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Major protests took place in Bulgaria in three stages. The first stage, which began in February with the burning of
electricity bills that had doubled in a month, involved resistance to unemployment and government austerity policies
(similar to the protests in Greece, Spain and elsewhere in Europe in response to the economic downturn), but
included anger about corruption. These protests, which involved a mass demonstration outside parliament and
seven people setting fire to themselves, and mobilized the poor and many from the countryside, demanded the
resignation of the centre-right government led by Boiko Borisov. This demand was successful and resulted in a
general election. A new government led by the Bulgarian Socialist Party in coalition with the (largely Turkish)
Movement for Rights and Freedom was formed in May reliant on parliamentary support from the far-right Ataka
MPs. The new government, headed by Plamen Oresharski, aroused popular anger in June when the government
was seen to be reverting to collusion with corporate oligarchs in nominating a ‘media mogul with shady
connections’ to a key national security post. Demonstrators immediately and successfully demanded his
resignation, but continued throughout the summer to demand the resignation of the government as a whole. These
protests, primarily by the urban middle class, did not succeed in their stated aim and began to reflect divergent
political ideologies. They did, however, gain some support from European governments and the EU. (See: Ivan
Krastev, ‘Why Bulgaria’s Protests Stand Out in Europe [1]’, Guardian, 30 July 2013}.

The third phase was initiated by students at Sofia occupying the main lecture hall in late October, prompting other
student occupations round the country (with some support from their lecturers) and promoting an ‘Occupy
Bulgaria’ movement against corruption and calling for electoral reforms, easier removal of MPs and greater
transparency. The students also backed the demand for the resignation of the government and highlighted the gap
between rich and poor. In November they joined with trade unions to demonstrate outside parliament. Despite
apparent widespread popular support, the student protests began to lose momentum by December. However,
observers noted that the protests in 2013 had been almost entirely nonviolent, and had involved a range of
imaginative and artistic actions – for example the recreation on July 14 of the Delacroix painting ‘Liberty Leading
the People’, but substituting the Bulgarian for the French flag – which might provide a hopeful precedent for future
mobilization.
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Stresses that Bulgaria’s corrupt and incompetent governments are result of the nature of the 1989 transition, the
opportunities created then for members of the security services to seize economic, social and political power, and
lack of public debate about the past.
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