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Disinformation in Poland on the war in Ukraine
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Disinformation before the Russian invasion in 2022

The first disinformation® mechanisms on a large scale in Poland exploiting a topic linked to Ukraine
appeared in 2013 during the second Maidan revolution. There were narrations that Nazi Junta with
Bandera heritage overthrew democratically elected leader and now the far-right movement would
rule Ukraine. This popular narration was widespread in most of the Western countries by different
disinformation outlets. Nonetheless, it was not the only one. There were attempts to divide Poland
and Ukraine over historical issues. The main one was Wolyn massacre — a still not resolved problem
of the shared history. Poles were scared by Russian disinformation that the new Ukrainian
government has a Bandera and Ukrainian Insurgent Army heritage and would glorify them (when the
majority of Poles perceived them as brutal murderers). Also, there were fears fuelled by Russian
disinformation that Ukraine may want to seize a part of the Polish territory. On the other hand,
Ukrainians were scared with the reminiscence of Polish imperialism and that Warsaw may want to
capture Lviv and Western Ukraine. Despite these disinformation narratives the sympathy and
cooperation between two nations developed and both Poles and Ukrainians maintained positive

images of each other, so Russian disinformation attempts failed.

The disinformation content is as important as the actors, who are responsible for spreading it. Once
websites and people offering interesting intellectual alternatives to the Euro-Atlantic foreign policy
course transformed into Pro-Russian disinformation spreaders. It was clearly visible that many fans

of geopolitics but also websites about the Eastern borderlands participate wittingly, or not, in
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spreading Russian disinformation. Websites and social media accounts of real people, who before
2013 had written about this forgotten former Polish territory started to spread anti-Ukrainian
narratives. Last but not least, all articles about Russia and Ukraine were flooded with the pro-
Russian and anti-Ukrainian comments. Fans of geopolitics and Eastern borderlands set up also
groups on Facebook, where many discussions had an anti-Ukrainian, and anti-West and pro-
Russian flavour. Last but not least, there were also pages such as ,Ukrainiec nie jest moim bratem”
(Ukrainian is not my brother), which were publishing discriminating and anti-Ukrainian content. The

latter had about 60 000 followers but with a quite limited range.
War in Ukraine

The initial disinformation activity in Poland was not coordinated well with the Russian invasion of
Ukraine and needed time to start working. Unfortunately, currently the Polish infosphere is flooded
with pro-Russian and anti-Ukrainian content. Russian information operations could be divided into
several long-term strategic goals but also disinformation very often used an ad-hoc events to
achieve its strategic aims: wreak havoc, increase social and political divisions, and undermine the

trust to authorities, politicians, and mainstream medias.
The antagonisation to Ukraine minority

More than 3 million Ukrainian refugees left their homeland and escaped to Poland, where they were
warmly welcomed by thousands of volunteers, who provided assistance. However, the initial
eagerness to help naturally diminishes with time passing and in social media, one may observe the
growing number of disinformation trying to polarise Polish and Ukrainian people. Indeed, Poland will
financially pay for accommodating many refugees and it could make Polish peoples’ life more
difficult (thus the government should clearly explain this situation to them). However, in Polish
infosphere many fake stories about prioritisation of Ukraine refugees have appeared. They do not

reflect reality, but they are still very dangerous as they can lead to riots.

On Facebook there was a leaflet enumerating the main potential threats linked with Ukrainian

minority (graphics 1).
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Graphics 1

Readers can learn that Ukrainian refugees will cause the rising prices of renting flats because of the
higher demands, the lowering salaries due to the influx of low-cost Ukrainian employees, dangerous
cultural changes, the rise of crimes and —maybe the funniest thing — that Polish women will lose
jobs and will have fewer chances to find a husband due to the attractiveness of Ukrainian women.

There were also stories circulating in social media that in certain hospitals only Ukrainians got
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medical services, or the Polish children were kicked out from schools because Ukrainian children

were sheltered there (see graphics 2).

« Tweet

"Wrocitam ze szpitala na Kopernika (Kasia znowu
skrecita chyba noge i jej spuchta). Po godzinie czekania
na panig dr ... dostalam info, ze teraz przyjmuja tylko
Ukraincow i z wypadkow.... Kasi nawet RTG nie
zrobili.." - Info z pierwszej reki od znajomej z Zgbek...

Translate Tweet

1:52 PM - Mar 6, 2022 - Twitter for Android

71 Retweets 197 Quote Tweets 171 Likes

Graphics 2

Some people were also allegedly surprised that many Ukrainians visited Polish Z0OO, attending
parties or possess luxury cars and trying to exploit this situation to show that these people do not

need help and that in reality they are not traumatised by war (see also graphics 3).
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Samotna kolezanka skarzyla sie mamie, ze w sobote
cata dyskoteka byta petna Ukrainek. Nie byto gdzie nogi
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Graphics 3

In the future with the deterioration of the economy, more of such fake stories may appear to spur
the hatred toward Ukrainians. These disinformation narratives are the most dangerous and may end
with an act of brutal violence against Ukrainians. Unfortunately, the spokesman of the Polish Police
informed weeks ago that the number of crimes against Ukrainian refugees is rising and there were
the incidents of violence against Ukrainians. Hopefully, they are seldom, but their number may
increase if the disinformation is not challenged effectively. This narrative unfortunately is also the
most problematic as some of the information mixed with an abundance of fake stories may be true.
Polish people will probably wait longer in queues to doctors and will pay extra money, but it is not a

blame of Ukrainian refugees but Putin’s barbaric invasion on Ukraine.

NATO and allies will betray us
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It is a very common narrative repeated often by many geopoliticians and fans of realism in
international relations theory. They claim that in the wake of a war with Russia the NATO members
will not fulfil its obligation under article V and will not help attacked Poland. What is more, Germany
and other allies will seek for an agreement with Russia over Polish heads. These narratives were
especially popular before the war, but currently in the case of significant redeployment of the NATO
forces to the Eastern Flank they were rather silenced. On the other hand, there are other classical
narratives that Great Britain and the United States want to use Polish soldiers as cannon fodders in
the war against Russia and that Poland should stay away. One of the famous Polish geopoliticians

spreads this narrative (graphics 4).

« Tweet

Nawolywanie do wspierania militarnego Ukrainy przez
Polske jest narazaniem naszego kraju na dzialania
odwetowe Rosji i ew. niepotrzebng wojne. Dodajmy,
wojne w interesie USA i Wielkiej Brytanii, gdzie Polacy
stanowiliby "migso armatnie" mocarstw morskich. Nie
idZmy na te wojne!

ansiated trom Polish by Google
Calling for military support for Ukraine by Poland
exposes our country to Russia's retaliatory actions and
possibly unnecessary war. Let us add, a war in the
interests of the United States and Great Britain, where
Poles would be the "cannon fodder" of maritime
powers. Let's not go to this war!

9:24 PM - Apr 25, 2022 - Twitter Web App
Graphics 4

Poland as a warmonger

Poland was also depicted by Russian disinformation as a Russo phobic country, which wants to
provoke a war with Russians and tries to pull out the West into it. Unfortunately, some Western
experts were vulnerable to these claims and repeated Russian propaganda on this subject. However,
currently this narration has been changed, but Poland is still often presented as the country, which
pushes to the war with Russia. It was emphasised with the discussion over deliveries of Polish MiG-
29 and the fake news that Ukrainian pilots will take off from Polish bases. This story was amplified
by the comments of a former American military in Fox News, who said that Poland wanted to do it
and Secretary General of NATO personally intervened and came to Poland to stop it. It was fake
news, because Jens Stoltenberg arrived to Poland in a day of inauguration of Very High Readiness

Joint Task Force (VHRJTF) and his visit was not connected with MiG-29 case (see graphics 5).
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¢  Thread

tadnie sig bawig sukinsyny, Naszym kosztem.
Telegram: Cyt."Znany Amerykanski putkownik i strateg
Doug MacGregor ujawnia kulisy sprawy Polskich
samolotow dla Ukrainy. Jak sie okazato, antypolski rzad
PiS byl blisko rozpoczecia 3WS, a przynajmniej wojny
Rasji z Polska. 1/3

Transiated from Palish by Google

Motherfuckers are having a good time at our expense.
Telegram: Quote "The famous American colonel and
strategist Doug MacGregor reveals the backstage of
Polish planes for Ukraine. As it turned out, the anti-
Palish PiS government was close to the start of WW3,
or at least Russia's war with Poland. 1/3

Graphics 5

Second time this narrative was used when Deputy Prime Minister Kaczynski proposed the idea of
NATO peacekeeping mission. The disinformation apparatus includes even Russian Minister of
Foreign Russia claiming that Poland wants to use this mission to drag NATO in the war.
Unfortunately, some of these Russian claims were repeated by opposition politicians, journalists,

and commentators, what gave them some credibility.
It is not our war. We should stay aside

Another misleading narrative claims that Poland should not involve in the war in Ukraine by, for
example, providing weapons and should avoid harsh rhetoric because it may provoke Russia to
hostile actions. However, it is not a clear example of disinformation, because in democracy everyone
has a right to have own opinion, but it has a detrimental effect on the public opinion and it is
cohesive with Russian claims. In the opinion of these people, Poland should behave selfishly like
Hungary because this war is an Ukrainian one, not a Polish. This is the exact implementation of
Kremlin scenario, which many times warned about the Western interference in the Ukraine war. But
fear is the fuel of Kremlin policy and Russia likes to threat other countries in the international area.
Following them and adopting a non-hostile to Russia policy do not guarantee safety and peace. For
example, Bulgaria tempered its hostile behaviour toward Russia, but gas delivery was cut off too.
Another narrative is also that Poland should not be on a frontline of actions against Russia; it is
however again distorting reality because Poland is bordering with all the sides of war: Russia,
Belarus and Ukraine and in fact it is Poland’s war too. It should be clear to everyone that if Ukraine
failed Poland and Baltic States would be the next. Considering the scale of destruction of Ukrainian
infrastructure and Russian cruelty, nobody in his right mind may claim that the war in Ukraine is not
our war. This argument is very often repeated by Polish far-right, nationalistic and geopolitics

groups.

Beside these long-term disinformation narratives in Polish infosphere there is also ad-hoc campaign
exploiting current events. First one was noticed just after the outbreak of war, when stories in

infosphere circulated about running supplies of fuel and also the panic was spread about
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withdrawing money from ATMs. It caused long queues on gas stations and in front of ATMs and in

some places even the shortage of money (see graphics 6).

Rebel24
3min. + Q
Zywiec bankomaty, w ktérych bytam nieczynne, (nie

wszystkie sprawdzatam). Ludzie to samo zgtaszajg
z catej Polski.

Aplikacje bankéw nieczynne (u mnie santander,
millennium, zen, revolut).

Ludzie zgtaszajg, ze w niektérych bankomatach sg
natozone limity na wyptaty.

Graphics 6

Another situation which was exploited by disinformation apparatus happened when Russian soldiers
entered Chernobyl nuclear power plant. The nightmares of Chernobyl catastrophe from 80s
returned and Poles started to storm pharmacies looking for Lugol medicine,” a hazardous behaviour

in the light of Lugol's toxicity.
Who is spreading disinformation?

There are many actors spreading disinformation on various levels, both deliberately and unwittingly.
First, there are websites which are responsible for spreading disinformation and they are continuing
doing so despite the ban of Sputnik and RT in the EU. It has been happening because these two
propaganda outlets were not popular in Poland and the distribution model was different. Various
Polish websites copy a content from RT and Sputnik and publish it as their own and these website
still exist. There is also famous disinformation site such as Kresy.pl or Dziennik Polityczny and some
minor sites linked mostly with far-right, nationalist movement, and geopolitics. Obviously, they are
not the most effective actors spreading disinformation because the main element are the social
media. There is a visible trend that actors responsible for COVID-19 disinformation changed their
names to groups against Ukrainians, for instance, an original group name “We don't believe in
COVID-19 Pandemic” was changed into “STOP Ukrainization of Poland”. The same happened with
accounts who spread disinformation about COVID-19 or 5G on other social platforms as Twitter.
There were also hundred anonymous accounts created in the last weeks, who actively comment on
articles and post about Russia and Ukraine. It is a very common characteristic of Russian strategy.
Last but not least the most harmful may be a bunch of politicians, commentators and "experts” who

have a significant audience and wittingly or not spread disinformation. We have examples of
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politicians who contested the massacre in Butcha, geopolitical experts who are trying to convince
that the war in Ukraine is not our war and are interviewing Russian ambassador in the midst of the
war. There were also journalists who spread anti-Ukrainian stories or disinformation about energy. It

is rather unlikely that they are paid by Russians, but they behave as classical useful idiots.
Conclusion

1. Disinformation is a natural part of every war and could have negative consequences far beyond
the front line. It is hardly unlikely that it may change government policy toward the war or scare

Polish people, who will put pressure on authorities to stand aside.

2. The most dangerous effect could be tensions between Ukrainian minority and Polish people.
Disinformation efforts will continue to blame the refugees for worsening economic situation in
Poland and other problems in everyday life of Poles. If the initial sympathy and the gigantic aid for

Ukrainian refugees transform into hatred the disinformation will win.

Author: dr. Andrzej Koztowski, Head of Research Office, Casimir Pulaski Foundation

! The EU Commission defines disinformation as 'verifiably false or misleading information created, presented
and disseminated for economic gain or to intentionally deceive the public'. “Parliamentary questions,”
European Parliament, accessed May 31, 2022,https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-
003318_EN.html.

It was a popular medicine, which Polish people drank in the 80s to minimise the negative effect of radiation.
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The CaSimir pUlaSki Foundation is an independent, non-partisan think-

tank specialising in foreign policy and international security. The Pulaski Foundation provides
analyses that describe and explain international developments, identify trends in international
environment, and contain possible recommendations and solutions for government decision makers
and private sector managers to implement. The Foundation concentrates its research on two
subjects: transatlantic relations and Russia and the post-Soviet sphere. It focuses primarily on
security, both in traditional and non-military dimensions, as well as political changes and economic
trends that may have consequences for Poland and the European Union. The Casimir Pulaski
Foundation is composed of over 40 experts from various fields. It publishes the Pulaski Policy
Papers, the Pulaski Report, and the Pulaski Viewpoint. The Foundation also publishes “Informator
Pufaskiego,” a summary of upcoming conferences and seminars on international policy. The
Foundation experts cooperate with media on a regular basis. Once a year, the Casimir Pulaski
Foundation gives the Knight of Freedom Award to an outstanding person who has promoted the
values represented by General Casimir Pulaski: freedom, justice, and democracy. Prizewinners
include: Professor Witadystaw Bartoszewski, Professor Norman Davies, Alaksandar Milinkiewicz,
President Lech Watesa, President Aleksander Kwasniewski, President Valdas Adamkus, Bernard
Kouchner, Richard Lugar, president Vaira \ike-Freiberga, president Mikheil Saakashvili, Radostaw
Sikorski, Carl Bildt, president Toomas Hendrik llves, Michait Chodorkowski, president Mary Robinson,
Anders Fogh Rasmussen, president Dalia Grybauskaité, as well as Thorbjgrn Jagland and Aleksiej
Navalny. The Casimir Pulaski Foundation has a partnership status with the Council of Europe and is a
member of the Group Abroad, an association of Polish non-governmental organizations involved in

international cooperation.
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