
Out of the Flames
Mapping Online Engagement and Public Narratives 

around the 2019 Amazon Rainforest Fires

- Recommendations for policymakers - 

A series of social media analyses have been conducted to explore how people responded, 
discussed, and engaged around forest-related issues online. Driven by the Amazon rainforest 
fires in 2019, this ‘quanti-qualitative’ social media analysis employed digital humanities’ 
research approaches, using social media data from Twitter, Facebook, Google, Instagram 
and YouTube. The work was carried out within NewGo!, a project of the European Forest 
Institute (EFI)’s Governance Programme funded by the German Federal Ministry of Food and 
Agriculture (BMEL). 

This recommendation provides some of the key insights from this analysis and points out how 
public narratives and public engagement practices are transforming due to digitalisation. 

https://efi.int/projects/newgo-new-ways-forest-governance


Hashtags, URLs and images as indicators of public 
issues and concerns

Digital objects like hashtags, URLs 
and images help us understand how 
people connect different issues and 
what they are most concerned about. 
For example, our analysis showed 
that Twitter users brought up various 
forest governance issues with the 
Amazon rainforest fires, ranging 
from deforestation drivers (e.g #beef, 
#soybeans), meat consumption (e.g 
#gowithoutbeef, #govegan), the role 
of financiers and companies (e.g 
#blackrock, #minerva), infrastructure 
issues (e.g #highway, #transport) and 
trade agreement (e.g #eumercosur). 
The international media coverage on 
the  ‘war of words’ between Brazilian 
President Bolsonaro and French 
President Macron was also picked 
up on Twitter, along with national 
debates within Brazil.

URLs can also tell us who are treated 
as sources of information and which 
actions people are calling for. When 
looking at the top URLs shared by 
Twitter users, news media contents 
were the most referred to, followed 
by petitions and NGO websites. 
Interestingly, among the top media 
articles cited by Twitter users, many of 
them pointed out other forest issues, 
varying from the government actions 
towards forest fires in Galicia, Spain 
and damage caused by the fires in 
Mendoza, Argentina.

In short, despite our analysis focusing on the Amazon rainforest fires, other seemingly unrelated forest issues 
were brought up by social media users, calling for awareness towards forest issues globally.
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Online misinformation has become a major concern 
for various actors including policymakers. In our 
analysis of how the media played a role in promot-
ing a misleading claim, “20% of oxygen is produced 
in the Amazon”, media like CNN, Cnet, Global News 
and Arab News treated the claim as a confirmed fact 
without any corrections to the published stories. In 
particular, CNN continues to publish at least 8 articles 
stating this claim.

On Twitter, we also encountered a wide variety of 
“generic images” showing fires and animals from 
Australia, Africa and Asia. Our analysis indicates 
the prominent role that stock and “generic” images 
play not just in news coverage but also more widely 
in online mobilisations around environmental 
issues. While these practices may be considered as 
‘misleading’, it has also become part of digital culture 
and social media user practices to share emotions and 
affinities, making it difficult to demarcate between 
misinformation and online recycling practices.  

Difficulties in drawing a line between 
misinformation and ‘online recycling practices’ 
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Digital platforms can also amplify the spread of 
potentially misleading contents. In the case of the 
images below, Facebook did not treat the same 
versions of images equally on its platform. While a 
fact-checking label warns the viewers that the post 
contains a misleading image (left), the exact same 
image posted by Macron (right) does not contain 
such a label. 



Scientific voices at the periphery on social media 
(but with some hope) 

While it is possible to observe specific scientific 
voices receiving a significant amount of visibility on 
social media and media articles, our social media 
analysis found the role of science to be almost 
absent, marginal, present at the periphery or only 
after the “peak”. For example, when looking at the 
top 10 tweets for number of retweets per day during 
the 10-day period when the Amazon fires gathered 
international attention, the tweets from scientists 
only appeared once the total number of tweets 
declined.

However, while most scientists found themselves at 
the periphery of Twitter conversation, there was an 
exception where an academic gained high visibility 
by proactively tweeting during the peak period. This 
account was the most “influential” user in this set, 
receiving the highest number of mentions, more 
than any other top accounts. Further research is 
needed to see if this is the pattern in other forest-
related events and issues

A new research approach can support effective 
public engagement in the digital age 
As shown in our analysis, these types of research 
approaches can help us explore different forms of 
online engagement, participation and experience 
around any type of issues and events, from 
sustainable forest management and bioeconomy to 
food security and climate crisis. These innovative 
public engagement analyses can further support 
the design of more advanced and innovative public 
engagement approaches for policymakers to meet 
public demands.
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A full summary is available at our dedicated website and a full report at the EFI website. 

For more about NewGo!, a start-up project of EFI’s Governance Programme funded by the German Federal 
Ministry of Food and Agriculture (BMEL): efi.int/projects/newgo-new-ways-forest-governance

By exploring online data, one can build a new 
knowledge base on how social media platforms have 
become places to share concerns, convey feelings 
and raise awareness about the issues high on the 
policy agenda. We therefore highly recommend not 
only implementing analyses on online engagement 
and public narratives around the policy priority areas, 
but also taking these new insights into consideration 
when developing public engagement approaches 
with citizens and relevant stakeholders.

http://amazonfires.publicdatalab.org/
https://efi.int/publications-bank/out-flames-mapping-online-engagement-and-public-narratives-around-2019-amazon
https://efi.int/projects/newgo-new-ways-forest-governance

