, LGBTIQ+ youth, and refugees.

Strengthen coordination and knowledge sharing between NGOs working on hate speech, digital
rights, and youth inclusion to avoid duplication and increase impact.

Invest in evaluation and evidence gathering, documenting what works and why, to support long-
term sustainability and policy adoption.

Collaborate with local communities where hate speech is prevalent to address the social causes
of aggressive speech.

For social media and platforms

Ensure effective enforcement of community standards on Bulgarian-language content, including
timely moderation of hate speech targeting youth and vulnerable groups.

Improve the accessibility and transparency of reporting tools, especially for minors and new
users, and provide clear feedback on the results.

Collaborate with trusted national NGOs and youth organizations to improve contextual
understanding of local hate narratives and risks.

Support for preventive measures, such as digital literacy campaigns, in partnership with schools
and civil society.

Clear and accessible explanation of the rules so that perpetrators understand why their content
has been sanctioned.



Annexes

Annex I: Questionnaires

All partners were provided with standardized, online questionnaires in English, with the option of using
guestionnaires translated into the local language if necessary, which we did by uploading them online as
well. The target groups included representatives of civil society, professionals such as psychologists,
teachers, social workers, lawyers, politicians, and young people (aged 15-30). A minimum of 20
completed questionnaires per country was required, and the questionnaires were anonymous.

The general conclusion is that practically everyone has witnessed hate speech. The most common
responses are "daily" and "once a week," with only four responses being "once a month." This is in line
with our preliminary expectations and perceptions of the frequency of the phenomenon. Social media
is also cited by all as the main arena for hate speech, supported, incidentally, by disinformation and fake
news. For 80% of respondents, the main targets are refugees and migrants, for 68% it is Roma or other
ethnic minorities, for 60% it is the LGBTQ+ community, etc. More than half do not react when
encountering hate speech, and 72% have either been the target of such attacks themselves or have had
loved ones who have been. The obvious and indisputable conclusion is that the flow of insults and hatred
is a constant phenomenon, and clashes with it are an everyday occurrence for young people in Bulgaria.

RESULTS

We conducted 25 surveys in Bulgaria, two of which were completed in Bulgarian. Although the small
number does not provide sufficient representation, here is the demographic structure of the
respondents:

TABLE 1. DISTRIBUTION OF RESPONDENTS BY GENDER:

GENDER: NUMBER:

Women 11

Men 12

prefers not to say 2

TAB. 2. AGE DISTRIBUTION:

AGE NUMBER:
Upto19 2

20-24 2

25-29 7

30-35 4

35-39 5




Over 40

FIG.1. AGE DISTRIBUTION:

TAB. 3. THE CURRENT ROLE OF THE RESPONDENTS:
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m years
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THE CURRENT ROLE: SHARE IN %:
YOUTH 44

PROFESSIONAL 36
CIVIL SOCIETY|20
REPRESENTATIVE

FIG. 2. THE CURRENT ROLE OF THE RESPONDENTS:




TAB. 4. THE CURRENT ROLE OF THE RESPONDENTS:
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THE CURRENT ROLE BULGARIA -SHARE IN %: ALL - SHARE IN %:
YOUTH 44 48
PROFESSIONAL 36 39

CIVIL SOCIETY|20 13
REPRESENTATIVE

TAB.5. Do you consider yourself part of a minority or vulnerable group

MINORITY GROUP NUMB
ER:
Ethnic/racial minority
LGBTQIA
Migrants/refugees 5
Other/Prefer not to say 16

TAB.6. Do you consider yourself part of a minority or vulnerable group

Vulnerable group:

BULGARIA - %:

ALL COUNTRIES -
%:

Ethnic or racial minority 7
LGBTQIA 19
Migrant or refugee 20 20
background
Other/Prefer not to say 64 58
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FIG.3. Do you consider yourself part of a minority or vulnerable group?

]

L

TAB.7. How familiar are you with the concepts of “hate speech” and “hate crime”?

(Scale 1-5)
HOW FAMILIAR ARE YOU WITH ... : BULGARIA - %: ALL-%:
LEVEL1 4 1
LEVEL 2 4 10
LEVEL 3 32 19
LEVEL4 32 36
LEVELS 28 33

FIG.4. How familiar are you with the terms “hate speech” and “hate crime”? (Scale 1-5)
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Table 9. Where is hate speech most prevalent?

AREAS OF MANIFESTATION: NUMBER:
SOCIAL MEDIA 24
PUBLIC PLACES 9

TV AND OTHER MEDIA 7

SCHOOL

PRIVATE PLACES AND MEETINGS 3

FIG. 5. WHERE HATE SPEECH IS MOST MANIFESTED
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FIG.6. Which groups in society do you think are most often the target of hate speech
in your country?

Political opponents

Women

Refugees/Migrants, Roma, LGBTQ+ Community
Refugees/Migrants, Roma

Refugees/Migrants, LGBTQ+ Community

Refugees/Migrants

LGBTQ+ Community, Roma

0 1 2 3 45 6 7 8 910

TABLE 10. MAIN GROUPS OBJECT OF HATE:

GROUPS: NUMBER:
LGBTQ+ Community, Roma 2
Refugees/Migrants 1

Project ID: 101213562-UNITY-CERV-2024-CHAR-LITI
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Refugees/Migrants, LGBTQ+ Community 3
Refugees/Migrants, Roma 6
Refugees/Migrants, Roma, LGBTQ+ 10
Women 1
Political opponents 2

TAB.11.Have you or someone you know ever been a victim of hate speech or hate crime?

HAVE YOU EVER BEEN A BULGARIA - ALL -%:
VICTIM %
YES 72 64
PREFER NOT TO SAY 8 10
NO 20 26

TAB.12. Have you ever shared or liked something that could be seen as insulting

or hateful? (YOUNG PEOPLE ONLY)
ANSWERS: BULGARIA - %: ALL - %:
NEVER 50 46
ONCE 40 18
SOMETIMES 10 33
OFTEN - 3

TAB.13.Do you think young people understand the consequences of online hate speech?

(YOUNG PEOPLE ONLY )
ANSWERS : BULGARIA - %: ALL - %:
YES 11 11
PARTIALLY 55 41
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14.Do you think current policies are effective in tackling hate speech and hate crimes?

(PROFESSIONALS ONLY )

ANSWERS : BULGARIA - %: ALL - %:
YES 11 15
PARTIALLY 44 44
NO 44 41

15. Who do you think should play the main role in addressing hate speech?

WHO DO YOU THINK SHOULD PLAY THE BULGARIA - %: ALL - %:
MAIN ROLE

GOVERNMENT 32 27
FAMILY 20 14
SCHOOLS 8 11
CIVILSOCIETY 24 25
MEDIA 8 9

ALL 16 8

TABLE 16. ARE THERE ENOUGH LAWS OR POLICIES?

RESPONSES: NUMBER:
YES 5

NOT SURE 14

NO 6

TABLE.17. Would you be interested in taking part in future UNITY activities?
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INTERESTED : BULGARIA - % : ALL-%:
YES 40 37
MAYBE 40 50
NO 20 13

FIG.8. Would you be interested in taking part in future UNITY activities?

YES

NOT SURE

NO

B BULGARIA - %:

WALL-%:
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Annex ll: Focus Groups
1. FOCUS GROUP WITH YOUTH IN BULGARIA

PARTICIPANTS: 10 UKRAINIAN REFUGEE WOMEN
LOCATION: BURGAS, BULGARIA
SESSION: IN PERSON

PURPOSE: In accordance with the project's objectives and priorities. More specifically,
the objective was to explore the participants' experiences with online hate speech,
including which platforms are most problematic, what are the main forms of this speech,
what are the emotional and social consequences, is there any counteraction, and what
could be effective countermeasures.

MAIN TOPICS: 1. Types and spread of online hate speech 2. Causes and motives 3. Impact
on the victims of the attacks. 4. Possible responses -institutional, civic, individual. 5. Good
practices and suggestions.

SETTING: The safe and inclusive environment of the KOMPAS Refugee Center in Burgas. The
necessary confidentiality was ensured, as participants were guaranteed that the discussions
were anonymous and would be used for research purposes only.

Recording: In addition to notes, an audio recording of the meeting was made.
Representativeness: The participants were young women and girls with different educational,
professional, and family backgrounds and varying lengths of residence in Bulgaria.

We adhere to the definition of hate speech, which includes: "The use of one or more forms
of expression—namely, preaching, encouraging, or inciting humiliation, hatred, or
vilification of a person or group of persons, as well as any harassment, insult, negative
stereotyping, stigmatization, or threats against such a person or persons, and any
justification of all these forms of expression based on an incomplete list of personal
characteristics or statuses, including "race,” skin color, language, religion or belief,
nationality or national or ethnic origin, as well as descent, age, disability, sex, gender,
gender identity, and sexual orientation."

Key findings
Forms and spread of online hate speech

Virtually all participants in the discussion have witnessed hate speech, mainly directed
at refugees, but some also note misogynistic manifestations, either intertwined with ethnic
characteristics or unrelated to them. The main platforms for spreading hate speech against
Ukrainian refugees (and most often Ukrainian women) are, of course, social media. There is
no consensus on where it is most prevalent, but TikTok, Twitter/X, and Instagram are
mentioned, with Facebook and YouTube being the most prominent. Most often, the offensive
attacks were directed at Ukrainian refugees (Ukrainian women) in general and relatively rarely
at a specific participant in our focus group. This does not make the aggression any less
personal.

The forms used vary—from direct insults to milder or cruder
Project ID: 101213562-UNITY-CERV-2024-CHAR-LITI
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caricatures, to more subtle forms that are more difficult to respond to. A particular trend
is fake news and disinformation on the "Ukrainian issue," which is especially prevalent on
some "patriotic" websites and Facebook pages and is particularly difficult to counter. Not
only because it sometimes takes time and effort to counter with strong arguments, but also
because the other side has no intention of taking them seriously - it prefers crude mockery,
ignoring evidence, and evading the topic, if not outright attacking you. And this
misinformation forms the basis of the supposedly "convincing" anti-Ukrainian narratives.

At the same time, it was emphasized that offline forms of hate speech, aggressive
behavior, and attempts at discrimination should not be overlooked—for example, in
schools, where many Ukrainian children are currently enrolled, from first grade through
high school.

Particularly characteristic in the case of Ukrainian refugees is gender-based
misinformation, which is a form of misogynistic violence against women, with false or
misleading narratives based on gender. It is noted that young women and girls are
particularly affected by sexist hate speech, sexual harassment, and gender-based insults.
They are widely portrayed as frivolous, unreliable, flirtatious, emotional, and their role is
limited to beautiful temptresses who are highly sexualised. This instills suspicion,
mistrust, hostility, and repulsive behavior, instead of encouraging solidarity and support
for people in dire straits, such as refugees from war.

The mass media, which is used by those who dislike Ukrainian women, portrays
them as "gold diggers," superficial, promiscuous women who are hostile toward
Bulgarians and express pro-Russian and anti-European views.

In the case of Ukrainian refugees, it is particularly characteristic and very important
that the targeted propaganda war waged by the Russian propaganda machine through
hundreds of websites, agents, and trolls plays a significant role in fueling hatred. This pro-
Kremlin propaganda has long held a strong position in the Bulgarian public sphere. (For
example: "Nearly 1.5 billion was stolen from our pension and health funds. In three
months.")

However, at least half of the participants also note quite a few cases of hate speech
in direct, offline contacts, which are even more worrying (unfortunately, these are
generally outside the scope of our study).

The most frequently mentioned reasons among female participants under the age of
30 are as follows:

"A sense of impunity."

"Misinformation."

"Culture of impunity and anonymity"

"Political propaganda and manipulation;

"Desire to humiliate, dominate, and take control of someone";

"Lack of education on tolerance"

"Fantasy fears and misinformation"

"Propaganda that feeds on ignorance";

"Lack of digital literacy and critical thinking."

"Uninformed."

"Social, cultural, or economic marginalization:

"For hate speech to be registered as a natural, acceptable, and possible way of
thinking/speaking, it probably means that this is the norm in the community with which
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he identifies. So perhaps if there is a way to signal to these people that this way of
thinking/speaking is no longer acceptable, it will not contribute to their inclusive status in
the group.”

Impact on victims

The impact on victims is undeniable, although it varies greatly from person to
person. Increased stress and anxiety when using certain forms of the Internet have been
noted; feelings of insecurity or anxiety in online discussions; excessive caution when
contacting new people; social isolation; A desire to conceal national identity in some
cases; If the environment is hostile, difficulties in concentrating, reduced motivation, and
lower results are reported. In isolated cases, the child has even had to transfer to another
school.

Some data on difficult access to emergency medical care and the use of formal
reasons for dismissing patients are worrying. Difficulties in renting apartments are not
uncommon—higher prices, unequal terms in contracts, etc. Landlords influenced by
misinformation and hate speech exhibit discriminatory behavior.

Reactions

There are almost no cases of affected parties responding. The main reason is
mistrust that, for example, social media will take action even in obvious cases of
community rule violations. As far as they know from their relatives who have reported
unacceptable content, the platforms have not responded by removing harmful content
or removing the perpetrators.

Can schools and the education system in general do more to support awareness
and prevention? In principle, they can, but there is not much optimism in this regard.

More hope is being placed on European regulations that are coming into force and
could force social media companies to protect young people from hate speech.
Some typical comments:

"A Bulgarian boy, the same age as my 12-year-old daughter, told her that all Ukrainians
should die. She was very scared and wants to go back to Ukraine. She said she is less afraid
of the rockets there."

"For example, there was a boy and a girl, brother and sister, studying there. Everything
was fine with the girl, wonderful, everyone supported her. The boy was younger, and the
children turned against him, using bad words and saying things like, 'Your mother is such
and such...""

"...They say that people here get very low salaries, and you are fed, you get this money for
nothing. Well, again, where do people get this information?"

"... What refugees? Refugees are, well, people don't understand that we didn't flee from
poverty, but simply from war. They say, "You arrived in such nice cars, and you're
refugees?" That's very stupid."

"They don't have photos. It's just not human. In most cases."
"There's no time. You can't respond to rude messages on the internet."

"We don't waste time going to write to someone there, please. In general, in our
nationality, there is no such thing as complaining, writing, writing, writing. We don't have
that. We somehow resolve issues among ourselves."

"Sometimes you encounter people who write: 'You are foreigners, go back to Ukraine...
Project ID: 101213562-UNITY-CERV-2024-CHAR-LITI
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"They are not very aggressive people, and practically all of them, | think, are under the
influence of Russian propaganda and disinformation."

Conclusion

The conclusions are, first and foremost, that young Ukrainian women from Burgas
and the region have encountered both positive and hostile reactions online. These hostile
reactions are mainly caused by two reasons: the lack of adequate information and the
rather effective anti-Ukrainian propaganda of the Kremlin. The emotional negative impact
on the victims is undeniable and sometimes influences their social behavior.

Certain hopes are pinned on European regulations that are coming into force
and may force social media companies to protect young people more effectively.

Ultimately, there is ample scope for action and interaction by Bulgarian civil society
organizations on this issue.

2. FOCUS GROUP WITH PROFESSIONALS IN BULGARIA
LOCATION: PLOVDIV, BULGARIA
SESSION: IN-PERSON (plus 1 participant online)

PARTICIPANTS: 7 professionals live from Plovdiv and the Plovdiv region, including: a Ukrainian
psychologist conducting psychotherapy with Ukrainian refugees; a lawyer working on human
rights issues; a media expert; a sociologist with experience in refugee research; an NGO
representative with experience in human rights; an NGO representative who is a Ukrainian
refugee; a TV journalist (including one psychologist online).

GOAL: In line with the project's goals and objectives. More specifically, the goal was to
understand professional perspectives on trends, challenges, and institutional responses
by examining the participants' experiences, including whether there is real opposition
and what new effective countermeasures could be.

MAIN TOPICS: 1. Types and spread of online hate speech; 2. Reasons and motives 3. Impact
on the targets of the attacks. 4. Possible responses; -institutional, civic, individual. 5. Good
practices and suggestions.

SETTING: The predisposing artistic environment of a Plovdiv gallery. The necessary
confidentiality was ensured, with participants being guaranteed that the discussions were
anonymous and would be used for research purposes only.

Recording: In addition to notes, an audio recording of the meeting was made.

Structure of the discussion: 1. Introduction: Brief introductions (name, role, experience
with refugees). 2. Main questions: e How prevalent are incidents of online hate speech or
hate crimes among young people in your professional context? - Which forms of online
hate (racist, sexist, xenophobic, homophobic, etc.) occur most frequently? - How do these
incidents affect the well-being and participation of young people in society? - How effective
are existing laws, policies, and reporting systems in dealing with online hate speech? - What
role does education currently play in prevention and awareness-raising? Where are the
gaps? ° How do institutions (schools, NGOs, law enforcement agencies, politicians)
cooperate on these issues? ° What role could technology companies and platforms play in
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supporting your efforts? ° In your opinion, how prepared are institutions (schools, NGOs,
law enforcement agencies) to deal with the digital dimension of hate speech compared to
offline cases?

We adhere to the definition of hate speech, which includes: "The use of one or more forms
of expression—namely, preaching, encouraging, or inciting humiliation, hatred, or
vilification of a person or group of persons, as well as any harassment, insult, negative
stereotyping, stigmatization, or threats against such a person or persons, and any
justification of all these forms of expression based on an incomplete list of personal
characteristics or statuses, including "race," skin color, language, religion or belief,
nationality or national or ethnic origin, as well as descent, age, disability, sex, gender,
gender identity, and sexual orientation.

Key findings
Forms and spread of online hate speech

The experts participating in our discussion have repeatedly observed hate speech
directed at refugees, and in particular at the group that is the subject of our study—
Ukrainian refugees. The spaces for spreading hate speech against Ukrainian refugees
(and most often Ukrainian women) are primarily social media, with comments on TikTok
being particularly toxic, comments on YouTube are noted as being much more moderate,
and Facebook remains the most popular network. Everyone has also noticed the peculiar
intersection of anti-American narratives with misogynistic manifestations, which is most
evident when analyzing hate speech against Ukrainian refugees.

Hate speech against migrants is described as very visible. Openly aggressive forms
are the most visible, but no less dangerous are the forms of so-called "passive
aggression," which are more difficult to qualify as aggression and people do not know
how to respond adequately to them.

The professionals focused mainly on a feature characteristic of the issue of
Ukrainian refugees, which is not found in the dissemination of aggressive messages and
insults towards ethnic minorities, such as the Roma, or even towards other migrant
groups, such as Syrians or Afghans. This is a kind of gender-based discrimination that
takes the form of false and misleading narratives based on gender. Numerous
misogynistic messages portray Ukrainian women as profit-seeking, cunning, flirtatious,
using their charm for ulterior motives—in short, beautiful, highly sexualized temptresses.
At the same time, they are portrayed as bad housewives and generally unreliable
individuals. The aim is to instill suspicion, hostility, and repulsive behavior in order to
create a hostile, unsympathetic atmosphere for Ukrainian refugees.

One of the reasons for the extreme intolerance and polarization of significant
groups in Bulgarian society is the phenomenon of the formation of narrow "tribal"
cultures and communities, of closing oneself off in one's own digital bubbles, which
hinders the exchange of opinions and fruitful discussions, limits the exposure of different
points of view, and has been found to reinforce extreme, even extremist attitudes.

According to the professionals in our focus group, there are no particular
differences in the behavior of different age groups. It is true that young people are
described as particularly sensitive and highly reactive. But this behavior, especially
online, where people are effectively anonymous, is also characteristic of many
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representatives of older age groups.

The impact of online hate on its targets is undeniable, although it is difficult to
measure its level. It is primarily a matter of increased stress, anxiety, and insecurity,
sometimes accompanied by low self-esteem and depression.

Unlike other forms of hate speech (towards ethnic minorities, LGBT+, people with
disabilities, etc.), here we have a targeted propaganda war waged by the Kremlin, which,
through hundreds of websites, bots, and collaborators, manages to reach and influence
hundreds of thousands of Bulgarian citizens.

Among the main reasons for the widespread dissemination of hate speech, the
participating professionals point to disinformation, political propaganda and
manipulation, as well as poor digital literacy and underdeveloped critical thinking.

Educational consequences: reduced performance, absenteeism.

Information about discriminatory and hostile behavior towards Ukrainian children
in state schools shows that negative attitudes have spread even to the most vulnerable
members of society and, at the same time, are shared by large groups of the population.
THE RESULT IS: Bullying. Social isolation by peers. Discrimination by teachers based on
national identity.

Limited protection: Discrimination based on identity in the acceptance and
investigation of reports; unjustified checks.

SUGGESTIONS

e Fact-checking: Strict verification of information and refutation of false claims, using
both the power of independent fact-checking organizations and the relevant

departments of state media

e Hold perpetrators of online violence accountable

e Providing a platform for women and marginalized groups, including Ukrainian
women and representatives of organizations that support them, through
coordination with quality and socially responsible media

e Developing fact-checking and debunking tools and platforms to facilitate the
identification of gender-related disinformation narratives.

e Ensuring protection of the rights of women and girls who are subjected to
harassment and threats online, including seeking compensation

e Improving civic education in Bulgarian schools and including media literacy in the

formal education curriculum from primary to higher education, with a focus on
students and teachers.

e Inthe field of law, the remarkable fact of Bulgaria's conviction in the case of llarova

and Others v. Bulgaria was highlighted. This was the first case of online hate speech

against Bulgaria, which revealed fundamental shortcomings in the investigation of
threats and hate speech on social media. The ECHR found that the Bulgarian
investigating authorities had "committed shortcomings that constitute a violation
of the state's obligations," and that the prosecution had dismissed the death threats

and interpreted them as "an expression of personal opinion."
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SELECTED QUOTES:

"State hate started at the beginning. Because they were given more money than our
unemployed. However, the hate was that they received thousands. And for years they lived
in hotels, at the seaside, without paying... But no, it's purely Bulgaria's fault. State-
sponsored hate, because the state doesn't refute it. There are 8,000 Ukrainians living in
Plovdiv, and the locals think the state is supporting them. But 95% of them have found
jobs."
“But do the people know that? And when they see a Ukrainian woman with a slightly more
expensive car, they say, 'I'm feeding him here, and | don't have money for that. That's the
basis of the hate. It's not about nationality.”
"The misinformation spread about Ukrainian women portrays them in a negative light,
hypersexualizes them, and undermines their contribution to society. This fuels public
mistrust, even cynicism and hostility. The excesses of hate speech can potentially lead to
real-life violence against Ukrainian women.”
"I thought | had heard everything about myself as a Ukrainian woman. Especially that we
come to steal the best Bulgarian men."
"Only a system of counteraction at the national level can create public immunity against
disinformation: through media literacy, critical thinking, and more responsible and quality
journalism."

CONCLUSION

Hate speech against Ukrainian refugees is widespread and dangerous. Among the main
reasons for the widespread use of hate speech, the participating professionals point to
disinformation, political propaganda and manipulation, as well as poor digital literacy and
underdeveloped critical thinking. In Bulgaria, civil society organizations are doing more
work than the state, which is not actively enforcing the legal framework on the issue. NGOs
provide monitoring, victim support, education, and advocacy, despite limited project
resources. The subject is complex, multi-layered, and requires further in- depth research.
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