The impact of the
Russia-Ukraine war on

French-speaking fringe
communities online

Roman Adamczyk, Sasha Moriniere



The impact of the Russia-Ukraine war on French-speaking fringe communities online 2

Introduction

In the lead up to the 2022 French presidential and
legislative elections, ISD France mapped some
of the main online French ecosystems spreading
disinformation and polarizing content on Twitter and
Facebook. This mapping served as a basis for ISD’s latest
research report “A France divided by the pandemic:
The disinformation ecosystem leading up to the 2022
elections” hereafter referred to as the disinformation
ecosystem report. Conducted during a period when
the COVID-19 pandemic was still at the centre of online
discussions, this analysis allowed ISD analysts to identify
four communities, that were classified into clusters:

® Anti-restriction left-wing: The anti-restriction
left-winger cluster is composed of actors who reject
the COVID-19 health restrictions, who are opposed
to the French government and identify themselves
or have some sympathy for radical left or extreme
political movements in France. While many accounts
in this cluster have shared at one point content from
politicians from the France Insoumise or supported
Jean-Luc Mélenchon during the presidential election,
they should not be considered as fully representative
of this political party’s positions on the pandemic or
the war in Ukraine.

® Eric Zemmour’s supporters: This group includes
most of the public figures and activists’ Twitter
accounts who openly supported the far-right
politician Eric Zemmour’s bid to become the next
French president during the presidential campaign.

® COVID-19 opposition opportunists: This cluster
is dominated by actors who have been since the
beginning of the pandemic at the forefront of the
anti-COVID-19 movement in France. It includes some
alternative websites and online activists who have
propagated disinformation around the COVID-19
pandemic and some sovereigntist political figures
who have been trying to position themselves as
leaders of the protest against health restrictions.

® Anti-system protesters: The anti-system
protesters cluster is made of communities and
people who have no specific political affiliation but
who spread anti-system positions and discourses.
This cluster includes for example some Gilets Jaunes
activists who have been hostile to the government’s
health policy.

During the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, multiple
French media outlets wrote about how the focus of some
of these communities seemed to have shifted from their
traditional topics of discussion, especially the COVID-19
pandemic, to the promotion of narratives favourable
to the Russian invasion of Ukraine (see here and here).
The objective of this study is to understand how much
of this assessment is true and to analyse how these
communities and ecosystems, which often spread the
same narratives and had converging positions around
the pandemic, reacted to the beginning of this major
international crisis, highlighting the similarities and
divergences in the content they shared and produced
about the Russian invasion of Ukraine. It is important to
note that ISD analysts had a global look at the messages
about the Ukranian conflict produced by this cluster.
While some analysed content could be classified as
disinformation or as including a clear pro-Kremlin bias,
other discussions in these clusters were more general
or raised some legitimate questions and debates about
the war. The selected timeframe for this follow-up
analysis covers a one-month period after the start of
the Russian invasion of Ukraine, from 24 February to
25 March 2022. The “COVID-19 consensus activists”
cluster was excluded from this analysis as it was not
found to be a substantial source of disinformation in the
disinformation ecosystem report.



https://www.isdglobal.org/isd-publications/a-france-divided-by-the-pandemic-the-disinformation-ecosystem-leading-up-to-the-2022-elections/
https://www.isdglobal.org/isd-publications/a-france-divided-by-the-pandemic-the-disinformation-ecosystem-leading-up-to-the-2022-elections/
https://www.isdglobal.org/isd-publications/a-france-divided-by-the-pandemic-the-disinformation-ecosystem-leading-up-to-the-2022-elections/
https://www.huffingtonpost.fr/entry/pourquoi-les-sceptiques-du-covid-sont-aussi-sceptiques-de-la-guerre-en-ukraine_fr_623d9e04e4b0def9daec27f4
https://www.liberation.fr/politique/comment-les-antivax-sont-devenus-les-meilleurs-relais-de-la-propagande-russe-20220324_5CBSAUUXIJGR3DPE2Y5W5TEE64/
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Main findings

While the Russian invasion of Ukraine generated a

sizeable volume of discussion within the four clusters

between 24 February and 25 March 2022, itis not

an overwhelming topic that replaced all the other
major subjects of conversation for this cluster of
discussion such as the presidential campaign (for
the anti-restriction left-wing and the Eric Zemmour’s
supporters clusters), the criticism of the current
government embodied by Emmanuel Macron and
the system in general (Anti-system protesters) or
the responses to the COVID-19 (COVID-19 opposition
opportunists).

The interest in the Russian invasion of Ukraine also
decreased as France approached the first round

of the presidential election in the four clusters ISD
analysed.

Some political pro-Russian narratives partly or fully
blaming NATO or Western powers (EU, USA, France)
and even sometimes the Ukrainian government for
the conflict circulated in the four clusters according
to ISD’s analysis of the top 100 most shared links and
top 10 most shared posts.

® There are some similarities between clusters:

o When talking about the Russian invasion of
Ukraine, both the “pro-Eric Zemmour” and
“anti-restriction left wing” clusters focused on
amplifying messages of Eric Zemmour and Jean-
Luc Mélenchon’s positions about the conflict,
respectively. Accounts of both these clusters were
actively sharing speeches and media appearances
of both candidates around the conflict in the
context of the electoral campaign.

o Inboth “anti-system protesters” and “COVID-19
opposition opportunists” clusters, the conflict
was also used to continue to indirectly increase
distrust against actors regularly targeted by
these ecosystems (media outlets, social media
platforms, EU institutions, the French government
embodied by Emmanuel Macron).

Some international conspiracy theories that have
circulated since the beginning of the war globally
have intermittently made their way through some
clusters, including the conspiratorial Russian claims
about US-funded military Biolabs that has resonated
with some audiences in France.
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I: The volume of discussions about the Russian
invasion of Ukraine in the four clusters

To understand the level of interest for the Russian
invasion of Ukraine, ISD analysts had a look at the
overallvolume of mentions (tweets, retweets and posts)
generated by each cluster during the period covered by
the study and compared it with the volume of shared
messages including a mention of “Ukraine” or one
of its French derivatives ("Ukrainien”, “Ukrainienne”,
“Ukrainiens”, “Ukrainiennes”). To identify all the
messages included words linked to Ukraine in each
cluster, we used a query using the short expression
“Ukrain”, which allowed us to cover all these words.

While this methodology doesn’t cover all the content
linked to the war in Ukraine, the figures still suggest
that the interest for the Ukraine war in all the cluster has
been limited compared to other topics. Even though the
difference is marginal, it is also interesting to note that
the clusters with stronger political orientations seem
to have talked less about Ukraine than the ones which
are more structured around antisystem and conspiracy
narratives.

An overview of the volume of messages including a
mention of Ukraine or one of its French derivatives also
shows that interest for the Ukrainian war decreased in
all the clusters over the one-month period covered by
our study.

Table 1 Table comparing overall volume of mentions
(tweets, retweets and posts) generated by each cluster with

only “*Ukrain” mentions from 24 February to 25 March 2022.

Clusters

Global volume
of mentions

Percentage

Mentions of messages

including a
reference to
“Ukraine”

including a
reference to
“Ukraine”

Anti-restriction
left-wing

(145 Twitter
accounts)

241 200

20 642

8,5%

Eric Zemmour’s
supporters

(229 Twitter
accounts/2
Facebook pages)

547080

46 909

8,6%

COVID-19
opposition
opportunists
(545 Twitter
accounts/

3 Facebook
pages & groups)

1018 099

108 846

10,7%

Anti-system
protesters (146
Facebook pages
&groups/ 6
Twitter accounts)

106 794

10571

10,1%
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Figure 1,2, 3and 4: Volume of posts mentioning Ukraine in the Anti-restriction left-wing, Eric Zemmour’s supporters,

COVID-19 opposition opportunists and anti-system protesters clusters.
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ll: The war in Ukraine seen through
2 French presidential candidacies

1- The anti-restriction left-wing cluster

Top 100 most shared links in the anti-restriction
left-wing cluster

Out of the top 100 most shared URLs, almost a third (31)
is related to Ukraine in some way. ISD analysts noticed
that among the references to Ukraine, there were
links (6) redirecting to articles, videos or screenshots
of mainstream media covering the conflict like TF1,
'EXPRESS and others. The online discussions around
Ukraine in this cluster are more focused on the impact of
the conflict on the presidential elections and criticisms
of Western powers’ geopolitics, including the USA,
the EU and France, than on international pro-Kremlin
conspiracy narratives (e.g., the US manages secret
biological weapons labs in Ukraine to target Russia or
the bombing of a maternity in Mariupol was staged)
that have circulated since the beginning of the war.

In this cluster, pro-Mélenchon stances around the
conflict were particularly salient. Indeed, out of 31 links
related to the war, 9 are clearly sharing orindeed praising
the far-left candidate’s media statements, geopolitical
positions, opinions and rhetoric around the situation
in Russia and Ukraine. One of the main narratives ISD
identified is the fact that Jean-Luc Mélenchon had been
warning the European Union and others about the
situation in Donbass since 2014. The four links with this
underlying narrative were shared in 183 posts within the
cluster. (Figure 5).

Among the most shared links related to Ukraine in the
cluster, ISD observed some anti-Western positions,
blaming either NATO for having heightened tensions
across Europe or the West in general targeting
specifically the USA, the European Union or France for
their attitudes ahead of the outbreak of war in Ukraine
(Figures 6 and 7). The two main URLs displaying clear
anti-NATO stances were shared in 234 posts within
this cluster.

The analysis of Ukraine-related narratives also
highlighted a strong criticism of Emmanuel Macron’s
geopolitical attitude ahead of the invasion of 24
February 2022. For example, an interview seen over
300,000 times on Youtube with the journalists Marc
Endeweld and Denis Robert for the independent media
Blast exemplifies a narrative according to which French
President’s foreign policy is a “disaster” and that the war
is an example of this ongoing failure (Figure 8).

ISD noted that some of the online conversations around
Ukraine in this cluster were focused upon refugees,
spreading a narrative highlighting the discrepancy
of treatment between white and European refugees,
in this case Ukrainians, compared to non-European
populations. These types of narratives are relatively
consistent with the stance of European far left
movements relative to migration and refugees’ issues,
implying at times that the lack of action to protect
vulnerable populations represents hypocrisy and racism
of some European states. (Figures 9, 10 and 11)

Of the top 100 links shared within this cluster, 49 are
related to the presidential elections. And within those
49, 26 URLs are supporting Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s
candidacy and campaign, including meetings, links to
the candidate’s program/campaign website, Twitch and
videos about the budget of his electoral program, overall
shared in 1281 posts in the cluster. After a thorough
qualitative analysis, several links to, for instance, Jean-
Luc Mélenchon’s meetings in Lyon and in La Reunion
were even shared several times, showing that this cluster
was actively spreading pro-Mélenchon content during
the selected timeframe. One significant difference with
the disinformation ecosystem report for this cluster
is that the online discussions are not dominated by
COVID-19 restrictions or sanitary measures anymore.
Indeed, only three links related to the pandemic were
shared in 111 posts in the cluster.



https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/03/02/ukraine-biolabs-conspiracy-theory-qanon/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/03/02/ukraine-biolabs-conspiracy-theory-qanon/
https://eu.usatoday.com/story/news/factcheck/2022/03/15/fact-check-russian-attack-mariupol-hospital-not-staged/7041649001/
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Figure 5 Example of social media post praising
Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s positions on Ukraine

@NUPE 022

@ Nouvelle Union Populaira Ecologique et Sociale

A bon entendeur.

utine

#Ukraine

Mélenchon : 10 ans d'alerte
sur la Russie et I'Ukraine !

d'accord, mais il faut en parler,
* on en parle ou on fait la guerre.

From La France insoumise @

Figure 7 Video blaming the US and NATO’s alleged broken
promises for the war in Ukraine

L'OTAN (L'Etat-Unis surtout) ne respecte pas les promesses envers la Russie !
Poutine depuis 2007, préviens qu'il n ra rien passer |

Cette guerre ne restera pas sans conséquences et victimes,
tout ga parce que I'Etat-Unis fait la sourde oreille...
Et la France cautionne ca ! Quel honte !
La Russie est victime d’oppression !

Figure 6 Tweet including a video of the former General Vincent
Desportes making harsh comments about the alleged NATO's
responsibility in the outbreak of the Ukrainian war

"L'#0TAN a accru les tensions en Europe.
L'OTAN nous donne une illusion de défense et fait
baisser nos budgets militaires.

Il est temps de retrouver une souveraineté et une
autonomie.”

Masterclass du Général Vincent Desportes
Transiate Tweet

L'OTAN a accru les p——

tensionsenEurope. §
0:00 /2220 B 7

P 393.8Kviews

Flgure 8 Tweet accusing Emmanuel Macron’s
foreign policy of having created the perfect
context for the outbreak of the war in Ukraine

# Bruno Gaccio
[- p
@GaccioB

youtu.be/NU9-1VZ2TBs®

Ecoutez I'entretien. J'ai lu le livre. Je le conseille aux
glecteurs de Macron qui me suivent, c méme pas une
blague. Lisez-le. C dérangeant. C documenté. C pas un
avis d’éditorialiste. C des faits. C source. Edifiant sur
industrie et pol étrangére. &2
Translate Tweet

youtube.com

EMMANUEL MACRON OU LA GEOPOLITIQUE DU DESAST...
média indépendant :

fr/soutenirL. itique francaise & ...

Twitter for iPhone

4:00 PM - Feb 27,

433 Retweets 13 Quote Tweets 845 Likes
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Figure 9 Tweet criticizing the difference in treatment Figure 10 Tweet criticizing the difference in treatment
between Ukrainian and non-European refugees between Ukrainian and non-European refugees
Replying to Certains établissent une hiérarchie dans le malheur,
Pour avoir la #Compassion et I'#Empathie des c'est ainsi que pour eux, ily a:
#0ccidentaux, il faut remplir #2Critéres : les #BonsRefugiés
&tre de la bonne couleur de peau ad es #MauvaisRefugies

ate Twaet

appartenir & la bonne religion.

8ons Refugiés

Mauvais Rétugies

Voyez ce qui se passe au Yémen, a cause des ventes
d'armes francaises : ¢c'est l'indifférence totale.

Translate Tweet

10:14 AM - Feb 27, 2022 . Twitter Web App

15 Retweets  1Quote Tweet 31 Likes

6:38 AM - Feb 26, 2022 - Twitter Web App

B3 Retweets 6 Quote Tweets 146 Likes

Figure 11 Tweet highlighting the controversial comment
from a French editorialist about the need to welcome
Ukrainian refugees in France because they are “cultural
Europeans”

Caisses de gréve e
@caissesdegreve

"ll'y a un geste humanitaire évident parce que la nature
des réfugiés n'est pas contestable, on voit bien ce
qu'ils fuient.

Ensuite parce que ce sont des européens de culture.
Et puis nous ne sommes pas face a des migrants qui
vont passer dans une logique d'immigration”

Translate Tweet

1
—L'FURADRE DRETE A ACCUEILIR I EC REEUIRIES

wak 't d
s vraimer s




9 Theimpact of the Russia-Ukraine war on French-speaking fringe communities online

Top 10 most shared posts produced by the
“anti-restriction left wing” cluster Figure 12 Tweet from the far-left account Caisses de Greve
highlighting the statements of some French public figures

Of the ten most shared posts on Twitter produced by about Ukrainian refugees that could be perceived as racist

accountsinthis cluster, four come from party executives

or people close to the far-left party France Insoumise, . Caisses de gréve
including Jean-Luc Mélenchon himself, Adrien O
Quatennes, Bruno Gaccio, and Thomas Portes. The 50 nuances de racisme

Translate Tweet

two other accounts among those top shared posts are
two Twitter accounts that are critical of the governing
party and Emmanuel Macron: one is a Twitter accountin
favour of the France Insoumise party and the otheris a
Twitter news account, Bréves de Presse, which has been
identified by Liberation as one of the most viral online
news accounts and often tweets about news topics
that are not favourable to Emmanuel Macron from the ‘
perspective of other French mainstream media. on est avec une population qui
: né ttrs proche, trés vulsln:.
Only three posts in this top 10 are related to the war 2:14 AM - Feb 27, 2022 - Twitter Web App
in Ukraine in some way: one is a tweet from the far-
left Twitter account Caisse de Gréve including a video
capturing a speech from the former French general
Vincent Desportes during a TV show which was used to
criticise NATO and asserting that France is subservient
to the US (shared 5,129 times on Twitter). Ukraine is also
referred to by one tweet of Bruno Gaccio, a humourist
who joined one initiative from the France Insoumise
during the presidential campaign, to highlight the
alleged government’s inability to deal with any crisis,
as the COVID-19 pandemic had also already proven
according to him. Lastly, the most shared post by faris a
video published by the account far-left Twitter account
“Caisses de Greve”, which claims to show how the
statements of some French journalists and politicians
about the Ukrainian refugee crisis illustrate the alleged
racism existing in France towards refugees from other
parts of the world. This video montage was retweeted
over 20k times between 24 February and 25 March 2022
and is consistent with one of the main themes of the
cluster targeting the difference in treatment between
Ukrainian refugees and refugees from other continents.
It is important to mention that the global debate
around the differences in treatment between Ukrainian
refugees and other refugees has some legitimacy. For
example, this issue was raised by the head of the office
of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) a few weeks after the beginning of the Russian
invasion (see here).

21.3K Retwests 4,005 Quote Tweets  43.4K Likes



https://www.liberation.fr/checknews/2020/01/16/breves-de-presse-alerte-infos-les-news-qui-est-derriere-ces-comptes-d-info-sur-twitter_1770396/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/03/1114282
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2- Eric Zemmour’s supporters cluster

Top 10 posts produced by the Eric Zemmour’s
supporters cluster

Between 24 February and 25 March 2022, among the top
10 tweets produced by the Eric Zemmour’s supporters
cluster, which generated the most shares on Twitter,
four were linked to the war in Ukraine.

Two of them originated from the journalist Erik Tegner,
who works for Livre Noir, a media accused of having a
pro-Zemmour bias’. Erik Tegner went on the ground to
cover the war in Ukraine. In one viral tweet, which was
the most viral tweet produced by an account from this
cluster during the period (8200 shares), he claimed
that the media are lying about the situation in Ukraine
and that, according to what he had witnessed on the
ground, the Russian army did not prevent civilians from
escaping Mariupol through humanitarian corridors
(Figure 13). However, it is worth mentioning that except
for his tweet, the situation in Mariupol was not discussed
much in the Pro-Zemmour cluster (1805 mentions of
the word “Marioupol” and “Mariupol” over the period of
our study). In another viral tweet, which is now deleted,
he promoted a video he did about his experience in
Ukraine, teasing that what he saw in the country was
far from the apocalyptic picture drawn by French media
(5592 shares) and accusing them of trying to scare the
French people with the war to encourage the country
to open borders to refugees, a situation that could also
be used, according to him, to legitimise welcoming
migrants from other parts of the world such as Africa or
Middle East. (Figure 14)?

The third tweet about Ukraine in our top 10 originated
from Jean-Sebastien Ferjou, the head of publication of
the conservative media Atlantico. In this tweet, Ferjou
highlighted that Germany had allegedly refused to
impose sanctions on the Russian energy sector, which
might heavily impact the country’s strategic interests
but supported sanctions linked to the agriculture and
foodindustry, which would have negative consequences
on France (5829 shares). He evoked the “(Un)United
EU”, suggesting that Germany has used the questions of
sanctions against Russia to weaken France. (Figure 15)

The fourth tweet was directly produced by Eric
Zemmour, asking Emmanuel Macron in an open letter
to name Nicolas Sarkozy and Hubert Védrine as special
peace envoys for the Ukrainian conflict. (5717 shares —
Figure 16)
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Figure 13 Eric Tegner’s tweet accusing mainstream media Figure 14 Eric Tegner’s tweet claiming mainstream media
of lying about the situation around humanitarian corridors exaggerate the scale and gravity of the war in Ukraine
in Mariupol

Erik Tegnér 4 ollow N oo
Erik Tegnér e @tegnererik o/
. @tegnererik . . s X .
Aprés 1600 km a travers I'#ukraine , j'en

THREAD - Je lis partout que les Russes bloguent les ressors avec un sentiment confus. On n'a pas
gg’:m ﬁrr:;'r?i‘;;‘;’g g:tu;ﬁj ?;2;5 E‘g pslszei?m;:" il vu cette fameuse « guerre totale ». Hormis

g ; i . #Kiev et Kharkov, le reste de I'Ukraine est
milliers, des soins/nourriture sont apportés. Ca c’est L 5 ot t est tinodes d
du factuel. La vidéo en dessous est de moi, constatez prese,rve et ce constat est aux an’ 'PO esde
Veiistinanma ce qu'on entend H24 dans les médias. Je

Translata Twest vous raconte tout

The media could not be played-

O
1:21 PM - Mar 21, 2022 from Ukraine - Twitter for iPhone 852 AM - 2 Mar 2022 from Moldova
Figure 15 Jean-Sebastien Ferjou’s tweet accusing Germany Figure 16 Eric Zemmour’s tweet including his open letter
of double standards about the EU sanctions against Russia asking Emmanuel Macron to name Hubert Védrine and

Nicolas Sarkozy as special peace envoys for the Ukrainian war

1S Ferjou
@jsferjou

Q Eric Zemmour &

Les Allemands refusent catégoriquement que I’énergie v Szemmourtric

fasse partie du paquet de sanctions ¢/ la #Russie mais Monsieur le Président de la République, vous n'étes
acceptent allegrement celles qui pénalisent la France pas encore parvenu i faire entendre la voix de la

et ses points forts & commencer par 'agro- France. Je vous demande donc de désigner aujourd’ht
alimentaire... #(Dés)UnionEuropéenne deux « émissaires de la France pour la paix » : Nicolas
Translate Tweet Sarkozy et Hubert Védrine.

7:18 PM - Feb 25, 2022 - Twitter for iPhone Translate Tweet

5,521 Retweets 530 Quote Tweets  13.4K Likes

)

ERICZEMMOUR

o0EE

&

o) ) v} & & pon

Monsiour Emmanuel Macron
Palais de I'Elysée

55 rue du Faubourg-Saint-Homoré
75008 Paris

France

Paris, e 27 téwrier 2022

Monsiour lo Présidont de ia République,

La France ne peut plus rester attentiste et doit tout mettre en
auvre pour falre cesser cette agression et obten ka paix le plus
rapidement possible.

Vous n'étes pas encore parvenu & falre entendre la volx de la
France. Jo vous demande donc de designer aujourd'hui doux
« émissaires do la France pour la paix »:
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Top 100 most shared links in the Eric Zemmour’s
supporters cluster

Among the top 100 most shared links in Eric Zemmour’s
supporters cluster, only 24 had some connection to the
war in Ukraine. Moreover, most of them were not on the
top of this list.

Among these 24 links, almost half of them were clearly
connectedto the French presidential elections (11 links),
with the accounts in the cluster promoting content
linked to Eric Zemmour’s public statements & campaign
events dedicated to the Ukrainian war (meetings,
speeches). Articles and social media posts highlighted
the far-right politician’s positions on the conflict, and
other publications argued against voting for Emmanuel
Macron as the Russian invasion of Ukraine should be
considered a consequence of his amateurish diplomatic
policies. As such, the pro-Zemmour cluster’s interest in
the Ukrainian war focused primarily on how the conflict
could profit the candidacy of the far-right polemist.

However, it is notable that the 13 other links related to
the Ukraine war show that the pro-Zemmour cluster
was at least partly receptive to some other Pro-
Russian narratives blaming NATO or Ukraine for the
conflict. For example, the 23rd most-shared URL in the
cluster redirected Twitter users to a YouTube version
of “Donbass”, the 2015 documentary from the French
journalist Anne-Laure Bonnel, which has been described
as biased and pro-Russian by several media outlets and
fact-checkers?®. (Figure 17)

Several accounts in the pro-Zemmour cluster also
tweeted or retweeted a YouTube video containing the
interviewwith the former French Foreign Minister Roland
Dumas conducted by the blogger Olivier Berruyer, where
the former politician claimed that NATO did not respect
its promise to not extend to Eastern Europe after the
collapse of the USSR, an assertion contested by many
experts?. (Figure 18) This misleading claim has been
regularly recirculated online in France to give a false
aura of legitimacy to the Russian invasion of Ukraine.

Interestingly, among the top 100 most shared URLs,
there is also a link to a tweet from an ecologist French
MP who posted a photo of him welcoming refugees
arriving from Ukraine. The fact that most of the refugees
in the picture were black was widely attacked by the pro-
Zemmour activists on Twitter. Eric Zemmour himself
made a tweet suggesting indirectly that the leftist MP
lied and that these refugees didn’t arrive from Ukraine
(Figure 19). Even though only one link in our top 100
refers to the question of migration, it is aligned with
some of the narratives spread by Eric Zemmour’s
supporters on other platforms that were monitored
by ISD analysts, and which consisted of portraying the
opening of borders for Ukrainian refugees as a risk as it
would allow the acceleration of illegal migration from
other regions of the world.
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Figure 17 Tweet from an account in the Eric Zemmour’s Figure 18 Tweet from an account in the Eric Zemmour’s
supporters cluster promoting Anne Laure Bonnel’s supporters cluster claiming that the Roland Dumas’
documentary interview shows that the Russian invasion of Ukraine is due

to NATO’s broken promise

A a

Replying to
Depuis 2014, dans le Donbass ont lieu de véritables 3 Faites un effort pour regarder cette vidéo ol
crimes de guerre sous la responsabilité de Zelinsky et Roland Dumas explique quelles promesse faite 2 la
de ses forces nazies Russie n'a pas été tenue et vous en apprendrez plus
Tranelate Tweet que tout ce que vous croyez savoir des motivations de
Poutine qui I'ont conduit 3 entrer en #Ukrainegg'
youtube.com Tranzlste Twast

DOMBASS
Anne-Laure Bonnel, jeune réalisatrice et mére de famille

B " youtube_.com
frangaise, décide d’accompagner Alexandre, un pere de .

Comment I'Occident 2 promis 3 'URSS que 'OTAN ne s'éts
Dans cet entretien accordé au site www.les-crises.fr, Roland
Dumas, qui fut ministre des affaires étrangéres durant la ..

11:07 PM - Mar 2, 2022 - Twitter Web App

10 Retweets 22 Likes 7-:29 PM - Feb 27, 2022 - Twitter Web App

& Don 33 Retweets 33 Likes

Q )

]
G
&
[~

Figure 19 Eric Zemmour’s tweet suggesting the ecologist
MP Aurélien Taché lied when he tweeted that he met some
refugees from Ukraine

Eric Zemmour
¥y ©ZemmourEric
4

Ben voyons !

& Aurélien Taché @ @Aurelientache - Mar 12

™" Rencontre & Cergy de réfugiés arrivés d’#Ukraine, aprés un long périple. La
France doit pouvoir leur fournir des conditions d’accueil dignes et humaines. le
me suis engagé & les accompagner dans leur parcours administratif.
#RefugeesWelcome
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lll: Disinformation around the conflict as a way
of criticising the system as a whole

1: COVID-19 opposition opportunists cluster

Top 10 posts produced by the “COVID-19 opposition
opportunists” cluster

Among the top 10 most shared tweets and posts
produced by the “COVID-19 opposition opportunists”
cluster, three were linked to the war in Ukraine. The
other viral posts and tweets were connected to the
COVID-19 pandemic (3), high energy prices, but without
mentioning Ukraine (2), and the controversy around the
use of McKinsey consultants by the government (2). This
suggests that Ukraine was still only one controversial
topic among several ones at the time of our study for
the cluster.

The most shared post is a Facebook post from France-
Soir, a former French mainstream media now known for
its role in the amplification of COVID-19 disinformation.
This postincludes a video of Emmanuel Leroy, a political
scientist and former member of the far-right party
Rassemblement National, about the Russian invasion
of Ukraine. In this video, which accumulated more than
174k views on Facebook, he claimed, among other
things, that “about Russia, with the mainstream media,
we are far from the truth”, that the Maidan revolution
was a coup orchestrated by the “Anglo-Saxon oligarchy”
and that the war in Ukraine is part of a larger plan from
the Anglo-Saxon world to encircle Russia, which involved
triggering the Syrian war. (Figure 20)

The third most shared post is a tweet from Damien
Lempereur, alawyerand former spokesperson of Nicolas
Dupont-Aignan’s sovereignist political party, who shared
a video of former French Prime Minister Dominique De
Villepin. In this video, De Villepin explained all the factors
that contributed to the Russian distrust towards the
West (Kosovo, Iraq and Libya wars). This tweet collected
8603 shares over the period of our study. (Figure 21)

The fifth most shared postis atweet from an anonymous
sovereign activist account, which contains a video
of a man in a street in Paris claiming that French
people are “hypocrites” as they are ready to help
Ukrainian refugees but do nothing for homeless
people or victims of conflicts in Palestine and Yemen
(8155 shares — Figure 22).
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Figure 20 France Soir’s Facebook page including a video
from Emmanuel Leroy containing questionable claims
about the war in Ukraine

FranceSoir @ e

;‘En:e
Mar 13, 2022 at 10:04 AM

Russie : "Avec les médias mainstream, on est loin de la vérité"
Emmanuel Leroy

& "Surla Russie, avec les médias mainstream. on est loin d'approcher
la vérité" Le politologus Emmanuel Leroy rappelle les initiatives
diplomatigues tentées par la Russie avant d'en arriver au conflit armé

Entretien complet : francesoir.fr/node/262256

‘ B F‘nceSolr

129.8K POST VIEWS

A i) 84K O 834 @ 104K

172.5K TOTAL VIEWS

Figure 22 Tweet including the sovereign activist’s video
describing the privileged treatment of Ukrainian refugees
as a hypocrisy

‘e
.

Hypocrites.

Figure 21 Damien Lempereur’s tweet including a video
of Dominique De Villepin talking about the alleged
responsibility of the West in the Russian invasion of Ukraine

‘,, : Damien Lempereur
@dlempereur

Villepin, c’est quand méme un autre niveau... Bref

UKRAINE : UNE GUERRE EN EUROPE

From Ulyss

5:00 PM - Mar 7, 2022 - Twitter for iPhone

8,421 Retweets 996 Quote Tweets  23.4K Likes




The impact of the Russia-Ukraine war on French-speaking fringe communities online 16

Top 100 most shared links in the *COVID-19
opposition opportunists’ cluster

Twenty-eight of the top 100 most shared links in
the ‘COVID-19opposition opportunists’ cluster were
connected to the war in Ukraine. While the topic of
the Russian invasion of Ukraine certainly attracted a
substantialamountofattention, URLsredirecting people
to fringe, and political content linked to the COVID-19
pandemic and vaccines were still more present and viral
in the cluster (53 links).

Notably, many ofthe most sharedlinksrelated to Ukraine
contain underlying narratives that are also popular in
other contexts with these antisystem and conspiracy
communities. For example, the link about Ukraine that
generated the most interactions in the cluster is an old
article from Courrier International talking about how
the Pandora Papers revealed that President Volodymyr
Zelensky had hidden money in tax heavens. This article,
the second most-shared link in this cluster, was used by
some actors to claim that the Ukrainian president is not
a “saint” but a pawn part of the global elites that should
be fought. (Figure 23)

Similarly, the second and third most cited URLs about
Ukraineintheclusterredirectedpeopletotwoconspiracy
Telegram channels and were shared in two viral tweets
from a now-suspended Twitter account attacking the
French media for its alleged biased coverage of the
Russian invasion of Ukraine (Figures 24 & 25). This lack
of trust in the French media’s reports about the war in
Ukraine is in line with the more general distrust against
any mediatic and institutional actors existing in the
COVID-19 opposition opportunists cluster. Even though
they were less widely shared, it is interesting to mention
that also among the top 100 URLs were:

® Two links to tweets from RT France and its director’s
Twitter accounts about the ban of RT and Sputnik
by the EU. These were re-shared in the cluster by
figures such as Florian Philippot and Fabrice Di
Vizio with messages supporting the Russian state
media and describing the decision of the EU as an
authoritarian measure. The fact that the decision
was made by the EU Commission was also used to
spread anti-EU narratives. (Figures 26 & 27)

® Onelink to an English Reuters article about
“Facebook allowing war posts urging violence
against Russian invaders”, which was used for
example by the sovereigntist politician Francois
Asselineau to claim that Western countries do not
respect democratic principles anymore. (Figure 28)

Unsurprisingly, the cluster of the COVID-19 opposition
opportunistsalso strongly amplified fourlinks promoting
content supporting the pro-Russian biolabs conspiracy
theory. This claims that the US managed secret military
biolabs in Ukraine to develop bioweapons to target
Russia, which to some extent mimics unproven claims
shared by accounts in the cluster about the origin of
COVID-19. (Figure 29)

Finally, accountsin the cluster also amplified on multiple
occasions links redirecting to more mainstream pro-
Russian narratives trying to blame NATO, Western
countries, and the Ukrainian government for the
conflict. Four of the most mentioned URLs in the top
100 included content connected to Anne-Laure Bonnel,
the French journalist who gained visibility after she
presenteda pro-Russiananalysis of the Donbass conflict,
including some misleading information. Similarly, two
widely shared links in the cluster amplified comments
from the French General Vincent Desportes duringa TV
show blaming NATO in part for the Ukrainian war. His
positions about the war were also amplified by other
clusters covered by our study, such as the pro-Zemmour
cluster or the far-left leaning anti-COVID —19 restrictions
cluster. (Figure 30)
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Figure 23 Tweet from an account of the COVID-19 Figure 24 Tweet including a video of a TV editorialist
opposition opportunists cluster promoting the Courrier accusing mainstream media of biased coverage of the war
International’s article about the involvement of President in Ukrainian

Zelensky in the Pandora Papers

& e e
Follow |~

Avec les Pandora Papers, les révélations pleuvent au Marie-Estelle Dupont concernant cette vision
sujet des sociétés offshore de Volodymyr Zelensky et binaire de la guerre en Ukraine que nous
ecm alcloiules: | . offre les médias: "On est au niveau d'un Walt
Donc c'est loin d'&tre un saint ce monsieur K "

contrairement a ce que nous vend |a presse Dlsney pour enfant de 4 ans

mainstream!

Translate Tweet

=y S wea

TME/INVACCINABLE

courrierinternational com (@
~Economiz paralizle”. Le président ukrainisn Zelensky dans |3 tourments das P C HEWS
Avec les Pandora Papers, les révélations pleuvent au sujet des sociétés offshore
de Violodymyr Zelensky et de ses alliés politiques, écomant son image d’homm

'heure des pro's A
Ac

3:59 AM - 17 Mar 2022

360 Retweets 715 Likes .... . ' . . Vd

3:37 AM - Feb 28, 2022 - Twitter Web App

285 Retwests 1B Quote Twests 326 Likes

Figure 25 Tweet claiming that the journalists of a French Figure 26 Tweet from the sovereigntist politician Florian
media were not comfortable with the interview of a woman Philippot claiming that the EU decision to ban RT is
who didn’t repeat their “anti-Putin” narratives illegitimate and shows a desire of the EU to inflame the

tensions with Russia

- — - a B
. L Follow ji%
R - Florian Philippot 0

Enorme malaise sur LCI avec l'interview & Srenieet
d'une Ukrainienne, ils pensaient qu'elle allait L’UE veut interdire la chaine RT !
taper sur Poutine. Mais depuis quand I'UE a cette compétence ?! Elle

appartient aux nations !
L°UE, entité diabolique, veut jeter de I'huile sur le feu
pour attiser la guerre : #Frexit vite |

Translste Twest

@ RT France & ®RTenfrancais - Feb 27

L Médis affilié & un Etat, Russie

Von der Leyen et Borrell annoncent que I'UE va interdire la diffusion de RT et
Sputnik ift.tt/bulWMak @

Show this thread

6:07 PM - Feb 27, 2022 - Twitter for iPhone
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Figure 27 Tweet from the anti-COVID-19 restrictions activist
Fabrice Di Vizio labelling the EU decision to ban RT as scary

A Fabrice Di Vizio
i, EDIVIZION

lls ont banni @RTenfrancais 777 1RO OTIORK
% &2 &2 Euh ... ¢’est moi ou ¢a devient flippant
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Figure 29 Tweet from the former French Senator Yves Pozzo
Di Borgo sharing an article from an alternative website about
“military biolabs financed by the US in Ukraine”

ves Pozzo di Borgo
_ TvesPDBE

Pourquoi les Etats-Unis financent-ils des bio-
laboratoires militaires en U

Stratéges lecourrierde
_® -
9:48 PM - Mar 4, 2022 - Twitter for iPhone
1.066 Retweets 39 Quote Tweets 1,691 Likes
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Figure 28 Tweet from the sovereigntist politician Francois
Asselineau about the decision of Meta to change its
moderation rules to allow some calls for violence against
Russians

m Frangois Asselineau §

e ZUPR_Asselineau

% Meta Platforms décide d'autoriser provisoirement
Facebook et Instagram & diffuser, en violation de leurs
propres régles

® des messages d'appels 4 la violence contre les
Russes, civils et militaires

B ot des appels 3 I'assassinat de Poutine et
Loukachenko

reuters.com

Figure 30 Tweet from an account in the COVID-19
opposition cluster praising the speech of former general
Vincent Desportes about NATO and the Ukrainian war

-

~

2 minutes 20 secondes pour tout comprendre de
I'escroquerie de I'OTAN, instrument des USA dont
nous payons le prix aujourd'hui.

Mention spéciale pour la téte de Cohen et les réactions
de Lemoine.

MAGNIFIQUE.

Le Générsl Vincent Desportes déconstruit 'OTAN &n moins de 3 mn.
Flus éclairant gu'uns bombe su phoephore.
A Ecouter sbeolument.
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2: Anti-system protesters cluster

Top 100 most shared links in the anti-system
protesters cluster

Of the top 100 URLs, 22 are related to Ukraine. Among
those links, 8 blame the West for the escalation of the
Ukrainian conflict, mostly targeting the US, NATO, the
EU and France. These anti-Western stances could be
illustrated by two videos present in the main shared
links of this cluster: one of the very influential activist
and prominent figure of anti-colonialist resistance in
francophone Africa Kemi Seba, spreading virulent anti-
European, anti-US and anti-Western messages to justify
Putin’s invasion and to show that Putin is not the only
“bad guy” (shared in 42 posts — Figure 31); and the other
from the sovereigntist politician Francois Asselineau,
criticising the NATO and EU attitude towards the war
(shared in 51 posts — Figure 32).

Within the top 100 most shared links of this cluster,
some posts adopt pro-Kremlin rhetoric and spread
international conspiracy theories about the conflict.
For instance, one post from an account identified by
ISD as spreading pro-Kremlin disinformation narratives
targeting a francophone African audience shared a
TikTok video of a Chinese official claiming to reveal the
so-called truth about the US having military biolabs in
Ukraine (Figure 33). This post is consistent with ISD’s
analysis on the Chinese amplification of this particular
international conspiracy theory related to the conflict.
ISD analysts also highlighted that some pro-Kremlin
voices, such as RT or the Russian ambassador in France
(Figure 34) leveraged mainstream TV programs such as
Telematin to spread messages justifying the invasion
of Ukraine, claiming its objective was to stop the Azov
Nazi battalion from bombing the population in Donbass.
On Facebook, the extract of the interview of the Russian
ambassador in France by Telematin has been seen over
2,4million times.

Without having a massive presence in this cluster,
the controversial journalist Anne-Laure Bonnel
accused of spreading some pro-Kremlin narratives in
French — whose content has been circulating since the
beginning of the invasion in French online and media
ecosystems —made her way to the top 100 most shared
links. Indeed, three links are mentioning her and were
shared in 126 posts.

Impact of the Russian invasion of Ukraine
on the economic situation in France

The majority of the Ukraine-related links (12 out of 22)
are mostly related to French domestic affairs in different
ways. Indeed, this cluster is dominated by important
leading figures of the Yellow Vests movement like Jerome
Rodriguez, Maxime Nicolle, Olivier Rohaut, Remi Monde,
etc. The different livestreams of those individuals on
Facebook are not covering the geopolitical aspect of the
conflict but focus more on the domestic consequences
of the war, more precisely on the French economy and
the oil prices rising, reactivating a robust Yellow Vests
rhetoric. This is in line with some narratives observed
by ISD in broader French antisystem communities,
which have been portraying economic sanctions as
having only a negative impact on the French people and
not Russia.

Amongthetop 10 mostshared links mentioning Ukraine,
2 arelivestreams of one of the figures of the Yellow Vests,
Jerome Rodriguez, who cast the discussion around
Ukraine in terms of the national economic situation and
more precisely the oil and gas prices rising for French
people. In one of his live videos, he calls the Yellow
Vests and French people to act against the economic
situation driven by COVID-19 and the war in Ukraine,
implying that this time was a good moment to act.
The video’s underlying narrative about Ukraine is that
French people are bearing the consequences of “other
people’s wars” (Figure 36). Both livestreams were shared
in 176 posts in the cluster. ISD analysts also noticed a
rhetoric characteristic of the Yellow Vests movement in
this cluster that tends to frame the conflict as a power
struggle pitting elites against the people, asserting that
the victims are always the people and not the politicians
leading the war. These types of narratives are consistent
with the “anti-system” dimension of this cluster.

Besides tying the war in Ukraine to the domestic
economic situation, ISD also noticed two other posts
leveraging this economic narrative to assert that the
explosion of oil prices is a conspiracy to enrich the
French State and energy companies. (Figure 37).



https://www.isdglobal.org/digital_dispatches/pro-chinese-communist-party-twitter-network-mobilises-to-defend-russias-invasion-of-ukraine/
https://www.lemonde.fr/pixels/article/2022/06/08/guerre-en-ukraine-les-influenceurs-prorusses-en-ordre-de-bataille_6129421_4408996.html
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=354839266540231
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The Russian invasion of Ukraine
and the French Presidential election

Disinformation about the war in Ukraine was also spread
by some actors of the cluster. Indeed, among the 22
links related to Ukraine, ISD analysts identified a video
shared in 86 posts by 21 accounts, from “Le Canard
Réfractaire”, an account identified by Conspiracy Watch
as having spread false information since the outbreak of
war (Figure 38). This video, which has accumulated over
755k views, is indicative of the idea that the conflict
is seen through the narrow scope of anti-Macron
sentiment by antisystem actors, which claimed that
the French President tried to take advantage of the
war to establish his authority and legitimacy during the
electoral campaign. Among the narratives being spread
in the video, one of the key narratives is that going from
COVID-19 straight to a war is a boon for Emmanuel
Macron, with the national unity required during war
times precluding him from scrutiny. He also insinuates
falsely that Macron could have avoided this war by not
forcing the issue of Ukrainian membership in NATO.

Therefore, the war in Ukraine is not only seen through
an economic perspective by some Yellow Vests actors
but is also tied by them with the presidential campaign.
One of the most shared links in the cluster was a video
of Putin, including fake parodical subtitles pretending
that the Russian President mocked French people for
continuing to support liberal or right-wing politicians
which destroy their standards of living for profit, as
shown by the pre-election polls (Figure 39). This video
has been seen 4.3 million times and is the main topic of
a debunking article from CheckNews.

Nevertheless, the discussions within this cluster are not
only dominated by Ukraine. The anti-system dimension
of this cluster also demonstrates a virulent anti-Macron
rhetoric, apparently the glue holding this cluster
together ideologically. In fact, ISD identified 41 links
sharing anti-Macron content, whether they are related
to the Presidential elections, Ukraine, the Yellow Vests
movement, or the McKinsey gate scandal. All these anti-
Macron URLs were shared in 1986 posts in the cluster.
This analysis is coherent with a research conducted by ISD
ahead of the French elections, analysing this anti-Macron
sentiment in anti-system online communities. Finally,
among the top 100 links, only 14 URLs refer to COVID-19,
either spreading antivax or anti-restrictions content.



https://www.conspiracywatch.info/canard-refractaire-un-youtubeur-insoumis-en-roue-libre-sur-lukraine.html
https://www.liberation.fr/checknews/cette-video-ou-vladimir-poutine-dit-quemmanuel-macron-nest-pas-serieux-est-elle-authentique-20220307_METB5JQHJJHBJIWASP4SSY4QPQ/?redirected=1
https://www.isdglobal.org/digital_dispatches/ahead-of-the-french-election-anti-establishment-sentiment-overshadows-republican-efforts-against-the-far-right-online/
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Figure 31 Video of the Pan-African activist KEmi Seba
attacking the West for its alleged responsibility in the
outbreak of the war in Ukraine

C:= RUSSIE/URKAINE/ UNION EUROPEENNE LES PRESIDENTS AFRICAINS, BARKHAN... Recordedlive ***
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Figure 33 Facebook post including a video of the speech
from a Chinese official claiming to expose the truth about
the US military biolabs in Ukraine

La Chine expose les Us sur
les laboratoires en Ukraine
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Figure 35 Facebook post sharing a BFMTV video about the
controversial journalist Anne-Laure Bonnel accused of
spreading pro-Kremlin disinformation
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Figure 32 Video of Frangois Asselineau attacking the West
forits alleged responsibility in the outbreak of the war in
Ukraine
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Figure 34 Facebook post including an interview of the
Russian Ambassador in France during the Telematin TV
show where he echoed some Russian narratives to justify
the invasion of Ukraine
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Figure 36 screenshot of a Facebook livestream from Jéréme
Rodrigues about the increase of fuel prices in France
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Figure 37 Facebook post including the video of a fuel
station owner claiming that the increase of fuel prices in
France is a “State’s lie”
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Figure 39 Viral post including the video of Vladimir Putin
with fake subtitles about the French elections
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Figure 38 Le Canard Réfractaire’s Facebook postincluding
his video claiming that the Russian invasion of Ukraine is a
political opportunity for Emmanuel Macron
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Top 10 most shared posts produced

by the “anti-system protesters” cluster Figure 40 Nicolas Dupont-Aignan’s Facebook Live where
he accused the Ukrainian president of having a dangerous

Seven of the ten most shared posts produced by strategy that would force European countries to go to war

accounts and pages included in this cluster originated
from the online media Brut. These include one video on
the McKinsey gate scandal (23,903 shares), two covering
the consequences of the gas and oil prices on French
people’s lives (57 905 and 20 951 shares), and three
covering the war in Ukraine (46 106, 24 432 and 17 463
shares). Among the three posts from Brut about Ukraine,
one included a video report from a Brut journalist who
gathered the testimonies of African students claiming
that they suffered abuses at the hands of the Ukrainian
police and military when they tried to leave Ukraine. The
two other posts were news reports about some events
during the first day of the invasion (one was about the
reactions of world leaders to the invasion and the other
one contained a map highlighting how the air traffic
stopped above Ukraine with the start of the invasion).

‘s Le Président ukrainien Zelinsky se trompe : la meilleure facon de sauver des vies . recordedive "
Nici . )
B¥ Nicc

Besides this mainstream media account, the three
other most shared posts were produced by Nicolas
Dupont-Aignan. The most viral Facebook post from
the sovereignist politician included a livestream video
of him where he accused the Ukrainian president
Volodymyr Zelensky of playing on emotions and
of having a dangerous strategy that would force
European countries to go to war. In the same video, he
defended his own peace plan. (30 029 shares & 1 million
views for the post on Facebook — Figure 39). In a second
post, Nicolas Dupont Aignan shared a video of him
encouraging people to vote against Emmanuel Macron
forthe presidential election due to the McKinsey scandal
(18 114 shares and 266k views for the post on Facebook).
In a third post, he also amplified anti-vax content,
namely a short and decontextualized video montage
of American medical representatives asserting that
the vaccine against COVID-19 is not efficient and even
aggravates the virus. (17 756 shares and 340k views for
the post on Facebook)
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