Bihar Elections - Digital Campaigning on Facebook

Key Findings

1.
2.

Official ad spend across political parties is Rs. 7.8 crore, out of which BJP has spent Rs. 5.6 crores.
However, unofficial ad spend accounts for Rs. 2.9 crore, all of which is unaccounted for campaign
expenditure, not declared to the ECI but clearly used for political campaigning.

We notice a new trend of News Media pages that are running ads on videos that appear to be vox pop
style reportage but are clearly linked to one or the other political party and narrative, such as Bihar Live
for JDU and Today Bihar News for RJD.

DD News, a public sector broadcast channel is running ads targeted in Bihar attacking the leader of the
opposition Rahul Gandhi on his claims related to electoral roll verification.

Candidate Fan pages continue to violate ECI guidelines wherein this expenditure is unaccounted for in
ECI affidavits, possibly violating the expenditure limit of Rs. 40 lakh per candidate. For example Samrat
Choudhary (BJP) has official ad spend of Rs 8.6 lakh (which should be declared to the ECI), but
candidate fan pages are adding 20% more expenditure that is unaccounted for.

Two pages are putting out particularly vile content Bhak Bhudbak and Jungle Raaj attacking the Yadav
family through de-humaising imagery and casteist language. Neither of these pages have provided any
verification information, yet continue to spend high amounts in the days before election, without any
accountability.

Previous reports showed that Facebook was consistently giving more views per rupee spent to shadow
pages than official pages thus incentivising hate speech. Now Facebook has removed impression data
making it difficult to replicate that research for Bihar. This is likely to be a continuing trend.
Government pages also increased its spending in the months leading up to the election, amounting to
Rs. 23.6 lakh. The ad spending clearly correlates with election season, in clear violation of norms.

We call on ECI to ensure that Meta strictly enforces its advertiser verification policies, especially for
political ads.



Official Spending

Over the past year and into election season, political parties in Bihar have been spending heavily on advertising
on Facebook, amounting to at least Rs. 7.8 crores. BJP Bihar has spent Rs. 5.6 crores, Jan Suraaj has spent Rs.
1.4 crores, JDU has spent Rs. 17.8 lakh, RJD has spent Rs. 8.7 lakh and INC has spent Rs. 57 lakh. BJP
accounts for 70% of the total official ad spend during the elections. Researchers have shown how BJP Bihar has
used its official account and these considerable resources to push out hate speech targeted towards minorities

on themes of “Namak Haraam” and “Ghuspetivan.”
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Table1 Party Wise Official Ad Spend (in Rs. lakhs)

Party Ad Spend Ads

BJP Bihar 558.6 2,808

Jan Suraaj 139.9 1,991

Janata Dal United 17.8 356

Rashtriya Janata Dal 8.7 109

INC Bihar 57.7 620

Total 782.7 5,884
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https://www.outlookindia.com/elections/hate-speech-surges-in-bihar-polls-the-return-of-communal-and-caste-divides-in-campaign-rhetoric
https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?active_status=active&ad_type=political_and_issue_ads&country=IN&is_targeted_country=false&media_type=all&search_type=page&source=ad-report&view_all_page_id=1622068738037251
https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?country=IN&source=ad-report&view_all_page_id=105671775473178
https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?active_status=active&ad_type=political_and_issue_ads&country=IN&is_targeted_country=false&media_type=all&search_type=page&source=ad-report&view_all_page_id=175767759847352
https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?active_status=all&ad_type=all&country=ALL&is_targeted_country=false&media_type=all&search_type=page&source=page-transparency-widget&view_all_page_id=214823645277041
https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?active_status=all&ad_type=all&country=ALL&is_targeted_country=false&media_type=all&search_type=page&source=page-transparency-widget&start_date[min]=2024-11-01&start_date[max]&view_all_page_id=1208581579280560
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However, as noted in previous reports, official ad spend is only one portion of digital campaigning. Shadow
ads, run by entities clearly linked to political campaigning but not declaring themselves as such have
proliferated across social media. In Bihar we noticed three main types of shadow pages. The first is “News
Media” appearing as news but only providing content either for or against one party. The other continuing
trend is the existence of “fan pages” for candidates. The third category are shadow pages that post
inflammatory attack ads but without clear advertiser verification information, such as “Bhak Bhudbak” and

“Jungle Raaj.”

Taken together, the shadow universe gives an additional unaccounted for ad spend of Rs. 3 crore. This amount
is not declared by parties in their filings with the election commission but are an active part of the campaign.

Table 2: Shadow Universe (in Rs. lakhs)
Party/ Coalition Media Shadow Candidate Fan Total
NDA 13.7 54.1 19.4 87.2
INDIA 2.1 17.2 0.0 19.4
Jan Suraaj 6.7 182.2 1.3 190.2
22.5 253.6 20.7 206.8

Source: Dataset compiled from Meta Ad Library



https://actions.eko.org/a/report-meta-profiting-from-extremist-political-ads-in-maharashtra-india
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/13RcnAZb20CfU_mQ8w5gZheHkaSrp1bZfZjY1QIIg8Nw/edit?gid=0#gid=0
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/13RcnAZb20CfU_mQ8w5gZheHkaSrp1bZfZjY1QIIg8Nw/edit?usp=sharing
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Adopted as a strategy across parties, these “news media” pages consist of vox pop style interviews highlighting
their key narratives. Take for example, Bihar Live, which has spent close to Rs 4 lakh in advertising, with a
following of 650 thousand on its Facebook page. Its content is consistently anti-RJD though it is presented as
everyday people talking about crime. Contrast this with Today Bihar News with 274 thousand followers,
spending Rs. 50,000 on advertisements. The content here while presented as news is valourizing Tejashwi
Yadav and the RJD. We also found DD News Live, a public sector broadcast channel running ads targeted in
Bihar attacking the leader of the opposition Rahul Gandhi on his claims related to electoral roll verification.
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Candidate Fan Pages

ECI guidelines restrict spending per candidate to Rs. 40 lakh. One way to circumvent declaration of digital
campaign expenditure is to run ads as “fan pages” instead of through verified candidate pages that need to be
submitted to the ECI. We found fan pages of Ashok Choudhary (JDU), Sanjay Saraogi (BJP) and Nirbhay

Pratap Singh (BJP) among others.

Take for example Samrat Choudhary (BJP). While his official page has an ad spend of Rs 8.6 lakh (which
should be declared to the ECI), the unofficial ad spend through a series of pages adds about 20% to this
amounting to Rs. 2.3 lakh. These pages are: Yuva Bihar with Samrat, Samrat for Viksit Bihar, Bihar With

Samrat, Abki Baar Samrat Sarkar, Samrat Choudhary fanclub, Samrat Live, Chunavi Yatra Samrat Ke Sath and
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While earlier shadow pages were used to put out hate speech and content that violates community guidelines,
with Bihar we see the narratives of shadow and official pages to be much closer. However, parties are using
shadow pages to spend more in an unaccountable manner as compared to official pages. Jan Suraaj has spent
more through its shadow pages (such as Bihar Badlav Abhiyan and JS Digital Yoddha) than its official account.
Perhaps the strategy is to create a sense of omnipresence. The content is largely the same, heavily focused on
Prashant Kishore’s speeches. JDU has spent more through its shadow pages such as Nitish Cares and 25 & 30,
T & siIcier. Again the content is fairly direct featuring images of Nitish Kumar as Chief Minister, images
indistinguishable from official JDU page or even official government pages. RJD is spending almost double

through its shadow page Scdll TX&R - gedl [SeX that its official page.

Table 3: Comparing Official vs Shadow Ad Spend (in lakhs)

Official Ad Spend

Shadow Ad Spend | Total

% via Shadow

RJD 8.7 17

25.7 66%



http://facebook.com/105005994571862
http://facebook.com/522802954242461
http://facebook.com/522802954242461
http://facebook.com/402243522975434

JDU 17.8 25 42.8 58%
Jan Suraaj 139.9 190.2 330.1 58%

Out of the handful of pages are running attack ads, the worst are Bhak Budbak - & §s&% and Jungle Raj -
SarerTsl. These appear to be in the more traditional style of BJP-affiliated shadow pages given the high ad
spend and nature of content. Neither of these pages have any information on the advertiser, raising again the
questions of Meta’s advertiser verification processes, especially for elections.

Out of the top shadow pages, we found the content to mostly be targeted to RJD and against the Yadav family.
The verification information provided for all of these accounts was unsatisfactory as per Facebook’s own
guidelines, and definitely in violation of ECI guidelines.

Meta is yet again allowing shadow pages to push out derogatory attack ads during an election with no
information with no information on who is running these ads.
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Government resources are not allowed to be used for political campaigning. We found that the Government of
Bihar increased its spending in the months leading up to the election, amounting to Rs. 23.6 lakh. As visible in
the graph below, the ad spending clearly correlates with election season, in clear violation of norms.

Government pages since 2024-11-01: Spend & Counts — Total Spend ¥23.6L, Total Ads 2891
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We found 6 pages run by the Government of Bihar that only got active in the months before the
elections. These are Bihar State Sports Authority, Building Construction Department, Information and Public
Relations Department, Planning and Development Department, Prohibition, Excise and Registration
Department and Revenue and Land Reforms Department.

These pages were all started in early 2024 and were muted till Nov 2024 and restart during election season in
Bihar in 2025.

Recommendations

We reiterate recommendations already provided in the public domain.

For Meta

1.

Improve political advertiser verification. Require enough information for independent verification of
the real world candidate, party or entity responsible for the ad. The current system is clearly not
working with junk email addresses and defunct phone numbers.

Immediately take action against advertisers that repeatedly run ads in violation of Meta’s guidelines,
containing hate speech and operating in a coordinated manner. Be consistent in moderation decisions
of advertising policies. Explain why ads have breached policy, not just hide the ad in the library.
Through the channels established via the Voluntary Code of Conduct, inform the Election Commission
of India of ads running in violation of electoral laws, ads running without pre-certification and
candidates breaching campaign expenditure limits.

Improve the ad library by providing options to select specific time periods not just ranges, and provide
image descriptions, video transcripts and subtitles in ads and ad libraries. Make separate political ads
from social and issue-based ads. Make specific spending figures for each political ad. Bring back the
removed filter of impressions in the ad library.

In addition, Meta must follow the recommendations of 35+ civil society organisations proposed for elections
last year.!

For Election Commission of India

1.

@

Immediately take action against shadow advertisers on social media running ads in violation of
Supreme Court orders and ECI guidelines. Expenditure on shadow networks running digital ads must
be declared by political parties.

Require platforms to report ads running in violation of electoral laws, ads running without
pre-certification and candidates breaching campaign expenditure limits.

Disclose communications with social media platforms, as established by the Voluntary Code of Conduct.
Initiate a participatory process to develop a model code of conduct for social media to upgrade rules
around digital political ads.

In addition, we reiterate the recommendations of 11+ Indian civil society organisations proposed for the
national elections earlier this year.?

! April 2024. Enforce the political advertising silence period and take comprehensive measures to
uphold human rights during India’s elections.

% Internet Freedom Foundation. April 2024. https://internetfreedom.in/civil-society-writes-to-eci-on-2024-elections/
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