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We publish the
news that you
report. Send us
your stories and
photos using
Share.

Cincinnati.com/Share
Share stories from your community
Announce your business, brag about your dog, review
your school play. Whatever story you want to share, Share
is your place to do it. 

Publish your favorite photos
Celebrate your children’s achieve-
ments, highlight community events,
document grand openings. Whatever
photos you want to share. Share is
your place to do it. 

Add events to our calendar
Is your organization hosting a craft
show, festival or other community
happening? Submit your upcoming
event in our free calendar listings.
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When the Berlin Wall fell on Nov. 9,
1989, the world hoped for a new era of
cooperation between the West and
the U.S.S.R. 

Thirty years on, a packed house at
the National Voice of America Mu-
seum of Broadcasting in West Chester
learned Nov. 6 that while the number
of fledgling democracies in southeast
Europe increased in the early 90s,
democratic progress over the last dec-
ade has stalled and more recently,
backslid. 

“Compared to a few years ago, the
world is less democratic, and media is
less free and independent,” said Elez
Biberaj, Voice of America Eurasia di-
vision chief, to a capacity audience of
100 at the VOA museum. “We are wit-
nessing a widespread assault on the
truth and attempts to manipulate
public opinion and disseminate bla-
tantly false news and information.
Social media are becoming political
battlefields, manipulating the truth
and spreading disinformation.”

Biberaj, a 40-year career employee
of the VOA in Washington, D.C., who
has been VOA Eurasia division chief
since 2005, has the depth of knowl-
edge and experience of a Cold War ex-
pert. He visited the museum as the
culmination of its year-long event se-
ries marking the 75th anniversary of
the VOA Bethany Station. 

His presentation focused on chal-
lenges VOA faces as it continues its
77-year history of providing accurate,
reliable and comprehensive news to
oppressed countries outside the U.S.
that lack a free press. 

VOA’s Eurasia division reaches 14.7
million people per week and encom-
passes the Soviet Union and south-
east Europe, including Russian, Uk-
rainian, Albanian, Armenian, Bosni-
an, Georgian, Macedonian, and Serbi-
an language programs. 

VOA news reaches 275 million peo-
ple weekly worldwide, making it the
U.S.’s largest international broadcast-
er.

The Eurasian division has become
a prime target of Russian disinforma-
tion programs, said Biberaj. Disinfor-
mation is defined by Dictionary.com
as false information intended to “mis-
lead, especially propaganda issued by
a government organization to a rival
power or the media.”

Thirty years after the Fall of the
Berlin Wall, freedom in Eurasia re-
mains fragile. Few former communist
countries have transitioned to full
democratic state status, he said.

Freedom House, an independent
watchdog organization dedicated to
the expansion of freedom and democ-
racy around the world, ranks Eurasia
as one of the most repressive areas in
the world, said Biberaj.

“Russia is rated as ‘not free,’ he
said, “and the other former commu-
nist countries are rated ‘partly free.’” 

He told the audience that Russia
today uses a “range of tools and tac-
tics to target communities, countries
and environments” through disinfor-
mation narratives designed to sow
chaos and distrust, as well as “dis-
credit democracy and present Putin’s
Russia as a viable governing alterna-
tive” to democracy.

Examples he gave included:
❚ RT, formerly known as Russia To-

day, and Sputnik websites now oper-
ate in more than 100 countries, in-
cluding the U.S., flooding media mar-
kets with false or misleading informa-
tion;

❚ Russia uses social media bots and
fake accounts to influence elections in
other countries and to promote Mos-
cow narratives;

❚ Russia has changed the borders

of Ukraine and Georgia and supported
ethnic, religious and race conflicts in
Kosovo-Serbia and Macedonia; 

❚ Russia has undermined NATO
membership efforts of Montenegro
and North Macedonia. 

Other threats to press freedom
emerging in former Soviet bloc coun-
tries that hold democratic elections
and have free press laws on the books
include a “subtle form of self-censor-
ship,” said Biberaj. 

“Many media outlets are controlled
by big business and they cannot cover
certain stories or they risk losing in-
come,” he said. “The result is a wide-
spread lack of trust in media and a
lack of business accountability.”

In Hungary and Serbia, for exam-
ple, he said, citing Freedom House,
media ownership has been consoli-
dated into the hands of government
allies. Eighty percent of media in
Hungary, he added, is owned by Rus-
sian government allies.

There are similar problems in other
parts of the world where VOA journal-
ists – as well as other journalists
worldwide – are routinely harassed,
detained, arrested, beaten or even

killed. Other countries VOA covers
where this occurs include Pakistan,
Myanmar, Venezuela and Turkey.

Despite the rise in disinformation
worldwide and the weaponization of
social media to spread it, VOA be-
lieves that the best way counter bad
information is good information and
narratives based on truth, said Bibe-
raj.

“Our experience is that when crises
erupt, our audience numbers go up,
because people want to turn to a
trusted source,” he said. 

VOA audiences surveyed world-
wide from 2012 to 2017 gave it an aver-
age 85 percent trust rate, he said, cit-
ing VOA statistics. 2018 figures have
not yet been released. These figures
compare to a September Gallup poll
measuring audience trust in U.S.
mass media at 41 percent.

For more information about VOA,
visit www.voanews.com. For more in-
formation about VOA museum exhib-
its and events, visit www.voamuseu-
m.org. Kehoe Financial Advisors of
Cincinnati sponsored the Biberaj talk.

Melinda Zemper, Oak Tree Com-
munications
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VOA Eurasia division chief warns of Russian
disinformation at VOA Museum talk

From left: event sponsor Tom Keller of Kehoe Financial Advisors; Elez Biberaj, VOA Eurasia division chief in
Washington, D.C.; Jack Dominic, VOA museum director. VOA MUSEUM/PROVIDED 


