ISSN 2519-2949 (Print); 2519-2957 (Online) «I[TIOJUTUYHE XUTTS» 3—2022

DOI 10.31558/2519-2949.2022.3.7
UDC 323.22:351.75:578.834.1

ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1458-5076
Rezmer-Plotka K., Nicolaus Copernicus University, Torun, Poland

POLICING CIVIL DISORDER IN PANDEMIC-DRIVEN BULGARIA

The coronavirus pandemic and numerous restrictions introduced have fostered numerous gatherings
and protest actions. Citizens expressed dissatisfaction with the restriction of their rights and freedoms,
while at the same time demanding a solution to the problems that took place before the pandemic occurred.
In Bulgaria, the problems included corruption, dissatisfaction with the government, and the failure to
respect the independence of the judiciary. For this reason, from July 9, 2020 to April 16, 2021 there were
protests of citizens who demanded, among others, changes and resignation of the government. The analysis
will provide answers to two research questions: what actions did the protesters take between July 2020 and
April 20217 How did the security services deal with civil disorder during the protests? The main research
problem relates to the impact of repression on mobilization or demobilization and the use of violent actions
by protesters. By delving into actions, the study will differentiate between violent and peaceful actions.

In turn, by evaluating the security services’ actions, the study will differentiate between repressive and

non-repressive protest policing. The method used in this study is the qualitative source analysis. It draws

on the technique of content analysis of specifically media coverage of the activities of the police and protest

participants during the indicated period. The analysis rests on the reports that appeared on the most

important websites and Internet portals reporting on the course of the protests. Based on the analysis,

it was found that the main demands and goals remained unchanged, the actions taken by the protesters

included many types of violent and peaceful activities. On the side of the security services, a division was

also made into repressive and non-repressive activities. The protests ended naturally with the end

of the government’s term. Repressions had no impact on mobilisation and fuelled violent protests.
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Introduction

The emergence of the pandemic and the introduction of numerous restrictions have been conducive to
limit the rights and freedoms of citizens. It has also contributed to accelerating the process of erosion of the
rule of law and the application of a militant democracy rule [1], which began to be very visible after the 2008
financial crisis in all European Union (EU) Member States [2]. The category militant democracy had already
been used by Karl Loewenstein, who sought the reasons for the defeat of the Weimar Republic in the clash
with Nazism [3]. The current crises have only confirmed that there is still a process in which parliament [4]
and the judiciary are equipped with legal means to restrict individual democratic freedoms in order to defend
democracy, and thus their survival, against those who are considered its internal but also external enemies
[5]. However, nowadays there is more talk of neo-militant democracy or quasi-militant democracy. Many
works discussed this topic in the context of contentious politics i.e. M. Skrzypek [6], R. Backer [7], J. Rak
[8], K. Rezmer-Ptotka [9] and others. Importantly, as a result of the introduced restrictions peculiar to quasi-
militant democracy, there were a huge number of protests and gatherings of citizens opposing the restrictions
imposed by governments. Assemblies often took place during a period when they were temporarily banned
or could only be held to a very limited extent [10, 11]. The outbreak of the pandemic has caused public
attention to focus primarily on health and safety issues. Over time, when the restrictions were loosened and
introduced periodically, problems that were previously described as the most important recurred.

In Bulgaria, corruption was one of the key problems immediately before the outbreak the pandemic
afterwards. In indexes relating to the level of corruption, it ranks very high and exceeds the average indicators
for Europe [12]. In 2019, at the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic, the average for the world was
43 points out of 100. In used scale of 100 points means a state that is practically free from corruption
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and 0 is the highest corruption rate. Bulgaria scored 74 points, ahead of Hungary and Romania, among
others [13]. The judicial system is also not free from corruption, as indicated by EU reports [14]. This means
that Bulgaria will remain high in the rankings on corruption as long as it does not deal with the restoration
of the independence of the judiciary. Restoring the transparency and independence of the courts is very
important because it guarantees respect for the democratic rights and freedoms of citizens. In the case where
both the political elites and the most important democratic institutions are corrupt in Bulgaria, can talk about
the process of democracy backsliding.

Researchers point to a high level of corruption in Bulgaria but the scale of the corruption is difficult
to estimate, which is why O’Brennan uses the term ‘shadow power’ for determining the power
of oligarchs [15]. Ana Krasteva for example claims that Bulgarian populism is a typical example of post-
communist East European populism, to a very large extent imitates it, while “extremism is not a spontaneous
internal attitude but is a learned political game” [16]. This might confirm that the populist political discourse
is used for the purpose, as is pursuing the interests of the governing and oligarchic groups.

John O’ Brennan claims that the mechanisms by which oligarchs exercise power over the state have
never been fully discovered. By contrast, the media, which usually allows the disclosure of what it described
as ‘shadow power’, are also heavily subordinated to the oligarchic class [17]. This article takes the definition
of distinction between corrupt forms of governance for Stefan Antonov who points out that ,,One main
distinction between corrupt forms of governance and the <<rule of oligarchy>> is that only organizations
considered being a part of the coalition between the oligarchy and the political elite are able to arrange tailored
legislation” [18]. Here, as an example, we can recall the reluctance of the media, and the unification of
oligarchy against Boiko Borisov (who has been Prime Minister of Bulgaria since May 2017), at a time when
he and his political party began to aspire to play a greater role in the economy, as Antonov also mentioned
in his paper [19]. Despite the lack of clear evidence of manipulation by oligarchs and incitement to anti-
government protests at that time, it is difficult not to see that the actions of the then government were not
in the interest of oligarchic groups.

The main research problem relates to the impact of repression on mobilization or demobilization
and the use of violent actions by protesters. For this reason, the purpose of the study is to analyze the activity
of protesters and the actions taken by the security services during protests in Bulgaria from July 9, 2020
to April 16, 2021.

Background and Methodology

According to Jennifer Earl ,,The repression of social movements refers to attempts by individuals,
groups, or state actors (e.g., militaries, national police, and local police) to control, constrain, or prevent
protest” [20]. When these attempts are made in an unjustified way, with high frequency they can lead
to an intensification of the activity of these movements. Numerous studies on repression indicate that
the escalation of repression of protest can trigger radicalization and impact negatively on civil liberties [21].
As a result, observations of the processes of repression and radicalization reveal the existing interactions
between contentious politics and the erosion of the rule of law mentioned in the introduction [22].

However, it is possible to maintain peace and order during protests thanks to proper identification
of de-escalating interactions. According to Anne Nassauer, it consists of:

— focusing on communication and on effective police management;

— respecting territorial boundaries;

— avoiding escalation signs;

— recognizing the emotional dynamics for violent outbreaks [23].

In this way, instead of excessive repression, the peaceful nature of the assemblies can be maintained.
The security services prevent instead of reacting and additionally lead to an escalation of moods. This is
important because, as the researchers show, the use of repression is an ineffective deterrent for protesters.
In addition, it often leads to the use of violent actions by protesters who have to use other means to make
their concerns heard [24]. Christian Gobel also noted from the example of China that repression is closely
correlated both with the cost of concessions for local governments and protest intensity [25].

In Code of Ethics for Officials of the Ministry of the Interior with Police Functions was created
in Bulgaria in connection with the Co-operation programme to strengthen the rule of law. Part V stipulates
that the police may use of force:

,,84. The police shall not abuse the rights given to it by the law to use physical power, auxiliary
devices and weapons. The police shall use physical power, auxiliary devices or weapons only
in cases, provided by the law, in case of unavoidable necessity, proportionate to the risk, and
to a degree, which is necessary in order to achieve a lawful goal.
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85. The police on a crime scene is in the position to make an assessment whether to use physical
power, auxiliary devices or weapons, and to what extent.

86. The police uses physical power, auxiliary devices and weapons only as a last chance and
stops using them immediately after the necessity to use them has ceased to exist.

87. The police offers help immediately to persons, against whom physical power, auxiliary
devices or weapons were used, after the reasons for their use has ceased to exist and the purposes
of their use were achieved.

88. Threatening with weapons, beyond the methods determined by professional rules
of intervention, is an example of irresponsible behavior by the police, which contradicts
the principles of professional ethics” [26].

The cited passage from the Code of Ethics for Officials of the Ministry of the Interior with Police
Functions indicates that the use of repression must be justified and proportionate to the offenses. Mainly
because the abuse of force or coercive measures can lead to a weakening of the rule of law in the state and
the legitimacy of the government and security services.

Paul A. Passavant, referring to the example of protests referred to as #BlackLivesMatter, stated that they
revealed that the policing of protest is becoming increasingly militarized and increasingly using control
technologies. In this way, police actions can become an institutional practice that treats protesters as more
than criminals [27]. For this reason, it is important to undertake research on policing protest and assess the
legitimacy of the actions taken. Especially that in a democratic state the costs of repression are higher and it
iS necessary to legitimize these actions [28].

The purpose of this article is to analyze the activity of protesters and the actions taken by the security
services during protests in Bulgaria from July 9, 2020 to April 16, 2021. The method used in this study is the
qualitative source analysis. It draws on the technique of content analysis of specifically media coverage of
the activities of the police and protest participants during the indicated period. The analysis rests on the reports
that appeared on websites and Internet portals: U.S.News, BNR Radio Bulgaria, The Sofia Globe, absNEWS,
Euroactiv, Balkan Insight, DW, VESTI, Reuters, Dnevnik, Novini, Novinite, Dnes.dir, Nova, 24chasa and
others popular websites. On the indicated pages, the most important information about daily protests and key
events were searched. However, in order to accurately follow the course of the daily protests and to get to the
details, reports appearing on local news websites and other European news agencies were also used.

The analysis will provide answers to two research questions: what actions did the protesters take between
July 2020 and April 2021? How did the security services deal with civil disorder during the protests?
The main research problem relates to the impact of repression on mobilization or demobilization and the use
of violent actions by protesters. By delving into actions, the study will differentiate between violent and
peaceful actions. In turn, by evaluating the security services’ actions, the study will differentiate between
repressive and non-repressive protest policing.

Civil disorder during protests in Bulgaria

The protests in Bulgaria began on July 9, 2020 and lasted until April 16, 2021. The protests finished with
the end of Borisov’s 4-year term of office and his formal resignation. This confirms the observations made
by Sidney Tarrow. He claimed that protest waves are not sufficient to produce significant reforms, because
equally important is the presence and entrepreneurship of well-placed reformists who can turn the impetus
for change [29]. In the case of Bulgaria, these key reformists were missing, which is why the protesters’
demands were not implemented.

Based on media reports, it can be noted that contentious performances were held practically every day
in different cities, but the largest of them took place in the capital of Bulgaria. Throughout the period, the
postulates of the protesters, who demanded the resignation of the Borisov’s government and the prosecutor
general, and the fight against corruption, have not changed.

During the period considered, civil disorder included a wide variety of activities. For this reason, a
division has been made that will allow a better illustration of the protesters’ activity:

Blockades of key points, buildings, streets, etc.: blocking the center in the capital and blocking buses
with GERB supporters (counter-protests were held); blocking streets; blocking the National Assembly
building and for a short time the metro system; blockades of boulevards, bus and tram lines; trenches of
barricades, beach protests and a call for Ahmed Demir Dogan to withdraw his support for members of the
government; blocking the bridge between Bulgaria and Romania on the Danube; On 16 September, they
entered the parliament building and barricaded themselves with a disabled person; organizing a car parade,
during which the trumpet was honked, a low speed was maintained; blockades combined with the setting up
of tents and camps at intersections
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Protests in front of important institutions: protests in front of Bulgarian embassies, e.g. in London

Acts of vandalism: attempts to break into parliament, throw fireworks, bottles, stones and red paint at
police officers, throw tomatoes; attack on the building of the Ministry of Justice; throwing tomatoes, toilet
paper and eggs at the building of the Ministry of the Interior

Verbal calls for protest: On July 18, a call by protest leaders to show civil disobedience and besiege
all government-owned buildings

Support for citizens in exile: migrant protests in various European cities

Preventing the free movement of key politicians: protesters attempting to detain Borisov at Sofia
airport in order to prevent his departure; during a conference of the ruling parties on 5 August, protesters tried
to block representatives of the government coalition from leaving their headquarter

Turning to external institutions: march to the European Commission and demanding attention
to the protests

Cooperation with other protest groups i.e.: joining representatives of the tourism industry to adopt a
crisis plan against the effects of COVID-19, joining the association of the disabled and demanding the
resignation of the government, marching on the Prime Minister’s house; joining protests fighting for LGBT
rights and anti-racism

Petitions, organizing into more formal structures: the creation of a citizens’ parliament on 2 August
and the collection of signatures for a petition for the resignation of the government

Support from academia: signature of an open letter on 11 August by scientists regarding the resignation
of the government

Performance protests: chaining to make it harder to remove protesters; laying dead fish before
the Council of Ministers; On February 13, he gathered in front of Borisov’s house and on March 6 once again
and painted with chalk in front of his house inscriptions such as "resignation”, "prison", "thief", etc.

Confrontations with the police: On September 2, demonstrators tried to break the police cordon and
storm the assembly, clashes with the police, throwing firecrackers, bales of hay and bottles at the police,
including arson, riots, insults.

There were also frequent mixed actions, such as the simultaneous blockade of roads, intersections
on 24 July, throwing garbage cans and bottles to get to the Bulgarian national television. The largest anti-
government protests took place in Sofia on July 29. Among the distinguished protest actions, violent actions
include: some blockades, acts of vandalism, partly preventing the movement of politicians, clashes
with the police. In the case of peaceful actions, the following can be classified: emigrant protests in other
European countries, verbal appeals addressed to protesters, addressing external institutions, cooperation with
other assemblies, petitions and the creation of more formal structures, support by scientific circles,
performance protests.

Policing civil disorder during protests

A separate classification has also been created for police activity during the protests of Bulgarians.

Distribution of counter-demonstrations: on July 10, the police distributed counter-demonstrations

Arrest: arrests of protesters, e.g.: on 11 July; On July 20, the arrest of an MP who was supposed
to be co-responsible for blocking the metro system

Use of force: On July 14, the accusation of beating protesting students, on September 3, violent clashes,
arrests, dismantling tents, pushing protesters so that they do not block the boulevards

Interacting with protesters: police removed their riot shields in gratitude to the protesters

Police detention other than persons: the arrest of a truck that was supposed to be supplying technical
and audio equipment to the protests in Sofia

Elimination of tent towns and protests blockades: police dismantled protesters’ tents and dismantled
roadblocks

Locks: police cars blocked the vehicles of protesters who wanted to block the highway; police set up
checkpoints to control the flow of people

Imposition of financial sanctions: e.g. fines

Use of security measures: use of tear gas, water cannons, pepper spray, batons, arrests

This is a very conventional classification, because as in the case of civil disorder, often
the activity undertaken by the security services was mixed. Repressive actions are primarily: use of force,
some stops and removal of blockades, imposition of fines, application of security measures, including
some of the blockades. Non-repressive activities are mainly: separating counter-demonstrations
that could otherwise lead to an escalation of moods and pose a greater threat, interactions with protesters
to express gratitude.
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Conclusions

The long-standing protests in Bulgaria were very dynamic and varied. Although the main demands and
goals remained unchanged, the actions taken by the protesters included many types of violent and peaceful
activities. Among them, the following were distinguished: blockades of various nature, including preventing
the movement of politicians, protests in front of key institutions, acts of vandalism, verbal declarations and
calls, including addressing external entities, writing petitions, confrontations with the police or symbolic
actions defined as performances. Also important for these protests was the involvement of protest groups that
wanted to achieve their own goals and support for citizens in exile in other countries.

The repressive and non-repressive activities that were distinguished on the part of the police included:
the distribution of counter-demonstrations, arrests, the use of force, interacting with protesters, detentions,
the liquidation of tent towns and blockades set up by protesters, the creation of police blockades,
the imposition of financial sanctions in the form of fines and the use of various security measures.

The protests analyzed revealed the great dissatisfaction of citizens with the situation in the state and
the rulers. However, despite the long duration of the protests and their dynamics, the main goals of the
assemblies were not achieved. The protests ended naturally with the end of the government’s term. What
was achieved in the period under review was a large social mobilization and the expression of a clear
disagreement with the lack of respect for democratic values. In addition, apart from a few examples of the
security services exceeding their powers, most of the actions taken were justified. The analysis of the
protests in Bulgaria presented in this article confirms the observations made by other researchers that the
use of repression had a significant impact on violent actions, and its abandonment did not affect the greater
mobilization of protesters. This does not mean that there were no acts of unjustified vandalism on the part
of the protesters. However, on the side of the security services, cases of abuse of force against peaceful
people have also been reported.
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Pezmep-Ilnomxka K. Iloniyiitne no0onants 2pomaoceKux 6e3nopaokie, CnpuiuHeHUX naHoemicio,
y Bonzapii

Tlanoemis kopoHagipycy ma YuCieHHi 0OMeHCeHHs, 3anPOBAONCEHT YPAOOM, CNPUSATU BUHUKHEHHIO
yucneHHux 3060pie ma axyiv npomecmy. I pomaoanu 8UCIO6TI08ANU HEBOOBOIEHHA OOMENHCEHHAM IXHIX npas
i ¢60000, 800HOUAC BUMALAIOYU BUPIUEHHS NPOOIeM, SIKI Mau Micye 00 novamky nanoemii. Y boneapii
ceped OCHOBHUX NPoOIeM BUOLIANUCE KOPYNYISA, HeBO0BOLEHH OisMu YPsAOY mdad HeOOMPUMAHHS
HezanexcHocmi cy008oi cucmemu. 3 yiei npuyunu 3 9 aunus 2020 poky 0o 16 xeimusa 2021 poxy
8I00y8aNUCs aKyii npomecmy epoMaosit, KI GUMA2AlU, 30Kkpema, 3mMin ma giocmasku ypsaoy. Auaniz nadae
8i0N06i0i HA 08a 3ANUMANHS O0CHIOIHCEeHHS: K Oii 30ilICHIO8ANIU NPOMECMYBALHUKYU 8 NEPiOO 3 IUNHSL
2020 poxy no xeimenv 2021 poky? Hx cunosuxu 60ponucs 3 2pomadCoKumu 3a860pYULeHHAMU IO Ydc
npomecmie? OcHosHa npobiema 00Cai0NCeH s CMOCYEMbCSL 8RIUBY penpeciil Ha Mobinizayito abo
demobinizayiro npomecmy8aibHUKI6 Mma 3aCMOCYBANHI HACUTbHUYLKUX Oill NPOMecm)y8anibHUKAMU.
Hemanizayis ananizy exazanux Oiti 003601UNA PO3PIZHUMU HACUTLHUYLKT Ma MUpHi 0ii. V ceoio uepey,
oyino0YU Oii cneycyich, 00CIIONCEHHS PO3IMENCOBYE Penpecusti ma HepenpecusHti Oii noaiyii. ¥ yvomy
00CIONHCEHHT BUKOPUCOBYEMBCA MEMOO AKICHO20 aHanizy ojxcepen. Bin cnupaemobcsa Ha Memoouxy
KOHMEHM-aHanizy came meoia-euceimienus OianbHOCmi Miniyii ma yuacHukie npomecmia y Ka3anull
nepioo. AHaniz I(pyHmyemuvcsa Ha NOBIOOMIEHHSAX, SKI 3 AGUAUCS HA HAUBANCIUBIUUX CAUMAX Ma IHMepHem-
nopmanax, sKi N0GIOOMAAIOMb NPO Xi0 Npomecmis. 3a pe3yibmamamus AHaIi3y CMAHOBIEHO, U0 OCHOBHI
BUMO2U A YT 3ATUMUTUCS HE3MIHHUMU, a Ol MIMUHEYB8ATILHUKIE BKAIOYANU OA2amo 6UOIE 5K
HACUTbHUYLKOT, MAK i MUpHoi OisinbHocmi. 3 BOKY opeanie 0XOpOHU NPABONOPSAOKY MaKoxc 6y10 3p0OIeHO
nooin Ha penpecusiy ma Hepenpecusty disiviicmo. [Ipomecmu 3aKOHOMIPHO 3AKIHYUIUCS 13 3AKIHYUEHHAM
nosHosaxcens ypsoy. Penpecii ne eniunyiu na macumabu MoOinizayii npomecmys8aibHUKI6 [ GUKTUKATU
oypxauei npomecma.

Knrouoei cnosa: boneapis, noniyis, nanoemis, 2poMaOAHCHKI 3A80pYULEHHS, NPOMeCmu
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