A A
‘.'
M

NOTORIOUS

HAW « HBI « ISD

Destructive Discourses:
The Digital Dissemination of Climate
Misinformation and Disinformation

A Multi-Platform Investigation as part
of the NOTORIOUS Project

Hanna Borgmann, Dominik Hammer, Jan Beyer, Jonas Ziock,
Fiete Stegers, Philipp Kefiling & Felix Munch

I-I' o § LEIBNIZ-INSTITUT

._-_; FUR MEDIENFORSCHUNG
J HANS-BREDOW-INSTITUT




This report was created as part of the NOTORIOUS
(Cross-Platform Identification, Monitoring and Modelling
of Diffusion Patterns of Disinformation) project, which
was funded by the German Federal Ministry of Research
and Education (BMBF).

Partner organisations
ISD Germany

The Institute for Strategic Dialogue (ISD) has been a
leader in the analysis of coordinated hate, disinformation
and all forms of extremism since 2006. The ISD not only
conducts research into the risks facing democracy; it
also develops solutions to counter these risks. It con-
siders the entire spectrum of digital and analogue de-
velopments with the aim of raising awareness of human
rights and civil liberties. Founded in 2020, ISD Germany
analyses societal and political trends in German-speak-
ing countries and Europe from a global perspective.
ISD Germany gGmbH works with the ISD’s international
team of analysts, political advisors and educators to find
strategic, innovative and scalable solutions to combat
extremism, hate and disinformation.

Hamburg University of Applied Sciences
(HAW Hamburg)

HAW Hamburg is northern Germany’s leading academic
institution for reflective practice. Its goal is to develop
sustainable solutions for the current and future societal
challenges. HAW Hamburg focuses on providing excel-
lent courses and teaching. It is also enhancing its profile
as a leading academic institution. People from over
100 nations work at HAW Hamburg. Its strength lies in
its diversity. The Department of Information and Media
Communication investigates information systems and
processes as well as the development of the internet.
Students learn how the public is supplied with informa-
tion using multimedia tools —communication is an inter-

Wir schutzen die
Demokratie im
digitalen Zeitalter.

N)D,

disciplinary field and as such a key point of contact for
society. Prof. Stocker’s group at HAW Hamburg’s Depart-
ment of Information teaches and conducts research into
digital media competence, reception and production.
This includes work within a specially designed Masters
programme for Digital Communication.

Leibniz Institute for Media Research | Hans Bredow
Institute (HBI)

The Leibniz Institute for Media Research | Hans Bredow
Institute (HBI) examines media change and the related
structural shifts in public communication. It combines
basic research and research on knowledge transfer from
cross-media, interdisciplinary and independent scholarly
perspectives. Thus, the institute is a valued provider of
problem-specific knowledge for politics, commerce and
civil society.

The research perspective of the Leibniz Institute for
Media Research |Hans Bredow Institute (HBI) focuses on
media-based public communication, regardless of the
individual technical platforms involved. The institute’s
research focuses on how certain forms of media-based
communication influence different aspects of our lives,
such as politics, economy, culture, education, law, reli-
gion and family, and how they contribute to structural
transformations. The fact that the research activities
are problem-oriented also leads to a distinct interest in
the “*new” media — and it is the institute’s aim to con-
tribute to their understanding as well as to their future
shape.

Acknowledgements

The authors would like to thank Jennie King, Gil Jung,
Cornelius Adebahr, Eva Rabbe, Luca Schafiyha, Nikole
Sergienko, Clara Fricke, Gregor Wiedemann and Mattes
Ruckdeschel for their valuable support in the conception
and realisation of this research report.

Copyright © Institute for Strategic Dialogue (2025). Institute for Strategic Dialogue (ISD) is a company limited by guarantee, registered office
address 3rd Floor, 45 Albemarle Street, Mayfair, London, W1S 4JL. ISD is registered in England with company registration number 06581421

and registered charity number 1141069. All Rights Reserved.

www.isdgermany.org


https://notorious-projekt.de/

Contents

Glossary 4
1. Introduction 7
2. Main findings 9
3. Methodology 11
3.1 Quantitative analysis methods 11
3.2 Qualitative analysis methods 13
4. Quantitative analysis 15
4.1 Distribution of climate disinformation and misinformation by platform 15
4.2 Volume over time: peak values for disinformation and misinformation posts per platform 16
4.3 Frequency of higher-level disinformation and misinformation narratives 16
4.4 Linked domains in misinformation and disinformation posts 17
4.5 An analysis of accounts that spread climate misinformation and disinformation 19
5. Qualitative analysis: Anti-climate narratives in the data set 24
5.1 Enemy narratives 24
5.2 Narratives concerning the negative effects of climate policy 31
5.3 Climate and climate science narratives 36
6. Conclusion 39
7. Prospects 41
Endnotes 44
Appendix |: Search words 49




Glossary

Alternative Media

Alternative Media usually positions itself as a counterpart
to traditional and professional mass media, which they
often derogatorily describe as “mainstream”. Using the
definition formulated by Holt et. al.' alternative media
are characterised by reporting anomalous subjects,
persons and theories, and by their regular use of the
opportunities for participation that the internet offers.?
However, a media outlet does not need to self-identify as
“alternative”; this designation may can also be applied by
consumers or third parties.?

Alternative Media can represent positions from a broad
political spectrum. Although “alternative” cannot in
every case be equated with right-wing populist/far-right
internet media that disseminate disinformation, this type
of media currently constitutes the most widespread form
of alternative media in the German-speaking world.*

Various factors were used for operationalization as part
of this study, including self-identification as “alternative”,
“anti-mainstream”, or “uncensored” on the relevant
website or account, as well as classification in the re-
search, linked domains, further activities and accounts
on platforms such as YouTube or Telegram. In contrast to
Schwaiger® however, the existence of a website was not
made prerequisite.

Social media accounts that predominantly or to a large
extent produce their own content were treated as poten-
tial alternative media. Accounts that do not disseminate
their own posts, instead only posting third-party con-
tent, were not classified as alternative media. Individuals
who regularly appear as authors in alternative media or
as media activists were classified as alternative media.

Climate scepticism

Although this term is often used synonymously with
climate denialism, scientists have developed a more
differentiated understanding of content disseminated
by climate sceptics. The common denominator between
denialism and scepticism is the emphasis on doubt and
uncertainty in relation to both climate science and cli-
mate protection. Common misconceptions involve
both the nature of scientific “evidence” and the credi-
bility of scientific institutions and the researchers them-
selves. Both can be reinforced by the way in which they
are portrayed in the media.” Climate scepticism can also

exploit a lack of understanding of how scientific work is
carried out and how peer-reviewed research is conduct-
ed. Multi-stakeholder procedures can also be misinter-
preted. Such climate-sceptical rhetoric is perhaps most
evident in the alleged scandal surrounding the private
correspondence of researchers at the University of East
Anglia in 2009, commonly referred to as “Climategate”.
This event was widely misunderstood as a manipulation
of evidence to support a political agenda. Climate scep-
ticism narratives reinforce the false beliefs that a) the
evidence for climate change is inherently unreliable, full
of “contradictory data” or lacks broad consensus (“epis-
temic scepticism”); and b) action against climate change
is unnecessary or nothing can be done to mitigate its
effects (“response scepticism”).®

Climate denialism

In contrast to other positions such as climate scepticism
(see above), climate denialism refers to the open denial
of both the phenomenon of climate change and its caus-
es and effects. This includes claims that contradict the
scientific consensus, e.g. that climate change is a hoax,
that global temperatures are not rising, and that global
warming is a natural process unrelated to anthropogenic
(i.e. human-induced) greenhouse gas emissions.’

Cluster
A group of posts that are similar in terms of content and
semantics.

Coding
The process of assigning the content of a text to specific
categories or topics.

Community detection
The identification of groups within a network based on
similarity of content.

Community detection infomap

An algorithm for identifying cluster structures in net-
works in order to find hierarchical groups with similar
content.

Deductive/inductive coding
The classification of texts based on predefined catego-
ries (deductive) or on the basis of topics that emerge
during the analysis (inductive).
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Delayism

This category comprises discourses that “accept the
existence of climate change but justify inaction or inad-
equate efforts. In contemporary discussions on what ac-
tions should be taken, by whom and how fast, proponents
of climate delay would argue for minimal action or action
taken by others. They focus attention on the negative
social effects of climate policies and raise doubt that miti-
gation is possible.”°

Recognising human-induced climate change as part
of the discourse contrasts with other familiar forms
of climate policy denial, including climate denialism
and climate scepticism. Lamb et. al. comprehensively
described delayism discourses on the topic of climate
in 2020. The vast majority of delayism narratives are
therefore already known in research and can follow
one of four thematic directions: Redirect responsibility
(others should act first); push non-transformative solu-
tions (no major changes necessary due to factors such
as technical progress); “emphasise the downsides”
(highlight the disadvantages of possible measures for
ordinary citizens, etc.); and “surrender” (climate pro-
tection measures are pointless or too late). Since these
narratives are linked to real human concerns and fears,
Lamb et. al. only speak of delayism arguments when
they are used to discredit climate protection measures
or to describe the fight against global warming as an
impossible task."

Discourse analysis
The analysis of linguistic structures and patterns to iden-
tify and understand narratives in social discussions.

The far right

According to the political scientist and right-wing ex-
tremism expert Cas Mudde, this term refers to groups
and individuals whose political attitudes display at least
three of the following five characteristics: Nationalism,
racism, xenophobia, anti-democracy and advocacy of a
strong state."? “The far right” is an umbrella term that en-
compasses both the “radical right” and “extreme right”.
According to Mudde, both the radical right and the ex-
treme right believe that inequalities between people are
natural and positive, but the two hold different positions
on democracy.” While the radical right rejects certain
aspects of liberal democracy (e.g. minority rights, inde-
pendent institutions), it is not fundamentally opposed

to democracy, instead it favours a majority democracy
under the leadership of the group with which it identifies.
The extreme right, on the other hand, fundamentally re-
jects democracy as a form of government and favours
authoritarian rule instead.™

The Great Reset

A conspiracy narrative that claims the COVID-19 pan-
demic was deliberately orchestrated to gain control of
the global economy. The origin of this narrative was an
initiative of the World Economic Forum (WEF) in 2020 to
shape markets fairly, promote sustainable investments
and technology for the benefit of society. This initiative
was reinterpreted as a conspiracy by elites to establish a
“new world order” under their control. As this narrative
leaves plenty of room forinterpretation, it is linked to var-
ious topics and debates,” including climate change and
environmental policymaking, e.g. in the context of the
European Green New Deal, which is interpreted as proof
of the establishment of a “green dictatorship”.'®

Large language model (LLM)
A type of machine learning model designed to analyse
texts and identify semantic patterns.

Misinformation and disinformation

ISD currently uses the following working definitions
based on Claire Wardle’s definitions: Disinformation com-
prises “false, misleading or manipulated content that is
presented as fact with the intention to deceive or harm”.
Misinformation implies “false, misleading or manipulat-
ed content that is presented as fact, irrespective of any
intention to deceive”.

The term “disinformation” poses a challenge in the con-
text of current political and scientific discussions, par-
ticularly in terms of intentionality. For example, although
the intention behind creating, sharing and forwarding
messages on social media is central to the categorisa-
tion of disinformation, it is difficult to prove intention
when analysing data.

Claire Wardle (2020) uses the term “information disor-
der”, which she identifies as comprising disinformation,
misinformation and malinformation — whereby disinfor-
mation often turns into misinformation if it is not inten-
tional. Misinformation and disinformation can include
— with different intentions — misleading information,
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decontextualisation, manipulated content, propaganda
and false information.

Narrative

This report understands narratives as “morals drawn
from stories” in accordance with the definition of the
term developed for the NOTORIOUS project. Narratives
accordingly address a moral dimension of storytelling.
They are formed in human memory and expressed in
the form of stories that comprise a “temporally, spatially
and causally linked sequence of events”."” According to
a definition by Bolt and Haiden,' the stories from which
narratives are derived can be an account of real events or
a complete fiction.

According to Bolt and Haiden, narratives have three
core characteristics: They encourage understanding, re-
duce complexity and offer “conclusions or visions for an
achievable or unachievable end state”.*2°

Natural language model
A model that processes and analyses linguistic data in
order to recognise meaning and context.

Natural language processing (NLP)
The processing of data encoded in natural language in
order to identify and analyse disinformation narratives.

Network centrality
Akey measurement for determining representative texts
in clusters by their links within a network.

Personal attacks

This report understands personal attacks as the dis-
traction from substantive debate by discrediting people
or movements that support climate protection meas-
ures (variously portraying them as morally evil, naive or
pathological).

QAnon
Awidely circulated conspiracist narrative that claims that
an elite group of child-trafficking paedophiles has ruled

the world for several decades and that President Trump
has a secret plan to bring this group to justice.?’

Ranking process
Sorting of clusters ortexts according to specific measure-
ments in order to emphasise the most relevant content.

Sampling
The selection of a representative sample of clusters or
posts for more detailed analysis.

Sentence embeddings
Numerical vectors that encode the meaning of a sen-
tence and measure similarities between texts.

Semantic similarity
A measure of similarity between the context of texts de-
signed for clustering and recognising narratives.

Sentence-BERT

A multilingual language model for sentence embeddings
that measures semantic similarities between sentences.
BERT (bidirectional encoder representations from trans-
formers) is a machine learning architecture similar to the
well-known generative pretrained transformer (GPT).

Similarity network
A network that links texts based on similarity and sup-
ports the creation of groups.

Text corpus
A collection of texts or posts that is analysed in order to
identify patterns and narratives.

Thematic cluster
A summary of thematically related posts for the purpose
of identifying discourses and recurring narratives.

Vectorisation

The conversion of texts into numerical vectors that en-
code their meaning and structure, e.g. using sentence
embeddings (see above).
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1. Introduction

As recently as 2015, the existence of human-induced
climate change seemed to be widely accepted as a scien-
tific fact in Germany. According to a survey, around 92%
of respondents in Germany believed this at the time.??
Another study from the same year categorised just ten
percent of respondents as “doubters” in its typology
of German views on climate change.?® The researchers
found no segment in Germany that completely denied
the existence of climate change, which contrasts with
other countries analysed.?* Although supporters of var-
ious political currents disagreed on how to deal with the
challenge, there was general consensus on the reality of
human-induced global warming. Ten years before this
study was published, climate scepticism and denialism
were still fringe political positions in Germany.?

In a 2023 survey conducted by Statista and YouGoy,
25% of respondents in eastern Germany and 21% of
respondents in western Germany said they did not be-
lieve in human-induced climate change.?® Another 18%
of respondents in eastern Germany and 14% in western
Germany either provided no information or selected the
option “don’t know”.?’

This development goes hand in hand with increasing
hostility towards science. A representative study con-
ducted by the KAPAZ project in 2024 indicated that 70%
of respondents had observed an increase in hostility to-
wards science. As well as the rejection of scientific find-
ings, this hostility also includes active personal discrim-
ination and belittling of researchers, hate speech and
threats.?® Personal attacks against female academics are
often misogynistic.?’ This climate of discussion is also
encouraged by political actors such as the far-right Alter-
native flir Deutschland (AfD) party, whose associations in
the German federal states of Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt and
Thuringia have been categorised as having “a proven
extremist agenda” by the respective federal state offices
for the protection of the German constitution.*®

A 2021 ISD study found that the topics of climate and
climate policy played a central role in the 2021 German
election campaign. The AfD and other actors from the
far-right spectrum in particular used this to their advan-
tage by conjuring up enemy stereotypes, creating threat
scenarios and stylising the entire climate debate as a

“culture war”.?" The study showed that the AfD was the
only party investigated that questioned human-induced
climate change and rejected climate protection meas-
ures. On average, the AfD’s climate-related posts were
shared more often than any of its other content.?? They
were also shared more often than the climate-related
posts of any other party. This was an early indication of a
change in public opinion.

What was an uncontroversial, widespread accept-
ance of the scientific facts of climate change has be-
come a polarising, politicised issue in recent years,
dividing society into hostile camps. As well as the
increasing hostility towards science and the deliberate
instrumentalization of the issue by political actors, this
is attributable to the influence of the anti-lockdown
movement as a political force, as the movement quickly
combined its opposition to protective measures against
COVID-19 with a rejection of environmental protection
measures.*

In Germany, anti-lockdown groups began discussing a
supposedly imminent “climate lockdown” at an early
stage.®* AfD politicians used the termin political debate.®
The discussion of the term by politicians from other par-
tiesalso helped to turn talk of a “climate lockdown” into a
recurring theme that was also taken up in disinformation
ecosystems.

The numerous crises of the 2020s, which included Rus-
sia’s war against Ukraine and the COVID-19 pandemic,
have had a hugely unsettling effect on people every-
where. The economic consequences of these crises are
fuelling susceptibility to misinformation, disinformation
and conspiracist narratives. In such a context, climate
misinformation and disinformation narratives are par-
ticularly attractive if they combine a rejection of climate
protection measures with financial relief, or if they also
imply that climate protection measures have a funda-
mentally damaging effect on the economy.

Effective countering of climate misinformation and
disinformation on online platforms requires a deeper
understanding of their dissemination channels. It is for
this reason that this report analyses the dissemination
channels, key actors and narratives involved. Both quan-
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titative and qualitative analyses were conducted for this
purpose. The data basis for the reportis 3.3 million public
posts from X (known as “Twitter” during the survey pe-
riod), Facebook, Telegram and Instagram, which were
published between 2019 and 2023 and collected by
the Leibniz Institute for Media Research | Hans Bredow
Institute (HBI). The collected posts were then filtered to
create a subgroup that underwent further quantitative
and qualitative analysis using various indicators (see
Methodology).

This study classifies anti-climate posts and discourses
into four supercategories, which are used to structure
both the quantitative and qualitative analyses. This
involves differentiating between climate denialism, cli-
mate scepticism, delayism and personal attacks.
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2. Main findings

Methodological findings:

Semantic similarity to misinformation and disin-
formation narratives and the presence of far-right
actors are effective indicators for the presence of
misinformation and disinformation narratives in
post clusters:
® The semantic similarity to known misinformation
and disinformation narratives is an effective indica-
tor for the identification of climate misinformation
and disinformation in the data set. This similarity is
primarily used to identify known narratives.
® The presence of far-right actors in post clusters is
also an effective indicator of the presence of cli-
mate-related misinformation and disinformation.
Thisindicates that far-right actors play an important
role in the dissemination of climate misinformation
and disinformation and that they frequently inter-
act with such content.

Findings on cross-platform dissemination:

Twitter/X and Telegram are important platforms for
climate-related misinformation and disinformation,
while Instagram is significantly under-represented:
® Inthe data set of 1,484 posts on Twitter/X, Facebook,
Telegram and Instagram analysed, Twitter/X is re-
sponsible for both the largest share of climate posts
(47.7%) and the largest share of suspicious posts
(posts containing climate misinformation or disinfor-
mation: 43.8%). Telegram (32.8% of posts and 35.5%
of suspicious posts) also played a key role.
® |nstagram had significantly less relevance for cli-
mate discussions and was responsible for just 1.28%
of the total posts.

Party-political accounts and accounts assigned to
the “Other multipliers” category are responsible for
a large proportion of the posts categorised as misin-
formation or disinformation:
® The majority of posts classified as suspicious cases
of climate misinformation and disinformation were
disseminated by private individuals, pseudonymous
accounts and accounts that primarily share content
from other accounts.

® |n the clusters analysed, politicians’ accounts dis-
seminated a high proportion of posts classified as
suspicious cases of climate misinformation or dis-
information. This indicates that climate change has
become a polarising party-political issue.

® The Alternative flr Deutschland (AfD) party is sig-
nificantly overrepresented among party-political
accounts.

Within the data collection period (2019-2023), 2022
witnessed a sharp increase in climate misinforma-
tion and disinformation on three of the four plat-
forms analysed:
® The number of suspicious posts on Twitter/X, Tele-
gram and Facebook increased significantly in 2022.
The multiple political crises following Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine provide possible reasons for this.

Both traditional and alternative media are used as
sources:
® Similar sources were used in posts for climate de-
nialism, climate scepticism, delayism and personal
attacks. These include alternative right-wing media
such as Tichys Einblick and Junge Freiheit; links to
posts on social media platforms such as Twitter, Tele-
gram and YouTube; and the website of the Konserva-
tiver Aufbruch, a group within the Bavarian CSU par-
ty. The daily newspaper Die Welt also appears in the
top 10 domains in all four narrative categories.
® This indicates an ecosystem for spreading climate
misinformation and disinformation that consists pri-
marily of accounts that reference one another on the
aforementioned platforms (those that use alternative
media content). Occasional reference is also made to
content from the traditional media, e.g. Die Welt.

Findings regarding narrative tactics:

The content is dominated by personal attacks and
delayism:
® 40.7% of the identified narratives were personal at-
tacks, while 21.9% adopted delayism narratives to
weaken climate protection measures. Climate de-
nialism and climate scepticism played a lesser role
with 10.9%¢ and 15.1% respectively.
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® A large number of enemy narratives were used
against climate activists and political opponents.
These included personal attacks such as insinu-
ations of terrorism; malicious, ideology-driven or
pathological behaviour; and even complex conspir-
acist narratives. These narratives serve to delegiti-
mise and shift the discourses from a serious political
discussion to arguments that attempt to defame.

® The delayism narratives primarily contained nar-
ratives that delegitimised climate protection and
climate protection measures. These included nar-
ratives concerning the supposedly negative eco-
nomic consequences of climate protection meas-
ures for Germany and narratives concerning the
supposed destruction of the environment through
climate protection.

Discussions about climate change and climate pro-
tection act as a starting point for far-reaching criti-
cism of the entire system by the far right:
® Disinformation and misinformation narratives in
the data set often combined the topics of climate
activism, climate protection and climate policy with
other topics used for far-right mobilisation, e.g. mi-
gration, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and conspira-
cists narratives. The rejection of climate policy in
these posts appears to be part of a broaderideolog-
ical context.
® Actors employed a combination of various — some-
times pseudo-scientific — disinformation and mis-
information narratives to create a complex coun-
ter-narrative to the scientific and political consensus
on human-induced climate change.
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3. Methodology

3.1 Quantitative analysis methods

Analysing the dissemination of disinformation and mis-
information via various social media platforms presents a
conceptual and technical challenge. This study develops
an approach that takes into account the connections
and interactions between the various platforms in order
to identify and analyse climate disinformation and mis-
information narratives. The aim is to examine the text
corpus using semantic similarity to identify the themat-
ic clusters in which such narratives are concentrated,
and to understand the character of these discussions.

Platform No. of posts

Telegram 157,450
|nstagram .................................... 218079 ........................................
. FaceDOOk ..................................... 119 4 370 .....................................
. Tw|tte ,— .......................................... 174 5 057 .....................................
. Tota| ............................................. 33149 56 ....................................

Table 1: Number of posts collected per platform

The analysis process began by collecting posts con-
cerning the topic of climate on the platforms Twitter/X,
Facebook, Telegram and Instagram. A total of 3.3. million
public posts posted in the German language between
2019 and 2023 were collected. These posts were identi-
fied using a targeted keyword search. The keywords were
selected to cover discussions on climate change and
related topics as comprehensively as possible (for more
details on data collection, see Appendix I: Search words).
Once the climate posts had been identified, they were
grouped into clusters using modern natural language
processing (NLP) techniques. This classification was
based on a combination of different methods.

First, the texts were pre-processed using the Sen-
tence-BERT method,?® which in this case employed a

pre-trained multilingual language model.*” Semantic
sentence embeddings (numerical representations of
texts that made it possible to measure their semantic
similarity) were created.

A similarity network was created in order to group texts:
The texts were divided into paragraphs and the similarity
to other paragraphs published within a defined time win-
dow before the respective paragraph was determined.*
Network connections between two posts were then
created if the similarity of the paragraphs contained
within the posts exceeded an experimentally validated
minimum value.

The infomap community detection algorithm?® was then
used to identify hierarchical clusters within the network.
This made it possible to divide larger topics into smaller,
coherent groups, which made it possible to understand
the structure of the discourse on different levels.

Finally, the network centralities were calculated to high-
light the most representative texts within each cluster.
These centralities measure the overall similarity of a text
to therest of the cluster by using information such as the
number of connections or proximity to other texts. This
made it possible to identify particularly relevant texts
that best represented the content of a cluster.

Four indicators were used to identify clusters that po-
tentially contained disinformation and misinformation
narratives. The first step was to analyse the semantic
similarity between all the posts collected and known cli-
mate disinformation and misinformation claims.

® (Clustering based on the ratio of suspicious cases
to the total size of the cluster and creation of a de-
scending ranking according to this ratio (claim ra-
tio).

® Clustering based on the presence of far-right ac-
tors** within the clusters, as this group was empir-
ically conspicuous as disseminators of disinforma-

* This takes into account social media’s tendency to amplify trending topics. Comparing all of the posts with one another other would have
also limited the technical scalability of the method. However, topics that were interrupted over a long period or occurred intermittently

were recorded as separate clusters.

** Seed lists (lists of actors whose posts were treated as starting points for the study), served as the basis for the selection of relevant ac-
counts. These lists were made up of actors who had been analysed in previous ISD projects on the German far-right online milieu.
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tion and misinformation.*® As with the first indicator
described above, the ratio of the number of posts
by far-right actors to the cluster size was used (rex
ratio).

® Clustering based the use of the Telegram platform
within the clusters, as Telegram is often used for the
dissemination of disinformation or misinformation
(Telegram ratio).

® Anadditional, randomly selected sample of clusters
was introduced, to act as a control group (Rank).

For each of these indicators, the most central clus-
ters were selected within the large data set, whereby
either the first ten clusters (or the first nine if a cluster
was already covered by another factor) were taken
into account. This resulted in a total of 38 clusters
with 1,484 posts. These were then used for further
analysis.

Once the central clusters were identified, they were man-
ually reviewed by an analyst. Each analyst was assigned a
certain number of clusters. These clusters were analysed
to determine the extent to which the posts contained cli-
mate disinformation and misinformation narratives. The
posts were divided into three categories: “suspicious”,
“not suspicious” and “ambiguous”. Posts were catego-
rised as “suspicious” if the analyst assessed them
as highly likely to contain climate denialism, climate
scepticism, delayism, personal attacks (see Table
1) or any other form of climate misinformation and
disinformation. Suspicious cases were characterised
by dubious sources, an aggressive tone and personal
attacks on actors as well as unclear or speculative state-
ments and content that fluctuated between conspiracist
narratives and information that was difficult to verify. Of
the total of 1,484 posts analysed, 552 were classified
as suspicious and 817 as not suspicious. 115 posts could
not be definitively assigned to any one category.

Once this classification had taken place, the posts clas-
sified as suspicious underwent further analysis in order
to determine the exact nature of the disinformation and
misinformation. This additional coding made it possible
to assign the posts to specific categories of climate dis-
information and misinformation derived from the litera-
ture and to assess whether they were suspicious cases.

Category Description

The denial of human-induced climate
change and its causes.

The fuelling doubts and uncertainty
about climate science and possible
measures.

The recognition of climate change but
advocacy of minimal measures.

The attacking and discrediting of
people or movements that support
climate protection.

Other narratives that could not be
definitively assigned to one of the four
categories above, e.g. conspiracist
narratives.

Table 2: Supercategories for climate misinformation and
disinformation used in the report. Detailed explanations of the

Climate denialism

categories can be found in the glossary.

Effectiveness of different methods for the automat-
ed identification of climate disinformation

The individual factors for identifying climate disinfor-
mation and misinformation differ greatly in terms of
effectiveness. Graphic 1 shows that the ratio of semantic
similarity to known disinformation and misinformation
claims (claim ratio) helped to identify most climate
disinformation and misinformation narratives (232
suspicious posts). This is understandable, as posts with
high semantic similarity to known disinformation and
misinformation narratives are also very likely to contain
misinformation.

However, the problem with this type of measurement is
that the claims discovered are primarily the disinformation
and misinformation claims that are already known and
new, previously unknown narratives may be overlooked.

It was therefore important to also consider the effective-
ness of other detection factors. 192 suspicious posts were
identified in the sample of clusters investigated in which
far-right actors had a significant presence as the source
of the post. Even if it is not necessarily the case that
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Graphic 1: Total number of posts and suspicious posts in the Claim ratio, Rank,

Rex ratio and Telegram ratio clusters.
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these actors wrote the individual posts and the accounts
were used only to identify the relevant clusters, it could
stillindicate that these actors play a significantrole in the
dissemination of climate disinformation and misinforma-
tion or at least have above-average levels of interaction
with such content. This factor could therefore be impor-
tant for recognising new narratives.

The analysis could not confirm the assumption that a
high proportion of Telegram posts within a cluster also
increases the proportion of “suspicious posts”. While
Telegram generally occupies a prominent position for
the dissemination of extremist content,*® the other plat-
forms analysed appear to be used just as much for the
purpose of disseminating false and misleading informa-
tion on climate change. Measuring the extent to which
Telegram was represented within a cluster only helped to
identify 54 suspicious posts. Even a random selection of
posts (Rank) was more successful in this context (74 sus-
picious posts). The lower level of suspicious content in
the Telegram clusters analysed can also be explained by
the fact that some of the clusters in the sample analysed
consisted exclusively of advertising content or posts in
foreign languages. These were not coded.

@ Number of posts
@ Suspicious posts

54

Rex ratio Telegram ratio

3.2 Qualitative analysis methods

Qualitative research methods were also used to analyse
the postsin the data setin order to identify climate disin-
formation and misinformation narratives. Various meth-
ods of inductive coding were used to extract these from
the messages analysed. Samples from clusters in the Rex
Ratio and Claim Ratio categories were inductively coded
to provide a basis for the analysis.

The clusters were selected on the basis of the high con-
tent of suspicious posts identified during an evaluation of
the clusters. The qualitative analysis was based on those
posts that were classified as “suspicious” during the eval-
uation of the clusters (see Quantitative analysis meth-
ods) and which therefore constituted suspicious cases
in the categories of Climate Denialism, Climate Scep-
ticism, Delayism, Personal Attacks or Other, a category
that included narratives containing specific conspiracy
narratives. As the rate of suspicious posts in the afore-
mentioned Telegram Ratio and Rank cluster categories
was comparatively low, the samples from these clusters
were not included in the analysis for reasons of research
economy. This means that 19 of the 38 clusters included
in the quantitative analysis were analysed qualitatively in
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more detail. Focussing on those clusters with a relatively
high number of suspicious posts made it possible to en-
sure a broad database for the analysis of disinformation
and misinformation narratives.

This study cannot conclusively clarify the reason for the
lower rate of suspicious cases in the clusters identified
by the Telegram ratio. One possible explanation is that
climate disinformation and misinformation is generally
shared on different platforms and that — unlike explicitly
extremist content — it was not disseminated more widely
on Telegram during the study period. It has been found
in various studies that large platforms appear to regulate
climate-related content less than hate speech or other
types of disinformation and misinformation.*’ One result
of this could be that Telegram is not used as an alternative
platform for such disinformation and misinformation. An-
other reason for the comparatively low rate of suspicious
casesinthe clustersidentified by the Telegram ratio could
be a statistical bias caused by post clusters primarily con-
taining advertising messages about one or more prod-
ucts. As advertising clusters do not contain suspicious
cases of disinformation or misinformation, such clusters
occupy spaceswithin the sample that might be otherwise
be taken by suspicious cases. Clusters in languages other
than German, which were not relevant for analysing the
climate discourse in Germany, could also have led to the
low number of suspicious cases.

After deductive coding according to the categories men-
tionedinthe evaluation, the data set was inductively cod-
ed. The researchers used in vivo"and other forms of in-

ductive coding to analyse which specific narratives were
contained in the posts previously coded as “suspicious”.
The codes were entered in a table next to the posts. If
a post contained several narratives, several codes were
recorded and described in terms of their themes and
narratives in analytical memos. The researchers then
used these analytical memos and the coding of the indi-
vidual posts to identify the central narratives in the data
set. The individual narratives were described in terms of
their content, different variants and functions. They were
then categorised according to whether they were narra-
tives of climate denialism, climate scepticism, delayism
or personal attacks. The dissemination of the narratives
and their relationship to other narratives in the various
clusters was also analysed. The connections between in-
dividual narratives and specific categories of actors were
discussed wherever relevant.

When coding the posts with regard to disinformation and
misinformation, no pre-filtering according to a post’s
position on climate change (whether the claims made
denied or questioned human-induced climate change
or whether they were false information spread by cli-
mate protection activists, for example) was carried out.
However, the narratives identified in the clusters as dis-
information and misinformation can almost exclusively
be attributed to people who are opposed to climate pro-
tection measures. One of the rare counterexamplesis an
attack narrative that accuses the media of lobbying for
the wood heating industry in a discussion about wood
heating, suggesting that the media’s reports on the sub-
ject are uncritical renderings of the industry’s position.

*In qualitative social science research approaches, especially in grounded theory methodology, from which the term is borrowed, in vivo
codes refer to the use of a term from the data set as a code. For example, a conspicuous term used by an interviewee is itself used as a

code for categorised the instance or similar instances.
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4. Quantitative analysis

4 1 Distribution of climate disinformation and
misinformation by platform

Even though posts on climate change were published
on all platforms in the period observed (see Graphic 2),
the platforms differ in the proportion of posts on climate
change and the proportion of suspicious posts they con-
tain. On Telegram and Facebook in particular, suspi-
cious posts were overrepresented in relation to the
total number of posts.

Twitter/X dominated both the total number of posts
and the number of suspicious posts, with 47.7% of all
posts and 43.8% of suspicious posts.

Telegram was the second largest platform in the analysis,
both in terms of the proportion of posts in general and
in terms of the proportion of suspicious posts. Telegram
accounted for 32.8% of total posts, while the proportion
of suspicious posts was 35.5%. This could indicate that
Telegram is more susceptible to the spread of disinfor-
mation and misinformation narratives, even if this ten-
dency is minimal. Facebook indicated a similar pattern,
albeit with a lower overall share. Facebook is responsible
for 18.2% of the total number of posts and 19.6% of sus-
picious posts, which indicates a slight over-representa-
tion of suspicious content on this platform.

With just 1.3% of total posts, Instagram had the lowest
number of detected posts related to the climate.

The year-by-year comparison (2019-2023) (see Graph-
ic 3) also revealed significant differences between the
platforms. However, it should be noted that the larger
number of posts recorded on Twitter/X compared to
the other platforms is partly due to the way the platform
works and the way in which the data was collected. Unlike
Instagram, Twitter/X is a text-orientated medium, which
leads to a high density of posts and intensive exchang-
es. Tweets that were replies to posts from third parties
were also recorded. Such responses were not recorded
on Facebook, Instagram or Telegram. In the case of Face-
book, however, only public posts from pages, verified
individuals and posts in public groups were taken into
account. The data access tools do not allow the record-
ing of non-public posts by people who only reach their
personal network. No Instagram stories were recorded.

These methodological differences could have influ-
enced the distribution of posts on the various platforms
and should be taken into account when interpreting the
results.

Graphic 2: Distribution of posts on climate change and the suspicious posts they contain,
by platform (Twitter/X, Instagram, Facebook, Telegram).
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4.2 Volume over time: peak values for
disinformation and misinformation posts per
platform

A closer look at the development of suspicious posts
over time reveals that their distribution across the var-
ious platforms (Facebook, Instagram, Telegram, Twit-
ter/X) was not constant in the period from 2019 to 2023.
Graphic 3 illustrates suspicious posting activity on these
platforms over the years.

Instagram recorded the lowest number of suspicious
posts with just a little activity over the entire observation
period. It also appears to have played a subordinate role
in the dissemination of suspicious content during the
investigation period.

Twitter/X, on the other hand, consistently recorded
a high number of suspicious posts, especially in 2019
and 2020. After a decline in 2021, the number of suspi-
cious posts again rose significantly in 2022, indicating
a renewed increase in activity. Given that Facebook and
Telegram also show a spike in misinformation and disin-
formation posts in 2022, it is unclear to what extent the
development at Twitter/X is due to Elon Musk’s assump-
tion of ownership.*

The graphic shows an increasing number of suspicious
posts on Telegram from 2020 onwards. This supports
existing investigations into Telegram, which show that
the platform has become a pillar of the far-right online
milieu. This development was particularly visible during
the COVID-19 pandemic.*?

Like Twitter/X and Telegram, a conspicuous spike in cli-
mate misinformation and disinformation posts can be
seen for Facebook in 2022. This spike, which occurred
on three of the four platforms examined, is likely to be
due to the Russian invasion of Ukraine on 24 February
2022. This provided the context for polarised political
discussions in Germany concerning defence spending,
supplying arms, admitting refugees from Ukraine and
sanctions against Russia.**

The war in Ukraine also led to a supply crisis in the ener-
gy sector and massive inflation. Actors on the far-right
spectrum in particular used this to politically mobilise and
instrumentalise uncertainty among the population for
their own ends.* The climate crisis was also an important
topic of debate in 2022. This was partly due to record tem-
peratures in the summer of 2022, campaigns by climate
activists from the Letzte Generation group and debates
within the German SPD/FDP/Green coalition government
on rates for the German CO, emissions tax.*®

4.3 Frequency of higher-level disinformation and
misinformation narratives

Aside from the development of platform use over time, it
is also important to take a closer look at the disinforma-
tion and misinformation narratives identified. Graphic 4
clearly shows that the majority of the disinformation and
misinformation narratives identified are personal attacks
and delayism.

Personal attacks (described in this report as the discred-
iting of individuals or movements that support climate

Graphic 3: Suspicious posting activity on various platforms (Facebook, Instagram, Telegram, Twitter/X), 2019-2023.
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2019 19 1
2020 21 2
2021 7 1
2023 5 0
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Graphic 4: Distribution of disinformation and misinfor-
mation narratives by sub-category

Denialism

Other
Personal

attacks

Scepticism

Delayism

protection measures by portraying them as morally
questionable, naive or pathological) were predominant,
with 40.7% of posts. This was followed by delayism, with
21.9%. Scepticism accounted for 15.1% of posts, while
denialism played a subordinate role with 10.9%. The cat-
egory of Other (topics that could not be clearly assigned
to any category) accounted for 11.5%.

Graphic 5: Comparison of the percentage distribution of the top 10 domains

in suspicious posts and the total data set.
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The results suggest that climate change-critical dis-
courses have evolved away from direct denial of hu-
man-induced climate change and towards more subtle
strategies such as delayism and personal attacks. This
could be attributable to a change in strategy by climate
change-critical actors: delayism allows people to po-
sition themselves against climate protection (and any
financial or other burdens that can be potentially associ-
ated with climate protection) without directly opposing
the scientific consensus on human-induced climate
change.*” Employing personal attacks to question the
credibility and integrity of climate activists and scientists
sows further doubt and distracts from the necessity of
a substantive discussion on climate change and climate
protection.*®

4.4 Linked domains in misinformation and
disinformation posts

Certain domains were repeatedly used to support the
misinformation and disinformation narratives. Graphic
5 compares the top 10 domains identified in suspicious
posts and their share within the data set as a whole. The
graphic illustrates that platforms and websites such as
twitter.com, welt.de, t.me (Telegram) and tichyseinblick.
de tended to appear more frequently in suspicious posts
than in the total data set. These platforms and websites
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@ Total data set
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Graphic 5.1: Percentage distribution of the top 10
domains in the category Personal attacks

of climate disinformation and misinformation.
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Graphic 5.3: Percentage distribution of the top 10
domains in the category Scepticism of climate
disinformation and misinformation.

25%

20%

15%

10%
ST
0% - .. .
oS o 552) ‘«\K\ &6 o\c’o«\ coi;\coi;\ 6\«‘\36
. N
ol e**Q %’\‘e’ cX\&\ \0\3 (\\N‘
. \\)(\ Q \-\5\, \,\c’\(\
<
o

Graphic 5.5: Percentage distribution of the top 10
domains in the category Other of climate

disinformation and misinformation.
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Graphic 5.2: Percentage distribution of the top 10
domains in the category Denialismof climate
disinformation and misinformation.
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Graphic 5.4: Percentage distribution of the top 10
domains in the category Delayism of climate
disinformation and misinformation.
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were referred to more frequently than others in the
context of climate disinformation and misinformation
narratives.

If the top 10 domains linked within posts that contained
suspicious content are sorted according to the five cate-
gories (see Graphics 5.1 - 5.5), it is clear that twitter.com
and t.me are used as sources for climate disinformation
and misinformation narratives with particular frequency,
irrespective of category. Under Personal Attacks, twitter.
com is the most frequently linked site, with 25 citings
(13.7%), while t.me appears 13 times (12.6%) under De-
layism. With 8 citings (14.6%), t.me is also strongly repre-
sented under Denialism.
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Graphic 6: Domain flows for platforms for the dissemination of climate disinformation and misinformation.
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There was also no significant difference in the sources
of information used within the various categories. The
source exxpress.at is used both by posts that fall un-
der Scepticism (11 citings [16.2%]) and Other (8 citings
[14.3%)). Jungefreiheit.de was frequently used as a source
in two categories: Scepticism (6 citings [8.82%)]) and De-
layism (6 citings [5.8%)).

The site konservativeraufbruch.de frequently appeared
as a source under both Denialism (11 citings [20.0%]) and
Delayism (11 citings [10.7%)). This is likely due to the fact
that several posts refer to a statement on climate policy
published by this CSU group in 2020.

The sources welt.de (18 citings [9.8%]) and tichysein-
blick.de (14 times [7.7%]) seem to be used with particu-
lar frequency under Personal Attacks. Youttube.com is
frequently found under Denialism (5 citings [9.1%)]), while
journalistenwatch.com is cited 4 times (7.1%) under
Other.

This distribution shows that certain sources regularly
appear under several categories of climate disinforma-
tion and misinformation. This in turn indicates that these
domains are repeatedly used for dissemination.

tichyseinblick.de
tme
amzn.to

A look at the domain flow for the platforms (see Graphic
6) shows that actors who disseminate climate disinfor-
mation and misinformation narratives use various exter-
nal sources to support their content. Graphic 6 illustrates
that many Twitter/X users in particular used internal links
within the platform itself (231 redirects from Twitter/X to
twitter.com).

Other frequently used external sources on Twitter/X
include for instance welt.de (43 redirects), faz.net (25
redirects) and konservativeraufbruch.de (14 redirects).
Telegram users use these domains less frequently;
instead they often link to amzn.to (31 redirects), t.me
(30 redirects), youtube.com (9 redirects) and welt.de (9
redirects). These external links play a central role in the
dissemination of climate disinformation and misinforma-
tion narratives.

4.5 An analysis of accounts that spread climate
misinformation and disinformation

In order to investigate which accounts spread climate
misinformation and disinformation, the posts identi-
fied as suspicious within the clusters investigated were
classified and assigned to actor categories based on the
person or group recognised as being behind the account
and its published content.
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Posts under the Other Multipliers category (58.7%)
account for the majority of suspicious cases of climate
misinformation and disinformation. A relatively high pro-
portion of posts under the Politics and Alternative Media
actor categories were identified as suspicious. Accounts
under Journalism/Media, NGO/Activism and Business
only disseminate misinformation and disinformation
narratives in individual cases within the sample clusters
(see Graphic 7).

Other Multipliers

A number of smaller accounts fell under Other Multipli-
ers, which was the dominant category. These accounts
operated under real names and pseudonyms. They in-
clude accounts that — based on posting behaviour and
content — are likely to belong to private individuals. They
also included accounts with thousands or tens of thou-

sands of followers that — despite having a thematic focus
— primarily forward or repost content from third parties.
Any other account that could not be clearly assigned to
one of the other categories above (see Table 2) was also
assigned to Other Multipliers.

Actors classified as Other Multipliers mainly posted on
Twitter and Telegram (see Graphic 8). One reason for this
is the heavy presence of repost channels on Telegram
that act as influencers and dedicate themselves to a
spectrum that ranges from criticism of vaccination and
rejection of climate protection to open right-wing ex-
tremism, conspiracist narratives, esotericism and belief
in miracles. The high proportion of posts categorised as
Other Multipliers on Twitter/X could be due to the data
collection method and platform structure: unlike other
platforms, both individual posts and replies to posts by
other accounts were recorded for Twitter/X.

Actor category Description
. Officials and representatives of political parties, party accounts and representatives of state
Politics . - _—
bodies and authorities. Party affiliation was also recorded.
Traditional non-governmental organisations (e.g. environmental protection, trade unions),
. roups and individuals committed to a clear cause and recognisably active through more than
NGO/activism group & y &

one thematic online presence (e.g. the Querdenker movement, which opposed Germany’s

Covid restrictions).

Accounts of media companies, editorial offices and journalists, primarily focusing on news or

the Culture category.

general information. Satirical and fictional formats and their representatives were assigned to

Alternative Media usually positions itself as a counterpart to traditional and professional mass

found in the glossary.

media, which they often derogatorily describe as “mainstream”. A detailed explanation can be

Any other account that could not be clearly assigned. This primarily includes private
individuals and pseudonymous accounts that include no further reference to the operators.

Other Multipliers

However, it also includes accounts that although dedicated to the mass reposting/
dissemination of links, images and text excerpts do not fulfil the requirements of the

Alternative Media category. This is due to their lack of independent content, even though they
sometimes have a higher number of followers than actors in the Alternative Media category.

Table 3: Classification of actor categories for accounts that spread climate misinformation and disinformation
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Graphic 7: Posts classified as suspicious by account category (see table 2).
“Post no longer available” includes posts removed from the platform (possibly due to deletion by the user
or platform) between the initial analysis of the data and the actor analysis.
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Other Multipliers dominated in all four methods of clus-
ter selection (see Graphic 10). This finding suggests
that misinformation and disinformation on the topic of
climate are actively posted by private individuals and ac-
counts to which ownership is difficult to attribute, who
primarily act as multipliers of other people’s statements
and content. Such content is thus not exclusively post-
ed by prominent accounts belonging to the categories
of Politics or Alternative Media. It is not yet possible to
draw a conclusion as to the potential reach of such ac-
tors on the basis of the present evaluation. However,
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they are suitable for further research. It would also be a
logical progression to attempt to differentiate between
accounts within the Other Multipliers category based
on content or possibly formal criteria (e.g. number of
followers).

Politics

The high proportion of accounts categorised as belong-
ing to politicians or parties was in accordance with the
evaluation that the topics of climate change and climate
protection between 2019 and 2023 (within the data

Graphic 8: Percentage of total posts categorised as suspicious by type of account and platform.

Facebook Instagram Telegram Twitter/X

No longer available 1.3% 0% 0.6% 3.1%

Business 0.4% 0% 0% 0%

Journalism/Media 0% 0% 0% 0.6%

NGO/Activism 0.6% 0% 1.9% 0.8%

Politics 13.4% 1% 25% 23%

Alternative media 1% 0% 8.8% 27%
Other Multipliers 9.2% 0.2%
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collection period) in party-political discourse, including
within the context of the 2021 German election cam-
paign.* It also suggests that the dissemination of cli-
mate misinformation and disinformation on social media
platforms was employed as a strategic means of mobili-
sation. This reveals that those driving the cross-platform
dissemination of false and misleading narratives on such
platforms are politicians and political parties as well as
Alternative Media (see below).

The majority of political accounts that spread climate
misinformation and disinformation can be attributed
to the Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD). In absolute
numbers, their posts most frequently contain person-
al attacks, followed by delayism and scepticism (see
Graphic 9).

AfD politicians were particularly overrepresented in
terms of Facebook accounts. This corresponds with ear-
lier observations on the success of the AfD on this plat-
form. Facebook played a central role for the party during
the 2021 German election campaign.>®

It is clear that the importance of TikTok and Instagram
for AfD politicians and actors from the far-right spectrum
is increasing because of the increased popularity of
these platforms.® The AfD has obviously recognised and
exploits the emotionalising effect of audiovisual formats
for the purpose of political mobilisation. Nevertheless,
Facebook was still the most frequently used platform for
the 50+ age group in 2024.%2

A particularly large number of accounts under the Pol-
itics category were identified in the cluster selection
based on the “high proportion of far-right actors” crite-
rion (31.3%). This is reflected accordingly here. Around
30% of the accounts on the list on which the selection
was based were attributable to the AfD. In the remaining
clusters, which were created using other cluster selec-
tion methods, the proportion of accounts categorized as
Politics is between 6.0% and 21.3% (see Graphic 10).

Graphic 9: Proportion of total posts categorised as
suspicious in the actor category of
Politics by party, platform and narrative
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Graphic 10: Percentage of total posts classified as
suspicious by type of account and
cluster selection.
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Alternative Media

Alternative Media was the third most common actor cat-
egory in terms of absolute frequency. Accounts catego-
rised as Alternative Media mainly posted on Twitter/X and
Telegram (see Graphic 7). This is consistent with the fact
that such accounts are most strongly represented in the
cluster selection according to Telegram share (20.9%).
This suggests that alternative media sources specifically
uses Telegram to disseminate narratives. The proportion
of accounts categorised as alternative media was slightly
higher in the Rex (12.3%) and Claim clusters (11.3%) than
in the Rank clusters (10.7%) (see Graphic 10).
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5. Qualitative analysis:

anti-climate narratives in the data set

A qualitative analysis of the narratives used was carried
out to improve the understanding of the rhetorical strat-
egies used in the posts categorised as suspicious. The
clusters analysed were inductively coded (see Methodol-
ogy) in order to identify several recurring narratives that
social media users employ to spread climate misinforma-
tion and disinformation.

These narratives were then categorised into three
higher-level thematic clusters. These included enemy
narratives, narratives concerning the negative effects
of climate policy, and narratives concerning the climate
and climate science. The main ‘enemies’ identified were
the climate protection movement, politicians and elites.
These groups are depicted as adversaries and associa-
tions are made between them and terrorism, corruption,
irrationality and malicious intentions. Narratives con-
cerning the negative effects of climate policy concen-
trate on economic aspects and the assertion that climate
protection is destroying the environment. Narratives
concerning the climate and climate science question
how serious the consequences of climate change are,
claim that Germany accounts for an irrelevant propor-
tion of CO, emissions, and assert that “natural” causes
are decisive for the development of the global climate.

Although most of the narratives identified fell under
the categories of Personal Attacks and Delayism, narra-
tives that fell under Scepticism and Denialism were also
identified. Subsequent processing using frames that the
researchers had inductively identified confirmed that
many of the narratives identified in the data set were
widespread in the discussion of climate policy, particu-
larly among the far-right online milieu.>® These narratives
are often embedded in wider ideological contexts and
express worldviews that extend to specific positions on
climate policy.

5.1 Enemy narratives

The depiction of the climate protection movement
as an enemy

Narrative: Climate activists are terrorists and
extremists

Framing the climate movement — and activists be-
longing to the Letzte Generation group in particular

— as terrorists or extremists was a dominant enemy
narrative and appeared in at least three of the 19 clusters
investigated. ISD identified this narrative as the second
most common among the German-language alternative
media in a 2023 analysis of over 8,000 English, German
and French media outlets.>* The foundation for this claim
in some of the posts investigated is the accidental death
of a cyclist in Berlin in November 2022. It is claimed that
the Letzte Generation’s roadblock prevented emergency
vehicles reaching the cyclist in time. This led to outrage
on social media, which in turn was politically exploited.
Subsequent investigations confirmed that the activists
were not responsible for the death of the cyclist.>®

The incident was taken up on platforms used by AfD
accounts (see Figure 1) and — combined with a warning
against extremist radicalisation — used to frame Letzte
Generation activists as a danger to Germany’s internal
security. Some posts by AfD affiliates and other accounts
also use the term “Klima-RAF” (Climate RAF). The Rote
Armee Fraktion (RAF), also known as the Baader—Mein-
hof Group, was a far-left terrorist organisation to which

Klimaextremisten
P bekimpfen
statt verharmlo

Rheinland-Pfalz.

Aber normal.

Fraktion

MUD’ Rheinlund-l‘hlz;

Figure 1: A post by the AfD parliamentary group for the German state
of Rhineland-Palatinate on Facebook, 30 November 2022. Referring
to the accident in Berlin, the post mentions a “new dimension of
radicalisation” by “climate extremists”.!
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34 murders, a kidnapping, hostage-taking and several
bombings were attributed between 1970 and 1998.¢
The populist comparison of the Letzte Generation with
the RAF was also disseminated by the CSU Parliamentary
Group Chairman Alexander Dobrindt.®’

The accusations of terrorism and extremism, and the
use of extreme comparisons in individual posts, seem
designed to avoid a substantive discussion about climate
policy and appropriate climate activism. Instead they
stoke the flames of a narrative that regards activists,
politicians, the judiciary and the media as part of a
conglomerate that is working against the interests
of the population. In the data set investigated, this
culminated in the accusation that the German Ministry
for Economic Affairs (headed by Green party politician
Robert Habeck) used state funds to finance the Letzte
Generation group directly. Fact checks reveal that the
Letzte Generation received no financial aid from the Ger-
man government and that state funding had only been
provided for an account service that was used by persons
including the activists.>®

In the context of the accusation of state funding of the
activists, itis also striking that most of the posts inves-
tigated fell within the period between September and
November 2022. Reports of raids, arrests and convic-
tions of the activists in relation to “formation of a crimi-
nal association”® only increased after December 2022
Potential connections between the framing by far-right
actors before the raid, societal discourse and the way
the German government deals with activists comprise a
relevant field for further investigation, particularly in the
context of the normalisation of far-right narratives and
their increasing influence on society and politics.

Some posts that adopted the narrative that “climate ac-
tivists are terrorists and extremists” also include climate
scepticism and delayism tactics. It is noticeable that
these arguments are not generally formulated in detail
but casually interspersed throughout. Examples include
referring to climate change as an “alleged state of emer-
gency” (see Figure 2) or supposed “de-industrialisation”
due to climate protection measures. In the context of

5 Bayernpartei @
A4 25. Oktober 2022 - @
Kuschelkurs gegen sogenannte Klima-Aktivisten beenden!

Derzeit kommen sie nicht aus den Schlagzeilen: Sogenannte Klima-Aktivisten. Sie kleben sich auf
StraBen, beschmieren Kunstwerke beispielsweise mit Kartoffelbrei, Tomatensuppe oder Sahne. Und
erfahren im Anschluss meist eine sehr milde Behandlung, so gibt es Richter, die hier eine Bestrafung
ganz ablehnen oder Personen zu Beratungsgesprachen "verurteilen".
Nach Ansicht der Bayernpartei ist es allerhochste Zeit, das verharmlosende "Framing" zu beenden
und die Dinge beim Namen zu nennen. Es handelt sich um Nétigung und Sachbeschadigung. Und
die ist entsprechend zu ahnden. Der Gesetzgeber ist hier zudem gefordert, titig zu werden, denn
offenbar schrecken die selten verhangten Geldstrafen niemand ab; dies ist auch nicht verwunderlich,
kommen doch die "Aktivisten" in aller Regel aus begiitertem Hause. Freiheitsstrafen und robustes
Polizeivorgehen wiirden wahrscheinlich eher eine abschreckende Wirkung entfalten.
Der Landesvorsitzende der Bayernpartei, Florian Weber, fuhrte aus: "In einem demokratischen
Rechtsstaat darf sich niemand uber das Gesetz und niemand Uber demokratischen Entscheidungen
stellen. Aber genau dies nehmen sich diese Leute mit einem Verweis auf eine angebliche Notlage
| heraus.
Sie nehmen zudem bereits jetzt billigend in Kauf, dass etwa Rettungswagen bei ihrem Einsatz nicht
durchkommen und setzen damit auch Menschenleben aufs Spiel. Es gibt sogar Anhanger dieser
Ideen, die mit Sabotage wichtiger Infrastruktur drohen. Man sollte hier dringend den Anfangen
wehren und dergleichen im Keim ersticken.
Ich bin auch recht zuversichtlich, dass strengere Strafen abschreckend wirken wirden. Denn in der
Regel zeigen sich die "Aktivisten" eher zartbesaitet. Ein schénes Beispiel waren die, die sich in einem
Autohaus-Pavillon festgeklebt haben und sich dann tiber alles Mégliche beschwerten. Eine solche
Mischung aus Wehleidigkeit und Unverschamtheit habe ich persénlich noch nicht erlebt. Nennen wir
die Dinge beim Namen - ein groBer Teil des angeblichen Aktivismus ist Wohlstandsverwahrlosung

Florian Weber
Parteivorsitzender

KLIMA-CHAOTEN:

Kuschelkurs
sofort beenden!
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Figure 2: A post by the Bayernpartei on Facebook, 25 November
2022. The poster refers to climate change as an “alleged state of
emergency”, calling into question the seriousness of the situation."

party-political accounts that take up the narrative that
“climate activists are terrorists and extremists” in the
data set investigated, this points towards the strategic
use of personal attacks to gain political capital.

This enemy narrative is also frequently extended to en-
compass other topics that are used for the mobilisation
of the far right. Buzzwords and phrases such as “support

* This categorization of climate activists is however contested among legal experts, as a criminal offence is only fulfilled if the committing
of a criminal act is not subordinate to other purposes. see Klimaschltzer der “Letzten Generation”: Eine kriminelle Vereinigung? | tagess-

chau.de
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for democracy”, “civil society”, “Antifa” and “wokeism”,
which are associated with progressive values and actors,
serve avehicle to construct a supposedly dangerous and
all-powerful “far-left” enemy. Anti-migration and xeno-
phobic buzzwords and phrases such as “boat migrants”
and “clan criminality” appear in the data set in connec-
tion with the enemy narrative that “climate activists are
terrorists and extremists”.

Narrative: Advocates of climate protection are
irrational and ideologically motivated

Another dominant narrative in the posts investigated is
the questioning of the rationality and sanity of people
who advocate climate protection. Instead of dealing
with the proposed measures on a factual level, these
narratives aim to discredit and delegitimise the actors
involved in a similar manner to the “climate activists are
terrorists or extremists” narrative.

Terms that evoke associations with mental illness (such as
“crazy” and “insane”) appear in a large number of clusters
and posts in the context of enemy narratives concerning
climate activists and government representatives. Such
narratives include terms such as “climate madness”,
“climate insanity”, “climate hysteria”, “eco madness”,
“green madness” or simply “madness”. This pathologi-
sation expresses the rejection of the climate movement

while also de-legitimising its concerns.

A cluster in which narratives of pathologisation were
particularly dominant contained posts that were critical
of statements by Heiner Koch, the Catholic Archbishop
of Berlin, who referred to statements by Greta Thunberg
and the Fridays for Future movement in April 2019 as a
“prophetic message”.%° After being subjected to hostility
and insults, Koch put his words into context, explaining
that he had not wanted to elevate Thunberg to a figure
of salvation, but that he considered the climate move-
ment’s message regarding the “preservation of crea-
tion” and the way in which it had raised awareness of the
issue was prophetic in the sense of an uncomfortable
reminder.®’

Posts concerning this incident contain pathologising
attacks on Koch, as if he was not capable of participating
in public debate. A post by the publicist Carolin Emcke on
the limits and possibilities of amalgamating theology and
politicsin turn was abbreviated and distorted, concluding
to ask whether she or the Archbishop were “crazier” (see
Figure 3). This indicates an increased level of emotion-
alisation in the debate and highlights how ad hominem
arguments” are used to drive anger and polarisation.

Nur als Screenshot, ehe sie mich vielleicht blockt. Wenn ich es recht
interpretiere, hat Bischof #HeinerkKoch Greta mit Jesus verglichen und
Emcke findet nun, dass mit #Greta Jesus neu erklart werden kann. Wer
ist jetzt bitte verrlickter? #Palmsonntag

f @C_Emcke o

Ich verstehe, dass es manche Glaubige
irritiert, wenn Predigten wenig theologische
Bezlge enthalten und allein politische
Debatten abbilden. Aber wenn Geschichten
der Gegenwart verwandt werden >fiir< ein
tieferes Verstandnis der religidsen
Geschichten, ist es fein @ErzbischofKoch

08:34 - 13. Apr. 2018

7 Retweets 52 ,Gefallt mir“-Angaben .® b E 60.034
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9:39 nachm. - 14. Apr. 2019

Figure 3: Post from a private account in which it is asked whether
publicist Carolin Emcke is “crazier” than Heiner Koch, for pointing out
possible relationships between theology and politics.

Pathologising narratives were also employed within the
cluster investigated in relation to Greta Thunberg (e.g. in
relation to her Asperger’s Syndrome). Thunberg’s disor-
deris often placed in a context that denies her sanity (e.g.
in reference to instrumentalisation by her parents and
politicians). However, there is no substantiated evidence
that Greta Thunberg does not act with full conviction and

*  Argumentum ad hominem is a bogus or straw-man argument that attacks the person of the opponent. The intention is to discredit the
position and its representative in the eyes of the public. In rhetoric, an argumentum ad hominem can be deliberately used as a polemical
and in some cases hair-splitting strategy. If the attack has no substantive connection to the subject of the dispute, it is also referred to as

argumentum ad personam.
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awareness or is being exploited for the financial interests
of third parties.5?

Narratives that seize on motifs of childishness present
another form of denying rationality. They aim to portray
climate activism as an expression of youthful reck-
lessness, something people do in their spare time
or the result of naive ideas about society, politics, the
economy and the environment. The core message of
such narratives is that the activists (who are described
in terms such as “brats”, “stupid” or “spoilt”) are not to
be taken seriously. Associations are often also made with
the alleged instrumentalization or exploitation of
children and young people by the climate protection
movement. Such narratives portray children and young
people as passive underlings who are manipulated and
forced to spread the message of environmental protec-
tion. These children and young people are portrayed
as puppets of lobby groups, social elites or political
groups. The narratives sometimes use terms such as
“abuse”, which evoke associations with sexual abuse
and claim that the children are being “incited” against
other generations. These narratives all deny young
people the capacity to represent and formulate political
opinions themselves.

One post concerning the controversy surrounding the
Archbishop of Berlin refers to Greta Thunberg as an “ex-
ploited child” and ironically expresses the hope that she
will not be “nailed to the cross” like Jesus. Another post
frames Thunberg as a “child abused by unscrupulous
lobbyists”.

Such narratives deny climate activists the capacity for
independent thought and action, which in turn is used
to stoke the flames of conspiracist narratives. Ac-
cording to these narratives, the fight against climate
change is a sinister plan by elites and lobbyists to
push through their own interests. In this context, one
post employs both the image of the puppet and the
abused child.

Another dominant form of narrative for the denial of
rationality is the accusation of ideological motivation,
which aims to portray the positions of the climate
protection movement as an ideological aberration.
Such posts propagate their own positions of climate
scepticism and climate denialism as being reasonable.

Unlike pathologising narratives, ideological motivation
narratives do not interpret the distorted perceptions
attributed to political opponents as an expression of
mental illness, instead claiming that this misinterpreta-
tion of reality is politically or ideologically motivated. The
accusation of ideological infatuation is a useful way to
avoid discussing any objective facts and arguments that
are put forward.

The infantilisation and pathologisation of young activists
and accusations of ideological infatuation also delegit-
imise the actual substance of their positions. Further-
more, the re-interpretation of a political conflict as a
generational conflict serves to relieve those who reject
climate protection measures as they do not have to deal
with the actual substance of their political opponents’
arguments. As such, these narratives also fall within the
overarching strategy of avoiding substantive discussions
by using personal attacks.

Narrative: Greta Thunberg’s deletion of a post is
evidence of manipulative argumentation

In a homogenous cluster of posts in our dataset, Greta
Thunberg was attacked as being a representative of
the climate protection movement who is using ma-
nipulative methods to achieve her goals and — con-
trary to the way in which she presents herself — is not
arguing on a scientific basis. These posts were from 2023
and concern the deletion of a February 2018 tweet from
Greta Thunberg’s account.

According to the narrative, Thunberg posted a tweet that
cited a climate scientist and predicted the end of humani-
tyin 2023. This is a misinterpretation of Thunberg’s tweet.
Thunberg had linked an article that in turn quoted from
a lecture by James Anderson, an atmospheric researcher
at Harvard University. In his lecture, Anderson described
2023 as the latest possible date for phasing out fossil fuel
production in order to prevent irreversible consequences
for the polar ice caps. The headline of the article abbrevi-
ated and dramatised this to become the statement “Top
climate scientist: Humans will go extinct if we don’t fix
climate change by 2023”, which Thunberg adopted in her
post, marking it as a quote in inverted commas.®

Neither Thunberg nor the article nor the scientist quoted
referred to the “end of the world” or the “end of human-
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ity” by 2023, as the narrative reinterprets it. In so doing,
the narrative portrays Thunberg as doubly manipulative:
she is accused of basing her arguments on scientific
misjudgements and also of trying to disguise this by then
deleting such posts. In some posts within the cluster,
Anderson’s prediction was also associated with state-
ments concerning other allegedly unrealised climate
change tipping points and impact assessments
(without going into more specific detail or addressing the
fundamental difficulties of scientific modelling based on
a certain level of knowledge and the subsequent eval-
uation thereof). This reveals a connection to narratives
that fundamentally question the severity of the effects
of climate change.

The depiction of politicians and elites as an enemy

Narrative: Politicians and the climate movement
want to establish an “eco-dictatorship” or a totali-
tarian state

This narrative accuses politicians and the climate
movement of wanting to establish an “eco-dicta-
torship”. These conspiracist narratives assume that
the actual goal of environmental policy measures is not
environmental protection but the erosion and abolition
of individual freedoms. They claim that the real reason
behind the measures is to gain or extend political control.
Some posts alsoimply that the aim of environmental pro-
tection measures is to paralyse Germany economically.
Others frame the measures as part of the Great Reset,5*
an initiative of the World Economic Forum (WEF), which
is interpreted within the conspiracist spectrum as a plan
for world domination by sinister elites. The narrative that
environmental concerns are a pretext for establishing
a dictatorial regime was found in various clusters in our
dataset.

Variations of this narrative include the alleged desire to
establish “eco-socialism”, “climate fascism” and even
a “climate dictatorship”. Another manifestation of this
narrative is the climate lockdown narrative,® which con-
nects measures taken to combat the COVID-19 pandem-
ic and plans for a climate lockdown.®® The eco-dictator-
ship narrative portrays climate protection measures as
dictatorial and illegitimate. The suggestion that people’s

legally guaranteed freedom is to be restricted consti-

tutes both a rejection of the measures discussed and a
personal attack.

This narrative turns the discussion of climate protection
measures from a substantive political debate into an ar-
gumentaboutpolitical systemsanddelegitimises climate
policy. Thisargument and the claim of “eco-propaganda”
take the same line as accusing political opponents of
anti-democratic traits, which is a popular rhetorical
tool of the far right.*” This kind of argument is some-
times combined with the rhetoric of self-defence.

The eco-dictatorship narrative can be assigned to two
categories. As well as constituting an attack on climate
politicians and the climate movement, this narrative
also employs delayism by sending the message that
climate policy is not possible by democratic means
and that environmental protection can only come at
a cost to democracy.

This narrative iswidespread and was found in seven of the
19 clusters investigated. It was also disseminated in con-
junction with other narratives. One example is the com-
bination with pathologising and ideological motivation
narratives, in which supporters of the climate protection
movement are portrayed as hysterical, agitated and au-
thoritarian. Another was the combination with infantilis-
ing narratives, in which warnings of a “pigtail dictatorship”
by Greta Thunberg are issued (see Figure 4).

In one cluster, statements by Karl Lauterbach, the Ger-
man Federal Minister of Health, were used as the start-
ing point for conspiracist narratives. In a guest article in
Die Welt, Lauterbach wrote that effective combating of
climate change would require measures “analogous to
the restrictions on personal freedom in the fight against
the pandemic”,®® adding that he had “increasing doubts
as to whether this is achievable”. Posts within the clus-
ter interpreted this as a declaration of intent to abolish
the personal freedom of citizens in Germany forever. It
became the basis for conspiracist narratives concerning
alleged plans for a “climate lockdown”.

As such, these narratives fuel the fear of restrictions on
personal freedom and discredit environmental protec-
tion measures. In some posts, the term “climate lock-
down” was replaced by the term “climate dictatorship”.*®
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!‘ ATD - fiir D Esslingen ist in Esslingen, Deutschland.
31. Dezember 2019 - Q@

An einen Teil der jungen Generation, die das Jahr 201 damit verbracht haben Greta Thunberg
anzuhimmeln, gerne auf Kunstschnee Ski fafiren, mit den Eltern in den Urlaub fliegen und ein
Smartphone aus Chin besitzen. Diejenigen, die dieses System kritisieren, bedienen sich selbst
dieses Systems, Das ist nur mehr sbsurd. Zudem macht Greta Thunberg nichts anderes, als der
Atomlobby in die Hande 2 Wir lass n Greta mit Sicherheit nicht vereinnahmen

Die AD sagt: Umwelt- und Klimaschutz mit Hausverstand — selbstverstandlich ohne Klima-
Hysterie und Zopferl-Diktatur.

Alternative
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Deutschland

Wir wdlen kéine
Zopferl-Diktatur!
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Figure 4: A Facebook post by the AfD association for the south-
western German town of Esslingen, depicting Greta Thunberg with
the caption “We don’t want a pigtail dictatorship!”."

One cluster addresses a satirical song by a children’s
choiron German public television, which was reinterpret-
ed as an ideologically motivated attack on the grandpar-
ent generation. This incident was referred to in Germany
as “Omagate”. A social media campaign by the far-right
spectrum then interwove several narratives including
the eco-dictatorship narrative, the instrumentalization
and incitement of children and young people narrative,
the pathologising narrative, the ideological motivation
narrative and the corrupt elites narrative.

The use of eco-dictatorship narratives in political
attacks in the data set investigated is extremely ver-
satile. Such narratives can be linked to a large number
of other narratives and a wide range of topics. These are
often narratives voiced within the far-right spectrum.
Eco-dictatorship narratives were found in a wide range
of post clusters that were identified using the list of ac-
counts from the far-right spectrum (see Quantitative
Methodology). This suggests that accusing the environ-
mental movement or environmental politicians of having

dictatorial intentions is a widespread ideologeme in the
far-right milieu and that it is used to delegitimise climate
policy. In this case, the eco-dictatorship narrative is
incorporated within a broader political stance and is
associated with the rejection of health and migration
policy. This narrative is part of a broader attack that tar-
gets the political elites as the enemy.

Narrative: Politicians and the climate movement
practise bigotry and double standards

Bigotry narratives claim that politicians and people
from the climate movement act in a manner that is
detrimental to the environment and as such do not
act in accordance with their own standards. Such
behaviour is depicted as a moral failing and proof of the
infeasibility of climate protection measures or as proof
that such measures are merely a means of social control.
As other ISD studies have shown, bigotry narratives have
been used as part of delayism tactics in the international
climate debate for years.”

Within the data set, the accusation of bigotry is pri-
marily levelled at representatives of the climate
movement, e.g. in connection with holidays, air trav-
el and mobile phone use. This is used as evidence that
climate activists do not take their own activism seriously.
Climate activist Luisa Neubauer was accused of double
standards with regard to air travel (“#LongHaulLuisa”).
After her appearance at the Glastonbury Festival, posts
made smug associations between Greta Thunberg and
the rubbish produced there. While in principle this may
still be an objective indication of a possible discrepancy
between claim and reality, the use of photos from previ-
ous years suggests that the main concern was to defame
Thunberg’s commitment to the cause rather than to pro-
vide constructive criticism of the festival or its visitors.

Bigotry narratives were found in four clusters
within the data set investigated. The frequency with
which these narrative forms were shared differs be-
tween the individual clusters. In the cluster concerning
allegations against a Hamburg-based Fridays for Future
member, they were only found twice in the data set.
In the cluster that contains posts about Thunberg’s
appearance at Glastonbury, they comprise backbone
of the argument for most of the posts categorised as
suspicious cases.
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Accusations of bigotry sometimes occur in con-
junction with narratives that deny the rationality of
climate movement activists, infantilising narratives
and pathologising narratives. Some of them are also
used as stand-alone attacks. While most clearly fall into
the category of Personal Attacks, some are associated
with the rhetoric of delayism. In such cases, it is implied
that the behaviour criticised is proof that environmental
protection measures cannot be implemented. In such
cases, members of the climate movement are ac-
cused of trading climate protection against goods
such as prosperity, with the suspected intention of
emphasising a supposed conflict of objectives. One
post alludes to an end to affluence by implying that the
actions of the climate movement constitute “Affluenza”.

Bigotry narratives aim to criticise those who represent
certain political positions in order to attack and dele-
gitimise these positions. As such, they are forms of ad
hominem arguments and — by employing double stand-
ards — have the psychological effect of helping to ward
off any blame the person using the argument attributes
to themselves or any blame attributed to them by third
parties. In philosophy, bigotry narratives are also known
as “appeals to hypocrisy”” or “tu quoque” (“you too”) ar-
guments. Like accusations of double standards, they are
part of everyday political discussion and not limited to
the discussion of environmental issues. They are made
by a wide range of political movements. In the clusters
investigated, bigotry narratives could not be clearly
assigned to any one actor category.

Conspiracist narratives, corruption narratives and
corrupt elites narratives

Conspiracist narratives place climate policy measures
in the context of conspiracies, implying that such meas-
ures are part of sinister plans. Corruption narratives and
corrupt elites narratives are based on the assertion that
politicians, other social elites or persons from the
environmental movement only advocate their posi-
tions because they expect this to result in personal
gains (monetary or the achievement, maintenance or
expansion of political power and control) that have noth-

ing to do with the actual substance of the respective
position.

Conspiracist and corruption narratives serve to delegit-
imise climate action by presenting it as a means to an
end for dishonest plans (rather than an end in itself).
These narratives also discredit and disparage the moral
standing of those who demand such measures because
the narratives accuse these people of manipulative and
selfish behaviour. Corruption narratives are components
of populist narratives and constitute fragments of con-
spiracist narratives, in which the alleged corruption of
individual climate activists or politicians is presented as
their motivation to work with sinister elites and partici-
pate in conspiracies.

The narratives differ as to which actors they accuse of
corruption and whatintentions they attribute to them. In
the debate concerning the environmental compatibility
of wood-fired heating systems and pellet stoves,” critics
of these heating methods accuse the media of being in
the palm of lobbyists. The posts claim —without any con-
crete evidence and using a derogatory tone — that a lack
of research or the influence of lobbyists leads the media
to provide insufficient reporting on the damaging effects
of wood-fired heating systems on the climate. These
were the only suspicious cases of climate disinforma-
tion or misinformation expressed by climate protection
movement members or sympathisers within the data set
examined.

The same cluster also included suspicious cases among
posts that argue exactly the opposite. Proponents of
wood-fired heating distort media coverage of current
regulations statements by the German Federal Environ-
ment Agency (UBA) to create the image of a targeted
campaign to ban wood heating. These proponents of
wood heating blame this alleged campaign on ideo-
logical prejudices and the World Health Organisation
(WHO), amongst others. The argument in favour of
wood heating is based on the negative consequences
for consumers in view of high energy prices and Ger-
many’s low proportion of wood burning. Accusations
of an illegitimate campaign controlled by international
organisations are combined with delayism tactics.

* https://www.grammarly.com/blog/rhetorical-devices/appeal-to-hypocrisy/
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Eva Herman Offiziell 4

11 Jetzt will die WHO auch bestimmen iiber den
Reinheitsgrad unserer Luft

Pellet- und Kamindfen

11 Das Aus fiir Holz? Umweltbundesamt fordert den
néchsten Heizungs-Verzicht

Die Luft in Deutschland war 2021 so sauber wie seit vielen
Jahren nicht mehr. Laut vorlaufigen Zahlen des |4
Umweltbundesamts (UBA) wurden die EU-Richtwerte fiir
die Belastung mit Stickoxiden und Feinstaub selbst an
HauptverkehrsstralRen in Grof3stddten fast iiberall
eingehalten. ,Wir stellen jetzt in stédtischen Wohngebieten
eine Situation fest wie vor zehn Jahren im léndlichen
Raum”, sagte der Président des UBA, Dirk Messner, bei der
Vorstellung der Zahlen. Dennoch forderte er drastische
MalBnahmen, um die Luftqualitét in den kommenden
Jahren weiter zu verbessern.

11 Hintergrund sind die neuen Leitlinien der
Weltgesundheitsorganisation (WHO) fiir gesunde Luft, die
im Vergleich zur bestehenden Regulierung in der
Européischen Union (EU) deutlich verringerte Richtwerte
vorsehen, vor allem fiir Stickstoffdioxid, Feinstaub und
QOzon.

11 Ziel der WHO ist es, durch weniger Luftschadstoffe die
Zahl von Erkrankungen und Todesféllen zu verringern.
UBA-Chef Messner zitierte eine Statistik der EU, nach der
in Deutschland jéhrlich 53.800 Todesfille in Verbindung
mit Luftverschmutzung stehen sollen; europaweit seien es
sogar 307.000. (...)

Figure 5: A Telegram post by Eva Herman from 11 February 2022 on
pellet and wood-burning stoves, suggesting that the WHO wants to
determine the level of air purity in Germany."

In other clusters it is argued that political measures
such as the German CO, tax are a “business model”
by the Green party or more generally that politicians
are “ripping people off” or “cashing in” on citizens
through emissions taxes. Such language denies the
substantive justification of climate policy measures and
emphasises a financial interest that is presented as ille-
gitimate. Some posts claimed that this is a “refugee tax”
that has nothing to do with climate policy but is instead
used to finance refugees. A classic populist theme is also
used in this case, namely the insinuation that the politi-
cal elite systematically lie to and manipulate the people.
Suspicious cases in several clusters insisted that the
Letzte Generation group or individual climate activists
are supported by federal ministries. This claim is de-
monstrably false’? and insinuates a connection between

federal policy and parts of the climate movement. It also
insinuates that there are financial incentives behind
the Letzte Generation’s activities. Certain posts falsely
claimed that funding of €156,420 from the German Fed-
eral Ministry for Economic Affairs could also have been
used for other purposes, thereby accusing the ministry
of wasting taxpayers’ money.

Other corruption and conspiracist narratives focus on
individual activists and include one post’s claim that
German climate activist Luisa Neubauer is working in
coordination with Bill Gates and Klaus Schwab, Executive
Chairman of the World Economic Forum, as well as the
insinuation that Greta Thunberg is a “child-labour pup-
pet-slave to George Soros”. Some posts also interpreted
environmental measures such as the German CO, emis-
sions tax as a measure that is part of the conspiracist
narrative of the Great Reset (see glossary).

Corruption and conspiracist narratives occured in
eight of the 19 clusters investigated and were wide-
spread in the data set investigated. Such narratives
were expressed alone or together with delayism narra-
tives (e.g. during discussions of the rates for the German
CO, emissions taxes or in the case of false claims that
the Letzte Generation group is financed by the German
government). Conspiracist narratives were most regu-
larly posted in conjunction with climate scepticism and
denialism narratives.

Corruption and conspiracist narratives are part of the
common rhetoric of populist movements.”? Within this
data set, such narratives were expressed as part of
broader ideological debates in which environmental
issues are more likely to be an angle for expressing
a more general dissatisfaction than stand-alone
issues. This illustrates a politicisation of environmen-
tal policy that is increasingly ideological and world-
view-based rather than purely factual and substantive.

5.2 Narratives concerning the negative effects of
climate policy

Cross-platform narratives were also disseminated that
point to the supposed negative consequences of climate
protection for the German economy, German citizens
and the environment. These narratives correspond
with the definition this study uses for arguments that
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aim to delegitimise measures (delayism narratives). Two
overarching narratives were identified: One refers to
the supposed economic consequences of climate pro-
tection; the other refers to the supposed impact on the
environment.

Narrative: Climate protection measures will have
negative economic consequences for Germany

Some posts that referenced the supposedly negative
economic consequences for Germany criticise the tax
burden associated with climate protection. A cluster
of posts from between August 2020 and January 2021
criticises the high tax burden in the context of the in-
crease in the German CO, emissions tax and a closer
alignment of vehicle tax with emissions.”* Many posts
cast doubt on the effectiveness of these measures, with
references to “Germany’s special energy policy path”
and “selling indulgences”.

Energy transition and tax measures aimed at ef-
fective climate protection were also described as a
threattoenergy supply securityandto Germanyasan
industrial location. However, analysis of the measures
reveal that large consumers have been exempted from
a series of levies and that a more nuanced view of the
effects of the proposed legislation is therefore required.
Experts have pointed out that the price of electricity in
Germany would have risen even without the transition
to renewable energies, as some of the additional invest-
ment would have had to be made to maintain existing
infrastructure, facilities and buildings anyway.”®

In addition to questioning the effectiveness of the meas-
ures, the fear of a state of emergency is also fuelled. Dra-
maticising methods, including slogans such as “freeze
for the climate” and warnings of “impoverishment”, are
often employed (see Figure 6).

It is striking that terms such as “climate costs”, “climate
taxes”, etc. are used to evoke negative associations with
climate policy and to emphasise the associated burdens
for citizens. The potential economic consequences of
not combating climate change are ignored.”

The narrative that “climate protection measures will have
negative economic consequences for Germany” is also
often combined with direct — sometimes personal — at-

P Klimapolitik vs. Wohlstand

FRIEREN FURS KLIMA? =
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Figure 6: Post by the AfD politician Martin Weber on Facebook, saying
“Freezing for the climate? Stop Eco-Socialist Impoverishment!”,
9 March 2022.Y

tacks against the German government (e.g. accusations
that it “rips people off”). The suggestion that taxes and
duties go directly into the pockets of government
employees is regularly made. Aspects such as the
economic steering function of taxes and the use of tax
revenues for investment and the welfare state are either
directly questioned or deliberately ignored.

It is noted that in our dataet the economic conse-
quences narrative was often spread by AfD ac-
counts. These accounts position themselves as the
only political force to represent the interests of citizens
and protect these citizens from alleged corruption and
enrichment by political elites. This economic down-
turn narrative was also being disseminated by non-
AfD accounts including influencers who are on the
far-right spectrum and have a wide reach. Niklas
Lotz aka “neverforgetniki” and Thorsten Schulte
aka “Silberjunge” were two such examples.”” Both
influencers cultivate close ties to the AfD. In 2020,
AfD MPs smuggled Thorsten Schulte and several oth-
er right-wing media activists into the German federal
parliament. This campaign involved members of parlia-
ment from other parties being harassed, insulted and
intimidated.”
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An analysis of the narrative also reveals that criticism
of COVID-19 policy and criticism of tax reforms are
rhetorically linked. These narratives emphasise that
German citizens should be provided with relief and not
placed under additional strain — particularly in light of
the perceived burdens caused by the pandemic. The
narratives also claim — without going into substantive
justifications for or against individual tax measures and
their impact on social distribution issues — that lack of
action in this regard is in itself evidence of government
corruption (see Figure 7).

It is also interesting that criticism of tax policy is used to
position other topics that are used for mobilisation in the
far-right spectrum. One post refered to the German CO,
tax as a “refugee tax”. This creates a negative associ-
ation between the topics of refugees/migration and
additional tax burden, even where there is no substan-
tive link between the planned tax reforms and the Ger-
man government’s policy on refugees and immigration.

Some posts linked the narrative of negative economic
consequences with the denial of human-induced cli-
mate change and the denial of the role of CO, in climate
change (see Climate and climate science narratives). In
many posts, this narrative becomes part of an all-en-
compassing narrative according to which the ruling
elites are responsible for the deteriorating quality of life
and socio-economic situation in Germany, which itself is
allegedly the result of the elites’ supposedly misguided
sanctions policy against Russia and their migration, asy-
lum and social policies (e.g. in relation to rent prices and
general inflation). Some of the corresponding posts also
contained conspiracist elements, such as references to
the conspiracist narrative of the Great Reset’”® and refer-
ences to the Bilderberg Conference, which is often the
subject of conspiracist narratives.8°

Itis noticeable that connections to conspiracist narra-
tives and explicit denialism or scepticism regarding
climate change appeared more frequently in posts
by private individuals. AfD-affiliated accounts focussed
primarily on criticising the German government, the gen-
eral rise in prices and the financial burden on the popu-
lation. The fact that these posts appear in the same nar-
rative clusterindicates a semantic link between different
forms of the economic downturn narrative. Itis therefore
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reasonable to conclude that dominant narratives of the
economic downturn (e.g. in the context of plans for tax
reform and climate protection) also fuel more radical
narratives that serve far-right conspiracist narratives.

Narrative: Climate protection causes environmental
destruction

This narrative concerns the genuinely or allegedly
counter-productive aspects and consequences
of climate protection programmes, technologies
and policies. These negative effects are emphasised,
constructed and presented out of context. The narra-
tive regularly focuses on specific often technological
measures for greater climate protection and suggests
that these actually contribute to the destruction of the
natural environment.” If the negative consequences
presented are not plausible, this narrative should be clas-
sified as a climate scepticism narrative. The actors do not
directly deny human-induced climate change; instead
they slow down or prevent the necessary transformation
of infrastructure by disseminating disinformation and
misinformation.

The “climate protection causes environmental destruc-
tion” narrative appears in a specific cluster within this
data set. However, it appears in several different forms.
The most common relates to the potential climate
impact of wind turbines due to sulphur hexafluoride
emissions. SF, is a greenhouse gas that, according to
the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC), has 24,300 times more influence on the
greenhouse effect than CO,.*' Due to its insulating prop-
erties, sulphur hexafluoride is used to control tiny switch-
boards in industrial applications. Such switchboards are
often installed in wind turbines because of the limited
space available. If the switchboards are dismantled after

their useful life, SF, can be recycled using an extraction
process. Although leakage or emission from a system
cannot be ruled out (e.g. due to damage or faulty con-
struction), the risk is very limited.??

The narrative, however, assumes that leakage is guaran-
teed and labels turbines as “climate killers”. Connections
are made between SF values in Germany and the expan-
sion of wind energy in Germany without any evidence.
The propagators of this narrative fail to take into account
that a wind turbine has a positive carbon footprint after
justashort period of use. Even if all the SF, containedin a
switchboard were to be emitted at the end of its service
life, the system would still save significantly more CO,
than it would emit SF, over its service life.”

The data set also contained various other forms of this
narrative that are associated with wind turbines. Claims
were made that wind turbines are responsible for
chopping down trees to make way for construction
sites or provide construction materials for wind tur-
bines. Such narratives are a smokescreen compared to
the benefits of wind turbines present for the climate and
the environment, and compared to the environmental
impact of other forms of energy generation.®®> Other
false versions of this narrative or versions taken out
of context included the claim that wind turbines Kkill
birds or other animals, and that the ground around a
wind turbine heats up as a result of air shifts, causing
droughts. There were also false and misleading posts in
the cluster concerning the supposed lack of recyclability
of wind turbines.®*

Wind turbines were not the only topic in the field of
technology. The cluster also includes narrative forms
that focus on photovoltaics and electromobility. One
post claimed that photovoltaic systems release toxic

* One example of such an argument is the criticism of mining lithium and cobalt for electric car batteries. This is not unfounded, as it pollu-
tes the environment and also has human rights implications due to mining in parts of Africa and South America. Taken out of context, ho-
wever, this criticism ignores the fact that the ecological benefits of an electric car outweigh those of a combustion engine after a certain
number of kilometres driven. VDI-Okobilanz: Wie viel CO2 sparen E-Autos wirklich? | VDI

** The exact information on this issue varies and depends on factors such as the size and model of wind turbine. The CO, savings in tonnes
per system per year are in the high thousands, sometimes even the tens of thousands. See Laufmann. P. (2023). Faktencheck: Wie
gefahrlich ist das SF6-Gas in Windradern? agrarheute. Accessed on 25/02/2025 at https://www.agrarheute.com/energie/strom/fakten-

check-gefaehrlich-sf6-gas-windraedern-613731 and

n.a. (2023). Stimmt nicht: Windréder: Bau setzt mehr CO, frei, als durch Betrieb gespart wird. MDR Wissen. Accessed on 25/02/2025 at
https://www.mdr.de/wissen/faktencheck/faktencheck-windraeder-108.htmi
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substances into the groundwater. Another fundamen-
tally criticised the impact of renewable energies on the
natural energy cycle, suggesting that this is why they are
neither ecological nor infinitely available.

The common ideological basis for all these narra-
tives is that climate protection measures suppos-
edly cause more damage than they prevent or avoid.
They discredit individual measures and policies that are
deemed “green” and villainise politicians, activists and
advocates who push climate change as an important or
key issue. In the cluster described above wind turbines
are referred to as a “construct of green hypocrisy”.

Although the themes of the individual narratives are
sometimes very different, what they all have in common
is their aim of sowing doubt as to the effectiveness of po-
litical and technical measures as well as the moral integ-
rity and competence of those who advocate their use.

Assuch thereisaconnectionwith infantilising narratives,
narratives of instrumentalisation, narratives that pathol-
ogise climate activists, narratives that claim ideological
motivation, and narratives that contradict the scientific
consensus.

Some posts (especially those that adopt narratives of an
eco-dictatorship and corrupt elites) also underpin per-
sonal attack narratives. Such narratives are based on the
assumption that if climate protection measures do notin
fact protect the climate and the environment at all (but
instead destroy them), there must be a different reason
behind such measures. The posts allege a variety of mo-
tivations for this, including financial gain, political power
and conspiracies. There is a danger that these narratives
are particularly well-suited to the conspiracist milieu.

It is easy to see how this narrative interweaves the var-
ious disinformation and misinformation narratives con-
cerning climate change to create a complex antithesis to
the scientific consensus. It is by no means the case that
individual clusters and posts can be assigned to a specif-
ic narrative or a specific narrative form.

Using this methodology, it was possible to identify hier-
archical clusters that were coherent in terms of themes.
However, the content analysis revealed that most suspi-
cious posts often contain several categories of disin-

formation and misinformation narratives. There was
also a mix of various narrative forms within both clusters
and posts. This is clearly illustrated by two posts within
the cluster. Both link to the same article by an alternative
media outlet (see Figure 8 for an example).

. 20. Oktober 2022 - &

Die Umweltfreundlichkeit von Windradern wird durch neueste Erkenntnisse
erheblich in Frage gestellt. Scheinbar heizen Windparks das regionale Klima auf
und erhohen das Risiko von Duirreperioden. Fiir Deutschland konnte das zu
einem gewaltigen Problem werden.

https://deutsche-wirtschafts-nachrichten.de/.../Alarmiere...

Figure 8: A post from a Facebook group of wind turbine opponents.

The linked article not only claims that wind turbines can
cause droughts; it also sows fundamental doubts about
the expansion of wind energy by combining various wide-
spread disinformation and misinformation narratives:

“Until now the best-known arguments against wind tur-
bines were the shredding of birds, bats and insects, the
massive shadows they cast, health damage caused by infra-
sound and the problem of recycling the turbines. [..] Now
wind power’s supposed contribution to minimising global
warming is also coming under fire. The fact is that if you
observe the challenges of environmental protection as a
whole, including littering and damage to wildlife and natural
landscapes, wind power is a questionable technology.”®’

The arguments againstwind turbines are eitherwrong, can-
not be substantiated or have been taken out of context.’
Nevertheless, the idea that wind power is “a questionable
technology” is underpinned by other disinformation and
misinformation narratives that appear in this study:

“The benefits of CO, reduction as a result of the transition
to renewable energies including wind power are doubt-
ful, as Germany’s special energy policy path makes it
completely irrelevant in the global context. Germany only
represents roughly 2% of global human-induced carbon
dioxide emissions, which in turn only account for 10-152
of total carbon dioxide emissions.”

This combines two disinformation and misinformation
narratives that are both well-known and widespread:
the downplaying of Germany’s responsibility in the fight
against anthropogenic climate change and a heavy em-

Destructive Discourses: The Digital Dissemination of Climate Misinformation and Disinformation




phasis on distinguishing between natural and anthropo-
genicCO,emissions.’’ Thetwonarrativesalsoappearinthe
datasetinvestigated and are analysedin the next section.
The text later draws a connection to the German federal
government with reference to their allegedly wrong or
incompetent policymaking. It claims that the govern-
ment wants to ‘“diligently continue and lay down legal
requirements for the expansion of wind power”.

In this example, the legislature is accused of acting contrary
to its own convictions by expanding wind energy. This illus-
trates how various disinformation and misinformation nar-
ratives are combined to attack the discourse on wind ener-
gy (an important component in the transition to renewable
energies) from multiple angles at the same time with the
intention of discrediting it as effectively as possible.

5.3 Climate and climate science narratives

A wide range of narratives are employed to attack the
scientific consensus around human-induced climate
change., The data contains both scepticism narratives
and narratives thatdeny human-induced climate change.

Narrative: The consequences of climate change may
not be all that severe

The expression of doubt as to the severity of the conse-
quences of climate change often serves as a rhetorical
support for criticism of both climate policy and those
who advocate climate protection. Posts that attack
climate activists sometimes make reference to an “al-
leged state of emergency” or “the supposed threat of
‘climate catastrophe’. These references serve to dele-
gitimise activists’ advocacy of climate protection. The
use of the terms “climate hype” and “climate apoc-
alypse” can in certain contexts constitute a form of
this narrative. Other terms, such as “climate hysteria”,
“global saviour insanity” and “climate saviour insanity”
share more similarities with narratives that pathologise
and infantilise. Four post clusters contain various forms
of this narrative.

Itis striking that none of the investigated posts in which
this narrative is adopted aimed to address the potential
consequences of climate change. Instead, posts that fo-
cussed on criticising climate measures, price increases
and accusing the government of exploitation tended to

casually question the severity of the consequences of
climate change using devices such as ironic interjections
(“as if humanity were on the brink of extinction”). This
indicates that the refusal to recognise human-induced
climate change and its consequences is already estab-
lished in a certain milieu and provides the basis for its
narratives. Deeply rooted hostility towards elite and
science can be used for this milieu’s own political
agenda.

An AfD politician provides one exception in which the
severity of the consequences of climate change are ac-
tively rather than casually denied. In this regularly shared
video, he claims that climate change does not cause any
additional natural disasters or extreme weather phenom-
ena. However, this does not correspond to the current
state of climate research.®® The AfD politician claims that
the increase in the observation of disasters and weather
phenomena is due only to modern technology as well
as to improvements in measuring and the frequency of
measurements. This claim employs a similar argument
to that used in incidence narratives concerning the COV-
ID-19 pandemic. At the time, the various waves of the
pandemic were not recognised as representing the trend
for the rate of new infections; instead it was claimed that
this was a statistical occurrence caused by increased
testing during the Christmas period.

Narrative: Germany’s share of CO, emissions is
irrelevant

One cluster contained other disinformation and misinfor-
mation narratives that can be classed as belonging to the
climate scepticism narrative. Both concern Germany’s role
in the context of global warming. What is unique about this
is that the two narrative forms build on each other. Howev-
er, these narrative forms adopt different strategies.

Narrative: Germany’s share is 1.9%

The first narrative makes the false claim that Germany
is climate-neutral and has no influence on the global
climate. It claims that the proportion of emissions for
which Germany is responsible is too small to affect the
global climate. It also claims that Germany’s share of
global CO, emissions is 1.9%. Although this statistic is
roughly correct, the argument is misleading as no con-
text is provided for this figure.
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The share of global CO, emissions for every country on
earth other than the USA and China is under ten percent.
Of the remaining countries, every country other than
India, Russia and Japan lies below the 2 percent mark.
Together, however, the countries below two percent are
responsible for around 40% of global CO, emissions. Fur-
thermore, just under one percent of the global popula-
tion lives in Germany —this one percentis responsible for
almost two percent of CO, emissions. These two ratios
illustrate that Germany’s contribution is not negligible in
global terms.®

Within the scientific community, this line of argument
has long been known as a climate disinformation strat-
egy.”® Different aspects of the same narrative are used
and appear in connection with various disinformation
categories. It appears in the climate scepticism discourse
described above, which focuses on the 1.9%6 to cast doubt
on climate science. The same narrative is also used in the
context of discourses that delegitimise climate protection
measures. King et al. refer to this as the “absolutionism”
narrative. This narrative focuses not on the scientific as-
pect but the failures of other countries as regards climate
protection in order to shift responsibility away from Ger-
many and delegitimise climate protection measures.

“This line of argument tends to focus on China and, to
a lesser extent, India for making insufficient progress or
having weak onward targets.”’

The climate scepticism aspect of the "Germany’s share is
1.9%” narrative appears together with the narrative that
“climate protection measures will have negative eco-
nomic consequences for Germany”. Taking the stance
that Germany’s contribution is irrelevant renders ex-
penditure on climate protection a waste of money. Links
can also be found to narratives that infantilise; narratives
that claim ideological motivation and eco-dictatorship
narratives; as well as references to QAnon narratives (see
glossary) and the Great Reset (see glossary).

Narrative: Germany has an influence on 0.0004712% of
the CO2 in the air.

Another narrative form builds on the narrative above
to extend beyond the addressing of Germany’s share of

CO2 inrelation to the global climate situation. This narra-
tive also casts doubt on the influence CO2 has on global
warming. The core narrative is that Germany only has an
influence on 0.0004712% of the CO2 in the air. This is not
true. There are logical errors in the calculation that leads
to this result, as reference is always made to the total air
and not to the proportion of CO2 in it. To underline this
point, some posts compare the low proportion of CO2
in the air with the proportion of oxygen and nitrogen,
although neither substance has any influence on the rise
in global temperature and such a comparison is there-
fore nonsensical.”?

Many posts disseminate this narrative in the form of
an anecdote with the character of a chain letter that
recounts an alleged conversation at a farmer’s market
between a professor of reactor physics at the TU Aachen
named Robert Imberger and a person from a Green Par-
ty stand. Minimal research is sufficient to question the
authenticity of the story. There is no TU Aachen or any
other university in Aachen that teaches reactor physics
or at which a Robert Imberger works. Slightly different
variations of this story have also existed in the climate
denialist milieu since at least 2010.%3

This narrative, which concerns an apparently very small
figure, gives the impression that Germany does not
play a significant role in climate change and that cli-
mate protection measures are therefore irrelevant,
at least in Germany. No context is provided for this
figure. Irrespective of the fact that the calculation is in-
correct (see above), the result reveals nothing about the
influence of CO, on climate change without context. This
is because even minimal increases in CO, concentrations
have a significant impact on the greenhouse effect and
therefore also on global warming and climate change.’*

Between three and five percent of CO, emissions are
human-induced; the rest comes from natural processes.
However, these additional emissions have led to the CO,
concentration in the atmosphere increasing by half from
0.028% (constant value between the last ice age and in-
dustrialisation) to around 0.042%. This means that one
third of the current CO, concentration in the atmosphere
is caused by humans. According to IPCC reports, this has
already resulted in global warming of around 1°C. Germa-
ny has also played a role.*®
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The cluster also contained posts that build on the nar-
rative of the low CO, share and dispute the role of CO,
for global warming as a whole. Terminology such as
“climate swindle”, “climate lie” and “CO, climate
lie” is used. Although the line between the narratives of
climate denialism and climate scepticism is sometimes
blurred, as this narrative shows, the function remains
the same: measures aimed at reducing CO, emissions in
Germany are rejected, as it is alleged these would have
no effect on a global scale and instead lead to negative
consequences for the economy, etc. This narrative also
ignores the potential of a pioneering role for Germany in
terms CO, saving as one of the world’s strongest econo-
mies and the largest economy within the EU.

Narrative: Climate change is primarily due to natural
causes

Some versions of this narrative deny the effect of an-
thropogenic climate change and instead emphasise the
importance of natural factors and periodic fluctuations
on changes. Three clusters contain the assertion
that changes in the concentration of CO, in the at-
mosphere are predominantly due to natural causes.
This leads to references to “the Earth’s natural climate
change” and labelling of the actual scientific consensus
as a “climate lie”.

One particular form of the narrative claims “the sun
controls our climate, not CO,” This statement is at the
centre of a cluster centred around a position paper pub-
lished by the WerteUnion in Bayern initiative in 2019. In
this position paper, the WerteUnion in Bayern described
itself as a “conservative grassroots movement within the
CSU”%¢ In 2024, the WerteUnion became a micro-party
that is independent from the CDU/CSU and represented
throughout Germany. Contrary to the scientific consen-
sus, the WerteUnion identifies the changing intensity
of the sun over time as the main natural cause of
climate change and disputes the importance of hu-
man-induced CO, emissions.

This claim was connected to the assertion that chang-
es in the Earth’s orbit and tilt in relation to the sun have
greater relevance for climate change than human influ-
ence. Although posts cite NASA as a key source in post-
ings and linked articles, the US space agency denies this

NEUIGKEITEN - TERMINE THEMEN - TUBER UNS - VOR ORT

Klima-Manifest 2020

Die Sonne steuert unser
Klima, nicht das COy

Fiir eine stabile, bezahlbare und sichere
Energieversorgung — Gegen Okodiktatur
und pseudowissenschaftliche
Untergangspanik

Figure 9: The manifesto of the WerteUnion in Bayern, then a political
initiative in the German state of Bavaria (2019). This manifesto was
shared in posts. The original is no longer available, but an archived
version can be accessed.""

conclusion.’” NASA has stated that despite natural fluc-
tuations, the Earth’s orbit and tilt in relation to the sun
cannot explain current climate change and that humans
have altered the natural greenhouse effect. A fact check
by the German Press Agency (dpa) provided the conclu-
sion that “NASA researchers leave no doubt that human
use of fossil fuels such as oil and coal has dramatically
changed the Earth’s climate.”®®

This narrative often occured in conjunction with a num-
ber of other narratives and provides the foundation for
the rejection of climate protection measures, which —
according to the logic of the narrative — are ineffective
and have negative economic consequences. The posi-
tion paper by the WerteUnion in Bayern warns against
the “de-industrialisation” of Germany and opposes
a supposed “eco-dictatorship and pseudo-scientific
doomsday panic”. Other posts regard such supposedly
ineffective measures as being motivated by the vested
interests of a corrupt elite.
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6. Conclusion

The aim of the NOTORIOUS project was to detect misin-
formation and disinformation on social media platforms
andto track their dissemination acrossvarious platforms.
The use of semantic embeddings of text passages and
the creation of similarity networks from these embed-
dings have proven to be an effective method for iden-
tifying relevant topics and narratives. A comprehensive
treatment and assessment of the technical approach
that was developed can be found in the NOTORIOUS re-
port Cross-Platform Social Media Research: Methods of
Data Collection and Analysis [only available in German].

In the context of this report, a sample of posts published
on Facebook, Telegram, Twitter/X and Instagram be-
tween 2019 and 2023 was analysed in greater detail to
test the effectiveness of the method and gain insights
into the dissemination of climate misinformation and
disinformation. Actor- and content-based indicators
were used to help identify disinformation and misinfor-
mation narratives within this extensive data set.

Two approaches proved particularly effective: filtering
based on the presence of known far-right actors in the
clusters and filtering based on fact check databases.

Twitter/X and Telegram appeared to be frequently
used platforms for the dissemination of misinfor-
mation and disinformation, including climate misin-
formation and disinformation. This was in line with
previous research findings. Under the EU Digital Ser-
vices Act (DSA), platforms are required to remove con-
tent including illegal content. However, the challenge
of regulating misinformation and disinformation is that
these forms of expression are not necessarily illegal.
Nevertheless, platforms must remove misinformation
or disinformation if this content falls under an existing
criminal offence (e.g. incitement to hatred, incitement to
violence or insults).

Qualitative analysis has been particularly effective in
demonstrating that a wide variety of enemy narratives
are used to disparage political opponent. This has led to
social polarisation and disinhibition, as people who cam-
paign for climate and environmental protection have
long been subjected to abuse and threats. Some of these
have spilled over from the digital space into physical at-
tacks on both climate activists and public officials.?

It is therefore essential to hold the platforms accounta-
ble, inter alia by enforcing the regulations of the DSA
regarding criminal offences in the digital space,
particularly when they concern indiscriminate personal
attacks. In the context of protecting people affected by
digital hate and disinformation, platforms need to take
proactive measures, such as protecting privacy, redu-
cing exposure to hate attacks, and taking consistent
action against accounts that repeatedly spread online
hate. Securing long-term funding for victim coun-
selling centres and reporting institutions is also an
important means of protection against digital violence.

Beyond specific threats and criminal offences, an online
discourse that is based on attacks, conspiracist narra-
tives, misinformation and disinformation prevents a
constructive democratic debate on how best to combat
human-induced climate change as a common threat.
Perceived as part of a struggle for survival against
political elites with assumed malign intentions, these
destructive discourses make it difficult to deliber-
ate on viable and politically expedient measures to
deal with a global social challenge. In this regard, both
regulatory bodies and in particular civil society need to
promote a fact-based, empathetic and constructive
dialogue. Providing citizens with a broad range of
knowledge and skills for dealing with the media and
social platforms can help to achieve the necessary so-
cietal resilience.

Article 34 of the DSA also stipulates a risk assess-
ment for very large online platforms (VLOPs) and
search engines. This assessment should be conducted
at least once a year and serves to assess any systemic
risks stemming from “the design or functioning of their
service and its related systems, including algorithmic
systems, or from the use made of their services”.®° This
includes risks relating to the dissemination of illegal
content as well as those relating to the potential impact
on “civic discourse and electoral processes, and public
security”°" Although climate protection is not specifi-
cally mentioned, it can be understood as a “social risk”
within the framework of Art. 34. This is in line with the
assessment in a Communication from the European
Commission from March 2024, which explicitly mentions
climate disinformation as a factor that hinders the ability
to act in the context of climate change.'*?
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Platforms should therefore consider the social risks
of climate misinformation and disinformation, and
develop appropriate measures to deal with them.
However, a recent report by Climate Action Against Dis-
information (CAAD) illustrates that most platforms do
not adequately consider climate disinformation in their
guidelines for the moderation of advertising and content,
and do not take sufficient action against users and com-
panies that systematically disseminate disinformation
concerning climate change and climate protection.’®®

Significant improvements in access to research data
are also essential in order to conduct comprehensive
investigations into platforms’ transparency and account-
ability obligations. One example of the current short-
comings is the now-defunct CrowdTangle program from
Meta, the company behind Facebook and Instagram.
Although this tool provided valuable insights into user
behaviour on the platform, it also had serious limitations.
Forexample, it was not possible to record comments that
expressed extreme opinions — an area that is essential
for analysing disinformation and extremist discourse.
The successor product, the Meta Content Library (MCL),
further exacerbates the problem, as it only allows access
to data in a controlled environment and has significant
limitations in terms of both flexibility and search options
(for comparison, see Table 4 below).

Furthermore, X now mainly offers paid data access, while
also setting strict quota limits. This makes comprehen-
sive, independent research even more difficult. X has in
some cases even taken legal action against critical NGOs
such as the Center for Countering Digital Hate, accusing
them of deliberately damaging their platform with its
research. These examples show how strongly operators
have rejected research into their platformsin recentyears.
However, comprehensive access to research data must be
guaranteed if investigations into climate misinformation
and disinformation are to continue. This is the only way to
determine how misinformation and disinformation spread
online.
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Function CrowdTangle Meta Content-Library (MCL)

Users can only download data sets of “publicly
available content posted by widely known
Downloadable Users can download data from accounts, (public) groups and individuals and organisations” — specifically
data pages of any size. those with a verified badge or 25,000 or more
followers, or public pages with 15,000 or more
likes/followers.

Captures multiple snapshots of the performance of posts, pages, . .
. . Provides real-time performance data but no
Archived data groups and accounts, allowing users to evaluate reach and . o .
. historical information.
engagement over time.

The leaderboard organises channelsin a list based on
Leaderboard engagement. This allows users to understand who in a given list  Does not have this function.
is producing content that is well received.

Provides a powerful interactive data visualisation tool that allows
Intelligence users to identify trends and inflection points that guide research Does not have this function.
and investigation.

Directlink to Users can directly access public content on Facebook and
public posts Instagram.

Allows users to quickly add multiple channels to a list via CSV
Batch upload instead of manually adding them one by one, making it easierto  Does not have this function.
research on alarger scale.

Allows collaboration between users on a shared dashboard that
centres the work of multiple people in one place.

Filter and sorting Users can filter by number of page followers, engagement, local Does not offer these specific options and
options relevance, verified status and performance scores, etc. significantly fewer choices overall.

Measures views only for Facebook video posts and Facebook live
video posts.

Users can analyse posts and comments
Comments Users can view the total number of comments on a post. programmatically via the API. Users can display
commentsin the userinterface.

Allows users to compare multiple content streams for a specific
topic or event.

Post saving Allows users to save posts for subsequent analysis. Does not have this function.
o Allows users to explore posts with a specific reaction (like, love, . .
Weighting Does not have this function.
haha, etc.).
Events Does not have this function. Captures data from Facebook events

Table 4: Copmparison of CrowdTangle and Meta Content-Library (MCL)
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7. Prospects

Further technical developments are required to allow
the systematic recording of misinformation and disin-
formation. The next steps for the automated clustering
of text documents applied here are the validation and
generalisation of the method for other use cases
(e.g. other languages, subject areas, or platforms
such as YouTube, TikTok and LinkedIn). Another aim
in further developing the methodology lies in the au-
tomated assessment of the parameters used. These in-
clude the similarity threshold, the maximum time inter-
val between the content to be compared, and sampling
strategies for the resulting network in order to further
improve the technical efficiency of the method in terms
of both the required memory and computing speed.

This study has laid the foundation for the detection of
disinformation and misinformation through the use of
features inherent to actors or content. This was achieved
using methods such as analysing the characteristics of
specific accounts (e.g. dissemination patterns and net-
work connections) as well as the way in which content
is structured on posts (e.g. semantic similarity to known
narratives and the use of certain key terms). Other fea-
tures that indicate disinformation or misinformation
should be analysed in this context. Features that do not
significantly contribute to the identification of already

known disinformation and misinformation (e.g. fact
checks that have already been carried out) are extreme-
ly relevant in this regard. Based on the potential of the
actor-based approaches identified here, user behaviour
could be examined for typical markers of prevailing disin-
formation or misinformation behaviour. Another possi-
bility that this project has opened up is the monitor-
ing of platforms with regard to known disinformation
and misinformation narratives: large language mod-
els (LLMs) could make it possible to identify both the
narratives found here and other known narratives in
other contexts.

Furthermore, the existing findings should be sup-
plemented and supported by a further analysis of
the actor categories in the sample presented. The
purpose of this supplementary analysis would be to con-
tinue investigations into the connection between nar-
rative categories and actor groups. These findings and
the results of this continued investigation of the present
sample could then be compared with the contents of the
total data set. An analysis of lists of the most successful
posts (by reposts) and the corresponding actor catego-
ries, is likely to improve the evaluation of the results of
this methodology within this extensive data set.
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Appendix I: Search words

Climate, global warming, environment, Letzte Genera-
tion, Last Generation, XR, Extinction Rebellion, FFF, Fri-
days for Future, Luisa Neubauer, Greta Thunberg, Green-
peace, Just Stop Oil, Paris Agreement, Eco.

Either the respective platform’s own search functions
or analysis platforms were used to access the individual
platforms. Queries were formulated according to the re-
spective syntax. Searches were restricted to posts in the
German language wherever possible.

CrowdTangle, an analysis platform operated by Meta
was used for Instagram and Facebook. However, this is
no longer in operation. At the time of data collection,
Twitter (now X.com) still provided privileged data in-
terface access for research work. This provided search
access to the platform’s entire archive. This access was
also revoked as part of Elon Musk’s takeover of Twitter.
The Telegram data comes from a data collection tool
established as part of the project. This continuously
recorded 2,700 German-language channels from 2019
onward and fulfilled the role of a keyword search, which
Telegram itself did not have. The channels were recorded
in a data-driven manner using network-based analyses
of redirects between channels.
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