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From	Editorial	Board

Abstract

recently, online communities for metal detectorists 
have grown at rates of between 0 and 5 people per 
day in Belarus and Poland and between 10 and 25 
people per day in russia. Meanwhile, one «pair» 
in ukraine has grown at a rate of 49-51 people per 
day; another «pair» in ukraine has grown at a rate 
of 550-566 people per day. this paper explores the 
possible causes of this impossible growth. Based 
on data before the suspicious surge in activity, it 
is estimated that there are at least 25,402 metal 
detectorists in ukraine.

Introduction

ukraine continues to strengthen its legal fra-
mework for the protection of cultural heritage. 
yet its law enforcement is thwarted by legal 
technicalities (Basilyuk and ganych 2015, p. 20). 
Its practical capacity is constricted by limited 
funding; stretched by looters; and undermined 
by influential collectors, as well as the struggling 
officials who are corrupted by looters and illicit 
collectors (gershkovich 2005; 2011).

When quantitative data were gathered for Be-
larus, Poland, russia and ukraine (hardy 2017b), 
impossible numbers were found for ukraine. those 
numbers cannot be explained easily. they do not 
resemble the automatic registration of bots (web 
crawlers 1) from search engines. Individually, they 
do resemble the deliberate registration of bots to 
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fabricate evidence of larger communities. yet, col-
lectively, they do not, because different communi-
ties are experiencing the same rates of growth.

Spikes	and	surges

since early 2017, there has been an enormous 
spike in the apparent numbers of metal detectorists 
online in ukraine (tab. 4; fig. 4). In fact, it is a 
continuing surge in the apparent rate of growth 
of the largest online communities there. neither 
the numbers nor the rates of growth have been 
mirrored in russia (tab. 3; fig. 3), Poland (tab. 2; 
fig. 2) or Belarus (tab. 1; fig. 1) – or elsewhere 

Date
Belaruski 

skarbashukalnik
Belaruski skarbashu-

kalnitski Partal

29/11/08 0

03/02/09 152

21/02/09 231

18/02/11 1,288

03/04/11 1,947

24/04/13 2,291

07/08/13 5,115

26/11/14 3,014

18/02/16 3,531

05/03/16 10,366

07/07/16 10,822

14/09/16 3,633

07/11/16 11,202

15/11/16 3,648

14/07/17 3,720 12,155

13/08/17 3,726 12,272

28/08/17 3,727 12,316

11/09/17 3,731 12,396

16/09/17 3,733 12,396

Table 1: size of online communities for metal-detecting in 
Belarus
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(cf. hardy, 2017a). In those territories, there has 
been remarkably steady, slow growth (fig. 5, for 
regional comparison). 

Sudden impossible increases in size
As can be seen in the data for Violity Auktsion, 

there was actually an earlier spike in growth in late 
2016. Its apparent user base jumped by 13,332 
within two days (so, around 6,666 per day), from 
18,650 on 12th october 2016 to 31,982 on 14th oc-

tober 2016 (tab. 4). Due to the limited archival 
data, it is not possible to determine if there were 
other nearly vertical spikes for Violity Auktsion 
or any for Violity facebook, Violity vkontakte or 
shukachi skarbiv.

The start of the impossible surge
comparing communities’ growth rates until the 

first immediately visible spike with the rates before 
that (tab. 8), it is possible to identify an even ear-
lier start to the surge. until the spike, Violity Aukt-
sion had grown by an overall rate of 9.78 people 
per day; before the spike, it had grown by only 8.97 
people per day. until the spike, Violity vkontakte 
had grown by an overall rate of 30.40 people per 
day; before the spike, it had grown by 21.75 peo-
ple per day.

so, the surge appears to have begun at some 
point between mid-July 2016 and mid-october 
2016. Abrupt starts and stops to activity appear to 
be a feature of some «like farms», which produce 
fake evidence of communities (cf. de cristofaro, 
friedman, Jourjon, kaafar and shafiq, 2014: 3; 
4 – figure 2).

comparisons of rates of growth across the sus-
picious period (cf. tab. 5), which smooth out the 
peaks and troughs (e.g. tab. 6), suggest the exist-
ence of two programmes of artificial growth. the 
differences in rates of growth, and the periodic var-
iations in rates of growth, disguise their nature.

Ukraine in comparison with Russia, Poland and 
Belarus

Although entirely consistent periodisation is 
impossible, rates of growth have been calculated 
for the period since the spike (tab. 5). this encom-
passes the most recent period, since concerns were 
expressed first privately then publicly (tab. 6), and 
the period between the spike and the expression 
of concerns (tab. 7). rates of growth change over 
time, and the different rates of different commu-

Table 2: size of online communities for metal-detecting in 
Poland

Date Pasja eksploracja
Portal klubowy 

Poszukiwaczy skarbów

02/08/03 839

06/02/05 2043

04/01/07 4,049

25/09/10 8,021

16/12/11 13,377

02/01/13 13,289

01/07/14 3,245

21/06/15 4,552

28/10/15 20,816

14/03/16 21,954

20/04/16 5,522

15/07/16 22,516

21/08/16 5,776

11/10/16 23,022

29/06/17 6,475

14/07/17 6,498 24,178

13/08/17 6,538 24,272

28/08/17 6,567 24,339

11/09/17 6,591 24,395

16/09/17 24,411

17/09/17 6,608

Fig. 1. size of online com - 
munities for metal-detec-
ting in Belarus
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nities for ukraine have changed in different ways 
since the expression of concerns. so, it is important 
not to infer too much from the changes in rates, but 
it is still important to recognise that the rates have 
changed. rates of growth have also been calculated 
for the period until the spike (tab. 8).

since the spike, communities have grown by 
around 0.27-1.15 people per day in Belarus; 2.12-
4.09 people per day in Poland; and 10.25-22.82 
people per day in russia (tab. 5). In ukraine, Vi-
olity vkontakte has grown by 16,566 people, at a 
rate of 48.72 people per day. this is 95.79 per cent 
of the rate of shukachi skarbiv, which has grown by 
17,292 people, at a rate of around 50.86 people per 
day (tab. 5). so, they have both grown by around 
17,000, at a rate of around 49-51 people per day. 
Violity Auktsion has grown by 186,617 people at a 
rate of around 550.49 people per day. this is 97.29 
per cent of the rate of Violity facebook, which has 
grown by 192,944 people at a rate of around 565.82 
people per day (tab. 5). so, they have both grown 
by around 190,000, at a rate of around 550-566 
people per day.

Between the spike and the expression of con-
cerns (tab. 7), shukachi skarbiv grew by 16,332 

Fig. 2. size of online com-
munities for metal-detec-
ting in Poland

Fig. 3. size of online com-
munities for metal-detec-
ting in russia

people, at a rate of 52.68 people per day. this was 
98.03 per cent of the rate of Violity vkontakte, 
which grew by 16,446 people, at a rate of 53.75 
people per day. Violity Auktsion grew by 163,050 
people, at a rate of 532.84 people per day. this 
was 99.39 per cent of the rate of Violity facebook, 
which grew by 164,051 people, at a rate of 536.11 
people per day.

It must be noted that, since the spike (tab. 5), 
MDregion has grown at 94.73 per cent of the rate 
of relikviya. limited archival data prevent com-
parison before the spike. yet it was almost inevi-
table that at least two of eight other communities 
would have close to the same rates of growth, when 
six grew by fewer than eleven people per day.

What	is	being	done?

Grassroots?
theoretically, the data might reflect reality. of-

fline detectorists might have improved access to the 
internet and duly increased participation in online 
activity. however, there is no evidence of a unique 
and correspondingly great improvement in access 
to the internet in ukraine.
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Without the comparison data from shukachi 
skarbiv and Violity vkontakte, it might have been 
argued that Violity Auktsion and Violity facebook 
would grow at the same rate, as different meeting 
places for the same people. yet that would have 
been undermined by those sites’ own data since, 
before the surge, Violity facebook was more than 
twice the size of Violity Auktsion (tab. 4).

With only the comparison data from Violi-
ty vkontakte, the same argument might have been 
made, since access to vkontakte was blocked along 
with other russian internet services around 15th May 
2017. yet, it is easy to bypass the ban, as the author 
has done, to check the statistics while in ukraine. 
Plus, Violity vkontakte’s slower yet continued 
growth demonstrates that it did not grow at the same 
rate as Violity’s other communities, then get halted 
by the block. Before concerns were raised, shukachi 
skarbiv and Violity vkontakte was growing at exact-
ly 10 per cent the rate of Violity Auktsion and Violity 
facebook (tab. 7). the paired growth rates, across 
communities of different sizes and between organi-
sations, suggest that these were not natural growths.

theoretically, the data might reflect changes 
in choices of online meeting places. however, the 

Date MDregion
MD-

russia
relikviya

review-
Detector

09/02/06 154

02/02/07 1,294

12/11/08 5,795

16/02/09 39

20/02/09 7,336

01/03/10 14,543

24/08/11 30,286

03/01/12 34,609

27/11/13 53,969

09/01/14 48,079

25/06/14 59,831

05/02/15 65,083

14/03/15 66,411

11/04/15 56,776

09/05/15 68,114

17/11/15 63,365

01/12/15 31,787

08/12/15 29,686

09/01/16 64,603

02/04/16 67,469

21/08/16 70,725

30/09/16 36,031

07/10/16 71,797

11/11/16 36,547

11/01/17 39,012

06/03/17 75,465

27/04/17 38,572

14/07/17 65,260 40,641

13/08/17 65,542 40,884

28/08/17 65,713 41,358

11/09/17 65,867 41,527

14/09/17 79,622

15/09/17 39,818

16/09/17 65,892 41,553 39,830 79,647

Table 3: size of online communities for metal-detecting in 
Russia

Table 4: size of online communities for metal-detecting in 
Ukraine

Date
shukachi 
skarbiv

Violity 
Auktsion

Violity fa-
cebook

Violity 
vkontakte

08/08/05 0 0 0

01/04/13 6,040

17/01/14 11,523

16/01/15 13,020

15/03/15 14,451

17/06/15 15,470

15/09/15 14,569

13/01/16 17,538

17/01/16 13,967

14/03/16 19,580

15/07/16 16,816

16/07/16 17,904

13/09/16 16,741

11/10/16 42,429 22,113

12/10/16 3,309 18,650

14/10/16 31,982

18/11/16 34,161

13/02/17 38,366

06/06/17 156,030

14/07/17 17,261 185,872 38,092

13/08/17 206,480 38,559

14/08/17 181,700

18/08/17 19,641

28/08/17 19,912 184,594 219,351 38,606

11/09/17 20,439 198,783 232,246 38,651

16/09/17 205,267 38,679

17/09/17 20,601 235,373
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supposed sizes of those communities are far too 
large to be explained this way.

theoretically, it might also reflect sudden, mas-
sive (international) regionalisation of a predomi-
nantly ukrainian space. certainly, there has been 
significant, rapid regionalisation of facilities for 
access. Violity (2012) appears to have been admin-
istered by a team who lived in kyiv and used rus-
sian as a common language, for users who could 
at least navigate with key russian words. Violity 
Auktsion provided a somewhat multilingual serv-
ice in russian, ukrainian and english by 13th feb-
ruary 2017; in russian, ukrainian, english and 
Polish by 6th June 2017; and in russian, ukrain-
ian, english, Polish and Belarusian by 14th August 
2017. regardless, none of these pre-date the start 
of the surge.

furthermore, online communities for ukraine 
have grown by a population that is larger than all of 
the region’s communities put together. to be real, 
this would require ukraine’s own community and/
or the region’s other communities to have grown 
suddenly and massively; at the same time, to have 
converged on Violity Auktsion and Violity face-
book; and, again at the same time, not to have sig-

Fig. 4. size of online com-
munities for metal-detec-
ting in ukraine

Fig. 5. size of online com-
munities for metal-detec-
ting in Belarus, Poland, 
russia and ukraine

nificantly changed the varying rates at which they 
entered (other) online communities within their 
own territories. the surge cannot plausibly be a 
product of grassroots activity.

Coincidence?
theoretically, the data might reflect the auto-

matic registration of general bots from web crawl-
ers. Practically, it is unlikely that web crawlers 
would have visited the online communities for 
ukraine far more often than those for russia, Po-
land and Belarus. It is also unlikely that the reg-
istration systems for a facebook group (shukachi 
skarbiv), a vkontakte group (Violity vkontakte), 
a website (Violity Auktsion) and a facebook page 
(Violity facebook) would have incidentally pro-
duced paired growth rates.

Plus, web crawlers had been visiting the com-
munities before the surge. It is particularly unlike-
ly that, first, the web crawlers would have changed 
the rates of visits differently and significantly for 
each of the communities; then, the web crawlers’ 
different rates of visits and the communities’ dif-
ferent rates of growth would have combined to in-
cidentally produce the paired growth rates.
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Table 5: comparison of growth rates since the spike

community
earlier 

archived size
latest 

archived size
growth scale 

(percent)
growth 

total (people)
growth 

period (days)
Growth rate 

(people per day)

Belaruski skarbashukalnik (By) 
[14/09/16-16/09/17]

3,633 3,733 2.75 100 367 0.27

Belaruski skarbashukalnitski 
Partal (By) [07/07/16-16/09/17]

10,822 12,396 14.54 1,574 436 3.61

Pasja eksploracja (Pl) 
[21/08/16-17/09/17]

5,776 6,608 14.40 832 392 2.12

Portal klubowy Poszukiwaczy 
skarbów (Pl) [11/10/16-16/09/17]

23,022 24,411 6.03 1,389 340 4.09

MDregion (ru) 
[11/04/15-16/09/17]

56,776 65,892 16.06 9,116 889 10.25

MDrussia (ru) 
[08/12/15-16/09/17]

29,686 41,553 39.98 11,867 648 18.31

relikviya (ru) 
[30/09/16-16/09/17]

36,031 39,830 10.54 3,799 351 10.82

reviewDetector (ru) 
[07/10/16-16/09/17]

71,797 79,647 10.93 7,850 344 22.82

shukachi skarbiv (uA) 
[12/10/16-17/09/17]

3,309 20,601 522.57 17,292 340 50.86

Violity Auktsion (uA) 
[12/10/16-16/09/17]

18,650 205,267 1,000.63 186,617 339 550.49

Violity facebook (uA) 
[11/10/16-17/09/17]

42,429 235,373 454.75 192,944 341 565.82

Violity vkontakte (uA) 
[11/10/16-16/09/17]

22,113 38,679 74.92 16,566 340 48.72

community
later 

archived size
latest 

archived size
growth scale 

(percent)
growth total 

(people)
growth 

period (days)
Growth rate 

(people per day)

Belaruski skarbashukalnik (By) 
[13/08/17-16/09/17]

3,726 3,733 0.19 7 34 0.21

Belaruski skarbashukalnitski 
Partal (By) [13/08/17-16/09/17]

12,272 12,396 1.01 124 34 3.65

Pasja eksploracja (Pl) 
[13/08/17-17/09/17]

6,538 6,608 1.07 70 35 2.00

Portal klubowy Poszukiwaczy 
skarbów (Pl) [13/08/17-16/09/17]

24,272 24,411 0.57 139 34 4.09

MDregion (ru) 
[13/08/17-16/09/17]

65,542 65,892 0.53 350 34 10.29

MDrussia (ru) 
[13/08/17-16/09/17]

40,884 41,553 1.64 669 34 19.68

relikviya (ru) 
[14/07/17-16/09/17]

39,351 39,830 1.22 479 64 7.48

reviewDetector (ru) 
[06/03/17-16/09/17]

75,465 79,647 5.54 4,182 194 21.56

shukachi skarbiv (uA) 
[18/08/17-17/09/17]

19,641 20,601 4.89 960 30 32.00

Violity Auktsion (uA) 
[14/08/17-16/09/17]

181,700 205,267 12.97 23,567 33 714.15

Violity facebook (uA) 
[13/08/17-17/09/17]

206,480 235,373 13.99 28,893 35 825.14

Violity vkontakte (uA) 
[13/08/17-16/09/17]

38,559 38,679 0.31 120 34 3.53

Table 6: comparison of the most growth rates
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community
earlier ar-
chived size

later ar-
chived size

growth scale 
(percent)

growth total 
(people)

growth peri-
od (days)

Growth rate 
(people per day)

Belaruski skarbashukalnik (By) 
[14/09/16-13/08/17]

3,633 3,726 2.56 93 333 0.28

Belaruski skarbashukalnitski 
Partal (By) [07/07/16-13/08/17]

10,822 12,272 13.40 1,450 402 3.61

Pasja eksploracja (Pl) 
[21/08/16-13/08/17]

5,776 6,538 13.19 762 357 2.13

Portal klubowy Poszukiwaczy 
skarbów (Pl) [11/10/16-13/08/17]

23,022 24,272 5.43 1,250 306 4.08

MDregion (ru) 
[11/04/15-13/08/17]

56,776 65,542 15.44 8,766 855 10.25

MDrussia (ru) 
[08/12/15-13/08/17]

29,686 40,884 37.59 11,198 614 18.24

relikviya (ru) 
[30/09/16-14/07/17]

36,031 39,351 9.21 3,320 287 11.57

reviewDetector (ru) 
[07/10/16-06/03/17]

71,797 75,465 5.11 3,668 150 24.45

shukachi skarbiv (uA) 
[12/10/16-18/08/17]

3,309 19,641 493.57 16,332 310 52.68

Violity Auktsion (uA) 
[12/10/16-14/08/17]

18,650 181,700 874.26 163,050 306 532.84

Violity facebook (uA) 
[11/10/16-13/08/17]

42,429 206,480 386.65 164,051 306 536.11

Violity vkontakte (uA) 
[11/10/16-13/08/17]

22,113 38,559 74.37 16,446 306 53.75

Table 7: comparison of growth rates between the spike and the expression of concerns

community
earliest ar-
chived size

earlier ar-
chived size

growth scale 
(percent)

growth total 
(people)

growth peri-
od (days)

Growth rate 
(people per day)

Belaruski skarbashukalnik (By) 
[21/02/09-14/09/16]

231 3,633 1,472.73 3,402 2,762 1.23

Belaruski skarbashukalnitski 
Partal (By) [03/02/09-07/07/16]

152 10,822 7,019.74 10,670 2,711 3.94

Pasja eksploracja (Pl) 
[01/07/14-21/08/16]

3,245 5,776 78.00 2,531 782 3.24

Portal klubowy Poszukiwaczy 
skarbów 
(Pl) [02/08/03-11/10/16]

839 23,022 2,643.98 22,183 4,819 4.60

relikviya (ru) 
[16/02/09-30/09/16]

39 36,031 99,986.11 36,262 2,783 13.03

reviewDetector (ru) 
[09/02/06-07/10/16]

154 71,797 46,521.43 71,643 3,893 18.40

Violity Auktsion (uA) 
[01/04/13-12/10/16] 
i.e. until the spike

6,040 18,650 208.77 12,610 1,290 9.78

Violity Auktsion (uA) 
[01/04/16-15/07/16] 
i.e. before the spike

6,040 16,816 178.41 10,776 1,201 8.97

Violity vkontakte (uA) 
[17/01/16-11/10/16] 
i.e. until the spike

13,967 22,113 58.32 8,146 268 30.40

Violity vkontakte (uA) 
[17/01/16-16/07/16] 
i.e. before the spike

13,967 17,904 28.19 3,937 181 21.75

Table 8: comparison of growth rates until the spike
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False advertising?
Without the comparison data from shukachi 

skarbiv, it might have been suspected that the im-
possible numbers were a product of investment in 
fake accounts by Violity, in order to make its com-
munity appear larger than it is. theoretically, ad-
ministrators might do this to attract genuine par-
ticipants, by giving the impression of offering more 
experts for training, more partners for activity, and 
more buyers and sellers for trading.

however, there is very little competition for po-
tential members; Violity has dominated the market 
for years; and there is marginal benefit from attract-
ing additional detectorists to a community that al-
ready numbers in the tens of thousands. Moreover, 
as noted, with the comparison data from shukachi 
skarbiv as well, the evidence becomes even more 
complicated.

shukachi skarbiv is a facebook group for dis-
cussion of metal detectors and metal-detected cul-
tural objects (with an associated facebook group 
for private trading of metal-detected cultural ob-
jects), which is associated with a dealership for 
metal detectors and accessories, not Violity. While 
there may be significant overlap in their member-
ships, they are completely different organisations, 
yet they grew at around the same rate. It is unlikely 
that both Violity and shukachi skarbiv paid for the 
same number of fake accounts to be produced at 
the same time and at the same rate. so, it is unlikely 
that the surge is a product of false advertising.

to add to the existing confusion, vkontakte is 
‘[t]he easiest and the cheapest platform for the cre-
ation of bots’ and facebook is ‘the most challeng-
ing environment for bot creators’ (Zhdanova and 
orlova 2017, p. 8), yet fewer accounts have joined 
Violity vkontakte and more accounts have joined 
Violity facebook. logically, if this were a com-
mercial operation, more accounts would have been 
added to vkontakte and fewer accounts would have 
been added to facebook.

yet fake accounts may like pages other than 
their target pages (and perform other human-like 
behaviour), in order to evade automatic fraud pre-
vention mechanisms (de cristofaro, friedman, 
Jourjon, kaafar and shafiq 2014, p. 1; 5). It is pos-
sible that fake accounts for other commercial cam-
paigns in other places are evading fraud detection 
algorithms by entering metal detecting communi-
ties in ukraine.

Astroturf?
there is an ‘organised offensive [organizovanyy 

nastup]’ to advance the ‘right of «people with met-
al-detectors» and buyers of finds to a free market 

[prav «lyudyny z metaloshukachem» ta pokuptsya 
snakhidok, pro vilnyy rynok]’ (Ivakin 2013, p. 87). 
Metal detecting activists in russia have simply 
fabricated numbers without any evidence (hardy 
2017b), to give the impression of a community that 
is too large to be controlled with restrictive or pro-
hibitive regulation. so, metal detecting activists in 
ukraine might also fabricate evidence of numbers. 
theoretically, a campaign of astroturfing (laying 
fake grassroots) might invest in fake accounts in two 
online communities, each to corroborate the other.

still, the surge has persisted for a year now, yet 
there is no evidence of a campaign that has exploit-
ed the apparent numbers. so, it does not appear to 
be a product of astroturfing. As seen in russian ar-
chaeologists’ adoption of russian detectorists’ fab-
ricated numbers (hardy 2017b), such an astroturf-
ing campaign might backfire anyway, by giving the 
impression of a community that is too large to be 
managed with permissive regulation.

Trolls and sockpuppets?
these considerations suggest more intriguing 

yet similarly hypothetical possibilities of trolls or 
sockpuppets. trolls are accounts that provoke peo-
ple and derail discussions. In the conduct of infor-
mation warfare, they pursue ‘organised and aggres-
sive’ projects of ‘online influencing’ (Aro 2015). 
sockpuppets are false identities that are used to de-
ceive, in order to subvert public opinion or suppress 
free expression.

Although such fake characters originated in 
more personal deceptions, they are also now used 
in state operations and state-aligned operations on 
an industrial scale around the world (e.g. Bellingcat 
2017; Benedictus 2016; gallagher 2017). In such 
operations, every fake character has ‘a convincing 
background, history and supporting details’ (field-
ing and cobain 2011).

Internet propaganda in Russia’s war on Ukraine 
and beyond

russia’s government, allied businesses and al-
lied movements employ thousands to subvert pub-
lic discussion and advance state narratives around 
the world (Benedictus 2016; seddon 2014). the 
russian federation is using a ‘troll army’ against 
the united states as well its own citizenry, where 
the trolls use «sock puppets» (in American termi-
nology) or ‘dead souls’ (in russian terminology) to 
populate American sites of news and opinion with 
pro-kremlin positions and arguments (seddon 
2014). It appears to be doing the same in alliance 
with other powers, as it produces pro-regime docu-
mentation in relation to syria, which is then spread 



Ukrainian Archaeology, 2016 11

by local social media accounts (according to open-
source intelligence analyst Matt kodama, cited by 
seddon 2014).

some of russia’s «troll farm» or «troll facto-
ry» workers maintain sets of fake personal blogs 
with individually-tailored political digressions; 
others ‘flood russian internet forums, social net-
works and the comments sections of western pub-
lications’ with fake material (Walker 2015; see also 
chen 2016; khazan 2013); certain teams fake en-
tire discussions (according to former Internet re-
search Agency worker Marat Burkhard, interviewed 
by Volchek and sindelar 2015). these may advance 
russian positions; sap people’s will to defend posi-
tions against trolls and bots; or simply undermine 
trust in any position (chen 2016).

With regard to its desired «sphere of influence», 
russian state propaganda is an ‘everyday reality on 
many websites’ and platforms that serve finnish 
audiences (Aro, 2015). Meanwhile, it is published 
as supposedly independent news in estonia, latvia 
and lithuania (spriņģe and Jemberga, 2017). yet 
‘they throw everything… at ukraine’ (according 
to former Internet research Agency worker Ma-
rat Burkhard, interviewed by Volchek and sindelar 
2015; see also seddon 2014). As a demonstration of 
the range and depth of such operations, a ukraine-
based russian soldier ‘successfully infiltrated’ and 
advanced russian state positions in an American 
‘social media group by pretending to be a 42-year-
old American housewife’ (according to senior u.s. 
intelligence agents, cited by calabresi 2017).

russia’s agents act through ‘believable sock 
puppet accounts’ with ‘the prevailing qualities 
[of] an average account’ and automatically ampli-
fy their message with bots (according to a former 
special agent at the federal Bureau of Investigation 
and a senior fellow at the foreign Policy research 
Institute, clint Watts, cited by hatmaker 2017). 
While it is known that there are thousands of troll 
accounts that divert opinion on facebook (Vol-
chek and sindelar 2015), one social network ana-
lyst alone has identified mass-produced networks 
of tens of thousands of bots that crowd out dissent-
ing opinion on twitter (Alexander 2015a) and serve 
search engine optimisation to crowd out contrary 
sources on the web (Alexander 2015b); thousands 
of trolls who blog conformist narratives on live-
Journal (Alexander 2015d); and hundreds of bots 
that increase the apparent popularity of conformist 
accounts on twitter (Alexander 2015c).

Although the operations are incomparable, it 
should be noted that ukraine’s government at least 
intended to assist thousands of volunteers to contra-

dict russia’s lines and advance their own (shearlaw 
2015). Part of ukraine’s volunteers’ counter-strat-
egy was ‘to create social media accounts and amass 
friends posing as residents of eastern ukraine’ 
(shearlaw 2015). reinforcing the incomparabil-
ity, the ‘almost 40,000… «information soldiers»’ 
were not given any orders (Zhdanova and orlova 
2017, p. 16), so the «internet army» never conduct-
ed any operations. separately, there is an ‘industry’ 
of «computational propaganda» by political actors, 
who advance their own interests within the state and 
society (Zhdanova and orlova 2017, p. 10).

Cultural heritage propaganda in Russia’s war on 
Ukraine

life novosti (life news) is a russian state-
backed news agency, which publishes russian state-
supporting reports, which are being spread by net-
works of bots and trolls on social media and on me-
dia platforms (Alexander 2015c). It has published 
allegations that ukrainian Prime Minister Arseniy 
yatsenyuk secretly and illicitly exported twenty bil-
lion dollars’ worth of scythian gold artefacts to the 
united states as collateral for a loan from the In-
ternational Monetary fund (IMf; see life nov-
osti 2014). In reality, they were ‘not exported any-
where’; ‘[n]obody even tried to do that’ (accord-
ing to the head of historical treasures of ukraine, 
lyudmila strokova, cited by stopfake 2014; see 
also hardy 2014). Whether they are trolls who are 
employed by the state, trolls who are employed by 
proxies or civilians who have been influenced by 
such propaganda, people are spreading denialism 
of russia’s invasion, occupation and annexation of 
ukraine’s territory on cultural heritage media plat-
forms (e.g. Mcgowan 2014).

russia is even investing in museum exhibitions 
about cultural property crime in the occupied ter-
ritories. looted antiquities from crimea, ‘seized by 
the fsB [federal security service of the russian 
federation] from «black archaeologists» in the past 
three years [крымских артефактов..., изъятых 
сотрудниками ФСБ у «черных археологов» 
за последние три года]’ – in other words, since 
the territory’s invasion, occupation and annexa-
tion by the russian federation – have been exhib-
ited as evidence that the ‘fsB [is acting] against 
«black archaeologists» [ФСБ против «черных 
археологов»]’ (as presented by the central Muse-
um of tavrida in simferopol, paraphrased by gro-
znov 2017). this intensive policing of cultural prop-
erty crime is not altruistic. russia is catching all 
sorts of smugglers, including antiquities smugglers 
(roonemaa 2017b), then forcing them to serve as 
spies in territories that it is trying to destabilise (e.g. 
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estonia, cf. roonemaa 2017a), under the threat of 
imprisonment in russia instead.

notably, with regard to the differential growth 
of Violity on vkontakte and Violity on facebook, 
since mid-May 2017, vkontakte has been blocked 
in ukraine (along with other russian services, sites 
and platforms), in order to block the cyber warfare 
component of russia’s «hybrid war» (Zhdanova 
and orlova 2017: 18). the primary focus may be on 
information security rather than cyber security. still, 
ukraine has clearly been worried by ‘mass russian 
cyber attacks’ (according to President Petro Poro-
shenko) and the ban is also intended to ‘counter 
russian propaganda’ (according to Prime Minister 
Vladimir groisman, cited by sinelschikova 2017; 
see also gerretsen 2017). yet russian propaganda 
can be found ‘on facebook as easily as vkontakte’ 
(according to journalist Patrick Jackson, cited by 
kobie 2017).

It is possible that fake accounts are being seed-
ed in plausible communities in order to be able to 
spread cultural heritage propaganda. As with com-
mercial campaigns of false advertising, it is also 
possible that fake accounts for other propagan-
da campaigns are being seeded in metal detecting 
communities in ukraine.

What	is	the	reality?

It is impossible for these data to reflect either 
grassroots activity or digital coincidence. It is 
illogical yet possible that these data reflect false 
advertising or astroturfing, whether directly by 
metal detectorists or indirectly by other actors. And 
it is improbable yet possible that these data reflect 
trolling or sockpuppetry.

regardless of the explanation, if Violity vkon-
takte had continued to grow at its «pre-surge» rate 
of 21.75 people per day, it would have grown from 
17,904 on 16th July 2016 to 27,191 on 16th septem-
ber 2017, rather than 38,679. By analogy with this 
community, in the light of Marc’s (2004) finding 
elsewhere that only 93.42 per cent of online detec-
torists are active detectorists, it is reasonable to in-
fer that there are at least 25,402 metal detectorists 
in ukraine.
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