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Facebook Groups 
Background note 

The Shift carried a series of investigative pieces between May, 2018 and June 2018 in relation 
to a number of Partit Laburista (PL) linked super-sized Facebook groups.  

The articles are all available here: https://theshiftnews.com/category/investigations/labour-
online-hate-groups/. 

The background to this investigation was existing local research showing both Malta’s 
Facebook addiction1 as well as extensive academic research on Facebook’s predisposition to 
create “echo chambers” or “filter bubbles”2 and how this can be further amplified through the 
use of closed or even secret groups.3  

Put very simply, Facebook’s algorithm shows you, based on your interactions on the platform, 
what it believes you want to see, and it thinks you will react to the most. The trend is therefore 
for Facebook to further reinforce the user’s beliefs and isolate the user from differing views. 
With groups, users are placed into wider ‘bubbles’ with a wider reach for their social media 
posts (a Facebook user’s post are limited by number of friends and interactions by friends but 
in a group the reach is extended to the size of the group). If the group is “closed” (i.e. new 
members need to be approved by an administrator) then its membership is curated according 
to the group’s rational (e.g. a far-right Facebook group will group users with similar beliefs, 
with critics being inevitably kicked out of the group) and, as a result, content in the group 
becomes less diverse. Further, given Facebook’s predisposition to promote content which is 
more engaging, the more extreme posts (gathering more “likes”, “reactions” or comments) will 
inevitably gain more exposure in the group - Facebook’s echo chamber effect on steroids but 
which can though the intervention of group administrators or moderators be curated. Facebook 
groups can also be “secret” meaning that not only are persons not allowed to see what 
happens in the group unless approved as a member, but the existence of the group is hidden 
from public view altogether. 

The Shift was also aware that, just a year earlier, Facebook had announced a further tweak 
to its algorithm (the black box that determines what each person sees) in that Facebook would 
be further promoting content posted in groups to members.4 

Anecdotal reports showed: (a) that online discourse in Malta was (and is) increasingly 
becoming polarised and abrasive, (b) politicians including government officials were (and are 
still) increasingly using Facebook to disintermediate the press and spread counternarratives, 
and (c) instances of mass trolling or outright online threats through Facebook were becoming 
more frequent. 

1 https://www.icon.com.mt/publications/social-media-report-malta/ (2016) 
2 https://science.sciencemag.org/content/348/6239/1130.full (“Exposure to ideologically diverse news 

and opinion on Facebook”, 2015) 
3 https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/how-facebook-groups-are-being-exploited-to-

spread  
4 https://money.cnn.com/2017/06/22/technology/facebook-zuckerberg-interview/index.html  
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The Shift accordingly set out to analyse the local landscape with particular emphasis on 
groups linked to the major political parties.  

The investigation involved research over the course of approximately nine months.  

It should be borne in mind that (a) The Shift is an investigative journalism outlet accordingly 
its end product is not intended to be an academic study and (b) analysing and reporting on 
Facebook activity is not easy given the sheer volume of content produced online particularly 
in larger groups some of which have existed for over nine years now.   

Summary of Findings 

Whilst both political parties, Partit Nazzjonalista (PN) and Partit Laburista (PL) appeared to 
have Facebook groups with supporters (including closed and secret groups) there were stark 
differences, foremost among which was the difference in size. PN’s largest group (presently 
“Team PN – Team Success”) topped out at just over 3,000 members with the average group 
size across the groups analysed between 500 to 1,000 members. PL’s groups on the other 
hand topped out at 20,000 members (“Laburisti Sal-Mewt.” being the largest) with an average 
size of ten times PN’s groups’ average.  

What set the PL groups apart (besides sheer size) and which turned the PL groups into the 
focus of The Shift’s reports were: 

(a) The involvement of government officials and public service employees (alongside PL 
party officials) in actively administering and moderating the groups including screening 
members for PL membership and curating content by removing critical views; 

(b) The membership and participation in the groups by Ministers and Parliamentary 
Secretaries as well as the President of the Republic;  

(c) The larger groups changed composition of administrators and moderators (as well as 
posting settings e.g. requiring pre-approval to post) in times of elections or disquiet 
showing a high degree of control and co-ordination; and 

(d) The high proportion of hyper-partisan and abrasive content in the groups at times 
verging onto potential criminal offences ranging from hate speech to trading in 
influence. 

Toxic online discourse, particularly in relation to partisan interests, is an unfortunate reality in 
Malta (and elsewhere) but when those partaking in such discourse and in certain instances 
curating the topics (by excluding for example differing views) are government officials and 
public service employees, this creates a host of concerns not least over the separation 
between Party and State, a cornerstone of democracy.5  

Details of the main findings are included in The Shift’s article “Investigating Joseph Muscat’s 
online hate machine” published on 14 May, 20186 with follow ups on 23 May, 2018 
(“Manufacturing consent: How secret online groups feed the cycles of spin”7), 24 May, 2018 
(“Behind the scenes: How Labour online groups reacted to Daphne Caruana Galizia’s 

5  See 5.4 of the OSCE Copenhagen Document: “a clear separation between the State and 
political parties; in particular, political parties will not be merged with the State”. 

6  https://theshiftnews.com/2018/05/14/investigating-joseph-muscats-online-hate-machine/  
7  https://theshiftnews.com/2018/05/23/manufacturing-consent-how-secret-online-groups-feed-

the-cycles-of-spin/ 
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assassination”8) and on 3 June, 2018 (“Il-King ta’ Malta: Muscat worship and Labour hate 
groups”9), amongst others. Printouts are included in Annex A. 

Some examples of vitriolic content are included below by way of example as well as in annex 
(Annex B) the first 54 pages of results in just one of the largest groups for the search term 
“DCG”. Also included (Annex C) is one chain of comments under just one post in the Groups 
relating to activist Tina Urso before this became an episode of mass online harassment 
(presently in court) (this was covered in the first article by the Shift10). 

Examples of content (Daphne related pre and post 2017) 

 

  

   

      

 

    

       

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8  https://theshiftnews.com/2018/05/24/behind-the-scenes-how-labour-online-groups-reacted-to-
the-assassination-of-daphne-caruana-galizia/ 

9  https://theshiftnews.com/2018/06/02/il-king-ta-malta-muscat-worship-and-labour-hate-groups/ 
10  https://theshiftnews.com/2018/05/14/investigating-joseph-muscats-online-hate-machine/ 
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Current Status 

The groups remain active with pick ups in activity last seen during May 2019 elections. 
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Online Harassment & Disinformation 
Whilst the Facebook groups are just a technology tool (abused of), it is the content including 
the persons posting same and the ends sought to be achieved that is most deserving of 
focus. 

We briefly group these into two headings:  

(a) Online harassment / incitement of critics by government officials; and 
(b) Disinformation. 

 
Online Harassment / Incitement 

Some notable examples of accounts and posts by government officials / consultants: 

1. Neville Gafa (then OPM – Ministry of Health co-ordinator) 
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2. Glenn Bedingfield (OPM employee later also MP) 

Glenn Bedingfield ran a blog, www.glennbedingfield.com (since taken down) between 
2015 until later 2018. Parts of the blog are available on web-caches such as 
http://web.archive.org/web/20160220055653/http://glennbedingfield.com/. 
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3. Josef Caruana (Editor of it-Torca, OPM employee from 2017) 

Excerpts from June 2017 editorial by Caruana in it-Torca: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4. Tony Zarb (OPM / Ministry of Tourism consultant) 
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5. Mark Farrugia (Deputy OPM Chief of Staff) 
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6. Jeffrey Pullicino Orlando (MCST Executive Chairman) 
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7. Robert Musumeci (OPM consultant) 
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8. Rosianne Cutajar MP 
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The above list of examples (or targets) is far from exhaustive.  

Based on its own research of the online landscape in Malta, Bloomberg concluded in July 
2018 that Malta ought to be included in the list of countries where state-sponsored trolling 
takes place.1 It should be noted that so-called state-sponsored trolling comes in degrees or 
categories of gravity ranging from Category 4 “State-Leveraged or -Endorsed” to Category 1 
“State-Executed”.2 Based on: 

a) past instances of threats and harassment of journalists, activists or even mere critics,  
b) the involvement of senior government officials,  
c) a marked blurring between political propagandists and government functionaries 

(state / party separation),  
d) Facebook groups involved in trolling / harassment being administered or moderated 

by public officers, and 
e) lack of official condemnation and enforcement of appropriate laws, 

it is not difficult to reach a similar conclusion as Bloomberg. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 https://www.bloomberg.com/features/2018-government-sponsored-cyber-militia-cookbook/  
2 http://www.iftf.org/fileadmin/user_upload/images/DigIntel/IFTF_State_sponsored_trolling_report.pdf  
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Disinformation 

Besides targeted harassment, the above accounts as well as Facebook groups have been 
used with alarming frequency to flood online channels with competing narratives, often 
blatantly untrue or designed to trigger an emotional response. 

The Shift extensively covered disinformation as well as tactics used in its series 
“Disinformation Watch”: https://theshiftnews.com/category/disinformation-watch/  
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The above examples relate to the aftermath of Daphne Caruana Galizia’s assassination on 
16 October, 2017 showing a mix of online counter-narratives, stemming from persons within 
OPM. The Shift’s Disinformation Watch #10 focuses on this in particular. 
 
https://theshiftnews.com/2018/07/16/disinformation-watch-10-the-blame-game-governments-
reaction-to-a-journalists-assassination/  
 
Perhaps the most disturbing online disinformation wave was the “Truth Project” a 
professionally created counter-narrative to the Daphne Project which was promoted heavily 
by persons such as Neville Gafa and distributed through Facebook groups. 
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