The final curtain for the Almyros wetland public art intervention
by Angelos Spartalis
For the past two months, I have been closely observing the wetland of Almyros. This was prompted by the public art intervention I staged on April 3rd, 2021 to which the newspaper “ANATOLI” had dedicated a long article. The intervention, entitled “Attention, Ducks”, was included in the program of the public art festival “The spirit of the stairs” for reasons that will be explained later on. To find more about the course and the outcome of the intervention go to www.spartalis.gr/ducks. Photos, narrations and a rather “juicy” diary are waiting for you to discover.  
In a nutshell, the idea for the intervention came from a makeshift road sign that reads “Attention, Ducks”. Someone had placed the sign just before the bend on the old National Road that “embraces” the wetland of Almyros. My family has a special name for this particular spot; we call it “the Duckturn”. When I first noticed the sign, I decided to place a totem-like sign of my own at the same spot, in which I included processed images of the wetland portraying the area as it could have been in ancient times. Beach bars and villas were replaced by ancient temples and I included images of Ulysses and princess Nausikaa and her entourage. At the same time, 270 small sketches (10 numbered series of 27 sketches each) of a duck flapping its wings were placed at regular intervals on the wooden fence that delimits the wetland for passers-by to collect. Some of the sketches (10 x 6cm each) ended up in Belgium and Canada!  
As we were approaching the final stage of the intervention, another person (I still have no clue of who he/she might be) draw inspiration from my intervention (which was inspired from the initial intervention) and placed an ingenious sign in the area (see photo at the end of the text), which was almost identical to a typical road sign that we can all easily recognise. That sign however depicts duck-like figures that bring to mind the beaked masks doctors used to wear while treating the plague back in the 17th century. Nowadays, similar masks are quite a common sight during the Venice carnival. In these Coronavirus times, I thought this image was highly symbolic and relevant. At that moment, it felt that my mission had been accomplished and I started preparing my exit from the area. The actual purpose of this lengthy introduction was to pave the way for the presentation of the conclusions I draw from my presence in this ecologically fragile and economically sensitive area of the Almyros wetland. So, here they are…      
While preparing the installation I purposely tried to link the intervention to the ducks that are constantly being run over and killed by vehicles in the area. Indeed, this is true. During my initial inspection of the area, I saw 2 dead ducks lying on the roadside and 4 more that had been thrown in the drainage canal which passes underneath the road. All of them were in an advanced state of decomposition and their eyes were missing. The eyes of the dead ducks are eaten by the living ones. The stench of the decay was overwhelming. We should ask ourselves how we have ended up here. Let us go back to when everything started, to the times of our innocent childhood when we had not even heard the term “far-sightedness” and we used to play by the lake of Agios Nikolaos. I vaguely remember ducks, peacocks and a small monkey. The peacocks and the monkey were caged but not the ducks. However, this freedom would eventually turn them into refugees because cleaning their excrements by the lake was deemed too unprofitable and was seen as a threat to the innocent tourists’ flip-flops and as having too much of a visual impact to the nearby cafés and taverns. Thus, almost overnight, all the ducks were transferred, against their will, to the wetland of Almyros, located three kilometres away.
With time, three main opinions were expressed as regards the ducks in the wetland. First, the firm supporters of the ducks who said things like “Poor ducklings, they are so beautiful yet neglected, let’s feed them!”. Second, those who did not like the presence of the ducks in the wetland and said things like “These ducks are not an endemic species; they are voracious and pose a threat to the migratory birds and to all other animals that have always been here. We should kill them with a speargun!”. Third, those innocent and ignorant passers-by who made a brief stop while jogging in the area to admire the ducks. The first two extreme opinions are both wrong and correct at the same time, such a common occurrence among the Greeks… The ducks are no more than 20 and some of them are geese! These animals are regularly fed by volunteers (I met at least a dozen of them) and their obesity is attributed to the leftovers they feed them along with corn and other mixed grains. Or not? We all agree that they are filthy but they are also beautiful, aren’t they? They are not an endemic species but they did not come here on their own, they are not trespassers. The presence of these domesticated ducks in the wetland is the result of yet another poor decision on behalf of the authorities as regards cleaning in the town of Agios Nikolaos. Or not? In any case, after such a long presence in the wetland the ducks are entitled to say “we are endemic as well!”. Or perhaps this is silly because ducks cannot speak.

The real issue is not the presence of the ducks in the wetland. After all, anyone could wipe them out in a flash (I am not suggesting anything…) and the following day some other person could bring five hundred ducks to the wetland (not a good idea). The real issue is, quite simply, how we manage the public space. In the past few months, the broader area of the wetland has been experiencing a frenzy of large-scale construction works. Villas, hotels, establishments (even the nearby chapel) are being extended and renovated. The construction workers who rush in their cars from Almyros to the town to get stucco and paint are potential duck-killers. However, as I have just said, the real issue are not the ducks. The real issue is the huge amount of concrete that keeps on pouring in the area. Thousands of cubic metres are being poured on a daily basis. Heavy machinery is being used which look like cement-drooling giraffes. Everything will be cemented, even the remotest parts of the area. The soil will be cemented as well, to protect innocent tourists from tripping in their Manolo Blahnik stilettos (at this point, we should all acknowledge the huge influence of the footwear -from flip-flops to stilettos- worn by innocent tourists in shaping the image, the culture and the economy of our long-suffering homeland).
Within this fine mess of dust and construction workers it is possible to walk down some stairs (what stairs indeed!), the same stairs that were the essential subject of my intervention, stairs of architectural folly and historic disgrace. These stairs, which are actually a chaotic grid of multiple intertwined stairs, lead to the magnificent mouth of the Almyros River. The stairs are located to the left of the national road a couple of hundred meters from the “Duckturn” just shy of the bend by the old olive pomace oil factory. They start within an area of about 15 residences occupied by students and families. With time, most of those residences have undergone substantial changes and modifications and as a result, there are numerous lateral entrances located next to narrow stairs. In some cases, the actual entrance of the house is the window or the balcony… A typical charming Greek mess surrounded by luxury hotels, villas, beach bars, establishments and parking lots. These two different worlds, the chaotic urban landscape at the top and the pristine mouth of the river at the bottom, are connected by the 20 steps of my beloved stairs. While walking down those stairs through the lush vegetation we can admire villas, swimming pools and giant attention-grabbing billboards.

I staged a visual installation by the wetland of Almyros on the pretext of the safety and well-being of the ducks. My true intentions were to spy inside the overall area and to spend time talking with passers-by and local residents in an effort to draw the conclusions included in the present article. I am under no illusions about the tourists’ footwear influencing the local authorities’ decision-making on the management of private and public space and most certainly, I would never harm local tourism professionals. After all, I am currently residing in a house that was built by my father at the time he worked in luxury hotels. Nothing will change, I am well aware of that. However, I am obliged in the name of the art I serve, to defend beauty. It is my responsibility to do so. Finally, please allow for one last confession: While I was standing by the wetland giving away sketches of beautiful defenceless -but free- animals, at the same time someone could have signed an agreement for the construction of a parking lot within the very same area. I then compare myself to this person and I wonder who sleeps better at night or which one of us do educated girls and boys find more attractive and loveable. Experiencing beauty and love, the best of journeys. The rest is mere window dressing. Thank you for your understanding.    
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