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We, the present-day Bulgarians, live 
at the same time as the other nations, 
but we also have a painful sense of self 
that, to a considerable extent, distin-
guishes us. According to the rankings, 
we are the unhappiest nation in the Eu-
ropean Union  and also the poorest. Al-
most two million people have left the 
country to seek a better life elsewhere. 
And the most accurate sociology, as we 
know, is that of the border crossings. 
Those Bulgarians who have remained 
and are dreaming of being free citizens 
ask themselves: 

“What is the way to get closer to their 
happiness?”

We, the Anti-Corruption Fund team, 
as human beings and as experts, have 
been making efforts along this path for 
years. These efforts focus on counter-
ing corruption, especially in high plac-
es of power. The corruption that makes 

the lawbreakers even richer at the ex-
pense of the majority. The corruption 
that feeds those who manipulate pub-
lic opinion, rig election results, crush 
the media and even buy their way into 
justice. The corruption that makes the 
beautiful and lofty words of the con-
stitution, the moral codes, and all the 
supposedly democratic writings lose 
their meaning. 

For there can be no half-democracy, just 
as there is no half-truth or half-crime. 

It may sound far-fetched and pessimis-
tic, but our bitter experience in expos-
ing the massive misuse of public funds 
proves just that. 

The Anti-Corruption Fund’s investi-
gations and analyses have shown that 
extraordinary enrichment in our coun-
try is almost always based on crim-
inal schemes. And worse, politicians 
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and magistrates are involved in these 
schemes, symbiotically linked in inge-
nious criminal networks. It has come to 
the point where strongmen and entities 
with criminal backgrounds are inte-
grated into the security and propagan-
da machines of these same politicians 
and magistrates. 

Moreover, these criminal entities are 
often the masterminds of large-scale 
structures to manipulate and buy cit-
izens’ votes. It is difficult to find an-
other country in the EU where the un-
derworld and the upper echelons of the 
institutions are one and the same. What 
is more, these people unceremoniously 
manifest their vast material wealth, but 
to remain untouchable, they success-
fully pretend to be democrats to our 
Western partners. And unfortunately, 
they - prime ministers, ministers, mag-

istrates, MPs – have been successful!
And here we are today, in a plundered 
and ruined country that the people will 
find difficult to take back, and the grim 
triumph of the underworld threat-
en once again to make the rule of law 
meaningless. 

The great Confucius diagnosed it 25 
centuries ago: 

“In a country governed by reason, pov-
erty and destitution are shameful. And 
in a country governed without reason, 
wealth and honors are shameful.”

But still, even in this situation I wanted 
to tell you: 

It is worth walking towards happiness.

  https://www.theglobaleconomy.com/rankings/happiness/European-union/
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ABOUT US
The Anti-Corruption Fund (ACF) works

in the interest of Bulgarian citizens
by investigating, preventing,

and disrupting corruption
at all levels in Bulgaria. 

ACF acts as an advocacy organization, aiming to encourage state institutions’ pro-
active investigation of corruption practices. Our approach is to carry out our own 
research on suspected corruption and conflicts of interest, and demand reaction 
from institutions. We screen reputable regional and national media and receive 
tipoffs from citizen activists and whistleblowers. We request public documents 
from all the relevant institutions, citing Bulgaria’s Access to Public Information 
Act. We evaluate the cases and investigate the ones that meet our criteria, com-
bining expert research and legal analysis of all available documentation. If we en-
counter proof or have reasonable doubts about wrongdoing, we file reports with all 
public institutions having jurisdiction to investigate the suspected violations. 

ACF also uses various social media 
channels and audiovisual production to 
reach out to the citizens and encourage 
broad citizen involvement with report-
ing and fighting corruption. 

Finally, the ACF works to develop a 
more cooperative and inclusive com-
munity of independent journalists and 
civic activists who share the values of 
fighting against corruption.  

The foundation does not carry out any 
economic activities. It relies on dona-
tions from funding organizations and

private persons to finance its opera-
tions. 

In 2021, ACF worked on projects fund-
ed by America for Bulgaria Foundation 
and the Active Citizens Fund Bulgar-
ia under the EEA Grants 2014-2021 
funding mechanism. Additional part-
ners included the Konrad-Adenau-
er-Stiftung Foundation and the Em-
bassy of the Netherlands in Bulgaria.  

Below we present a summary of ACF’s 
key investigations in 2021 and the 
public institutions’ reactions.
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LOBBYING SCHEMES
IN THE SPECIALIZED JUDICIARY

“LIST OF QUICK CONTROL”

How to change a court decision from prison to house arrest? Who are 
the ‘professionals’ able to influence the judges of the Specialized Court? 

What is the price, and how long does it take to deliver the “service”?

The Anti-Corruption Fund’s (ACF) 
new investigation, “List of Quick Con-
trol: The story of Veselin Denkov and 
the Specialized Judiciary,” elucidates 
lobbying mechanisms in the Specialized 
Judiciary. The investigation is based on 
eyewitness accounts and recordings of 
secret conversations with middlemen 
with contacts in the Specialized Judi-
ciary. 

The investigation traces the story of 
Veselin Denkov, owner of popular So-
fia restaurants, detained in September 
2020 on charges of participating in 
an organized criminal group for usu-
ry. Several middlemen, pretending to 
have influence over the judges of the 
Specialized Court,  approached Den-
kov’s partner, Ivayla Bakalova,  and of-
fered their professional help – first to 
change Denkov’s measure of restraint 
and then bring his case to a favorable 
court decision. 
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THE MIDDLEMEN “TALKING TO GOD”

“LIST OF QUICK CONTROL 1 and 2”

Emil Piskov

Martin Bojanov

The first two parts of the investigation contain records of conversations 
with two “consultants” about the possible price (EUR 100 thousand) of 
changing Denkov’s remand measure to a lighter one.  

One of the people on the records is attorney Emil Piskov,  
a former employee of the General Directorate for Com-
bating Organized Crime and the State Agency for Na-
tional Security. He lives in a declared cohabitation with 
Judge Margarita Nemska of the Sofia City Administra-
tive Court, a former deputy city prosecutor of Sofia. His 
“colleague” is Martin Bojanov , who presents himself as a 
consultant known as “The Notary.” Publications link him 
to dubious property deals. In the records, the two con-
sultants discuss the possible price (EUR 100 thousand) 
of changing Denkov’s remand measure to a lighter one.  

“There is material for a serious investigation of corruption 
influences and practices in the judiciary in the recordings re-
leased in the film,”  commented Andrey Yankulov, a former 
prosecutor and senior legal expert at the ACF.

In June 2021, a week after ACF sent journalistic ques-
tions to some of the protagonists of the investigation, 
Veselin Denkov is released under house arrest.   
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“LIST OF QUICK CONTROL 3”

 
PARTIALLY LEGAL INVESTIGATIONS AND SCHEMES 

OF UNLAWFUL INFLUENCE 

WHEN IT DOESN’T WORK THE STANDARD WAY:

Yane Yanev

The third part contains secret recordings of the former Prime Minis-
ter’s Adviser Yane Yanev , where he discusses his meetings and talks with 
the chairman of the Commission for Combating Corruption and former         
Prosecutor General Sotir Tsatsarov on the Denkov case. 

In addition to Tsatsarov, Yanev has spoken about the 
case with at least two judges from the Specialized 

Criminal Court.  

According to Yanev, there are two investigations on Den-
kov at the State Agency for National Security, in which 
special intelligence means have been applied, and the ar-
rests have been coordinated personally with Prime Min-
ister Borissov.

The recorded conversations raise the questions of possible:

•  interference by a member of the executive branch - the then Prime
Minister Boyko Borissov - in the judiciary and the Commission for

•  perjury by protected witnesses in the case against Veselin Denkov.

•  interference by the Prosecutor General Ivan Geshev in the work of the
specialized courts.

•  interference by the administrative head of the Appellate Specialized

•  multiple ethical violations. 
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The second episode of the investigation thus contains evidence of dubious investi-
gative practices of the prosecutor’s office, open to potential political pressure and 
suggestive of a larger problem with the separation of powers between the execu-
tive and judicial branch in Bulgaria.

             “The investigation elucidates the mechanisms of lobbying in the 
specialized judiciary in Bulgaria; it also provides information about undue 
influences in key appointments in the judiciary. The investigation poses 
the question of whether the separation of powers and court independence 
in Bulgaria are real or just on paper?” 

- commented the investigation author Nikolay Staykov.   
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THE MISSING VOICE
 IN THE “EIGHT DWARFS” STORY

YAVOR
ZLATANOV

In 2020, the Anti-Corruption Fund published “The Eight Dwarfs” inves-
tigation which revealed evidence about the involvement of law enforce-
ment institutions in an unlawful business capture. It also showed evidence 
of the Specialized Prosecutor’s Office’s improper disposal of confiscated 
valuables.
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In 2021, one of the main protagonists of the “The Eight 
Dwarfs” story, the businessman Yavor Zlatanov, decided to 
speak for the first time in front of the camera in an inter-
view with Nikolay Staykov and Andrey Yankulov from the 
Anti-Corruption Fund (ACF).

Zlatanov, the missing voice from the story, recounted his 
brutal encounters with the specialized justice system which 
caused a grave illness and a serious disability. He spoke in 
detail about being blackmailed into transferring his shares in 
the family business to the wife of former magistrate Petro 
Petrov, known as “Petyo the Euro;” the price at which the 
Specialized Court “granted” him freedom from pre-trial 
detention; and what happened to his seized personal assets 
(cash and gold) worth more than EUR 2.5 million. 

A particularly important is his account about the person 
giving the orders at the Governmental Hospital during the 
state of emergency in 2020 - Dimitar Frantisek Petrov 
from the Specialized Prosecutor’s Office. Yavor Zlatanov 
was admitted to the hospital in an emergency, and there 
he signed the documents for the transfer of his company 
shares. Zlatanov also speaks about the role of attorneys, 
notaries, and the former Prosecutor General Sotir Tsatsa-
rov, who also appear to be involved in the story.

After the publication of Part I in July 2020, the Sofia City 
Prosecutor’s Office launched only a preliminary check to 
decide whether to launch a real investigation. The ACF as-
sisted it and provided all the available materials and docu-
ments on the case. So far, the investigation does not seem 
to be completed, even though all legal deadlines have ex-
pired.
 
One of the prosecutors allegedly involved in the case, Dim-
itar Frantisek Petrov, was promoted by secondment to the 
Supreme Cassation Prosecutor’s Office in March 2021. 
The Ministry of Interior’s checks have so far failed to es-
tablish the reasons for the permanent police protection at 
the restaurant “The Eight Dwarfs” on “Sándor Petőfi” str. 
(the restaurant now has a different name), where Petyo 
Petrov “The Euro” held his meetings, for at least two years 
before its closure.



12

WAR FOR CARCASSES 2021:
EVEN MORE MILLIONS FOR

MOBILE INSINERATORS
WITHOUT CAPACITY

Since August 2019, ACF and journalist Genka Shikerova have been inves-
tigating the irregularities of the contract between the Bulgarian Food and 
Safety Agency (BFSA) and mobile incinerator companies “Eco BG – SJP” 
Ltd and “Blue Cross 2016” Ltd., presenting them in the documentary 
video “War for Carcasses.” The ACF’s investigations raised serious doubts 
about the capacities of both companies’ mobile incinerators to neutralize 
the record amounts of animal waste reported and paid for by the BFSA. 

In 2020, the Public Financial Inspec-
tion Agency (PFIA) inspected and 
sanctioned the Bulgarian Food Safety 
Agency (BFSA) for committing mul-
tiple violations of the Public Procure-
ment Act (PPA). The inspection was 

initiated following a report of the An-
ti-Corruption Fund (ACF) dated 8 Au-
gust 2019 and submitted in the course 
of the “War for Carcasses” investiga-
tion.
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Despite the identified violations and the 
sanctions from the PFIA, in the end of 
2020 the BFSA extended the duration 
of the contacts with the two companies 
for another two years.

With four annexes from December 
2020, BFSA extended the terms of 
all existing contracts with “Blue cross 
2016” Ltd and “Eco BG – SGP” Ltd. 
Only in 2020, “Eco BG – SGP” had 
received a total of EUR 15 million from 
the BFSA above the contract. Between 
March 2018 and December 2020, the 
two companies received a total of EUR 
45 million via contracts and annexes  . 
The annexes violated the Public Pro-

curement Act (PPA) and its specific 
provisions about amendments to al-
ready concluded contracts.”

“Concluding new and new annexes in ob-
vious violation of the Public Procurement 
Act hinders free competition. It restricts 
transparency and impairs the possibili-
ty for efficient spending of public funds,” 
commented Lora Georgieva from the 
ACF legal team. 

“We believe that it is in the public interest 
to have full transparency on this case, and 
we urge the PFIA to publish its findings,” 
adds Atty. Lora Georgieva.
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Since 2019, the ACF investigated another case, which became popular as 
the “Golden Puddle,” where the Bulgarian Food Safety Agency (BFSA) 
unlawfully subcontracted the disinfection on the border with Turkey to a 
private company. The Veterinary Practice Act, the Ordinance on border 
veterinary inspection checkpoints, and the Ordinance on border checkpoints 
stipulate that prophylactic disinfection should be performed by employees 
of the governmental agency who are veterinarians. The BFSA is also the 
only body entitled to collecting state fees and they cannot be subcon-
tracted to a private service provider.

the golden puddle case 2021

STATE FEES UNLAWFULLY COLLECTED
BY A PRIVATE COMPANY
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Thus, in blatant violation of the law, the 
company P.F.C. EOOD profited more 
than EUR 16.5 million from 2013 to 
date. ACF filed reports about the viola-
tions to the Agency for State Financial 
Inspection and the Prosecutor’s Office. 
Without starting a preliminary check, 
the Sofia Prosecutor’s Office  refused 
to investigate the case, citing an opinion 
of the BFSA that there is no violation 
of the law. 

ACF appealed the Sofia Prosecutor’s 
Office refusal. In April 2021, The Ap-
pellate Prosecutor’s Office overturned 
the refusal of the Sofia Prosecutor’s 
Office, stating that “There is no way to 
blindly credit the opinion of the BFSA 
without a full examination of the facts 

presented in the ACF report”.

In June 2021, the director of BFSA 
was dismissed over the “Golden Pud-
dle” case. Also In June 2021, upon a 
surprise inspection, the National Reve-
nue Agency found EUR 16 million in the 
cash-desks of the company and ascer-
tained that half of its receipt printers 
did not account for the revenue from 
the collected fees.

ACF urged the new Minister of Agri-
culture, Food and Forests in the care-
taker government to exercise control 
over the contract signed by the BFSA 
and to take steps to declare it null and 
void. 
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EU MONEY FOR SUB-STANDARD
OFF-ROAD VEHICLES

THE MINISRTY OF THE INTERIOR

In 2017, the Bulgarian Ministry of Interior published two procurement orders for the 
purchase of off-road vehicles under the EC’s Emergency Support package aimed at pro-
tecting the borders of the European Union (EU). A total of 420 off-road vehicles were 
purchased for the Bulgarian police using the emergency financial assistance provided by 
the EC in 2016 – 2017, for a total price of EUR 12.5 million.

The ACF legal team reviewеа the docu-
mentation on the procurement orders and 
identified lowered criteria, irregularities, 
and serious indicators for violations of the 
Public Procurement Act.



17

There was a significant discrepancy be-
tween the announced price for Lot 1 of 
the procurement— just over EUR 14 
million— and the agreed price in the fi-
nal contract published on the MoI web-
site — just under EUR 6 million. The 
stark discrepancy between the project-
ed and agreed price of a procurement 
order is a classic indicator of violations.

ACF submitted the analyses, including 
the identified indicators for violations, 
to the Director of European Anti-Fraud 
Office OLAF and urged the Ministry of 
Interior and OLAF to publish the en-
tire documentation about the financial 
assistance and the public procurement 
orders.

The analysis of the relevant documen-
tation also showed that the first lot of 
the procurement order was won by a 
firm specializing in the supply of bank-
ing software, with no experience in the 
field.
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EUR 7 MILLION FOR THE EXPANSION OF 
A NON-EXISTENT PORT NEAR VARNA

In 2017, the Municipality of Varna applied under the European Union’s 
Maritime Affairs and Fisheries Program 2014-2020, under the “Invest-
ments in existing fishing ports” sector, with a project for the “moderniza-
tion and reconstruction of the fishing port “Karantinata” in the “Karan-
tinata” locality in Varna’s Asparuhovo district.” The project was worth 
almost EUR 7 million. 

According to investigative journalist 
Spas Spasov’s investigation, no fish-
ing port or any other port whatsoever 
existed around ‘Karantinata’ until the 
funds were received under the Euro-
pean program. The construction of the 
harbor started in the fall of 2019. Un-
til then, it was a narrow and wild beach 
at the southern end of Varna Bay. 

Thus, the Municipality of Varna re-
ceived funding targeted for reconstruc-
tion and used it for the construction 
of a brand-new fishing harbor. After 
the funds were received, a harbor with 
fishing harbor status was built on the 
beach site.
 

ACF filed a report with the Anti-Fraud 
Coordination Directorate, the Execu-
tive Agency for the Certification Au-
dit of European Agricultural Funds, the 
European Anti-Fraud Office OLAF, 
and the Ministry of Agriculture, Food 
and Forestry. The ACF urged them to 
verify the reported irregularities in the 
Karantinata port modernization proj-
ect, possibly affecting the European 
Union’s financial interests.
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In 2020, the Municipality of Hadjidimovo published a public procurement 
for the supply of a car. The technical specification of the tender had un-
usually specific conditions: the vehicle had to be with a 9-speed automatic 
gearbox for 4×4 drive, engine capacity of 2925 cm3, 286 hp, vehicle 
width of 1905 mm, length of 5271 mm. In addition, the car must have 
“seats with contrast stitching, upper dashboard panel in synthetic leather” 
as well as “decorative elements in eucalyptus dark brown, gloss.” Most 
surprising was the specific requirement that the vehicle must be used, with 
the year of first registration being the 10th month of 2017.

PUBLIC PROCUREMENT 
OF A LUXURY CAR FOR 
A SPECIFIC SUPPLIER

Media publications reveal that the 
Hadzhidimovo Municipality’s tender 
characteristics were entirely identical to 
the characteristics of a Mercedes-Benz 
S350d L 4M AMG line facelift car ad-
vertised for sale on the website of a 
specific car dealer. Both the tender and 
the advertisement matched the listed 
minimum technical specifications. 

In the beginning of 2021, the delivery 
contract was awarded to Hermes Auto 

Group Ltd. It was the company that ad-
vertised the luxury car on its website. 
It was also the only company to submit 
a bid, as evidenced by the minutes of 
the committee meeting.

The Anti-Corruption Fund (ACF) 
alerted the State Financial Inspection 
Agency (SFIA) about the suspicious 
public procurement. 
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SUSPICIOUS PUBLIC PROCUREMENT IN 
DEFENCE MINISTER’S LAST DAYS OF OFFICE

In March 2021, just two weeks before the April 2021 Elections, the Min-
istry of Defense issued a procurement order for the supply of 36 cars for 
a total value of EUR 1.25 million.

Lot No. 1 of the procurement listed 
two “representative class” cars with 
standard off-road capability, with a 
technically permissible mass of up to 
3.5 tons and a total estimated price of 
EUR 150,000. 
 
The requirements stated that the cars 
must have ‘leather interior, all-wheel 
drive, and an 8-speed automatic gear-
box.’ In addition, the maximum power 
of the vehicles had to be not less than 
200 KW and the maximum speed not 
less than 240 km/h. The stated dimen-
sions of the vehicles were very specific 
as well: ‘length not less than 5100 mm’ 
and ‘width not less than 2100 mm’. 

 Thus, the technical specifications re-
ferred to a specific model, Audi A8: 
There was no other car on the Bulgar-
ian market with these length and width 
parameters. “These requirements violate 
the Public Procurement Law (PPL) by re-
stricting free competition and leading to 
favoring or eliminating certain persons or 
certain products.”

The Anti-Corruption Fund (ACF) has 
filed a report with the Public Procure-
ment Agency about the questionable 
public procurement of the Ministry of 
Defense.
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THE SMOKINYA BEACH

ILLEGAL CONSTRUCTIONS ON PROTECTED BEACHES 

In May 2021, media reports revealed an illegal construction was erected 
on the Smokinya beach near Burgas by the concessionaire of the beach, 
Black Sea Coastal Group Ltd. The concessionaire claimed it was not a 
construction but an “installation of a relocatable object” for which all 
necessary documents and permits had been issued. The Mayor of Sozopol, 
under whose jurisdiction is the Smokinya Beach, and the National Building 
Control Directorate, both confirmed the claims of the concessionaire.
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ACF experts analyzed the object and 
determined that it does not meet the 
legal definition of a relocatable object, 
and the permits for its placement have 
no legal basis. Moreover, it was built on 
a site with a special status, with severe 
restrictions on building activities aiming 
to preserve the natural landscape and 
nature.

In August 2021, ACF referred the case 
to the mayor of the town of Sozopol 
and asked him to conduct an on-site in-
spection, cut off access to the beach, 
and issue an order to remove the con-
struction.

Following the ACF’s assessment, the 
National Building Control Directorate 
carried out an inspection and found that 
the object on the beach was an illegal 
construction. The NBCD filed a report 
with the Supreme Administrative Pros-
ecutor’s Office because of the issued 
permits for the placement of relocat-

able objects on the beach. However, it 
claimed it had no power to remove the 
object, as the jurisdiction was of the 
mayor of Sozopol. 

On his part, the mayor Yanakiev claimed 
that he cannot remove it, as “to date, 
there is no administrative or judicial act 
that identifies the ‘movable unit as a ‘con-
struction,’ which would justify a removal 
procedure.”

ACF urged the Minister of Regional 
Development and Public Works to or-
der an inspection of the case and give 
clear instructions on how to apply the 
law and issue the necessary documen-
tation to remove the illegal construc-
tion from the beach territory. 

ACF also referred the case to the Min-
ister of Environment and Water, re-
questing an investigation of the actions 
of the Ministry’s territorial unit.
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BROKEN LEGITIMACY

ANALYZING CONTROLLED AND BOUGHT
VOTING IN BULGARIA 

Doubts about buying votes and irregularities in the election process have 
accompanied all elections in Bulgaria for the last 30 years. Many voters 
are convinced that these practices make elections meaningless.

To answer Bulgarian citizens’ doubts, the ACF started a research project aiming to 
provide accurate and objective information about bought and controlled votes and 
their impact on the election results.

At the end of March 2021, ACF presented a report with the analysis results. 

The project was done with the financial support of Iceland, Liechtenstein, and Nor-
way under the Financial Mechanism of the European Economic Area (EEA FM) 
2014-2021.

The ACF experts analyzed quantitative 
and qualitative data on the election re-
sults from 2013-to 2021.  The col-
lected quantitative data were subjected 
to statistical analysis, which allowed 
determining polling stations in which 
the risk of buying a vote is higher. Ex-
treme values of variables such as voter 
turnout, winner’s result, invalid votes, 
etc., were identified in the data by poll-
ing station. 

ACF produced An interactive map of 
all polling stations across the country 
with a higher risk of vote-buying. The 
map drew public attention to polling 
stations at risk. ACF experts shared the 
list of polling stations with a higher risk 
of buying votes with the law enforce-
ment agencies. 
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INVOLVING LOCAL COMMUNITIES
IN ANTI-CORRUPTION EFFORTS

In 2021 ACF continued its “Accountable Local Authorities, Strong Com-
munities” project. We sought to expand our grasp of the situation across 
the country and mobilize local communities in 10 Bulgarian cities to im-
prove public authorities’ transparency and accountability.

ACF’s experts prepared a Local Accountability and Integrity Standard (LAIS) in 
cooperation with Norwegian partner Scanteam after analyzing the situation on the 
ground and with the active participation of local coordinators and activists and col-
laboration with local authorities in the selected municipalities. 

In October, Daniela Peneva, Laura Georgieva, and Sofia Zheleva from the ACF team 
presented the Standard to the Mayor of Ruse, Pencho Milkov, and officials in the 
municipal administration. Members of the ACF team discussed the good practices 
included in the Standard, which allow for increased citizen participation in import-
ant community decision-making and citizen control of the actions of the municipal 
administration at all stages of its work. Mr. Milkov stated his willingness to propose 
to the Ruse City Council to adopt the Standard as a code of ethics to be applied by 
the municipality’s employees and members of the City Council.

On October 8, the ACF team organized 
a public discussion on “Transparency 
and Accountability of Local Authori-
ties,” attended by citizens of Ruse and 
representatives of the Regional Public 
Council for Prevention and Counterac-
tion of Corruption. 

The discussion focused on the oppor-
tunities for active citizen control and 
monitoring of the work of the mu-
nicipality. We also discussed Specif-
ic recommendations for improving the 
initiatives undertaken by the local gov-
ernment in Ruse. 
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On December 10, the ACF team or-
ganized a public discussion on “Trans-
parency and Accountability of Local 
Authorities,” attended by citizens of 
Smolyan and representatives of the 
Regional Public Council for Prevention 
and Counteraction of Corruption.
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EUMONEY.BG: TRACKING DOWN
    IRREGULARITIES WITH         	
      EUROPEAN PROJECTS

EU funds are a significant share of public expenditure in Bulgaria. Howev-
er, until recently, Bulgarian citizens had no way of sharing their opinions 
on what happens with these funds. They had no opportunity to flag the 
irregularities they had witnessed.

In September 2021, The Anti-Corruption 
Fund (ACF) presented the web platform EU-
money.bg, allowing citizens to leave comments 
and anonymous tip-offs regarding violations 
and corruption on all active EU projects in 
Bulgaria. 

EUmoney.bg contains easily accessible information about every active project fi-
nanced with EU funds in Bulgaria. The projects can be searched for by title, location, 
beneficiary/executor, keyword, and other criteria. Citizens can leave comments on 
the execution of all the projects, as well as submit anonymous tip-offs about vi-
olations or corrupt practices. The Anti- Corruption Fund then refers the cases of 
potential violations to the competent institutions in Bulgaria and at the EU level.

EUmoney.bg is co-financed by the Directorate-General for Regional and Urban 
Policy at the European Commission.
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Something hidden 
that needs to be 
known: Okke Ornstein and the 

art of investigative 
journalism

Okke Ornstein is one of the most famous Dutch investigative journalists. 
From 2000 to 2016, he worked in Panama, where the offshore laws in 
place attract shady figures from all over the world. His investigations 
into drug lords, corruption schemes, and international fraudsters brought 
him popularity and awards and numerous threats, and a stint in a Panama 
prison, from which Okke was released after a global campaign of support. 
Since his return to the Netherlands, hardly a day goes by when Oke does 
not defend himself in court on charges of bringing the targets of his inves-
tigations into disrepute.
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To his Bulgarian audience, Okke spoke 
about the ingredients of good investi-
gative journalism, analyzing some of his 
most interesting investigations.

“Investigative journalism is about finding 
something hidden that needs to be known. 
And to talk about it with attention to de-
tail and the absurdity of what often hap-
pens.”

The event was held in partnership with 
the Association of European Journal-
ists Bulgaria and the Student Council 
at Sofia University.

This event was supported by the Em-
bassy of the Kingdom of the Nether-
lands in Bulgaria. 
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Bellingcat and the 
rise of open-source 
investigation

On 5 November 2021, ACF organized a lecture with Peter van House, 
Senior Researcher at Bellingcat, and a discussion with Nikolay Staykov, an 
Investigative Journalist at the Anti-Corruption Fund. 

Bellingcat is behind some of the most remarkable investigations of our time: the 
downing of Malaysian airliner MH17 over Ukraine, the poisoning of former Russian 
spy Sergei Skripal, the involvement of the GRU in bombings in Bulgaria and the 
Czech Republic, the poisoning of Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny, and 
more.

Peter van House spoke about how Bellingcat implements
its “open data investigations”:

• How does the organization’s small team manage to mobilize a globally 
dispersed community of fact-checking enthusiasts, researchers, and ana-
lysts?

•  How does this community sift through various digital data – social media 
posts, satellite images from Google Maps, and videos uploaded to YouTube 
– freely available on the Internet?

•  How does Bellingcat address key issues for any investigation, such as 
carefully vetting sources, monitoring for attempts at misinformation, and 
preventing identity disclosure and harassment of third parties?

•  Why, over time, has the arsenal that Bellingcat uses in its investigations 
expanded from open data analysis to less readily available sources – such as 
information purchased on the black market for data?
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This event was supported by the Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands in Bulgaria.
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Seminar: Supporting independent 
journalism in Bulgaria

Independent journalists in Bulgaria face various challenges, such as strong 
economic and political pressure, lawsuits aimed at silencing them, limited 
funding, denial of information by institutions, etc.

The Anti-Corruption Fund and Konrad 
Adenauer Stiftung’s Southeast Europe 
Media Programme jointly organized a 
seminar to discuss practical measures 
to support independent journalism in 
Bulgaria. With this seminar, we want to 
outline the challenges facing indepen-
dent journalism in Bulgaria and Europe 
and how we can actually support inde-
pendent journalists.

The seminar was attended by 35 jour-
nalists from 17 media outlets across the 
country, covering the work of institu-
tions at the national, regional, and mu-
nicipal levels, the judiciary, and work-
ing on investigations at the national and 
local levels. The seminar put particular 
focus on journalists working in regional 
media.  
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The seminar program included presentations and open discussions grouped around 
themes such as enhancing solidarity between independent journalists, existing le-
gal framework, and tools to support journalists, alternative financial models for 
independent journalism, the German model for media independence, and the role of 
Europe in supporting independent journalism. 

Irina Nedeva and Ivan Radev from the Association of European Journalists, Lora 
Georgieva and Sofia Zheleva from the Anti-Corruption Fund’s legal program, 
Georgi Savchev from OFFNews.bg, and Ilian Vassilev, Chairman of the Board of 
the Alternatives and Analyses Foundation, producer of “The Alternative,” Michael 
Geffken, former director of the Leipzig School of Media Education Centre, Ognian 
Zlatev, Head of the European Commission Representation in Zagreb. 
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CREATING A MECHANISM FOR EFFECTIVE 
INVESTIGATION OF THE PROSECUTOR

GENERAL

In December 2020, the National Assembly adopted at first reading the 
Bill on Supplementing the Criminal Procedure Code, proposing a new fig-
ure of a Special Prosecutor who can investigate the Prosecutor General. 
The draft law aimed to address the impossibility of an independent and 
effective criminal investigation of the Prosecutor General identified by 
the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) in its judgment in Kolevi v. 
Bulgaria case from 2009. It has been the subject of much criticism from 
various international organizations since then.

The analysis explains why the proposal to introduce the figure of a “prosecutor 
for investigating the Prosecutor General,” does not satisfy the criteria for inde-
pendence from the investigated party, and, therefore, does not ensure compliance 
with the judgment of the European Court of Human Rights in the case of Kolevi v. 
Bulgaria. 
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The analysis offers a detailed alternative concept for a criminal investigation of the 
Prosecutor General and other high-ranking prosecutors. According to it, the Pros-
ecutor’s Office will not lead the investigation against them nor decide its final fate. 
Instead, the analysis proposes forming a collective body with specific competence 
from randomly selected on a case-by-case basis appellate, supreme, or constitu-
tional judges or retired judges, and the investigation itself to be conducted by inves-
tigative bodies of the Ministry of Interior or other executive bodies. 
“The effective criminal investigation of the Prosecutor General passes through sac-
rificing the “sacred cow” of Bulgarian criminal justice - the Prosecutor’s Office’s 
monopoly on the function of criminal prosecution,” said attorney Yankulov, the au-
thor of the ACF analysis. 
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ACF’s ANNUAL
MONITORING REPORT:

ESCALATING PROBLEMS 
WITH THE ANTI-CORRUP-
TION INSTITUTION IN 2020

Since 2019, The Anti-Corruption Fund presents an annual monitoring re-
port on the investigations of high-level corruption in Bulgaria and the 
workings of the main anti-corruption institutions: the prosecutor’s office 
and the Commission for Anti-Corruption and the Forfeiture of Illegally 
Acquired Property.

“Anti-corruption Institutions: Escalating Problems.” The report provides a de-
tailed answer about the results of the fight against political corruption in Bulgaria in 
the last six years. This is the second year in which ACF does an annual independent 
civil monitoring of cases of (alleged) corruption crimes and conflicts of interest at 
the highest levels of government. 

“In 2020 the problems of the fight against political corruption in Bulgaria are further 
escalating,” conclude the authors of the report Andrey Yankulov and Assoc. Prof. 
Dr. Natalia Kiselova. 
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Some of the key conclusions:

• How does the organization’s small team manage to mobilize a globally 
dispersed community of fact-checking enthusiasts, researchers, and ana-
lysts?

•  
found in last year’s ACF monitoring report is declining even more in 2020. 
The new sentences that came into force are only acquittals, which gives a 

•  

2020.

•  -
plication of substantive criminal law or absurd logical constructions. 11 of 
the 13 acquittals in the 45 cases examined are precisely due to the incon-
sistency of the alleged criminal conduct established by the court. 

•  
Most decision of the Commission, 96 in number, are about persons holding 

and central levels are only 26.  

•  There is often a lack of comprehensive research on possible connections 

Compared to the results of last year’s study, the prosecution of high-level corrup-
tion in Bulgaria has become even less effective in the period examined in the present 
analysis. 

It is objectively impossible If these cases reflect the real state of corruption in the pub-
lic sector at the highest level. We must conclude that the real picture remains hidden,” 
commented Andrey Yankulov, author of the first part of the report.
The ACF’s Annual Monitoring Report for 2020, “Anti-Corruption Institutions: 
Escalating Problems,” was prepared within a project supported by the Konrad Ade-
nauer Stiftung under its Rule of Law Programme for Southeast Europe.
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GRAND PRIZE FOR THE 
INVESTIGATION THE 

EIGHT DWARFS

The Anti-Corruption Fund “Eight Dwarfs” won the Grand Prize for In-
vestigative Journalism of the Radostina Konstantinova Foundation.  

“The Eight Dwarfs” grabbed the prize in the name of Radostina Konstantinova with 
her revelations about racketeering and theft of business, made with the help of rep-
resentatives of the executive and judiciary. 

Last year, its author, Nikolai Staykov, won one of the foundation’s awards for an-
other of his investigations, The Missing Names in the Corporate Commercial Bank 
Case.
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THE U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE AWARDED NIKOLAY STAYKOV
FOR HIS ANTI-CORRUPTION WORK 

The co-founder of the Anti-Corruption Fund, Nikolay Staykov, and 11 
other individuals from around the world received awards for leadership, 
courage, and for prevention, detection, and counteraction of corruption.

“Often when speaking of massive, complex 
challenges like corruption, we lose sight 
of the fact that our ability to make mean-
ingful progress and change people’s lives 
for the better comes down to the work of 
individuals – people who through sheer 
tenacity, creativity, and bravery, show us 
that even the most daunting problems are 
surmountable,” said the U.S. Secretary 
of State, Antony Blinken, in his press 
statement for the occasion.  
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The Bulgarian journalist was awarded alongside Dorothy Bradley of Belize, Alex-
andra Attalides of Cyprus, Carlos Giovanni Ruano Pineda of Guatemala, Gabriela 
Alejandra Castellanos of Honduras, Jamiliya Maricheva of Kazakhstan, Juris Juriss 
of Latvia, Riad Kobeissi of Lebanon, Martha Chizuma of Malawi, Denise Namburete 
of Mozambique, Dr. Torplus Yomnak of Thailand and Carlos Paparoni of Venezuela. 

Nikolay Staykov is an economist, business journalist and editor with many years of 
experience. In the period 1997 – 2007, he worked successively as a reported, edi-
tor and deputy editor-in-chief of the Bulgarian newspaper Capital. He is one of the 
founders of the non-governmental organization Anti-Corruption Fund, and author 
and co-author of many investigations, the most prominent of which are related to 
the offshore connections of the MP Delyan Peevski (2013 – 2014), the bank-
ruptcy of Bulgaria’s Corporate Commercial Bank (2014 – 2019), ApartmentGate 
(2019), “The Eight Dwarfs” (2020), and “List of Quick Control” (2021).
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red line awards FOR JOURNALISM AGAINST        
CORRUPTION 2021

Damyana Veleva

Boris Mitov

Mirolyuba Benatova

Genka Shikerova

Victoria Simeonova 

Nikolay Marchenko

At a special ceremony on International Anti-Corruption Day, 9 Decem-
ber, the Anti-Corruption Fund (ACF) announced the winners of the 2021 
Red Line Awards for Journalism Against Corruption.

The jury presented six awards:

The Grand Award for a journalistic investigation 
was given to Mirolyuba Benatova, TB1, for her in-
vestigation on the depletion of the National Health 
Insurance Fund through fictitious hospitalizations in 
the Lozenetz Hospital.  

The Award for upholding the rule of law was given 
to Boris Mitov, Svobodna Evropa, for his persistent 
efforts to uncover relationships of dependence with-
in the legislative, the executive, and the judiciary. 

The jury also awarded a Special Prize for the Bul-
garian contribution to the global investigation 
“The Pandora Papers” to the team of the Bureau of 
Investigative Reporting and Data Bird.bg  

In 2021, the jury presented two Young Journalist 
Awards: Victoria Simeonova of Gospodari na Weba 
(Gospodari.com) is honored for her investigation of 
the Global Market financial fraud, developed and 
presented in a language accessible to a wide audience. 

The Special Award for a journalistic investigation was given to 
Genka Shikerova, Svobodna Evropa, for her investigation on the sys-
tematic deforestation in Bulgaria and the interactions between local 
authorities and business companies. 
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Nikolay Marchenko, Bivol, received the other award for his article on the vicious 
practices of the Refugee Agency in relation to the Russian citizen Yevgeny Chupov, 
who sought asylum in Bulgaria. 

The jury also made two special remarks:

•	 To Damyana Veleva, Svobodna Evropa, for a well-researched and originally 
presented topic in her article “The Clouded Law: Hundreds of villages in Bulgaria 
don’t pay for water”:  

•	 To the Bulgarian National Radio team in Burgas for a series of talks on re-
gional topics of high public importance.

“The awards are a way to give due recognition to the key role of journalists for the de-
tection and counteraction of corruption practices. Those who strive to uncover the truth 
often attract many enemies. The Red Line Awards show they are not alone; they are 
supported by a large community of citizens who do not think that corruption is something 
normal,” said Boyko Stankushev, Director of the Anti-Corruption Fund. 

The Red Line Journalism Against Corruption Awards are organized with the sup-
port of the America for Bulgaria Foundation and the U.S. Embassy in Bulgaria.
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Number of visitors on acf.bg 57,275

1235

52,952

39,970

16,087

1,049,065

4,461,878

Media publications mentioning ACF

Facebook followers

Facebook likes

ACF YouTube channel subscribers

Views of all ACF video investigations
on YouTube
Views of all ACF video investigations
on Facebook

59,459

2867

67,224

48,526

22,778

903,387

2,700,000

2020 2021

ACF IN THE MEDIA
AND SOCIAL MEDIA
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Yavor Zlatanov, the missing voice from
“The Eight Dwarfs” story, Part 2 108,548

199,099

84,629

88,915

95,920

21,000

35,061

Yavor Zlatanov, the missing voice from
“The Eight Dwarfs” story, Part 1

List of Quick Control, Part 3

List of Quick Control, Part 2

List of Quick Control, Part 1

The Mask impossible, Part 2

The Mask impossible, Part 1

98,500

265,300

480,700

314,200

216,800

56,637

43,700

YouTubeVideos Facebook

179,861

203,163

211,163

347,125

24,200

41,434

Eight Dwarfs, part 4

Eight Dwarfs, part 3

Eight Dwarfs, part 2

Eight Dwarfs, part 1

Mission “Abu Dhabi”

KTB Case Files: KTB’s Media Fleet

1,000,000

779,300

738,200

782,200

163,400

357,200

61,000

180,000

71,000

117,850

72,000

325

The Golden Puddle

KTB Case Files 2: The Initials D.P.

The KTB Case Files 1: The Missing Names

War for Carcasses

Varna TPP

Apartmentgate

917,700

1,300,000

70,400

6,600

429,400

44,000
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FINANCIALS

Operating revenues 2021,
thousands of BGN: 584

Operating expenses 2021,
thousands of BGN: 581

391

12
51

25

93

6
6

America for Bulgaria Foundation

574
4

Embassy of the Netherlands

European Commission

Konrad Adenauer Foundation

Active Citizens Fund

Individual donations

Financial revenues

3
Financial services

Overhead expenses
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ACF’S KEY PERFORMANCE 
INDICATORS 2021

394

10

23

2867 3 648 505 

8

9

10

139

Tip-offs for 
corruption 

received from 
the public

Litigations re-
lated to access 
to information 

requests, 2 
won in court 

Published
anti-corruption 
investigations 

Reports filed
to institutions

Video Investi-
gations

produced by 
the ACF

Views of our in-
vestigation videos 
on YouTube and 
Facebook /903 

387 Youtube +2.7 
milion fb)

Published
analyses

Media
publications in 
Bulgarian and 
international 

media 

Corrup-
tion-linked 

publications on 
ACF’s web site
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acf team and board

acf team
acf board

Boyko Stankushev

Lora Georgieva-Mateeva

Daniela Peneva

Joeri Buhrer Tavanier 

Denitsa Rukanova

Mario Rusinov

Nikolay Stoyanov

Andrey Yankulov

Stefan Krastev

Svetozara Petkova

Nikolay Staykov

Sofiya Zheleva

Director of ACF

Legal Program Coordinator

and member of the Board

investigative journalist

Chairman of the Board

Senior legal expert Senior legal expert

Junior expert

Member of the Board

Public outreach coordinator

Member of the Board

Co-founder and

Legal expert Legal expert


