1) Check for updates

Original Research

SAGE Open
July-September 2019: |-10

Online Environmental Activism: The © The Author(s) 2019

DOI: 10.1177/2158244019877877

Case of Igneada Floodplain Forest et

Siileyman Ahmet MENTES'

Abstract

The Internet has changed the ways and conditions of activism. Especially over the last three decades, online activism has
been prevalently used for sharing information, connecting people, and mobilizing crowds to express their discontent. The
Internet is often referred to as a new form of public sphere, which demonstrates many distinctive and advantageous features
compared with traditional types of public spheres. By following public sphere theory, this study examines online activism in
the context of environmental activism and aims to understand the potential of the Internet within online activism practices.
The studied website “Save the Floodplain Forest” (www.longozukoru.org) is an environmentalist activist platform dedicated
to saving the Igneada floodplain forest. The study employed the five-dimensional content analysis scale developed by Kavada
to evaluate and analyze the campaign website. The results exhibit inadequacies and point out the potential rooms for
improvement for the campaign website.
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Introduction Cammaerts & Van Audenhove, 2005; Papacharissi, 2009),

Th fthe I has d cally ch dth and in this regard some critiques have labeled online activ-
¢ emergence of the Internet has dramatically changed the ism as “slacktivism” (Christensen, 2011; Kristofferson,

way humans interact with their social environment and has White, & Peloza, 2013; Morozov, 2009¢) or “clicktivism”
increased the pluralism of voices within the public sphere by ’ ; ’ ’
providing a space for protesters and nonmainstream organi-
zations to articulate their opinions and to mobilize (Kavada,
2005; Moore-Gilbert, 2018). The Internet has become a tool
that is used for a broad number of reasons such as searching
for information, entertainment, socializing, and expressing
opinions (Castellacci & Tveito, 2018). Moyo (2009)
describes the Internet as an autonomous and independent
public sphere which allows members to create and engage in
democratic discussions. Similarly, Dey (2019) argues that
social media platforms are the most prominent emerging
public sphere sites for today’s society. Especially over the
last three decades, social activism relying on the Internet,
which McCaughey and Ayers (2003) call “online activism,”

hﬁs becqn;e an {ncreascingly pppular an(li effective way _Of cate, express their opinions, discuss, help organize people,
sharing information and organizing people to express resis- 4 jnitiate and mobilize crowds (Dey, 2019; Juris, 2005;

tance. Specifically, online activism can help organize people, Sen & Sen, 2016; Van Laer & Van Aelst, 2009)
initiate and mobilize crowds, and provide the possibility to ’ ’ ’ '

organize events (Bennett & Segerberg, 2011; Carty, 2010;
Ghobadi & Clegg, 2015; Kaun & Uldam, 2018; Ottaway & '"Tekirdag Namik Kemal Universitesi, Tekirdag, Turkey
Hamzawy, 2011; Postmes & Brunsting, 2002). Some schol- .
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(Halupka, 2018) because it fails to initiate social movement.

The environment is one of the main subjects of online
activism. Environmental damage brought about or acceler-
ated by globalization such as the loss of biodiversity, climate
change, plundering of natural resources, deforestation, and
extinction of a vast array of species is evident (Ehrenfeld,
2005). Today, many environmentalist movements have
emerged in many parts of the world to stop the further dete-
rioration of the environment, and Turkey is no exception.
Vivid environmental activism has developed among the
Turkish people, many of whom have become alarmed by the
country’s serious environmental conditions stemming from
hydroelectric and other types of power plants. The Internet
gives unprecedented opportunities for activists to communi-
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Turkey is one of the few countries with sustained eco-
nomic growth in the last 15 years. This growth is supported
by an increasing population, industrialization, and urbaniza-
tion (World Bank, 2017). There is no doubt that this eco-
nomic growth requires energy. Turkey’s energy demand is
expected to double during the next decade (Deloitte, 2016).
To meet the increase in energy demand, the Turkish govern-
ment considers thermal and nuclear power to be a vital part
of the country’s future energy strategy and has plans to build
either a thermal power plant or the third nuclear power plant
in Igneada (World Nuclear Association, 2017).

Floodplain forests, also called flooded forests or longos
forests, are one of the most fragile and rare ecosystems in the
world. All over the world, these areas are limited in number
and are very significant at local, national, regional, and global
levels. In the Bern Convention on the Conservation of
European Wildlife and Natural Habitats, floodplain forests
are defined as a habitat under threat. The Igneada floodplain
forest is one of the largest floodplain forests in the world
(Bozkaya, 2013). According to sources, of the three remain-
ing floodplain forests, the Igneada floodplain forest covers an
area of 3,515 ha and is seconded by the Amazon (CNNTurk,
2015). Igneada, the location of the planned nuclear or thermal
power plant, is a small town in northwestern Turkey located
on the Black Sea coast, only 12 km to the Bulgarian border.

This study examines online activism in the context of
environmental activism and aims to understand the potential
of the Internet in online activism practices by following the
public sphere theory. In this context, the creative potential of
the Internet as a public sphere for activist movements is
discussed.

The studied website “Save the Floodplain Forest” (www.
longozukoru.org) is the environmentalist activist platform
dedicated to saving the Igneada floodplain forest. The study
concentrates specifically on how the campaign website pres-
ents itself to the public and mobilizes citizens and activists.
It also investigates to what extent the activists use this web-
site as a means for mobilization and tries to understand how
online social networking sites serve to create an alternative
public sphere among the online community.

Internet as a Form of New Public
Sphere and Online Activism

Throughout history, new and different versions of public
spheres have evolved in parallel to the development of
democracy (Garnham, 2000). Habermas (1996) defines the
public sphere as a “network for communicating information
and points of view . . . filtered and synthesized in such a way
that they coalesce into bundles of topically specified public
opinions” (p. 360). According to Dahlgren (2005), public
sphere is “a constellation of communicative spaces in society
that permit the circulation of information, ideas, debates—
ideally in an unfettered manner—and also the formation of
political will (i.e., public opinion)” (p. 148). Castells (2008)

describes public sphere as the place (physical or virtual)
where people gather and exchange views on public affairs.
This exchange of views through discussion and deliberations
on current affairs leads to the formation of public opinion.
Recent studies argue that by fundamentally redefining inter-
personal communications, the Internet has evolved into the
perfect platform to act as the public sphere in which the
social media platforms are the emerging public sphere sites
of our era (Butsch, 2007; Dey, 2019; Dhillon, 2016, p. 4;
Goode, 2005).

As Papacharissi (2002) notes, the Internet and the related
technologies have created a new public space for politically
oriented conversations, but whether this public space tran-
scends to a public sphere is not up to technology itself.
Similarly, Boyd (2005, 2008) underlines that it is an illusion
to see technological structure determines practice, technol-
ogy is not the initiator of any social movements, and it is the
people who use technology to voice their opinion. Breslow
(1997) notes that the Internet promotes a sense of sociality,
but whether this translates into solidarity is a question mark,
and the absence of solid commitment negates the true poten-
tial of the Internet as a public sphere (Castells, 2012).

At this point, the difference between the terms “public
sphere” and “public space” needs to be clarified. Papacharissi
(2002, 2010) underlines that public sphere and public space
are not synonymous and must not be confused. She defines
the relationship between public sphere and public space by
stating, “While public space provides the expanse that allows
the public sphere to convene, it does not guarantee a healthy
public sphere.” Papacharissi (2002) notes that as public
space, the Internet only provides another stage for political
deliberation. On the contrary, as public sphere, the Internet
has the potential to facilitate discussion that promotes a dem-
ocratic exchange of ideas and opinions.

Political participation and activism are believed to be the
cornerstones of a well-functioning democracy (Han, 2014;
Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995). The Internet provides a
variety of tools and new opportunities for political participa-
tion with distinct features that were not previously available
(Suwana, 2019; Yang, 2011). Due to increasing proliferation
of the Internet and social networking sites, the discourses of
political participation have been witnessing a great deal of
change (Javaid, 2017). Similarly, Fu, Wong, Law, and Yip
(2016) underline Internet as the new arena for political par-
ticipation and political action, often lowering the political
threshold with new and different forms for engaging people
in deliberations about the structure and organization of soci-
ety. The rise of digital communication and Internet that was
accompanied by decreasing faith in politicians and increas-
ing distrust in the legitimacy of parliamentary politics has
provided a new and different form of political participation
(Dahlgren, 2018). This caused the nature of political partici-
pation to rapidly evolve, replacing traditional political par-
ticipation repertoires by new forms of participation such as
online activism (Dalton, 2006; Inglehart & Welzel, 2005;
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Jurriens & Tapsell, 2017; Schlozman, Verba, & Brady, 2010;
Stolle & Micheletti, 2013).

There is no doubt that the Internet has changed the ways
and conditions of activism. Especially over the last three
decades, online activism has become increasingly prevalent
for political participation via sharing information, connect-
ing people, and mobilizing crowds to express their discon-
tent (Dordevic & Zezelj, 2016). On the contrary, online
activism is important not only for one’s sense of identity and
belonging but also for the ability to have one’s voice heard.
This empowers participants by signifying that their state-
ments are considered important enough to be broadcasted
(Bailey, Cammaerts, & Carpentier, 2008). Svensson (2011)
argues that online activism has increasingly become part of
an individual self-realization project. Literature also sug-
gests that people’s participation in online activism is moti-
vated by their self-efficacy (Barak, Watted, & Haick, 2016;
Bode & Dalrymple, 2016; Cheng, Liang, & Leung, 2015;
Javaid, 2017).

Online activism has numerous advantages: Researchers
point out that online activism can diminish geographic
boundaries, enable reach of a greater global audience, and
contribute to the creation of networked diasporas (Boyd,
2007; Hintz, 2012; Suwana, 2019). Besides, online activism
can help establishing a collective identity, solidarity, and
feelings of unity among activists (Brunsting & Postmes,
2002; Yuen, 2018). Specifically, online activism may be a
factor in reducing attention to differences that exist within
the group members, reinforcing a collective identity
(Ghobadi & Clegg, 2015). Effectiveness of online activism
lies in its low production and administration costs, particu-
larly for reaching large audiences, who extend far beyond
national boundaries (Benoit & Benoit, 2000; Suwana, 2019).
Online activism also uses the advantage of Web for present-
ing information in much livelier and attractive ways online.
The Internet allows organizations to communicate directly
with their audiences, bypassing the mechanisms and com-
mercial bias of the mainstream media (Hill & Hughes, 1998;
Nduhura & Prieler, 2017).

The literature on online activism is rather divided (Noland,
2019). A group of researchers argue that online activism is
nothing more than lazy self-motivated digital image manage-
ment (Budish, 2012; Kristofferson et al., 2013; Lim, 2013;
Morozov, 2009a).

Halupka (2018) uses the term “clicktivism” to label activ-
ism made by using only Internet technologies. This is because
online activism requires almost no time to participate; support
to a campaign can be demonstrated with click-through peti-
tions and online donations rather than physical participation
at demonstrations or rallies (Kristofferson et al., 2013). The
fact that online activism does not require activists to physi-
cally participate and attend any protests or demonstrations
has made researchers question the dedication of participants
to a social movement. If not translated to offline spaces, the

role and the effectiveness of online activism as a method of
social movement will be diminished (Lim, 2013; Morozov,
2009b). Van de Donk, Loader, Nixon, and Rucht (2004) claim
that the Internet can only complement, not substitute, existing
social movement tactics, and online activism can undercut a
social movement’s value by leading to half-hearted, meaning-
less activism, which Morozov (2009a) labels as “slacktiv-
ism.” The relation between virtual interaction and trust among
participants of social movements is questioned by research-
ers. Results exhibit that trust plays a critical role in supporting
a social movement. Without trust, members are not deeply
dedicated. Therefore, initial support to a social movement
might grow quickly, but then the support is likely to fade
away (Diani, 2000; Van Laer & Van Aelst, 2009). Some
researchers doubt that virtual ties and interactions alone,
without “real” face-to-face interaction, are sufficient to suc-
cessfully mobilize or sustain a social movement (Harlow,
2011). Similarly, Gladwell (2010) argues that online activism
will not succeed in generating committed collective action,
because ties established over the Internet are weak and inad-
equate to bring about systemic change. Boyd (2008) points
out that social network sites do not guarantee the engagement
and participation of people in social movements.

On the contrary, the opposing camp argues that online
activism serves as an important predictor of more effortful
engagement (Brigham & Noland, 2014). Rao and Wasserman
(2017) point out that the social media has created the oppor-
tunity of harnessing the Internet as a tool to further the dis-
course and mobilize the masses.

Nip (2004) discusses the potential for the Internet to help
construct a common identity and build online trust, which
then could pave the way to offline mobilization. Similarly,
Wojcieszak’s (2009) study of online radical environmentalist
groups exhibits that collective identity is established and
strengthened through these online groups. Recent studies
also indicate that social media is an effective tool for network
building, mobilizing the masses, creating counternarratives,
and affecting the political discourse through collective action
(Bosch, 2017; Bosch & Mutsvairo, 2017; Dey, 2019; Garcia,
Chauveau, Ledezma, & Pinto, 2013; Yan, Pegoraro, &
Watanabe, 2018). Social media offers a variety of tools, for-
mats, and content that can be used for civic engagement and
political participation to support democracies and political
communication (Suwana, 2019). Although online activism
alone cannot make physical changes, it can help create
awareness and keep the conversation alive about the issues
(Dey, 2019). As Valenzuela (2013) points out, online activ-
ism via social media can help create a parallel movement
alongside the physical process and thereby amplify the pro-
tests. Social media also provides information channels to
organize and mobilize protests (Barn, 2013). Social media
also facilitates communication among people during such
social movements and allows people to express political
opinions (Gleason, 2013; Valenzuela, 2013).
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A number of studies have claimed that digital media has
played important roles in coordinating, mobilizing, and orga-
nizing social and political movements such as the Arab
Spring (Castells, 2015; Ramli, 2012), the Indignados
Movement in Spain (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012; Gerbaudo,
2012), the Occupy Movement in North America (Bennett &
Segerberg, 2012), the Umbrella Movement in Hong Kong
(Lee & Ting, 2015; Lee & Chan, 2016), and the Tunisian
Revolution (Castells, 2015). Valenzuela’s (2013) study on
the 2011 Chilean student movement uncovers a strong cor-
relation between the frequency of social media usage and
protest behavior. Results of the research also confirm social
media as a tool of political action and that it can channel
online activism into offline physical movements. Lee, Chen,
and Chan’s (2017) study on the 2014 Umbrella Movement in
Hong Kong, focusing on social media use and offline partici-
pation, exhibits that social media acts as a significant media-
tor of social psychological factors such as grievances, anger,
and other emotions, which in turn affects offline participa-
tion. The results exhibit that online participation is the stron-
gest predictor of offline political action. In other words, as
participation in social media platforms increases, so does the
involvement in offline political activities.

The Rise of Environmental
Activism and Igneada

As environmental degradation intensified in Turkey, ecologi-
cal issues became an important part of the “political agenda
from the late 1990s onwards, which led the number of envi-
ronmentalist organizations to increase” (Adem, 2005). This
increase in environmental activism in Turkey is to a large
extent related to investments in the energy sector. Energy
consumption in Turkey is expected to double from 2010 to
2020. To facilitate this high increase in energy production,
the government has made several critical decisions, includ-
ing changes in laws, privatization of state-owned firms, and
invitation of foreign energy firms to invest in Turkey. These
policies have facilitated a massive increase in the construc-
tion of electricity production facilities and in energy infra-
structure during the last decade (Knudsen, 2016). The
government has accelerated actions to address its growing
dependence on imports and increasing demand of energy by
diversifying energy supplies. Turkey is progressing with its
plans to deploy three nuclear power plants in the next decade.
One of these plants is planned to be built in Igneada
(International Energy Agency, 2016).

There is also an alternative plan to build a thermal power
plant in Igneada. This plan is in line with the government’s
aim to increase the use of domestic resources such as lignite
to reduce import dependence as a core policy objective of its
2017 Electricity Market and Security of Supply Strategy. The
proposed power plant is planned to be the biggest in Turkey.
To clear the way for investment projects in natural protection
zones, legal protection statuses of these areas have been

downgraded to natural parks by new legislations. Igneada
floodplain forest is one of these natural protection zones that
was downgraded to a national park status (Atmis, 2018).

The Igneada floodplain forest is one of the most important
protected areas, not only of Turkey (Ozhatay, Byfield, &
Atay, 2003) but of Europe as well. This unique ecosystem
hosts flooded forest and associated aquatic and coastal eco-
systems, which include freshwater and saline lakes, coastal
dunes, marshes, and mixed forests of deciduous tall trees.
Conservation International named Igneada floodplain forest
as one of the world’s top 25 biodiversity hotspots (Bozkaya,
2013). Also, the World Wildlife Fund listed the region in
Global 200 Ecoregion list (World Wildlife Fund, 2012).

The Case Study of Igneada Floodplain
Forest

This study on the website “Save the Floodplain Forest”
examines online activism in the context of environmental
activism and aims to understand the potential of the Internet
in online activism practices by following the public sphere
theory. In this context, the creative potential of the Internet as
a public sphere for activist movements and its ability to
mobilize participants are discussed.

The research used the qualitative method for an in-depth
examination of the case. Content analysis of the organiza-
tion’s website analyzed the functions of the website and eval-
uated how well they performed. The content analysis is based
on five dimensions developed by Kavada (2005) and updated
by Sen and Sen (2016): Information Provision, Networking,
Participation, Campaigning, and Delivery. Of these five
dimensions, “Information Provision” has 17, “Networking”
has seven, “Participation” has four, “Campaigning” has four,
and “Delivery” has six content features. The campaign web-
site was examined, and the presence and absence of content
features were recorded. The results were analyzed to exhibit
inadequacies and point out the potential rooms for improve-
ment of the campaign website.

Information Provision

The content analysis revealed that “Save the Floodplain
Forest” campaign website provide detailed information
about the goal and the policies of the campaign. Information
and documents provided to the public via the campaign web-
site are very detailed. Besides the main goal of protecting the
Igneada floodplain forest, the website describes the current
state of the protected area, as well as the uniqueness and the
importance of the floodplain forest via photographs and
expert reports (Table 1).

The campaign website presents a detailed archive of the
developments and events related to protection efforts for the
Igneada floodplain forest. The website also provides updates
automatically via email to supporters, who wish to be posted
about the latest news, developments, and campaign events.
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Table I. Information Provision.

Organizational history
Structure

Values/ideology

Policies

Documents

Newsletters

Media releases
People/who’s who

Event calendar

Frequently asked questions
Privacy policy

Article archive or library
News

Work opportunities
Annual report

Campaign information
Information about successes

CUx x CUx % x CUCUC % x

The website has a media coverage tab, which contains a
detailed collection of media coverage regarding issues such
as press conferences of the Ministry of Energy bureaucrats,
broadcasted interviews made with academics, and other local
and national news coverage.

Although the campaign website provides in-depth infor-
mation about the Igneada floodplain forest, information
regarding the campaign’s organizational history and struc-
ture does not exist.

Similarly, the website does not provide any evidence of
the campaign releasing annual reports. Although this cam-
paign was started by the sole efforts and initiative of the ex-
mayor of Igneada (Mr. Tahir Isik) as a quest to save this
unique ecosystem, the missing information about the cam-
paign’s organizational history and organizational structure
and the absence of annual reports signal that the campaign
has not completed its institutionalization process.

The campaign website also does not have a Frequently
Asked Questions tab and Event Calendar tab, but the website
enables users to reach Mr. Tahir Isik via messaging or email.
His telephone number is also available at the campaign web-
site for all types of inquiries and feedback. There is also no
evidence that the campaign has employees or provides any
work opportunities. This, combined with the observation that
Mr. Tahir Isik is the only person the campaign website pro-
vides information about, gives the impression that the cam-
paign is a one-man show. All this evidence signals that the
campaign has not completed its institutionalization process
and gives the impression that the campaign website is run in
an amateurish manner.

Networking

The campaign website provides five reference links. Reference
links are links to environmental or news/educational sites.

These links provide more detailed information about the
Igneada floodplain forest ecology, biodiversity, history, and
other geographical features of the area. The website does not
have internal links or members-only area (Table 2).

Links to other parties or organizations that are supportive
of the goals, which are labeled as partisan links (Gibson &
Ward, 1998), are useful in terms of disseminating information
and gaining popularity among activists sharing similar goals.
Partisan links also provide opportunity to get consultation and
technical support for campaigns about going online (Kavada,
2005). Partisan links help to connect like-minded organiza-
tions and create benchmarking opportunities to improve their
effectiveness and campaigning abilities. The studied cam-
paign website does not have any partisan links. The absence
of partisan links is thought to be an important shortcoming of
the studied campaign website and may potentially be one of
the possible facilitators of other deficiencies observed.

The campaign website does not provide a direct link to the
opponent, but publicly shares the title and the address of the
firm that declared interest to build the power plant in the
area. The campaign website also displays the names of the
partners and ownership structure of the firm.

The campaign website has links to campaign’s social
media accounts: Twitter (@LongozuKoru), Facebook (www.
facebook.com/LongozuKoru), Pinterest (https://tr.pinterest.
com/longozukoru/), and YouTube (www.youtube.com/user/
LongozuKoru). These accounts are popular among support-
ers of the campaign and give the followers the opportunity to
meet, interact, exchange ideas, and organize. The campaign’s
Facebook account has more than 10,448 followers, and the
campaign’s Twitter account is followed by 2,039 people as of
May 2019.

YouTube and Pinterest accounts of the campaign have
fewer followers and serve as a video- and photograph-
sharing platform rather than a networking medium. The
YouTube account (www.youtube.com/user/LongozuKoru)
of the campaign shares previously broadcasted TV programs
about efforts to protect the Igneada floodplain forest and vid-
eos of protest rallies and demonstrations against prospective
power plants in the area. As of May 2019, there are 18 videos
uploaded to the YouTube account of the campaign. Of these
18 videos, 16 are the national TV coverage of the rallies and
demonstrations against power plant construction. In one of
these uploaded videos, demonstrators protest a representa-
tive of the power plant firm, who desperately tries to per-
suade the locals about the potential benefits of the planned
power plant. Two of the uploaded videos are short documen-
taries about the Igneada floodplain forest. Similarly, the
Pinterest account (https:/tr.pinterest.com/longozukoru/)
shares photographs that demonstrate the natural uniqueness
of the habitat and photographs from the locally organized
rallies that protest the plans to construct power plants in the
area. The Pinterest account of the campaign has five pins
related to the protests and rallies.
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Table 2. Networking.

Table 5. Website Delivery.

Internal links
Members-only area
Partisan links
Reference links
Commercial links
Opponent links
Social media links

AKX U X X X

Table 3. Participation.

Openness
Feedback
Opinion polls
Interaction

xS

Table 4. Campaigning.

Election site/sites for specific campaigns

Negative campaigning

Join an email update list

Become an online campaigner/send an
email/sign an online petition

CNx oS

Participation

The campaign website is open to the public; members can
get into contact and interact with each other via social media
tools such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Pinterest.
Although the campaign website does not have an opinion
polls function, opinion polls can be held very easily over
Twitter, but the study did not observe any polls held in any of
the social media accounts of the campaign (Table 3).

The campaign website lets the public give feedback via
email or telephone. The telephone number of Mr. Tahir Isik
is available at the campaign website. Also, all social media
accounts of the campaign are also other valid and easy-to-use
mediums of feedback about the campaign and other related
issues.

The Facebook account of the campaign is the primary
platform that participants use to interact with each other.
Interactions are mostly about declarations of support to the
campaign, sharing ideas about the protection of the area such
as starting new signature campaigns and personal visits to
the area.

Campaigning

The most basic and traditional way of campaigning is to offer
leaflets. The campaign website offers campaigning material
to be downloaded, but the downloadable materials are ban-
ners to be used for online campaigning rather than leaflets,

Homepage design

Graphics images/photos
Frames moving text/images
Multimedia index

Sound video live streaming
Foreign language translation

CENEENENEN

which are used for offline (traditional) campaigns. The cam-
paign website also provides supporters an online download-
able “Save the Floodplain Forest” banner, which they can
post and share with their contacts on their personal media
profiles (Table 4).

The campaign website does not perform or promote any
negative campaigns. Joining an email list is a service offered
by the campaign website. This helps supporters to keep
updated about the latest developments regarding campaign-
related issues and other activities of the organization.

The campaign website invites all visitors to sign an online
petition. As of May 2019, there were more than 3,500 online
petitions, labeled by Morozov (2009a) and Halupka (2018)
as “slacktivism” and “clicktivism,” respectively. For online
petition, the website invites the petitioner to key in his or her
name, which just takes seconds.

Website Delivery

The design of the website is important for communicating
ideas with existing supporters and for gaining new ones.
Furthermore, it can help attract the attention of online audi-
ences. In this sense, the design of the campaign website is
carefully organized and designed (Table 5).

Although the campaign website has tabs for two foreign
languages (English and Bulgarian), the tabs are not functional
and do not display the designated foreign languages. This is
definitely a major shortcoming for the campaign website,
because without the foreign language version of the website
reaching out to international stakeholders, getting their sup-
port and petitions will be very challenging. Especially, con-
sidering the Bulgarian version of the campaign website can
contribute to the popularity and the supporter base of the cam-
paign, as Igneada is very close to the Bulgarian border of
Turkey and it is obvious that Bulgarians have a vested interest
because they will face the possible externalities caused by
any type of power plant built in the area.

Conclusion

The rise of digital communications and the Internet, accom-
panied by decreasing faith in the legitimacy of parliamentary
politics, has provided new and different understandings of
political participation which caused the nature of political
participation to rapidly evolve, replacing traditional political
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participation repertoires by new forms of participation such
as online activism. From the perspective of the participant,
online activism has increasingly become part of an individ-
ual self-realization project, which is important not only for
one’s sense of identity and belonging but also for the ability
to have one’s voice heard. Online activism also empowers
participants by signifying that their statements are consid-
ered important enough to be broadcasted.

Compared with traditional ways of activism, online activ-
ism has numerous advantages such as allowing activist orga-
nizations to communicate directly with their audiences;
bypassing the mechanisms and commercial bias of the main-
stream media; presenting information in much livelier and
attractive ways by using the advantage of web; enabling
reach to a greater global audience via diminishing geographic
boundaries; helping establish a collective identity, solidarity
and feelings of unity among activists; reducing attention to
differences that exist within group members, reinforcing a
collective identity; and reaching large audiences, which
extend far beyond national boundaries with comparatively
very low production and administration costs. On the con-
trary, online activism does not require activists to physically
participate in any protests or demonstrations, but online
activism, which is not transferred to offline spaces, limits the
role and diminishes the effectiveness of online activism as a
method of social movement.

In the recent decade, social media has emerged as an
effective tool for network building, mobilizing the masses,
creating counter-narratives, and influencing the political dis-
course through collective action. Social media offers a vari-
ety of tools, formats, and content that can be used for civic
engagement and political participation. Social media also
provides information channels to organize and mobilize pro-
tests. It also facilitates communication among people during
such social movements and allows people to express politi-
cal opinions. The “Save the Floodplain Forest” campaign
website provides links to campaign’s social media accounts
at Twitter, Facebook, Pinterest, and YouTube. These social
media accounts are popular among supporters of the cam-
paign and give the followers the opportunity to meet, inter-
act, exchange ideas, and organize.

As an online activist movement, “Save the Floodplain
Forest” functions as a public sphere which fulfills its role by
facilitating the exchange of views through online discussions
and deliberations that lead to the formation of public opinion
about the protection of Igneada floodplain forest. The stud-
ied online activist movement is also successful not only in
creating a common identity among its participants but also in
translating the solidarity and dedication of its participants to
oftline spaces in the form of demonstrations and rallies. It is
obvious that increasing awareness about protecting the envi-
ronment and the rise of Internet activism as an alternative
form of political participation have an important role for
activists to participate in this public sphere. At the same time,
however, perceiving online activism as an individual

self-realization project by participants, which is important
for one’s sense of identity and belonging, should not be
dismissed.

There is no doubt that the “Save the Floodplain Forest”
campaign benefits from of all the discussed advantages of
being an online activist movement. However, the results of
the content analysis of “Save the Floodplain Forest” website
based on the scale developed by Kavada (2005) and updated
by Sen and Sen (2016) exhibit that the campaign website suf-
fers from some deficiencies, which have to be fixed for the
campaign to reach its goals more effectively.

Table 6 displays an integrated presentation of the unmet
content features of the campaign website. Results exhibit
that the total number of unmet content features by the cam-
paign website is 15. Of these 15 unmet content features,
seven are related to “Information Provision” dimension,
“Networking” dimension has four, “Participation” and
“Campaigning” dimensions have one each, and “Website
Delivery” dimension has two unmet content features.

Uncompleted institutionalization process and the ama-
teurish management of the campaign website are thought to
be one of the main causes of unmet content features of the
“Save the Floodplain Forest” campaign website.

As suggested by Kavada (2005), establishing connections
with like-minded organizations is an effective way to get
consultation and technical support and to improve online
campaigning abilities. Kavada’s suggestion is also reflected
in the “Networking” dimension as the content feature
“Partisan links” which is one of the unmet content features of
the Save the Floodplain Forest” campaign website. It is no
doubt that having “Partisan links” will provide the chance to
“Save the Floodplain Forest” campaign to take advantage of
potential consulting and benchmarking opportunities to
upgrade the campaign website. This will also be helpful and
provide guidance in fixing the unmet content features listed
in Table 6.

The “Save the Floodplain Forest” campaign does not
receive any financial support from any institution. The cam-
paign also does not generate any financial resources of its
own. Lack of financial resources may hinder and limit the
projected functions. For example, tabs for two foreign lan-
guages (English and Bulgarian) are not functional and do not
display the designated foreign languages. Without the for-
eign language version of the campaign website reaching out
to international stakeholders, getting their support and peti-
tions will be very challenging. The Bulgarian version of the
campaign website is critical because Igneada is adjacent to
Bulgarian border of Turkey, and it is obvious that Bulgarians
will face the possible externalities caused by any type of
power plant built in the area.

The findings of the study are expected to be useful not
only to “Save the Floodplain Forest” campaign but also to
other online activist movements in managing their cam-
paigns and administering their websites and social media
accounts.
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Table 6. Unmet Content Features of the Campaign Website.

Information Provision Organizational History
Structure

Event calendar

Frequently asked questions
Privacy policy

Work opportunities
Annual report

Networking Internal links
Members-only area
Partisan links
Commercial links

Participation Opinion polls

Campaigning Negative campaigning

Multimedia index
Foreign language translation

Website Delivery
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