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OnMarch 26, 2020 Twitter announced a takedown of accounts targeting Ser-
bian Twitter users. Twitter reported that this network—consisting of approxi-
mately 8,500 accounts and more than 43 million tweets—acted in concert to
cheerlead for President Aleksandar Vučić and his party, to attack his oppo-
nents, and to boost the popularity and visibility of other content serving these
ends. In this paper, we describe the contours of this operation and the tactics
it used to achieve its aims.

Serbian politics have reached a new inflection point in recent years. Alek-
sandar Vučić, who was elected president in 2017, has been accused of using
authoritarian means to entrench himself in power—in particular, by using
state resources, including public media and the justice system, against his
opponents and bymoving to concentrate power in the office of the presidency.
In response, many Serbians have taken part in an ongoing protest known as
“1 of 5 Million,” after Vučić’s claim that he “would not fulfill a single demand…
even if there were five million of you.” (The population of Serbia is a little
over seven million.) As the protests have shifted and fluctuated in response to
political events in Serbia—including violence against prominent members of
the opposition and a plagiarism scandal—Vučić has maneuvered to sap their
energy, including by arranging an elaborate state visit by Vladimir Putin and
by organizing a counter demonstration called “The Future of Serbia.”
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Against this backdrop, a large network of Twitter accounts worked steadily
to legitimate Vučić’s policies and undercut public support for his opponents,
including those involved in the “1 of 5 Million” movement. This network was
extensive: 8,558 accounts tweeted more than 43 million times (over 85% of
which were retweets).

Figure 1: While some accounts were active as early as 2009, the network began
ramping up in mid-2018, right before the “1 of 5 Million” protests began. We
found no evidence that preexisting accounts were purchased or reused for
the purposes of this operation.
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Figure 2: A large number of the accounts were created in mid-2018 and mid-
2019.

These accounts reached approximately 2,356,000 followers in total (with an
undetermined number of duplicates), but the median account had only 66
followers; the top 500 accounts accounted for more than half of the net-
work’s total number of followers. Two of the most popular accounts in the
network—@belilav11 and @1kujovic—had 12,167 and 10,867 followers and
attracted 331,691 and 393,356 total engagements (quotes, replies, likes, and
retweets) across the lifetime of their accounts.
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Figure 3: An archived tweet by @belilav11 attacking the opposition politicians
Vuk Jeremić and Dragan Đilas. “Jeremic has a similar problem to the one
Djilas has. They both think that our people are so oblivious that they do not
remember how much harm they have inflicted on them while in power.” The
original tweet also linked to an article on informer.rs criticizing Jeremić. Via
archive.org.

Just as the accounts did not tend to gain many followers, their content did not

tend, on the whole, to attract much engagement from other Twitter users. The
top-performing accounts did manage to get some traction:

@1kujovic 10,867 Profesor srpskog jezika, borac
za Srbiju i srpstvo 11.2

@grofodValjeva 11,416 [none] 9.4
@belilav11 12,167 [none] 6.4
@Ugljesa_d 10,764 [none] 1.8

@Atenjanin89 9,353

Nasmej se zato ako ti kažu
da si mali čovek. Nema maloga
prijatelja i male tajne. Nema
maloga čoveka i male ljubavi...

1.0

But they were the exception rather than the rule. The median account in
this network received only four reactions (like, retweet, quote, or reply) in its
entire lifetime. Out of 8,558 accounts, 3,244 did not receive a single reaction
over the course of their existence. As we describe below, this is partially due to
the fact that many of these accounts were engaged only in retweeting @avucic
and other pro-Vučić accounts.

Individual tweets did not do particularly well, either. The best-performing
tweet in the dataset, which consisted of “#Autumn” and what appeared to be a
video of an autumnal scene—this video was not included in the data provided
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