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Abstract

The Mati (Greece) wildfire of 23 July 2018 received extensive news coverage. It
dominated the Greek public discourse for several years to the extent that it was ascribed
to being used as a tool for electoral power. In spite of its significance, no research has
focused on investigating the news coverage of this event. This research paper examines
the news discourse of the Mati Wildfire by studying 1,573 news articles, using
ideological discourse analysis (IDA). It analyses the dominant narratives and
constructions of the nine most prominent news websites in Greece and reveals if there
is a systemic undermining of human impact on the environment. The findings showed
that the news outlets did not cover the wildfire as an environmental event, but rather a
political issue. The disseminated constructions were of a populistic discourse that
supported a polarized logic of a positive image for a particular group (i.e., the main
opposition party) and a negative one for the outgroup (i.e., the then-government). As a
result, the study emphasises how crucial it is for journalists to critically explain the role
and effects of human activity on the environment (Anthropocene), instead of simply

focusing on political or otherwise discussion of events.
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Introduction

Following the wildfires in the summer of 2018 in Greece, and in context of the deadliest
wildfires that happened in other continents like the USA and Australia around the same
time, Greece’s Prime Minister, Kyriakos Mitsotakis (2019 — to date), said that the
nation should reconsider its approaches to dealing with disasters (Protothema.gr, 2018a;
Masters, 2018). He added,

“[...] almost 100 people were burned in a residential area so close to Athens [...]
let us separate the construction problems from the miserable crisis management
and the most miserable communication management effort to cover up what was

not done” (Protothema.gr, 2018a).

Notably, the discourse around disaster management turned political to the extent that
Mitsotakis’ government, the New Democracy (ND) which was not in power at the time,
used this narrative as a most influential tool to gain the people’s support and win
subsequent elections. The government in power in 2018 when the wildfires occurred, a
coalition of the parties of Syriza (Coalition of the Radical Left) and Independent Greeks
(ANEL) led by Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras, mismanaged the narrative around the
disaster and so suffered severe electoral losses in the region of Attica in 2019 (Mylonas,
2019; Tsatsanis et al., 2020).

The wildfires that devastated Greece in 2018 were most disastrous in a village called
Mati where the state had systematically neglected the protection of the environment in
favour of alternative projects like the construction of buildings violating the laws of the
country. This was facilitated by politicians’ negotiations during electoral periods which
saw the changing of laws to suit populist voters’ will (Xatzigeorgiou, 2020;
Delevegkos, 2019). In other words, government efforts were not focusing on creating
sustainable solutions to protect the environment and the citizens but rather to win votes.
It can therefore be said that 2018 Attica wildfires are an example of governance failure
and the deaths of the 102 citizens can be blamed on all the parties that have governed
the country, past and present, for not dealing effectively with the illegal constructions
that have systematically damaged the environment (Dimelli, 2017; Apostolopoulou &
Pantis, 2010).

The news media’s role in highlighting issues systematically in order to facilitate

debate and intervention cannot be overemphasised. Studies have shown that the news



outlets follow the politicians’ statements based on various reasons, including a lack of
time, access, and the ideological background of the news outlets (Bennett et al., 2019;
Karyotakis et al, 2019; Veneti et al., 2020). However, environmental journalism and
the news coverage about Greece is an area that requires greater attention (Hovardas,
2014; Giannoulis et al., 2010). The Greek media landscape is characterized by strong
connections between the politicians and the journalists (Papathanassopoulos, 2017). In
addition, it is a polarised system that tends to benefit the party that is about to win the
elections, as there is the assumption that the winning party will support the news outlets
that disseminated the party’s ideas during the elections (Papathanassopoulos, 2017;
losifidis & Boucas, 2015).

In spite of the skewed narrative of climate change in the media, the voices that call
for closer attention to the environmental impact that human activity has on citizens’
daily lives have increased in Greece and worldwide over time, due to the catastrophic
events related to climate change (Ehlers & Krafft, 2006; Lorimer, 2017). More
specifically, the theoretical basis of this paper is grounded in Anthropocene, a concept
whose core idea is that humans need to understand that they are a part of a system that
involves them and the consequences of their actions. “Anthropocene therefore really
commences when humans become aware of their global role in shaping the earth, and,
consequently, when this awareness shapes their relationship with the natural
environment” (Lorimer, 2017, p. 123).

This theoretical concept argues for a more holistic approach that understands human
activity as part of the natural world, that humans cannot be disconnected from the
natural environment. The humans are identified as an essential element of the natural
system because they tend to influence the other parts of the system positively or
negatively, such as the animals, the planet, and their ecosystems. This new approach
has become more prominent in the last decade (Ehlers & Krafft, 2006; Lorimer, 2017).
However, in journalism there has so far been minimal focus on Anthropocene’s ideas
for analyzing the systemic impact that human activity has on the planet despite the calls
for more thorough studies (Nadler, 2019; Cottle, 2019; Lewis & Maslin, 2015).

This concept underlines the need for interrogation of the news coverage of the
wildfires, which has been marginal in Greece although related incidents have been
taking place in different parts of the world such as Australia, United States of America,
and other European or Latin American countries (Hopke, 2020; Crow et al., 2017;

Houston et al., 2012; Nilsson & Enander, 2020). The current research situates itself in



this gap, to analyse the news coverage, enhance the relevant literature and expand our
understanding of the systemic impact that human activity has on the environment. The
wildfires of 2018 in Greece, especially the case of Mati, were selected not only for its
prominence on a global scale but also because there were accusations of exploiting that
event for political reasons from both the governments that were ruling Greece from
2015, until the time that this paper is written (Syriza’s Account 2012-2019, 2020).
This paper analysed 1,573 news articles of Greece’s most prominent digital news
media through an analytical approach of discourse analysis to reveal their dominant
narratives and constructions. Also, it reveals if there is a systemic undermining of

human impact on the environment considering the Mati wildfire.
The Problematic News Coverage of Wildfires

News media often cover wildfires under the common category of natural disasters. They
are portrayed as extreme phenomena that do not happen frequently and, thus they are
rarely attributed to human activity. For example, people tend to blame the weather
conditions such as wind and extreme heat during such an event. As a result, the
connection between human activity and the destruction of the environment, such as the
provocation of wildfires, is not evident in people’s minds (Berglez & Lidskog, 2019).
That is one of the reasons why the news media tend to neglect to highlight the systemic
impact that human activity has on the planet. During these events, usually, the coverage
focuses on stunning images, celebrity statements, heroic stories of those that try to help
in dealing with wildfires, an anthropocentric discourse that underlines the dreadful
consequences for the individuals that lose their houses, close relatives, and in some
cases, governments are blamed for their management (Morehouse & Sonnett, 2010).
Although in the last twenty years the world has seen a rise in extreme weather
phenomena such as wildfires, the news media tend to avoid open discussion of linkages
to climate change (Berglez & Lidskog, 2019; Pinto et al., 2020).

In particular, in studies conducted in the United States of America, Canada, Sweden,
Australia, and other countries of Europe, the news outlets during the wildfires do not
pay so much attention to scientific knowledge about why the wildfires emerged
(Morehouse & Sonnett, 2010; Ohman et al., 2016; Gutsche et al., 2017). It is an event
that disrupts the normality of the news coverage, demanding a more intense reporting

of the events and, therefore, more human resources than reporting breaking news



(Morehouse & Sonnett, 2010; Ohman et al., 2016; Gutsche et al., 2017). Research has
shown that following only breaking news is not the best choice for the public in order
to be informed about such complex events, as the news coverage does not provide
thorough details about the incidents and is mainly based on officials’ opinions [without
through interpretation] (Morehouse & Sonnett, 2010; Ohman et al., 2016; Gutsche et
al., 2017). In the meantime, in some countries, any event, in this case wildfires, could
easily become a political tool for gaining power in upcoming elections. As a result,
studies have revealed that as these incidents unfold, there can be political pressure on
the media or other authorities responsible for dealing with the crisis to twist coverage
and interpretation in favour of political interests (Donovan et al., 2011; Castell6 &
Montagut, 2019).

However, more discomforting facts about human activity and its relation to natural
disasters are coming to light daily. For instance, it has been demonstrated that since
1986 major wildfires are occurring four times more. Also, there is six times more
burning of forest areas in the Western United States now, as compared to the period
1970 - 1986 (Running, 2006). Further, it has been observed that some fires cannot be
controlled despite the human resources and the money spent for suppressing them,
resulting in spending billions of US dollars without success (Running, 2006).

This knowledge has pushed some news outlets to have a well-rounded portrayal of
the wildfires instead of sensationalizing the news to attract readers (Hopke, 2020).
Social media platforms are also following suit and are helping with reporting various
aspects of crisis through disseminating multimedia content. Besides, social media
platforms help in collecting financial assistance and providing basic necessities (e.g.,
clothes and food) for those in need due to the evacuation or destruction of their houses.
Consequently, social media do not just follow the news coverage but also effectively
promote emergency policies and assistance (Boulianne et al, 2018; Crow et al., 2017).

The problem with social media platforms though remains the same as with
traditional news organizations. News media organizations do not cover incidents by
chance as there are specific rules and editorial concerns that must be applied while
reporting an issue and levelling up its importance up in the daily agenda news. Some
of these unwritten rules are the proximity of an event and the country’s cultural
background that it takes place as well as the country that the news organization is
located. For instance, the news outlets that are headquartered in North European

countries like Norway, Sweden, and the Netherlands will report fires that are taking



place in the Southern countries of Europe, Spain, Portugal, and Greece more
extensively. Similarly, wildfires that occur in the United States of America tend to be
reported more frequently by European and other Western countries, as it is believed
that they share identical ideological and cultural values (Berglez & Lidskog, 2019).
Therefore, in the news coverage, there is lack of constant coverage of the wildfires on
a global scale, including the focus on the human impact’s role in provoking them and

harming the environment.
The Anthropocene Era

The call for concerted efforts towards supporting and implementing a common
global plan for dealing with the consequences of human activity to the planet sparked
off the debate about the Anthropocene era, a term not commonly used in journalism
studies (Nadler, 2019; Cottle, 2019). According to Lewis & Maslin (2015), two dates
(1610 & 1964) are the most possible for the beginning of the Anthropocene era. The
core idea of the Anthropocene era is that humans need to understand that they are a part
of a system that involves them and the consequences of their actions. “‘ Anthropocene’
which is derived from the Greek words ‘Anthropos’ (human) and ‘cene’ (recent or new)
is evident when humans become aware of their global role in shaping the earth and
consequently, when this awareness shapes their relationship with the natural
environment” (Lorimer, 2017, p. 123). Human activity cannot be separated from the
actions and the results of the other beings of the ecosystem.

Furthermore, Anthropocene highlights the fact that humans, and their activities, are
primarily to blame for present and future severe environmental changes. “The impacts
of human activity will probably be observable in the geological stratigraphic record for
millions of years into the future, which suggests that a new epoch has begun” (Lewis
& Maslin, 2015, p. 171). Human activity has significantly altered the planet, provoking
extreme phenomena, such as ice melting, climate change, and other human
interventions on Earth that cannot disappear, like skyscrapers, highways, and dams. In
addition, these interventions have reduced Earth’s biodiversity, leading to the extinction
of many species (Laurance, 2019). For instance, “humans and their livestock now
account for 96% of all mammal biomass on Earth” (Laurance, 2019, p. 954).
Subsequently, there must be a focus on explaining the ways human activity has resulted
significantly in climate change and the other harmful phenomena against the



environment and the planet. Then, finally, to identify these issues’ anthropogenic roots
and tackle them (Lowe, 2019).

Thus, scientists are calling for clear identification of the ways humans are promoting
the systemic undermining of the environment, for creating new ways of dealing with
this crucial issue and changing the main practices and paradigms to benefit the
environment (Lorimer, 2017). Environmental crisis should not be taken lightly, but on
the other hand, according to scholars like Latour, if humans as geological actors realize
their potentials, they can succeed in creating various futures (Lorimer, 2017).

Thus, although this study is focusing on wildfires, we can acknowledge that human
activity is influencing other parts of the planet. Anthropocene is not just focusing on
explaining small elements of that new reality, but it is a holistic approach that sheds
light on all the aspects of this new era of global change, including issues such as water
availability, human living conditions, and food supply (Ehlers & Krafft, 2006).
However, all these concerns cannot be tackled without the news media’s promotion, as
they can influence the public about environmental issues. Those news outlets that
occasionally cover environmental news or even have a relevant section on their website
tend to raise environmental awareness (Antonopoulos et al., 2019). In addition, news
outlets, through their coverage, shape the public debate concerning science, policy, and

governance influencing everyday lives (Boykoff, 2009).

Wildfires and the Pathogens of Greek Journalism

Greece and many other southern European countries such as Italy and Spain have
experienced wildfires due to climate change in the past decade. One of the major causes
of the wildfires is human activity, specifically arson (Goldammer, 2006). Combined
with the human activity are other factors such as the demographic expansion of the
Balkan nations, the mobility of the citizens from the rural areas to the cities, and the
abandoning of care for forest management (Goldammer, 2006). Exacerbating this is the
fact that in the last decade Greece was under an unprecedented financial crisis, which
resulted in a further undermining of the tools and the infrastructure for dealing
effectively with extreme weather conditions like wildfire (Lekakis & Kousis, 2013).

Scholars have been calling for alternative practices concerning the putting out of
fires as Greece moves from one deadly fire to the next. The most recent events were in
2000, followed by 2007, which claimed the highest human casualties (77 deaths) in



wildfires in Greece prior to 2018. On 23 July 2018, the country witnessed the burning
of Mati village. This incident was recorded as the deadliest wildfire in its history and
one of the deadliest globally in the 21st century, with 102 people reported dead
(Hovardas, 2014; Newpost.gr, 2019).

The Mati wildfire was blamed on arbitrary buildings, which were however legalised
for the purpose of collecting taxes (Lekakis & Kousis, 2013). Similar regulations were
the construction of the mining site in Skouries (Northern Greece), which has been noted
to be controversial because of fracking next to environmentally protected areas.
Proponents of the mining site vouch for the reviving of the local economy and putting
families’ survival first; while the opposing side argues for an investment that will have
devastating long-term results for the well-being of the environment and the local
communities (Hatzisavvidou, 2017; Tsavdaroglou et al., 2017).

As all this happens, the Greek media system and journalism pathogens do not help
to improve the coverage regarding wildfires and environmental issues to inform the
public about the adverse long-term effects of human activity in the environment.
Greece’s media system is known for polarization, where there is a constant interplay
amongst the politicians and the journalists, instead of focusing on exposition of the
issues at hand (Papathanassopoulos, 2017). Nevertheless, in the current research, a
uniformity amongst the examined news media was observed, showing that they used
similar discourses, mainly undermining the then-government and benefiting the main
opposition party.

The aforementioned interplay results in the nurturing of “clientelistic’ relationships
between the media and the governments, promoting a certain truth and an ideology that
preserves the dominant narrative of the main opposition or governmental party,
depending on which side favour is being sought from (losifidis & Papathanassopoulos,
2019; Hallin & Mancini, 2004). Not surprisingly, the public broadcaster and the
relevant news organizations run by the state tend to adopt a pro-governmental coverage
and change the structure of the organizations often to benefit the governing party
(losifidis & Papathanassopoulos, 2019; Hallin & Mancini, 2004). Adding to these facts,
in the last years, a few businessmen with a global impact have dominated the high
concentrated Greek media market by buying or funding major news organizations that
involve newspapers, online outlets, and television stations (Kalogeropoulos, 2019).

Moreover, in Greek journalism, many news websites tend not to produce many news

stories independently, as that practice is considered expensive. Thus, there is a plethora



of recycled and copied content. The news stories are taken from other news
organizations (including the state’s Greek news agency), and they are rewritten by the
journalists of each online news outlet to create the illusion of different content (Saridou
et al., 2017). The problematic functioning of Greek journalism was reflected in the
Media for Democracy Monitor 2021, in which the country was ranked at the bottom of
the monitor, scoring 42 out of 90 points, showing that despite Greece’s democratic
tradition, there is a serious democratic backsliding including the functioning of its
media industry (Papathanassopoulos et al., 2021).

Furthermore, Greece scored zero points on the dependency scale of the journalists
and the news outlets on powerful societal actors, showing a lack of a watchdog function
and professional training. Papathanassopoulos et al., (2021, p. 214) noted that the
“leading news media houses in Greece are owned by powerful entrepreneurs, coming
from other sectors of the economy, who use media companies as an effective instrument
of serving their business interests.” Such linkages undermine the ability of the media to
effectively interrogate issues pertaining to climate change and its human causes and

solutions.

Methodology

While examining the news coverage of the Mati wildfire, this study focused on
analysing the first two weeks of the event, from 23 July 2018 when the event started,
to 06 August 2018. That period was specifically selected in order to allow for an
examination of the first days of the incident, as the wildfire was still considered
breaking news then. Besides, it was observed that after twelve days the news outlets
stopped covering the wildfire so extensively. The overall number of the collected news
articles was 1,573 from the nine most prominent news websites in Greece (see Table
1), based on the country’s list of the most popular news websites from the 2018 Reuter’s
Digital News Report (Newman et al., 2018). It seems that the majority of the news
websites included in the sample were having close connections with ND and Syriza had
no evident support (see Table 1).

The keyword for the search was “Mati” (“Mdart”) in Greek and it was performed
from 21 to 26 January 2021. The news articles’ collection was conducted through the
search engines of the news websites and, in the case of not discovering many articles

from the website’s search engine, then an identical search was conducted through



“Google Search Engine”. After the initial collection was done, the duplicate stories

were removed from the sample and those that were irrelevant to the wildfire, although

they made reference to it, were also removed.

Table 1. Description of the news websites from which data was collected.

News Outlets

No. of News
Stories

Information about the news websites

lefimerida.gr

In.gr

Makeleio.gr

News247.gr

Newsbeast.gr

Newsbomb.gr

Newsit.gr

Protothema.gr

Skai.gr

112

22

16

35

318

555

378

119

18

Iefimerida was launched in March 2011, and it is not affiliated with any other traditional
news outlet. According to its Chief Editor (former journalist of Protothema), Iefimerida
tries to be accountable only to its readers and to the ethics of independent and objective
journalism.

It was founded in November 1999 and in August 2017, was sold to the Alter Ego Media
S.A. owned by the Greek businessman Evangelos Marinakis. Marinakis has been accused
of having close connections with ND.

Like the daily newspaper with the same name, the website is owned by the journalist
Stefanos Chios. On 19 January 2020, it completed five years of existence. Makeleio,
despite its popularity, is very controversial as it has been accused of spreading fake news,
defamation, etc. At the end of July 2020, Chios was shot and was led to the Intensive Care
Unit. For that attack, Chios accused Mitsotakis. Makeleio usually expresses the far-right
ideology.

The website is owned by the company 24Media that is providing online content through
various platforms. News247 tries to stick to the facts and does not support a particular
political party.

Newsbeast belongs to the Copelouzos family, prominent businessmen of Greece. The
website’s stance is not clear, as there are some hints of being in favor of ND.

Newsbomb is owned by Dimitris Giannakopoulos, an influential businessman that owns
several news outlets and the renowned pharmaceutical company, Vianex. Newsbomb tries
to stick to the facts and not support a specific ideology.

Newsit belongs to the journalist Nikos Evangelatos who seems to have a close connection
with ND.

Protothema is the website of the popular conservative-tabloid newspaper that bears the
same name. It seems to have very strong connections with Mitsotakis’ family.

Skai.gr is the website of one of the most popular national TV stations. It is owned by the
influential businessman Giannis Alafouzos. The website, like the other Alafouzos’ news
outlets, supports Kyriakos Mitsotakis and ND.

Source: Iefimerida.gr (2017a; 2017b), Kanellopoulos (2017), Saridou et al. (2017), Triantis et al. (2019),
Ekathimerini.com (2020), Tvxs.gr (2020), Zougla.gr (2012), Fimes.gr (2012), & Alexandri (2020).



This paper adopted the ideological discourse analysis (IDA) method of critical
discourse analysis (CDA) introduced by van Dijk (2013; 1995) aiming to see if there is
a focus on the systemic human actions in provoking the wildfire. This approach will
help answer the study’s research question:

RQ1: How are the most prominent online news websites in Greece narrate and

construct the coverage of the Mati wildfire?

Furthermore, this study examines the news discourse and tries to address the call
for providing more insight into the wildfires’ journalistic coverage through other
methods than the standard use of framing (Morehouse & Sonnett, 2010; Berglez &
Lidskog, 2019; Castell6 & Montagut, 2019; Houston et al., 2012).

When using the phrase ideological constructions, we refer to a socially shared belief
system because ““as soon as ideological beliefs are accepted and taken for granted by all
members of a community, by definition they are no longer ideologies but will count as
knowledge in that community” (van Dijk, 2013, p.4). It has been demonstrated that
ideological constructions play a crucial role in studying news coverage (van Dijk,
2009). The current study through IDA is focusing on exaggerations (i.e., extreme
examples or fallacies for promoting a certain narrative), authority or argumentation
(i.e., in-group versus the out-group, e.g., ND versus the then-government), actor
description (the characteristics of the in-group, “we,” are represented positive instead
of the negative portrayal of the out-group, “others”), and the comparison that promotes
a positive idea about “we” against the “others” (van Dijk, 1995; Chiluwa & Chiluwa,
2020). All these elements are highlighted (see bolded words and phrases) in the
exemplars of the paper.

Only a small amount of data is represented in the analysis and the findings, as after
reading all the 1,573 news articles it was found that they had similar content. They were
developed and written around the following two major aspects: constructing the
mismanagement of a deadly wildfire, and the idealization of the main opposition party.
The only exception in the sample was the news articles from Newsbomb.gr, as they
were not so critical against the then-government, following a more detached approach.
However, Newsbomb.gr’s news articles were also developed around these two main

aspects.



Analysis and Findings
Constructing the Mismanagement of a Deadly Wildfire

While assessing the news coverage of the wildfire, it was observed that the majority
of the news outlets were focusing almost exclusively on sensationalized stories blaming
the authorities for dreadful mismanagement of the wildfire without providing
explanations regarding the systemic undermining of the environment in Greece with
controversial practices such as the illegal (arbitrary) buildings (Lekakis & Kousis,
2013). Although these are valid arguments considering that Mati’s wildfire was the
deadliest in the recent history of the country (Masters, 2018), this is a clear and constant
construction of the idea that the people are not responsible even in the cases where they
built their houses without following the legal procedures of the Greek state. Besides,
except for the law’s violations, it was crucial that some of those buildings in Mati were
in protected forestlands. As a result, such presentation seems to promote the idea of
“we” against the “others” who were mismanaging the fire and their supporters through
exaggerations, including the idea of victimhood and an effort of hiding the truth

(Exemplar 1).

Exemplar 1: To refresh the memory of the Manager of Sismanogleio Hospital
who does not remember the time when the first dead with unknown credentials
arrived at the Hospital from the fires, although only a few days passed from the
tragedy of the world-shaking event. We announce that we have a photo with
the first dead person who was transported and was in that ward of the hospital's
ICU that tragic night (Skai.gr, 2018a).

Like in other cases of natural disasters, the news websites pay attention to statements
by popular artists and celebrities because celebrities’ statements during such incidents
are influential (Boulianne et al., 2018). Nevertheless, the statements seem again to
focus on the idea of an in-group against the outgroup (i.e., the higher-ranking officials
that, through their mismanagement, led to the citizens’ deaths). Meanwhile, these
statements are only focusing on the deaths and not on the environmental aspects of the
event. The wildfire is not the main incident but an unpredicted event that occurred,
which seems not to be related to the environment. The mismanagement that cost the
lives of the citizens is the core focus point of the news coverage (Exemplar 2).



Exemplar 2: | do not want to say names, because in such moments you should
not “lower” as a person. The opposite. We must be above. And to think first of
all the people who lost their lives... (The statement belongs to a popular Greek
singer, Newsit.gr, 2018).

Interestingly, the mismanagement of the response to the Mati’s wildfire is not treated
as a systemic problem and so all the Greek governments past and present should share
blame for supporting illegal construction of buildings in forestlands (Dimelli, 2017;
Apostolopoulou & Pantis, 2010). However, such allocation of responsibility if
indicated as an isolated case and the wildfire emergence is shown as the responsibility
of the higher-ranking officials, in particular those that were affiliated with the
government in power at the time. During the construction of this deadly
mismanagement, despite the obvious wrongdoings of the then-government, the
journalists also use fallacies that tend to highlight disproportionately the government’s
actions and responsibilities and undermine the results that the human activity had on

the specific area in which the wildfire emerged (Exemplar 3).

Exemplar 3: Here on this page what you read is written with a name and not
with the hood of ghosts, similar to those who must be blamed and are
responsible for the deaths of the people and now hide behind a murderous
state party mechanism that covers them so as not to pay for their misdeeds
(Makeleio.gr, 2018).

In some cases, there were even references to past wildfires in the country, such as
the major one in 2007, in order to strengthen the idea of the people (“we”) that demand
justice against Syriza (“others”). These constructions and fallacies promoted by the
journalists also imply that all the Greeks are victims of that mismanagement, which
will always be remembered in the country’s collective memory. All the provided
exemplars of the study are not supposed to be opinion articles but news articles that are

actually reporting and offering coverage of Mati’s wildfire events (Exemplar 4).

Exemplar 4: The images from the place that was the epicentre of the tragedy, the
Mati, which “disappeared” from the map on Monday night, are shocking and
leave no room for non-responsibility. The 26 hugged people who were found
charred in the field in search of salvation have already been marked in the

collective subconscious, like the tragedy in Ilia in 2007. The victims demand



justice and justice is not SYRIZA’s announcement limited to distancing
remarks, as if it were a party who does not rule, but is still in opposition (In.gr,
2018).

Idealizing the Main Opposition Party

During the Mati’s wildfire, the Greek government was a coalition of Syriza and
ANEL, two parties that were ruling the country from 2015. New Democracy is the most
prominent political party in the country, as it did not lose its power throughout the years
of the financial crisis, such as PASOK that was later transformed into KINAL and
became a small party that was not able to form a government. ND was Greece’s
government for many years, including the years during which other wildfires ravaged
the country, like the one in 2007 that was mentioned before. In other words, ND should
have taken a share of the blame for promoting the constant building in forestlands and
protected natural areas (Hovardas, 2014; Mylonas, 2019; Lekakis & Kousis, 2013;
Fouskas, 2019).

Mati’s site plan was not transformed during the coalition government’s years, but
we are talking about decades of undermining the environment. Nevertheless, from the
study’s collected articles, it seems that ND and its leader, Kyriakos Mitsotakis (Prime
Minister of Greece, 2019-present), are presented as the ideal solution for guaranteeing
that the country will not face similar problems in the future. One of the arguments for
being a good solution for the country is representing Mitsotakis as a compassionate

leader in comparison to the governmental officials (Exemplar 5).

Exemplar 5: The president of ND was informed about the horror that took place
on the plot that became a grave for 26 people, without his dialogue being
recorded by the cameras. Mr. Mitsotakis did not want to make statements. It
is noted that ND has announced that it will allow the three-day period of
national mourning to pass before making any political move (Protothema.gr,
2018b).

To make more evident the different values between the main opposition party and
the government, there are also comparisons between them. The government officials
are portrayed as individuals who are afraid of the people’s rage and, thus, they try to

avoid face-to-face discussions and are accompanied by a large contingent of security



personnel who have the task of protecting them from the people. One prominent case
is the comparison between Mitsotakis and the then-Prime Minister, Alexis Tsipras, who
seemed to be clueless about what was going on with the wildfire response and rescue
operations. In addition, Tsipras had staged a meeting with the residents of Mati, who
were not actual residents, but soldiers and firefighters. As a result, there is a positive
representation of the ND and Kyriakos Mitsotakis against the negative opinion about
Tsipras and Syriza although both of the influential politicians’ visits were organized
beforehand. Besides, it is constantly implied that the then-government did not fulfil its
responsibility in comparison to the professionals that “did what they had to do”

(Exemplar 6).

Exemplar 6: During his hour-long tour he met with soldiers and firefighters and
with just one resident of the area. Apparently embarrassed, Mr. Tsipras
asked: “How many hours are you here in the battle?”. When he received the
answer “some 72, some 48, some 24” the prime minister asked puzzled:
“Constantly?” ... A man from the fire department also replied to Mr. Tsipras:
“We did what we had to do ...” (lefimerida.gr, 2018).

Furthermore, again there is a highlight of what would have happened if ND were the
government instead of Syriza and ANEL, as there would not have been such corruption
and strong clientelistic relationships with the ones responsible for dealing with the
crisis. The most prominent officials would have been in charge due to their relevant
bios and qualifications, a narrative promoted by ND (Protothema.gr, 2018a).
Interestingly, when ND became the government, the exact opposite seemed to have
happened, as there were accusations that even individuals with fake degrees and other
qualifications were put in charge of important offices (Kontranews.gr, 2019). In
particular, the Mati’s Chief of the Hellenic Police became the right hand (Secretary
General of Public Order) of the Minister of Citizen Protection of Greece (Politis, 2019).
Adding to these facts, as a former government of Greece, ND was not known for
tackling the pathogenies of the state, such as clientelistic relationships, but seemed to
support them (Fouskas, 2019). As a result, once again, the journalists, through actor
descriptions and comparisons, seemed to idealize ND as a possible new government

without contextualising its possible faults also (Exemplar 7).



Exemplar 7: Mr. Koumoutsakos states that things would be different if it were a
ND’s government “because serious people would have been selected for
serious duties. Because there would be even a rudimentary coordination of
people and services that was now criminally non-existent. Because the state

would not be a branch of Koumoundourou” (Newsbeast.gr, 2018).

Moreover, the news discourse not only focuses on the reasons and the ways why an
ND government would have been better, but it also pays disproportionate attention to
arguments that are not so relevant to the wildfire. Therefore, it is promoting a two-state
party system developed around Syriza (left-wing ideology) and ND (right-wing
ideology), showing that the right-wing ideology is the one that can offer to the country
growth, security, and prosperity. Furthermore, that discourse supports the new
polarized system that has developed around these two parties due to the changes in the
Greek politics of the last decade (Fouskas, 2019).

One such case is the transfer of Dimitris Koufontinas (left spectrum-Revolutionary
Organization 17 November) to another prison (Thepressproject.gr, 2021). The media
coverage promoted the fallacy of ND, which argued that the government cared more
for the renowned terrorist than the Greek people who had been affected by the wildfires.
The promotion of that fallacy could be related to a positive depiction of ND and a wrong
depiction of Syriza to further polarize the public based on ideological beliefs (right-
wing versus left-wing ideology). The fallacy tried to connect Koufontinas with Syriza,

showing that they shared the same values (Exemplar 8).

Exemplar 8: “In the morning, the terrorist Koufontinas was transferred to the
rural prisons of Volos. Mr. Tsipras, at a time when Greece is mourning and its
citizens are blaming you for impotence, cynicism and cover-up, is the service of
the serial killer a priority?” wrote on his twitter account the president of ND
(Skai.gr, 2018b).

If we look thoroughly at Koufontinas’ case, it seems that this discourse is constantly
promoted to undermine human rights and spread hate against the left-wing ideology.
Since Greece is a Democracy, every person has specific rights that must be respected.
Koufontinas’ transfer to another prison in 2018 was already planned according to the
country’s rule of law. It is not reasonable that it should have been stopped due to the

wildfire. In addition, his case became far more prominent when Mitsotakis was the



Prime Minister, as Koufontinas, after a hunger strike for almost two months, was about
to die. That death would be the first case of death by hunger strike in Europe for the
21% century (Thepressproject.gr, 2021).

Conclusion

The current study aimed at investigating the dominant narrative and the
constructions that the journalists and the news media were using during the Mati
wildfire, to provide insights into the coverage of environmental issues. This research
paper took a different direction from the major studies as it was not focusing on the
frames of the news media but on the news discourse, which is not usually examined in
the case of wildfires. The main idea was to identify if the news outlets and the
journalists are paying closer attention to the systemic undermining of the environment
by human activity as Anthropocene is suggesting.

The research findings can be considered alarming because in the examined case it
seems that the wildfire was not covered and reported as an environmental issue but
almost exclusively as a political one. These findings point to the conclusion that has
been observed in other studies of coverage of natural disasters where the discussion
about climate change and human effects are almost absent (Pinto et al, 2020).

Further, the identified constructions support a polarized logic (right-wing versus left-
wing ideology) that promotes a positive image for a certain group and a negative one
for the outgroup (ND versus Syriza). The dissemination of those narratives employs
fallacies and a problematic argumentation that seems to benefit Greece’s main
opposition party, which eventually became Greece’s new government after winning the
elections in 2019. The findings align with those studies that argue that phenomena such
as wildfires are used for realizing political goals (Donovan et al., 2011, Hovardas, 2014;
Castell6 & Montagut, 2019).

The effort to idealize the main opposition party raises questions about the media’s
essential role in Greek society. Greece is known for a polarized media system that tries
to benefit one party over another, depending primarily on the clientelistic relationships
with the media owners and the journalists (Papathanassopoulos, 2017; losifidis &
Boucas, 2015). That problematic coverage, considering the Mati wildfire that promoted
a united ideological front, seems to be strongly associated with the declining democratic



values of the country, as its news outlets owned by influential businessmen heavily
depend on the support of certain parties, for selfish and often personal benefit in the
long run (Papathanassopoulos et al., 2021). In the examined case, the ND being the
most prominent party after the fall of the dictatorship in Greece, it is reasonable that it
has formed powerful clientelistic relationships with the majority of the news
organizations in comparison to Syriza (Fouskas, 2019; Syriza’s Account 2012-2019,
2020).

ND’s long-lasting power in the political competition adds more insights into why
there is a uniformity amongst the examined news websites of the study, as most of the
study’s news outlets promoted a specific discourse that benefited ND, and Syriza
seemed to have no evident support. That goes against the idea of the Greek polarized
media system, showing that there is no pluralistic coverage in the case of Mati. The
dissemination of a particular discourse and not different viewpoints reveals problematic
media functioning that can undermine democratic progress (Trappel & Tomaz, 2021).
Moreover, in the Greek media scene, there is a profound lack of professionalism and
the watchdog role of the journalists, making it more difficult to challenge the well-
established power relations in the industry (Papathanassopoulos et al., 2021).

Therefore, after so many deadly wildfires and despite the fact that Greece is known
globally for having that particular environmental problem, the main constructions plans
and approvals do not try to raise awareness about the environmental problems that the
country is facing. This results in further systemic exacerbation of the problems that
human activity causes to the country and the everyday life of the citizens respectively.

Despite the obvious mishandling of the government’s case, there is a tendency for
exaggerating responsibility, or misappropriation of where the buck should stop. Thus,
irrelevant issues such as the case of Dimitris Koufontinas emerge and take centre stage,
drawing attention away from the climate change and human impact issue, probably in
order to support covert political goals.

In addition, the findings demonstrate a populistic discourse of “us versus them” that
has been observed again in cases of wildfires (Nilsson & Enander, 2020). However, the
current findings broaden our knowledge about populism, as in Greece populistic
attitudes tend to be associated with the left parties, such as Syriza (Nikisianis et al.,
2019).

This paper is also relevant for improving the coverage of environmental issues such

as wildfires, globally. While the news media practitioners and environmentalists have



responsibility to bear, citizens, politicians, and other members of civil society have to
understand that for a holistic approach to be achieved regarding the improvement of the
environment, every societal part has a role to play. Wildfires and other environmental
phenomena that are labelled as extreme will be intensified in the coming years due to
the extreme impact humans have on the planet. As a result, they should not be treated
as irrelevant to our daily lives or political incidents. Civil society’s initiatives can
promote an Anthropocene perspective on the daily agenda and, thus, a less polarisation
of the media concerning environmental issues (Waisbord, 2011). In the end, the main
goal of the news coverage of environmental issues is to benefit every part of society

and have a global impact.
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