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China has systematically and consistently promoted its own narratives on the international stage,
aiming to shape the global landscape to align with its interests and ideology. These efforts encompass
various strategies, such as the acquisition of media companies, active engagements by Chinese
ambassadors in both mainstream and alternative media, the use of paid supplements, collaboration
with Russian media through content sharing, and an increasingly robust presence on social media
platforms.[1]

In recent years, China Radio International (CRI), a Chinese state media outlet broadcasting in 44
languages,[2] has been reported[3] to establish partnerships with and provide content to radio stations
worldwide. However, there has been a dearth of comprehensive studies scrutinising the tactics,
techniques, and procedures (TTPs) employed by CRI in its operations. Likewise, analyses focusing on
the content delivered by CRI to local radio stations have been limited. This policy brief aims to bridge
this informational gap by examining CRI's operations in the Czech Republic as an illustrative example.

The content analysis of CRI in the Czech Republic reveals two distinct pathways through which
Chinese narratives permeate the information space. The choice of pathway depends on whether the
content is intended for publication on the radio station's website (and subsequently promoted on
Facebook) or for broadcasting purposes. The author underscores the disparities between two case
studies that delve into events that significantly resonated within the Czech Republic during 2022 and
early 2023: the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the Czech presidential election.

CRI as a Russian propaganda laundromat

Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the European Commission cracked down on Russian
propaganda related to the war and imposed sanctions on Russian state media Sputnik and RT
(formerly Russia Today).[4] Similarly, the Czech government and security services recommended
shutting down eight websites spreading pro-Kremlin disinformation related to Russia's war against
Ukraine immediately after the invasion.[5] Chinese propaganda, however, evaded any restrictions,
despite disseminating very similar narratives about the conflict in Ukraine and adopting or closely
aligning with Russian rhetoric on the subject.[6]

Even before the invasion, China Radio International in the Czech Republic published a text on its
website in which Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi spoke of NATO as a relic of the Cold War and
suggested that eastern enlargement had not contributed to peace.[7] Over the following weeks, the
radio quoted Russian arguments about the causes of the invasion and published texts about the
destabilising role of the United States and NATO.[8] It often contrasted the US position with that of
China, which it portrayed as a neutral and responsible stakeholder. IRegarding the European Union, the
radio highlighted the negative economic and security consequences of the war for the EU. CRI also
addressed the issue of alleged biological laboratories on Ukrainian territory in several articles,
suggesting a possible connection to the origin of Covid-19.[9]



Interestingly, the European Union was portrayed as a victim of US imperialism who should start acting
independently - in other words, 'freeing itself' from the US and correcting its allegedly misguided and
aggressive stance towards China.[10] Although Russia is the aggressor in the war, China has also
portrayed it as the victim. The real victim, Ukraine, hardly figured in the reporting. However, unlike
Russian propaganda, China did not propagate the narrative of alleged neo-Nazism in Ukraine.
[11] NATO was portrayed in the Chinese narrative as an extended arm of US influence, and in some
countries (e.g. the Czech Republic, Poland and Hungary), Chinese propaganda curiously referred to it
as Voldemort, the name of the main villain in the Harry Potter book series.[12]

The majority of texts published on the radio's website were translations from the original Chinese
versions and did not disclose the authors' identities. However, a few texts were written by a Czech
author Karel Pavli¢ek[13], who served as a special correspondent for China Media Group (CMG), the
operating company of China Radio International. Another author based in Prague was Bradley
Blankenship, an American freelance journalist whose Twitter account indicates that his articles have
appeared in Chinese state media CGTN and China Daily, as well as propagandistic outlets like the
Global Times and RT (formerly Russia Today).

As was the case with Covid-19-related news aimed at Central and Eastern European countries,
Chinese content was not tailored to local audiences at the beginning of the Russian invasion of
Ukraine. In the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, which overwhelmingly see NATO as the
guarantor of their security, the effort to portray NATO expansion as the cause of the war seems strange
to say the least. This points to a passive sharing of centrally produced Chinese content rather than a
successful localisation of the messages for a local audience. Also, the visual materials accompanying
the posts contained text in English, confirming the lack of capacity to produce localised and therefore
more effective propaganda.

Offering a space to fringe politicians and parties

In January 2023, as the Czech Republic approached its presidential elections, China Radio
International's lack of understanding of Czech domestic topics became even more apparent. During the
peak of the campaign and after the announcement of the election results, from 1 January to
14nFebruary 2023, CRI simply republished reports from the Czech News Agency on its website. Out of
the ten texts analysed, Chinese radio sourced eight of them from the Czech News Agency. The
remaining two texts warrant closer scrutiny. On 13 February 2023, CRI published an interview with
Jaroslav Cejka, the former head of the Department of Culture and deputy head of the Department of
Education, Science, and Culture of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia.
In the interview, Cejka asserted that the election of Petr Pavel as the new Czech president marked "the
beginning of a new, right-wing totalitarianism."[14]

A day later, CRI published a text by Jindfich Rajchl, chairman of Strana Pravo, Respekt, Odbornost
(Law Respekt Expertise Party, PRO)[15], who has been regularly speaking at demonstrations against
the current government[16]alongside Senator Jana Zwyrtek Hamplovd who previously shared
disinformation narratives concerning Ukrainian refugees.[17] The op-ed begins with the words:
"Regarding the phone call between the newly elected President Petr Pavel and Taiwanese President
Tsai Jing-wen, which led to harsh condemnation from Beijing, | say again that he is not doing so of his



own volition, but on instructions" and "as an extended arm of the US, which is trying to destabilise other
countries by using [third] countries."[18] In the following text, he does not focus on Taiwan or China, but
talks about the rigging of the Czech presidential election by the media and the United States.
Speculatively, the first sentence regarding the phone call with the Taiwanese president may have
served the purely instrumental purpose of attracting attention from CRI, as the rest of the text aims
purely at a domestic audience.

An analysis of the environment in which links to CRI posts appear on Czech Facebook shows that it is
mainly far-left or, conversely, strongly conservative right-wing groups from the fringes of the political
spectrum that share Chinese content. CrowdTangle Chrome Extension data[19] from 18 November
2022 illustrates this trend. The last 500 posts had a total of 6,290 interactions (i.e. likes, shares, or
comments), and the profiles that CRI shared had a cumulative total of more than 1 million followers[20].
The five most popular posts focused on foreign topics related to China or the 20th Chinese Communist
Party Congress.[21] The most shared CRI posts on Facebook were by Milan Kraj¢a (Vice-Chairman of
the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia, KSCM)[22], the Facebook
group Pratelé Ruska (Friends of Russia)[23], KSCM Prague[24], KSCM Prague 3[25] and Blok proti
idiocii (Bloc Against Idiocy)[26]. CRI texts also appeared in the groups Nazory bez cenzury (Opinions
without Censorship)[27], Dékujeme Madarsku, dékujeme panu Orbanovi (We Thank Hungary, We
Thank Mr Orban)[28], Skupina svobodnych ob&anti CR (Group of Free Citizens of the Czech Republic)
[29] and similar fringe groups.

Hiding behind local radio stations

While China's previous attempts to promote a favourable image of the country through media
involvement, sponsoring supplements, and China Radio International's news coverage have been
problematic, they have allowed for the identification or estimation of the message's source. However,
since 2019, there seems to be a deliberate effort by China to obscure the origin of its messages within
the Czech information space. This tactic aims to facilitate the easier acceptance of Chinese narratives
by local audiences who may otherwise be skeptical of them.

There have been documented cases of Russian media outlets publishing in the Czech language that
actively defended the Chinese company Huawei and helped to spread pro-Chinese narratives about
the Hong Kong protests or the origin of the Covid-19 virus.[30] Czech ‘alternative' media outlets
spreading pro-Kremlin propaganda have also helped to launder information and hide the origin of
messages for local audiences. This process was described by Denik N, according to which it all starts
with an article produced by CRI, which appears as an anonymous text on the radio's website.[31] In the
next step, the article is picked up by a number of 'alternative’ media outlets but the text is already
signed by the media outlet itself or by a local 'author'. For Czech readers, the text thus appears as an
output of the Czech media. Only a comparison with the original CRI article reveals the Chinese origin of
the seemingly locally produced news. This method of information laundering was described, for
example, in August 2022, when the Czech alternative scene published as its own text the full statement
by the Chinese embassy in Prague, responding to the visit of US Congress Speaker Nancy Pelosi to
Taiwan.[32]



But China Radio International is also a problematic actor because of its outsourcing of China-related
programming to local partners without making it clear to listeners who is sponsoring the content
production. In the Czech Republic, Radio HEY, a nationwide commercial radio station playing rock
music, and Radio Color, which presents itself as "one of the last independent radios",[33] have both
been broadcasting a programme called Barevny svét (Colourful World) since 2019 (2020, respectively).
Radio HEY hosts the programme, then Radio Color adopts it and broadcasts it with a half-hour delay.
According to Radio HEY, the programme is "a magazine not only about travel, but also about history,
culture, sports, fashion, modern technology and other interesting things, especially from the Far East
and, for us, far away, exotic China."[34] The nearly 30-minute block is broadcasted six times a week in
the early evening.

What's missing from the broadcast, however, is information about the involvement of China Radio
International. At the time of writing, only episodes taken directly from Radio HEY's broadcasts were
available for listening on the CRI website. However, the CRI archive still offers the original version of the
broadcast. This version of the broadcast adds a few extra seconds to the Radio HEY episodes in which
the presenter introduces the programme by saying: "Chinese Radio International. This is Beijing. Dear
listeners, welcome to the shortwave service of China Radio International, where we are broadcasting a
brand new programme called Barevny svét [Colourful World], which we are producing in cooperation
with the Czech Radio HEY and Phoenix Amber[35]. It's a magazine not only about travel but also about
history, culture, sports, fashion, modern technology and other interesting things, especially from
China."[36]

The author analysed a total of 70 episodes of the programme, nearly 35 hours of broadcasting,
between 14 February and 9 April 2022 (the weeks of the impending or launched Russian invasion of
Ukraine) and January 2023 (the period of the presidential election in the Czech Republic).[37] For the
analysis, she used the Beey program, which allows transcription of the spoken word into a written
record.

Although HEY Radio introduces the program as if it dealt "mainly with China," in practice the program
deals with it almost exclusively. The broadcast is divided into six themes, which are repeated each
week. Monday's broadcast focuses on traditional Chinese medicine. Tuesday's programme introduces
Chinese gastronomy to Czech listeners. The Wednesday episodes are the most varied - in the
analysed period, they dealt with Chinese architecture or Chinese production capacities and
infrastructure. On Thursday, the agenda includes news. Friday broadcast focuses on "the wisdom of the
Far East" while Sunday’s programme deals with travel to UNESCO sites.

The broadcast itself features a mix of Chinese and non-Chinese songs and a text which is read by a
moderator. Wednesday's broadcast is atypical - instead of one spokesperson, there are two
moderators in the studio, referred to only as Mirek and Ivka (in the February-April 2022 segment
analysed), who respond to each other. Mirek usually asks questions, while Ivka responds with
references to her own unspecified experiences in China. Although, again, these are read out responses
and not spontaneous answers, the involvement of her own experience moves the texts in a different
direction. Particularly in comparison to the unified de-localised speech on other days of the broadcast,
Wednesday's dialogues seem at times like an attempt to increase the appeal to the audience. This
broadcast also slipped the most into tabloidisation, including innuendo that might surprise listeners.[38]



The Wednesday broadcasts often combined educational stories about culture and history with more
"catchy" topics, such as love and sex, presented in a slightly orientalist way. The conversation between
Mirek and Ivka in the broadcast on Chinese poetry may serve as an example. Ivka: "For instance, in a
classic Chinese poem from the eighth century, the reader is presented with a romantic scene. A woman
leans out of a window and looks at her lover, whom she hasn't seen for a long time. She ponders about
how to express her love for him. She decides, cuts her long nails, wraps them in a silk bag and gives
them to her lover." Mirek responds by saying: “If | hadn't already been a bit attached to Oriental culture
[...] I might have thought that she didn't have it quite right in her head. But | suspect there must be a
good reason behind it." Ivka explains: "There is. This was really an expression of great love; it made it
into poems and books."[39]

Completely breaking from the episodes* set-up is the episode aired on 8 April 8 2022, which begins
with a quote from Czech Egyptologist Miroslav Barta and devotes an entire third of the programme to
Egypt, which serves as a useful springboard for a conversation about the discovery of a Neolithic
village in China.[40]

In the second analysed period (January 2023) Ivka was replaced in the studio by Toma$ and the
episodes were broadcast on Thursdays. These 'spontaneous' conversations between Mirek and Tomas
did not deviate so much from the standard line that the programme follows during the week. An
interesting exception, however, was the programme aired on 19 January, which focused on travel. The
programme reacted to the lifting of the quarantine requirements on entering China, invited listeners to
visit China and portrayed Chinese tourists as a welcome source of income for neighbouring countries.
Here again, the hosts expressed admiration for China; for example, Mirek remarked on the rail travel in
China during the Chinese New Year: "The volume of passengers is very hard for us to imagine." Tomas
responds: "It is. However, the Chinese are known for finding a solution to such matters. During the three
years that tourism has been significantly slowed down, they have not been idle. They have introduced
new technologies at many train stations, airports and motorways to ensure that spring travel runs as
smoothly as possible. These technologies are designed to make the journey more pleasant for
passengers, while also making it smoother and safer."[41] A list of positive innovations follow, including
- controversially in Europe - face recognition.

Other January episodes covered a series on Chinese noodles, an annotated description of chapters of
Sun Tzu's On the Art of War, Chinese New Year celebrations, traditional Chinese medicine, etc.

Casual dropping of political narratives

In the programme, China is portrayed not only as a country with a rich cultural tradition, but also as a
developing country. It is often pointed out - sometimes seemingly out of context - that China is
misperceived by the world. For example, the moderators mentioned: "Those of us who still have China
fixed in our minds as a developing country may be surprised to learn how big a problem obesity and
overweight are in China today"[42], or hinted that its products are of high quality: "For a long time, the
Made in China label has represented cheap, inferior, low-quality products. But today, that is no longer
the case."[43]



Mirek and Tomas talked about the need to see the "real" China for oneself in one of the January
episodes. Mirek said: "Those who have been thinking about going to the Middle Kingdom for the past
few years will finally have a chance again. [...] Well, there's nothing like seeing China with your own
eyes and getting an idea of the country based on personal experience. As the saying goes, the more
one travels, the more one realises what the world around us is really and truly like."[44]

The Chinese government is portrayed in the broadcast in an exclusively positive way. For example, the
moderator remarks: "However, the Chinese government is already trying to fight the wave of obesity
and associated diseases as best it can."[45] Or: "During the reigns of non-Chinese dynasties in the
thirteenth to fourteenth centuries under the Mongols and in the seventeenth to twentieth centuries
under the Manchus, these little feet became a symbol of Chinese culture. Although both the Mongols
and the Manchus tried to ban them during their reigns, they simply never succeeded. This tradition
symbolised the determination of the Chinese not to give up their own culture. It was only when the
Communist Party came to power in 49 that the practice was finally banned."[46]

Mentions of the improved situation after the Communist victory in the civil war and the founding of the
People's Republic of China even made it into an episode dedicated to Chinese beer: "[Ivka] But the first
half of the twentieth century was marked by a decline for China. The country was occupied by Western
powers. It was mired in constant wars and uprisings. These ended with the Second World War, and
then with a civil war. [...] Raw materials were imported, the technology for brewing beer was in the
hands of foreigners and the Chinese, except for the wealthiest elite, did not drink beer. Most of the
production was destined for foreigners in China. [Mirek] Well, when did that start to change for the
better? [Ivka] After the end of the civil war and the establishment of the People's Republic of China, in
1949 [...]."[47]

An analysis of the broadcasts during the beginning of the war in Ukraine and during the presidential
elections in the Czech Republic shows that the broadcasts prepared in cooperation with CRI stayed
away from security and political issues that resonated with the Czech society. This does not mean,
however, that the programme was completely apolitical. On the contrary, episodes which focused on
culture, history or language often presented views held by the Chinese Communist Party. For example,
the programme repeatedly made claims about Tibet being an integral part of China[48] or about the
civilising mission of the Chinese in Tibet[49], or made negative references to the Tibetan theocracy[50].
Similarly, the claim that Taiwan belongs to the People's Republic of China appears in the programme
dedicated to the Chinese islands, according to which "Hainan is the largest Chinese island after
Taiwan"[51], as well as in episodes on Chinese mountain ranges[52]. One episode, which focused on
architecture, mentioned a mosque in Beijing and its surroundings, which, according to the narrator, are
"pumped up with Chinese Muslim culture"[53]. Even in the aforementioned episode dealing with nails
as a sign of devotion, there was an opportunity to insert a political message: '[lvka] Her [the Chinese
Empress' - author's note] nails later became a symbol of power profligacy and detachment from reality,
leading to revolution and the overthrow of the empire. [Mirek] | am not surprised by that."[54]



Utilising the topic of Traditional Chinese Medicine

Monday's broadcast on traditional medicine, co-produced by 1. Skola tradiéni &inské mediciny (1st
School of Traditional Chinese Medicine)[55], offers a number of claims that are not overtly politicised,
yet rather illustrate the bizarre conflation with the mainstream cultural context in the Czech Republic -
and thus the persistent limits of localisation of Chinese narratives. For example, in the episode aired on
14 February, 2022, the Czech listener learns that regarding recreational sports, women "should almost
entirely refrain from them during their period. Through bleeding, they lose kidney essence and should
therefore not force the body into physical performance. Moreover, they lose blood, the sufficiency of
which is perhaps even more important for them than for men. Without it, the female cycle cannot
function properly, and without its proper function, almost nothing in the female body functions. From the
skin to immunity and mental capacity."[56] Also interesting is a statement in the episode aired on 21
February 2022 that warns listeners against too much sexual activity, which ultimately leads to "many
physical and mental problems. In the first place impotence, which is certainly not pleasant. Even less
pleasant are other symptoms such as pain in the loins, confusion and forgetfulness, permanent mild
depression or greater bone weakness."[57] Traditional Chinese medicine is described as at least as
effective as Western medicine.[58]

In addition to the 1st School of Traditional Chinese Medicine, Unie pfiznivcl tradi¢ni ¢inské mediciny
(Union of Supporters of Traditional Chinese Medicine, UPTCM) has joined the production of the
Monday broadcasts focusing on traditional Chinese medicine, as shown in the analysis of the second
period (January 2023). The Union presents itself as a community connecting "citizens to protect and
develop the use of traditional Chinese medicine methods and practices". The UPTCM positions itself as
a champion of traditional medicine, which is in perceived danger. It declares: "We fight against
misinformation about traditional Chinese medicine. We work to ensure that the population of the Czech
Republic, the EU and NATO member states can freely use it."[59] The Monday's episodes appear on
the Union’s website in the form of articles which link to Radio HEY and Radio Color.[60]

Conclusion

China has systematically and extensively promoted its own narratives both within Mainland China and
internationally, aiming to shape the global environment according to its interests and ideology. These
efforts have involved activities such as acquiring media companies, active participation by Chinese
ambassadors in mainstream and ,alternative’ media, the use of paid supplements, collaboration with
Russian media, and a growing presence on social media platforms.

While the broadcasting of China Radio International (CRI) through local radio stations may initially
appear insignificant and bizarre, an analysis of CRI's content in the Czech Republic reveals an
intriguing ecosystem that has been created around it. In this ecosystem, extreme left-wing or strongly
conservative right-wing groups from the political fringes, pro-Kremlin ,alternative’ media outlets, radios
presenting themselves as independent, and supporters of traditional Chinese medicine coexist and
share Chinese content. As a result, the true source of the content, China, becomes obscured in the
process of sharing.



Among the 70 episodes examined, the narrators consistently expressed admiration for China,
highlighting its rich tradition, culture, imperial inventions, technological advancements, and architectural
achievements. The contributions were consistently positive, avoiding any uncomfortable topics for
China. Even in instances that could be perceived as critical, such as the demolition of traditional
hutongs in Beijing or the threat of certain animal species' extinction, the narrators added remarks that
emphasised policy changes or reframed the statements in a positive light.[61] Apart from occasional
dialogues on Wednesdays or Thursdays, the contributions did not show an evident effort to make the
content more appealing to the Czech audience by incorporating frequent references to Czech culture.
Grammatical errors were also present, making it challenging even for native Czech speakers reading
the prepared texts. Similar to CRI's written content on its website, it can be inferred that the content is
produced centrally and later translated into various languages, including Czech.

CRI's efforts to hide its activities behind local actors will most likely not be limited to the Czech
Republic. Unfortunately, very few China watchers and security practitioners have so far focused on this
issue. However, Serbian analyst Stefan Vladisavljev of the BFPE Foundation[62] confirms that the
Czech case may not be exceptional: "The CRI programme is also broadcasted in Serbian through the
local radio station WTF (Welcome to Fun). This is a domestic radio station that regularly broadcasts
content produced by CRI, always with a positive tone towards China."

China's attempts to adapt official narratives, aligning with the script provided by the central government
and the Chinese Communist Party leadership, may initially seem unsophisticated. However, the
analysis presented above clearly indicates a learning process on the Chinese side, as they strive to
present official propaganda to foreign audiences in new ways. The documented processes of
information laundering, which obscure attribution, should caution against underestimating Chinese
techniques. Their apparent ability to employ effective communication methods, including collaboration
with pro-Kremlin alternative media and embedding political messages in seemingly ordinary content,
serves as a warning sign. If gradually accumulated experience and knowledge are combined with
improved narrative localisation and enhanced proficiency in social media utilisation, Chinese
information operations targeting Europe will grow increasingly sophisticated and difficult to detect in the
future.

Note: The extended version of this analysis was initially published in Czech on 5 April 2023. Subsequently, Czech
journalists began to inquire about the program's funding and its connections to China Radio International based
on the findings of this analysis. On 30 April 2023, after broadcasting for three and a half years without
interruption and airing over 1,000 episodes, it appears that Barevny svét has been discontinued on both Radio
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