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Metsäpalot ovat keränneet paljon mediahuomiota viime vuosina, sillä ne liittyvät läheisesti 

ilmastonmuutokseen ja muihin kestävyysaiheisiin. Medialla on tärkeä rooli näiden ongelmien 

kommunikoinnissa. sillä se vaikuttaa siihen, kuinka yleisö havaitsee ne, kuinka erilaiset 

kestävyysongelmat määritellään ja minkälaiset ratkaisut nähdään mahdollisina. Kiinnostuin siitä, miten 

metsäpalot esitetään mediassa. Tarkoituksenani tässä tutkielmassa on ottaa selvää, miten Kolumbialainen 

uutismedia kehystää Amazonin metsäpaloja? 

 

Aineistona käytin kolumbialaisen El Tiempo -lehden uutisartikkeleita. Aikarajaus on kesäkuusta 2019 

syyskuuhun 2019, jolloin uutisaihetta kohtaan oli paljon mielenkiintoa. Alun haun jälkeen kävin artikkelit 

läpi ja jätin irrelevantit pois. Analysoitavaksi jäi 24 uutisartikkelia. Analyyttisena työkaluna käytin 

laadullista kehysanalyysia, Robert Entmanin kehysmääritelmän ohjaamana ja käytin ATLAS.ti:ta 

alustavaan temaattiseen koodaamiseen. Sen jälkeen kartoitin kaikki toimijat, joita uutisissa oltiin käytetty 

lähteinä ja ryhmittelin ne. Näiden toimijaryhmien avulla etsin kehykset. 

 

Löysin kahdeksan toimijaryhmää, joista poliitikot ja poliittiset organisaatiot olivat merkittävimpiä. 

Tutkimalla, kuinka nämä toimijat puhuivat metsäpaloista, erottui kaksi kehystä: populistinen ja 

tieteellinen. Populistinen kehys keskittyy lähinnä Jair Bolsonaroon. Tässä kehyksessä oli paljon 

nationalistisia ja taloudellisia argumentteja ja vastuu ohjattiin hänestä pois. Kehyksessä näytti myös 

olevan paljon vihollisia. Toinen kehys keskittyi metsäkatoon, ilmastonmuutokseen ja metsäpaloihin 

globaalina ongelma. tässä kehyksessä kansainväliset toimijat käyttivät taloudellista ja poliittista painetta 

vaikuttaakseen Bolsonaron poliittisiin ratkaisuihin. 

 

Tutkimus näytti, kuinka vaikeaa on ratkaista jaettuja globaaleja ongelmia ja teki näkyväksi historiallisen 

poliittisen jaon autoritarismin ja demokratian välillä. Toinen tärkeä huomio on marginaalisten ryhmien 

puuttuminen uutismediasta. 
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The topic of forest fires has gathered a lot of media attention in recent years as it relates closely to climate 

change and other sustainability issues. The media has an important role in communicating these issues as 

it affects, how the public percieves them, how different sustainability problems are defined and what kind 

of solutions are seen plausible. I became interested in how the media represents the issue of forest fires. 

My aim in this thesis is to find out, how the Colombian news media has framed the Amazon rainforest 

fires. 

 

As my material I used the news articles from the Colombian news media El Tiempo. I definined my 

timeframe from July 2019 to september 2019 because at that time the news subject was of high interest. 

After the initial search I went through the articles and left out any irrelevant ones. I was left with 24 news 

articles. As an analytic tool I utilized qualitative frame analysis guided by Robert Entman´s definition of 

frames and used ATLAS.ti to make an initial thematic coding. After that I mapped out all the actors that 

were cited in the news articles and divided them into groups. Using these actor groups, I searched for the 

frames. 

 

There were eight actor groups, politicians and political organizations being the most prominent one. 

Looking at how these actors talked about the forest fires, two main frames came out: populist and 

scientific. The populist frame concentrated mainly on Jair Bolsonaro. In this frame there was a lot of 

nationalist and economic arguments and responsability was directed away from him. There seemed to be 

a lot of enemies also. The second frame concentrated in deforestation, climate change and the forest fires 

being a global issue. In this frame international actors used economic and political pressure in order to 

affect Bolsonaro´s policy solutions.  

 

The research showed, how difficult it can be to solve shared global problem and made visible a historical 

political division between authoritarianism and democracy. An other important notion is the lack of 

marginalized groups in the news media. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Media, climate change and the Amazon rainforest fires 

We are living in times where there is a lot of talk about environmental issues and debates about 

who and how those issues should be tackled. In recent years one topic has submerged into the 

media field and gathered special attention - forest fires. The topic can be seen through different 

lenses and attention can be paid to economical, ecological or social effects of the fires. There are 

also a variety of discourses concerning the causes of the fires.   

According to (Nagy, Forsberg & Artaxo, 2016: 320) forest fires were historically rare in the 

Amazon but have increased due to human settlement. Even though there are climatic factors that 

can affect the fires, like El Niño (Alencar et al., 2015: 1493) or seasonal droughts caused by 

warming temperatures of sea waters in the tropical Atlantic Ocean, the fires are ignited by 

humans (Nagy et al., 2016: 308-311). This has also been studied by (Landscape fragmentation...) 

who put deforestation at the heart of the problem (Alencar et al: 1493). In recent decades the 

scale of the fires has increased intensely due to large Brazil´s government development 

programs, which have led to an expansion of the agricultural frontier. (Nagy et al: 304). These 

projects also affected in indigenous and traditional people been marginalized in the society. 

(Nagy et al: 442) 

The most pressing problem related to forest fires is often associated with global climate change 

or global warming. The Amazon is often referred to as the Lungs of the Earth as it takes up vast 

quantities of the CO2 from the atmosphere. This process is called carbon sequestration 

(Interactions, preface). As well as taking up carbon dioxide it releases oxygen, which is a 

perquisite for all life on Earth. The most concerning fact that lies at the root of the discourse is, 

that when these forests are being burnt, they turn from carbon sinks to sources of CO2. (Nagy et 

al., preface). This process then increases the warming effect and can help at creating self-feeding 

loops of global warming possible reaching a tipping point, from which there is no turning back. 

When tackling the issue of the forest fires, the problems related and the possible solutions, the 

role of the media is of upmost importance. According to Denis McQuail the mass media have 

“the greatest potential for powerful societal effects in, attracting and directing public attention, 

persuading in matters of opinion and belief, influencing behaviour, structuring definitions of 
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reality, conferring status and legitimacy and informing speedily and broadly” (McQuail 1994: 

69). The way the fires and the topics relates – such as climate change – are presented in the 

media affect, how the general public perceives them, what is seen as the problem and what kind 

of policy options are considered in order to solve the problem. This ability of the media to dictate 

what is discussed is called priming and agenda-setting. (Entman in D´Angelo & Kuypers, 2010, 

Cox p13). In some media theories agenda-setting or problem definition is referred to as “the first 

function of framing” (D`Angelo in D´Angelo & Kuypers: 336). It is even said that “to study 

frames is to study power” as the framings promote certain action in the field of politics 

(D´Angelo & Kuypers: 278, Castelló, 2009: 44-52) 

1.2 Motivation and research questions 

In the case of the Amazon rainforest fires, I became interested in the ways that different actors in 

the media frame these fires. I wanted to understand, how the media in Colombia – a country that 

alsi shares a part of the Amazon region – represents the issue of the fires. Whose voices are 

accentuated and whose voices might have been left aside. I will study the national news media El 

Tiempo and concentrate the time span of the study to the summer of 2019, when the topic of the 

forest fires was at its highest (Nagy et al: 308). I derived my research questions from Robert 

Entman´s theorization of frames. According to him, “frames define problems, diagnose causes, 

make moral judgements and suggest remedies. (Entman, 1993: 52). In framing studies and media 

studies in general it is important to pay attention to the actors and sources used. This gives 

insight to the perspectives that are emphasized and considered important. 

The topic first caught my attention while I was studying in Colombia as an exchange student. I 

was already keen on environmental issues and due to my earlier studies in political history I also 

wanted to learn about the country’s history and current political issues. While learning about the 

indigenous people of Colombia I understood that they have a lot of ecological knowledge and a 

sustainable way of life (Scoones et al., 2017: 11) that is being threatened by the national political 

forces and capitalist endeavors. Somehow all these ideas and questions came together to form the 

theme of these thesis. Even though the largest part of the Amazon forests belongs to Brazil, I 

decided to study the Colombian media, because I have personal interest in the country and due to 

a language barrier, since I don’t speak Portuguese. I think that the study of the Colombian media 
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is relevant as the different countries in the Amazonian have coo-operation in the management of 

the forest. 

My aim in this study is to understand how the media covers the subject of the Amazon rainforest 

fires. I will do a qualitative frame analysis of the newspaper El Tiempo and try to find different 

framings of the issue. The analysis will be guided by Entman´s definitions of frames. According 

to him frames define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgments and suggest remedies. 

(Entman, 1993: 52). The research questions are as follow: 

- How are the Amazon rainforest fires framed in the Colombian news media El Tiempo? 

- What actors are cited in the new articles? 

There are studies about Amazon rainforest fires but not so much about the media-content 

concerning the issue. There is some research on framing forest fires, but they are concentrated on 

Spanish forests (Castelló & Montagut. 2019, Fabras-Crespo & Rojas-Briales, 2015, Seijo, 2009). 

Other framing studies related to the subject are about climate change (Kangas, 2016, Pan, 

Opgehaffen & Van Gorp, 2019, Spence & Pidgeon, 2010).   

1.3 Colombia as a societal context 

In Colombia there is a lot of societal inequality, and it is quite an unsafe place for environmental 

activists. The political structure of the country is also quite peculiar when compared it to a more 

western democracy like Finland. Even though Colombia is also considered a democratic country, 

there is a lot of corruption, and the grip of the central government is quite weak in some on the 

regions. The absence of state powers is compensated with the presence and different armed 

illegal actors. The countries illegal drug industry and the countries long history of dictatorships 

has also resulted in these illegal armed forces gaining a lot of power in some regions. These 

make  

The colonial history has also left its mark. The western countries are not often seen in a positive 

light and foreign people are more prone to get mugged. Indigenous people still have to fight for 

their rights and like in Brazil the different indigenous groups struggle everyday as their living 

areas/reserves are threaten and their lively hood is at stake as the central government and the 

illegal armed forces keep pushing their frontiers and invading their lands.  
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2. Theoretical approach and methodology 

In todays globalized world the media plays a huge role in co-creating our social reality and thus 

affecting political decision making by framing the issue at hand and introducing certain agents 

while leaving others out. While frames focus attention on some things, they also direct attention 

away from other perspectives. As Entman puts it, framing in its essence is about salience and 

selection (Entman: 52-54). In comparison to agenda-setting, that tells people what to think about, 

framing tells us how to think about a certain subject. (Coleman in D`Angelo & Kuypers: 249).  

Often in framing studies – especially in the field of climate change and resource use - the aim is 

to find out, how the public perceives the subject at hand through different framings or how some 

kind of policy change could be made by changing the framing of an issue. In my research I am 

not that concerned in the public and their perceptions as that would require interviews or 

questionnaires, even though I acknowledge that framings are always linked to the readers. My 

focus is on the construction of certain frames not in the framing effects. What I mean to do, is to 

draw out the different frames used in the news media El Tiempo and put them in their societal 

context. One very important aspect in the research of media and politics is to also point out, what 

is not there. 

2.1 Framing and frame analysis  

When talking about framing and frame analysis, it is not always clear what is being discussed as 

there are many ways to define them and such research often involves an interdisciplinary 

approach. Framing can be considered a theory, an approach, a paradigm, or an analytical 

technique for example Some have criticized framing studies for their theoretical and 

methodological plurality, but other academics have seen it as a benefit, as it can “integrate 

theories and methods from across the social sciences and humanities in order to illuminate a 

complex process.” (D`Angelo & Kuypers: 2-3). Robert Entman also suggests that the field of 

communication can bring together insights and theories through a construction of framing theory 

(Entman, 1993: 51).  

The first definition about frames comes from Erving Goffman, who said that they are “the 

principles of organization which govern events – at least social ones – and our subjective 

involvement in them”. (Lindström & Marais: 23, Goffman, 1974). According to him frames are 

the “schemata of interpretation that allow individuals to locate, perceive, identify and label 
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issues, events and topics” (Goffman in D`Angelo & Kuypers: 46). Frames are like lenses through 

which we look at certain aspects of our social reality. Gaye Tuchman emphasizes the public 

character of news framing as they create the everyday reality of citizens (Tuchman, 1978: 193).  

According to the now classical definition provided by Gamson and his colleagues “a frame 

organizes central ideas on an issue” and they are used by news audiences to make sense of an 

issue. This means that people can have differing opinions on a matter, but they share the same 

interpretative frame. (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). “Frames simplify complex issues by lending 

greater importance or weight to certain considerations and arguments over others.” (Nisbet in 

D`Angelo & Kuypers: 47.)   

Entman has taken these ideas further in order to create a coherent frame theory and thus bring 

consistency to the concept of framing. According to him, framing consist mainly of selection and 

salience. Selection refers to the process where some aspects of reality are communicated and 

taken into account, and salience has to do with the importance that is given to a certain aspect or 

issue. (Entman: 52). Later on, Reese et al. defined frames as “organizing principles that are 

socially shared and persistent over time, that work symbolically to meaningfully structure the 

social world” (Reese, Gandy & Grant, 2003: 11). 

When doing news frame analysis, attention can be paid to the dual nature of frame building, that 

contains the journalist´s role as audience and constructor of frames. When doing a news piece, 

framing is unavoidable as the journalist has to make decisions about the contents. In frame 

analysis, and especially news framing analysis, it is important to recognize the dual nature of the 

journalistic process as journalist themselves can be influences by framings that are readily given 

to them by their sources, often politicians. (D`Angelo & Kuypers :1-5). As Entman also 

recognizes that often journalist can be affected by “the most skillful media manipulators” who 

“impose their dominant frames on the news (Entman; 56-57). Baldwin Van Gorp argues that 

besides factors inside and outside the media organization, the journalist´s individual belief 

system affects the way they frame certain issues (Van Gorp, 2007; 14). Still the frames are 

always also linked to audience, meaning that the audience might interpret the frame differently 

than the journalist, who carried the message (Pan & Kosicki, 1993: 58). In this research however, 

I will aim my focus at the frames themselves and not these underlying processes. 
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One aim of the frame analysis is to figure out, what the observed frames tell us about the society, 

the predominant discourses and ways of thinking and the relationships between different actors. 

(Wilson & Stewart, 2008: 150). Another important question is, why has a certain theme risen as 

a subject of interest? (Massa, 2014)  

2.1.1 Qualitative frame analysis 

Margaret Lindström and Willemien Marais (2012) also recognize the divergent nature of framing 

and frame analysis. However, they provide an overview of the methodological side and offer 

some steps to follow when doing frame analysis. According to Wimmer and Dominick (2006 in 

Lindström & Marais, 2012: 25) news frame analysis can be seen as a form of qualitative content 

analysis that aims to describe content, compare media content to the “real world” or create a 

starting point for studies about the effect of media. When doing qualitative frame analysis, it is 

important to consider the cultural and political context and the shared social meanings that are 

embedded in them. Lindström & Marais (2012: 27) also reminds the reader that it is important to 

consider what is left out in the news stories. 

There are two problems related to qualitative frame analysis: reliability and validity. The issue 

often comes when the frames are operationally defined. In this stage researchers often try to 

identify new framings, leaving the field scattered and making it harder to compare and combine 

different results. Another issue that is mentioned is the subjective nature of the analysis process. 

To overcome this issues, one can use readily made frames when doing media frame analysis. 

These can be either issue-specific frames or generic frames (Lindström & Marais: 27-28). 5 

common frames used in the media are the human impact, the powerlessness, the economic, the 

moral values and the conflict frame (Neuman, Just & Crigler, 1992: 74) or as Holli A. Semetko 

and Patti M. Valkenburg conceptualized them: conflict; human interest; attribution to 

responsibility; morality; and economic consequences (Semetko and Valkenburg, 2000: 95-96). 

2.2 Method 

The method used in this study will be strongly based on the steps provided by Lindström and 

Marais (2012), but the operational definition of frames is mostly guided by Entman´s definition 

of frames that searches for a problem, a cause for it, a possible solution and moral judgements 

(1993: 52) or in this case some indications of responsibility. As I went through the news articles 
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and started to sort them out, I also recognized that attention should be paid to the actors that have 

agency in the news stories. I chose to concentrate on those actors who have been cited directly or 

indirectly. This initial focus on the actors makes it easier to see what kind of information is 

valued and whose voices are being heard.  

Frame analysis, especially inductive qualitative frame analysis, (Lindström & Marais: 27) runs 

the risk of giving too much emphasis to the researcher´s subjective understandings of the 

material at hand. I also have to be aware of this, when conducting the analysis and remain 

reflective of my own moral and political views, that might affect the way I interpret the news 

articles and how I prioritize my findings. I also acknowledge my own position as a white 

privileged university student, so I have to think about how I speak about the Colombian society 

and what sort of assumptions I make, based on my research. The fact that I have lived there 

myself for four months and studied social sciences in a local university, helps me to understand 

the society better. 

2.3 Materials 

I chose to study the news media El Tiempo because it is one of the two most popular national 

news media in Colombia (Arango-Forero et al., 2010) and according to Jorge Iván Bonilla and 

Ancízar Narváez Montoya (2008) the one with the widest circulation. I used the search engine on 

the web page of El Tiempo and search with the words “incendio” (=fire) and “Amazonia” (= the 

Amazon). I determined the time frame from July, 2019 to the end of September, 2019 as 

according to (Nagy et al: 308) the fires intensify during those months, that is the dry season. 

I chose the year 2019 because that year there were a lot of fires in comparison to earlier years, 

and they got a lot of international media attention. When I did the word search, I also checked 

the coverage of news articles for later years; in 2021 there were 7 results, in 2020 29 results and 

in 2019, 44 result. Clearly there has been an increased public interest in the subject that year. Or 

it is possible that the media has given rise to the theme on purpose.  

The search with the time frame from July to September gave 33 results, but I left out columns, as 

I am more interested in the news articles, not so much on the opinions and perspectives of single 

journalists. I also left out some news that were about fires in Colombia as they didn´t concern the 

Amazon area, which is the focus of my study. There were also a couple of overlapping news that 
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were basically the same story, so I left the older ones out and at the end I was left with 24 articles 

to analyze. An interesting fact is that most of the articles (more than 20), were published between 

23.8.-30.8. 

After finishing the search, I moved all the articles to ATLAS.ti to enable the coding process, 

when searching for frames. Before starting the actual coding, I had to decide whether I would use 

an inductive or deductive approach. Meaning that will I use readily made frames already used by 

others or will I induct the frames from the artiles. (Lindström & Marais: 30). Here I sidelined 

from the steps provided by Lindström and Marais and started to go through the articles while 

taking notes about the technical framing devices used in the news stories. When identifying 

frames, the researcher often looks for framing devices, that is, tools that are used to construct, 

forward and possibly change certain frames (Nisbet in D`Angelo & Kuypers: 50-51). These 

devices can be divided into rhetorical and technical ones. The rhetorical ones concentrate mainly 

on metaphors, catch-phrases, exemplars etc. whereas technical framing devices are headlines, 

subheadings, photo captions, leads, source selection, quote selection and concluding statements 

and paragraphs. (Lindström & Marais; 31-32, Reese et al. 2003; 101). I decided to concentrate 

on the technical devices as I saw that it would help me to organize information about the articles. 

I decided that I won´t analyze the new photos as they would require different kind of analyzing 

tools which are not in the scope of this study. 

After this process I made a table about all the sources that were cited in the news. Then I started 

searching for the actual frames guided by the concept of operational definitions (Lindström & 

Marais; 30). I looked at similar research and how they had gone about finding the frames while 

keeping in mind Entman´s conceptualization. I realized that different research concentrated on 

different aspects of the frames depending on the subject at hand. For example, Castelló & 

Montagut (2019; 294) concentrated in the cause of the fires, claiming that that was a key-frame 

marker, whereas Yeheng Pan, Michaël Opgehaffen & Baldwin Van Gorp (2019: 534-525) 

focused on problem definition and possible solutions in their study about climate change 

negotiations. Fernando Seijo (2009) who researched the framing of Spanish forest fires from 

1940 forward concentrated on a frame vs. counter-frame setting and contrasting the state 

propaganda with the rural populations counter-framing. Then again Laura Basu studied the 

media responses and proposed solutions to the economic problem that she had outlined 
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beforehand, that being the financial crisis of 2008. Keeping these different possibilities in mind, I 

started to search for the framings in the El Tiempo news articles. 

I began working with ATLAS.ti and doing a thematic coding. I started by adding the five generic 

frames provided by Semetko and Valkenburg to the coding and as I went through the news 

articles, I added more codes according to the themes that came up in the texts while at the same 

time taking notes of some interesting ideas and thoughts. After this process I began to think of 

ways to bring the analysis together in a coherent manner. I came to the conclusion, that the 

readily provided frames didn´t serve my study so I concentrated on the causes of the fires, the 

responses to them and suggested solutions guided by Entman´s theorization. I aimed my gaze at 

how different actors or actor-groups talked about these issues. The main discourses revolving 

around the causes of fires and solutions and responses to them. 

At first there were news about the fires increasing and the importance of the Amazon. There 

seems to be a sort of juxtaposition between Bolsonaro and mainly the rest of the World when it 

comes to applying responsibility for the fires. In the following news there was a lot of criticism 

towards Bolsonaro and his politics, which after a hesitation and a G7-meeting led to Brazil 

accepting help from those countries. Quite at the same time as Evo Morales, the president of 

Bolivia, also accepted similar help in order to stop the fires in his country. In the last news there 

are same propositions for long-term plans to protect the Amazon. 

2.4 El Tiempo as a source 

When researching any sort of media content, especially news, it is of upmost importance to 

consider different possible variables that can affect the stories. Different journalistic processes 

can affect the way that news stories are framed, and many studies have questioned, to which 

extent those framings are passed down from powerful political actors (for ex. Lawrence in 

D`Angelo & Kuypers, 2010: 265. The liberal news media El Tiempo is owned by Santos family, 

which is known to be linked to the government for many generations (Bonilla & Montoya in 

Lugo-Ocando, 2008: 82). This cast doubts on the content creation of the media and the possible 

underlying motives. Some studies have even come the conclusion that in Colombia the media is 

only for elites (Murillo in Wilson & Stewart, 2008). In a study about forest fires in Spain Fabra-

Crespo & Rojas-Briales (2015) noticed that the press is often influenced by political parties. The 

news about the Amazon rainforest fires were published at the time of the G7-summit in Biarritz, 
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France and at the same time there was a “Environmental Climate Week” in Latin America. These 

might have affected the media coverage on the subject of the fires.  

In a merger El Tiempo was related to a Spanish media company Grupo Planeta, which then 

became its biggest shareholder, so it basically owns the news media. Also, most of the foreign 

direct investment to Colombian telecommunication services and media content distribution 

companies comes from Spain. (Arango- Forero et al. 2010: 60-63). This so-called reconquest 

indicates that Spanish actors have a big role in the Colombian media. which again offers food for 

thought about the background of the news stories.  

In one study about the framing of forest fires Francisco Seijo (2009) found a juxtaposition 

between the state framing, a counter-framing of peasants and later an environmentalist or urban 

counter-frame. There are similar frame vs. counter-frame elements in the news articles of El 

Tiempo. Nevertheless, this opposition happens mostly between Bolsonaro and his government on 

one side and Western states, NGO´s, activist and scientist on the other. In comparison to Seijo’s 

research, the counter-framing of the peasansts – which in this context would mean small farmers 

or indigenous peoples – is absent, or at least it is not visible in the mainstream news media. This 

might be due to different kind of information flows and the difficult access to the inner parts of 

the Amazon rainforest, where different indigenous groups live. 

3. Results 

3.1 Actors 

The framings of the news articles are to a big extent linked to the actors made visible in the news 

stories, especially those who are cited. These actors have a say in how the discourse at hand is 

constructed and what kind of perspectives rise as the most important ones. Certainly, the chosen 

perspectives affect how the general public views these issues and what kind of outcomes are seen 

as possible and favorable. (Entman: 56) 
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I divided the cited actors to eight different categories as can be seen from table 1. Political actors 

and organization have the biggest spotlight in the news articles. This category includes actors 

such as presidents, heads of states, different kinds of ministers and ministries and state institutes. 

This finding is in line with the research of Basu, where she contemplates on the framing ability 

of politicians as they are evidently the most used sources in the media outlets (Basu, 2017: 13-

14).  

The second place goes to non-governmental organizations and activist which are often presented 

as a counter force for the before mentioned groups. The second group holds large international 

and globally known actors like WWF (World Wide Fund for Nature) but also individual activists 

like Beno Bonilla, who was interviewed in one of the news pieces. In this group there are also 

actors like “manifestants in London”, whose shouts were cited in an article. I counted these types 

of actors as one entity as it is impossible to know how many participants there were and their 

citation was used once, referring to them as one.  

The third category is scientist and scientific institutions, that were cited seven times, amongst 

them individual researchers and scientific institutions like IPAM (the Institute of Environmental 

Investigation of Amazon (= el Instituto de Investigación Ambiental de Amazonia). After that the 

fourth most cited group was celebrities, mainly Latin American singers. The fifth shared place 

goes to health and emergency actors and religious actors, with two citations for each group. In 
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Table 1: Sources cited in EL Tiempo news articles

Politicians and political organizations NGO´s and activists Scientists and scientific organizations

Celebrities Health and emergency actors Religious figures

Military actors Lay people
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the category of religious actors, the catholic bishops are treated as one entity, because the citation 

used in the news was from a release made after a reunion of the Consejo Episcopal 

Latinoamericano (= the episcopal counsel of Latin America) (El Tiempo, August 25, 2019). The 

least cited actors were military actors and lay people, even though in this context the military 

actor, lieutenant Lucas de Souza, could probably be defined as a political actor as well. And on 

the other hand, many of the political actors for ex, the head of states, are also military actors. The 

important finding was, that only one lay person was interviewed and cited directly, even though 

the people living in the area are the most directly affected by the fires. This categorization of 

cited actors shows similarities with earlier studies, where they have found that official sources 

are predominant in the media, when talking about forest fires. Even though they studied wildfires 

in Spain. (Fabra & Rojas, 2015 in Castelló & Montagut, 2019: 293).  

According to the approach I have chosen for this study, I concentrated on how different actors/ 

actor groups framed the forest fires. There were two frames that stood out – a populist one and a 

science based one. The frames that arose from the news articles were easily divided into two 

separate sections, the causes of the fires and the solutions or responses to the fires, which all 

include moral judgements or implications of responsibility.  

3.2 The frames  

When analyzing the different actor-groups that were used as sources in the news, three of them 

pop out: politicians and political organizations, scientist and scientific institutions and non-

governmental organizations (NGO´s) and activists, the most prominent one being political-

actors. Looking at how these actors define the cause of the fires and how they react to the fires 

two main framings step out: a populist frame which is mainly portrayed by Bolsonaro and a 

scientific one, where the fires are put into a global context. When looking at the responses and 

solutions, it can be difficult to differentiate, if the responses are responses to the fires themselves 

or responses to Bolsonaro´s action or inaction as these are quite tightly intertwined. Also, some 

of the solutions that are presented are straight out political answers to the inaction of the 

Brazilian governments. Nevertheless – or precisely because of this political tension and duality – 

I argue that there are these two distinct frames that arise from the stories, when again looking at 

the actors involved. The criticism against Bolsonaro´s environmental politics and in this context 
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lack of action when it comes to stopping the fires is visible also in the discussion about solutions 

to the fires and overall responses and reactions to the situation.   

3.2.1 Populist frame 

This frame stands out as its own as it comes up several times and is clearly concentrated on Jair 

Bolsonaro´s person. He has a framing of his own that is quite different from any other 

perspectives and is noticeably a populist one. First Bolsonaro blames NGO´s for starting the 

fires, then later says that there have always been fires as to give the impression that they are not a 

topic of concern. At first, he doesn’t want to accept outside help and uses nationalist and 

colonialist arguments to deny outsiders from entering his territory also saying that they have 

enough resources of their own. Later on, after being criticized for lack of action, he tries to 

downplay the ability of G7 countries to help with the situation.  

Causes of fires 

The first news about the fires is titled as “Bolsonaro suggests that NGO´s are responsibles for the 

fires in the Amazon” (El Tiempo, August 21, 2019).1 This news shows well the framing and 

rhetoric that Bolsonaro uses when talking about the fires. In many instances he turns the 

responsibility away from himself by blaming others for the uncomfortable circumstances. He 

often uses nationalist argumentation and creates “enemies”, that are threatening the sovereignty 

of Brazil, whilst downplaying the problem of the forest fires. It often seems that there is a 

conflict between Bolsonaro and the rest of the world or at least a clear division between right-

wing and leftist politics.  

According to Bolsonaro the NGO´s are trying to attack Bolsonaro himself and his government 

due to suspended resources. He says that his government has cut fundings for the protection of 

the Amazon and according to him these organizations involved represent foreign interests. He 

applies that the fires have started in strategic places where not even the journalist could have 

been shooting footage. (El Tiempo, August 21, 2019) and even calls this situation a war that they 

(=the Brazilian government) are facing (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019). Bolsonaro later says that 

 
1 Here it is necessary to make a note that even though the English translation of fire seems 

neutral, in Spanish there are two different words being used. The first one incendio usually 

implies that someone has started the fire whereas fuego is a neutral word that refers to the flames. 
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these “foreign powers” are interested in the riches of the Amazon (El Tiempo, August 24, 2019). 

However, he doesn´t back up his claims with concrete information and later on clarifies that he 

did not say for sure that the NGO´s were responsibles He also admits that there is no 

investigation going on regarding the issue (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019). 

When the media criticism against Bolsonaro starts to build up, he denied that his politics would 

be the cause of the fires and turns to blame the press for presenting him as a “Captain Nero” 

referring to the Roman Emperor, who according to some sources was responsible for a grand fire 

in Rome. Bolsonaro says that he doesn´t defend the fires but that there has always been and will 

be fires in the Amazon area. The Environmental minister of Brazil, Ricardo Salles, affirms that 

the spread of the fires is due to “dry weather, the wind and the heath. (El Tiempo, August 22, 

2019f). Then Bolsonaro calls the current climate-discourse as “an environmental psychosis” and 

explains that he wants to save Brazil. At some point he questions the numbers provided by INPE 

and even fired the former director of the organization. (El Tiempo, August 27, 2019b). He uses 

economic reasoning and accuses the press of making a “suicide” by turning against him (El 

Tiempo, August 22, 2019). 

Responses 

The first news about the Brazilian government mentioning about possible remedies to stop the 

fires was published the 23th of August, it being the 14th news on the timeline. In this news there 

are still no actual decisions made, but Bolsonaro evaluates mobilizing the army. According to El 

Tiempo, under pressure from G7 leaders and manifestations against his government (El Tiempo, 

August 23, 2019b).  

On 24th of August, there were news about actual remedies taken by the government when 

Bolsonaro announces that the Army will be mobilized to fight the fires (El Tiempo, August 24, 

2019a). Three days later Bolsonaro says that the fires are under control as he has mobilized the 

Army in eight of the nine Amazonian states and had given a 38,5 million reals (~9,6 dollars) 

contribution to the Ministry of Defense (El Tiempo, August 27, 2019b). He had mobilized 2 500 

militants, hundreds of vehicles and fifteen planes to fight the flames (El Tiempo, August 27, 

2019c). 
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Bolsonaro accepted help from other Latin American countries and brigadists and cistern planes 

from Chile and Ecuador came to combat the fires, said the Brazilian minister of defense, 

Fernando Azevedo e Silva. Israel also sent 100 tons of antifire material, according to the 

advocate of the embassy of Israel in Brazil (El Tiempo, August 25, 2019a). Later the president of 

Chile, Sebastian Piñera visited Bolsonaro and he also agreed to the invitation of Peru and 

Colombia to an emergency meeting in order to form a pact coordinate defense actions in the 

Amazon.  

The chief of the cabinet of Bolsonaro, Onyx Lorenzoni, declined the help of the G7 countries and 

applied that those resources could be better used in the reforestation of Europe (El Tiempo, 

August 27, 2019a). Bolsonaro himself accused France and Germany for trying to buy the 

sovereignity of Brazil with economic aid (El Tiempo, August 29, 2019). Later, however, 

Bolsonaro said that he is willing to accept said help as long as the sovereignty of Brazil isn´t 

threathened and they have control over the given resources. He also conditioned the help to an 

apology from Macron, who had accused Bolsonaro from lying about his environmental 

compromises, but later, after accepting the help, he evaded the question about this condition. 

Before accepting help from G7, Bolsonaro was pessured by the nine governors of the Amazonian 

states to loosen his positioning (El Tiempo, August 27, 2019b; August 28).  

Before this Bolsonaro blamed Macron for a “colonialist” attitude for suggesting presenting the 

theme of the fires in the G7 summit (El Tiempo, August 25, 2019a). Bolsonaro claimed that 

Macron is trying to turn an internal political question of Brazil into his own political purposes 

and talks about colonialism (El Tiempo, August 23, 2019b). This might seem like an absurd 

claim, but in many countries of Latin America this kind of arguments might work due to their 

colonial heritage which might cause suspicion towards Western countries and Europe especially. 

The first news about actual remedies taken to stop the fires was published in the 23th of august it 

the 13th news in the timeline. It says that the Bolivian government mobilized 6 planes, 126 

vehicles, eight ambulances and 2 500 persons to fight the fires as they spread to the Bolivian 

region. In the same article it is mentioned that Bolsonaro claims, not to have resources to fight 

the fires even though mentioning earlier that they had the fires under control and not accepting 

help from G7 countries. (El Tiempo, August 23, 2019a). Later Evo Morales made an “ecological 

pause” in the Bolivian areas affected by the fires (El Tiempo, August 28, 2019). 
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At last on the 29th of August, El Tiempo writes that Bolsonaro has signed a decree that forbits 

the usage of fires in all of Brazil for two months. Also more militants and airplanes were 

deployed to sieze the fires. According to the news article Bolsonaro is facing a lot of internal and 

external pressure because of the forest fires.  (El Tiempo, August 29, 2019).  

When it comes to Bolsonaro´s responses to the fires, the main focus seems to be in keeping 

foreign countries out and denying the problem. He doesn´t show any concern for other pressing 

issues related to the fires like the respiratory and water quality problems which affect the citizens 

living in the area. This kind of behavior seems to be common in populist leaders, who are very 

nationalists in their foreign politics and claim to be on the side if “their” own people, but who 

ultimately are concerned about their status and are somehow ego driven. 

3.2.2 Scientific frame 

Causes of fires 

The second frame seems to be the most varied and prominent one, with different actors having 

the same kind of reasoning when it comes to the causes of the fires. This framing often presents 

the problem of the fires and deforestation as a global problem related to climate change and 

biodiversity loss (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019f). One activist Beno Bonilla even talks about a 

climate disaster (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019e). The former environmental minister of Brazil 

and ex-presidential candidate, Marina Silva, follows the same lines and talks about a “crisis” and 

a “state of emergency” that the nation is experiencing. The non-governmental organization, 

WWF (World Wide Fund for Nature), says that almost 20% of the Amazonian jungle has been 

deforested in the last half century. (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019i). The actors behind the fires or 

the ones that are given responsibility vary, however. 

According to IPAM (Institute of Environmental Research of the Amazon), a non-governmental 

organization associated the increase in the fires to a deforestation promoted by landowners and 

settlers. According to the organization, the fire is used to clear the land after deforestation in 

order to prepare it for cultivation or grazing as is noted later by El Tiempo (August 22f; 27b; 29, 

2019). Experts also attribute the fires mainly to deforestation (El Tiempo, August 23, 2019a). 

According to INPE (the Nacional Institute of Spatial Investigation of Brazil) the main causes of 
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deforestation are “the production of soy and livestock, the construction of hydroelectric dams 

and highways, the mining industry and the forest fires. In this news also, the increasing 

deforestation is associated to the election of Jair Bolsonaro as president in the beginning of the 

year 2019. (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019d).  An investigator of IPAM, Paulo Moutinho, 

emphasizes that historically the fires have been linked to the advance of deforestation 

accompanied with seasons of extreme dryness (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019f). As explained by 

the Human and Environmental Institute of the Amazon, the deforestation rate in the in the 

“Brazilian jungle” increased 66% in the month of July (El Tiempo, August 21, 2019b. It is noted 

by El Tiempo, that in 2019 such high levels of dryness haven´t been registered, but the fires have 

increased substantially.  

El Tiempo also mentions the effect of dry weather but accompanies it with the notion of illegal 

actors in the area (August 21, 2019c). They say that there are estimates that the temperatures in 

the Amazon will increase during the next decades. The cause of the fires still seems to be illegal 

actors that ignite the fires. Yet in another news it is explained that frequent fires usually occur 

during this season, “especially in September”. But some experts and residents from the region 

say that in 2019 the fires were registered earlier than expected. The chief of the Laboratory of 

Biospheric Sciences of the NASA adds that in earlier years the dryness has contributed a lot to 

the fires, but in 2019 they are more related to deforestation. (El Tiempo, August 27, 2019b). 

A professor from the National University of Colombia, Santiago Duque Escobar, also recognizes 

that dryness is one of the factors that has resulted in “almost 63 000 fires”. Nevertheless, he sees 

human action as the main cause. As Duque Escobar explains, it is precisely this season of low 

humidity, when the habitants of the area use fires to start the yearly agricultural cycle. (El 

Tiempo, August 22, 2019j) 

Many ecologist groups agree that the fires are started by landowners mainly, but they attribute 

responsibility to Bolsonaro and his exploitative politics calling him a “sceptic of global 

warming” (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019a). Likewise civil organizations ponder that the fires are 

ignited deliberately to later exploit the lands for extensive agriculture and mining. They say as 

well that these actions are promoted by Bolsonaro. (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019b). Moutinho 

also denotes that a lack of prevention causes the fires to spread to unwanted areas (El Tiempo, 

August 22, 2019f).  
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Marina Silva, the former environmental minister of Brazil, critics Bolsonaro´s politics as well 

and argues that there is an “anti-environmental politics” in Brazil and links it to the illegal 

occupations of lands that are happening in the Amazon. According to her, the illegal occupants 

are mainly people with a lot of money, who destroy those areas in the hopes that later on the 

lands would be legalized. (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019i). On the other hand, the professor 

Santiago Duque Escobar explains that the indigenous communities use a “cut, tip and burn” -

system (corta, tumba y quema) due to a lack of nutrients in the Amazonian soils. A similar 

ancestral practice called “chaqueo” is used in Bolivia (El Tiempo, August 23, 2019). Yet those 

fires form a minimal part of the fires that were seen in 2019, he adds. Duque Escobar however 

doesn´t blame it all on Bolsonaro but acknowledges that there have been national politics of 

amplification of the agricultural frontier for more than 10 years. (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019j).  

Another issue within this frame is the legalization of mining in the indigenous reserves, a subject 

that comes up several times, when talking about Bolsonaro´s anti-environmental politics (El 

Tiempo, August 22a; 22e, 2019). This relates to the cause of fires as deforestation is named as 

the main issue which is usually relates straight to Bolsonaro´s political decision-making. He has 

also reduced inspections in protected areas allowing illegal actors to occupy those lands. (El 

Tiempo, August 21c; 22a, 2019). In addition, Marina Silva, the former environmental minister of 

Brazil, points out that the indigenous communities are protecting the forest and should be 

recognized for it (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019i). 

In addition to human action there is another cause presented for the cause of the fires. The 

Environmental minister of Brazil, Ricardo Salles, affirms that the spread of the fires is due to 

“dry weather, the wind and the heath (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019f). However, an investigator 

of IPAM, Paulo Moutinho, explains that in 2019 there has not been registered such dryness as in 

the earlier years but there is a significant increase in the fires. A professor from the National 

University of Colombia, Santiago Duque Escobar, also recognizes that dryness is one of the 

factors that has resulted in “almost 63 000 fires”. Nevertheless, he sees human action as the main 

cause. As Duque Escobar explains, it is precisely this season of low humidity, when the habitants 

of the area use fires to start the yearly agricultural cycle. (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019j) 

El Tiempo also mentions the effect of dry weather but accompanies it with the notion of illegal 

actors in the area (August 21, 2019c). They say that there are estimates that the temperatures in 



  
 

19 
 

the Amazon will increase during the next decades. The cause of the fires still seems to be illegal 

actors that ignite the fires. Yet in another news it is explained that frequent fires usually occur 

during this season, “especially in September”. But some experts and residents from the region 

say that in 2019 the fires were registered earlier than expected. The chief of the Laboratory of 

Biospheric Sciences of the NASA adds that in earlier years the dryness has contributed a lot to 

the fires, but in 2019 they are more related to deforestation. (El Tiempo, August 27, 2019b). 

Responses  

In this frame the most pressing concerns were about climate change and biodiversity loss. This 

was expressed in the responses to the fires by different actors that expressed these anxieties in 

different ways. The international community mostly blamed Bolsonaro and his lack of action. In 

the field of international politics, a lot of economic means were used to help stopping the fires, 

through offering economic and material aid or via economic sanctions towards Brazil. The 

general public also expressed their worries about the situation and went to the streets to state 

their opinions. Often times the responses were criticism toward Bolsonaro, but also discussions 

about political long-term solutions, co-operation and international legislation. Even the catholic 

bishops asked for the international community to take serious remedies to save the “Lungs of the 

Earth” and said that the whole world will suffer (El Tiempo, August 25, 2019a). 

In the field of international politics Emmanuel Macron, the president of France, had the strongest 

critique as he called Bolsonaro a liar and threatened to veto the commercial accord between the 

EU and Mercosur, Ireland agreed (El Tiempo, August 24; 25a, 2019). In the G7 meeting Macron 

even talked about a possible international statute in case that, “a sovereign country took concrete 

remedies that were contrary to the interest of the whole planet”. (El Tiempo, August 28, 2019).  

Angela Merkel, the head of state of Germany, also expressed her concerns about the fires by 

underlining that they are a threat to the whole world. (El Tiempo, August 23, 2019b). The 

general secretary of the UN also said that “in a time of climate crisis, we cannot permit that more 

damage is produced in an important source of diversity and oxygen” – Antonio Guterres (El 

Tiempo, August 25, 2019a). 

Germany and Norway – who collaborate financially in the protection of Amazon - froze their 

funding for the protection of the Amazon as a result to Bolsonaro´s decisions and the Brazilian 

governments politics that increment mining and agricultural activities in the Amazon rainforest 
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(El Tiempo, August 22a; 22b; 22e, 2019). Finland, that at the time had the presidency of EU 

proposed a prohibition of Brazilian meat in order to protest against the handling of the fires (El 

Tiempo, August 24, 2019). 

Activist also expressed their views and there were demonstrations all over the World at the time 

of studied period. Environmental collectives, sponsored by Extinction Rebellion, started protests 

in Ecuador demanding the Brazilian government to stop the fires. Also, a message “The Amazon 

is in flames, and we demand that governments take urgent remedies” spreading in social media 

with the hashtag “Climate Emergency “. Beno Bonilla one of the activists said, that there is a 

need to construct post-extractivist societies in order to survive. (El Tiempo, August 22, 2019e). 

The well know Swedish activist Greta Thunberg called for concentrations in front of Brazilian 

embassies and consulates and already the same day there was a manifestation in the Brazil 

embassy of London (El Tiempo, August 23a, August 23b 2019). The next day there was news 

about manifestations in different cities of the world against Bolsonaro (El Tiempo, August 24). 

Some shouted “Kill Jair Bolsonaro, not the Amazon!” (El Tiempo, August 25, 2019a). 

The manifestations and overall media attention led to the Amazonian fires taking the spotlight in 

the G7 summit which was held in Biarritz, France (El Tiempo, August 25, 2019a). Under the G7 

summit France proposed an “Alliance over the Amazon” to Bolivia, while the G7 countries 

decided to give a 20-million-dollar aid and send cistern planes to the Amazon. They also put 

forward a medium-term plan for the reforestation of the burnt areas. (El Tiempo, August 26, 

2019).  

4.Conclusions 

The framing of news can tell a lot about a society. This study showed that political and powerful 

actors often control the media field, and their voices are the ones that are given the most 

emphasis. In the discourse of forest fires however scientists and some social actors were also 

given attention. The thing that was missing, was the voice of the indigenous people, who live in 

the Amazon area. They were mentioned in some news, but not even one indigenous person was 

cited in the news stories. A different kind of media coverage should ne considered, one giving 

voice to the marginalized groups. 



  
 

21 
 

When looking at the framings of the fires there were two distinct approaches to be found: a 

populist one and a science based one. The populist frame was almost directly the framing of Jair 

Bolsonaro, the president of Brazil. There were clear elements that fit the usual populist rhetoric. 

When talking about the causes of the fires, Bolsonaro tried to take responsibility away from 

himself, at first trying to deny the whole problem then accusing NGO´s for the fires and then 

creating enemies around him, accusing others of sinister motives. In many instances he used 

nationalist arguments and economic reasoning, which is common amongst populist politicians. 

One important aspect of this frame is also the lack of interest in the hardship that the citizens had 

to go through. 

The scientific frame worked as an opposition for the populist frame. In the heart of this frame 

there were concerns about the growing deforestation and its effects to climate change. When 

talking about actors behind the fires landowners and illegal actors were mentioned. However, 

responsibility was put on Bolsonaro and his exploitative politics. A clear link was made between 

deforestation and politics. Here the problem was seen as a global one, which solution would 

require cooperation. The responses to the fires were on one side political discussions and 

decisions and on the other mobilization of citizens, which both criticized Bolsonaro´s lack of 

action. In this frame the science-based knowledge became entangled with international politics. I 

argue that this division tells us about the difficulty of solving a shared problem in a globalized 

world. The populist frame is an indication of the right-wing populism that involves 

personalization of politics and that often downplays scientific information. Then there is also 

visible a historically long fight between democracy and authoritarianism that seems to be a hot 

topic again as right-wing populists are gaining political power. Another noticeable thing about 

the news was that there was no mentions about interspecies sustainability, which in my mind 

should be considered when talking about biodiversity loss and sustainability issues. 

During the research process I had some difficulties maintaining objectivity as I went through the 

news, as Jair Bolsonaro´s political views are very distant from my own. Here I have to give 

myself some self-criticism, or at least acknowledge that the reliability of the study can be 

questioned as the analysis is made subjectively and could be affected by my personal values. 

Still, I think the study is relevant as it gives insights into the different ways that environmental 

problems are discussed in the media and it showed that, there are some gaps concerning the 
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references used in news media. Other interesting research subjects that came to my mind while 

doing the research were, about looking at how these framing affect political decision-making or 

comparing these frames to the framings of activist or indigenous media. It would also be 

interesting to take a closer look at Bolsonaro´s rhetoric and argumentation.  
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