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INTRODUCTION

o [isinformation, increasingly dissevered and complex, is finally finding ways in Portugal, with narratives targeting
individuals, especially institutions or vulnerable social groups within democratic processes. The most salient part of this
disinformation phenomenon is seen through the sudden spike of false content across social media platforms like TikTok,
Instagram, WhatsApp, YouTube, as well as on Facebook. Cases such as false claims about immigrants receiving more
attention than matters about Portuguese pensioners or even conspiracy theories and manipulated data on corruption.
That illustrates how disinformation exploits public anxieties and reinforces polarizing narratives.

e Aparticularly emblematic case emerged in early 2024, when it was detected signs of foreign interference through paid
YouTube ads targeting major political parties (PS and PSD) just before the European elections. This was the first
confirmed instance of its kind in Portugal, highlighting the evolving nature of disinformation tactics and the urgent need
for robust countermeasures.

e The misuse of traditional media branding to spread disinformation has become an emerging trend, with political figures
and groups using the familiar visual styles of established outlets to lend credibility to misleading claims. This tactic aims
to exploit the public's trust in trusted media brands, blurring the lines between legitimate information and false narratives.
Such practices highlight the growing challenges in protecting media integrity and combating the spread of disinformation.

e Portugal lacks a centralized strategy or legal framework to combat disinformation, relying instead on European
regulations and isolated government initiatives without a national authority or coordinated response mechanism.

e Fact-checking is led by a few key players like Poligrafo and Viral Check. Alongside generalist media like Observador and
Publico that also have fact-checking sections.

o Portugal faces a growing but relatively moderate threat of disinformation, with traditional media still being the dominant
source of news, though social media is increasingly influential, especially among younger audiences.



EMBLEMATIC CASES

On January 24, 2025, André Ventura, leader of the far-right party Chega, shared a post on the social media platform X that closely
mimicked the visual style of the Portuguese newspaper, Zxpresso. Falsely citing Expresso, the post asserted that “seven out of ten

individuals convicted of rape are foreigners." Contrary to Venturas figures, official data from the Directorate-General for
Reintegration and Prison Services showed that 27 of the 131 people incarcerated for rape at the end of 2023 were foreign nationals,
or about 20.6%.

This incident is not isolated. Specifically in the summer of 2023, Ventura was accused of sharing content that mimicked the design of
FRadio Renascengato lend credibility to misleading claims. In response, he asserted that the design in question was an original creation
for Chega's publication, "Folha Nacional," and not a copy of Radio Renascenca's branding. A fact-checking investigation by Poligrafo

concluded that Ventura's claim of originality in design was unsubstantiated. The evidence showed that Ventura's shared content was
more like the visual identity of Addio Renascengathan it was to the design elements of “Folha Nacional." This incident highlights how
difficult it is to fight misinformation and how crucial it is to uphold media branding integrity to keep the public's trust.

In February 2024, during a televised debate between the leaders of Portugal's Socialist Party (PS) and Social Democratic Party
(PSD), a significant exchange occurred concerning pension cuts. Luis Montenegro, leader of the PSD - and Prime Minister since
April 2024, accused the PS of implementing a €1 billion cut to the pension system in 2022. In response, Pedro Nuno Santos, leader
of the PS, presented a printed fact-checking article from Poligrafo that refuted Montenegro's claim, leading to a contentious

moment in the debate.

Poligrafo’s analysis revealed that, contrary to Montenegro's claim, the PS government had not enacted a €1 billion cut to pensions
in 2022. Instead, pension expenditures had increased during that period. Despite this, Montenegro maintained his stance during
the debate, dismissing the fact-check as incorrect. The case highlights the challenge of handling disinformation in politics. Even
after being presented with validated facts offered by independent fact-checking institutions, political leaders are sometimes ready
to keep circulating disinformation.

In 2023, the Portuguese government faced significant controversy involving key political figures and the national airline, TAP Air
Portugal. This series of events, marked by contradictions and misinformation, was highlighted by Poligrafo as the "National Lie of


https://expresso.pt/politica/2025-01-24-ventura-usurpou-grafismo-do-expresso-para-divulgar-noticia-falsa-sobre-violacoes-243c6709
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https://poligrafo.sapo.pt/politica/luis-montenegro-o-poligrafo-e-a-mentira-repetida-sobre-os-cortes-de-pensoes/
https://poligrafo.sapo.pt/politica/mentira-nacional-do-ano-pedro-nuno-santos-e-joao-galamba-enredados-na-teia-da-tap/

the Year." The situation escalated with reports of a “secret" meeting involving TAP's CEO, government members, and Socialist Party
deputies before a parliamentary hearing. This meeting aimed to coordinate responses for the upcoming inquiry, raising concerns
about transparency and accountability. Jodo Galamba, who succeeded Santos as Minister of Infrastructure, faced scrutiny over his
involvement in these events.

Besides, an incident involving Galamba's aide, Frederico Pinheiro, who was fired, further brewed controversy. Pinheiro was
accused of attempting to steal a government laptop containing confidential data, and a fight erupted in the Ministry of
Infrastructure. This caused quite a lot of press and opposing accounts of events.

Is nothing new and it was already in the last report, but its impact requires that it be included in this updated version. On 4
October 2019, two days before the Portuguese legislative elections, the Prime Minister was confronted in the street by a citizen
who accused him of being on vacation when the Pedrdgao Grande fire occurred in 2017. The false accusation outraged Antdnio
Costa - to the point of almost having a physical confrontation with his accuser. This was considered the most striking episode

during the electoral campaign. The hoax about Costa’s allegedly ‘inappropriate’ vacation had been going on for months,
circulating profusely on social media. Portuguese fact-checker Poligrafo denied this on 13 August, about two months before the
altercation, which was captured by television cameras. Therefore, it gained national coverage, becoming a recurrent topic of the
year.

A report written by the Medialab (ISCTE-IUL) in 2020 provides further details on this case, particularly in identifying several

publications that amplified this false claim and even some political figures who may have contributed to its spread. Notably, it
highlights statements made by former Prime Minister Pedro Passos Coelho (at the time leader of the opposition) on September

26, 2017, in which he claimed that the Socialist Party government "had nearly gone on vacation instead of facing the tragedy,
leaving the President of the Republic to handle the issue on his own."

In February 2024, Portuguese researchers identified potential foreign interference in the nation's electoral process through online
disinformation campaigns—a first for Portugal. The Medialab team at ISCTE-IUL, in collaboration with the Lusa news agency,

uncovered two notable cases of online advertisements targeting the country's major political parties, the Socialist Party (PS) and
the Social Democratic Party (PSD). The first case involved a YouTube channel named "Bolsonaristas em Portugal," which
disseminated a paid eight-second video ad accusing former PS leaders, including José Sécrates and Antanio Costa, of corruption.
The ad featured decontextualized headlines from reputable Portuguese newspapers, such as ECO and Piblico—a common tactic in
disinformation efforts. Investigations traced the ad's origins to Nekoplay LLC, a company registered in Delaware, USA, known for
its involvement in political and disinformation content in countries like Singapore, Romania, and Panama, all of which had elections


https://poligrafo.sapo.pt/politica/mentira-nacional-do-ano-pedro-nuno-santos-e-joao-galamba-enredados-na-teia-da-tap/
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https://democracy-reporting.org/en/office/EU/publications/disinformation-beyond-elections-the-portuguese-case
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https://medialab.iscte-iul.pt/indicios-apontam-interferencia-estrangeira-nas-eleicoes-em-portugal/

in 2024. The association with Nekoplay LLC, coupled with the channel's name, suggests external influence in Portugal's electoral
affairs. The second case featured a professionally produced video recalling austerity measures implemented during the PSD's
governance amid the "troika” period. Attributed to a YouTube channel named “Jovens por Portugal,” the video garnered
approximately 135,000 views before both the video and channel were suspended. This content also circulated on platforms like X
and Reddit.

These incidents marked a shift in Portugal's information landscape, highlighting vulnerabilities to foreign interference through
sophisticated online disinformation campaigns. Such tactics aim not necessarily to persuade but to sow doubt among the populace,
potentially undermining trust in democratic institutions.



NARRATIVES

In Portugal, political narratives linking immigration to increased crime rates have gained prominence, particularly through the
discourse of far-right figures. These narratives often rely on selective data and emotional appeals rather than comprehensive

analyses. Multiple claims suggest a direct correlation between rising immigration and increased criminal activity. For instance,
allegations that immigrants constitute a disproportionate percentage of the prison population have been scrutinized. Official data

indicates that foreign nationals represent approximately 16.7% of the prison population, with nearly half from Portuguese-speaking
African countries, challenging the narrative of a direct link between immigration and crime.

There have also been instances where misleading videos and images are circulated to bolster anti-immigration sentiments. These
often depict immigrants in a negative light, aiming to evoke emotional reactions and reinforce stereotypes. Despite being debunked,
such content continues to influence public perception. These narratives contribute to a climate of fear and mistrust towards
immigrants, influencing public opinion and potentially guiding policy decisions. They often overshadow nuanced discussions about
immigration’s socio-economic contributions and challenges.

For example, in a TikTok video published in May 2024, it was claimed that a Portuguese person with 40 or more years of
contributions receives a pension of 280 euros, while a refugee arriving in Portugal receives 800 euros in social aid. The video
consisted of two images intended to compare the two situations. The top image shows an elderly person, with a sad expression and
simple clothing, claiming they receive 280 euros a month after 40 years of contributions. The bottom image shows a refugee,
wearing a life jacket and holding a smartphone, supposedly receiving 800 euros. The author of the post, which garnered over
17,000 views in five days, claims this is "unfortunately a reality" and that "previous governments give away to foreigners." However,
this "reality” is false. It is not true that a pensioner with 40 years of contributions receives only 250 euros, nor that a refugee
receives 800 euros. Poligrafo confirmed with the Portuguese Refugee Council that "an international protection applicant” (someone
waiting for a decision on their protection request) who has no means of subsistence, receives material reception conditions,
including a social support payment of 150 euros per month.

The repeated assertion that "Portuguese people abroad lose access to healthcare, but immigrants arrive and have access to
everything" is another illustration of this narrative. This kind of information, which is frequently shared out of context, has already
been fact-checked by Poligrafo. As clarified by the Portuguese Government in a statement issued in December 2023, "Portuguese
emigrants will continue to have full access to the SNS and will not have to pay for the care they receive." It was clarified, through
this means, what is truly at stake: "It is reiterated that there is no question of having to pay for these services. What is changing is


https://poligrafo.sapo.pt/politica/mentira-nacional-do-ano-sensacoes-de-ventura-perdem-contra-os-factos-sobre-os-imigrantes/
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the identification of financially responsible entities for cases involving citizens who do not reside in Portugal, allowing the
Portuguese state to be reimbursed for expenses incurred by the NHS in treating citizens who have health coverage in another
country, whenever applicable.”

A narrative that has gained traction on social media in Portugal claims that “the corruption index in Portugal increases with the
number of elections.” The argument suggests a direct causal relationship between holding elections and a rise in corruption,
insinuating that the more democratic processes there are, the more corrupt the country becomes.

According to the Corruption Perceptions Index by Transparency International — which measures perceived levels of corruption in

the public sector — there is no correlation between the number of elections and the level of corruption in a given year or period. In
Portugal, years with more elections have not systematically corresponded to worse positions in the index.

Furthermore, the Index is based on international expert assessments and surveys and considers structural and long-term issues
such as transparency, accountability, judicial independence, and press freedom — not the frequency of elections.

The spread of this type of disinformation undermines trust in democratic institutions and electoral processes, promoting the false
idea that voting and civic participation are somehow linked to systemic corruption. It's a tactic often used to provoke disillusionment
with democracy and discourage voter turnout. See more here.

Between 2015 and 2024, there has been a 13-percentage point drop in the general trust Portuguese citizens have in news media,
according to the Reuters Digital News Report 2024. This decline reflects a broader trend of increasing skepticism towards news

sources. The study also revealed that a significant portion of the population feels overwhelmed by the sheer volume of news
available today, leading to news fatigue and selective engagement with news content.

Like before, suspicions of favouritism, links with political power (whether with the government or with the opposition) and the
presence of trolls in comment sections are already frequent and easily verifiable narratives on any page of the national newspapers.
The term ‘jornalixo’ continues to be popularised, combining the words journalism and garbage, often used when content goes against
the reader’s convictions.


https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2024
https://poligrafo.sapo.pt/fact-check/e-verdade-que-o-indice-de-corrupcao-em-portugal-aumenta-com-o-numero-de-eleicoes/
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2024

COMMUNITY

o Poligrafo: Poligrafo is a journalistic project whose main objective is to ascertain the truth in the public space by actively
scrutinising the various protagonists that move in the communicational ecosystem.

o Viral Check: Viral Check is a fact-checking newspaper fully dedicated to clarifying misinformation in health, namely that
shared through social networks.

o (bservador
o Pblico - Prova dos Factos

o |berifier, an observatory to fight against disinformation in Spain and Portugal, was launched in May 2021. It includes
more than 90 researchers specialised in digital communication, disinformation, computing, and strategic analysis.

o  (Obercom is an institution with the main task of investigating and analysing media and social communication in Portugal.
Research is carried out within the framework of the Observatory or through national and international partnerships.

o Pindquio na escola is a media literacy initiative in Portugal, jointly promoted by Poligrafo and the Calouste Gulbenkian
Foundation, with support from the European Commission Representation in Portugal, the European Parliament Office in
Portugal, and the Erasmus+ Youth/ Sport and European Solidarity Corps National Agency. This program aims to engage
secondary school students in combating misinformation through interactive workshops and a national competition,
fostering critical thinking and responsible information consumption among youth.

o SIC Explica.me is a digital media literacy project launched by SIC Noticias, targeting children and young people aged 6 to
15. The platform offers engaging content—including explanatory videos, articles, short features, and quizzes—tailored
to different age groups.

o |lusa - “Contrafake” is a project for aggregating information and developing computational resources and technological

tools based on artificial intelligence to protect and support communication professionals, citizens and institutions against
actions of disinformation transmitted through social networks and other digital information sources.
o Associacao Literacia para os Media e Jornalismo is an association promoting education for the media, which aims to

encourage citizens to use and interpret the means of social communication, namely in terms of access and use of
information and communication technologies.


https://poligrafo.sapo.pt/
https://viral.sapo.pt/
https://observador.pt/seccao/observador/fact-check/
https://www.publico.pt/prova-dos-factos
https://iberifier.eu/
https://www.obercom.pt/
https://especiais.poligrafo.pt/pinoquio
https://sicexplicame.pt/
https://combatefakenews.lusa.pt/
https://associacaoliteracia.pt/

POLICY AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK

In Portugal, Law n.° 15/2022, of 11 August, simplifies the protection regime against disinformation and ensures its articulation
with the European Action Plan against Disinformation. The State thus ensures compliance in Portugal with the European Action
Plan against Disinformation to protect society against natural or legal persons who produce, reproduce or disseminate narratives
considered to be disinformation. As of now, this remains the cornerstone of Portugal’s legislative approach to combating
disinformation.

But it's worth mentioning that in November 2024, Draft Law No. 32/XVI/1 was submitted to the Portuguese Parliament with the
aim of transposing the Digital Services Act (DSA) into national legislation.

This draft law:
e Designates ANACOM (the National Communications Authority) as the Digital Services Coordinator in Portugal.

e [stablishes obligations for intermediary service providers, particularly concerning the moderation and removal of illegal
content, transparency of algorithms, and protection of users' rights.

o Defines a sanctions framework, outlining penalties for non-compliance with DSA provisions.

All Portuguese legislation in the area of Social Communication can be consulted here.


https://files.dre.pt/1s/2022/08/15500/0000200003.pdf
https://app.parlamento.pt/webutils/docs/doc.pdf?path=v8g1ODlAvjf8pm4Z%252fILJSCnwR%252fJzO1aKJPZhuBsgdQx0HGX4mqvD31%252f7gxMhxdm1kR3CFRyeW9zTdLM7%252bz3bbHFdIfLz%252blwer4wBPCbYC4YQSR2H0hO7Dij0HHYuRL9QKT9nstKng4CDR%252fIwZGQz%252fHz7q8b5PK65UASpvwups0t49uqXiupH95S2b%252fjGD6aFusM6n441S5OiRmiRcPZO%252f5zGr2pT9AJ6RgmCbtMPse%252bTPlXW0P4JZVo5FuO%252bBZ%252fHTLrXekFKmRfqY8OQE6oibszzyBd7o158nBilcyGHE4YCqRvJX%252fUmuiSw35Ig7Js3uRVTaR6wm0Op4B%252bQ%252fggANvPkW98QW2VMzml%252bDOM%252farHqX2A%252bZWtQgHFjBwdFJnPW&fich=4516ad82-8f89-41f5-8239-d754e4a00273.docx&Inline=true
https://www.parlamento.pt/Legislacao/Paginas/Leis-area_ComunicacaoSocial.aspx
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