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Abstract

The return of large carnivores in Europe has increasingly led to environmental conflicts,
mainly due to their impact on breeding activities. By extensively covering stakeholders’
debates, mass media have shaped a specific representation of human-wildlife conflicts, and
have thus contributed to influence public perception of predator recovery issues. In this com-
munication, we focus on the media coverage of the wolf return and management in France.
Using a linguistic approach based on lexical and syntactic discourse analysis, we compared
the evolution of the wolf conflict treatment in a French national (Le Monde, n=338) and re-
gional (Nice-Matin, n=942) newspaper, from 1992 to 2014. As generalist newspapers have to
maintain a large readership, they are likely to build a less sliced conflict representation than
involved stakeholders. However, we observed that social-ecological views of both newspapers
had an impact on the properties attributed to human and non human stakeholders. Along
the period, Nice-Matin emphasized an empathetic description of livestock breeders’ experi-
ence of the wolf, and tended to exclude the predator from a well balanced social-ecological
system. Before the establishment of quotas allowing wolf removal (2004), Le Monde ex-
pressed its support for the wolf conservation essentially by associating deceitful attitudes
to livestock breeders, and rational properties to institutional officials. The establishment
of wolf removal policy was associated with a progressive rehabilitation of breeders and a
focus on the emotional aspects of predation. Properties of violence and intentionality were
then attributed to the wolf. Our study shows that in each newspaper, media coverage of
the conflict induced the exclusion of either the wolf or the breeder from a well balanced
social-ecological system. We finally discuss the critical impact of printed press’ unbalanced
treatment of human-wildlife issues. Instead of contributing to mitigate the conflict, media
coverage emphasizes the representation of polarized positions in the public debate.
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