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Back to the Future: The Bloomberg/Twitter Impersonation Hoax 
BY JOHN REED STARK 

 
Shares of Twitter spiked sharply this past Tuesday on a report that Twitter was in 
play for a $31 billion buyout.   Specifically, what appeared at first glance to be a 
Bloomberg article, reported the following: 
 

Twitter Attracts Suitors. 
 
Twitter is working closely with bankers after receiving an offer to be bought 
out for $31 billion, people with knowledge of the situation said. 
 
Shares of Twitter have declined 35% since last reporting earnings and the 
company has recently become the subject of intense speculation as to its future. 
 
Last month, upon announcement that chairman and co-founder Jack Dorsey 
would be appointed interim CEO while they searched for a new leader, Twitter 
stock rose 8%. It was a clear signal from Wall Street that it was happy the 
company decided to part ways with ex-CEO Richard “Dick” Costello.   Under his 
leadership the company struggled to add new members and generate more 
revenue from it’s ad products. 
 
While a deal is expected to to be reached, bankers may rebuff any suitor or 
work out an eventual sale, the people said asking not to be named as the 
information is private. 
 
In the past, Google has been named most likely to buy the micro-blogging site, 
but the people said there was also strong interest from an un-named foreign 
buyer. 
 
Spokespeople from both Twitter and Google couldn’t be reached for comment. 

 
Following the news, Twitter’s price rose sharply, about 8.5% from its opening price 
of $36.71 to a peak of nearly $39.  By the close of the market, Twitter’s stock price 
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settled down to its original opening price.   
 
Twitter options also experienced heightened activity, with trading concentrated in 
call options above or near the current stock price of $37 (well below the $38.82 high 
Tuesday, but above Monday’s close of $35.78). A call option grants the right to buy 
the underlying stock at a certain price, called the strike price, by a specific time.  
Nine of the 10 most-active Twitter options were call options in recent trading.  The 
first sizeable options trade, after the news, happened in Twitter call options that 
expire later this week and have a $37 strike price, evidencing that investors saw the 
news and started trading on it.   Investors also rushed to buy $38 call options 
expiring this week. 
 
Hosted on a “Bloomberg.market” domain that mirrored the real Bloomberg site, a 
snapshot of the purported Bloomberg website is as follows:    
 

 
Though the Bloomberg article appeared genuine enough at first glance, and the false 
story was perhaps believable given recent previous rumors that Twitter could be 
acquired by Google, Bloomberg, within a few hours of the phony announcement 
broadcasted that the story was a hoax.  Bloomberg also noted that the website 
hosting the article was a site that was a close facsimile of the one run by Bloomberg 
LP, mimicking Bloomberg’s style and layout and even using a Bloomberg reporter’s 
name in the byline.  The WhoIs domain registry shows the fake site was registered 
just recently, on July 10. 
 
Though the use of the Bloomberg.market domain was clever, implying that 
Bloomberg may have begun operating online as Bloomberg.market, taking 
advantage of the latest available of new online domain extensions (such as .BAND, 
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.ROCKS, .NINJA, .DANCE, .CONSULTING, .LAWYER, .SOCIAL and other new domain 
name extensions for individuals and businesses), upon closer scrutiny the article 
was immediately suspect.  In fact, the fake article contained numerous grammatical 
errors and actually misspelled (as “Costello”) the name of former Twitter CEO Dick 
Costolo. 
 
Initially, investors were not the only ones who fell for the impersonation hoax –
Bloomberg itself as well as Reuters, republished the bogus Twitter news, bolstering 
the news’s bona fides and further advancing the power of the hoax.    
 
CNBC even immediately cited reports of the $31 billion Twitter buyout on-air, and 
anchor Carl Quintanilla tweeted a link to the bogus report (but quickly followed up 
by pointing out errors in the story).  Quintanilla, one of the brightest and most 
respected CNBC commentators, noted the need for increasing skepticism in the 
digital age in a follow-up Tweet later in the day, stating, “There's an old saying in 
journalism: ‘If your mother says she loves you, check it out.’  That was before 
Hackers . . . ”  
 
The Bloomberg/Twitter impersonation hoax was not the first of these modern day 
market manipulation schemes to make headlines, nor was it the first to exploit and 
make use of Bloomberg.  The grand daddy of online impersonation market 
manipulation hoaxes (discussed below) occurred way back in 1999 perpetrated by 
25-year old Californian Gary Hoke, and fatefully, also involved a phony Bloomberg 
web page Hoke created.   
 
The Hoke matter was followed by a string of similar online market manipulation 
impersonation hoaxes, many of which were successfully prosecuted by the U.S. 
Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) as well as, in some cases, the U.S. 
Department of Justice (DOJ), which seemed to stifle the new age fraud’s growth in its 
tracks.    
 
However, yesterday’s Twitter/Bloomberg hoax may be indicating their rebirth.   
 
Impersonation Hoaxes:  Some History 
 
Schemes to spread false rumors and bogus news reports to manipulate stock prices 
have plagued capital markets for more than a century.  In fact, the essence of the 
schemes of today and of 100 years ago have not changed much, and remain quite 
simple: Con artists attempt to manipulate financial markets by spreading false 
information aimed to increase or to decrease artificially a company’s stock price.   
 
What has changed dramatically though is the modus operandi for market 
manipulation schemes, especially: 1) the ease with which purveyors of false news 
can conduct their stock manipulation schemes in cyberspace; 2) the instantaneous 
manner in which manipulators can use websites and social media to spread a false 
rumor and target/reach specific (and more vulnerable) audiences; and 3) the 

http://www.securitiesdocket.com/2009/05/21/fake-press-release-scam-fails-for-umteenth-time-in-a-row
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minimal resources required to perpetrate online manipulation schemes, which can 
be done from anywhere in the world and at little or no cost at all.   
 
Undoubtedly, before the advent of the Internet, orchestrating the kind of 
manipulation information campaign that could move a stock price took time, effort 
and financial resources – now the identical scheme costs nothing and can take just a 
few minutes.   
 
Exacerbating matters is the sheer ubiquity and amount of information that courses 
through markets together with an insatiable desire from investors for fresh and 
timely information.  Moreover, the clutter of sleek-looking information sources and 
information providers makes it difficult for small investors and sophisticated 
traders alike, both operating at high speeds, to avoid a well-crafted hoax. 
 
PairGain and Gary Hoke 
 
The first instance of an online market manipulation impersonation scheme akin to 
the Twitter/Bloomberg hoax occurred way back in 1999 and similarly spoofed 
Bloomberg’s website to spread false information in an effort to artificially impact 
the price of a stock.  The 1999 scheme involved 25 year-old Gary Hoke, who worked 
for a company called PairGain, a California based telecommunications equipment 
manufacturer whose stock traded on the NASDAQ at the time.    
 
Hoke posted a message on an Internet message board falsely reporting that an 
Israeli company planned to acquire PairGain.  The message board posting contained 
a link to a website designed by Hoke to mimic a Bloomberg online news report 
announcing the impending acquisition.   
 
A snapshot of Hoke’s actual phony Bloomberg web page is as follows:  
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Hoke constructed the phony Bloomberg article website by using a fake name and an 
Internet service that offered users free websites.  Hoke then linked to the fake 
website from messages about PairGain that he posted on Internet message boards.   
 
Hoke’s hoax quickly inflated PairGain stock by more than 30%, from $8.50 per share 
to as high as $11.25.  Trading that day totaled 13.7 million shares, about seven times 
PairGain stock’s average trading volume. The price of PairGain stock fell back to 
$9.38 when the company issued a statement denying that such a deal was in the 
works. 
 
Hoke’s scheme was the first SEC and criminal prosecution that truly demonstrated 
how, in cyberspace, a single individual using just a single phony website and a few 
message board postings, could trick a large number of investors to trade.  Hoke, 
apparently spooked by the publicity surrounding the hoax (which, given its 
ingenuity and novelty, made immediate headlines), opted not to add fuel to the fire 
and sell any of the 1,000 shares of PairGain stock he owned – despite opportunity 
for a quick and easy profit.   
 
The SEC and DOJ identified Hoke as the bogus website’s creator by tracing the 
website message board postings to his Internet service provider and Hoke was 
charged both by the SEC in a civil enforcement action and by the U.S. Attorney’s 
Office of the Central District of California in a criminal action.   Bloomberg LP, parent 
company of Bloomberg news service, also filed a related lawsuit against Hoke in 
federal court in New York City, seeking unspecified damages for the scheme. 
 
In the criminal case, Hoke was charged with five counts of securities fraud and faced 
a maximum sentence of 10 years in prison and up to $1 million in fines per count, 
but he later pled guilty to two counts of securities fraud.  At sentencing, U.S. District 
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Judge Terry Hatter in Los Angeles dismissed prosecutors' recommendation of 12 to 
13 months in prison, saying he was convinced Hoke's decision to post the fraudulent 
story was an aberration in an otherwise honorable life.  Judge Hatter sentenced 
Hoke to five months home detention, five years probation and ordered Hoke to pay 
$93,000 to about 30 investors who purchased PairGain stock and sold it at a loss 
after PairGain denied Hoke’s bogus report.  Judge Hatter also questioned whether 
the lack of Internet safeguards to prevent posting of false messages was partly to 
blame for the scam. 
 
Interestingly, Judge Hatter also criticized professional investors who failed to verify 
the fake report before buying PairGain stock, and said he was impressed by a letter 
in which Hoke's mother said her son was "a victim” of the Internet.  "It doesn't seem 
right that we proceed with this matter criminally when we don't have protections 
out there," Judge Hatter said. 
 
Hoke told Judge Hatter that he posted the story to counter chat room messages that 
disparaged PairGain and the value of its stock.  Hoke said he believed the messages 
were posted by traders who hoped to profit by driving down the price of the 
company's shares.  "As a PairGain stockholder, it just made me unhappy. I felt I 
could influence the negative remarks people were making in a positive way. It was 
stupid," Hoke told reporters outside the courtroom. 
 
In the SEC enforcement action, Hoke was charged with violating the SEC’s antifraud 
provisions alleging “Hoke knew or was reckless in not knowing that his statements . 
. . were materially false and misleading and, in addition, that posting those 
statements on a counterfeit Bloomberg page would materially mislead investors as 
to the reliability of that information . . . and would result in an increase in both the 
price and the volume of trading in PairGain securities.”  Hoke eventually settled with 
the SEC, and agreed, without admitting or denying wrongdoing, to an order barring 
him from future violations of federal anti-fraud laws.  
 
As an aside, notably absent from the SEC’s complaint was any mention of trading by 
Hoke.  The SEC does not have to allege that a defendant bought or sold securities 
when charging violations of the antifraud provisions, in the context of an Internet-
related charge or otherwise.  The Rule 10b-5 prohibition applies to false statements 
that are reasonably calculated to affect the market, whether or not the makers of the 
false statements participated in securities transactions (See McCann v. Ernst & 
Young, 102 F.2d 390 (9th Cir. 1996), cert denied, Ernst & Young LLP v. McGann 520 
U.S. 1181) (1997).  And in a case like Hoke, statements made over the Internet, in a 
financial message board thread, met this test.   
 
Bid.com and Leszek Zbierajewski 
 
Gary Hoke’s 1999 stock manipulation scheme prompted similar plots in the years 
that followed.  The next came in July of 1999 when Leszek Zbierajewski, a 25 year-
old Chicago resident, posted a phony PR Newswire release announcing that an $89 

http://openjurist.org/102/f3d/390/mcgann-v-ernst-young
http://openjurist.org/102/f3d/390/mcgann-v-ernst-young
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million dollar alliance between bid.com and America Online was imminent.  He used 
the screen name "jag 98" to post the online message, and doctored a legitimate PR 
Newswire release issued a few days earlier about a different company (the same 
apparent modus operandi of the perpetrator of the Twitter/Bloomberg hoax, who 
may have doctored this actual Bloomberg news report identified by the Wall Street 
Journal).  
 
Message board posters immediately challenged Zbierajewski, one poster stating, 
“You’re going to jail just like Gary Hoke because that’s a lie!  There’s no $89 million 
dollar alliance with AOL, you just made that up!”  
 
Zbierajewski, perhaps spooked by the possibility of serving prison time, retracted 
the posting twenty minutes later saying, “I’m sorry, that was news I hoped would 
happen, I was hoping they had a deal with AOL, I was just letting off some steam.”   
 
But it was too late – Zbierajewski’s fake posting had already made an impact on the 
market as the false report had sparked real interest in bid.com.  After the posting, 
just before 1 p.m. EST, trading volume in bid.com went up six fold and volume rose 
from an average of 154,000 shares per hour that morning, to about one million 
shares per hour by early afternoon.  Prices for bid.com shares also rose -- in about 
an hour, the stock went from about $8.50 a share to about $9 a share. 
 
The SEC tracked down Zbierajewski and filed an enforcement action against him for 
securities fraud.  Zbierajewski's motives remain unclear; unlike Gary Hoke, 
Zbierajewski was not an employee of either bid.com or America Online, and the SEC 
complaint did not indicate that he had a financial interest in either company, or that 
he traded on the false reports.   
 
Ultimately, Zbierajewski settled the SEC’s enforcement action without admitting or 
denying the SEC's allegations, and agreed to an order barring him from future 
violations of federal anti-fraud laws.  The SEC noted that no fine was imposed due to 
the defendant's "demonstrated inability to pay." 
 
A snapshot of Zbierajewski’s actual bogus postings are as follows:   
 

http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-07-09/no-more-apologies-at-barclays-as-mcfarlane-sets-sight-on-revenue
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-07-09/no-more-apologies-at-barclays-as-mcfarlane-sets-sight-on-revenue
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Lucent and Fred Moldofsky 
 
On the afternoon of March 22, 2000, Fred Moldofsky, a 46 year-old Canadian citizen 
living in Houston, posted on a message board rumors that Lucent would not meet its 
quarterly earnings estimates.  Later, during that same evening, Moldofsky posted a 
fake PR Newswire announcement and several dozen other messages repeatedly 
stating that Lucent’s earnings were going to be poor.  The postings were made 
March 22 and 23, 2000, under aliases such as "hot-like-wasabe" and "ya-gotta-
believe-in-me."  Moldofsky apparently lifted language from an old Lucent press 
release to enhance his fake press release’s authenticity (just like Zbierajewski and 
the author of the fake Twitter/Bloomberg article).   
 
On March 22, 2000, Lucent's stock closed at $62.63 a share, down $2.63. The next 
day, March 23rd, the stock opened at $62.13 and traded as low as $60.38.  Market 
commentators attributed Lucent’s stock price decline to the press release that 
Moldofsky had disseminated.  Lucent disavowed the information in the fake press 
release during the morning of March 23. 
 
Moldofsky was caught within days of his false postings and charged by both the SEC 
and DOJ.  In the criminal action, Moldofsky was convicted by a jury of one count of 
securities fraud and was sentenced to the two months in prison he had already 
served.  At the time of his sentencing, Moldofsky held a $30,000-a-year job at a 

Later that day… 
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Texas refinery, and could have received a six-year prison sentence. The Manhattan 
U.S. attorney's office argued that the fake press release, posted in March 2000, sent 
Lucent's shares tumbling by 3.6 percent and harmed investors. 
  
In handing down the sentence, U.S. District Judge Robert P. Patterson noted 
Moldofsky's otherwise clean criminal record and the fact he did not profit from the 
bogus release.  The judge imposed a $4,000 fine though, to send a message that "you 
can't have people posting messages on the Internet willy-nilly." The judge also 
ordered Moldofsky to be confined to his home, when not working, for six months.  
 
At sentencing, Moldofsky told the judge he did not realize he was breaking any law 
when he posted the fake release on Yahoo's message board. "I deeply regret what 
happened," he said. "There was never any intent to defraud investors." 
 
In the SEC action, without admitting or denying wrongdoing, Moldofsky agreed to a 
final SEC judgment permanently enjoining him from future securities violations.  
According to the SEC, Moldofsky did not have to pay a penalty based on his sworn 
inability to do so. 
 
Moldofsky’s scheme was an example of a “cybersmear” campaign, in which Internet 
users publish information to drive down the price of the stock, not a scheme to 
artificially inflate the price, like the schemes of Hoke and Zbierajewski.   
 
Cybersmears are interesting, because even if they do not have an impact on a 
company’s stock price, people hear rumors, company employees get upset, analysts 
might take note and customers and partners might start questioning the company’s 
ability to perform.  Everyone in the company can suddenly start to have questions 
when false rumors are spread on the Internet, because  . . .  sometimes rumors are 
true.   
 
For instance, even though the Twitter Bloomberg story was clearly a hoax, CNBC 
focused heavily on the story in their reports and even had a roundtable discussion 
about the likelihood of Twitter being bought by another company – the rumor, albeit 
clearly false, nonetheless fueled further speculation about Twitter. 
 
A snapshot of Moldofsky’s actual fake press release is as follows:   
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Emulex and Marc Jakob 
 
In August of 2000, Marc Jakob, a 24 year-old community college student from El 
Segundo, California, who worked for a wire service called Internet Wire (now 
known as “MarketWired”), sold short 3,000 shares of a Costa Mesa, California high-
tech company Emulex corporation, at about $80 a share.  In a short sale, an investor 
borrows shares and sells them, hoping to buy them back later at a lower price, 
return the borrowed shares and pocket the profit.  Within a week, the shares went 
up to $133 per share and Jakob was $97,000 in the hole from his Emulex short 
position.   
 
To recover from the short, Jakob sent an email to Internet Wire containing a fake 
press release, purportedly from Emulex, stating: that the company announced a 
revised earnings showing a loss instead of a profit; that the SEC had launched an 
investigation into its accounting practices; and that its CEO had stepped down.  The 
release was issued via Internet Wire, in spite of company procedures for confirming 
the authenticity of releases.  Bloomberg, Dow Jones and other news outlets 
redistributed the fake Emulex release and it quickly became big news and Emulex’s 
stock price collapsed.   
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Specifically, it was 9:30 a.m. when Internet Wire disseminated the press release.  At 
10:13 a.m. headlines across other news wire services began to run the story and 
between 10:13 and 10:29 a.m., 2.3 million Emulex shares were traded and the price 
plummeted to $61 per share – a $2.2 billion market cap loss in just sixteen 
minutes.  NASDAQ halted Emulex’s stock’s trading at 10:29 a.m. and the stock 
resumed trading once the company denied the phony report.  At the time that 
trading in Emulex stock resumed, its stock price returned to about $105 per share.   
 
What did Jakob do in the course of about 15 minutes, while the uncorrected false 
information spread like wildfire?  First, just before the trading halt, Jakob covered 
his short position and made a profit of $54,000.  But he did not stop there.  Jakob 
knew that the information about Emulex was false so he further capitalized on his 
scheme and bought additional Emulex shares hoping to profit on the upswing.  He 
then sold the stock he purchased at a profit of over $186,000 for a total profit of 
$241,000.  Not a bad trading day for a guy who, just a day earlier, was $97,000 in the 
hole from his short position. 
 
SEC and FBI investigators uncovered Jakob’s fraud after tracing the e-mail with the 
phony release to a computer at El Camino Community College in Torrance, 
California, where Jakob had been a student.  Jakob was arrested Aug. 31 and later 
indicted on 11 securities and wire fraud charges.  The SEC also filed parallel civil 
charges against Jakob for securities fraud.     
 
In the criminal action, filed in the Central District of California, Jakob pleaded guilty 
to two counts of securities fraud and one count of wire fraud in which he admitted 
creating and distributing the falsified press release through Internet Wire, and was 
sentenced to 44 months in prison.   
 
Jakob told U.S. District Judge Dickran Tevrizian he had read letters from investors 
who lost millions because of his actions. "It was not until I saw what some of these 
investors went through that I realized what I really did cause," he said, adding that 
he was "sincerely sorry" for his actions and would work to pay restitution to 
investors.  Judge Tevrizian said that Jakob's hoax was "like dropping an atomic 
bomb on the financial market of this country." 
 
In the SEC action, Jakob, without admitting or denying wrongdoing, agreed to 
surrender roughly $353,000 to be paid to a group of investors who claimed they lost 
money as a result of the hoax.  The $353,000 figure reflects the roughly $241,000 
Jakob gained as a result of the hoax, plus $97,000, the amount of trading losses he 
avoided, plus $15,000 in interest.  In addition, Jakob agreed to pay a civil penalty of 
$102,642.  
 
Although Emulex' stock price recovered quickly after losing 60% of its value within 
an hour, the plummet cost investors nearly $110 million. However, an Emulex 
shareholder lawsuit against Internet Wire and Bloomberg LP, New York, which 
picked up and disseminated the inaccurate information, was later dismissed. The 



 Page 13 of 18 

judge in the matter said the plaintiff failed to show that Internet Wire and 
Bloomberg knew the press release was a hoax and deliberately set out to defraud 
investors. 
 
A snapshot of Jakob’s actual phony press release is as follows:   
 

 
 
Sneiderman and Extreme Networks 
 
Just after the market opened on October 8, 2001, Ned Sneiderman, a 25 year-old 
living in Kentucky, using an alias, posted from his home computer, a message on the 
Yahoo stock discussion board dedicated to the discussion of Viasource, a broadband 
technology company based in Fort Lauderdale, Florida.  Sneiderman's message bore 
the subject line "VVVV buyout for .90 a share." The text of Sneiderman's message 
began, "This came across the wire this morning." 
 
The remainder of the posting was drafted to mimic a PR Newswire press release. 
The purported press release posted by Sneiderman read, in pertinent part: 
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SANTA CLARA, Calif., Oct. 9 /PRNewswire/ -- Extreme Networks, Inc. (Nasdaq: 
EXTR-news) announced today a cash tender offer for all of the outstanding 
shares of common stock of Viasource Communications, Inc. (Nasdaq: VVVV - 
news), at a price of $0.92 per share in cash... 

 
The posting went on to set forth the structure of the merger and the terms of the 
tender offer, giving the purported press release the appearance of legitimacy. 
 
Minutes before he posted the message, Sneiderman bought 4,500 shares of 
Viasource in his online brokerage account from his home computer, the same 
computer from which he posted the false press release.  The purported press release 
posted by Sneiderman was a complete fabrication.  Extreme Networks did not issue 
or authorize any such release, and Extreme Networks did not make a tender offer 
for Viasource. 
 
In the hour following the posting, Viasource stock more than doubled in price to 
$.22 per share (from its opening of $.09 per share), on volume of more than 950,000 
shares, nearly seven times higher than the previous trading day.  The fraud 
artificially inflated Viasource's market capitalization by almost $4.7 million. 
 
Within an hour of the posting, both companies quickly denied the takeover rumors, 
trading in the two stocks was temporarily halted, and then both companies issued 
formal corrective press releases.  Once trading was resumed, the price of Viasource 
dropped by about 50% from the day's high.   
 
Sneiderman failed to liquidate his Viasource stock holdings prior to the trading halt, 
and, thus, was unable to realize substantial profits from his fraud.  Nonetheless, 
Sneiderman's fraud caused substantial market disruption, necessitating NASDAQ to 
halt trading in two securities and requiring two companies to issue corrective press 
releases. 
 
The SEC quickly tracked down Sneiderman and charged him with securities fraud.  
However, Sneiderman repeatedly failed to appear before the court in the Northern 
District of California where he was charged.  Thus, in a January 2003 order, the 
court found that the SEC's complaint and evidence submitted by the SEC established 
Sneiderman's liability for securities fraud and the court permanently enjoined 
Sneiderman from violating the SEC’s anti-fraud provisions, and ordered him to pay 
$60,000 in civil penalties. 
 
Sina and Nikolai Safavi 
 
In October 2003, Nikolai Safavi, a 40-year-old senior vice president with a large San 
Francisco bank, posted a fake news story on the Yahoo Finance message board for 
Sina Corp.  Like Jakob had done with Emulex, Safavi had previously sold 1,000 Sina 
stock shares short at $42, betting that Sina stock would fall in price.   
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The fake story on Yahoo appeared to be a Reuters news story (with the real names 
of actual Reuters reporters) detailing that Goldman Sachs viewed Sina shares as 
overvalued (At the time, Goldman did not cover Sina, which is based in Shanghai).  
Sina's stock, which traded on the NASDAQ, fell more than 3% on the posting, 
experiencing  a sudden market-cap loss of about $68 million.   
 
Safavi's actual profit on the scheme was minimal. He closed out his short position a 
few days after making the fraudulent posting for a $350 profit before transaction 
costs and interest.  
 
Although Safavi made a profit of only $350 before transaction costs and interest, the 
SEC still tracked him down Safavi and charged him with securities fraud.  Safavi 
agreed to settle the SEC charges, without admitting or denying wrongdoing, paid a 
$25,000 penalty and was permanently enjoined from further violating securities 
laws. 
 
Safavi’s lawyer said Safavi was not trying to profit from the posting and posted the 
message in order to demonstrate to other message board users that, although 
anything could be written on the board, the fact that it was written did not make it 
true. 
 
A snapshot of Safavi’s actual fake posting is as follows:   
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Benjamin Snyder and Viragen 
 
Not every fake posting scheme actually succeeds.  Benjamin Snyder was a Georgia 
teenager who posted a bogus news story on Internet message boards in May of 
2002 to boost shares of Viragen International Incorporated, a biotechnology 
company based in Plantation, Florida.  
 
Snyder, a 17-year-old high school student created a fake Bloomberg.com news 
article reporting that the Food and Drug Administration had approved a Viragen 
International drug to treat anthrax.   The bogus news story, which carried the name 
of a real Bloomberg reporter, said Viragen stock was expected to multiply six- or 
seven-fold.  The SEC tracked down the posting and found Snyder had used a 
computer at the Lawrenceville, Georgia public library to spread the fake report.  
 
Snyder’s bogus news story failed to have any impact on the price or volume of 
Viragen stock and Snyder made no profits.  Nonetheless, the SEC still charged 
Snyder with securities fraud, and Snyder, without admitting or denying wrongdoing, 
settled to an SEC administrative proceeding and agreed to cease-and-desist from 
any future violations of the federal securities laws. 
 
A snapshot of Snyder’s actual fake posting is as follows:  
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Online Market Manipulation Impersonation Hoaxes: Aberration or Harbinger? 
 
Whether the Twitter/Bloomberg hoax is an aberration or a harbinger of more 
similar schemes to be committed in the future, is difficult to predict.  On the one 
hand, unlike hackers orchestrating SQL injections, cold fusion exploits, APT assaults 
and other clandestine online cyber attacks, virtual con artists like Hoke, Jakob and 
the others leave a much more heftier and fulsome evidentiary trail of their exploits, 
which means they are far more apt to get caught.  
 
Specifically, the perpetrators of these market manipulation impersonation schemes 
leave behind a treasure trove of trace evidence of their wrongdoing, including: a 
money trail (because the scheme requires a manner in which to collect profits); a 
trading trail (because the scheme requires a national exchange upon which to trade 
the manipulated stocks); and an Internet protocol trail (because the scheme requires 
a litany of online touches and activity).  
 
On the other hand, given the continuing technological ease of using social media, 
creating phony news releases and websites together with the increasingly available 
techniques for cloaking or masquerading online movements, perhaps these early 
Internet swindles will experience a resurgence, even a Renaissance.  Indeed, the 
Twitter/Bloomberg impersonation hoax is not the only example of late.  Just last 
month, shares of Penn Virginia Corp. spiked after a news outlet reported that the 
U.S. energy producer had rejected an $8-a-share takeover offer from oil major BP 
PLC.  People familiar with the companies have said no such offer or rejection 
occurred between them.  That report appears to have gained traction due to still-
online documentation from the same date 13 years ago of an earlier takeover tussle 
involving Penn Virginia and a suitor with a name similar to BP’s. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Other than the culprits themselves, finding someone to blame for the success of 
securities fraud schemes like the Bloomberg/Twitter hoax remains a challenge.   
 
For its part, in response to a query, an email from the @OpenOutcrier Twitter 
account condemned the fake Bloomberg report but said it is Twitter’s policy “to 
deliver news and rumor alerts as fast as they are made available. This may leave 
very little time for comprehensive vetting of any given news event; such is the 
balance of real-time distribution and qualified accuracy.”  The person added that the 
account will “never originate a rumor or knowingly misrepresent information we 
publish.   In today’s instance, we continued to deliver our concerns about this 
information with the same speed and immediacy as the original rumor.” 
 
Meanwhile Bloomberg is a victim of its own achievements and reputation as a 
reliable and speedy news service, and cannot do much to stop online miscreants 
from hijacking their HTML code to feign authenticity.  Ironically, Bloomberg 
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spokesperson Ty Trippet confirmed in a tweet that the story was phony stating 
“Please note – that $TWTR story everyone is talking about is fake.”   (When you can’t 
beat ‘em, join ‘em.)   
 
Moreover, it would be hypocritical for the SEC to criticize Bloomberg, Twitter or any 
of the intermediaries or other entities exploited in these kinds of impersonation 
market manipulation schemes; because even the SEC is not immune from being 
used as part of a hoax.  Just a few months ago, shares of Avon Products soared 
following a news release filed with the SEC that claimed that the consumer-products 
company was the target of a takeover bid from “PTG Capital,” an apparent allusion 
to private-equity firm “TPG,” whose boilerplate self-description was mimicked in the 
purported filing.  The SEC later filed an enforcement action claiming that the false 
Avon report came from a 37-year-old man in Bulgaria.  The SEC also charged that 
the Bulgarian man had manipulated stocks in a similar fashion on two previous 
occasions over four years. 
 
In the end, if anyone is to blame for the success of yesterday’s Bloomberg/Twitter 
fraud, it is the investors who bought Twitter stock after reading the fake Bloomberg 
article.  Rather than basing their investment decisions on sound and thoughtful 
research, the Twitter stock buyers made the kind of snap judgments that stock-
trading guru Jim Kramer derides every evening on his CNBC Mad Money show.    
 
For those “snap judgment minded investors” who got burned by the 
Twitter/Bloomberg hoax (or who were tempted by it), the Twitter/Bloomberg 
fraud should serve as a powerful reminder:  Beware of online fraudulent 
information, and make investments decisions wisely, cautiously and carefully, 
rather than hastily, rashly and impulsively.      
 


