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Russian Octopus in the Black Sea Region: 
Iden7fying Vulnerable Areas and Strengthening Resilience. Case of Bulgaria  1

A significant part of Bulgarian elites and society has prerequisites for expressing loyalty to 
Russia. They consist of decades of poli@cal, economic, historical and personal @es between 
countries and na@ons. In this context, unlike many other states of the wider Black Sea 
region, Bulgaria is in a par@cularly vulnerable posi@on with regard to influence from 
Moscow. Probably amid the aggression against Ukraine and the desire to rearrange the 
world order, the Kremlin counted on some Bulgarian actors to promote its interests in the 
Black Sea and the Balkans, as well as to undermine the unity of the EU and NATO. These 
Russian plans were not implemented aNer February 24, 2022, due to the posi@ons of 
various execu@ves and ins@tu@ons in Sofia. However, Bulgaria s@ll has many vulnerabili@es 
that the Kremlin can use to strengthen its influence on the country. 
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Vulnerability in Hard Security 

Despite being the part of the NATO security system, the Bulgarian 
Armed Forces remain old-fashioned and rely on the Soviet era 
weapons. 

The Army of the Bulgarian Armed Forces consisted of one 
reconnaissance ba[alion, two mechanised brigades, one mountain 
infantry regiment, one ar@llery regiment, one engineer regiment, one 
chemical protec@on ba[alion, and one logis@cs regiment. Also, there 
are one special opera@ons brigade, several units of the Navy and the 
Air Forces. At the same @me, Bulgaria had quite a low reserve for the 
armed forces – es@mated at only 3000 people (0.000046% of the 
total popula@on). For comparison, the reserves of the Turkish Armed 
Forces comprised approximately 378 700 personnel (0.0044% of the 
total popula@on) and the Romanian Armed Forces – 53 000 ci@zens 
(0.0027% of the total popula@on). 
In the 2020s, the Bulgarian Armed Forces reached their current 
capacity aNer the permanent reduc@on of the late 1990s. Total 
expenditures of the Bulgarian state for military purposes have reached 
their highest point in 2019 since the establishment of the democra@c 
government in 1990. In 2021, it amounted to USD 1.154 billion, 
which was more than 120% of the average targeted budget spending 
in 2010 – 2020. In the same year, the defence expenditures of 
Bulgaria comprised 1.59% of the country's  GDP, which ranked it 23rd 
in Europe and 8th in the Black Sea region. For comparison, the same 
indicator for Romania reached 1.95% and for Türkiye – 2.06%. 
The armoured figh@ng vehicles produced or designed back in the 
Soviet era s@ll remain the technical basis of the Bulgarian Armed 
Forces. However, it is worth no@ng that some of them are 
modernised. For example, the only available main ba[le tanks for the 
Bulgarian Army are 90 T-72M1/M2+, infantry figh@ng vehicles – 90 
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In 2021, Bulgaria was ranked #15 in Europe by the number of ac@ve military 
personnel, with 36 950 personnel (the total popula@on of Bulgaria is 6.52 
million). The country was #8 among the Black Sea Economic Coopera@on 
states with this amount.

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/MS.MIL.TOTL.P1?locations=BG
https://milex.sipri.org/sipri
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BMP-1 and 70 BMP-23, armoured personnel carriers – 100 MT-LB 
and 20 BTR-60, armoured recovery vehicles – T-54/T-55, MTP-1, MT-
LB, ar@llery – 48 self-propelled howitzers 2S1, 24 towed gun-
howitzers D-20, surface-to-surface missiles launchers – 24 mul@ple 
launch rocket systems BM-21, an unknown number of short-range 
ballis@c missile launchers Tochka, air defence systems – 24 9K33 Osa, 
12 S-200, an unknown number of S-300P and an unknown number of 
S-125 Pechora an@-aircraN launch rocket systems, etc. However, 
some Western heavy machines are operated by the Army, such as 17 
M1117 ASV and 27 Plasan SandCat armoured u@lity vehicles.  
A quite similar situa@on is with the Bulgarian military aircraN, where 
the Soviet jets and planes comprise the majority. There are 15 
MiG-29/MiG-29UB fighters and an unknown number of MiG-21, 
three Su-25K/Su-25BK strikers, one An-30 intelligence plane, three 
C-27J Spartan (Western), two L-410UVP-E (Western), one PC-12M 
(Western) and one An-2T transport planes, six Mi-24D a[ack 
helicopters, five Mi-17 and 12 AS532AL Cougar (Western) transport 
helicopters, not men@oning light and training models.  
The composi@on of the Bulgarian Navy is mixed, including the 
warships produced in the Soviet Union and the NATO countries. It 
consists of three ex-Belgian Wielingen-class frigates, four ex-Soviet 
corve[es of Tarantul, Pauk and Koni-classes, as well as light patrol, 
auxiliary, and technical fleet. 

Bulgarian Armed Forces (2021)

Type of equipment Subtype of equipment
Equipment 
model / class Number

Origin of 
the model

Armoured figh@ng 
vehicles

Main ba[le tanks T-72M1/M2 90 Soviet

Infantry figh@ng vehicles

BMP-1 90 Soviet

BMP-23 70
Soviet / 
Bulgaria *

Armoured personnel carriers

MT-LB 100 Soviet

BTR-60 20 Soviet

Armoured u@lity vehicles

M1117 ASV 17 Western

Plasan SandCat 27 Israel

Engineering and 
Maintenance vehicles

Armoured engineering vehicles MT-LB - Soviet

Armoured recovery vehicles

T-54/T-55 Unknown Soviet

-1 MTP Unknown Soviet

MT-LB - Soviet

Vehicle launched bridge

BLG67 Unknown
Soviet / 
Poland

TMM Unknown Soviet

Self-propelled howitzers 2S1 Gvozdika 48 Soviet

Towed gun-howitzers D-20 24 Soviet
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Ar@llery

Mul@ple launch rocket system BM-21 Grad 24 Soviet

Mortars
Tundzha / 
Tundzha Sani 80 Bulgaria

Surface-to-surface 
missiles launchers Short-range ballis@c missiles Tochka Unknown Soviet

Air defence systems Surface-to-air missile

9K33 Osa 24 Soviet

S-125 Pechora Unknown Soviet

2K12 Kub Unknown Soviet

S-200 12 Soviet

S-300P Unknown Soviet

AircraN

Fighters

MiG-29 15 Soviet

MiG-21 Unknown Soviet

Strikers Su-25 3 Soviet

Intelligence planes An-30 1 Soviet

Transport planes

C-27J Spartan 3 Western

An-2T 1 Soviet

L-410UVP-E 2 Western

PC-12M 1 Western

Helicopters

A[ack helicopters Mi-24 6 Soviet

Mul@-role helicopters Mi-17 5 Soviet

Transport helicopters

AS532AL Cougar 12 Western

Bell 206 Jet 
Ranger 6 Western

Principle surface 
combatants Frigates

Drazki class (ex-
Wielingen class) 3 Western

Patrol and coastal 
combatants Corve[es

Smeli class (ex-
Koni class) 1 Soviet

Molnya class (ex-
Tarantul II class) 1 Soviet

Reshitelni class 
(ex-Pauk I class) 2 Soviet

Mine 
countermeasures

Mine hunter coastal
Tsibar class (ex-
Flower class) 1 Western

Mine sweeper coastal
Briz class (ex-
Sonya class) 3 Soviet

Mine sweeper inshore Olya class 3 Soviet

Amphibious Landing craN medium Vydra 1
Soviet / 
Bulgaria

Data: Military Balance 2021 * An equipment or its basic version was originally designed in the Soviet Union but lately was 
significantly re-designed in another country
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ANer the accession to NATO in 2004 and the EU in 2007, Bulgarian 
governments (despite poli@cal affilia@on) introduced several strategic 
documents to re-organise the na@onal armed forces to meet the 
standards of the respec@ve organisa@ons. But the first of them – Plan 
for the development of the Bulgarian Armed Forces 2009 and the 10-
year Bulgarian Security Strategy 2011 – were primarily targeted at the 
general structure of the defence system, op@misa@on of the 
expenditures, and ensuring civilian monitoring and control of the 
sphere. Although the purchase of new weapons and technologies is 
part of the process of modernising the armed forces, Bulgaria did not 
purchase new military equipment like ba[le tanks, armoured vehicles, 
jets etc., from the fall of communism un@l 2014. During that period, 
the only heavy import was the procurement of 3 Wielingen-class 
frigates that Belgium had previously decommissioned. 
From the socialist @mes, Bulgaria inherited vast industry poten@al to 
produce small arms, manual an@-aircraN and an@-tank weapons, 
armoured and tac@cal vehicles, specialised vessels, light and heavy 
ar@llery (mostly 2S1), machines, devices, and soNware for surveillance 
and cybersecurity, and muni@ons. The country is also able to repair 
and modernise old military equipment – ba[le tanks, armoured and 
engineer vehicles, aircraN and vessels – using the capabili@es of its 
defence industry. Generally, Bulgaria is a large exporter of limited 
categories of goods for armies of other countries. At the same @me, 
the state ought to rely on the imports of military equipment in order 
to keep its defence capability on a proper level.  
In 2019, the total of Bulgaria’s export of military goods reached EUR 
614.4 million. For comparison, the average annual level of these 
indicators in EUR 2015 – 2019 was 851.1 million, in 2010 – 2014 – 
EUR 269.7 million, and in 2005 – 2009 – EUR 139.2 million. Also, in 
2019, Bulgaria exported weapons and military equipment worth EUR 
415.7 million. The country’s average annual amount of such trading in 
2015 – 2019 is assessed at EUR 230.7 million, in 2010 – 2014 – EUR 
62.3 million, in 2005 – 2009 – EUR 81.9 million. The top des@na@ons 
for Bulgarian defence export were Afghanistan, Poland, Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emirates, and the United States of America. The main 
groups of goods that the country has been selling abroad were bombs, 
torpedoes, rockets, bullets, muni@ons, other explosive devices, and 
smoothbore weapons of calibre less, equal to or bigger than 20 mm.  
At the same @me, the biggest importers of weapons and other military 
equipment to the country were the companies from Belarus, Romania, 
Russia, Serbia, and Slovakia. The most popular categories of imported 
defence goods were ordnance supplies, explosive devices, bombs, 
torpedoes, rockets, aircraN, aerial vehicles (including unmanned), 
aircraN engines, and equipment.  
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Correspondingly, in 2019, dual-purpose goods worth more than EUR 
13.6 million were exported from Bulgaria. The top des@na@ons were 
Algeria, Armenia, Czechia, Russia, and Ukraine. The main deliveries 
were processing materials, nuclear materials and equipment, 
electronics, computers, space vehicles and propulsion systems. In the 
same year, dual-purpose imports reached EUR 113 million. Almost all 
of them – 99.4% – came from Russia and mainly were represented by 
nuclear materials and equipment, special materials, space vehicles and 
propulsion systems. 

 
In 2015, amid the need to meet NATO standards and the 
obsolescence of exis@ng appliances, the Bulgarian government, for 
the first @me in 25 years, decided to purchase new fully-prepared 
military equipment. It booked ten armoured u@lity vehicles M1117 
ASV of the Textron Marine & Land Systems Company (USA) for USD 
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15.22 million. Since 2018, the Bulgarian government has started to 
spend more resources on developing defence capabili@es, with a 
significant peak in 2019.  

Also, the amendments to the Na@onal Security Strategy (@ll 2020) 
were adopted in 2018, and the new Armed Forces Development Plan 
(@ll 2032) was approved in 2020 by the responsible ins@tu@ons. Those 
documents stated the necessity to improve Bulgaria’s military 
capabili@es. Due to them, in 2019-2020, the Bulgarian government 
signed several contracts, including a contract with the Netherlands 
government for supplying two ocean-going minehunters, Alkmaar, for 
the amount of USD 1.99 million, with the Lockheed Mar@n company 
(USA) for purchasing eight fighters F-16V for USD 1.26 billion and 
with the Lürssen WerN company (Germany) for gesng two Modular 
Mul@-role Patrol Boats (Corve[es) for USD 0.58 million. 
So, the procurement of eight fighters F-16V was presented by the 
Bulgarian government members as a step toward decreasing the 
dependence on Russian suppliers. The outdated MiG-29 fighters are 
planned to be in service un@l the end of 2023. The first deliveries of 
Lockheed Mar@n’s planes are expected in 2025, which could leave 
Bulgaria without essen@al part of air defence for two years. In 
October 2022, the Bulgarian execu@ves approved the procurement of 
the second batch of F-16 fighters from the US: four F-16C and four 
F-16D. 
As a member of NATO and the EU, Bulgaria par@cipates in the 
training and peace missions of these organisa@ons. The Bulgarian 
Armed Forces personnel is deployed in Bosnia and Herzegovina within 
the EUFOR mission (Opera@on Althea; the EU’s ini@a@ve), in Mali, 
within the EUTM mission (the EU’s ini@a@ve), and in Kosovo, within 
the KFOR mission (the NATO’s ini@a@ve). Also, the country has 
par@cipated in NATO’s Opera@on Resolute Support in Afghanistan @ll 
2021. The Bulgarian units regularly par@cipate in NATO training in the 
Black Sea and Aegean regions.  
At the same @me, since Russia’s aggression against Ukraine in 2014, 
a[en@on to the Alliance ac@vi@es and its presence in South-Eastern 
Europe, including Bulgaria, has increased. In 2014, at the NATO 
summit in Newport, the member states adopted the Readiness Ac@on 
Plan, a part of which was the decision to form six NATO Force 
Integra@on Units on its eastern flank – in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, 
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Bulgaria had not reached any agreements with the Russian government or 
companies to supply the used or new fully-prepared military equipment. But 
due to the composi@on of the arsenal of the Bulgarian Armed Forces, Sofia 
may need to cooperate with Russia to maintain and modernise its own 
equipment, especially aircraR. 

https://www.strategy.bg/StrategicDocuments/View.aspx?Id=671
https://www.mod.bg/bg/doc/proekti_documenti/20201222_Proekt_programa_2032.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-29593405
https://www.mediapool.bg/razhodite-po-savetskite-mig-29-sa-kolkoto-za-eskadrila-novi-iztrebiteli-news226061.html
https://www.defensenews.com/2015/04/29/bulgaria-may-withdraw-mig-29s-from-service/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/news/confusion-in-bulgaria-over-netherlands-f-16-offer/
https://apnews.com/article/nato-health-covid-bulgaria-air-force-12150026472383852ca984092e5e0d8f
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Poland, Romania, and Bulgaria. Their task was the support of 
collec@ve defence planning. At the Warsaw NATO summit in 2016, 
the Allies decided to establish NATO’s forward presence in the 
northeastern and southeastern countries of the Alliance. Under the 
NATO Readiness Ac@on Plan, the US Air Forces in 2016 and the 
Italian Air Forces in 2017 patrolled the Bulgarian airspace for two 
weeks and four months, respec@vely. Taking into account the full-
fledged invasion of Russia in Ukraine, in 2022 the Alliance re-enforced 
its presence in the Eastern flank, deploying addi@onal ba[legroups in 
Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia. Thus, along with the 
Bulgarian forces, the US and Albanian troops of 1650 personnel 
currently serve in Bulgaria. Moreover, NATO’s Air Policing Mission 
protect the Bulgarian sky. 
Sofia par@cipates in regional and bilateral defence ini@a@ves. First of 
all, the country is a side of the Bucharest Nine – the format of the 
NATO Eastern countries’ coopera@on for a common response to the 
threats. Secondly, in 2016, the joint Bulgarian-Romanian brigade was 
established under the leading role of NATO. However, Sofia did not 
express support for the idea of the Ukrainian government to create a 
joint Bulgarian-Romanian-Ukrainian brigade and rejected the 
sugges@on of Bucharest to establish a Bulgarian-Romanian-Turkish 
fleet group. Finally, within NATO, in 2014, Bulgaria and Greece 
reached the agreement that the Greek Air Forces would par@ally take 
care of the Bulgarian airspace. But the ini@a@ve was not implemented 
due to the lack of resources in Sofia. Also, in 2020, Bulgaria signed a 
10-year Defence Coopera@on Roadmap with the USA, by which 
Washington guaranteed Sofia assistance in force development, 
including mee@ng NATO capability targets. 

But the current Bulgarian Armed Forces Development Program 
declares the necessity of recrui@ng a wider number of personnel and 
keeping specialists in the armed forces, as well as the importance of 
equipment moderniza@on for the land, air, and navy forces. At the 
same @me, it aims to develop Bulgaria’s capabili@es to cope with the 
hybrid threats and enforce its cyber-defence system. This document, 
among others, sees Russia as a challenge to stability, security, and 
Euro-Atlan@c values in the Western Balkans and the Black Sea region. 
Par@cularly, it states that Moscow will try to delay Euro-Atlan@c 
integra@on of the Western Balkan countries, using hybrid instruments 
of influence, and will maintain the changes in the military-strategic 
balance in the Black Sea in its favour. Also, the Plan’s authors expect 
Russia and China to try to ensure a permanent presence in the region. 
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Due to the limited amount of personnel and reserves for its empowerment, 
and the lack of aircraR and logis@c equipment, Bulgaria relies on the support of 
the Allies. 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_136388.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_136388.htm
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2022/3/pdf/2203-map-det-def-east.pdf
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2018-12/bp_1812_black_sea_bulgaria_1.pdf
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2018-12/bp_1812_black_sea_bulgaria_1.pdf
https://strategy.bg/StrategicDocuments/View.aspx?lang=bg-BG&Id=1396
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Some of those facili@es are owned by the Bulgarian arms trader 
Emilian Gebrev, who survived a bout of poisoning in 2015. He 
suspects Russian agents to be connected to the explosions, 
par@cularly that one in 2022. Also, in 2016, Sofia accused Moscow of 
viola@ng its airspace with military aircraN. 
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It is worth no@ng that since 2014 Bulgaria has faced at least eight explosions 
at muni@ons warehouses with undetermined causes – four in 2014, two in 
2015, one in 2020 and one in 2022. Later, Russian agents became suspected 
of organising two of them. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/feb/18/i-almost-died-arms-dealers-poisoning-may-be-linked-to-skripals
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/aug/01/arms-dealer-100-sure-russian-agents-blast-bulgarian-depot
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-bulgaria-russia-idUSKCN1062BP
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-bulgaria-arms-depot-explosions-gru-agents-gebrev/31217945.html
https://btvnovinite.bg/bulgaria/dvama-rabotnici-sa-postradali-leko-pri-incidenta-v-zavod-arsenal.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/bulgaria-gebrev-ammunition-depot-explosion/31967824.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-bulgaria-arms-depot-explosions-gru-agents-gebrev/31217945.html
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Vulnerability in Potential Influence on Political Elites 

Analysing different poli@cal actors in Bulgaria regarding possible 
Russia’s influence or narra@ves promo@on, it is worth star@ng with 
President Rumen Radev. A re@red major general and former 
commander of the Bulgarian Air Force, he became head of state in 
2017 as a nominee of the Bulgarian Socialist Party and the Alterna@ve 
for the Bulgarian Revival party. If his predecessor Rosen Plevneliev 
unequivocally supported Ukraine’s territorial integrity and efforts to 
defend against Russian aggression, emphasized the need to 
strengthen NATO’s role in the security of the Black Sea region, Rumen 
Radev took a more ambiguous posi@on towards Moscow. Just aNer 
being elected to the presiden@al post in 2016, he said that de jure 
Crimea is part of Ukraine, but de facto, it is under the flag of Russia. 
Moreover, during the elec@on campaign in 2021, Rumen Radev 
expressed a similar opinion, saying that today Crimea is Russian, 
implying that the Kremlin controlled the peninsula.  At the same @me,  
President Radev is one of the ini@ators and consistent supporters of 
replacing the Soviet MiG-29 fighters in the Bulgarian Air Force with 
modern Western military aircraN. He is also in favour of strengthening 
the Bulgarian navy so that the country would be able to defend its 
military sovereignty and protect its economic and energy interests. 

On the one hand, he guaranteed humanitarian aid and treatment of 
wounded Ukrainian soldiers. He also said that “Russia can win the war, 
but it will not achieve peace; you cannot win with aggression.” On the 
other hand,  he opposed the delivery of weapons from Sofia to Kyiv 
and in May 2022 cri@cized the decision of the Bulgarian Parliament on 
military-technical assistance to Ukraine, as such that had been not 
clear enough (he men@oned that ‘military-technical assistance’ could 
also mean the weapon supply). According to the President of Bulgaria, 
such steps could make his country a party to the Russian-Ukrainian 
war. In November 2022, the new composi@on of the Na@onal 
Assembly of Bulgaria voted for permission to provide Bulgarian 
weapons to Ukraine. Rumen Radev again cri@cized that decision. He 
also failed to support Ukraine’s applica@on to join NATO, saying that 
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S@ll, even aRer the start of the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine, Rumen 
Radev con@nued his two-fold, ambiguous poli@cs.

https://www.president.bg/news3259/address-by-president-rosen-plevneliev-to-the-european-parliament.html&lang=en
https://sofiaglobe.com/2016/11/24/bulgarias-outgoing-foreign-minister-criticises-president-elect-over-statements-on-crimea/
https://www.dw.com/en/us-deeply-concerned-over-bulgarian-presidents-crimea-remarks/a-59900115
https://bnt.bg/news/project-for-purchase-of-new-fighter-aircraft-should-not-be-dropped-president-155289news.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TALhg5de8p8&ab_channel=%2525D0%252594%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B5%2525D0%2525B2%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B8%2525D0%2525BA
https://news.bg/politics/radev-reshenieto-na-ns-e-opasna-stapka-kam-vavlichane-vav-voyna.html
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2022/11/04/bulgarian-mps-approve-military-aid-to-ukraine-despite-opposition
https://bnr.bg/horizont/post/101715018/rumen-radev-ukraina-v-nato-sled-mirno-urejdane-na-konflikta-mejdu-kiev-i-moskva
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Kyiv’s integra@on into the Alliance was impossible while the war 
con@nued. 
The current composi@on of the Na@onal Assembly of Bulgaria is very 
diverse. Seven poli@cal groups represen@ng 11 poli@cal par@es are 
present in the parliament. In June 2022, the previous ruling coali@on 
collapsed, and the government was voted no-confidence. On August 
1, 2022, Rumen Radev dissolved the parliament and called 
extraordinary elec@ons, the fourth in the last two years (1 ordinary + 3 
extraordinary). The du@es of the prime minister un@l the new coali@on 
establishment has been performed by former Minister of Labor Galab 
Donev, who heads the caretaker government appointed by the 
President. 

The elec@ons were held on  October 2, 2022. As a result, the biggest 
number of mandates were won by the conserva@ve pro-Western 
poli@cal alliance GERB-SDS, led by former prime minister Boyko 
Borisov. The liberal We Con@nue the Change party of the previous 
head of government Kiril Petkov got the second place. The Movement 
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for Rights and Freedoms (DPS), which predominantly represents the 
Turkish na@onal minority of Bulgaria, was the third one. The fourth-
biggest fac@on was won by the an@-systemic right-wing populist party 
Revival (Vazrazhdane). The fiNh was the Bulgarian Socialist Party for 
Bulgaria (includes BSP and ten small leN-wing par@es), and the sixth 
was a liberal alliance Democra@c Bulgaria (formed by the pro-
European and green par@es Yes Bulgaria, Democrats for Strong 
Bulgaria and Green Movement). The smallest representa@on in the 
current parliament has gone to Bulgarian Rise, the party of the former 
defence minister Stefan Yanev who was fired by Kiril Petkov aNer he 
refused to define Russia’s invasion of Ukraine as a war, and insisted on 
Pu@n’s descrip@on of “special military opera@on”. 
Since mid-October, when the new parliament started its work, the 
parliamentary par@es have been trying, with no success as early as 
December 2022, to agree on a formula for elec@ng a government. The 
winners of the elec@ons, the GERB-SDS, have the cons@tu@onal right 
to be the first to propose a government. Already in October, Boyko 
Borisov offered pro-European par@es to unite in a coali@on in order to 
oppose the Russian meddling in Bulgaria. However, the other main 
Euro-Atlan@c forces, We Con@nue the Change and Democra@c 
Bulgaria – declined this proposal. Borisov, who has repeatedly stated 
that his party is open to compromise, sees as a part of that 
compromise the fact that he himself is not planning to head a future 
government; however, this is not enough for the other Euro-Atlan@c 
par@es as they regard GERB as a part of the old corrupt system and 
see the very ra@onale of their own poli@cal project as a dismantling of 
the GERB model of government. Another poten@al majority 
par@cipant, DPS, has agreed to join the government team. Kirill 
Petkov, the leader of We Con@nue the Change, said that his party 
would keep its pre-elec@on promise and would not form a coali@on 
with either GERB-SDS or DPS. The former prime minister has not 
forgiven these two par@es for suppor@ng a no-confidence vote for his 
government in the summer of 2022. On the other hand, We Con@nue 
the Change cannot form a coali@on with other par@es: an alliance with 
Revival is impossible due to ideological considera@ons, and a union 
with other like-minded poli@cal forces will not reach a majority. 
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Thus, Bulgaria entered yet another poli@cal stalemate over the past two years. 
Under such condi@ons, the fourth consecu@ve extraordinary parliamentary 
elec@ons within two years will likely be held in March 2023. This situa@on 
weakens the country’s resistance to economic instability and external 
influences, which are especially threatening in light of Russia’s aggression 
against Ukraine.

https://balkaninsight.com/2022/10/18/bulgarian-ex-pm-borissov-fails-to-create-new-ruling-coalition/
https://balkaninsight.com/2022/10/13/politics-paralysed-mixed-messages-fuel-bulgaria-turmoil-borissov-comeback/
https://www.euronews.com/2022/10/04/bulgaria-borisov-urges-political-opponents-to-hold-talks-on-forming-a-government
https://www.novinite.com/articles/216949/Kiril+Petkov:+We+will+Refuse+an+Invitation+from+GERB+to+form+a+Government
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In addi@on, the parliamentary crisis strengthens the posi@on of 
President Rumen Radev, who may well con@nue to concentrate power 
in his hands. At the same @me, the government appointed by the 
President refused to submit to the parliament the draN budget of 
Bulgaria for the year 2023, wai@ng for the appointment of a new 
prime minister. However, this is not yet possible, as no coali@on has 
been formed in the parliament. 
Despite all other conflic@ng posi@ons, the Bulgarian parliament has a 
large (over two-thirds) majority on the issue of Bulgaria’s geopoli@cal 
orienta@on. Thus, in early November 2022, the Na@onal Assembly of 
Bulgaria passed a decision to supply Bulgarian weapons to Ukraine 
directly, despite warnings from the President and BSP. The only 
fac@ons whose MPs voted against it were the BSP and Revival. 
Socialists’ leader Korneliya Ninova said that "more weapons mean 
more war." ANer this decision of the Bulgarian parliament, the Revival 
party called on its supporters to protest, saying that such aid to 
Ukraine "pushes Bulgaria into war." There were no significant public 
mee@ngs aNer that appeal. 
Since the paper considers the mechanisms of Russian influence in 
Bulgaria and the response of Bulgarian actors to the ac@ons of the 
Kremlin, it is also necessary to provide an overview of the decisions 
made by the parliament and the government during the previous 
parliamentary cycle as they were in charge of na@onal policies during 
the first months of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The former 
parliamentary coali@on consisted of We Con@nue the Change" of the 
previous Prime Minister Kiril Petkov, the Bulgarian Socialist Party 
headed by the previous Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of 
Economy Korneliya Ninova, the block "Democra@c Bulgaria", and the 
populist There Is Such a People (ITN) led by showman Slavi Trifonov. 
ITN leN the coali@on in June, referring to disagreement around a 
corrup@on scandal at the Kapitan Andreevo border checkpoint as well 
as the government's decision to liN the veto on the process of EU 
membership nego@a@on with the Republic of North Macedonia. This 
decision of ITN precipitated the no-confidence vote and the fall of the 
Petkov cabinet. 
The opposi@on in the Bulgarian parliament was represented by par@es 
that, due to ideological differences and different interests, did not act 
in a consolidated manner. The largest associa@on there was the group 
of former Prime Minister Boyko Borisov, "Ci@zens for European 
Development of Bulgaria" – GERB. Also in the opposi@on was the 
liberal party "Movement for Democra@c Rights and Freedoms", which 
has tradi@onally been supported by Bulgaria's Turks. The radical 
na@onalist party Revival was also in opposi@on. 

Tradi@onally, among the mainstream par@es, the Bulgarian Socialist Party has 
been the most loyal to coopera@on with Russia, although it has somewhat 
transformed its posi@on over the last two decades.

https://www.euractiv.com/section/economy-jobs/news/bulgarias-caretaker-government-gives-up-on-2023-budget-plan/
https://www.parliament.bg/bg/desision/ID/164466
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2022/11/04/bulgarian-mps-approve-military-aid-to-ukraine-despite-opposition
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At the beginning of the 21st century, poli@cians from this poli@cal 
force repeatedly headed the state and government. In par@cular, 
Bulgarian President Georgi Parvanov and Prime Minister Sergey 
Stanishev held talks with Moscow on the joint construc@on of the 
Southern Stream gas pipeline and a nuclear power plant in Belene. 
Since 2014, BSP leaders and representa@ves have repeatedly called 
on the European Union to soNen or remove sanc@ons against Russia 
for annexing Crimea due to their "inefficiency". 
ANer the start of a full-scale invasion of Russian troops into Ukraine, 
representa@ves of this poli@cal force in the Na@onal Assembly voted 
in favour of a declara@on condemning Moscow's ac@ons but did not 
support the clauses it contained on new EU sanc@ons against Russia. 
Also, the leader of the associa@on, Korneliya Ninova, had repeatedly 
stated that she and her party opposed supplying weapons and other 
military equipment from Bulgaria to Ukraine. Also, ministers of the 
2021 – 2022 government, delegated by the BSP (a total of 4 out of 
21), voted against the deployment of addi@onal NATO forces in the 
country in the spring of 2022 and opposed the dismissal of Defence 
Minister Stefan Yanev, who had refused to call Russia's ac@ons in 
Ukraine as a war. This posi@on was explained by the argument that 
the war could not be stopped through the supply of weapons – it 
could be stopped by nego@a@ons. Moreover, in 2021, Korneliya 
Ninova, as the Minister of Economy, during the discussion of the draN 
budget for 2022, spoke against the refusal of purchases of Russian 
materials for the maintenance of MiG-29 aircraN. In March 2022, 
when the EU Council was discussing an oil embargo against the 
Kremlin, the minister insisted that her country had no alterna@ve 
sources to replace Russian fuel. 
In May 2022, Korneliya Ninova said (and repeated it a few months 
later) that Russia is a friendly country for Bulgaria because Bulgarian 
ci@zens think so. She also said that Sofia would veto an embargo on 
Russian oil but did not rule out that her country would work to 
convert its refineries to fuel from other countries. Commen@ng on 
Gazprom's unilateral stop of gas supplies to Bulgaria in April 2022, 
Korneliya Ninova said that this could be a move in response to the 
sanc@ons imposed against Russia. In her opinion, this Gazprom 
decision proved the need to stop introducing new restric@ons and 
counter-restric@ons because they harmed everyone. It is worth no@ng 
that the then opposi@on – primarily GERB and Revival – had been 
accusing the Bulgarian government of sending weapons to Ukraine via 
indirect routes (although GERB had been proposing to send weapons 
directly). Because of this, the BSP as a member of the former coali@on 
and Korneliya Ninova as a member of the government at that @me, 
found themselves in a paradoxical poli@cal situa@on: publicly denying 
even the possibility of military support for Kyiv, the socialists had to 
maintain that no export of military equipment was in place, while in 
prac@ce authorizing such exports. They were thus accused of duplicity 
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https://euractiv.bg/section/%2525D0%2525BF%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525BB%2525D0%2525B8%2525D1%252582%2525D0%2525B8%2525D0%2525BA%2525D0%2525B0/news/%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B0-%2525D0%2525BA%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B5%2525D0%2525BB%2525D0%2525B8%2525D1%25258F-%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B8%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B2%2525D0%2525B0-%2525D0%2525B9-%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252581%2525D1%252582%2525D0%2525B0%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B0-%2525D1%252581%2525D0%2525B0%2525D0%2525BC%2525D0%2525BE-%2525D0%2525BB%2525D1%25258E%2525D0%2525B1%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B2/
https://bnr.bg/radiobulgaria/post/101615016
https://www.actualno.com/politics/kornelija-ninova-bylgarija-ne-e-gotova-s-alternativa-za-da-sprem-dostavkite-ot-rusija-news_1729580.html
https://trud.bg
https://segabg.com/hot/category-bulgaria/ninova-opravda-uchastieto-na-bsp-desen-kabinet
https://trud.bg/%2525D0%2525BB%2525D0%2525B8%2525D0%2525B4%2525D0%2525B5%2525D1%252580%2525D1%25258A%2525D1%252582-%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B0-%2525D0%2525B3%2525D0%2525B5%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B1-%2525D0%2525B1%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B9%2525D0%2525BA%2525D0%2525BE-%2525D0%2525B1%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B8%2525D1%252581%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B2-%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252582-%2525D0%2525B3%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B0%2525D0%2525B4-%2525D1%252588%2525D0%2525B8%2525D0%2525BF%2525D0%2525BA%2525D0%2525B0-%2525D0%2525B8%2525D0%2525B7%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B0%2525D1%252581%2525D1%25258F%2525D0%2525BC%2525D0%2525B5-%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B5%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252584%2525D0%2525B8%2525D1%252586%2525D0%2525B8%2525D0%2525B0%2525D0%2525BB%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525BE-%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252580%2525D1%25258A%2525D0%2525B6%2525D0%2525B8%2525D0%2525B5-%2525D0%2525B7%2525D0%2525B0-%2525D1%252583%2525D0%2525BA%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B0%2525D0%2525B9%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B0-%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B1%2525D0%2525B7%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252580/
https://nova.bg/news/view/2022/04/20/365988/%2525D0%2525BA%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252581%2525D1%252582%2525D0%2525B0%2525D0%2525B4%2525D0%2525B8%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B2-%2525D0%2525B1%2525D1%25258A%2525D0%2525BB%2525D0%2525B3%2525D0%2525B0%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B8%2525D1%25258F-%2525D0%2525B8%2525D0%2525B7%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B0%2525D1%252581%2525D1%25258F-%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B3%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525BC%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525BE-%2525D0%2525BA%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525BB%2525D0%2525B8%2525D1%252587%2525D0%2525B5%2525D1%252581%2525D1%252582%2525D0%2525B2%2525D0%2525BE-%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252580%2525D1%25258A%2525D0%2525B6%2525D0%2525B8%2525D0%2525B5-%2525D0%2525B7%2525D0%2525B0-%2525D1%252583%2525D0%2525BA%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B0%2525D0%2525B9%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B0/
https://www.dw.com/bg/%2525D0%2525BF%2525D0%2525B0%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525BB%2525D0%2525B0%2525D0%2525BC%2525D0%2525B5%2525D0%2525BD%2525D1%252582%2525D1%25258A%2525D1%252582-%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B5%2525D1%252588%2525D0%2525B8-%2525D0%2525B1%2525D1%25258A%2525D0%2525BB%2525D0%2525B3%2525D0%2525B0%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B8%2525D1%25258F-%2525D1%252589%2525D0%2525B5-%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525BA%2525D0%2525B0%2525D0%2525B6%2525D0%2525B5-%2525D0%2525B2%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B5%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525BE-%2525D1%252582%2525D0%2525B5%2525D1%252585%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B8%2525D1%252587%2525D0%2525B5%2525D1%252581%2525D0%2525BA%2525D0%2525B0-%2525D0%2525BF%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525BC%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252589-%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B0-%2525D1%252583%2525D0%2525BA%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B0%2525D0%2525B9%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B0/a-61683857
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and decep@on. In par@cular, Korneliya Ninova responded to the 
request of GERB MP Khristo Hadzhev regarding the number of 
government permits for the export of Bulgarian arms for March – June 
2022. The indicator reached a mark of 289 for the amount of EUR 
1.02 billion. For comparison, in 2019, a total of 571 permits were 
issued worth EUR 857.13 million. 

It had the smallest fac@on in the dissolved Na@onal Assembly that 
operated in the first half of 2022. This party was founded in 2014 by 
Kostadin Kostadinov, a former member of the VMRO na@onalist 
movement. The Revival manifesto states that Bulgaria is on the 
periphery of the geopoli@cal project of the European Union and that 
the country is ruled by Brussels and Washington as a colony. The 
2021 poli@cal program states that “contrary to the propaganda that 
the world is reduced to the US and the EU, it is bigger; rela@ons with 
old economic partners, such as Russia, the Arab world, the Far East 
and all countries outside the EU, are important for Bulgaria's 
economic development." At the same @me, Revival declares that 
Russia a priori is not an enemy of the Bulgarian state but can be a 
partner and ally. Also, this poli@cal force sees care for Bulgarian 
minori@es abroad and integra@on with North Macedonia as foreign 
policy priori@es. 
Following the start of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Revival 
voted in parliament against Bulgaria's support for EU sanc@ons 
toward Russia. In a party statement dated March 1, it was stated that 
the government in Sofia was trying to drag the country into the 
conflict. In addi@on, it stated that the brotherly peoples (Russians and 
Ukrainians) have been figh@ng and that the Bulgarian society had to 
support the Bulgarian minority in Ukraine in all possible ways during 
that difficult @me. Later, Iskra Mykhaylova, a member of parliament 
from the Revival party, said that her country should become a 
peacemaker in the war between the Russians and Ukrainians. During 
the celebra@ons on Mount Shipka in March 2022, some ac@vists of 
Revival carried Russian flags. The party explained that as a gesture of 
gra@tude to the Russian soldiers who par@cipated in the gaining of 
Bulgaria's independence 144 years ago. Also, in March, the party’s 
supporters took ac@on against sending Bulgarian weapons to Ukraine, 
carrying the Bulgarian and Russian flags. Although former Prime 
Minister Kiril Petkov previously assured that Sofia had not been 
considering such a step. Revival has also repeatedly organized the 
collec@on of humanitarian aid for ci@zens of Ukraine. It is worth 
no@ng that in April, speaking before the parliament, Kostadin 
Kostadinov accused refugees from Ukraine in Bulgaria of aggression 
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Another parliamentary poli@cal movement showing consistent loyalty to Russia 
has been the Revival party.

https://tribune.bg/bg/mneniq/chupim-vsichki-rekordi-po-iznos-na-orazhie-za-4-mesetsa-e-poveche-otkolkoto-za-tseli-predishni-godini/
https://vazrazhdane.bg/img/myVazrazhdane_Platforma_za_upravlenie.pdf
https://vazrazhdane.bg/img/myPlatforma_Vazrazhdane.pdf
https://vazrazhdane.bg/novini/818-deklaraciia-na-pg-na-vazrajdane-po-povod-na-voenniia-konflikt
https://vazrazhdane.bg/novini/819-v-balgariia-se-vodi-propagandna-voyna-za-umovete-i-nacionalnoto-ni-saznanie
https://www.dnevnik.bg/analizi/edno_na_um/2022/03/03/4319526_edno_naum_imashe_li_ruski_znamena_na_shipka_na/
https://vazrazhdane.bg/novini/821-poziciia-na-vazrajdane-za-skandiraneto-na-shipka
https://vazrazhdane.bg/novini/824-pomosht-za-balgarite-v-ukrayna
https://2020.vazrazhdane.bg/novini/876-vreme-e-da-govorim-za-istinata-a-ne-za-lajite-na-upravliavashtata-koaliciia
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and of wan@ng to hang Ukrainian flags at Bulgarian ins@tu@ons. He 
also stated at that @me that the fighters of the Azov regiment could 
get to Bulgaria. 
Commen@ng on Gazprom's decision to stop supplying gas to Bulgaria 
in viola@on of the contract, Kostadin Kostadinov said that the step 
should not be surprising. ANer all, according to him, this was a logical 
response to the sanc@ons imposed by Sofia against Russia. He also 
said that restric@ons against Russian trade partners had a nega@ve 
impact primarily on Bulgarian ci@zens. He later accused the US of 
interfering in Bulgaria's internal affairs, asking, "Why when Russia 
a[acks other countries it is an occupa@on, and when the US does the 
same – it is a democracy?" Also, the leader of Revival called the 
Euromaidan in Ukraine "an event produced by the Americans" that 
sparked the “civil war” and brought suffering to the Ukrainian people. 
Later, he also cri@cized the arrival of Ukrainian agricultural products to 
Bulgaria, which, according to him, were of dubious quality and 
endangered Bulgarian producers. It is worth reminding that Sofia have 
been helping Kyiv in expor@ng agricultural goods when the Russian 
Navy blocked Ukrainian ports. 
Speaking about the influence of those two poli@cal forces on 
decision-making in Bulgaria, it is worth no@ng that the BSP, as a 
member of the former parliamentary coali@on and a former 
par@cipant in the government, had real tools for this. At the same 
@me, the party controlled only four out of 21 votes in the Council of 
Ministers, so it could not block the ins@tu@on's decisions at will (a 
simple majority made decisions). However, this government has 
already ceased its work. In the current parliament, the BSP-group has 
10.4% of all mandates. In the previous legislatute, it had 10.8% (just 
one more seat; elec@ons were held in November 2021). According to 
the results of another two snap parliamentary elec@ons in Bulgaria in 
2021, the party received 15% (July 2021) and 17.9% (April 2021) 
seats in the Na@onal Assembly. The BSP has been in a steady decline; 
in the 2017 elec@ons, the BSP took second place and received a 
fac@on of 80 depu@es – 33.3% of mandates. 
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https://vazrazhdane.bg/novini/880-kostadinov-nabliudavame-razpada-na-darjavnostta
https://vazrazhdane.bg/novini/890-poredna-gruba-namesa-na-sasht-vav-vatreshnite-raboti-na-balgariia
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https://vazrazhdane.bg/novini/932-kostadinov-ne-moje-da-davame-prednina-na-chujdoto-predi-rodnoto
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Therefore, since the last ordinary elec@on cycle, the BSP had been 
consistently losing support, but in 2021, aNer a decade in the 
opposi@on, it was able to join the government. In contrast, Revival 
objec@vely did not play a key role in the parliamentary votes during 
the previous cadence and did not enter the government. Due to the 
small number of parliamentary seats and the radicality of their poli@cal 
agenda, this party acted as an out-of-system force. Thus, due to its 
willingness to cooperate with other poli@cal forces, generally, the BSP 
is more likely to join situa@onal coali@ons than Revival. 
Currently, the Revival has the biggest in the party’s history number of 
its MPs in the parliament (11.25% of all mandates). Public support for 
this alliance had been growing amid the poli@cal bargaining of the 
mainstream par@es since the previous parliament started its work. It 
reached the sta@s@cal plateau of the ra@ng in the spring 2022, while 
the then coali@on was discussing Bulgaria’s response to Russia’s 
aggression. Since then, public support for the Revival has fluctuated 
between 9% and 11%. In the October 2022 elec@ons, the party got 
9.8% of all votes. It may be assumed that part of the alliance’s support 
came from the BSP’s electorate: the rate of the socialists decreased 
from 10.1% in the previous elec@ons to 9% in 2022. 
Increases in prices and security issues were the focal points of the 
2022 elec@on campaign in Bulgaria. While in government, the 
representa@ves of the BSP have not fulfilled their pre-elec@on 
promises in the social sphere, such as family income taxa@on and a 
tax-free minimum, a differen@ated VAT rate on food and medicine, an 
increase in benefits for the birth of children, etc. So, it is difficult for 
the party to restore the voters’ trust amid growing economic 
problems. Given previous statements, it should be expected that the 
BSP may blame the sanc@ons against Russia for the deteriora@on of 
the social situa@on and call for restoring "business as usual".  
However, Revival is also ac@ve in this field. The growing trust in this 
party among Bulgarian ci@zens can be explained by the fa@gue caused 
by the mainstream poli@cians who cannot agree on a new government 
and push the country towards the fourth extraordinary parliamentary 
elec@on. Revival will probably use the rising social tension as poli@cal 
capital and be likely to consider restoring economic @es with Russia as 
one of the op@ons to overcome the difficul@es. Currently, the party is 
gesng benefits from the coali@on talks crisis. During the first speech 
to the parliament of the current convoca@on, Kostadin Kostadinov 
accused pro-Western alliances of neglec@ng people’s problems. He 
appealed to that electorate who did not par@cipate in the vo@ng on 
the 2nd of October. Thus, the poli@cian intends to gather the support 
of a wider audience, given the fact that his party does not par@cipate 
in the coali@on nego@a@ons, so the public might not associate it with 
the current poli@cal crisis. 
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https://www.politico.eu/europe-poll-of-polls/bulgaria/
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Respondents to the GLOBSEC Trends 2021 survey in Bulgaria most 
oNen (45% of responses) called Russia the main partner of their 
country among the "great powers". In the 2022 study, this figure 
dropped to 30%. So even amid the invasion of Ukraine, the Kremlin 
remains an important ally of Sofia for a large part of Bulgarian ci@zens. 
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The BSP and Revival do not have enough poli@cal capital to effec@vely 
influence decisions by either parliament or government. But they would try to 
gain it. For example, these par@es may see a source for increasing their support 
in the poli@cally and socially dissa@sfied voters who are the most loyal to 
Moscow.

https://www.globsec.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/GLOBSEC-Trends-2021_final.pdf
https://www.globsec.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/GLOBSEC-Trends-2022.pdf
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Economic vulnerability 

 
Russia is not Bulgaria's main foreign economic partner, but Russian 
companies are leading the list of suppliers of certain goods to the 
country. In 2021, the total turnover amounted to BGN 6.68 billion 
(over EUR 3.41 billion). Thus, the trade between Bulgaria and Russia 
came close to the pre-pandemic figures – in 2019, it amounted to 
BGN 7.54 billion (about EUR 3.86 billion) and in 2020 – to BGN 4.5 
billion (EUR 2.3 billion). In 2021, Moscow ranked sixth among all 
foreign economic partners of Sofia in terms of total trade volume. 

However, a closer look reveals an imbalance in trade rela@ons 
between Bulgaria and Russia. In 2021, Bulgarian manufacturers 
exported goods worth BGN 848.5 million (EUR 433.5 million) to 
Russian consumers; while imported goods worth BGN 5.83 billion 
(EUR 2.98 billion). Russia's share in Bulgaria's exports was 1.25%, and 
in imports – 7.6%. This situa@on characterises trade between the two 
countries in general and is not specific to a par@cular year. In 2019, 
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https://nsi.bg/bg/content/7510/%25D0%25BF%25D0%25BE-%25D0%25BE%25D1%2581%25D0%25BD%25D0%25BE%25D0%25B2%25D0%25BD%25D0%25B8-%25D1%2582%25D1%258A%25D1%2580%25D0%25B3%25D0%25BE%25D0%25B2%25D1%2581%25D0%25BA%25D0%25B8-%25D0%25BF%25D0%25B0%25D1%2580%25D1%2582%25D0%25BD%25D1%258C%25D0%25BE%25D1%2580%25D0%25B8
https://www.nsi.bg/bg/content/7510/%2525D0%2525BF%2525D0%2525BE-%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252581%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B2%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B8-%2525D1%252582%2525D1%25258A%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B3%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B2%2525D1%252581%2525D0%2525BA%2525D0%2525B8-%2525D0%2525BF%2525D0%2525B0%2525D1%252580%2525D1%252582%2525D0%2525BD%2525D1%25258C%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B8
https://www.nsi.bg/bg/content/7503/%2525D0%2525BF%2525D0%2525BE-%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252581%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B2%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B8-%2525D1%252582%2525D1%25258A%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B3%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B2%2525D1%252581%2525D0%2525BA%2525D0%2525B8-%2525D0%2525BF%2525D0%2525B0%2525D1%252580%2525D1%252582%2525D0%2525BD%2525D1%25258C%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B8
https://www.nsi.bg/bg/content/7510/%2525D0%2525BF%2525D0%2525BE-%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252581%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B2%2525D0%2525BD%2525D0%2525B8-%2525D1%252582%2525D1%25258A%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B3%2525D0%2525BE%2525D0%2525B2%2525D1%252581%2525D0%2525BA%2525D0%2525B8-%2525D0%2525BF%2525D0%2525B0%2525D1%252580%2525D1%252582%2525D0%2525BD%2525D1%25258C%2525D0%2525BE%2525D1%252580%2525D0%2525B8
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these indicators were 1.76% and 9.87%, respec@vely, and in 2020 – 
1.51% and 6.11%, respec@vely. 
The main categories of exports from Bulgaria to Russia in 2020 were 
chemical products (pharmaceu@cals, cosme@c oils and other 
substances, reagents for industry; 35.82% of exports to Russia), 
machines for industry (mechanical devices, their parts and electronics; 
29.14% of exports to Russia), and food and tobacco industry products 
(animal feed, chocolate, tobacco; 10.61% of exports to Russia). 
Russian companies most oNen supplied Bulgarian partners with 
mineral products; almost all volumes fell on oil and its derived 
products – 59.44% of all Bulgarian imports from Russia. Metals (iron, 
aluminium, copper; 15.86% of imports from Russia), equipment for 
industry (nuclear reactors, mechanical devices, electrical equipment; 
7.75% of imports from Russia), and agricultural products (grain and 
oilseeds, cereals, vegetables; 6.84% of imports from Russia) also made 
significant inflows. 
 

Russia is an important but not cri@cal direc@on of Bulgarian exports. 
The main category of sales of na@onal manufacturers to Russian 
companies is products of the chemical industry, 4/5 of which is 
accounted for by pharmaceu@cals. In 2020, only 13.2% of Bulgaria's 
total pharmaceu@cal exports went to Russia, when the industry as a 
whole provided 3.62% of the country's total exports. Another 
important component of Bulgarian companies' sales to Russian 
partners was industrial equipment, which, however, accounted for 
only 2.6% of Bulgaria's total exports in this category. 
As for logis@cs issues, Bulgaria is not dependent on Russia as a chain 
of transporta@on for its goods. In 2021, 66.38% of Bulgarian exports 
and 60.4% of Bulgarian imports went to and from EU countries, in the 
transmission of which there are no Russian transport networks or 
agents. The main foreign economic partners of Bulgaria from outside 
the EU, except for Russia, were China (3.21% of exports and 5.38% of 
imports), the USA (2.41% and 0.73%, respec@vely), and the United 
Kingdom (1.83 % and 0.8%). For trade with them, Bulgarian 
companies mainly use transport corridors that do not pass through 
Russia. In par@cular, the Chinese direc@on is predominantly shipped 
by sea, and the land corridor goes through Turkey, although 
transporta@on from Bulgarian ports to Asia through the Black Sea 
ports of Russia plays an important role. However, this route may now 
be blocked due to the Kremlin's hos@li@es against Ukraine in the Black 
Sea. 
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In 2019, Russia accounted for almost 59% of all fuel imports to Bulgaria. 

https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/BGR/Year/2019/TradeFlow/Import/Partner/all/Product/27-27_Fuels
https://oec.world/en/profile/country/bgr?depthSelector1=HS2Depth&latestTrendsFlowSelectorNonSubnatLatestTrends=flow1&marketGrowthLabelSelector=marketGrowthLabelOption1&marketGrowthViewSelector=marketGrowthViewOption1&yearlyTradeFlowSelector=flow1
https://oec.world/en/profile/country/bgr?depthSelector1=HS2Depth
https://www.nsi.bg/en/content/7503/main-trade-partners
http://varnaferry.com/en/home/


Russian Octopus in the Black Sea Region: Case of Bulgaria

During 2016-2020, the share of imports in Bulgaria's total energy 
consump@on varied from 36.3% to 39.4% (37.9% in 2020). In the total 
energy produc@on of Bulgaria in 2020, the share of solid fuels 
(primarily coal) was 34.5%, nuclear energy – 40%, renewable sources 
and biofuels – 23.8% (other sources accounted for less than 1%). In 
the same year, oil and its derived products accounted for 68.6% of 
Bulgaria's energy imports, natural gas – 23.2%, solid fuel – 3.9%, 
electricity – 3%, renewable sources and biofuels – 1.4% (other sources 
reached less than 1%). It is worth no@ng that Bulgarian companies 
also sell energy abroad. In 2020, oil and its derived products 
accounted for 78.4% of Bulgaria's total energy exports, electricity – 
16.5%, renewable sources and biofuels – 4.6%. Of the 7.2 million tons 
of oil and oil products the country imported in 2020, more than 2.9 
million tons were resold abroad, mostly as refined products. 

 
At the same @me, this component of foreign economic ac@vity is a 
vulnerable point for the Bulgarian state. The country not only buys 
most of its oil from Russia for domes@c consump@on. The country's oil 
refining industry also depends on it, providing jobs and part of 
Bulgarian exports. In par@cular, the subsidiary plant of the Russian oil 
company Lukoil – Lukoil NeNochim Burgas (LNB) – is located near the 
city of Burgas. It is the largest enterprise in the industry in Bulgaria 
and one of the largest in Southeast Europe. The LNB plant has a total 
capacity to process nearly 7 million tons of oil annually. This is almost 
the en@re volume of oil and related products that Bulgaria imported in 
2020, 3/4 and 9/10 of the volume of imports in 2019 and 2018, 
respec@vely. At the same @me, the plant processes approximately 4.2 
million tons of oil annually. Let's recall that in June 2022, the Council 
of the EU approved the embargo on the supply of Russian oil by sea to 
the EU at the proposal of the European Commission. The ins@tu@ons 
have made some excep@ons, notably for Bulgaria, which is set to 
implement limits by 2025. Probably, dependence on fuel from Russia, 
technological features and interests of Lukoil NeNochim Burgas have 
led to this excep@on. 
As for other energy sources, Sofia has much less dependence on 
Russia. Bulgaria consumes about 3 billion cubic meters of natural gas 
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Recent years energy was a key driver of the economic connec@on between 
Sofia and Moscow.

Considering the structure of Russian imports to Bulgaria and indicators of 
energy coopera@on, it can be concluded that the trade in oil and products 
derived from it is the core of economic rela@ons between Sofia and Moscow.

https://www.nsi.bg/en/content/12374/energy-dependency
https://www.nsi.bg/en/content/4196/overall-energy-balance-sheet
https://www.nsenergybusiness.com/projects/lukoil-burgas-refinery/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_22_2802
https://www.trade.gov/energy-resource-guide-bulgaria-oil-and-gas
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per year. For comparison, the smaller popula@on of Slovakia uses 4.7 
to 5.5 billion cubic meters of gas annually. The main consumers of this 
energy source in Bulgaria are not individuals but industries. With this 
in mind, any changes in the flow of natural gas to the country can be 
controlled by the government and should not cause deep social 
upheaval. This was illustrated by the situa@on in April 2022, when the 
Russian monopoly Gazprom announced the unilateral early 
termina@on of its obliga@ons under the contract with Bulgargaz. This 
came aNer Deputy Prime Minister Asen Vasilev said Sofia would not 
buy natural gas from Russia star@ng in 2023, and the Bulgarian fuel 
operator refused to pay under the contract in rubles. Prime Minister 
Kiril Petkov called it an a[empt to influence stability in the country 
and blackmail (Sofia had transferred the funds, although not in rubles, 
earlier). Also, according to him, the Bulgarian government intended to 
revise not only the contracts with Gazprom for the gas purchase but 
also for its transit to Serbia and Hungary. Petkov’s government 
worked to ensure alterna@ve ways of supplying natural gas from 
Azerbaijan through pipelines and elsewhere through LNG terminals in 
Greece. 
Later, Sofia agreed with the USA to supply LNG. ANer Petkov’s 
resigna@on, the caretaker Bulgarian prime minister Galab Donev and 
the President of Azerbaijan Ilham Aliyev confirmed that Azerbaijan’s 
gas would be supplied to Bulgaria as well as to some other countries 
of South and Central Europe. Finally, in December, official Sofia 
launched nego@a@ons with its counterparts in Ankara for purchasing 
the fuel arriving at the LNG terminals in Turkiye. 
The fact that the Balkan Stream gas pipeline passes through Bulgaria 
gives the Bulgarian government tools to put pressure on Moscow in 
energy ma[ers, but it also creates a risk of Russian provoca@on. In 
condi@ons where the Kremlin deliberately blocked the transit of gas to 
Europe through Ukraine and reduced the volume of supplies through 
Nord Stream 1, the way through the Balkans became an important 
element of its aggressive foreign policy. 

The country currently operates two reactors at the Kozloduy nuclear 
power plant (four were decommissioned upon joining the EU). 
Between 2012 and 2019, these facili@es were modernized by 
Rosenergoatom, a subsidiary of the Russian corpora@on Rosatom. 
Also, since the end of the 1980s, the Bulgarian government has been 
considering the possibility of building a new nuclear power plant at 
Belene. In 2008, the project was re-launched, and Sofia signed a 
contract with the Russian company Atomstroyexport (subordinate to 
Rosatom) to supply reactor corpora, steam generators, and related 
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Bulgaria's nuclear power industry is also linked to Russia. 

https://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/country-profiles/countries-a-f/bulgaria.aspx
https://www.enerdata.net/estore/energy-market/slovakia/
https://www.nsi.bg/en/content/4196/overall-energy-balance-sheet
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-03-19/bulgaria-won-t-negotiate-on-new-gas-purchase-deal-with-gazprom
https://www.euractiv.com/section/energy-environment/news/bulgaria-to-replace-russian-gas-supply-with-cheaper-us-lng/
https://president.az/en/articles/view/57439
https://www.spglobal.com/commodityinsights/en/market-insights/latest-news/natural-gas/122322-bulgaria-in-talks-to-take-1-bcmyear-of-capacity-at-turkish-lng-terminals-minister
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equipment. They were provided in 2010 – 2012. The Russian side also 
produced one reactor for Bulgaria. However, since the beginning of 
the project implementa@on, the Bulgarian government and other 
par@es interested in the construc@on could not find investors for all 
the works, so in 2013 the construc@on of the NPP was stopped, 
although the site for its construc@on had already been prepared. This 
became the subject of a legal dispute between Rosatom and the 
Bulgarian Na@onal Electricity Company. 
As an alterna@ve, the Bulgarian government started considering that 
the equipment received from Russia for the Belene NPP could be 
used to construct two power units at the Kozloduy NPP. This project 
has also been discussed since the end of the 1980s; at various @mes, 
Rosatom, Wes@nghouse, and Toshiba companies expressed interest in 
its implementa@on. During 2020 – 2021, the Bulgarian Nuclear 
Regulatory Agency approved the prospect of building two new power 
units, and the country's government adopted a work plan, no@ng that 
the new facili@es would use US technologies. The Bulgarian and 
American governments signed the corresponding Memorandum of 
Understanding. At the same @me, in 2018, the Na@onal Assembly 
supported the resump@on of the construc@on of the Belene NPP. In 
2019, the government announced the acceptance of applica@ons 
from strategic investors for the project, and in 2020, Rosatom, the 
French company Framatome and the American company General 
Electrics agreed to form a consor@um to carry out the work. However, 
the story is far from end. In January 2021, the Bulgarian government 
emphasized its inten@on to complete first the construc@on of a new 
reactor at the Kozloduy NPP, while the Belene NPP project is on hold 
in search of investors. 
All fuel for Bulgaria's nuclear power plants is provided by the Russian 
company TVEL (subordinate to Rosatom). Likewise, all spent fuel from 
Bulgarian power units is disposed in Russia, according to the 2002 
contract between Sofia and Moscow. However, in 2022, the previous 
Bulgarian government announced its inten@on to purchase fuel for 
Kozloduy NPP from non-Russian suppliers. 

The total flow of foreign investments from Russian individuals and 
legal en@@es to the Bulgarian economy in 2021 reached EUR -349 
million. This is the largest indicator of capital ouzlow for investments 
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As for capital investment by Russian individuals and legal en@@es in Bulgaria, in 
2021, Russia was in 10th place among all countries in terms of foreign direct 
investment in the Bulgarian economy. Russian investors accounted for 3.9% of 
all inflows to the country. However, the same year, the volume of capital 
oualow to Russia from Bulgaria exceeded the inflow.

https://2017-2021.state.gov/u-s-bulgaria-sign-nuclear-cooperation-memorandum-of-understanding/index.html
https://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/country-profiles/countries-a-f/bulgaria.aspx
https://www.dnevnik.bg/bulgaria/2022/06/23/4361519_asen_vasilev_otstupkata_s_koiato_rusiia_prodava_petrol/
https://www.bnb.bg/Statistics/StExternalSector/StDirectInvestments/StDIBulgaria/index.htm?FILTERSANDVALUES='FREQ=A;ACCOUNTING_ENTRY=NI;FLOW_STOCK_ENTRY=T;INSTR_ASSET=F;UNIT_MEASURE=EUR;ACTIVITY_N=FDI_T'&pageId=192&series=640,665,666,363,364,365,350,351,353,371,372,374,380,384,387,388,390,394,395,396,400,402,403,404,406,410,411,413,415,418,424,425,428,429,430,432,433,439,445,447,451,452,453,454,464,465,468,471,472,479,482,483,486,487,490,493,497,537,538,539,540,546,547,548,550,552,554,555,557,558,564,566,567,568,575,506,511,577,581,587,518,519,525,531,532,361,593,600,602,349,391,405,412,435,442,449,466,473,609,613,616,617,623,624,478,484,492,508,522,529,542,549,556,586,626,632,634,636,637,639,640,615,622,629,649,656,662,355,356,357,358,646,648,650,651,655,658,660,663,664,4581,4741,14991,20157,8378,8384,8429,8657,8663,12246,4745,4799,4695,23065,4565,4773,4777,4778,4821,4838,4589,4587,4639,4656,4685,4696,4704,4712,4726,4860,4886,4898,4914,4921,32428,32518,32592,20122,20216,20390,36021,39119,39314,32416,38569,23786,32415,9192,31768,31972,17248,17368,9225,9363,12090,602&KEYFAMILY=FDI_BPM6&TRANSFORMATION=SDMX_TABLE
https://www.bnb.bg/Statistics/StExternalSector/StDirectInvestments/StDIBulgaria/index.htm?FILTERSANDVALUES='FREQ=A;ACCOUNTING_ENTRY=NI;FLOW_STOCK_ENTRY=LE;INSTR_ASSET=F;UNIT_MEASURE=EUR;ACTIVITY_N=FDI_T'&pageId=254&series=1043,1961,1962,1963,1964,1966,1755,1758,1761,1762,1043,1044,1045,1972,1777,1781,1783,1786,1787,1789,1792,1900,1901,1903,1904,1915,1926,1927,1932,1933,1582,1591,1597,1620,1627,1635,1642,1934,1937,1940,1942,1945,1782,1919,1935,1944,1960,1967,1976,1605,1949,1950,1953,1954,1955,1588,1583,1589,1590,1592,1593,1594,1956,1958,1624,1626,1629,1631,1659,1665,1691,1699,1707,1757,1636,1637,1638,1639,1640,1643,1644,1645,1646,1647,1651,1608,1609,1610,1615,1618,1619,1622,1653,1654,1655,1656,1657,1661,1666,1668,1581,1599,1602,1798,1804,1822,1670,1671,1672,1676,1679,1683,1685,1686,1688,1690,1695,1697,1698,1705,1708,1710,1714,1716,1718,1720,1734,1735,1736,1737,1742,1743,1747,1748,1750,1752,1806,1807,1809,1794,1795,1813,1815,1817,1818,1829,1832,1834,24913,17940,1846,1862,1870,1878,1885,1893,1840,1841,1842,1843,1844,1849,1850,1853,1856,1860,1861,1863,1864,1865,1866,1868,1881,1884,1886,1887,1892,1894,6434,6585,6276,6332,6392,1977,1979,1980,1799,1800,1803,27695,27885,39987,33395,10091,17976,33347,33357,33512,33352,39833,1950&KEYFAMILY=FDI_BPM6&TRANSFORMATION=SDMX_TABLE
https://www.bnb.bg/Statistics/StExternalSector/StDirectInvestments/StDIBulgaria/index.htm?FILTERSANDVALUES='FREQ=A;ACCOUNTING_ENTRY=NI;FLOW_STOCK_ENTRY=LE;INSTR_ASSET=F;UNIT_MEASURE=EUR;ACTIVITY_N=FDI_T'&pageId=254&series=1043,1961,1962,1963,1964,1966,1755,1758,1761,1762,1043,1044,1045,1972,1777,1781,1783,1786,1787,1789,1792,1900,1901,1903,1904,1915,1926,1927,1932,1933,1582,1591,1597,1620,1627,1635,1642,1934,1937,1940,1942,1945,1782,1919,1935,1944,1960,1967,1976,1605,1949,1950,1953,1954,1955,1588,1583,1589,1590,1592,1593,1594,1956,1958,1624,1626,1629,1631,1659,1665,1691,1699,1707,1757,1636,1637,1638,1639,1640,1643,1644,1645,1646,1647,1651,1608,1609,1610,1615,1618,1619,1622,1653,1654,1655,1656,1657,1661,1666,1668,1581,1599,1602,1798,1804,1822,1670,1671,1672,1676,1679,1683,1685,1686,1688,1690,1695,1697,1698,1705,1708,1710,1714,1716,1718,1720,1734,1735,1736,1737,1742,1743,1747,1748,1750,1752,1806,1807,1809,1794,1795,1813,1815,1817,1818,1829,1832,1834,24913,17940,1846,1862,1870,1878,1885,1893,1840,1841,1842,1843,1844,1849,1850,1853,1856,1860,1861,1863,1864,1865,1866,1868,1881,1884,1886,1887,1892,1894,6434,6585,6276,6332,6392,1977,1979,1980,1799,1800,1803,27695,27885,39987,33395,10091,17976,33347,33357,33512,33352,39833,1950&KEYFAMILY=FDI_BPM6&TRANSFORMATION=SDMX_TABLE
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(primarily due to payments on loans and other obliga@ons) among all 
of Bulgaria's partners. For comparison, next in the ranking of the 
investment flow is Switzerland, with an indicator of EUR -137.1 
million. 
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Information Vulnerability 

 
Russian narra@ves have channels of infiltra@on into Bulgaria, although 
the country has increased its resistance to such influence in recent 
years and especially months. In 2013, before the EU summit in Vilnius, 
at the European People's Party mee@ng, then Bulgarian President 
Rosen Plevneliev said that "90% of the media in the country work for 
Russian masters." Such a statement has never been confirmed by 
special studies. However, it demonstrates the concern of a top 
poli@cian whose country began to face Russian hybrid threats when 
the Kremlin was planning its aggression against Ukraine and preparing 
to challenge the order in Europe and the world. 

Un@l the beginning of March 2022, channels spreading Kremlin 
propaganda – RT, Sputnik and affiliated outlets – had been working in 
the country's informa@on space. ANer the beginning of the full-scale 
Russian invasion of Ukraine and the decision of the European 
Commission to ban the broadcas@ng of these two Russian 
government media, the Council for Electronic Media of Bulgaria 
blocked the ac@vi@es of these outlets in the country. In addi@on, in 
March, the satellite operator Bulgaria Sat EAD excluded RT from its 
network. However, those steps were more of a situa@onal reac@on to 
actual events than a systemic struggle against targeted destruc@ve 
informa@onal influence on Bulgaria. For example, other Russian TV 
channels – Pervyi Kanal or NTV MIR – have been broadcasted in 
Bulgaria without interrup@ons. Although that does not diminish the 
importance of such steps. 
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In recent years, the Russian media have been the direct disseminators of 
Moscow's disinforma@on in Bulgaria. 

At the same @me, several Russian media targe@ng the Bulgarian audience 
con@nue to operate. 

https://www.euractiv.com/section/central-europe/news/official-report-russia-is-a-threat-to-bulgaria/
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-ukraine-crisis-bulgaria-media-idUKKBN2KY4RA
https://www.nrada.gov.ua/bolgarskyj-suputnykovyj-operator-bulgaria-sat-ead-vymknuv-na-suputnyku-4-rosijskyh-telekanaly-bezkoshtovno-translyuye-ukrayinski-ua-tv-ta-ukraine-24/
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First of all, this is Rossiya Segodnia, the Russia Beyond outlet (formerly 
Ruski Dnevnik), which is part of Russia Beyond the Headlines project 
of the Kremlin-owned Rossiyskaya Gazeta. Today, this media 
concentrates on promo@ng stories about the culture, gastronomy, 
educa@on, technology, and lifestyle of Russia. However, from @me to 
@me, it publishes explanatory texts about the Russian economy, for 
example, about where Russian producers export oil or about the 
words of the dictator Pu@n about his country's hydrogen ambi@ons. 
Previously, this media also wrote on poli@cal topics spreading Russian 
narra@ves about Europe and Ukraine. 

In addi@on, it is worth no@ng that the outlet BgNews, which publishes 
news from the Bulgarian media space in Russian, obviously directs its 
work to na@ve speakers of the language. The main cau@on about this 
media ac@vity is related to its agenda: it only publishes news about 
problems and crises in Bulgaria, as well as comments from Kremlin 
poli@cians about rela@ons with Sofia and the situa@on in the world. 
Also, the publica@on does not provide all the available informa@on in 
the messages, resor@ng to manipula@ons. For example, the news 
about the suspension of the TPP in Bobov Dol omits the data that the 
situa@on is caused by the fault of the fuel supplier; at the same @me, 
the media presents informa@on as if in the country, according to the 
principle of dominoes, TPPs began to stop due to a lack of subsidies 
from the state. At the same @me, on some days, BgNews may not 
publish news at all, and on others, it may be ac@ve. The publica@on 
chose the phrase "What is indeed happening" as its mo[o. 

The largest of such outlets in the country is the Duma, which has more 
than a century of history and was affiliated with the Bulgarian 
Communists, and is currently the official outlet of the Bulgarian 
Socialist Party. Since 2009, its publisher has been the BSP member 
Nikolai Malinov, who also headed the "Russophiles" organiza@on and 
officially represented 11 main Russian TV channels in Bulgaria. The 
movement led by this man advocated cultural and poli@cal 
rapprochement with Russia, par@cipated in Russian embassy events 
and lobbied for Moscow's economic interests, such as the revival of 
the Belene NPP project. However, in 2015, Malinov leN the BSP, and 
in 2019, the special prosecutor's office detained him on charges of 
espionage for the Kremlin. The law enforcement authori@es also 
arrested the editor-in-chief of the Duma Yuri Borisov, but he was soon 
released. ANer some @me, Malinov made a deposit of 28,000 USD 
and was released on bail, with an obliga@on not to leave Bulgaria. The 
USA imposed sanc@ons on judge Andon Mitalov, who allowed the 

Other channels for spreading Russian narra@ves and fakes in the country are 
the Bulgarian media, which have or had connec@ons with Russian 
organiza@ons or individuals.
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bail. The Duma website is s@ll opera@ng and, in par@cular, spreads 
false informa@on from the press releases of the Kremlin and the 
Russian Ministry of Defence about the war against Ukraine, as well as 
about the situa@on in the world. For example, in August 2022 their 
authors wrote that Russian troops destroyed two HIMARS 
installa@ons (which was refuted by the General Staff of the Armed 
Forces of Ukraine) and that evidence of the US par@cipa@on in 
hos@li@es in Ukraine was found (which is not reliable informa@on). 
Nikolai Malinov con@nues to comment in the na@onal media, in 
par@cular on Bulgarian Radio. 

In par@cular, it is BSTV, which mostly reproduces press releases of the 
Ministry of Defence of Russia to report on the Russian-Ukrainian war 
and uses fakes about the inability of the Ukrainian army. The next one 
is pogled.info, which publishes the texts of the ideologist of Russian 
fascism Alexandr Dugin or spreads conspiracy theories about the 
dominance of the United States in the world.  
The Epicenter website tries to take a middle posi@on between various 
ideological groups, but in this effort, it also spreads manipula@ons and 
fakes beneficial to the Kremlin, some@mes providing a plazorm for 
experts loyal to Moscow. This is the spread of the narra@ve that 
Europe rejects itself in development by sanc@ons against Russia, that 
a puppet regime rules in Ukraine, that the Russian army can destroy 
part of the United States with nuclear warheads, that the West is @red 
of war and plans to offer Kyiv to give in territories, and that the ac@on 
against Russian spy 'diplomats' in Bulgaria is Washington's opera@on, 
and that Bulgaria is becoming a periphery of the EU and a frontline 
state in the global confronta@on. The same outlet reprinted ar@cles 
from Russia’s Komsomolskaya Pravda about Kyiv's 'glu[ony' in 
requests for help and Russian Minister Lavrov's comments about 
Moscow's non-involvement in war crimes in Ukraine. In this context, 
we should also men@on the Glasove media, which disseminates 
informa@on according to a similar principle. As examples may be 
considered a column by the Bulgarian expert Yavor Dachkov about the 
ac@vi@es of 'Western propaganda' in Bulgaria and an interview with 
the former Prime Minister of Ukraine Mykola Azarov, who said that 
the Ukrainian authori@es commi[ed war crimes. 
It is worth no@ng that among the outlets listed above, none of them 
was in the top 20 ranking of the most popular online media or 
newspapers in Bulgaria in 2021. Although, in 2019, the Duma was on 
such a list on the press market but only with 0.7% of the share. 

Bulgaria also has other examples of na@onal media spreading Russian 
narra@ves. 
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Analysing Russian influence on Bulgaria's media landscape in 2021, 
the Center for the Study of Democracy (Bulgaria) pointed to one of 
Bulgaria's most popular sites, 24 Hours, as a poten@al channel for 
spreading Russian narra@ves. At that @me, the authors of the report 
said that the journalists of the outlet used Kremlin sources to prepare 
news. An analysis of the publica@ons of 24 Hours over the summer of 
2022 months demonstrates that the website does indeed oNen 
feature press releases from Russian state ins@tu@ons and that these 
materials are more oNen used to describe the war in Ukraine. 
However, the authors of the media always indicate the source of the 
published informa@on and, whenever possible, remind readers about 
Moscow's war crimes. Also, in columns, interviews and ar@cles, they 
do not give a plazorm to speakers who would jus@fy Russia or spread 
messages of Kremlin propaganda.  
We should also men@on the study of Russian influence on Bulgaria 
conducted in 2018 by Dimitar Bechev. Among other ways of 
corroding the country's public opinion in the interests of the Kremlin, 
he pointed to the ac@vity of pro-Russian commentators on the 
Bulgarian media generally disloyal to Moscow – bTV, Nova TV and 
public broadcaster BNT. At the same @me, the researcher wrote about 
the program of journalist Petar Volgin on Bulgarian Na@onal Radio, 
who openly sympathizes with the Kremlin and invites like-minded 
interviewees on the air. In par@cular, the comments of Nikolai Malinov 
men@oned above were made precisely within the framework of 
Volgin's program. Thus, his programme became a plazorm for 
spreading Kremlin-style narra@ves. 

For example, in July 2022, the Russian mission in Sofia spread fakes 
about "US bio-laboratories in Ukraine", denied the terrorist a[ack by 
the Russian army in Kremenchuk, and complained about the 
minimiza@on of the Russian presence in Bulgaria.  

The Russian embassy in Bulgaria and the head of the diploma@c mission, 
Eleonora Mitrofanova, remain the direct translator of Russian poli@cal 
narra@ves and fakes regarding the rela@ons between Sofia and Moscow, as 
well as the war in Ukraine and the situa@on in the world as a whole.
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Cases of Successful Operations to Detect and Limit 
Russian Influence and Manipulation 

The Bulgarian state recognizes threats to na@onal security from Russia 
in various areas. For example, the document of the Council of 
Ministers, 'Vision: Bulgaria in NATO and European Defence 2020', 
stated that the annexa@on of Crimea and the subsequent aggression 
of the Kremlin against Ukraine created dangerous condi@ons for the 
en@re Black Sea region and directly affected the Bulgarian state. In 
this context, Sofia iden@fied the growth of hybrid threats and declared 
the need to protect against them. They were also men@oned in the 
updated version of Bulgaria's Na@onal Security Strategy un@l 2020. In 
the current Program for the Development of the Armed Forces of 
Bulgaria, the protec@on of the country's informa@on space is 
indicated as one of the priori@es of the state's defence policy. In 
recent years, responsible Bulgarian services have conducted several 
notable opera@ons aimed at minimizing the Kremlin's nega@ve 
influence on Bulgaria's security. 
The inves@ga@on of explosions at the country's ammuni@on depots 
became the main event in detec@ng and preven@ng new cases of 
Russian influence on the Bulgarian state in recent years. In 2021, the 
Bulgarian Prosecutor's Office ini@ally detained three Russian ci@zens 
who were suspected of a[emp@ng to assassinate the Bulgarian arms 
dealer Emilian Gebrev by poisoning. In par@cular, it was found that 
Bulgaria had been visited three @mes in 2015 by Sergey Fedotov, 
who, according to some Russian media, had been an agent of Russia's 
GRU (military intelligence). Bulgarian prosecutors then said there 
might be a connec@on between four depot explosions that happened 
between 2011 and 2020, the poisoning of a businessman and the stay 
of six Russian ci@zens in Bulgaria. In addi@on, law enforcement 
officials suspected that those events might also be linked to the 2014 
explosions at military warehouses in Vrbe@ce, Czech Republic. Also, 
the spokeswoman of the prosecutor's office, Siyka Mileva, said that 
such opera@ons could be aimed at preven@ng the supply of weapons 
from these countries to Ukraine and Georgia. 
In April 2021, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Bulgaria invited the 
Russian embassy to cooperate in the inves@ga@on, but neither the 
mission nor the head of the diploma@c corps in Moscow agreed. 
Accordingly, official Sofia expelled one Russian diplomat from the 
country. It is worth no@ng that a month before the start of this 
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inves@ga@on, the Bulgarian prosecutor's office had detained six 
Russian ci@zens who were suspected of espionage. The authori@es 
expelled two Russian diplomats suspected of involvement in military 
intelligence. These were not the first ac@ons of this kind on Sofia's 
part. In 2019-2020, at least six Russian diplomats suspected of 
espionage were expelled from Bulgaria. 

However, these were not the last similar ac@ons of official Sofia. ANer 
the start of the Kremlin's full-scale war against Ukraine, a mass (and 
this word is not an exaggera@on) departure of Russian diplomats from 
Bulgaria began. At the beginning of March 2022, the Bulgarian 
prosecutor's office revealed that two more employees of the Russian 
embassy were spying and not performing a diploma@c func@on. 
Official Sofia decided to expel them from the country. In two weeks, 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Bulgaria recognized ten more 
Russian diplomats as persona non grata. According to the government, 
those specialists also acted outside the Vienna Conven@on on 
Diploma@c Rela@ons, so they were also expelled from the country. 
Already at the beginning of April, the Chief Public Prosecutor of 
Bulgaria, Ivan Geshev, informed the government about another 
employee of the Russian embassy who had been engaged in 
espionage in the host country. He turned out to be the first secretary 
of the diploma@c mission, Philip Voskresensky, who was declared 
persona non grata and expelled. Finally, in June, then prime minister 
of Bulgaria, Kiril Petkov, announced that the Bulgarian law 
enforcement authori@es suspected another 70 employees of the 
Russian embassy in Sofia of working for the special services under the 
protec@on of diploma@c immunity. They were expelled from the 
country at the beginning of July. 
The most recent example of exposing the mechanisms of the 
Kremlin's influence on socio-poli@cal processes in Bulgaria was the 
inves@ga@on of the Bulgarian special services, the results of which 
were announced in July 2022 by then spokeswoman of the Bulgarian 
government, Lena Borislavova. According to her, there were many 
experts, journalists, and poli@cians in the country who, for a salary of 
EUR 2,000 per month, promoted the narra@ves of Russian 
propaganda. The salary was transferred from Russian state structures, 
claimed Lena Borislavova. According to her, such speakers confused 
the audience and used false ideas and fears. At the same @me, the 
public uncovering of these figures has not yet occurred. Another 
notable case of interference was the Russian hackers’ cyber a[ack on 
the Bulgarian Defence Ministry, the Interior Ministry, the Jus@ce 
Ministry, and the Cons@tu@onal Court websites in October 2022. 
Although those ac@vi@es paralyzed the websites’ work for some @me, 
the Bulgarian services prevented the leak of data 
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Analysis of the Probability of Russian Reflexive Control 
Operations 

 

Today, Moscow can use several topics to increase pressure on the 
Bulgarian side. We assume that the Russian embassy in Bulgaria or 
other Russian agents may increase their ac@vity in these direc@ons in 
case the poli@cal crisis in the country con@nues and new early 
elec@ons befall it. 
First of all, the processes related to the supply of gas to Bulgarian 
consumers should be men@oned. It was noted above that the 
previous Bulgarian government planned not to sign a new contract 
with Gazprom to purchase this fuel, and the Russian company 
unilaterally stopped the supply due to Sofia's refusal to pay for it in 
rubles. This posi@on of the Bulgarian side became possible thanks to 
the fact that the Bulgaria-Greece interconnector, supported by the 
European Investment Bank, had been scheduled to start in 2022. 
Construc@on and pre-cer@fica@on were completed in July 2022. The 
pipeline connected the Greek gas transmission network (near the 
village of Komo@ni) with the Trans-Adria@c gas pipeline in Bulgaria 
(near Stara Zagora). This project opened Bulgarian companies' access 
to LNG, which arrives at the terminal in the Greek port of 
Alexandroupolis and to the Turkish ports, and also allowed Azerbaijani 
gas to be routed for supply by the Mediterranean sea. The Bulgarian 
side started prepara@ons for the construc@on of the interconnector 
during the @me of Boyko Borisov's government in 2017. It is also 
worth no@ng that during his tenure as prime minister, Bulgaria refused 
to build the pipelines "South Stream" and "Burgas – Alexandroupolis" 
jointly with Russia. 

Ideological fragmenta@on of society and close parliamentary elec@ons make 
Bulgaria more vulnerable to Russian adempts to influence its poli@cal field and 
to make the government in Sofia more loyal to the Kremlin. 

In fact, today, the Balkan Stream remains the only infrastructural facility 
connec@ng Moscow and Sofia in terms of gas, which is served by Bulgarian 
operators on the territory of their country. 
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Russia can use these assets to put pressure on the Bulgarian side (for 
example, by influencing the technical condi@ons), although its 
capabili@es are extremely limited aNer Gazprom cut fuel supplies to 
Europe through the territory of Ukraine, Belarus, and the Nord Stream 
1. Also, in August 2022, the Bulgargaz company requested the Energy 
and Water Regulatory Commission to increase the gas price on the 
Bulgarian market by 60% so that the distributor could purchase fuel at 
market prices. That appeal sounded while the Bulgaria-Greece 
interconnector could not operate yet due to bureaucra@c obstacles. 
Finally, it started its work transmisng LNG from the Greek port on 
the Aegean Sea.  
Nevertheless, cri@cal situa@ons on this issue may occur. In August 
2022, then-ac@ng Minister of Energy Elenko Bozhkov also stated that 
Bulgarian gas storages had enough gas un@l September. While the 
country was forced to buy Russian gas from intermediaries and not 
from Moscow directly. Under those condi@ons, Gazprom did not 
resume fuel supplies to Bulgaria, and Russia's envoy Eleonora 
Mitrofanova said that in case of payment in rubles, Bulgarian 
consumers would receive the necessary volumes of gas at a low price. 
But such statements did not change the situa@on, as well as a[empts 
of some poli@cal forces inside Bulgaria – primarily BSP but also, to 
some extent, GERB – to manipulate public opinion on the fuel topic. 
All in all, Bulgaria's dependence on Gazprom has been removed, and 
the country now gets its supplies independent of the Russian 
company. S@ll, in case of some crisis phenomena in the Bulgarian gas 
market the Russian and pro-Russian actors may manipulate this issue 
for gaining poli@cal benefits. 

An oil refinery which is s@ll owned by the Russian company Lukoil may 
undermine the country's coopera@on with alterna@ve suppliers. And 
poli@cal instability will reduce Sofia's ability to act consistently in this 
direc@on. In this context, it is noteworthy that the caretaker 
government of Bulgaria and the Lukoil NeNochim have agreed that 
the company can con@nue to operate in the country and export oil 
products to the EU un@l the end of 2024. For this, the enterprise has 
to pay its taxes, despite warnings from the European Commission that 
this would violate the sanc@ons regime. Moreover, Vagit Alekperov, 
owner of the Lukoil, publicly condemned Russian aggression in 
Ukraine, and it may be a reason for the Bulgarian public opinion not to 
be hos@le to the Lukoil NeNochim despite it being co-owned by 
Russian ci@zens. On the eve of the entry into force of the EU embargo 
on Russian oil on December 5, 2022, the export of oil products from 
the Lukoil NeNochim Burgas plant stopped. The company's 

As for the oil supply, Bulgaria may face obstacles in gefng rid of its 
dependence on Russia for this type of fuel this year. 
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management was wai@ng for the market's reac@on to the new 
circumstances, as well as for determining the logis@cs condi@ons for 
its products. 

In recent months, the number of supporters of Vladimir Pu@n and 
supporters of poli@cal alliances with Russia has more than halved, but 
the share of such ci@zens remains significant – 25% and 15%, 
respec@vely. At the same @me, Bulgarian society is extremely 
fragmented – according to the electoral ra@ngs, at least eight par@es, 
some of which are ideologically close, pass the threshold for entering 
the parliament. Spring 2022 polls showed that approximately half of 
the poten@al voters did not approve the ac@ons of Kiril Petkov's 
government, and a third supported them. A recent public opinion 
survey by the Alpha Research company says that more than 65% of 
respondents do not believe that the upcoming elec@ons would end 
the poli@cal crisis in the country. 
Amid growing social apathy, radical par@es are able to accumulate 
support they did not have before. The increase in the ra@ng of Revival 
during the last six months supports this observa@on. Even though the 
party's support has stopped growing now, it can resume in the coming 
months due to the possible economic turmoil in Bulgaria. This group's 
an@-Western and revisionist rhetoric may certainly play in favour of 
the Kremlin's interests not only in Bulgaria but also in wider Central 
and Southern Europe. 
An addi@onal destabilizing factor may be the statement of the former 
director of the Bulgarian defence company "Kintex" Aleksandr 
Mykhaylov, that since the beginning of the full-scale invasion of 
Russia into Ukraine, Bulgaria has sent about 4,200 tons of weapons to 
Poland. He claimed that later these cargoes were transferred to the 
Ukrainian side and that the former Minister of Economy Korneliya 
Ninova knew about it and even authorized such export. The direct 
provision of weapons did not have the support of the majority of the 
popula@on and was not formally approved by the parliament. Certain 
forces – primarily pro-Russian and an@-Western – may 
instrumentalize this topic, although formally the government's 
promise not to transfer military goods to Ukraine has not been 
violated. 
In November 2022, when Korneliya Ninova was not in the 
government, BSP (aNer the new elec@ons) was not able to radically 
influence parliament’s decision, and the situa@ve consensus of GERB 
and We Con@nue the Change emerged, the Na@onal Assembly of 
Bulgaria adopted permission to transfer the country’s arms to Ukraine.  

In addi@on, Moscow can invest real or symbolic capital in suppor@ng 
destabilizing sen@ments in Bulgarian society and destruc@ve poli@cal 
narra@ves amid the elec@on campaign. 
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While in parliament, a decision was made with over 2/3 of the vote to 
provide military aid, this is not reflected in public opinion. More than 
½ of the public opposes sending military aid and supports the 
President’s view that Bulgaria should remain “neutral” and that 
sending aid leads to dragging the country to war. This discrepancy 
between the current parliament and the public is a poten@al source of 
crisis in the coming months. 

According to the Bulgarian Na@onal Sta@s@cal Ins@tute, more than 
37000 people officially migrated to the country in 2020, 24000 of 
whom had Bulgarian ci@zenship. Among foreign ci@zens who changed 
their place of registra@on to Bulgaria during the year, there were 
people from Turkey (24.3%), Syria (9.6%), and Russia (9.3%). It should 
be added that in 2020, Russia was the most popular des@na@on for 
emigrants from Bulgaria aNer Germany. At the same @me, according 
to Eurostat data, as of January 1, 2021, there were 112 958 foreign 
ci@zens officially living in the country, among whom the largest group 
were Russians – 26 707. And these are the people who did not 
receive Bulgarian ci@zenship at that @me. It is worth no@ng that at 
that @me, the share of foreign ci@zens among Bulgarian residents was 
slightly more than 1%. The more recent official data comes from the 
Bulgarian census of the autumn of 2021, according to which the 
number of Russians in Bulgaria is 14,218 persons. At the same @me, in 
the summer of 2022, Sofia indefinitely banned the gran@ng of tourist 
visas to Russian ci@zens and visas to property owners from Russia. 
However, the Russian community in the country is quite united and 
consistently maintains its unity and connec@on with the homeland. In 
2018, Dimitar Bechev drew a[en@on to several Facebook 
communi@es created by Russians in Bulgaria, which numbered from 
1000 to 20 000 members – 'In favour of Bulgaria in the Eurasian 
Union', 'Russophiles.bg', 'I love Russia', 'About Russia – in Bulgarian', 
'Friends of the 'Donetsk and Lugansk People's Republics''. It should be 
added that on the eve of the start of Moscow's full-scale war against 
Ukraine, the public movement "For Free Russia!" was created in 
Bulgaria, which aimed to fight Kremlin propaganda and oppose Pu@n's 
regime. 

Regarding the issue of military aid to Ukraine, the most important thing is to 
state clearly that there is a dangerous discrepancy between the posi@on of the 
parliamentary majority and the public aftudes. 

Ul@mately, the Kremlin may use another tool to interfere in Bulgaria’s poli@cal 
process – the Russian community in the country. 
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Recommendations for Increasing Resilience 

In many areas, Bulgaria has connec@ons or difficul@es that allow the 
Kremlin to maintain influence over the country. At the same @me, it is 
worth no@ng that Moscow's ability to control Sofia's internal situa@on 
and foreign policy has been significantly reduced in recent years, and 
especially months, both due to general EU sanc@ons against Russia 
and due to the efforts of the Bulgarian government itself. However, to 
prevent a rematch of Russian expansion into Bulgaria and finally 
weaken Moscow's posi@on in the country during the fight against 
Kremlin aggression, Sofia may need support from external actors. In 
par@cular, the steps described below can be valuable. 
For the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine and the Embassy of Ukraine 
in Bulgaria: 

1. To prepare a 'manual' for stakeholders in foreign partner-
states  on confron7ng and levelling Russian influence in 
various spheres of public life. This op@on is important not only 
for Bulgaria but also for all other countries of Central Europe 
and the Black Sea region. 

2. Conduct an advocacy campaign among Bulgarian poli7cians, 
officials, journalists, experts, etc., regarding the challenges and 
expected results of increasing Russian influence in the 
country. For an illustra@ve picture of perspec@ves, the example 
of some post-Soviet countries, such as Belarus or Armenia, can 
be used. 

3. Proac7vely react to the fakes spread by the Russian 
diploma7c mission in Sofia to reasonably refute the lies 
published by it. It is also important to describe how the lies of 
Russian diplomats harm Bulgaria, and why such informa@on 
was published. 

4. To analyse the possibili7es of revitalizing economic 
coopera7on between Ukraine and Bulgaria, amid the refusal 
of some Bulgarian manufacturers from the Russian market and 
vice versa. 

5. To s7mulate close coopera7on between the civil socie7es of 
Bulgaria and Ukraine. 
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For EU ins,tu,ons: 
1. To support Bulgaria’s energy and economic reorienta7on from 

Russia to other markets. This support can have both poli@cal 
and infrastructural dimensions. It is already important to 
provide the country with a clear plan of assistance in 
diversifying energy sources. 

2. Support Bulgaria in the fight against the spread of Russian 
disinforma7on. Such assistance can be implemented both 
through pan-European ini@a@ves and specially created na@onal 
instruments. 

3. In the context of the fight against Russian disinforma7on, 
special a]en7on should be paid to the narra7ves spread by 
the radical right and radical le^ par7es of Bulgaria as the most 
loyal to the Kremlin poli@cal forces in the country. 

For the expert community of Ukraine: 
1. Implement joint research and prac7cal ini7a7ves with 

Bulgarian civil society organiza7ons in the field of countering 
Russian disinforma7on, infrastructure and energy projects, 
security coopera7on, youth exchanges, etc. The development 
of the agenda of such projects should be based on the 
understanding of Bulgaria as a neighbouring country and not a 
distant foreign partner.
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