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This report is part of the research activities carried out within the project
“Pro-fact: Research, education, fact-check and debunk Covid-19 related
disinformation narratives in Croatia”, funded by EU grants for small-scale
online media. The aim was to identify local (Croatian) fact-checking and
fact-disseminating sources related to the Covid-19 pandemic.

Key findings:

— Only the Croatian fact-checking organization Faktograf.hr produced a high
number of fact checks about Covid-19

— Faktograf.hr’s fact checks were mainly disseminated by three actors: the
SEE Check network, Croatian journalist Denis Latin' and the Facebook group
“Koronavirus Hrvatska - COVID1g - savjeti i informacije®”.

— The majority of the members of the Faktograf.hr cluster were disinformation
sources who shared fact checks as a form of criticism of their work

— Social network analysis showed that the Faktograf.hr cluster had a bro-
adcast structure and confirmed its position as a conversation starter and
agenda setter in the disinformation ecosystem



INTRODUCTION

The problem of online disinformation may be solved through various stra-
tegies and approaches. For example, platforms such as Facebook, Google,
and Twitter can adjust their algorithms to limit the spread of disinformation.
Similarly, various independent organizations can work with the platforms to

conduct campaigns to correct disinformation after it has been published, also

known as fact-checking. There are also examples where national legislation

has attempted to address the problem (France), or where many govern-
mental and non-governmental organizations are attempting to do the same

through media literacy campaigns. This report analyzes the effectiveness of
fact-checking in curbing Covid-19 disinformation, by using interdisciplinary
methods to identify local (Croatian) fact-checking and fact-disseminating

sources related to Covid-19.

Fact-checking as a strategy to curb disinformation on the Internet has its
limitations, as many actors on the Internet spread disinformation, while
only a limited number of organizations, with limited resources, attempt to
correct disinformation and prevent its spread. Regardless of this limitation,
it should be noted that the fact-checking process should be carried out even
if it does not have the reach and impact of (negative) disinformation, as it
defends the culture of truth3 and can improve mitigation efforts. There is
only one Croatian-based fact-checking organization, Faktograf.hr, which was
founded in 2015 as a project of the CSO Gong and the Croatian Journalists
Association. As of 2021, it became an independent organization (Faktograf.
hr, 2022). In a period of two years (January 2020-December 2021), Fakto-
graf.hr published 540 fact checks on Covid-19, which dealt with numerous
Covid-19 disinformation found on social media and news media (in the
same cases, a single fact check dealt with several disinformation). These
fact checks were the basis for Facebook to “silence” and even delete some
of the disinforming content and sources (pages, profiles, groups), and they
were quite successful in this process, as only 253 original disinformation
items (47% of 540 fact checks) were still available on Facebook in December
2021 (Brautovi¢, 2022a). In addition to the efforts of Faktograf.hr staff, their
success can also be explained by their close cooperation with Facebook, as
they are part of Facebook’s Third-Party Fact Checking program, and a member
of the SEE Check network, which consists of 6 fact-checking organizations

3 Truth is the foundation of contemporary societies and democracy.
Even in circuitmess, truthfulness has to be defended and promot-
ed because it is an essence of human relationships.

REPORT no. 3 5



from 5 countries in Southeastern Europe (Fake News Traga¢, Raskrikavanje.
rs, Raskrinkavanje.ba, Raskrinkavanje.me, and Razkrinkavanje.si). Collabo-
ration with Facebook gave them access to tools such as CrowdTangle that
help uncover disinformation, while collaboration with regional fact-checking
organizations helps promote their work, conduct media literacy campaigns,
share knowledge, and other synergistic efforts in the fight against disinfor-
mation (SeeCheck, 2022).

Based on previous research, we developed the following research questions:

RQ1: Who were the actors that shared fact checks about Covid-19 created
by Faktograf.hr (users, accounts, pages, and websites)?

RQ2: Did Faktograf.hr create a community around the Covid-19 fact checks,
and how did it reinforce the transcendence of disinformation?

METHODOLOGY

Forthis study, we used a mixture of methods to retrieve and analyze the colle-
cted data: automated text analysis, social network analysis, visual network
analysis, and dynamic network analysis. These methods were used to study
the networks of URL exchange, which allowed us to map “...communities of
pages, groups, and profiles that promoted similar content” (Bruns et al., 2020,
p. 15) and to examine the dynamic behavior of disinformation ecosystem
actors, particularly over time (Zaidi et al. 2014). In terms of the network of
URLs, the vertex (node) represents the page, group, or profile, while the
edge (links) represents the relationships or interactions that connect them.

The dataset was adapted from the Covid-19 disinformation ecosystem study
(Brautovi¢, 2022a) and was based on CrowdTangle data on URLs found on
Faktograf’s blog about Covid-19 disinformation, from January 1st, 2020 to
December 31st, 2021. The dataset had 5128 edges* (N=5128) and unique
1528 vertices® (N=1528).°

4 Edge represents connection or relationship between two vertices.
In our case it is sharing someone’s link.

5 Vertex or node represents actors sharing Covid-19 (di)sinforma-
tion. In SNA it’s visualized as a dot in the graph.

6 An analysis of the entire disinformation ecosystem about
Covid-19 can be found in Brautovic (2022a), with this report only
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We used NodeXI software for social network analysis and visual network
analysis. The visualization was created using theHarel-Koren Fast Multiscale

algorithm?, clusters were colored with different colors and connections (sha-
red URLs) were colored from orange to purple depending on the weight of
the relationship (number of shared URLSs). The size of the vertex was scaled

based on the betweenness centrality measure (measure of the vertex’s

influence in spreading information on social networks), and only the most
influential vertices were given labels. Since the same sources (organizations

or individuals) usually have multiple sources, such as websites, Facebook

pages, and similar web domains, we used the same names/labels to reduce

them to the same source whenever possible. For example, Faktograf.hr had

both a website and a Facebook page that were referred to as Faktograf.hr
and used as a single cornerstone. In cases where it was difficult to determine

the relationship between the pages, we left them as they were. For example,
in the case of the Matrix Facebook page and the Matrix YouTube channel, it

was impossible to establish the connection.

RESULTS

The Faktograf.hr cluster consisted of 124 vertices (actors) that had 880 ed-
ges (publicly shared links) during the two-year period, 539 of which were
self-loops®. In addition to Faktograf.hritself, links were shared by SEE Check
network (N=109), Croatian journalist Denis Latin (N=39), and the Facebook
group “Koronavirus Hrvatska - COVID19 - savjetiiinformacije” (N=20) (Table
2). Although this group of actors represents fact-disseminating sources rela-
ted to the pandemic COVID -19, the data show that disinformation sources
were more numerous and influential in the Faktograf.hr cluster (Table 1).
Table 1: Verticies that were members of Faktograf.hr cluster ranked based on
influence in the whole Covid-19 disinformation ecosystem

showing the results on the Faktograf.hr cluster.

7 Algorithm used for visualization of SNA that forces closely con-
nected vertices to be plotted near.

8 Number of the times that vertex shared its own link.
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Vertex name

©ON® oA WN =

Nora Zabava

Cpnicko HapogHo LlapctBo

TOMA LOVA

JEDI ZDRAVO DIREKTNO SA SELA

Relax Portal

Gordan Lauc

STOPPT Markus Soder (Offizielle Seite)

Unser Herbert Kickl (FPO)

SLAVIJA INFO

Roditelj odlucuje

Kaleidoskop

Liberal.hr

Roditelj odlucuje 3.0

CAO CPb

Srbija svaki dan

EKOLOZI SVIH ZEMALJA-UJEDINITE SE! Environmentalists of all coun-
tries unite

STOP 5G Srbija

Cijepljenje / Vakcinacija - grupa za sve koji imaju pitanja i nedoumice
3NOYYH HALQ MOJUM HAPOOM CPBECKMM (TEHOLIA KOJWA
TPAJE)

Bnagumup MNyTuH - MupoBow nuaep

VAKCINE - zasto im kazemo NE?

ZAPRESIC BEZ CENZURE

KOCOBCKWN ®POHT CPBEUJE

ZORAN MILANOVIC FANKLUB - | MOJ PREDSJEDNIK!
ZDRAV RAZUM | JAVNA KRITIKA

Pravo na izbor

Gde je sad moj Beograd?

HRVATSKA STRANKA PRAVA - HSP

MAKEOOHWJA - MAKEAOHCKO - MAKEOOHLIA
UJEDINJENI HRVATSKI DOMOLJUBI

Liberal.hr - grupa za rasprave

Velimir Bujanec

Gradjansko Budjenje

STOP NEPRAVDI

Zivot na selu moj vrt

Romano Live

HRVATSKA U SRCU

Porestina.info - novosti iz Poreca i okolice

. Jutarnji

Novi svjetski poredak
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Forexample, disinformation sources such as Nora Zabavag, Srpsko narodno
Carstvo10, Toma Lova11, and others regularly shared Faktograf.hr’s work.
Many of the disinformation sources that shared content from Faktograf.
hr were from Serbia, but also from Macedonia, Austria, and Germany, so
this (part of the) network also had supranational characteristics (Brautovic,
2022a). However, the highest number of shares by disinformation actors
came from Croatian sources such as Libertarijanci koji govore naski (N=11),
FORUM (N=7), Glavna grupa stranke lvana Pernara (N=6), Koronavirus (COVID
-19) Hrvatska: zabrinuti (N=6) and Saznajmo istinu o Koroni (N=6) (Table 2).

Table 2: Top 10 vertices who shared Faktograf.hr fact-checks

Verticies Number of shares
SEE check 109
Denis Latin 39
Koronavirus Hrvatska - COVID19 - savjeti i informacije 20
Libertarijanci koji govore naski 1
FORUM 7
Glavna grupa stranke lvana Pernara 6
Koronavirus (COVID-19) Hrvatska: zabrinuti 6
Saznajmo istinu o Koroni 6
Gordan Lauc 5
Borba Protiv Okupacije 5

It should be noted that in many cases sharing fact checks was a form of
criticism of Faktograf.hr. Figure 1 shows an example where alternative me-
dia 2012 Transformacija Svijesti shared Faktograf.hr’s fact check about 5G
technology and its impact on human health, accusing them of spreading lies
and half-truths and directly violating human rights mandated by UN (2021
Transformacija Svijesti, 2020).

9 Facebook public group founded by Vutra.si Sloevenian webshop
for selling cannabis.

10  Facebook public page founded by political organization Serbian
People’s Front.

1 Facebook page founded by Serbian alternative media Code17.
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Figure 1: Example of criticism of Faktograf.hr
Source: https://www.facebook.com/337296072954727/
posts/3837252699625696

A detailed analysis of the 5 most frequently shared fact-checks revealed
that public actors make up only a small part of the overall network (Table
3). Unfortunately, it was not possible to explore this finding further becau-
se Crowd Tangle does not provide access to private data.

Table 3: Top 5 the most shared fact-checks

Title URL Facebook Shared by (only public sources)
Shares
Da, Talijani umiru https://faktograf. | 367 Sladoljev Sre¢ko
vide nego inace hr/2020/03/16/ Bruna Zlatko i Zeljko - NEOVISNI
(Yes, Italians are srecko-sladol- ZA HRVATSKU
dying more than jev-ne-govori-is- DOMOLJUBI SU ZA DOMOVINSKI
usual) tinu-imunolos- POKRET
ki-zavod-nema-Ii- Koronacija
jek-za-korona- Denis Latin
virus/
Veza izmedu korona | https:/faktograf. | 267 AWAP Divlje Zivotinje

virusa i 5G se ne
zataSkava, jer je
nema

(The connection
between the corona

virus and 5G is npodwun)

not covered up, Bnagumup MNyTuH - MupoBson

because there is Ilnaep

none) MAKEOOHWJA.
MAKEOOHWJA -
MAKEOOHCKO -
MAKEOOHLN

hr/2020/03/16/
korona-vi-
rus-5g-ivijesti/

2012 Transformacija Svijesti
prof.dr. DAVOR PAVUNA - okupi-
mo cestite ljude za novu Hrvatsku
PenybnuvkaHcka MakegoHcka
HapopgHa MNapTtuja(opuruHanex
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Viralni dezinformira- | https:/faktograf. 183 Koronavirus Hrvatska - COVID19 -
juéivideo ameri¢kih | hr/2020/07/31/ savjeti i informacije

lije¢nika stigao je i viralni-dezin- Podrska “DOSTA JE BILO” do

u Hrvatsku, rapidno | formirajuci-vid- konacne pobede

se §iri eo-americk- Libertarijanci koji govore naski
(The viral disinfor- ih-lijecnika-sti- COVID-19 RS INFO

mation video of gao-je-i-u-hr-

American doctors vatsku-rapid-

has reached Croatia | no-se-siri/

and is spreading

rapidly)

Siri se video u https://faktograf. | 172 Podrska sucu Mislavu Kolaku$i¢u
kojem Mislav hr/2021/06/14/ Vaccine Freedom of Choice
Kolakusi¢ netocno mislav-kolaku- Chemtrails report Serbia

i manipulativno sic-netocno-i-ma- TOMA LOVA

govori o pandemiji nipulativno-govo- ZORAN MILANOVIC FANKLUB - |
(Avideo in which ri-o-pandemiji/ MOJ PREDSJEDNIK!

Mislav Kolakusié¢ JEDI ZDRAVO DIREKTNO SA SELA
speaks inaccurately

and manipulatively

about the pandemic

is spreading)

Netocnojedasuse | https:/faktograf. | 156 Hrvati u Austrijia-Gruppe
“testovi za Covid-19” | hr/2020/09/07/ Saznajmo istinu o Koroni

prodavali ve¢ prije

dvije godine

(Itis incorrect that
“tests for Covid-19”

were already sold

two years ago)

testovi-za-covid-
19-svjetska-ban-
ka-wits/

Glavna grupa stranke lvana
Pernara

FORUM

STOP NEPRAVDI

The Faktograf.hr cluster had a broadcast structure with a distinct hub (Fakto-
graf.hr) at the center, where many actors repeated (shared) what they posted.

Inthe case of the broadcast structure, the majority of actors were connected
only to the hub, although in some cases there were small interconnected
subgroups, as in the case of the alternative media portal Relax and Slavija
Info. This finding confirms that Faktograf.hr was a powerful agenda setter

and conversation starter (Smith et al, 2014).

Figure 2: Faktograf.hr cluster aggregated based on sharing data*

*The size of the vertex proportional in whole Covid-19 disinformation ecosystem
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Figure 3 shows that the Faktograf.hr cluster maintained its broadcast stru-
cture during the four waves of the pandemic. The SEE Check network and

the Facebook group “Koronavirus Hrvatska - COVID19 - savjeti i informacije”
were active throughout the analyzed period, while Denis Latin actively dis-
seminated fact-checks during the first two pandemic waves. On the other
hand, disinformation actors showed different survival strategies, confirming
the finding that the disinformation ecosystem functioned as a superorganism

(Brautovic, 2022b).

Figure 3: Development of the fact-checking cluster

@ 1st wave 2" wave 3 wave 4t wave
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CONCLUSION

The findings presented in this report confirm that fact-checking as an approa-
ch to combating disinformation on the Internet has some limitations. However,
debunking disinformation is important because it defends the culture of
truth and can improve efforts to curb disinformation. The case of Faktograf.
hr confirms this, as Faktograf.hr was able to prevent 54% of disinformation,
but the majority of actors share Faktograf.hr fact checks as a form of criticism

rather than an attempt to reduce the spread of disinformation.

To be more effective in their work, fact-checking organizations need to

collaborate more with other fact-checking organizations that cover the same

disinformation ecosystem and mainstream media. In the case of fact-checking
organizations, they should make more efforts to build a close community of
people and organizations dedicated to sharing correct information. In the

second case, mainstream media need to take more social responsibility and

support fact-checking organizations in disseminating fact-checks, as they

have a much larger audience. The partnership between mainstream media

and fact-checking organizations should be one of the political priorities at

EU and national level.
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