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  I N T R O D U C T I O N
The media “has become a component of 
the armed forces” according to Russian 
Minister of Defense Sergey Shoygu, re-
f lecting a widespread belief among au-
tocrats that the manipulation of informa-
tion f lows can achieve geopolit ical goals 
once only attainable through force. With 
recommendation engines that promise 
to “deliver the right content to the right 
people at the right t ime”, an autocratic 
regime reaching sympathetic audiences 
in democratic countries has never been 
easier. 

At Omelas, we aim to shed light on how 
polit ical actors, state and nonstate, are 
conducting inf luence operations online 
to those ends. While many of our partners 
have focused on the important task of 
exposing covert actions online, overt ac-
counts and channels–those that make no 
secret of their ownership–hold positions 
of soaring inf luence and power online, 
often commanding the top spots among 
news channels or content creators of any 
kind. They work in tandem with internal 
entit ies and external actors to then dis-
tribute this content through both overt 
and covert means, including but not l im-
ited to botnets, sockpuppets, and more.

Since COVID-19 f irst broke out in Decem-
ber, we have been collecting a breathtak-
ing amount of content in order to under-
stand the inf luence operation strategies 

of key actors in context with their geopo-
lit ical objectives and how their strategies 
have changed, if any. We sur veyed China, 
Iran, NATO, Russia, Saudi Arabia, the US, 
and Venezuela from the date each record-
ed its 100th confirmed case of COVID-19 
until May 12, 2020, the date of publica-
tion. 

While we provide data on the perfor-
mance of state-funded media in demo-
cratic states for comparison, we encour-
age users to be mindful of the dif fering 
relationships between the state and state 
media and dif fering levels of editorial in-
dependence in open societies versus 
censored ones. Freedom House and Re-
porters Without Borders provide useful 
guides for press freedoms generally by 
countr y, which ser ves as a strong proxy 
for freedom of state media as well .

We document how overt information op-
erations support the foreign policy of key 
polit ical actors. Just as in the short stor y, 
The Ones That Walk Away from Omelas, 
by Ursula Le Guin, in which the citizens 
are told the truth about the source of 
their happiness, we want to do the same: 
being fully transparent about the top in-
f luence operation content and strategies 
deployed by the primar y actors. 

The Omelas Team 

P R E F A C E
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  G L O S S A R Y
ACTOR
A polit ical entity capable of changing the 
geopolit ical landscape, e.g. states, par-
ties, intergovernmental bodies, milit ias, 
and foreign terrorist organizations

ACCOUNT
A unique id within a platform that exists at 
a distinct url and which publishes posts.

BR AND
Brand is the external facing image of a 
given account, i .e what the account calls 
itself without normalization across plat-
forms.

CAMPAIGN
One level up in the ontology from narra-
tives, campaigns are the content strate-
gies that an actor has based on their geo-
polit ical objectives. While there might be 
hundreds of narratives per month, usu-
ally, there are only 5-10 campaigns per 
month. These themes are repeated and 
used in content generation down the on-
tology.

ENGAGEMENT
Any active action taken by a user in re-
sponse to a post and recorded by the 
platform. Examples include likes, com-
ments, upvotes, retweets, and shares.

NARR ATIVE
A narrative is a group of posts whose 
linked articles have been aggregated ac-
cording to our stor y aggregator, i .e. sto-
ries are aggregated by l inked articles in 
content and not the content itself. Narra-
tives describe temporally l imited events 
from one or more actors. Each narrative 
contains multiple posts, but no post can 
be associated with more than one stor y.

ONLINE INFORMATION 
ENVIRONMENT
The digital attributes that act upon and 
impact knowledge, understanding, be-
liefs, world views, and, ult imately, actions 
of an individual, group, system, communi-
ty, or organization.

PL ATFORM
A platform is a social media ser vice or 
messaging app on which content is pub-
lished. Platforms available in Open Wolf 
Totem are Twitter, RSS, YouTube, Tele-
gram, Vkontakte, Odnoklassniki, Reddit , 
Soroush, Aparat, and Instagram. A note 
on RSS: it is a collection of relevant news 
feeds, blogs, etc.

PORTFOLIO
Portfolios are the ultimate owner of an 
account. For government functions, port-
folio describes the remit of the portfolio 
type, e.g. The Ministr y of Defense or the 

P R E F A C E
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Ground Forces of the Militar y, and um-
brella brands for media houses, e.g. RT 
and Voice of America.

POST
A post refers to specif ic, distinct online 
content with an associated unique url . 
Posts with the exact same text, posted by 
the same accounts, but posted duplica-
tively and thus with multiple urls are mul-
tiple pieces of content. Post is the lowest 
level in our ontology.

SENTIMENT
Sentiment summarizes on a -1.0 to +1.0 
scale how positive or negative is an arti-
cle, or how negative or positive is an ar-
ticle’s portrayal of a given person, place, 
countr y, or concept.

P R E F A C E
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In the f irst phase of the COVID-19 
crisis, China’s inf luence oper-
ations were primarily centered 
on the theme that the Chinese 
Communist Party had effectively 
controlled the pandemic, winning 
international praise. A parallel 
campaign began three weeks lat-
er, on March 24th, framing China 
as the savior from the pandemic, 
sharing best practices and send-
ing humanitarian aid around the 
world. The campaign peaked at 

around 100 posts a day in mid-
April .  China has taken advantage 
of American struggles with con-
tainment, portraying Beijing as a 
better protector of the American 
people than is Washington.

S U M M A R Y

C H I N A
P E O P L E ’ S  R E P U B L I C  O F

Q U I C K  F A C T S

82,919 79,4634,633

66%38%

CASES DE ATHS COVID -REL ATED 
PIECES

SHARE OF ALL 
POSTS

SHARE IN
 ENGLISH
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C H I N A

The f irst confirmed COVID-19 
case was detected in Wuhan, 
Hubei Province, China in late 
December. It rapidly spread 
to other parts of China and in-
ternationally before a govern-
ment-imposed lockdown of the 
province started on Januar y 23. 
Wuhan lif ted the lockdown on 
April 8. Flight restrictions in and 
out of China have continued to 
the present as the government 
fears a resurgent wave of the 
virus through imported cases 
from abroad and/or other parts 
of China. The off icial Chinese 
government statistics show 
that there are 83,974 confirmed 
cases and 4,374 deaths. How-
ever, these numbers are highly 
controversial and disputed by 
Western governments, inter-
national organizations, and ac-

tivist groups. Estimates of the 
real death rate is 20-50x the of-
f icial number, according to The 
Economist ,  which cites various 
f igures given by US think tanks 
and China experts. Once the 
domestic pandemic was under 
control, starting March 19th, 
China began sending doctors by 
the hundreds and medical assis-
tance by the ton to more than 90 
countries around the world, in-
cluding some of the hardest hit 
countries, such as Italy, Spain, 
and Brazil .

T I M E L I N E
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     S E L F -

  P O R T R A Y A L

China’s inf luence operations on 
the COVID-19 pandemic center 
on four major themes in the past 
four months:

•	 The Chinese Communist Par-
ty ’s (CCP) ability and capac-
ity to handle the pandemic, 
which has won applause from 
the international community

•	 China continues to be a pos-
it ive economic partner de-
spite the global downturn 
and is eager to get back to 
business as usual

•	 China is a humanitarian hero 
sending doctors and humani-
tarian aid around the world to 

both developed and develop-
ing countries

•	 The West, led by the US, is 
obstructing China’s noble ef-
forts with fabrications and 
slander

While the two formermost Chi-
nese IO campaigns are part of 
longstanding efforts to demon-
strate the strength of the state 
at home and cultivate econom-
ic ties abroad, the lattermost 
are novel and display notable 
sophistication, reach, and com-
plexity. Xinhua News  and Global 
Times  were the f irst to amplif y 
the message of the value and 
warm reception of Chinese hu-
manitarian aid. As tracked by the 
China Africa Research Init iative 
at Johns Hopkins, much of the 
aid amounted to concessionar y 
loans that the recipient coun-
tries would have to pay back in 
two to three years. The omission 
of this key detail ser ves China’s 
strategic interest of establish-
ing Beijing as a global leader. 
Xinhua News ’s reporting on hu-
manitarian aid was ambiguous 
and sparse. In calculating totals, 
state media grouped togeth-
er as “Essential medical equip-
ment ” both inexpensive and 
easily produced items like face 
masks with urgently needed, ex-
pensive equipment l ike ventila-
tors. State media released many 
of these articles before off icial 
announcements from China’s 
Ministr y of Foreign Affairs and 

C H I N A

Chinese tweet celebrating 
COVID-19 response
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the recipient countries. This 
demonstrates the CCP’s use of 
inf luence operations to antici-
pate a formal foreign policy. In 
short, IO came before the for-
eign policy, rather than foreign 
policy before IO.

China’s campaign responding 
to American accusations has 
seen exceptional coordination 
while traff icking in its own con-
spiracies. Several CCP-owned 
publications published piec-
es claiming COVID-19 is in fact 
a US Army bioweapon brought 
to China in August for the Mili-
tar y Games, a conspiracy fur-
ther spread by Chinese diplo-
mats–many of whom created 
Twitter accounts just to spread 
the theor y. American origins of 
COVID-19 has been a regular re-
frain among Chinese all ies and 
Chinese aligned actors such as 
Iran and Venezuela. While Chi-
nese media is generally staid, 
this campaign has seen excep-
tional vitriol, ref lecting China’s 
besieged position on the inter-
national stage and increasing 
tensions with the US. 

  P O R T R A Y A L
    O F  R I V A L S

The disorganized and isolation-
ist American response has af-
forded China an opportunity to 
denounce Washington. China 
has published over 6,000 pieces 
in the previous two months on 
American handling of COVID-19, 
focusing on the failures of the 
federal response. State media 
and off icials took a signif icant 
interest in the dismissal of Cap-
tain Brett Crozier, the command-
ing off icer of the USS Roosevelt , 
with 42 posts in 10 languages 
in the f irst twenty-four hours 
after news broke. The f iring 
played into a larger narrative of 
COVID-19 diminish the American 
militar y, highlighted by several 
op-eds positing the pandemic 
represented the end of Amer-
ican militar y supremacy. Chi-
na has reported extensively on 
how the American government 
is fail ing the American people, 
for instance reposting several 
t imes an article in The Atlantic 
calling the United States a failed 
state, followed two days later 
by an op-ed in Global Times  and 
a piece from Chinese Radio In-
ternational Turkish  saying the 
same. China contrasts Washing-
ton’s failures with its own sup-
port for the American people, 
for instance posting a stor y on a 
thank you note the governor of 
Pennsylvania sent to his coun-

C H I N A
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terpart in Fujian for a donation 
of masks. The post was attached 
to the hashtag #FightTogether 
which Chinese media deploys to 
highlight Beijing’s cooperative 
approach to battling the pan-
demic. In Beijing’s narrative, this 
stands in stark contrast to the 
American response, summarized 
by a piece from the People’s 
Daily t it led “ World left in shock 
over US sabotage of global co-
operation against COVID-19”. 
Excluding pieces on Weibo, 69% 
of Chinese off icial and media 
posts regarding COVID-19 were 
in English.

While China’s global rival the 
United States has become the 
leading epicenter of the pan-
demic, China’s regional rival 
Taiwan has been among the 
most effective in containing 
COVID-19. Chinese off icials 
and media have had lit t le to say 
about the Taiwanese response, 
though since Beijing considers 
Taiwan a province the island’s 
totals are included in regular 
updates on infection counts by 
province. Beijing’s narrative on 
Taiwan has been far more defen-
sive instead, rebutting Taiwan-
ese claims of a poor Mainland 
response and slamming Taiwan’s 
ruling party for “attempting to 
use COVID-19 to agitate for in-
dependence”. Despite most ac-
tors portraying Taiwan in a pos-
it ive l ight, Chinese pieces on 
Taiwan expressed an exception-
ally negative sentiment of -0.27.

  G E O P O L I T I C A L

    C O N T E X T
Through the end of 2019, Chi-
na’s rapidly growing economy, 
increasing inf luence in inter-
national bodies, and expanding 
diplomatic corps supported an 
image of China as a rising su-
perpower, buttressed by tens of 
thousands of pieces from Chi-
nese media to that end. When 
COVID-19 began to spread 

C H I N A

Chinese Reddit submission criticiz-
ing US policy
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throughout Hubei province, 
Chinese off icials and media fo-
cused on a local message of the 
strength of and order brought 
by the state. As the virus grew 
into a pandemic and dozens of 
smaller nations passed China’s 
infection count, China deployed 
its media to portray Beijing’s re-
sponse as prescient and to am-
plif y the impact of global human-
itarian aid. China has missed no 
opportunity to contrast its re-
sponse–unif ied, collaborative, 
ef fective–to the scattershot, 
isolationist , and ineffective re-
sponse by the United States. 
While the pandemic has proven 
a major boon for China’s global 
prestige, closer to home Bei-
jing’s response has fallen short 
of Taiwan and South Korea’s 
with l it t le explanation coming 
from state media and off icials.

C H I N A
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Iran was an early epicenter 
of COVID-19 and struggled 
to mount an effective re-
sponse. Likewise Iranian in-
formation operations around 
COVID-19 have been scat-
tershot, alternating from 
denying the problem’s ex-
istence to viewing the dis-
ease’s virulence as a tool 
with which to humiliate the 
United States. Iranian media 

and leadership have whole-
heartedly embraced con-
spiracies around COVID-19’s 
origins, while even domestic 
focused media has offered 
lit t le in the way of informa-
tion or support for Iranians.

S U M M A R Y

I R A N
I S L A M I C  R E P U B L I C  O F

Q U I C K  F A C T S

106,498 20,2846,340

11%27%

CASES DE ATHS COVID -REL ATED 
POSTS
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I R A N

While the Ministr y of Health 
confirmed the f irst cases of 
SARS-CoV-19 on Februar y 19, 
the infected succumbed to the 
disease a few days later, sug-
gesting the f irst infection had 
originated days or weeks earli-
er. The off icial count surpassed 
100 within a week, with the epi-
center at n the holy city of Qom. 
The same week, the custodian 
of the city ’s main shrine encour-
aged pilgrims to visit “ to get 
cured from mental and physical 
diseases.” The government in 
Tehran claimed that the United 
States had exaggerated the dan-
gers of COVID-19 to suppress 
turnout in an upcoming election 
and threatened to “punish any-
one spreading rumors about a 
serious epidemic.”

But later the same week, the 
government deployed 300,000 
troops to f ight the virus and be-
gan to cancel events. As Iranian 
New Year, the most important 
national holiday approached, the 
off icial count surpassed 15,000 
and Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Khamenei canceled his annual 
address, normally held before 
a massive crowd. The govern-
ment began to ban large gath-
erings over the following week 
but showed lit t le ability or will 
to enforce the order, epitomized 
by a mass funeral procession 
for an IRGC leader who had died 
of COVID-19.

The WHO in mid-March estimat-
ed the true infection count in 

T I M E L I N E
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I R A N
Iran to be f ive times the off icial 
number, while The Economist 
quoted anonymous government 
sources as estimating the true 
number at the same time to be 
closer to 200,000. Iranian MPs 
have claimed that the f irst cas-
es occurred as early as late Jan-
uar y.

     S E L F -

  P O R T R A Y A L

Iran’s portrayal of its response 
as militant, aggressive, but ham-
pered by American malfeasance 
falls in l ine with longstanding 
goals of the regime. Messaging 
has especially highlighted the 
importance of the Islamic Revo-
lutionar y Guard Corps (IRGC) and 
especially its paramilitar y wing, 
the Basij ,  to civic wellbeing. This 
narrative has been tempered by 
attempts to minimize the extent 
and scope of the virus.
 
About 5% of all  posts relating to 
COVID-19 detail the Herculean 
efforts of the IRGC who “did not 
have an inherent duty in the face 
of this disease, but felt respon-
sible for protecting people’s 
l ives” according to the speaker 
of Iran’s upper legislative body. 
“The IRGC’s bril l iant strategies 
have given hope to the peo-
ple,” claimed another post. In 
all ,  Iran has referenced IRGC ac-
tivity with a positive sentiment 

of +0.18, inducing an identically 
positive response in audiences.
 
But those efforts, according to 
the Iranian narrative, have been 
undermined by American du-
plicity, with the top stor y from 
the previous two months de-
cr ying American sanctions. The 
sentiment towards the United 
States in all  Iranian COVID-19 
related posts was an extreme 
-0.34 compared to -0.16 and 
-0.12 in Chinese and Venezue-
lan media, respectively. Part of 
this messaging is the accusa-
tion that COVID-19 is an Amer-
ican biological weapon. General 
Salami, commander of the IRGC, 
f irst f loated the suggestion on 
March 1, and in the following 
weeks state press published 
claims that an unnamed former 
CIA agent had confirmed the vi-

S o r o u s h  p o s t  l a u d i n g  I R G C
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I R A N
rus’s American provenance and 
that unnamed Russian scien-
tists had confirmed its artif icial 
origins. On March 12, Khamenei 
joined in, suggesting the virus 
could be a biological weapon. 
 
In his annual Iranian New Years 
address, delivered remotely, 
Khamenei amplif ied the mes-
sage f loated by his state’s me-
dia ser vices for the past several 
weeks. Rather than focus on the 
damage the virus has wrought, 
Khameneii berated American “li-
ars, charlatans, and terrorists” 
for the countr y ’s woes. Audienc-
es responded enthusiastically, 
with comments on posts about 
the address expressing a pos-
it ive sentiment of +0.18. Even 
when targeting a domestic au-
dience, on Iranian social media 
ser vices Aparat and Soroush, 
the message focused square-
ly on the United States, with as 
many posts discussing corona-
virus as a biological weapon as 
tell ing the audience to stay at 
home.

  P O R T R A Y A L
    O F  R I V A L S

The United States’ troubled re-
sponse to its own COVID-19 
outbreak and refusal to partic-
ipate in global efforts to curb 
the pandemic have helped sup-
port longstanding objectives of 

Iranian information operations. 
Saudi Arabia has responded to 
the pandemic more successfully 
and collaboratively, leading Iran 
to resort to conspiracies to dis-
credit their regional rival.

A full tenth of all  COVID-19 re-
lated posts from Iran have ref-
erenced the United States, 
relishing in America’s spot as 
“leader in Coronavirus deaths”, 
which several articles claim is a 
result of “structural defects of 
the US health system”. Iranian 
media has amplif ied messaging 
from militar y leadership claim-
ing that COVID-19 has crit ically 
wounded the American securi-
ty ser vices, and that China will 
replace the United States as 
the global superpower in the 
post-pandemic world. Six dif-
ferent Iranian new outlets have 
reported on mass graves in New 
York, f loating a conspiracy that 
the graves were dug with forced 
prison labor. HispanT V, Iran’s 
Spanish-language news site, 
accused the US of acting as a 
“ f if th column” for SARS-CoV-2 
while president Rouhani and 
Venezuelan president Nicolas 
Maduro issued a statement call-
ing “American imperialism more 
dangerous than the virus”. This 
all supports Iran’s geopolit ical 
goal of weakening American in-
f luence, on behalf of which they 
launched the campaign “The US 
Is An Untrustworthy and Shame-
ful Actor” in Januar y of this year, 
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I R A N

garnering over 100,000 engage-
ments in six weeks.

Within the Middle East, Iran’s 
crit icism of the handling of 
COVID-19 has focused on Sau-
di Arabia. While Saudi Arabia 
had relatively few cases for its 
population, 6,700 as of 2020-
04-15, Iran has focused on the 
damage to the global communi-
ty of the kingdom’s actions. Iran 
has amplif ied concerns from 
the UN that “Saudi deportation 
of Ethiopian migrants [will ]  fuel 
#coronavirus spread” as well as 
claims from Houthi leadership 
that “Saudi Arabia sends people 
with corona to Yemen” and that 
“Saudi coalit ion f ighters have 
targeted quarantine centers 

around Yemen”. The Houthis, 
for their part , have published 42 
pieces claiming the Saudis aim 
to spread COVID-19 in Yemen.

  G E O P O L I T I C A L

    C O N T E X T
Iran has subsumed its COVID-19 
narratives into a grander nar-
rative about the nobility of the 
IRGC and perf idy of the Ameri-
cans. In the Iranian tell ing, the 
United States began 2020 with 
the murder of General Solemei-
ni in revenge for his destruction 
of ISIS, an American creation. 
When America saw that Sole-
meini ’s death had only stif f-
ened the resolve of the Iranian 
people, the Americans released 
COVID-19 in revenge. That ex-
plains America’s interference in 
the rest of the world’s attempts 
to mount an effective response. 
But the bril l iance of the IRGC 
and the devotion of the Iranian 
people overcame the biologi-
cal attack, and now America’s 
plan is backfiring. As US troops 
evacuate the Middle East out of 
COVID concerns, the steadfast-
ness and courage of the Iranian 
people and the IRGC realized the 
Ayatollah’s guarantees that Iran 
would respond to Soleimeini ’s 
martyrdom by ejecting America 
from the region.

Iranian tweet claiming the US 
declared war on Iraq
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Prior to March 8th, NATO av-
eraged less than 1 post per 
day on COVID-19, despite 
member nations reporting ex-
ponential growth in confirmed 
cases and staff at NATO HQ in 
Brussels testing positive. Ef-
forts at coordination began in 
full on March 22nd, and NATO 
posted about its response 
strategy and its efforts to aid 

member nations. NATO still 
publishes little on COVID, av-
eraging 13 pieces per day, 
compared to around 2,000 
per day from Russia. 

S U M M A R Y

NORTH ATL ANTIC
T R E AT Y  O R G A N I Z AT I O N

Q U I C K  F A C T S
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N A T O

    T I M E L I N E
On March 9th, 2020, NATO HQ in 
Brussels announced that one of 
its staff had tested positive for 
COVID-19. Since then, five addi-
tional staff members and three 
contractors have tested posi-
tive, while a member of the NA-
TO-led Kosovo Force also tested 
positive. Internally, task forc-
es have started to monitor the 
pandemic with daily briefings to 
determine standard operational 
procedures within the NATO ap-
paratus. 
 
In response to the pandemic, 
NATO activated the Euro-Atlan-
tic Disaster Response Coordi-
nation Centre. Ukraine was the 
first country to request interna-
tional assistance from NATO on 
March 23rd, followed swiftly by 
ten other countries. NATO, which 
does not have its own stockpiles 
of ventilators or protective gear, 
has become the coordinator 
among its member and partner 
nations to help those hardest 
hit , starting with Italy and Spain:

•	 March 29th: Czech aid to 
Spain

•	 March 30th: Czech aid to Italy
•	 April 1st: Turkish aid to Spain 

and Italy
•	 April 10th: Czech aid to North 

Macedonia
•	 April 10th: US aid to Albania

 
On April 2nd, Secretary Gener-
al Jens Stoltenberg discussed 
the implications and NATO’s re-
sponse to COVID-19 for the first 
time publicly during the Foreign 
Defence Ministerial.  Subsequent 
taskforces and coordination ef-
forts among all the nation states 
have been set up to address the 
medium- and long-term impli-
cations of COVID-19 on the re-
silience and readiness of NATO 
troops.
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      P O R T R A Y A L

NATO has traditionally been 
sparse with public communi-
cations, both in volume and 
in active engagement rates. 
COVID-19 has not changed com-
munications strategies. From 
the f irst mention on Januar y 
30th until  March 8, NATO only 
mentioned the virus 18 times. 
Since then, NATO has only av-
eraged 8 COVID-19 posts per 
day. Out of the top 10 narratives 
detected, 6 were not COVID-19 
related. The top narrative about 
COVID-19 is Czech medical aid 
arriving in Italy, followed by Al-
lied airl if ts into Czechia, and a 
broad narrative on NATO’s re-
sponse to COVID-19. The nar-
ratives are all short, with blunt 
facts and lit t le context. 

 
Although NATO members and 
partners speak over two doz-
en languages, with English and 
French as co-off icial,  94% of 
NATO posts on COVID-19 are 
in English. Most of the nations 
that have requested aid are from 
the former Soviet Union, and 
yet besides Latvian, there were 
only 7 posts in native languag-
es of the region. In an attempt 
to dispel Russian disinformation 
that NATO is behind the virus’s 
origins and spread, NATO pub-

lished a piece and accompany-
ing blog post, t it led “Respond-
ing to Russia’s Top My ths about 
NATO and COVID-19”. The post 
is only available in English and 
French, precluding the content 
from reaching speakers of Rus-
sian or the languages of other 
member states. Reflecting the 
focus on humanitarian efforts, 
NATO’s pieces on the pandemic 
express a +0.11 sentiment com-
pared to an average by all actors 
of -0.02. 

NATO has published few piec-
es on its adversaries’ handling 
of the pandemic, coming clos-
est when attempting to dis-
pel my ths spread by adversar y 
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media. NATO has published 74 
pieces on Russia and COVID-19, 
but the wide majority of these 
are reposts of Western newspa-
pers or think tanks discussing 
Russian media’s broadcast of 
COVID-19 conspiracies. Like-
wise NATO has published only 
24 posts regarding China’s con-
tainment of the pandemic with 
a focus almost entirely on Chi-
nese disinformation and cen-
sorship efforts.

  G E O P O L I T I C A L

    C O N T E X T
NATO has deployed few resourc-
es to affect narratives concern-
ing the pandemic. Despite real 
world success in coordinating 
relief campaigns among mem-
ber states, NATO has done lit t le 
to generate publicity around or 
celebrate its efforts. As Russia 
especially aims to sow distrust 
among NATO members, NATO 
has offered lit t le response in the 
online information environment 
by volume, l inguistic diversity, 
or engaging content.

N A T O
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The full extent of COVID-19 
hit Russia far later than oth-
er major countries, with a 
two month lag between the 
f irst case and the f irst 1,000 
cases on March 27th. In-
fections rose from 1,000 to 
10,000 in under two weeks, 
then from 10,000 to 100,000 
in just three weeks. As oth-
er nations grappled with the 
disease and Russia seemed 

unaffected, state media 
boasted of Russia’s position 
as a global leader while blast-
ing American interference 
with the global response and 
dabbling in conspiracy. In the 
previous three weeks, state 
media has grown more staid 
and struggled to coalesce 
around a unif ied message.
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R U S S I A

The earliest infections in Russia 
were both confirmed on Janu-
ar y 31, both infecting Chinese 
nationals, one in Chita near the 
Chinese border and one in Tyu-
men near the Kazakh border. On 
Februar y 5, Russia evacuated 
144 nationals from Wuhan, quar-
antining them outside Tyumen. 
The f irst case infecting a Rus-
sian national was not confirmed 
until Februar y 23. On March 1, a 
Russian infected with Coronavi-
rus escaped a hospital in occu-
pied Crimea and f led to Rostov-
on-Don, a major city in Southern 
Russia. The next day, the f irst 
case was confirmed in Moscow, 
on March 5 the f irst case was 
confirmed in St. Petersburg, and 
by March 16, over 100 cases had 
been confirmed. Russia passed 
the 1,000 case mark on March 27 

and 10,000 case mark on April 9.

The Russian government be-
gan limiting crossborder travel 
with China on Januar y 23 and 
on Januar y 31 restricted entr y 
by Chinese nationals to a sin-
gle airport. The Russian govern-
ment adopted extensive testing 
measures at the end of Janu-
ar y, reaching 165,000 tests by 
March 23, when infections had 
yet to top 500, and reaching 
1,000,000 tests by April 9. So-
cial distancing measures began 
in mid-March.

The WHO representative in Rus-
sia has lauded the Kremlin’s ear-
ly adoption of travel restrictions, 
social distancing, and mass 
testing. The Doctors’ All iance, 
a medical nonprofit , however, 
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R U S S I A
contends that the low numbers 
are in part due to willfully clas-
sif ying cases of COVID-19 as 
pneumonia and unreliability of 
testing.

By late April ,  the Alliance’s 
concerns seemed prescient. 
On April 9, Russia passed the 
10,000 mark. By April 21, Rus-
sia confirmed 50,000 cases. By 
April 30, 100,000. That same day, 
Prime Minister Mikhail Mishus-
tin confirmed he had contract-
ed COVID-19. Russia crossed 
200,000 cases on May 9.

     S E L F -

  P O R T R A Y A L
Russia’s init ial portrayal of its 
response as capable, collabo-
rative, and comprehensive has 
supported the state’s primar y 
constructive geopolit ical goals. 
Internationally, Russia’s mes-
saging has supported an image 
of Russia as a global leader and, 
domestically, reinforced the im-
age of the state as a bulwark of 
strength and order. 

In the three months leading up 
to the outbreak, Russian digi-
tal state media had published 
25,000 pieces as part of our 
AI-identif ied campaign “Russia 
Is The Ideal Diplomatic Leader 
In A World Dominated By A Tact-
less West ”. To emphasize Rus-
sia’s capacity to rise to global 

challenges, the Kremlin has pub-
lished nearly 5,000 pieces about 
the deployment of Russian doc-
tors to Italy to combat the virus 
in the hardest hit regions. Audi-
ences have responded positive-
ly to the stories, with an average 
sentiment of +0.10. An addition-
al 477 posts describe the mil-
l ion dollar aid package Russia 
delivered to the WHO to f ight 
the Coronavirus and the state’s 
shipment of 100,000 testing kits 
to all ies globally.

Domestically, Kremlin-con-
trolled media has focused on 
the strength of the state in 
maintaining order and effect-
ing a strong response. Over 
10,000 Russian-language posts 
have referenced the Ministries 
of Health, of Internal Affairs, 
and of Consumer Protection–
the three agencies charged 
with containing the virus–with 
an average sentiment of +0.19, 
compared to 2,513 the 30 days 
before and an average senti-
ment of +0.02. Vladimir Putin 
has played a central role in ear-
ly narratives around the Russian 
response, appearing in 4,789 
Russian-language posts with 
an audience sentiment of +0.18. 
Putin has promised to use all the 
resources of the state, including 
the militar y to aid in combating 
the virus’s spread. “The State 
Brings Order And Prosperity 
To Ordinar y Russians” is one of 
Russia’s longest lasting cam-
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R U S S I A
paigns, beginning in November 
and ongoing with 4,053 pieces 
published to date.

As early efforts proved ineffec-
tive and Russia saw exponential 
grow th in infections, the Krem-
lin struggled to coalesce around 
a single message. In the week of 
May 2 - 9, total cases rose from 
124,000 to 200,000 but pieces 
about the upcoming Victor y Day 
(7,212 in total) outpaced piec-
es about COVID domestically 
(6,989). After f l ir t ing with con-
spiracies itself, publishing 50 
pieces suggesting the U.S. may 
be behind the virus in March and 
April ,  the Russian prosecutor 
general instructed YouTube to 
remove videos espousing arti-
f icial origins for the virus. Sev-
eral pieces have called to rally 
around Putin and to reestablish 
trust in the state, but a coher-
ent narrative of the Kremlin’s re-
sponse to the recent surge has 
yet to emerge.

  P O R T R A Y A L
    O F  R I V A L S

Russian rivals, both regionally 
and globally, have been among 
the hardest hit by COVID-19, 
offering fertile ground for the 
Kremlin to highlight fail ings and 
tie those fail ings to larger insti-
tutional or structural problems. 
Russia has been the most or sec-
ond-most prolif ic voice in the 

conversation around COVID-19 
in the United States, Ukraine, 
and Georgia.

The United States’ f latfooted 
response to COVID, and that the 
nation is now the global epicen-
ter of the disease, has offered 
Russian media an opportunity to 
sow distrust in American insti-
tutions. Russia published 11,067 
posts on the American response 
to COVID-19, almost a third of 
all  posts in English on the sub-
ject, w th a sentiment score of 
-0.18. Of particular interest was 
the f ir ing of Captain Crozier of 
the USS Theodore Roosevelt 
over COVID-19 concerns, with 
291 posts in six days. The posts 
came on the heels of early re-
porting claiming that “COVID-19 
destroys US militar y power”. 
Russia denounced “high-pro-
f ile accusations by the Ameri-
can leadership against WHO”, 
which in turn supports Russia’s 
longstanding campaign “Russia 
Brings Order Where The US Sows 
Chaos.” In the 24 hours follow-
ing the US decision to withdraw 
funding from the WHO, Russian 
state accounts published over 
100 pieces on the subject, com-
pared to 60 for American equiv-
alents.

In addition to highlighting the 
ver y real American struggles 
with COVID-19, Russia has f l ir t-
ed with the conspiracy theor y 
that CoV-SARS-2 is an American 

24



bioweapon. An ultranational-
ist MP made the accusation on 
a popular late night talk show 
on Januar y 27, garnering over 
750,000 views on YouTube. While 
no members of the administra-
tion have made the same claim, 
14 dif ferent state-owned media 
outlets have. For instance, Prav-
da.ru (unrelated to the Pravda of 
the Soviet era) has claimed that 
CoV-SARS-2 is “the f irst use of 
biological weapons of mass de-
struction in the histor y of man-
kind.” 

The pandemic has also provid-
ed an opportunity to crit icize 
rivals in Russia’s “near abroad”. 
Russia has claimed mortality 
rates in Ukraine are “on par with 
Congo”. A short documentar y 
on state broadcaster NT V por-
trayed Ukraine on the brink of 
collapse with few medical sup-
plies, residents unable to heat 
their homes, and police brutally 
enforcing quarantine orders. “ If 
you get sick, it ’s over,” according 
to the program. Russia has pub-
lished 1,838 posts on Ukraine’s 
handling of COVID-19, excluding 
233 by Russian-backed sepa-
ratists in Donbass, compared to 
2,032 from Ukraine.

Russia has also outpaced the 
Georgian state in the conver-
sation around the virus in Geor-
gia, with 454 posts in the past 
month compared to 411 from 
Tbilisi .  Russian client South Os-

setia posted an additional 19 
times. Russia has blasted NATO 
for continuing militar y exer-
cises with Georgia and ampli-
f ied South Ossetia’s claim that 
Georgia will  use coronavirus to 
violate the breakaway republic’s 
sovereignty.

  G E O P O L I T I C A L

    C O N T E X T
Russia’s init ial response to the 
pandemic supported the na-
tion’s long held goal of estab-
lishing itself as a superpow-
er and counterbalance to the 
self-ser ving West. With humani-
tarian relief missions, extensive 
testing, and few cases, Russia 
seemed at the forefront of the 
global response. As infections 
have skyrocketed, Russia has 
struggled in unusual fashion to 
mount a meaningful messaging 
response. Putin is largely out of 
sight while Press Minister Dmi-
tr y Peskov, an architect of the 
current digital propaganda ma-
chine, has contracted COVID-19 
himself. According to the Leva-
da Center, Putin’s approval hit a 
record low on 2020-05-06 while 
Victor y Day, a chance to rally the 
nation on 2020-05-09 was can-
celed. The f latfooted response 
places the Putin administra-
tion on its most perilous ground 
since its earliest days.

R U S S I A
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Saudi Arabia has experi-
enced relatively few cases 
of COVID-19, and an equal-
ly low number of associated 
deaths. State media orga-
nizations have focused on 
touting the government ’s re-
sponse to the pandemic both 
domestically and abroad, 
while simultaneously crit i-
cizing Iran’s response and 

casting blame on Iran for the 
spread of the COVID-19 in 
Saudi Arabia.  
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S A U D I  A R A B I A

Saudi Arabia recorded its f irst 
COVID-19 infection on March 2, 
a Saudi national returning from 
Iran via Bahrain. By March 8, 
Saudia Arabia had 11 cases of 
COVID-19, all  from individuals 
who had recently traveled to 
Iran. Throughout March, cases 
increased until passing 1,500 on 
March 30, and recently passed 
44,000 with infections concen-
trated in Riyadh, Qatif, and Mec-
ca. 

The government began their re-
sponse to the pandemic in late 
Februar y by suspending the en-
tr y of foreign pilgrims. These 
restrictions were increased and 
broadened by March 19 to in-
clude closures of holy sites and 
mosques around the countr y. 
As Qatif emerged as the epi-

center, Saudi off icials l imited 
transport in and out of the city 
to prevent the spread to adja-
cent governorates. The Minis-
tr y of Education announced a 
closure of schools and universi-
ties nationwide on March 8, with 
restaurants and high foot-traff ic 
districts following suit on March 
15. On March 24, a nationwide 
curfew was implemented, and a 
more stringent curfew on spe-
cif ic cit ies followed on April 6.

Media outlets reported on April 
8 that up to 150 members of the 
royal family had been diagnosed 
with COVID-19 and one had ex-
perienced signif icant complica-
tions. 
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     S E L F -

  P O R T R A Y A L

Our AI identif ied the dual cam-
paigns “Saudi Arabia Develops 
Robust Economic and Cultural 
Development Domestically and 
Abroad” and “Saudi Arabia is 
the Ideal International Partner 
for Economic and Diplomatic 
Engagement ”. Together, these 
campaigns comprised 1,100 
posts emphasizing the King-
dom’s international relations and 
highly-regarded position. Simi-
lar to Russia, the two campaigns 
have expanded to encompass 
COVID-19 relief efforts which 
reinforce Saudi Arabia’s geopo-

lit ical interests. As the pandem-
ic’s effect on the global econo-
my worsened, content emerged 
praising  Saudi leadership’s de-
cisive action at the G20 summit. 
Audiences responded favorably 
to these stories with an average 
sentiment of +0.10. 

Domestically, state media has 
focused on touting the govern-
ment ’s handling of the crisis 
and highlighted key f igures in 
leading the response. King Sal-
man, the oft-peripheral leader 
of the countr y, announced on 
March 29 free medical care for 
COVID-19 treatment to perma-
nent and temporar y residents. 
These stories were received 
positively by audiences with a 
sentiment score of +0.06.

  P O R T R A Y A L
    O F  R I V A L S

State media has been outspo-
ken in portraying its chief rival 
Iran as incompetant and wholly 
unsuited to handle the health 
crisis. Prior to the f irst 100 cas-
es, content crit icized Iran for 
ignoring customar y travel pro-
tocol for Saudi cit izens who en-
tered Iran and returned home. 
These posts ser ved to shif t 
blame to Iran for COVID-19 cas-
es in Saudi Arabia and contrib-
uted to further vil if ication of the 

S A U D I  A R A B I A

Saudi tweet celebrating Riyadh’s 
support for Palestine
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Islamic Republic. The majority 
of content concerning Iran is fo-
cused on the surge of infections 
and deaths in the countr y. Audi-
ences have responded with the 
same negative sentiment as the 
articles themselves, with an av-
erage score of -0.44. Important-
ly, the lack of content posted 
in Farsi suggests the intended 
audience is almost exclusively 
in Saudi Arabia and neighboring 
countries speaking Arabic and 
English. 

While Saudi Arabia’s immediate 
neighbors are not explicit r ivals, 
multiple stories have called at-
tention to the dramatic increase 
of cases on its borders. With 
intensely negative sentiment 
scores of -0.23 on average, the 
assumed purpose of this con-
tent is to demonstrate Sau-
di Arabia’s competency. There 
were 173 posts describing the 
increase of cases and deaths in 
nearby countries such as Leb-
anon, UAE, Jordan, Kuwait , and 
Qatar. Singling out these coun-
tries facil itates a juxtaposition 
between Saudi Arabia and its 
neighbors, ref lecting the King-
dom as particularly capable 
and successful in mitigating the 
spread of the coronavirus.  Sau-
di media posts outpace all of 
its neighbors by tens of thou-
sands with the exception of Qa-
tar which closes the relative gap 
with a total of 21,000 posts ref-
erencing COVID-19. 

  G E O P O L I T I C A L

    C O N T E X T
Saudi Arabia’s content on 
COVID-19 has ser ved to juxta-
pose its model of success and 
international generosity against 
its chief regional rival Iran. For 
Saudi Arabia, it was hit with the 
same crisis as many other coun-
tries, and as a result of strong 
leadership, the Kingdom has 
blunted the social and econom-
ic damage. Saudi Arabia pre-
vented thousands of additional 
infections unlike Iran which has 
nearly three times as many, and 
was responsible for spreading 
the coronavirus to the Kingdom. 

Saudi Arabia has not only saved 
and supported its domestic 
population, but taken a leading 
role by sending humanitarian aid 
to international organizations 
and countries struggling to re-
spond adequately. The King-
dom made generous donations 
to the World Health Organiza-
tion, and through the G20 sent 
mill ions of dollars toward relief 
efforts. Saudi leadership and 
magnanimity demonstrates its 
vast resources and unparalleled 
resolve to address issues in the 
Middle East and beyond. 

S A U D I  A R A B I A
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Outlets of the US govern-
ment, dominated by editori-
ally independent publishers 
l ike Voice of America and 
Radio Liberty, have con-
tinued to distribute pieces 
touting democratic princi-
ples, humanitarian partner-
ships, and protector status 
of global security and stabil-
ity. This has not changed for 

COVID-19, despite the more 
aggressive campaigns com-
ing from adversaries. Some 
off icial accounts, such as 
those belonging to the Sec-
retar y of State and a few am-
bassadors, have directly at-
tacked China, but have had 
minimal reach and impact. 
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U N I T E D  S T A T E S

The f irst case of COVID-19 was 
detected in the US in Washing-
ton state on Januar y 24. The vi-
rus spread slowly at f irst to oth-
er states, reaching 100 positive 
cases by March 4. The number 
of cases from there grew expo-
nentially: over 1,000 by the 11th, 
10,000 on the 19th, 100,000 a 
week later, and the 1,000,000 
mark on April 8th. Governor Jay 
Inslee of Washington respond-
ed by prohibiting gatherings of 
more than 250 people on March 
11. The state of California fol-
lowed suit with a legally binding 
lockdown a week later. By the 
end of the month, more than half 
of US states had stay-at-home 
orders. Non-essential business-
es, including restaurants, bars, 
and gyms, were closed. All the 
lockdowns and other regula-

tions, such as mandator y wear-
ing of masks and no more than 
6 people gathering at a t ime, are 
state and/or local orders. While 
the White House has published 
guidelines to stay at home ex-
cept for essential purposes, it 
has not declared a national lock-
down.

When the pandemic broke out in 
the US, the federal government 
stockpile did not have suff icient 
necessar y medical equipment 
and testing kits in its strategic 
stockpile. Neither was it ef fec-
tive in coordinating a response 
among all the states, District 
of Columbia, and its territories. 
Despite the enactment of the 
Defense Production Act, the 
supply chain is stil l  lacking and 
states have been largely left to 
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fend for themselves. All these 
factors have contributed to an 
exponential r ise in COVID-19 
cases across the nation. 

     S E L F -

  P O R T R A Y A L

The United States owns more 
than 764 brands, ranging from 
US Nav y accounts to Voice of 
America pages in multiple lan-
guages, that have published 
pieces about COVID-19. The ear-
liest content appeared on Jan-
uar y 2, more than three weeks 
before the f irst case in the US 
was confirmed. Since Voice of 
America and Radio Free Europe, 

responsible for the l ion’s share 
of posts, are forbidden by Con-
gress was targeting an Ameri-
can audience, most posts refer-
ence American efforts to f ight 
COVID-19 abroad.

Posts related to COVID-19 have 
furthered America’s three most 
prolif ic IO campaigns. The top 
by post count centered on the 
US maintaining mutually bene-
f icial partnerships to support 
resil ient democratic societies, 
with 5,753 posts since Januar y 
2, 2020. Starting March 20, the 
campaign began to include nar-
rative threads on the dif ference 
in COVID-19 response between 
democratic and autocratic soci-
eties, singling out Chinese and 
Iranian steel-f isted approaches 
to the pandemic, such as the si-
lencing of dissenters and doc-
tors who had init ially raised the 
alarm about a potential virus. 
The largest content provider 
was the US Asia Pacif ic Media 
Hub.
The second most prolif ic cam-
paign is centered on the inter-
national partnerships the US 
builds to promote humanitarian 
principles. The campaign kicked 
off before the COVID-19 pan-
demic and spiked for a week in 
mid-Februar y before another 
small bump at the end of March. 
China’s campaign portraying the 
CCP as the foremost promoter 
of humanitarian principles has 
surpassed the American equiv-

U N I T E D  S T A T E S

Instagram post highlighting USAID 
efforts
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alent in post count ever y day for 
nearly two months. The lack of 
content from USAID, the US gov-
ernment agency charged with 
distributing humanitarian aid, 
and the US Government in gen-
eral ref lects the gap between 
provision of medical aid by Chi-
na and the same by the US.

The third most prolif ic Amer-
ican campaign concerns the 
extent of US efforts to halt the 
spread of COVID-19. Debuted on 
March 19, the campaign is pri-
marily pushed by US embassy 
and State Department accounts 
rather than editorially-indepen-
dent news outlets run by the US 
Agency for Global Media (US-
AGM).

Though America’s top campaign 
has almost twice the post count 
as China’s top campaign, Amer-
ican campaigns have attracted 
few engagements, a standard 
measure of social media suc-
cess. Adversarial campaigns run 
by Russia and Iran with 1/6 of 
the post count have more than 
twice the engagements count of 
the top American campaign. Out 
of the 20 campaigns the US has 
run in 2020, only one campaign, 
“ the oppressive Iranian regime 
threatens world peace and sta-
bility”, has won as many engage-
ments per post as the top cam-
paigns from adversaries.

  P O R T R A Y A L
    O F  R I V A L S

American state media and off i-
cial accounts have varied widely 
in their portrayal of adversaries’ 
handling of the pandemic. US-
AGM outlets as well as the ma-
jority of off icial accounts have 
taken a staid and journalistic ap-
proach, occasionally highlight-
ing reports from others about 
adversaries’ fail ings. Accounts 
associated with the Secretar y of 
State, as well as a number of ac-
counts of embassies led by po-
lit ical appointees, have adopted 
a combative approach, espe-
cially towards China and Iran.

American accounts have pub-
lished over 6,800 posts regard-
ing China’s COVID-19 response, 
80% of which have come from 
state media outlets. Coverage 
from these outlets has been 
mixed, expressing an average 
sentiment of -0.05, balancing 
crit icism of China’s slow init ial 
reaction with praise of its quick 
containment. Posts from the 
Secretar y of State and a few al-
lied diplomats at f irst praised 
China’s cooperation with the 
United States in Februar y, ex-
pression an average sentiment 
of +0.14, before the United States 
became the global epicenter 
in late March. From that point 
onward, these accounts have 
blamed China for the virus and 

U N I T E D  S T A T E S
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portrayed the CCP’s handling as 
deceitful and deadly. From April 
1 onward, sentiment expressed 
dropped to -0.07 and these ac-
counts blamed China wholly for 
the pandemic. Many accounts 
contrived to remind the audi-
ence of the virus’s Chinese or-
igins. While American accounts 
as a whole displayed a wide lin-
guistic diversity in reporting on 
COVID-19 in China–English 15%, 
Russian 11%, Arabic 9%, Span-
ish 9%, Chinese 9% –posts from 
Secretar y of State-aligned ac-
counts were 70% in English.
American pieces on Iran fol-
lowed a similar, though overall 
more negative, pattern. State 
media accounts, led by Radio 

Farda, among the most prolif-
ic Persian-language brands of 
any actor, reported negatively 
on Iran’s handling of the virus, 
highlighting accusations from 
analysts, intergovernmental 
bodies, and anonymous Iranian 
off icials that virus counts were 
artif icially low and that govern-
ment action was far too late. 
Of the over 4,500 pieces pub-
lished by American state media, 
half were in Persian and another 
15% in Arabic, Kurdish, and Aze-
ri,  each semi-off icial in parts of 
Iran. Secretar y of State-aligned 
accounts published largely in 
English (68%) and accused the 
regime in Tehran of “lying, steal-
ing”, “ fomenting terror”, and not 
caring about its people. The av-
erage sentiment expressed by 
these accounts towards Iran’s 
handling of COVID-19 was -0.24 

  G E O P O L I T I C A L

    C O N T E X T
America’s role as the global epi-
center of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic presents multiple threats to 
its position of superpower and, 
as discussed throughout this 
document, has provided fertile 
ground for crit icism from ad-
versaries. America possesses a 
uniquely broad and deep roster 
of state media houses whose 
editorial independence ensures 

U N I T E D  S T A T E S

US Embassy in Montegro with 
nonsequitir reference to COVID-19’s 

origins

34



impartial reporting in native lan-
guages of some of the world’s 
most censored countries. Off i-
cial accounts have failed to co-
alesce around a single message, 
with some taking a combative 
stance towards China, though 
only after init ial praise, and Iran, 
while others report more im-
partially. Linguistic breakdown 
suggest that the more combat-
ive narratives are intended for 
a domestic audience, leaving 
non-English speakers with l it t le 
information from the American 
government on efforts to lead a 
global response.

U N I T E D  S T A T E S
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Venezuela, l ike much of 
South America, has encoun-
tered relatively few cases 
of COVID-19 despite its in-
creased vulnerability stem-
ming from the ongoing so-
cioeconomic and polit ical 
crisis. State media organi-
zations have focused infor-
mation messaging on pro-
moting the government ’s 
response, appealing to Chi-

nese humanitarian support, 
and crit icizing US sanctions 
against the Maduro regime. 

S U M M A R Y

V E N E Z U E L A
B O L I VA R I A N  R E P U B L I C  O F

Q U I C K  F A C T S

414 28,46610

6.7%12%

CASES DE ATHS COVID -REL ATED 
PIECES

SHARE OF ALL 
POSTS

SHARE IN
 ENGLISH
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V E N E Z U E L A

Venezuela recorded its f irst two 
cases of coronavirus on March 
13 in the northern state of Mi-
randa following public reports of 
a suspicious medical case days 
earlier. Over the next few days, 
more cases were identif ied in 
neighboring states, leading to a 
nationwide quarantine on March 
15. While the majority of cas-
es are isolated to the state of 
Miranda, all  but three states of 
Venezuela’s 23 have confirmed 
cases of COVID-19. Venezuela 
has experienced shortages of 
health professionals, food and 
basic necessities, and medical 
equipment. On March 16, Vene-
zuelan President Nicolas Mad-
uro requested $5 bil l ion from 
the IMF to f ight the coronavirus, 
which was subsequently denied 
due to the disputed legitimacy 

of his regime. 

In the following days Maduro 
announced that China had pro-
vided 4,000 diagnosis kits and 
another 10,000 were delivered 
by Russia. The Russian ambas-
sador to Venezuela also relayed 
that a larger and more compre-
hensive humanitarian aid pack-
age would be provided in the 
coming weeks. Venezuela has 
grown more reliant on these do-
nations from China and Russia, a 
trend clearly demonstrated in its 
media coverage. Other sources 
of humanitarian aid include the 
Pan American Health Organiza-
tion, the WHO, United Nations 
Development Programme, and 
neighboring countries including 
Colombia and Trinidad.

T I M E L I N E

M A R  1 A P R  1 M A Y  1
0

1 0

2 0

N E W  C A S E S   A N D  D E AT H S  P E R  D AY  I N  V E N E Z U E L A
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     S E L F -

  P O R T R A Y A L
Venezuela has portrayed it-
self as assailed by two distinct 
threats: COVID-19 and US sanc-
tions which hamper its ability to 
respond more effectively. The 
bulk of content provided by state 
media organizations list and de-
scribe the dif ferent patrons sup-
porting Venezuela’s pandemic 
response. Of these, China and 
Russia appear frequently, with 
secondar y supporters such as 
the WHO and Colombia featured 
more sparingly. There have been 
371 posts referring to Russia 
and China’s aid donations since 
the f irst identif ied infections in 
Venezuela. While the average 
sentiment score of this content 
is negative, roughly -0.02, it is 
much higher than the sentiment 
of content regarding the United 
States at -0.14. 

The US sanctions on Venezu-
ela have taken their toll on the 
countr y and have been the pri-
mar y vehicle of crit icism against 
the U.S. The US sanctions on 
Venezuela are comprehensive 
but have key exemptions for 
food and medicine. Despite this, 
state media over whelmingly de-
mands an unconditional l if t ing 
of sanctions and cites them as 
the main obstacle in Venezu-
ela’s f ight against COVID-19. 

Since identif ication of its f irst 
cases of coronavirus, there 
have been 2,268 posts referring 
to US sanctions, with an aver-
age sentiment score of -0.11. 
Media content has also adopted 
a common hashtag “#Sanction-
skill” to accompany many posts 
referring to US sanctions.

  P O R T R A Y A L
    O F  R I V A L S

State media has also taken to 
crit icizing the US pandemic re-
sponse within the United States, 
and secondar y policies related 
to it .  In late March, multiple sto-

Venezuelan Telegram message on 
Maduro’s claim that SARS-CoV-2 is 

a bioweapon
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V E N E Z U E L A
ries emerged to denounce the 
US’ implementation of a block-
ade against Cuba and Venezue-
la and included demands to end 
the embargo. Other stories re-
ferred to Venezuela’s attempts 
to repatriate Venezuelan nation-
als in the U.S. to save them from 
worsening conditions in the lat-
ter countr y. The number of posts 
for these stories is below 50, 
but they coalesce to promote a 
l inear message on the negative 
effects the U.S. has wrought on 
Venezuela.  

  G E O P O L I T I C A L

    C O N T E X T
Venezuela’s approach to the 
COVID-19 narrative bears many 
of the same concepts as Iran, 
mainly the vil if ication of the 
U.S. From Venezuela’s perspec-
tive, despite Western attempts 
to overthrow the government, 
Maduro’s administration is keep-
ing its people safe from the pan-
demic. With hardly more than a 
few hundred cases, the govern-
ment has stymied the spread of 
the coronavirus and will  emerge 
victorious.

This success was not accom-
plished alone and great thanks 
is given to the World Health Or-
ganization, Russia, and China 
all of which have donated large 

amounts of foreign aid. While 
the U.S. imposes inhumane 
sanctions on Venezuela, the lat-
ter ’s true friends have helped 
keep the countr y safe. The glob-
al pandemic has demonstrated 
that the US lacks the will ingness 
and capability to solve interna-
tional issues, a role better suit-
ed to other countries.
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  O U R  W O R K
Omelas maps the online information environment. We provide precise data 
and unique analysis on how geopolit ical actors manipulate the web to achieve 
their goals. The results of our research have been featured in over a dozen 
global publications while we’ve presented our f indings before congressmen, 
cabinet-level off icials, and C-suite executives at leading social media giants.

Omelas boasts integrations with a dozen social media and messaging apps 
from around the world, in addition to over 1,200  RSS feeds. We process over a 
1.5 mill ion pieces of propaganda each month in 104 languages and apply sen-
timent analysis, named entity recognition, stor y aggregation, and campaign 
detection on each.

For more information on our work, visit omelas.io or contact us at pr@ome-
las.io

The Omelas Team

A B O U T  O M E L A S

40


