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Wind Power in the Portuguese
Landscape:
Global Concerns and Local Costs

Ana Isabel Afonso and Carlos Mendes

In 2007, the Portuguese government launched an ambitious international
campaign aimed at changing prevailing cultural conceptions about Portugal,
notably the negative assumptions associated with the ‘Mediterranean’
stereotype. The country is now presented as ‘Europe’s West coast’. An important
aspect of the campaign was the claim that Portugal was ‘the fastest growing
European country in wind energy’, as stated by an advertisement, widely
disseminated both nationally and internationally [1]. Another ad stated that
‘the largest solar plant in the world’ was located in this country [2].

Both advertisements show photographic depictions of natural landscapes,
in which the physical structures necessary for the production of energy from
renewable sources are significantly absent: In the advertisement that promotes
the successes of the wind industry in the country, we see the strength of the
wind only through a ‘savage’ landscape. However, wind turbines and solar
panels are becoming second nature in Portugal, as its occurrence in the country
becomes ubiquitous. Somehow, one could argue that renewable energy in
Portugal is in the process of ‘naturalisation’ as part of a new – mechanised, but
environmentally benign – landscape.

In fact, this campaign seems to summarise the recent efforts of national and
local authorities to transform the physical (and sometimes symbolic) landscapes
of the country. Apparently, politicians have found here a new ground to bridge
the divides between ‘tradition’ and ‘progress’, ‘nature’ and ‘culture’. Wind
power has been seen as an opportunity to re-imagine the collective identity of
the country in terms of ‘modernity’ as well as to reinforce its unquestioned
condition as a member of ‘Europe’. The desire to harmonise the social
expectations of modernisation with increasing environmental sensibilities seems
to prevail, through the spread of a new (and benign, as it is intended)
mechanised landscape. Due to the lack of a broad public debate on the
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environmental, aesthetic and social impacts of wind power, this perspective
has been essentially undisputed. In a way, it can be said that the development
of renewable energy in Portugal is literally turning the remotest areas of the
country into ‘laboratories of modernity’.

Opposition to wind power represents a small minority and is often isolated.
They do not have an effective voice nationwide in the face of the dominant
rhetoric of modernisation regarding the production of energy from renewable
sources. In the media, only José Pacheco Pereira, a very well known conservative
politician, has addressed the negative impacts of wind power on landscape, in
his weekly column in the newspaper Público and also in his blog, one of the
most popular in the country. In them, Mr Pereira encourages readers to enjoy
the ‘last years of natural landscape in Portugal’ (Pereira 2007). However his
declarations did not seem to fuel any substantial public debate. Even the
construction of wind farms in protected areas has raised only mild opposition
from environmental groups, mainly through press releases distributed to the
media. These groups also seem unable to get support from the population:
Residents of protected areas generally resent the restricting rules regarding the
construction of wind farms in natural parks. As much as possible, they attempt
to make their dissatisfaction explicit, namely through the channels of public
consultancy provided by the government (which previously were almost never
used). 

Inhabitants of protected areas tend to interpret conservationist environmental
top-down measures as illegitimate ways of preserving a status quo, arbitrarily
classified as ‘unique and with ancestral value’, but that in reality interfere with
their aspirations for modernisation and economic development.

Under the project ‘Eoliennes et paysage’ (Nadai! et al. 2010), carried out in
collaboration with French and German partners, we soon realise that the study
of wind farms in protected areas could be an emblematic illustration of the
Portuguese relationship with natural landscape. One of the most obvious
conclusions of the work produced in the project is that the reactions to the
expansion of wind power in Portugal become more visible and complex as
scale decreases. Reflecting on such outputs, an important part of the arguments
developed in this paper is based on the information we gathered from two
case studies: Serras de Aire e Candeeiros Natural Park (PNSAC) [3] and
Montesinho Natural Park (PNM) [4].

As we will see below, the inception of protected areas in Portugal is very
recent in comparison with most countries in Europe. On the one hand, the
adoption of conservationist policies in the country was not vindicated by civil
society. The politicians decided to create protected areas in order to comply
with international agreements (Ramos et al. 2003). Since then, the history of
relations between local authorities and conservationists has been particularly
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contentious. On the other hand, the perception that conservation restrictions
are futile obstacles to modernisation projects has been relatively popular in
Portuguese society since the 1990s, a time when the expansion of the motorway
network and a boom in construction put strong pressure on the protected
areas. An example that caught the public’s attention, mainly due to the sarcastic
tone of the debate surrounding it, was the construction of a motorway, which
was diverted, allegedly because it would cross the territory of a threatened
population of rodents. The prospect of new wind power structures in protected
areas revives today these controversies and suspicions, as well as reignites old
tensions between local populations and central government representatives,
which first occurred upon the creation of protected areas.

We could follow these tensions in both case studies, although with different
local expressions. On the one hand, both PNSAC and PNM are strong advocates
of wind power implementation – with rare exceptions (see Aldeia de Chãos
below) – as long as it enhances socio-economic development of their region.
On the other hand, environmental associations fear that the areas subject to
greater restrictions could be strategically occupied by wind turbines, in this
atmosphere of general acceptance of the expansion of wind power in the
country. In addition to their concern for the negative impacts on the ‘natural
values’ of the region, they argue that in the future, wind power companies
would not face opposition against their spreading to regions that are not
regarded as valuable in terms of nature conservation.

Moving with difficulty between these opposing views, the Portuguese
Institute for the Conservation of Nature and Biodiversity (ICNB) has shown an
ambiguous stance on this issue, defending global concerns towards renewable
energy, while at the same time attempting to engage locals in the preservation
of extensive ‘classified areas’. In the course of this research, we tried to focus
on these incongruities and to analyse how they are impacting local communities
during the process of wind power installation.

The Making of a Case Study 

The Candeeiros Wind Park was our first case study within the project ‘Eoliennes
et paysage’. Travellers that, coming from Lisbon, cross the region of the ‘West’
– essentially, the long strip of the Atlantic coast of central Portugal – in the
direction of the Candeeiros Mountain on the A8 motorway are exposed to
one of the largest density of wind turbines in the Portuguese landscape. In
many places, the turbines appear nearby old windmills, remnants of an ancient
landscape in which they prevailed along the coast. When we started our
collaboration on this project, the area of the Parque Natural das Serras
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de Aire e Candeeiros (PNSAC) attracted our interest precisely because the
region is often associated with the use of the wind as an important resource
in traditional economic activities and particularly because we knew that wind
turbines were already in operation there. As in the other case studies we carried
out, we have started by surveying the news on the Candeeiros Wind Park
published in the press and the legislation that is relevant to the PNSAC. The
introduction of this paper comes, to a large extent, from this early attempt to
read the culture in the press and legal literature. While surveying the news on
the topic of renewable energy, we felt immediately that the question of
landscape in Portugal seemed to be with a few exceptions a red herring or
perhaps – to put it differently – an invisible issue in paradoxical contrast with
the unmistakable physical (but also social and economic) transformations
brought about by the spread of wind power, especially in sparsely populated
mountains, but also in enclaves along the urban centres near the coast.

From this still distanced approach based on the analysis of the media, we
felt that, in comparison to what was happening in France and Germany, different
conceptions of landscape, beyond the visible or contemplative, could be
evidenced in the dynamic of the processes underlying the various transformations
generated by the emergence of these new energy landscapes.

Moreover, following the national press and environmental websites led us
to the selection of our other case studies, because of the national impact of some
projects (as an industrial cluster in Viana do Castelo), or the excited controversies
that could be followed in the newspapers – like the debate on the project of
a wind farm in the Parque Natural de Montesinho (PNM) – and electronic
mailing lists. These surveys also allowed us to identify potential informants and
it was a result of them that we have made the first contacts.

In the regular visits we made to the field, we interviewed key informants
in the Candeeiros and Montesinho Mountains (unstructured and semi-directed
interviews). During these visits, we talked to locals and technicians – with
favourable and unfavourable opinions about wind energy in the protected
area –, with local administrators (mayors and chairmen of parish councils),
representatives of regional and national environmentalist associations,
representatives of the Institute for the Nature Conservation and Biodiversity
(ICNB) and, finally, with entrepreneurs from different companies with investments
in the wind power industry. These informants were selected following the
snowball strategy. That is, while the interviews were taking place, our informants
frequently suggested us other potential informants that somehow they believed
could help us in our research. On the same hand, we have had spontaneous
talks with locals in the field.

The initial surveys and the interviews were also complemented by
documentary research, particularly relevant materials provided by ICNB that
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included documentation concerning the licensing process of wind parks. With
this combination of methods, our goal was to capture the perspectives of
different actors in the process of installation of a wind farm that would allow
us to consolidate our knowledge about the local impact of these changes,
both in practice and on the level of social representations.

Shadows in Candeeiros

In the course of our field trips, we went to visit the peculiar salt beds in Fonte
da Bica, located at the foothills of the Candeeiros Mountain, in Central Portugal.
The Marinhas de sal are the sole rock-salt, non-littoral salt beds in the country,
preserved by the PNSAC. Through the pedestrian trail maintained by the Park,
visitors are invited to get familiar with a long-established and environmentally
benign human activity in the region. The salt beds, still active as a communitarian
practice, are presented as a ‘re-enactment’ of ‘activities characteristic of the past’
(Lowenthal 1985), particularly suggestive of lively archaisms. Rustic wooden
houses along the salt beds – ‘built in this manner since the Roman epoch’, we
are told – are presented as vestiges of a distant past. Visitors are also able to
observe the ‘mariners’ working, documenting vividly the past there (Herzfeld
1991) and enlivening the picturesque landscape. It is this museum-like place
that coexists nowadays with a mechanised landscape, observable from the
salines, since 2005 when a wind farm was settled in the Candeeiros Mountain.
The wind farm visible from the marinhas was the first of two to be settled
within the perimeter of the PNSAC. Each of the 37 wind turbines installed in
the area is ninety meters high, with blades of 45 meters length, and is rated
at three megawatt capacity. Around the natural park, other wind farms have
been installed recently or are projected for the near future. 

Local authorities struggle for wind power, as it brings them opportunities
to get extra incomes by agreeing with the companies a share of the profits
they obtain from the energy produced locally. The authorities celebrate a new
wind farm, not only as an unquestionable achievement for the development
of a local community, but also as a non-negligible effort done in order to
contribute to global environmental concerns. Anthropologists dealing with the
theme of wind power dissemination in Portugal have the opportunity to study
emergent possibilities of political appropriation of environmental discourses
and the production of new senses of ‘locality’ (Appadurai 1996), as it is now
increasingly arguable that local decisions in a ‘remote area’ might have a
valuable impact on the national level or even on the whole humanity. Wind
power seems to be also reshaping political power relationships locally. Recently,
in Alqueidão da Serra, after the Junta de Freguesia – the entity that governs
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the civil parish – has ended a deal for the installation of a new wind park in the
vicinity of the protected area, the president of the Junta offered two coffees
to each of its inhabitants (a total of 1.600 coffees). ‘A toast to the future’, he
declared to a local newspaper. By ‘future’ he was not only meaning
‘development’ for the parish, but also invoking a new order in the relationship
of the Junta with the Town Council of Porto de Mós that was deliberately put
aside of the negotiations – usually tripartite – with the wind energy company.
When we visited Candeeiros wind farm in the company of a Park ranger, he
suggested us provocatively that we should take a picture of an official sign
and a wind turbine nearby in the same frame. The sign – sponsored by the
wind energy company to the park authorities – adverts the eventually unaware
visitors that they ‘are in a protected area’. We take this ironical disposition,
following the anthropologist James Fernandez, as a ‘perception of incongruity’
(Fernandez 1986) that deserves to be noted.

Nevertheless, visual or aesthetical ‘impacts’, although mentioned, seem not
to be the main motivations to justify opposition to the spread of wind turbines
in the region and are chiefly referred as matters of personal taste. During our
research we only took notice of a strong and well succeeded episode of effective
collective opposition to wind power in Portugal, argued fundamentally on the
basis of its visual impacts – in the Arga Mountain, a Natura 2000 Network site
in Northwestern Portugal, the local Feast Commission has demanded successfully
that the wind turbines in the region were not visible from the Monastery of São
João de Arga (Campos 2008).

The sign above mentioned also asked the visitors not to pick plants or to
capture animals, and to contribute on the protection of species and habitats.
In itself, the sign denounces another ‘impact’, an ecological one, as increasing
visitors started to threaten the fauna and the flora. As our informant told us,
in a mountain ridge rarely visited before, it was possible to see around 600
visitors in the weeks next to the settlement of the wind park, surely attracted
by the novelty of the ‘technological sublime’ (Marx 2000) that some tourism
companies are already propagandising in their pedestrian trails packs.

Other objections to the wind power settlement in the Candeeiros Mountain
are the noises heard in the Aldeia de Chãos, the village nearest to the wind farm,
and the windmills shadow effect. Representative divergent voices are members
of a local association, the Cooperativa Terra Chã, which is actively engaged in
promoting ‘sustainable local development’ projects, notably on the development
of rural tourism (for instance: Thematic trails inviting visitors to observe local
people practising traditional agriculture). Besides the potential damaging effects
of the noises emitted by the wind turbines on the welfare of the Chãos
inhabitants, the predictable negative consequences to leisure activities in the
village are particularly resented. It is argued that urban visitors will not want to

132



expose themselves in the countryside ‘to the same noise they are used to in the
cities’. In a way, wind power brought the ‘city’ to the village (Williams 1973).
The political process that turned the wind park possible in Candeeiros is also
resented. On the one hand, the Town Council of Rio Maior is accused of
usurpation of the collective land in the Aldeia de Chãos. According to a member
of the association, the baldios [5], the communal lands were registered as
properties of the town council before an assembly of compartes was done in
Chãos. On the other, the Junta de Freguesia – to which the assembly of
compartes has delegated the management of the collective land – is blamed
for complicity with the town council. Despite of the righteousness of the
allegations – we had not yet opportunity to confirm –, the fact is a key claim
against the wind farm which is based on the traditional rights of a local
community to manage the communal lands.

The first wind farm in the PNSAC is located close to two limestone quarries,
whose activities impose the daily transit of several trucks in the protected area.
Apparently, this was decisive for the ICNB, the governmental organisation that
manages the Portuguese protected areas, to authorise the settlement of a wind
farm in the natural park. We have followed with particular interest a debate
between a schoolteacher at a village in the Candeeiros Mountain, who is
opposed to the wind farms in the natural park, and a director of the ICNB
posted in an environmentalist mailing list at the end of 2005. The director
argued that wind parks in protected areas are acceptable inasmuch as they
are to be settled in ‘portions of landscape that are not acknowledged as unique
or relevant in terms of heritage’. This argument is mostly interesting as it
elaborates on controversial concepts of ‘uniqueness’ and ‘heritage’ that had
been at the core of conservationist debates and policies.

This statement requires to be framed in the process of extensive
establishment of protected areas in Portugal. Such process, although
recent – having started only in the 1970s – consists in one of the most ambitious
efforts of ‘heritisation’, of imagining common legacies from the past (Lowenthal
2000), in the country. In the last (almost) four decades, the Portuguese
authorities made efforts to decree the suspension of time in a significant
portion – nearly a fifth – of the continental territory, majorly inhabited by human
populations. Through interventions of recovery of edified structures (from
windmills to granaries) and of ‘historical’ trails, the creation of archaeological
sites, the certification of local products or the regulation of villages’ dwellings,
the ICNB has been particularly engaged in the interpretation of local culture and
history, as well as disciplining the landscape and the collective life of the local
populations. As the new authorities were trying to impose their preservationist
ideology in the management of social relationships in protected areas, different
forms of political resistance have also emerged against an entity frequently
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perceived as an external, intrusive power. In the course of this process, rural
populations were instructed (with varying success) to recognise as ‘heritage’,
as ‘relics’ in need of absolute preservation, animals they used to capture and
plants they used to pick like the wind farm visitors did spontaneously, apparently
unaware of its present value. A mountain itself – as the Arrábida, for instance,
another limestone mountain – may be now comparable to a ‘monument’ or a
‘relic’, because it is believed that unique manifestations of the ‘primeval forests’
of the ‘Mediterranean’ are to be found there. The protected areas, besides
being partially responsible for the latest ‘inflation of the notion of heritage’ in
the countryside (Samuel 1994), introduced also broader conceptions of ‘heritage’
– if not the idea of ‘heritage’ at all – to the daily life of its populations (Fernandez
and Fernandez 2009).

These conceptions of what is apt and what is not apt to be called a ‘heritage’
are important for they increasingly inform political decisions. As much as we
were able to understand in the Aldeia de Chãos, a physical space that the new
authorities are renitent to classify ‘as unique or relevant in terms of heritage’
is perceived by the locals as their ‘heritage’, unique and relevant, at least in the
sense of a property whose management they have inherited from their ancestors,
that they own by virtue of traditional uses of communal lands.

The Life and Death of a Wind Park that Never Was

In the course of this research, we could also follow the public debate on a new
project to build a wind farm within the PNSAC that ended up by being
disapproved in the beginning of 2010. In the protected area there are already
four wind parks, entirely or only partially located in the natural park. As the
political process was still underway during our visits to the field, at the time it
was not possible to anticipate the fate of the project. The São Bento Wind
Park – the park planned – would be an investment of a hundred million Euros
from a consortium led by a local company sited in Leiria (84 megawatt capacity,
equivalent to whole energy consumed in the municipality of Porto de Mós). One
of the four sections of the São Bento Wind Park would be an extension of the
current Candeeiros Wind Park, adding 42 more wind turbines to a protected
area where there are already over fifty.

An informant, a member of a local environmental association, told us that,
if we were ‘in Germany, none of these fifty turbines would exist’. Frequently,
our informants establish comparisons with other countries they assume to be
models – or at least closer to be models – in order to defend or present
arguments in opposition to wind energy. In the PNM the wind turbines located
in Spain that can be seen in some places of the region testify the superiority
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of the neighbouring country to our informants who are favourable to the
construction of a wind farm in the protected area. On the other hand, the
environmentalist quoted above refers that, despite the various environmental
problems that affect Spain, at least they do not allow the companies to build
wind parks in protected areas. It is also common to evoke the partner countries
of this project as particularly successful cases regarding the harmonisation
between economic development and environmental protection, or as countries
with more developed environmental sensibilities.

On Germany, for instance, there may be references to the long-standing
environmental consciousness of its inhabitants and the ability of the
environmental organisations to mobilise local movements against wind power
projects. The difficulties faced by the Portuguese environmental associations in
order to emulate these actions in the country are particularly resented as a
symptom of social ‘backwardness’. In this sense, it can be said that also the
environmentalists who are opposed to wind power in protected areas aim at
‘Europeanizing’ Portugal (Borneman and Fowler 1997).

In August 2009, two national environmental groups (LPN and Geota) and
another one based in Leiria (Oikos) issued a joint statement on the projected
São Bento Wind Park, contesting its construction within the natural park. The
largest Portuguese environmental association, Quercus, also had emitted an
unfavourable but isolated statement a couple of months earlier. In the history
of the Portuguese environmental movement, it is an exceptional practice for
different associations to produce a joint statement. That has only occured in
emblematic cases (such as the opposition to the dams in Alqueva – ‘the largest
artificial lake in Europe’ – and in Sabor River – ‘the last savage river in Portugal’).
Somehow, these joint efforts to protest against the São Bento Wind Park reflect
the importance they attribute to the areas of the natural park affected by the
project. At the time, the press release sent by the associations produced news
in the major national newspapers. However, this inevitably had very little impact
on public opinion and did not mobilise it.

Oikos has two theories about what they consider to be the obsession of the
companies to install turbines in protected areas and classified sites. Firstly, they
relate this to the general peaceful acceptance of renewable energy in the
country that we have outlined in our introduction. They suspect that the
companies, taking advantage of this atmosphere of wide acceptance, are trying
to take first the most difficult areas – where wind turbines are more susceptible
to be challenged – strategically, as the construction of wind parks in the rest
of the territory, in non-classified areas, will be relatively peaceful. This strategy
will make the expansion of wind farms in the country easier, from their point
of view. We also heard this hypothesis from our informants in Aldeia de Chãos.
A second reason invoked is related to economic motivations. As in Montesinho,
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mainly collective lands (baldios) constitute the areas in the PNSAC where wind
energy can be more feasible. On one hand, as the whole community profits with
wind energy, the companies may expect to be supported by the local
populations. On other, this means that the process will not involve neither
expensive expropriations of private lands or time-consuming negotiations with
different landowners.

Although the planning schemes (planos de ordenamento) of Portuguese
protected areas are subject to revisions every ten years, the PNSAC is still ruled
by a planning scheme approved in 1988. A new planning scheme is ready for
approval since 2007. The conservationists find it a very reasonable planning
scheme, while populations inhabiting the civil parishes that are under complete
restrictions nowadays are eager for the replacement of the present Plano de
Ordenamento do Parque Natural das Serras de Aire e Candeeiros (POPNSAC)
[6], as the new one will be much less restrictive. Nevertheless, the approval
has been delayed since then. In last June, the planning scheme was presented
to the Board of Ministers for approval, but went back for revision, as requested
by the mayors interested in the new wind park. By the time of our last visit to
Candeeiros, the POPNSAC was again available for public discussion.

Apparently, the POPNSAC still prohibits any wind park in certain areas where
it only allows ‘temporary constructions’ to be placed. The common interpretation
of the notion of ‘temporary constructions’ corresponds to the light structures
that support rural activities (warehouses for agricultural implements, shepherd’s
shelters, for instance). According to the environmentalists, there were at least
two sections of the São Bento Wind Park that violated this restriction of the
present planning scheme. Notwithstanding, legal opinion requested by the
company that coordinated the Study of Environmental Impact Assessment
argued that, having a lifespan of twenty years, a wind turbine should also be
considered as a ‘temporary construction’. The opposition to the wind farm
claimed that, by these standards, every built structure is a temporary one
bringing to mind the famous statement by Karl Marx that ‘all that is solid melts
in the air’. The Municipal Master Plan (PDM) of Porto de Mós – most wind
turbines (27) were planned to be located in this municipality – is suspended.
Otherwise the wind farm would be incompatible with its present restrictions.
On the same hand, the POPNSAC is also virtually suspended. Legal instruments
that hindered the construction of the park were in a certain way manipulated
(and negotiated) in order to allow the licensing of the project.

The environmentalists claimed that the wind park would produce different
negative impacts, particularly on some geological ‘values’: ‘The Depressão da
Mendiga, one of the most beautiful zones in the park, will become completely
uncharacteristic if the section closest to Porto de Mós is installed’. Later, the
Ministry of Environment and Spatial Planning approved the Declaration of
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Environmental Impact Assessment that was ‘unfavourable’ to the construction
of the São Bento Wind Park. The Declaration emphasised justly the risk of vast
negative impacts on geological elements, besides the fauna and flora. On the
same hand, the unfavourable decision was also justified by expectable negative
impacts on the landscape, ‘since the 42 turbines would stand out in the
landscape making it less natural’. In fact, in the course of this process, the
environmentalists always insisted that, if the wind farm were to be built, there
would not remain a single place in the protected area that was not exposed
to the vision of wind turbines. Lastly, the verdict of the Declaration was also
justified with ‘the direct and indirect effects on heritage elements, especially on
the Arco da Memória (an heritage element in the process of classification)’.

Backstage for a Wind Park that Probably Will Be

Following the echo of local reactions in the media to the possibility of future
construction of wind farms in another protected area our research lead us to
the Montesinho Mountain, further Northeast of the country, close to the Spanish
border. Although that is still only a remote possibility which is facing serious
technical and administrative barriers (such as licenses issued by ICNB and access
points to the network), the restructuring process to which was submitted the
Plano de Ordenamento do Parque Natural de Montesinho [7] (from the
discussion of the first proposal of ICNB to the stage of public consultation) has
contributed to give visibility to the negotiations that are being promoted at
local level, and how the conservationist rhetoric of ICNB, ambiguously perceived,
is reactivating old antagonisms.

In this case, local citizens are willing for the construction of a wind farm on
communal lands (at the moment almost unproductive), aiming to get some
economic benefits from them. At the same time they experience the
conservationist arguments unfavourable to wind energy installation in the
protected area as an extraneous and illegitimate interference in the
communitarian management of a local heritage. As an example of this ancient
quarrel a sort of emblematic caricature could be drawn, through the episode
that took place during the discussion process of the planning scheme of
Montesinho: Led by the regional representative of the committee of
commons, the inhabitants of Montesinho tried to provocatively and
symbolically prevent the passage of the park officers through the
communal lands, arguing that ‘they were being as irrational as the ICNB,
with its intrusive attempts of top-down management of lands which do not
belong to ICNB’.

This whole process allowed shedding light into the ambiguities surrounding
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environmental discourse that have framed its unpopular conservationist
measures. Indeed, and somewhat paradoxically, the license that has authorized
the construction of a wind farm in another protected area in the Candeeiros
Mountain was issued by the same ICNB that during the debate generated by
the recent discussion of the planning scheme, initially defended the total
interdiction of wind farms within the nearly 75 thousand hectares of this
protected zone.

This fuzzy process of decision-making can be interpreted as the political
result of the dilemma that has made environmental policies shudder at the
threat of global warming – it is accepted the efficiency of wind energy in
reducing emissions of carbon dioxide, allowing the installation of wind turbines
in protected areas where investment is more profitable, or is this installation
prohibited, aiming to preserve those areas that have been classified as protected?
The choice is not easy, however, and in any case, the success of the policies to
implement will only be possible with the support of local populations and not
contrary to them. 

The same perception seems to be at the basis of recent movements of
enterprises from the wind energy sector, in order to assure the rental of baldios
in some of the civil parishes of the PNM, precisely located within the areas of
the highest wind potential. We would be tempted to consider that this
coincidence has brought to baldios’ commissions a high negotiable power,
even a certain empowerment, reactivating, and perhaps even redirecting,
traditional collective uses in decline towards these unexpected new uses.

With such a strategy of anticipation, two main factors that leave the door
open for future construction of wind farms are combined in this way: The
return on investment and the achievement of local acceptance, without much
tensions and conflicts, at least in what concerns intra-community level. 

It is important to mention that the uses of common land have had in the
past an important social function in everyday practices of community life,
contributing to attenuate social inequalities and allowing the subsistence to those
who did not possess land, by giving them access to cultivation or collection of
basic resources in the common lands.

Until now we have seen how the mere prospect of an eventual future
construction of wind farms in the PNM has definitely contributed to the
restructuring of important instruments of territory management – such as the
long-awaited review of the planning schemes of protected areas – while it has
had a major role in the dynamics of the local traditional structures of landscape
management, contributing to the empowerment of baldios’ commissions and
to improve the living conditions of the villages in the region.

Still, the situation of the PNM in a border region allowed us to underline
that in symbolic terms the use of the wind (with dissonant rhythms between
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the two countries) has emerged as a distinctive element of different energy
policies, as well as different environmental and landscape management policies.
With hindsight, in the context of the debate we were about to follow focusing
the possible development of wind energy projects in Montesinho, the evocation
of the frontier (as opposed, model, argument, mirror) has been significantly
present, although not in a physical and tangible way, but particularly at the
symbolic and discursive levels.

When we spoke with the Mayor of Vinhais, in the vicinity of the PNM, and
we asked him what he thought about the impact of the wind turbines that we
could see on the Spanish side, he told us that for him, the wind turbines were
‘like flowers’. Thus, intended to reiterate, using irony, what he truly thought
about it: That the aesthetic appreciation of landscape (and consequently its
management and preservation) is deeply subjective and that the ideas we have
about it are arbitrary and, therefore, negotiable. (We can say about the windmills
that they are ‘like flowers’ or anything else, being actually convinced of it or
rather by strategic purposes.)

It has become quite obvious that this was a strategic perspective, issued by
an advocate of wind power in Montesinho, someone who wants to plant
flowers in his own garden [8]. Anyway, it was clear that the mayor wanted to
neutralise discourses against wind power implementation, stressing that
arguments coming from opponents of wind power in the region were also
strategic.

Final Remarks: Who Owns the Landscape?

It is ironic that in the PNSAC the populations that wanted to have wind power
in their communal lands were deprived from its economic benefits, while the
ones that were against windmills got it ‘in their backyards’. As in other protected
areas all over the world, the management of the ‘commons’ in this natural
park remains a central issue, in understanding the conflictive relationship
between local populations and the State authorities. Wind power clearly
reignited these old tensions.

The local populations are able to recognise the baldios as collective property.
They know which neighbours are allowed to make use of them according to
customary regulations, and knew who their former owners were. On the other
hand, the natural park introduced a new concept of ‘collective property’, that
is, the notion that local landscape and natural resources also belong to the
‘national community’ and even – through the Natura 2000 Network – to ‘EU
citizens’. This obviously requires some disposition to accept that outsiders may
legitimately have a say in the management of the local community’s resources.
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Contrarily, our informants inhabiting protected areas tend to consider the
measures imposed on them by the conservationist authorities as particularly
intrusive ones.

By being deprived from the scarce resources they had in hand (mainly the
extraction of stone from the quarries), some inhabitants of Aldeia de Chãos
experience the feeling of bearing the costs of modernity and global environment
protection, without riping the benefits. ‘If only we were offered a discount in
the electricity bill […]’, commented one of our informants, suggesting the
relevance of reciprocity in the negotiation of conservationist measures, which
can only succeed with the involvement of the local populations, rather than
against them.

From studying the case of PNM, we observed that during the process of wind
power implementation the proximity of the administrative borders generates
the following scenarios:

Firstly, being the country’s most remote areas, they often give rise to
‘interstitial spaces’, neglected by the central government. These frontier areas
then become the final places to where the NIMBY effect can be relegated.

Secondly, due to the proximity of a different administrative area, potentially
with different policies in place, lobbyists may base their arguments on their
neighbours’ cases, in order to better serve their own economic interests.

In accordance with the work of different scholars that have recently analysed
situations of environmental justice (Agrawal 2005; Bowen and Haynes
2000; Briggs 2006; Brosius 1997; Harper/Steger and Filcák 2009), local
controversies in Candeeiros and Montesinho Mountains seem to confirm that
discrimination plays a role in the distribution of environmental harms and
benefits. Listening to the local voices from PNSAC and PNM, we learn that
through wind power development in remote areas, spaces inhabited by
peripheral communities of lower socioeconomic status may be vulnerable to
environmental discrimination – either being overexposed to environment
degradation or being deprived from their own basic resources in the name of
environmental protection. This seems to be the case in both Natural Parks,
where top-down environmental policies have been ignoring everyday practices
of local communities for decades, as well as belittling local knowledge and
perceptions concerning landscape management and protection.

Notes

[1] Retrieved 20 September 2011 from
http://www.flickr.com/photos/ptfolio/2127440264/in/photostream/

140



[2] Retrieved 20 September 2011 from
http://www.flickr.com/photos/ptfolio/2126664683/in/photostream/

[3] Parque Natural das Serras de Aire e Candeeiros.

[4] Parque Natural de Montesinho.

[5] Communal lands are named in rural Portugal as baldios. The baldios (sing.
baldio) are the property of local communities and are managed by the compartes
(sing. comparte) since 1976 when they were returned to the ‘communities that
had been dispossessed of them’ previously (Decree-Law nº 39/76, January 19).
A comparte is an inhabitant in a parish that has the right to exploit the baldio,
‘according to the [local] uses and customs’ (Law nº 89/97, July 30), customarily
established by the oral tradition transmitted from generation to generation.
Collective firewood cuts, water distribution for agriculture, animal pastures or
the exploit of communitarian structures (as mills and ovens) sited in the baldios
can be named as typical examples of these uses. The baldios are ruled by an
assembly of compartes, a directive council and a visiting committee, all
constituted by neighbours and elected for periods of two years.

[6] Planning Scheme of the Aire and Candeeiros Mountains Natural Park.

[7] Planning Scheme of the Montesinho Natural Park.

[8] Suffice to mention here that one of the enterprises that wants to install a wind
farm in the region is owned by a company with exclusively municipal capital,
joined by some private and parish councils).
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