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SUMÁRIO 

A conservação da biodiversidade, o desenvolvimento e a ciência modernos tiveram um impacto profundo 

nos sistemas humanos e naturais acoplados e na sua gestão. Os desafios que hoje se colocam a este nível 

em regiões moldadas no longo prazo pela presença humana, como é o caso do Mediterrâneo, são 

exemplo evidente das limitações criadas pela dicotomização entre economia e ecologia, humanos e 

natureza, conhecimento leigo e científico, práticas institucionais formais e locais informais e perspectivas 

tecnocráticas ou sociais; resultantes daquelas tendências. O presente trabalho foi ancorado num tema de 

estudo que evidencia tais tensões: o processo de implementação da Rede Natura 2000, que se dedica à 

conservação da biodiversidade na Europa e ao mesmo tempo prioriza a consideração de características 

rurais culturais e socioeconómicas. Neste contexto, desenvolveu-se um estudo de caso sobre as Ribeiras 

Mediterrânicas de Monfurado (RMM), que vão de encontro a esta descrição. Foram articuladas 

diferentes tradições científicas e tipos de conhecimento de modo a testar a hipótese de que desta forma 

seria possível: i) compreender os agregados humano-natureza existentes nas RMM e contribuir para a 

sua gestão; ii) compreender as relações sociais no longo prazo, especificamente a nível da conexão entre 

diferentes grupos de actores sociais ligados às RMM, caracterizando o seu diálogo. Desta forma, foi 

proposto e aplicado um enquadramento transdisciplinar orientado para a prática e inspirado nos 

pensamentos coevolutivo e de investigação-acção utópica crítica. Para analisar as RMM, foram 

combinadas metodologias das ciências naturais e sociais, que variam desde biomonitorização à aplicação 

de um índice de integridade biótica, à análise interpretativa de entrevistas e à revisão histórica. A 

caracterização das ribeiras e da relação humano-natureza nelas existente contribuiu ao nível da gestão e 

da compreensão dos sistemas sócio-ecológicos das RMM. A importância da herança histórica de 

características sociais no longo prazo (como se mostrou ser o caso da desigualdade social) e de episódios 

históricos políticos específicos para as relações sociais actuais, e consequentemente para os programas 

de conservação, foi ainda assinalada. Os resultados também permitiram explorar e fundar perspectivas 

de melhoria futura do diálogo entre grupos sociais e da gestão de recursos naturais, adoptando-se uma 

postura de abertura perante a mudança sócio-ecológica e considerando-se o caso de estudo ‘inacabado’. 

Os resultados obtidos permitiram verificar ainda a possibilidade de reduzir as fronteiras entre sectores 

disciplinares, tipos de conhecimento e na conceptualização da divisão ontológica humano-natureza; cuja 

combinação, como se ilustra, pode contribuir para a gestão de recursos naturais e, mais importante, 

pode potenciar conhecimento e experiências acumuladas. Finalmente, colocou-se o caso de estudo nos 

contextos global e de longo prazo, ampliando o significado das relações humano-natureza e sociais 

tratadas; e gerando uma discussão sobre paradigmas de desenvolvimento e sistema mundial, sobre 

mudança e sua relação com utopia e experiências biográficas, sobre o potencial coevolutivo, sobre os 

significados de natureza e sobre a significância da capacidade humana de aspirar, pensar e agir. 
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ABSTRACT 

Modern science, development and biodiversity conservation has had far reaching impacts on the 

understanding and realities of coupled human and natural systems and their management. Current 

challenges in this ambit in areas that have been shaped by long term human presence, as is the case of 

the Mediterranean region, can clearly exemplify the limitations created by dichotomizing economy and 

ecology, humans and nature, scientific and lay knowledge, institutional formal and local informal 

practices, and technical or social perspectives; which result from the cited trends. The current work was 

grounded on a problem field that experiences such tensions: the implementation process of Natura 2000 

Site Network, devoted to increase biodiversity conservation in Europe whilst respecting local specificities 

of socio-economic and cultural rural characteristics. In this context, a case study was developed in the 

Mediterranean Streams of Monfurado Site (MSM), which meets such a description. Different scientific 

traditions and different types of knowledge were articulated hypothesizing one would, by doing so: i) 

better understand human-nature aggregates in MSM and contribute to their management; and ii) better 

understand long-term social relationships, specifically at the level of connectedness among different 

groups of social actors with regard to MSM, characterizing their dialog. In order to do so, a 

transdisciplinary and practice-oriented framework was proposed and applied, inspired on coevolutionary 

thinking and on critical utopian action research thinking. To analyze MSM, methods from the natural 

sciences and the social sciences were combined, which ranged from biomonitoring, to an integrity biotic 

index, to interpretative analysis of interviews and to historical review. By characterizing the streams and 

the human-nature relationship existing on them, the work developed has provided practical insights for 

management and improved the understanding of social-ecological systems in MSM. The importance of 

historical inheritance of social phenomena (as was shown to be the case with social inequality); and of 

specific political historical episodes for current social relationships and therefore for conservation 

schemes was furthermore signaled. Results also explored and grounded perspectives for future 

improvement of dialog between social groups and natural resource management, by adopting an open 

approach in dealing with social-ecological change and considering the case study ‘unfinished’. Results 

have shown that it is possible to reduce borders in disciplinary-sectors, knowledge-types and in the 

conceptualization of the human-nature ontological divide; and illustrated how these combined can 

support natural resource management and more importantly potentiate accumulated knowledge and 

experiences. Finally, the case study was put in long term and global contexts, broadening the meaning of 

human-nature and social relationships and raising a discussion on development paradigms and the world 

system, on change and its relation to utopia and biographical experiences, on the coevolutionary 

potential, on the meanings of nature and on the significance of the human capacity to aspire, critically 

think and act. 
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Chapter 1.  | INTRODUCTION   

 

 

If I dared to reveal my entire mad project to you, I would confess that I 

always had this odd dream of being able to do for contemporary collectives 

what had been done, on the Elgin marbles, for the Panathenaic festival: a 

procession, that is, a theory of ambassadors – and thus not a critique – of 

the various modes of existence, each with its own incommensurable and yet 

fully respected truth conditions. You see how drunk I am! And yet, I can’t 

help it, there is an urge, consubstantial to the philosophical tradition, when-

ever you are told to limit yourself inside a well defined specialty, to jump on 

the other side of the fence in order to embrace the Whole. Naturally, the 

Global will never come back, and fortunately so, but that does not mean 

that other figures of the Whole are not there to be detected and composed. I 

want to have a go at it.                  

              (Latour 2010: 607) 
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INTERPRETING SOCIAL-ECOLOGICAL CHANGE:  

1. A COEVOLUTIONARY, CRITICAL-PRACTICE-ORIENTED APPROACH 
TO NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 

 

ABSTRACT   

Research in the environmental sciences is increasingly challenged by the need for an 

interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary integration of knowledge, approaches, and methods. 

This chapter briefly reviews some of the problems, difficulties, emerging fields, and 

promising debates taking place in this ambit, while focusing on articulations between the 

natural and the social sciences and expert and lay knowledge. In order to provide a basis for 

this discussion, a problem field is addressed: the social-ecological processes of change in co-

evolved human and natural systems in the Mediterranean, with a special focus on Natura 

2000 Conservation implementation processes. Specifically, we developed a case study on 

the Mediterranean streams of Monfurado, a Natura 2000 Site, with the specific objective of 

trying to understand the conservation-driven social-ecological processes of change affecting 

these streams. To achieve this objective, a practice-oriented, natural resource management 

perspective inspired by coevolutionary thinking and critical utopian action research thinking 

was adopted. The broader objective was to contribute to a non-border perspective in the 

practice of science at the level of disciplinary-sector, knowledge-type, and ontological 

human-nature divides. Accordingly, we employed a pluralist approach drawing on naturalist 

and humanist perspectives, with the two keystone assumptions of the approach being the 

connectedness and horizontality of human-nature aggregates and the primacy given to 

practice and utopia in dealing with change. Specifically, the research described in the 

following focused on human-nature relationships, long-term social relationships, and 

biographical knowledge in the case study. 

Key Words: Pluralism, Critical Realism, Coevolution, Critical Utopian Action Research, Biodiversity 
Conservation, Natura 2000, Human-Nature Relationship, Long-term Social Relationships 
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1.1 The “integration problem” in environmental sciences 

 

Although science has made enormous progress by framing problems in tractable 

ways, the same focus that produces excellence in science may prove shortsighted 

in solving complex environmental problems.    (Carpenter et al. 2009) 

 

The emergence of environmental and sustainability issues has challenged both science itself 

and environmental management, with the call for broader perspectives and better 

integration of research methodologies and analysis. The need for integration has been 

emphasized by many authors (e.g., van der Ploeg et al. 1987; van den Bergh and Nijkamp 

1991; Antunes and Santos 1999; Argent et al. 1999; Rotmans and Asselt 2001; Duraiappah 

2002; Pope et al. 2004). 

In response to this deficit, there has been a proliferation of studies at different levels: i) 

multidisciplinary research, involving different disciplines working on a defined problem but 

without mutual influence; ii) interdisciplinary research, which cuts across several disciplines; 

and iii) transdisciplinary research, cutting across different types of knowledge, i.e., scientific 

and lay knowledge (Broto et al. 2009). 

The difficulties arising from these practices of science have been addressed in the literature 

as well: reliable mechanisms for cooperation among disciplines remain illusive. No one who 

has worked on a team with people from other disciplines can understand how hard it is. But 

the challenges that demand this kind of team work and integrated thinking are too big to 

turn away just because the task will not be easy (Longstaff 2009).  

Fox et al. (2006) and Broto et al. (2009) explored the motivations towards disciplinary 

integration and the different types of barriers with which it is confronted. The latter authors 

invoked conceptual, communication, publishing, funding, or epistemic community-related 
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barriers. What Broto et al. (2009), from an institutional analysis perspective, acknowledged 

as interpretive or epistemic communities is the existing notion of disciplines, in which a 

community of practitioners is bound by specific agreements regarding questions judged to 

be worthwhile asking and covering laws consisting of axioms and claims of truth, thus 

implying not only certain assumptions and applicability postulates, but also methods of 

inquiry. Broto et al. pointed out the ways in which these agreements, which are crucial for 

the legitimacy of arguments, may limit the opportunities of a researcher to embrace 

principles of other disciplines. 

The disciplinary ‘insularity’ created by the cited barriers is certainly a key component in 

hindering integration processes. However, in this work we address the challenges to 

scientific paradigms, in the case of interdisciplinary as well as transdisciplinary integration, 

and confer upon the discussion a more epistemological and ideological tone as well. 

 

1.2 Articulations between natural and social sciences 

An important aspect that often emerges in discussions of disciplinary integration is the 

natural vs. social sciences perspectives divide, which sometimes causes diverse forms of 

research to be caught in the cross-fire. This has been a long-lasting source of tension, 

despite efforts to resolve the conflict by certain epistemic communities, as developed 

below. Nevertheless, those two broad perspectives continue to shape the dialog in 

integration efforts pertaining to the environmental sciences. However, and perhaps more 

importantly, this conflict, with its ambiguities and contradictions, also contains tremendous 

possibilities and a fertile field for development, paraphrasing Flood (1990): we have the 

excitement of the tension generated by the ‘forced’ relation of methodological-irrelative 

notions drawn together through metatheoretical reasoning thus attempting theoretical 

commensurability. 

We proceed with this discussion without falling into what Wynne (1996) called the sterile 

polarization of the ‘real’ environmental processes versus ‘unreal’ social constructions. 
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Instead, we approach the issue by emphasizing the cultural/sociological character of science 

(Norgaard 1994; Wynne 1996) and by pointing out how the interference of modern 

environmentalist movements has ended up influencing the articulation of the social and 

natural sciences (Scoones 1999).  

Both Wynne (1996) and Scoones (1999) called attention to the role of modernity in the 

sociology of the sciences. Although in many ways the environmentalist discourse presents 

itself as hostile to modern science, at the same time it often depends on the social authority 

of a particular aspect of ecological science and its apparent neutrality and objectivity with 

respect to claims about the destruction of nature, the upset of balanced ecosystems, or the 

exceeding of carrying capacities (Scoones 1999). Globalized definitions of nature, often 

drawing from essentially northern environmentalist debates and reinforced by the media, 

have become central in the discussion and framing of policies and solutions (Scoones 1999). 

The way in which the natural world is interpreted in these ambits emerges from particular 

traditions in the ecological sciences, which, in turn, have become embedded in the 

management and administration regimes of state agencies, non-government organizations 

(NGOs), and development projects. Consequently, they have become dominant in the 

discourse on intervention (Scoones 1999). 

The natural vs. social science divide inherently belongs to the fundamental dichotomies 

which are key parts of the problem of modernity: natural knowledge vs. social knowledge, 

nature vs. society, expert vs. lay knowledge (Norgaard 1994; Wynne 1996). 

Scoones (1999) drew particular attention to some of the advances in the field of ecology, 

which, he suggests, have several potentially important yet often unappreciated resonances 

with parallel debates in the social sciences:  

i) Our understanding of variability in space and time has led to work that has 

moved from the population dynamics debate, beyond the simple assumptions of 

equilibrium regulation, to a wider appreciation of complex dynamics, 

uncertainty, and surprise. 
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ii) Our explorations of scaling in dynamic processes have led to work on nonlinear 

interactions across hierarchies in systems analysis, and to a wider understanding 

of the spatial patterning of ecological processes from small-scale patches to 

broader landscapes; 

iii) Our recognition of the importance of temporal dynamics with respect to current 

patterns and processes has led to a wide body of new work in paleoecology, 

evolutionary ecology, and environmental history.  

The recognition of nonequilibrium dynamics in a variety of (although by no means all) 

settings challenges some basic, often deeply embedded, conceptions of naturalness, 

balance, and order and suggests new ways of thinking about natural resource management 

and policy that were often rejected by more conventional ecological perspectives (Scoones 

1999). The recognition of nonequilibrium dynamics in a variety of (although by no means all) 

settings challenges some basic, often deeply embedded, conceptions of naturalness, 

balance, and order and suggests new ways of thinking about natural resource management 

and policy that were often rejected by more conventional ecological perspectives (Scoones 

1999). General concurrence with nonequilibrium views has been shown amongst ecologists’ 

perspectives with respect to a number of current topics in ecology (Moore et al. 2009). 

Nevertheless, too often, social sciences attempting to articulate with ecological thinking 

have remained attached to such a static, equilibrial view of ecology, despite the concerted 

challenges to such a view within ecology over many years (Scoones 1999). In summary, 

concerns with history, variability, complexity and uncertainty have emerged within some 

strands of natural as well as social scientific domains. 

In a parallel line of thinking, Santos (2001) stated that the distinction between natural 

sciences and social sciences no longer makes sense nor is it useful, and that this distinction 

is founded on a mechanistic conception of matter and society to which the concepts of 

human, culture and society are opposed.  

Scoones (1999) furthermore briefly reviewed several fields that are confronted with this 

articulation: ecological anthropology, cultural ecology, human ecology, ethnoecology, 
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political ecology, environmental economics, and ecological economics. The end of the 

review addressed the nature-culture debates, offering a critique of the nature-culture divide 

and, by applying arguments that draw on alternative evolutionary and biologic perspectives, 

instead suggesting that nature and culture must be seen as co-created. Equally, 

investigations into the practice of science suggest that the nature-culture divide cannot be 

sustained, as “hybrid networks” of humans, nonhumans, and artifacts are targeted in the 

processes of scientific investigation, which in turn requires renegotiation of the boundaries 

of the social and natural sciences or, most radically, Latour’s “symmetrical anthropology,” in 

which nature-culture divisions disappear altogether (Scoones 1999). 

Finally, Scoones (1999) hypothesized that the limited impact of the new ecological 

perspectives on both academic and popular thinking is simply the consequence of the lag 

time of cross-disciplinary communication – different languages, frames of reference, and 

methodological approaches – as the new ecological debate can appear insular and obscure 

to the uninitiated outsider. This links back to our initial statement regarding the “integration 

problem”, which is the subject of the current work.  

 

1.3 Coupled natural and humans systems in the Mediterranean 

In this section, we contextualize the discussion developed thus far within a practical field. 

We therefore focus on the processes of coupled natural and human systems in the 

Mediterranean region and their implications for environmental agendas, specifically, 

current biodiversity conservation.  

Blondel’s work on the “design” of Mediterranean landscapes (2006) placed coupled natural 

and human systems in the Mediterranean in a historical perspective: The Mediterranean 

Basin has given birth to and fostered the blooming of many large and powerful civilizations 

but has also been the site of their collapse. At the same time, these societies have 

continuously impacted the biota and ecosystems throughout the basin in the long term, 

forming a complex “coevolution” that has essentially shaped the interactions between these 
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ecosystems and humans through constantly evolving land-use practices. Apart from some 

remote mountainous areas, there is hardly a square meter of the Mediterranean Basin that 

has not been repeatedly manipulated or ‘redesigned’ by man over the last 300-plus 

generations of human occupation (Blondel 2006).  

Blondel further highlighted how the geographic position of the Mediterranean Basin, at the 

margins of three great continents, has resulted in a composite biogeographic origin of its 

flora and fauna – this property of Mediterranean biota, combined with extremely complex 

geological history and geomorphology, account for the remarkable variety of species, 

habitats, landscapes and people. (…) Just as for plants and animals, the Mediterranean 

Basin has always been as well a crossroads for humans, resulting in a mosaic of cultural 

landscapes (Blondel 2006).  

Blondel pointed out that human impact has exerted sustained, direct effects on 

Mediterranean ecosystems beginning at least 50,000 years ago, but nevertheless a true 

“revolution” dates to about 10,000 years ago, when hunters in the Near and Middle East 

began to produce their own food supply, thus laying the foundations for the domestication 

of plants and animals. During this transition, each successive culture retained some features 

of previous ones but also added new features, resulting in the superimposition onto 

landscapes of a series of land-use practices whose traces are still visible today.  

Blondel also observed that the nature and intensity of landscape design by peoples of the 

Mediterranean Basin varied considerably from one historical period to the next and from 

one region to the next, particularly as a function of demographic and socioeconomic 

conditions. Moreover, he pointed out that human effects also varied at a fine scale, from 

year to year, through the practice of fallowing land, usually at intervals of three or four 

years, producing a “moving mosaic” effect on virtually all Mediterranean landscapes.  

Various schemes for capturing and managing resources have provided a basis for the 

growth of Mediterranean civilizations for centuries (Blondel 2006), for example: forest 

management through wood-cutting and coppicing, controlled burning, plant domestication, 

livestock husbandry, grazing and browsing, as well as water management and terracing. 
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According to Blondel, most rural populations lived until quite recently in a state of economic 

self-sufficiency, relying for survival on wheat, olives, milk, cheese, and wine, meat from 

domestic and wild animals, a large variety of domestic and wild fruits, as well as the 

innumerable edible wild products that could be found in shrublands and woodlands.  

Finally, Blondel discussed how the isolation provided by a myriad of small river basins 

separated by mountainous ridges across much of the Mediterranean Basin contributed, 

over time, to many local land-use organizations, more or less clearly delineated in space and 

varying according to region and ethnic group.  

Referring to Blondel’s work, we can appreciate the Mediterranean region’s unique 

landscape heterogeneity and diversity, with the nature of the relationships between 

humans and ecosystems varying greatly across small distances. Furthermore, Blondel 

concluded that the high degree of resistance and resilience in Mediterranean ecosystems 

might have resulted from the dynamic coexistence of human and natural living systems over 

the long term and as a function of geography. 

In this context – in which people and their activities have, over millennia, shaped and 

sculpted landscapes with a distinctly human touch – paradigms of biodiversity conservation 

will necessarily differ radically from the American paradigm (Petrosillo et al. 2009). This is 

the case with parks and areas included in the Natura 2000 network, which are not 

conceived as wilderness preserves but rather explicitly as multifunctional landscapes, in 

recognition that people and the land have become inseparable, bound in a relationship 

considered worthy of protection as such (Petrosillo et al. 2009). Natura 2000 is a European 

network created with the objective of improving biodiversity conservation first by 

identifying key areas of conservation and second by joining them in a network. Biodiversity 

conservation is a priority in land-use planning in these areas, but it is generally not the only 

objective: The aim of the directive is to promote the maintenance of biodiversity, taking 

account economic, social, and cultural requirements as well as regional and local 

characteristics (European Commission 2002). Therefore, in line with the multifunctional 

character of the Natura 2000 sites, conservation policy and management should be 
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interdisciplinary (Petrosillo et al. 2009). In addition, the management of Natura 2000 sites 

implies the need to work closely with the respective landowners and stakeholder groups in 

order to arrive at the most appropriate ways to conserve the local species and habitats - 

which together provide natural capital - whilst respecting the local socio-economic and 

cultural context (Petrosillo et al. 2009). This, in turn, sets the stage for transdisciplinary 

challenges. Mouro and Castro’s (2010) study of local communities living under Natura 2000 

clearly highlight the importance of not homogenizing such communities and the need to 

bring their voices into the debates, since their study evidences how local interventions need 

to respond to local dimensions by adapting their approach to the preoccupations of 

different groups within the communities. 

The Natura 2000 Network results from Directives 79/409/CEE (Bird Directive) and 

92/43/CEE (Habitat Directive) and consists of Especial Protection Zones and Especial 

Conservation Zones, created, respectively, under the jurisdiction of those Directives (ICN 

2005). The selection of Natura 2000 areas is based on scientific criteria and each Member 

State is responsible for the proposal of Sites of Community Importance that then undergo 

several phases of a co-decision process in between Member States and the European 

Commission (ICN 2005). 

Law 140/99 of 24th April transposes these directives and defines its implementation 

procedure in Portugal. It defines the existence of a sectorial plan regarding the 

implementation of Natura 2000. In this way the Plano Sectorial da Rede Natura 2000 

constitutes the implementation tool of the biodiversity conservation national policy 

regarding the referred Sites and establishes norms and management orientations to be 

implemented by central and local administration in different ways (ICN 2005): 

i) Legislation review or creation; 

ii) Territorial management tools review, e.g., Municipal Plans; 

iii) Preparation of territorial management plans, action plans oriented towards 

species or habitats; 

iv) Establishment or review of additional policy and program measures; 
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v) Establishment of agreements, partnerships, or contracts (with public or private 

actors); 

vi) Establishment of administrative measures 

 

1.4 Introduction to the Case Study and Methodology 

In the current work, we have developed a case study of the Natura 2000 site of Monfurado, 

located in Alentejo, southern Portugal (Figure 2.1). 

The area around Monfurado is dominated by montado – a human-made semi-natural 

savannah-like landscape dominated by evergreen oak trees (Surová and Pinto-Correia 2008) 

with a sub-cover dominated by an herbaceous stratum as a result of continuous traditional 

removal of the shrub stratum by grazing and regular plowing.  

The montado was one of the Mediterranean systems analyzed by Blondel (2006). It 

traditionally combines grazing of natural pastures and intermittent cereal cultivation 

(Blondel 2006): the trees are viewed as an integral part of the system and are thus planted, 

managed, and regularly pruned. A variety of grazing animals (pigs, sheep, goats, and cattle) 

are raised and feed on acorns or chestnuts and grass under the canopy of a semi-open 

woodland, while annual or perennial crops, including oats, barley, wheat, and other grasses 

as well as vegetables, are sown between planted or conserved trees, which provide shade 

during the harsh summer. As noted by Blondel, the montado, developed over many 

generations, is increasingly recognized as a well-adapted and economically viable, 

sustainable, multiple-use agro-ecosystem (provided that management techniques do not 

result in dramatic changes in certain major ecosystem functions). It has shown remarkable 

stability and sustained productivity over a period of 800 years or longer, and is 

characterized by relatively high alpha-biodiversity (within-habitat), low beta-biodiversity 

(between-habitat), and high gamma-biodiversity (regional) (Blondel 2006). An additional 

characteristic of the montados of the Alentejo is that their property regime is typically the 

latifundia, which covers tremendous areas (in our case study an average of 46 ha, ranging 
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from 0.02 to 872.88 ha) and exerts important influence on socio-political processes and 

land-use planning. 

Based on the co-evolution of multiple-use agro-forestry and a largely pastoral region, 

together with the recognition granted as a Natura 2000 site, Monfurado is an ideal model 

with which to examine the need to diminish the disciplinary and knowledge-type 

boundaries in order to gain a better understanding of the complexity of these sites and of 

their management. 

Furthermore, Monfurado is among the richest hydrographic networks of the Alentejo, with 

several aquatic habitats and species of priority conservation listed in the EU Habitat 

Directive; at the same time, it is a mainly privately owned area of farming and cattle 

activities. Consequently, there is water deviation, run-off, effluents, and thus organic 

pollution and eutrophication, particularly during the summer droughts. Indeed, the inland 

surface water quality has been identified by several sources as a significant problem in 

Portugal (Pereira et al. 2004; SNIRH 2008).  

Rivers in southern Portugal tend to be narrow and shallow and are characterized by highly 

variable flow. They are commonly referred to as Mediterranean streams and provide many 

ecological functions and ecosystem goods and services, e.g., from the water or the 

surrounding habitats, to shaded areas, microclimate regulation, and ecological corridor 

functions (FISRWG 1998). Similar to the surrounding landscape, the streams also reflect 

ecological processes and human management practices.  

We have therefore chosen to focus this work on the Mediterranean streams of Monfurado. 

In their analysis, and in line with the above discussion, priority was given first to the 

ecological and social aspects and their interactions and second to the economic and 

institutional dimensions embedded in these systems. A more detailed characterization of 

the Monfurado site in the Alentejo is found in Sections 2.2a and 3.1a.  

The Mediterranean qualifies the case study of Monfurado at the level of climate (Blondel 

and Aronson 1999), stream-type (Gasith and Resh 1999) and of the structure and dynamics 
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of coupled natural and humans systems and the traditional management landscape design 

(Blondel 2006). 

We analyzed the streams’ ecological dimensions by monitoring water quality through 

aquatic mosses and combining this information with an assessment of the overall riparian 

habitat quality through an index of biotic integrity. The selection of these methodologies 

was the result of the need to: i) provide local dense spatial coverage of the sampling points 

(since potential pollution sources are non-point or multiple and normally unidentified); ii) 

integrate ecological information over time (since a stream is a continuously running 

environment); iii) establish a measure of the biotic response to pollutants or other 

pressures on an ecological dimension (thus obtaining information about the buffering 

capacity and resilience of the ecosystem and the bioavailability of pollutants). Technical 

details regarding the referred to methodologies and information regarding the sampling 

scheme are further developed in Section 2.2b. 

We then explored the human dimension affecting the streams by interviewing the 

landholders with stakes in the stretches of streams already analyzed. The interviewees were 

selected based on spatial criteria, in order to provide information spatially coincident with 

the ecological data and thereafter to be able to elaborate on human-nature aggregates. 

Since the local population is relatively closed to the presence of foreigners, particularly 

young, educated environmentalists from Lisbon, it was decided to adopt an open, very 

informal, and flexible interview approach, with space and time allowed to slowly establish a 

conversation and to adapt to both the local and each interviewee’s particularities regarding 

language, mindset, and daily rhythms. This approach ensured the best possible 

communication, by building respect for local ways as well as the ability to listen, and by 

initiating a basis for trust and sharing. The need for informal and personal interviewing 

approaches was discussed by Almeida (2006), who worked with populations in a nearby 

region within the Alentejo and who highlighted both the strong connection of the local 

people to the land and the natural distrust towards foreigners characteristic of the 

population. Moreover, she noted that the same type of interviewing difficulties were 

reported in a study by Martínez Allier (1968), in the work La estabilidad del Latifundismo. 
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That study was carried out in Córdoba, whose social characteristics are similar to those of 

the Alentejo. In the present study, a strong effort was made to intervene as little as possible 

in the conversation but rather to mainly listen, trying to capture the values, needs, 

concerns, and feelings associated with the interview topics on a personal level. This 

required a very personal approach. However, despite initial apprehensions and, in a very 

few cases, continued extreme distrust on the part of the interviewees, by the end of the 

interviews most people who responded did so very openly, inviting the interviewer to 

return or to stay for lunch. The resulting interview material was extremely rich and diverse, 

unexpectedly revealing a range of stream management, social and political issues. For 

details regarding the interview technique, check catalog and transcription process, the 

reader is referred to Section 2.2c, and for information on qualitative data treatment to 

Sections 2.2d, 3.2, and 4.2. 

The current work started in the ambit of a LIFE project which intended to develop an 

environmental management plan for the Natura 2000 site of Monfurado (LIFE 03 

Nat/P/000018). This project adopted a participatory approach and created several moments 

of contact between academics and property owners or workers of Monfurado. Contacts 

were also created in the field during the development of fieldwork. 

A preliminary observation that motivated this work in particular was the awareness that 

landholders’ choices with respect to spatial decisions and their relationship to nature (such 

as their preferences regarding the distribution of particular trees) were based on an 

inherent logic and a set of reference values that were novel to this researcher and difficult 

to comprehend. This observation resulted in a strong interest in pursuing the motivations 

guiding human choice in different settings. This line of thought gained resonance as it 

became increasingly clear that attempting to understand those motivations would provide 

insight into the larger question of who we are, what do we ultimately value, and how the 

answers to both questions shape our lives. 

Furthermore, on those occasions in which it was possible to witness the interaction of the 

environmental administration and academics with property owners, the lack of mutual 
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understanding, weakening the capacity to consider the “other,” was frequently apparent. 

This in turn raised important ethical issues regarding problems of representation and 

power, largely discussed in the literature on participation (e.g., Arnstein 1969; O'Neill 2001). 

Furthermore, it was clear that for the environmental sector this situation was 

counterproductive: it does not make sense to try to change something that depends in the 

medium/long run mainly on other actors, if they are not sincerely taken into consideration. 

It thus became obvious that the environmental agenda, whose aim was to introduce 

changes in land use, was hindered. Accordingly, an important aspect of this case study was 

to build bridges to the agricultural community by seeking to understand its agenda and 

perspectives. This first impression then developed into a more general interest in dialogs 

and relationships between social groups, the power relationships among them, and their 

socio-political historical context. 

 

1.5 Theoretical assumptions 

a. Ontology 

Delgado et al. (2009) referred to the wise men and the elephant parable to describe 

scientists’ efforts to understand social-ecological systems. In this Buddhist parable, each 

blind man tries to describe the elephant by touching it but is capable of describing only 

those parts that he has touched (Livraga and Schwarz 1996). Thus, all the different versions 

offered by the wise men are correct, although in apparent contradiction with each other, 

and all of them, even as the summed total, are incomplete.  

This is a simple way to introduce the Critical Realist approach to ontological reality in the 

process of knowing, as adopted in this work, in which a mind-independent reality and a 

human construction of it co-exist in knowledge development. Critical realists, on the one 

hand, merely reinforce the influence of empiricism in knowledge construction processes 

and extend ontological conclusions to the social realm; but on the other hand, they also 

insist on the specificities of social structures (e.g., their concept dependence) and on the 
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possibility of choosing rationally between rival theories, adopting to some extent an anti-

naturalistic stance (Pratschke 2003).  

In this respect, we recognize the ontological weight of knowledge as proposed by Latour 

(2007), i.e., the added dimension in knowledge construction: how a mode of being appears 

out of the frames of reference in knowledge construction - knowledge is added to the world; 

it does not suck things into representations or, alternatively, disappear in the object it 

knows. It is added to the landscape. (Latour 2007) This introduces the notion of permanent 

change, which we discuss below. 

In this sense, for example, there is more to our Mediterranean streams than simply a 

passive external entity that we recognize. Rather, they are also made of the meaning lent to 

them by conservationists and the conceptualizations imposed on them by farmers, for 

example, in terms of their functioning. 

Taking the discussion one step further, Mediterranean streams also comprise, e.g., the 

results of the interactions over time between them and the above-mentioned social groups, 

both ontologically and cognitively. This aspect is explored in Section 1.5b.i and 1.5b.iv.  

 
 

b. Epistemology 

The parable is also a simple way to introduce epistemological debate. Here, the recognition 

of knowledge claims as narratives is evident. To some extent this is implied in the Critical 

Realist perspective. A narrative is an ideological framework that legitimizes certain social 

institutions and practices by setting the criteria for judgments. Thus, by extension, no 

knowledge claim can be considered universal if it is a narrative (Baronov 2004). 

This is consistent with Latour’s interpretation of William James’ pluriverse as a world freed 

from being defined by only one mode of existence (Latour 2010): In the pluriverse there is 

plenty of room for other modes of existence, each with its own key. What seems to me so 

liberating in this argument, is not only that Gods, divinities, projects, and even the 

production of scientific facts might finally have a pride of place – instead of being either 
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squeezed into the subjective mind as so many ‘psychic additions’ or flattened out into the res 

extensa – but especially that material entities, and above all, biological organisms, have 

finally room to risk their existence in a medium much more conducive to innovation, to 

evolution than ‘nature’ (...) The immense importance of this fifth mode of existence is that it 

is not another failed attempt to add some ‘spiritual’ dimension to a ‘reductionist and 

mechanical world view’, but, on the contrary, it is a way to subtract from the ill-conceived 

bags of matter and of nature a spurious spirituality borrowed for scientistic and political 

reasons (as I soon learned by getting into the politics of nature).  

Once knowledge claims are recognized as narratives, the dialog between them is of evident 

interest, as is the case in the integration ambit under discussion in this work. This evokes 

the four classes, presented by Flood (1990), on ways to deal with methodological and 

theoretical commensurability issues: 

i) Pragmatism, which is non-theoretical and driven solely by the practical 

consequences of the approach, with no reference to inferable underlying theory 

or methodological rules. 

ii) Pluralism, which is theoretically based, characterized by both theoretical and 

methodological incommensurability, but drawing upon meta-reasoning to 

enable methodological choices. Here, the practical relevance of the methodology 

is assessed in terms of how the theoretical assumptions underlying the 

methodology relate to the possibilities of bringing about the desired change in 

situational contexts. 

iii) Isolationalism, theoretically grounded but rejecting theoretical 

commensurability, allowing the use of a range of methodologies according to 

context, as defined from a theoretical world viewpoint, i.e., there is 

methodological commensurability, but each is seen only to work from a single 

world viewpoint. 

iv) Imperialism, in which a methodology is augmented by annexation from other 

methodologies (and in this case might be seen as an advanced form of 

isolationalism that adds on bits of other methodologies, often in response to 
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outstanding anomalies) or in which “outside” methodological approaches are 

subsumed within a single isolated approach (again similar to isolationalism, but 

this time accepting external methodologies to be called upon for support). 

The pluralist approach can be read as a plea for an increased interchange of ideas and 

experimental results, with both openness and conciliation encouraged where previously 

isolation and snipping existed  (Flood 1990). Out of these four classes, the pluralist approach 

is the most meaningful in the ambit of the current work. 

In this regard, Norgaard (1994) highlighted the continued belief of most people, including 

scientists, that our multiple ways of understanding different aspects of ecosystems can be 

merged into one coherent view. The pursuit of this view is accompanied by the conclusion 

that more data, or better data collection, or better sampling design locations are needed. 

Norgaard raised a key point by observing that data sets are incomparable because they 

represent different aspects of systems and only have meaning in the context of their 

respective models: Different ways of knowing different aspects of the cosmos are really 

different and unlikely to merge in to a coherent understanding of the whole (…) It is naïve to 

presume that syntheses are possible.  (…) Contention and contradictions occur in 

environmental debates because our multiple models do not fit into a single coherent 

understanding. For complex systems – organismal, ecological, environmental, and social 

systems – our understandings are not merging. Conceptual pluralism is what we have. The 

case for acknowledging conceptual pluralism is not an argument for using just any 

framework of analysis. On the contrary, recognizing conceptual pluralism should heighten 

our awareness of the structure and assumptions of diverse conceptual frameworks through 

appreciation of their differences. (…) Conceptual pluralism acknowledges the limits, and 

hence the appropriateness, of specific patterns of reasoning to specific questions. To accept 

conceptual pluralism is to accept multiple insights and the inherent inability of science to 

describe complex systems consistently, to predict how they might behave or to prescribe 

how they might behave in another way. (…) Conceptual pluralism stresses that our separate 

knowledges are not additive. 
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Until now, our debate has mostly focused on the interdisciplinary dialog between 

knowledge claims. However, we are also interested in the transdisciplinary level of this 

dialog and in the inclusion of non-scientific knowledge. As Delgado et al. (2009) stated: 

scientists no longer hold the only key to nature’s secrets.  

Wynne (1996) pointed out the value of non-scientific knowledge and the obvious difficulties 

in its interaction with expert knowledge, in his interpretation of van der Ploeg’s (1993) study 

of Andean potato farmers, their knowledge, and their interactions with scientific expertise. 

Wynne called attention to the ways in which local knowledge and practices have been 

woven into craft-based agriculture, leading to highly dynamic systems of knowledge 

involving continuous negotiation between “mental” and “manual” labor and continuous 

interpretation of production experiences. Wynne noted that this induces a highly complex 

and detailed knowledge system and a flexible adaptive culture that does not lend itself to 

standardization or planning. Because it is so multidimensional and adaptive, this experience 

is rarely expressed in a univocal, clear form, which is frequently mistaken for lack of 

theoretical content. He continued by emphasizing that such variable and non-universal 

knowledge is a reflection of the conscious purpose of building diversity into practice, and of 

adaptively coping with multiple dimensions in the same complex arena.  

Moreover, van der Ploeg showed that there is indeed a systematic  theory, even though its 

syntax is linked to local labor processes, and described the outsider analyst’s gradual 

understanding that the apparent imprecision of terms reflects the embodiment of further 

qualifying, empirical factors and an appreciation of their accuracy when linked to the people 

and the overall condition of specific plots, whereas the terms are inaccurate if de-

contextualized (Wynne 1996). Wynne emphasized that it is precisely the vagueness or 

“imprecise” character of these terms that allows for this active process of interpretation 

and change; and finally suggested that the difference between science and indigenous 

knowledges may be more to do with the degree of felt need for social closure around what 

appear to be monovalent publicly agreed meanings than with any measure of intrinsic 

precision per se.  
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This recalls the theoretical commensurability and meta-reasoning in pluralism as a plea for 

interexchange, openness, and conciliation and as the acceptance of the multiple insights 

cited above. Thus, the pluralist way forward can be broadened and extended to include 

types of knowledge other than the scientific.  

Wynne’s suggestion furthermore recalls an awareness of disciplinary-bound agreements 

which are also: i) crucial for the legitimacy of arguments and ii) constraints to 

interdisciplinary dialog, as discussed in the first section. Thus, we are dealing, in the end, 

with similar types of dialog barriers in the case of knowledge narratives in transdisciplinary 

context. 

The multidimensionality and the local specificities of Mediterranean streams in the 

Monfurado site clearly call for interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary dialog between 

knowledge narratives. This is further elaborated upon in Section 2.1. 

The recognition of plural and partial knowledge narratives about the natural world raises 

power issues, which the transdisciplinary worker should be aware of. Some strands of 

political ecology, labeled “liberation ecologies”, have focused on an analysis of the 

competing nature of various kinds of knowledge in the context of complex, shifting, multi-

layered, and multi-sited relationships of power. This approach has the potential to highlight 

both the material and the discursive effects of different narratives on environmental change 

(Scoones 1999). 

In this regard, Norgaard (1994) denoted how conflict develops, not simply due to different 

patterns of thinking, but also due to differences of opinion over what was important in the 

first place  within the individual sciences, between the cultures of the individual sciences, and 

between interest groups concerned with the larger representation (Norgaard 1994). He 

furthermore stated: the use of a single [conceptual/analytical] framework disenfranchises or 

disqualifies the majority, facilitates the tyranny of technocrats, and encourages 

centralization. Openness to multiple frames of analysis is a prerequisite to democracy and 

local control. 
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In our case study, this was particularly true at the level of expert- and lay-knowledge dialog, 

as was briefly referred to in the introduction to the case study. It is treated in greater detail 

in Chapter 3, devoted to dialogs, with a particular emphasis on power relationships in 

Sections 3.3b and 3.4. 

  

i. Human-Nature aggregation 

We referred above to “conceptual pluralism” from Norgaard’s point of view. This one of the 

key concepts in the argument laid out in his book Development Betrayed (1994). In this 

section, we draw attention to another such concept: the notion of coevolution and its ability 

to provide an avenue for avoiding the debate on “which system includes which”– the 

human or the natural –that is quite persistent in environmental sciences and management. 

The debate between cultural determinists and environmental determinists documents the 

difficulty of understanding people and nature together (Norgaard 1994).  

It can be appreciated that the discussion whether human systems are included in natural 

systems or whether natural systems belong to human systems no longer makes sense after 

the above discussed “relativity” of knowledge and ontological reality and the perspective of 

the academic debate as a sociological phenomenon.  

The coevolutionary perspective as suggested by Norgaard offers a horizontal perspective 

between the two poles: At any point in time, each determines the other. Over time, neither 

is more important than the other. It makes the continuity between the human and natural 

systems evident because of the insight it provides into how one has contributed to the 

existence of the other. Thus, the coevolutionary perspective highlights their connectedness. 

Furthermore, it calls attention to the intertwining of perceiving, learning and knowing in the 

coevolutionary process: Minds and nature reflect a ‘necessary unity’ (Norgaard 1994). The 

recognition of this connectedness and horizontality, this unity, is a keystone in our 

approach.  
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The coevolutionary explanation recognizes that many aspects of environmental systems are 

the result of human intervention over millennia. It emphasizes how nature is social by 

incorporating how people have put selective pressure on the biosphere. Similarly, it 

emphasizes how societies are natural. By comparing the two world views, we see more 

clearly how the division between natural and unnatural is embedded in our modern 

understanding of nature and development rather than in reality (Norgaard 1994). In this 

perspective, Norgaard suggests that some of the environmental transformations that 

benefit people might also increase species diversity, which is a combination rather hard to 

derive in a world view that divides the natural and the social worlds and which assumes that 

people can only make the natural world less natural. 

Coevolution explains how social and environmental systems can fit together and reflect 

each other without having been designed to do so (Norgaard 1994). Environmental systems 

reflect the characteristics of social systems – their knowledge, values, social organization, 

and technologies – while social systems reflect the characteristics of environmental systems 

– their mix of species, rates of productivity, spatial and temporal variation, and resilience 

(Norgaard 1994). Accordingly, knowledge, technologies, and social organization merely 

change, rather than advance, and the ‘betterness’ of each is only relative to how well it fits 

with the others. Change in the coevolutionary explanation, rather than a process of rational 

design and improvement, is a process of experimentation, partly conscious, and selection by 

whether things work or not (Norgaard 1994).  The study of coevolution ultimately consists of 

looking at evolution as a coevolutionary process and documenting relatively specific and 

strong coevolutionary relationships: In this sense, coevolution is a frame of mind. (Norgaard 

1994) 

Coevolution refers to an ongoing positive feedback between components of evolving 

systems (Norgaard 1994). While negative feedbacks keep systems in equilibrium (as they 

are a signal to reverse the direction of an existing process), positive feedbacks (i.e., signals 

that reinforce the direction of the existing process) are self-amplifying and therefore lead to 

disequilibrium. Mechanical models of systems incorporate negative feedbacks that bring the 

system back to equilibrium after a change, while co-evolving systems can keep on changing 
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(Norgaard 1994). In such nonequilibrium changes, there is no apparent direction introduced 

from an external force; instead, they occur from within, endogenously (Norgaard 1994): 

Rather than having exogenous inputs, everything is symmetrically related to everything else. 

Nothing is exogenous. 

Accordingly, coevolution indicates how change can occur endogenously, without direction, 

and at uneven rates. Moreover, in this line of thinking, the process of change is 

evolutionary, instead of deterministic, diverging radically from the modern world view 

(Norgaard 1994).  

The boundaries of coevolutionary systems are inherently more difficult to stipulate because 

parts and relations are coevolving, changing their boundaries constantly (Norgaard 1994). 

The nature of each of the subsystems and the relations between them change over time as 

they evolve. 

The significance of this perspective for our case study is substantial since, amongst others: i) 

it frames per excellence the connected and horizontal character of coupled natural and 

social systems described above for the Mediterranean and Monfurado, in ontological, 

cognitive, and disciplinary terms; ii) it recognizes change over time as an inherent property 

of these systems and as an open-ended evolutionary-type of process in which endogenous 

inputs have a noteworthy role; these are of great importance for our study, as is developed 

in the next section.  

 

ii. The centrality of change 

Change is clearly a central element in the coevolutionary perspective as described above. 

Norgaard (1994) furthermore called attention to the importance of providing ourselves with 

an overviews of where we are and where we are trying to get to in order to elaborate 

criteria to select individual steps. 
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The aim of this section is to emphasize the importance of this differential – between where 

we are and where we want to be – in the context of a coevolutionary process of change 

dominated by positive feedbacks that reinforce specific aspects and make change 

endogenous.  

This means that two other elements need to be introduced into our approach, practice and 

utopia, such that they are placed directly in relation to each other, thus creating tension, 

disequilibrium, and movement. The primacy given to practice and utopia in dealing with 

change is another keystone of our approach. 

We consider that the “critical utopian action research” approach proposed by Nielsen and 

Nielsen (2006) provides the necessary mindset for directly relating practice in everyday life 

with utopia. In their approach, the authors proposed classical critical theory (Max 

Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno) as a background for action research. Their approach 

points to social imagination, experiments, and the sketching of “alternative futures” to be 

discussed in public as the important elements in knowledge creation. 

According to Nielsen and Nielsen (2006), action research can be seen as a research tradition 

that explores the potentials of research when combined with democratic change: people try 

to change reality, doing so they gain experience and knowledge, not as a reflection of data 

but as a reflection and development of the social culture itself (Nielsen and Nielsen 2006). 

Action research inherited the tradition of hermeneutics, in which cultural and social 

phenomena are conceptualized through language, and dialogs create knowledge and 

meaning by changing the pre-understandings of social actors, who thus cultivate and 

educate themselves through dialogs (Nielsen and Nielsen 2006). In the perspective of action 

research as based on critical theory, dialogs are scenes for critical re-orientations in a reified 

everyday life and not necessarily cultivating processes or development-oriented regarding 

practical issues (Nielsen and Nielsen 2006). The authors used the notion of reification to 

express alienated relations in modern societies, not in the mental sense, but as a more 

objective reality, such that people act instrumentally and obediently (Nielsen and Nielsen 

2006). In the proposed perspective, symbolic dialogs that develop social imagination lead to 
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the emergence of new horizons and enable a difficult criticism of “inescapable” powerful 

social structures, as expressed in the absence of alternatives to the “reality principle” in 

everyday life (Nielsen and Nielsen 2006). 

If traditional theory, concepts, and knowledge express truth about “what is,” then critical 

theory turns the meaning of theory upside down: theory as critical thinking should express 

an understanding of what is in light of what it “should be” (Adorno 1984 in Nielsen and 

Nielsen 2006). Behind Critical Theories about phenomena or concepts about “what is” you 

can always trace a utopian otherness (Nielsen and Nielsen 2006). The authors furthermore 

highlighted that the utopian horizon is necessary in order to create critical knowledge: Only 

through the utopian categories can you understand human democratic possibilities in the 

existing reality. 

An important point made by Nielsen and Nielsen is how critical theory is to some extent 

paradoxical: on the one hand, researchers should outline the utopian dimension in society 

in order to deconstruct reification and rationalized culture; on the other, researchers should 

avoid practical or institutional commitments in movements or organizations working for 

alternatives in order to remain independent and able to deliver criticism of all kinds of 

positive strategies (Nielsen and Nielsen 2006). This is clearly a difficult balance: it is easy to 

be trapped within dogmas when one fights for a dream and thus to no longer be open to 

utopian and critical thinking. This is an issue that we have carefully considered throughout 

the development of this work. 

Social learning processes and social imagination emerge as important practice-oriented 

concepts in the theory, as the authors proposed: The role of the researchers in the learning 

processes was partly to be responsible for creation of ‘free space’ for mediation of social 

imagination and partly to create a theoretical irritation of ideas in order to prevent an 

instrumentalist reduction (Nielsen and Nielsen 2006). In our approach, social imagination is 

of particular interest, as the authors stated: In our imagination we work with the 

contradictions and ambivalences. In our imagination we can open up the possibility for 

actions and change as possible answers to difficulties. But in our everyday life we do not very 
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often have the possibility systematically to develop social imagination (Nielsen and Nielsen 

2006). The idea is that action research can create arenas – the above-noted “free spaces” – 

in which social imagination may find more fertile soil than in the structure of everyday life. 

A final aspect of the authors’ practical interpretation of critical theory is the importance of 

combining utopian future-oriented ideas and sketches with work on social imagination, as 

the essential link between critical analysis of authoritarian and instrumentalist culture and 

democratic change, which is linked to Robert Jungk’s work. Here we want to particularly 

emphasize the authors’ reference to the work of Ernst Bloch (which provided roots of 

Jungk’s ideas): Bloch understood the history of society as a materialistic history, but at the 

same time as a history of utopian culture – as flows of dreams which have always 

characterized modern societies. Those dreams are essential to understanding conditions and 

methods for social change. For Bloch Marxism had been too occupied with material history 

and too little with mental history or the history of imaginations and dreams. To create 

knowledge about modern societies is also to create knowledge about the utopian flows, only 

the utopian flows in everyday life can open up the possibility for social change. (Nielsen and 

Nielsen 2006) 

Several issues raised in the ambit of the critical utopian action research approach are at 

stake in our case study and stand out as important to our approach. The referred to 

difficulties in the dialog between the environmentally related and agriculturally related 

actor groups cited above in the brief introduction to the case study indicate the need to 

take into consideration in our work the importance of the following: i) dealing with 

contradictions and ambivalences (e.g., in the aspirations vs. practices of the environmental 

agenda towards the agricultural agenda); ii) dialogs; iii) social learning; iv) considering the 

existing dream dimension in a society. The latter is mainly connected to the field 

observation of a generalized feeling of frustration, of “pessimist fatalism”, which is 

sometimes demoralizing, but is also a reflection of a strong latent and frustrated sense of 

what “should be.” This is important information, which can be crucial to understanding local 

processes and should be used to inform practical work on the ground. 
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Moreover, the relationship with utopia was expected to be important in this case study 

because of two ambiguities that initially developed during the fieldwork: i) the landholders’ 

conviction that the Portuguese are individualist in their nature and incapable of organized 

collective work, while it was possible to observe the opposite in several informal and social 

contexts; ii) the landholder’s denial of dreams on treating some subjects, which while 

apparently irreconcilable nonetheless coexisted with their romantic, idealistic, and even 

poetical views. 

 

iii. Micro and Macro 

The coevolutionary perspective recognizes the importance of the particularities at the micro 

level:  In a co-evolving cosmos, parts can only be understood in the context of the particular 

systems in which they are embedded, and history unfolds event by event according to the 

chance convergence of particular conditions at particular times. (...) In this world view [the 

coevolutionary], what can be known is particular rather than universal (Norgaard 1994). 

The relevance of micro specificities has also been acknowledged and welcomed in ecological 

thinking: Moore at al. (2009) studied the diversity of the ecologist’s perspectives on a 

number of current topics in ecology and pointed out the notion of “bounded 

generalization,” which recognizes that some generalizations might be possible, but they are 

strongly influenced by the conditions of the site (Moore et al. 2009). The authors also 

emphasized place-based knowledge while being cognizant of generalizations that might also 

apply. Moreover, they suggested that the ecological ideas they explored are best applied in 

the context of place-based knowledge. At the level of management implications, finally, 

they referred to the importance of not doing the same thing everywhere, to minimize the 

risk of replicating the same mistakes. This was a concern acknowledged by Norgaard as well. 

In our approach, we consciously chose to emphasize the specificities and to give priority to 

the micro scale. This does not mean that we are not aware that the global is embedded in 

the local. In fact, that is actually one more reason to begin by focusing on micro 
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particularities. For example, we will see that the price of meat from Romania, in global 

trade, and Europe’s common agriculture policy appear in interviews concerning the 

Mediterranean streams of Monfurado and their context (Section 5.2b.i). It is also possible to 

find the macro embedded in the micro in our case study time-wise: e.g., Sections 3.3d and 

3.4 note the existence of references to the past and of long-term perspectives in the 

interviews where past is addressed, but also when addressing the future, as Section 3.3e 

shows. 

In this sense, the experimental design of this work did not start as a case study methodology 

approach and the work does not meet all of the ten characteristics that a case should 

demonstrate, as defined by Remenyi at al. (2002). But as the work proceeded, we became 

increasingly acquainted with the process of applying and developing case study research 

methodology: i) regarding the new questions emerging, ii) in the type of contextualized 

knowledge coming out of the work, rather than generalized knowledge, iii) in our dealings 

with the micro and the macro, and iv) in presenting a story, which first and foremost is the 

definition of a case study (Remenyi et al. 2002). All the material presented herein is 

connected to the Monfurado case study and contributes to an interpretation such that, in 

the end, methodologically, we fulfilled the conditions of a case study approach. 

 

iv. Unfinished reality 

All the above-discussed assumptions, particularly the centrality given to change and the 

adoption of coevolutionary thinking, imply the commonly accepted notion that reality 

cannot ever be totally known. Nor can we even say that what we know is firm and 

indubitable, or expect that a finished fixed state will ever be reached, even if this state is 

provisional, until new questions and problems arise that require new action and, in turn, 

lead to a new state. Action and knowledge are continuous processes. The assumptions 

imply this both at the management and practice levels (action) and at the knowledge level 

(research). 
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Thus, there is permanent movement in ontological reality and in the constructed knowledge 

associated with it – knowledge flows in the same direction as what is known (James in 

Latour 2007). And somehow, adopting a perspective that allows change is a way to enable 

knowledge, in the sense that it gives rise to a vector: it allows the existence of knowledge 

based on the integration of background information and new information, with new 

knowledge assuming an orientation that provides a clear direction in relation to previous 

knowledge, but above all in relation to reality. Latour (2007) pointed out: knowledge is a 

trajectory, or, to use a more abstract term, a vector that projects “retroactively” its 

“validating power”. In other words, we don’t know yet, but we will know, or rather, we will 

know whether we had known earlier or not. Retroactive certification, what Gaston 

Bachelard, the French philosopher of science, called “rectification”, is of the essence of 

knowledge. Knowledge becomes a mystery if you imagine it as a jump between something 

that has a history and something that does not move and has no history; it becomes plainly 

accessible if you allow it to become a continuous vector where time is of the essence. Take 

any knowledge at any time: you don’t know if it is good or not, accurate or not, real or 

virtual, true or false. Allow for a successive, continuous path to be drawn between several 

versions of the knowledge claims and you will be able to decide fairly well. (…) 

Linked to the above-discussed centrality of change is the recognition of change, which 

besides being a key element of ontological reality and of the knowledge associated with it, 

is essential to critical thinking and to action, as the objective or social purpose of our study. 

In addition, change can be a tool for knowledge creation: as Kurt Lewin suggested, if you 

want to understand an organization the best thing to do is try to change it (Reason 2001).  

Thus, in the approach proposed herein, it is assumed that ontological reality is always 

changing and so, in several ways, are our constructions of it: we will always be dealing with 

an unfinished reality. This may be a rather trivial observation, but it is an important one in 

the sense that accepting that change is inherent to reality (accepting an unfinished reality) 

may prove useful in dealing with uncertainty and complexity, problems that have been 

widely addressed in environmental discourse. Accepting an unfinished reality forces us to 
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address uncertainty and complexity as intrinsic features of reality (instead of current new 

problems), which is therefore uncontrollable. 

Moreover, this observation is important as it strongly influenced the process and expected 

outputs of the research presented. There has been no attempt to derive grand theories, 

universal remedies, or even to prove what is the right thing to do in the field with scientific 

knowledge alone (Nielsen and Nielsen 2006).  

The need to change the expected outputs of science have been pointed out in the literature 

by authors belonging to several epistemic communities (e.g., Ingram; Gallopín et al. 2001; 

Svensson and Nielsen 2006; Turnhout et al. 2007; Giller et al. 2008; Sardar 2010), although 

it is perhaps too far removed when applied to the generality of environmental science, 

which deals with environmental issues that are by their very nature dynamic. 

The above assumptions also mean that the expected levels of prediction and management 

control are minimal in this approach. Coevolution explains the past well, but by its nature 

does not predict. It does not give us any stable cause and effect relationships by which we 

can choose between actions to reach desired effects and avoid undesired effects (…) Without 

predictive power, there is no basis for prescription in the sense we understand prediction 

and prescription from the modern framing of the cosmos. (Norgaard 1994). 

In this approach, the default viewpoint deals with an infinite set of possibilities rather than 

finite explanatory and predictive set of possibilities, a position that implies an entirely 

different, open, posture. 
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1.6 Research Challenge 

Inspired by both coevolutionary and critical utopian action research thinking, we propose an 

approach in which the theoretical debate is framed and driven by practice. We understand 

practice in the ambit of the environmental field as a window that facilitates pluralism and 

avoids imperialism or isolationism in dealing with different types of knowledge and 

disciplines, since practice is a pluriverse (Section 1.5b). 

Accordingly, and since we are dealing with coupled natural and humans systems, we base 

our approach on practice-oriented natural resource management. 

We understand management as an opportunity to forge a relationship between science and 

practice. Natural resource management, in the ambit of this work, is defined as our 

interactions and our conscious choices towards space and nature (which are common 

resources, therefore implying a collective dimension). When we refer to management in 

this work it is not in the sense that Sardar (2010) referred to it, as an expression of the need 

to control. Instead, it is closer to what Pahl-Wostl (2009) highlighted as the new priorities 

for water management: Uncertainties and complexity have always characterized water 

management. Water management traditionally emphasizes the reduction of uncertainties, 

often by designing systems that can be predicted and controlled. This has resulted in a 

strong emphasis on technical solutions to rather narrowly defined problems. However, 

human–technology–environment systems are more appropriately described as complex 

adaptive systems where unpredictable coevolution makes uncertainty irreducible. Managing 

under inevitable uncertainty requires improved learning and adaptation. Furthermore, Pahl-

Wostl (2009) argued that the goal of management should be to increase the adaptive 

capacity to learn from and better cope with uncertain developments, rather than to try to 

find optimum solutions.  
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a. Objective and Research Questions 

Our main objective is to contribute to a non-border perspective in the practice of science at 

the level of the disciplinary-sector, knowledge-type, and ontological human-nature divide. 

We propose to achieve this by adopting a pluralist approach able to draw on both naturalist 

and humanist perspectives (which we believe can be pursued by drawing on coevolutionary 

thinking and critical utopian action research thinking together). 

Our field problem is the social-ecological processes of change in co-evolved human and 

natural systems in the Mediterranean, with a special focus on Natura 2000 Conservation 

implementation processes. Specifically, we developed a case study on the Mediterranean 

streams of the Monfurado Natura 2000 site. Consequently, the specific objective was to 

understand the conservation-driven social-ecological processes of change regarding these 

streams. 

Two general groups of questions arose in this ambit and structured the following work. The 

first was connected to how humans and nature relate to each other: How do we 

conceptualize and imagine nature? What are the choices that we make? How do humans 

shape natural resources and ecosystems? And how do they shape us? How are we 

connected to them? What is the nature and root of those interactions? Who are we in 

relation to the world, to other beings? And how are we influenced by who we are? 

But not only have people and their environment co-evolved, but social systems and 

environmental systems have coevolved (Norgaard 1994). Thus, another dimension becomes 

of interest and opens up a second group of questions, regarding the interaction between 

natural systems and the political and social dynamics within human systems: How do we 

wish to shape the environment? How do our internal dynamics, as groups – the tensions, 

disputes, power relations, synergies, beliefs, values, emotions, mistakes, dreams, and 

aspirations – influence the way we interact with nature? Do they change the way we use 

resources and shape nature? Are we aware of our choices? Can we transform these 

processes? How does the development of these intra-society interactions influence the way 

we alter nature and the way we interact with it?  
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In order to answer these questions, we have organized the work as three sets of 

analysis/information, which we briefly introduce below and sequentially develop in the 

three following chapters. 

 

i. Mediterranean Streams 

This work starts by studying the Mediterranean streams of Monfurado (MSM) more 

generally. In order to apply the proposed emphasis on human-nature aggregation, we first 

focus on human-nature relationships. The benefits of this approach are presented in Section 

2.1.  

Chapter 2 reports the results of efforts to implement in the field an approach that sought to 

diminish ontological-, disciplinary-, and knowledge type (lay/scientific, but also sectorial: 

farming/environmental) divides. It furthermore illustrates the respective benefits for 

understanding MSM and, at the practical level, for the management of these streams.  

Moreover, in doing so, it illustrates the added value of combining “real” environmental 

processes and “unreal” social constructions, quantitative information and qualitative 

information, and of practice-oriented science, although theoretically grounded. 

Thus, Chapter 2 mainly deals with the first group of questions laid out in the previous 

section but which are nevertheless inevitably linked to the second group, as verified 

throughout this work. 

 

ii. Dialog 

Chapter 3 develops one of the major conclusions drawn from Chapter 2: in the management 

of the MSM, improvements in the dialog amongst the actors from the environmental and 

agricultural sectors are needed. The chapter explores the reasons for the poor quality of the 
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dialog, focusing on connectedness in long-term social relationships and based on the 

perceptions provided by landholders. 

The chapter therefore includes information that is often unexpressed, since it isn´t 

organized in the institutional arena. This is important because it introduces the perspective 

of the social groups who are more directly present in the MSM, and most directly shape 

these streams. In doing so, the chapter (together with information provided in Chapter 2) 

considers the practices existing outside of legal frameworks and institutions, therefore 

identifying the “informal” life of MSM. This is a very important aspect of the proposed 

approach (Section 1.2). In Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, the dialog between informal and formal 

spheres of action proved to be relevant. 

But the key aspects are: i) the consideration of social relationships – bonds, activities and 

resources; ii) the weight of the legacy of long-term social relationships in the roles of social 

actors nowadays; and iii) the future options acknowledging these relationships based on 

recent trials created by the municipality.  

By focusing on social relationships and dialogs, the chapter is framed in terms of the second 

group of questions that make up this thesis (Section1.6a). 

 

iii. Change 

Chapter 4 historically contextualizes some of the previous major conclusions: improvements 

in the dialog between certain groups of actors are needed; long-term social relationships 

are characterized by low relational connectedness; and a low level of trust appears to define 

current social relationships. The chapter focuses on processes of change, with biographical 

experience as the starting point. The chapter moreover focuses on specific historical 

moments, which were selected based on interviews. 

It discusses how historical context might influence the described characteristics and how 

biographical experiences might be potentiated to collectively re-interpret the learning 
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derived from it, generate transforming practices, and improve current social relationships 

and thus landholder’s lives, according to the concerns they themselves identified.  

By possibly influencing current social relationships and social dialog, this exercise should 

also inevitably lead to changes in natural resource management (and MSM management), 

as argued in the previous chapter. Accordingly, this chapter is mainly linked to the second 

group of questions. 

 

 

Finally, although the second group of questions is already addressed in Chapter 3 and 

Chapter 4, and partially by Chapter 2; it is in the overall discussion (Chapter 5) that these 

questions are more strongly present. Chapter 5, in addition, provides a broader discussion 

on human-nature relationships, i.e., the first group of questions posed in this work. 
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Chapter 2.  | MEDITERRANEAN STREAMS 

 

The approach presented in past chapter argued, amongst others, for transdisciplinary 

integration and for human-nature aggregation, identifying an interest on human-nature 

relationships. This chapter will approach Mediterranean Streams of Monfurado in such a 

perspective.. 

We don´t need the stream. We don´t need it but we like it. 

Landholder from Monfurado 

So, neither am I an expert, nor are there any experts. Each one knows 

what it knows, you studied, one took the course one way other took it 

other way… because I never saw a good lawyer perform a good surgical 

procedure, nor a good doctor defend a good cause. He doesn´t know. So 

we all have something to learn, that’s how it starts. 

Landholder from Monfurado 

 
 
 
 
The material presented in this chapter was published in Gonzalez, Carla, Adelaide Clemente, Kurt Aagaard Nielsen, Cristina 
Branquinho, and Rui Ferreira dos Santos. (2009) Human–nature relationship in Mediterranean streams: integrating 
different types of knowledge to improve water management. Ecology and Society 14 (2):35. [online] URL: 
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol14/iss2/art35/.  

http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol14/iss2/art35/�


 



 

   Mediterranean Streams    |    39 

 

HUMAN-NATURE RELATIONSHIP IN MEDITERRANEAN STREAMS: 
INTEGRATING DIFFERENT TYPES OF KNOWLEDGE TO IMPROVE 
WATER MANAGEMENT 
 
 

Abstract 

The social and ecological systems of Mediterranean streams are intrinsically linked as a 

result of long human occupation. In this region, these linkages vary greatly across small 

distances, due to geomorphology, resulting in high diversity across space, which poses 

particular challenges for understanding and managing these systems. This demands an i) 

interdisciplinary integration of knowledge that focuses on the social-ecological interactions, 

while according due consideration to the whole; and also ii) transdisciplinary integration, 

integrating lay and expert knowledge, in order to understand local specificities. The 

research presented in this paper intends to study Human-Nature relationship in 

Mediterranean Streams as a way to address the aforementioned needs: focus on 

interactions and local knowledge. Its main objective is to improve the understanding of 

Mediterranean Streams and at the same time to provide practical inputs to enhance local 

level management. In this ambit, the study adopts an applied approach and is developed 

from a natural resource management perspective. A case study was developed conducting 

fieldwork on streams within the Natura 2000 Site of Monfurado, Portugal - a mainly 

privately owned area with conflicting land uses between conservation and farming. Rivers 

and streams in Portugal are considered to be in very bad condition, particularly with regard 

to water quality. The experimental design was based, from a critical realism perspective of 

inter- and trans-disciplinarity, on the complementarities between methodologies from i) the 

social sciences: value survey and analysis of discourse; and from ii) the natural sciences: 

biomonitoring and integrity biotic indexes. Results characterized the connected systems 

from both the ecological and social point of view. It also characterized the relationship 

between both dimensions. We concluded that well established riparian vegetation cover of 

streams is a key structural element of the Human-Nature relationship in Mediterranean 
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streams of Monfurado at several levels. The central role this structure might have in the 

dialog between the conflicting land uses with regard to water management is discussed, 

and priority targets for management are identified. The tree stratum in streams may work 

as a conciliation factor in the conflict between farming and conservation, as it is of interest 

to both sectors to maintain it; while the shrub stratum, on the contrary, is effectively a 

source of conflict between the two perspectives and needs further work at social change 

level. 

Keywords: Co-evolution, Local Knowledge, Ecological Indicators, Interdisciplinary, Transdisciplinary, 
Social-Ecological Systems, Natural Resource Management, Portugal 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

According to Portugal’s Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (Pereira et al. 2004), inland 

waters are in the worst condition of all ecosystem services provision in continental Portugal. 

This study draws particular attention to the problem of water quality, emphasizing the fact 

that several rivers are heavily polluted from industrial, farming and domestic activities, with 

eutrophication occurring in some basins (Pereira et al. 2004).  

Furthermore, in 2007 the Portuguese National Institute for Water (INAG) classified 35.8% of 

their surface water monitoring stations as having Bad or Very Bad water quality status and 

37.9% as Reasonable (SNIRH 2008). These three classifications indicate that water quality is 

not sufficient for, e.g., direct contact with water in human recreational use, nor allowing 

regular reproduction of freshwater fishes in general and the existence of more sensible 

species (SNIRH 2008). 

Rivers in southern Portugal tend to be narrow and shallow and are characterized by highly 

variable intra- and inter-annual flow (mainly resulting from variable in-flowing run-off). 

These small rivers, commonly referred to as Mediterranean Streams, are particularly 

variable and have a spatial and temporal dynamic equilibrium influenced by a sequence of 
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regular and often extreme flooding and drying periods (Gasith and Resh 1999). They provide 

many ecological functions and ecosystem goods and services. They are a source of water, 

food, energy, shadow, protection, habitat, biodiversity, inspiration and leisure (FISRWG 

1998). Furthermore, they are a filter and barrier in landscapes and ecosystems and at the 

same time a corridor connecting lowlands and upstream areas, and allowing conduction of 

water, energy and matter and continuity of microclimate, animal and plant distribution and 

aesthetics (FISRWG 1998).  

The dynamic equilibrium existing in Mediterranean Streams is achieved through ecological 

processes, social processes and the interaction dynamics between them. This is the case of 

many landscapes in Europe, which have been shaped over long periods of time by human 

activity. The Mediterranean region has a very particular heterogeneity and diversity of 

landscapes - a mosaic - that has resulted from its particular geomorphology and very long 

human occupation (Blondel 2006). 

This understanding of Mediterranean Streams as co-evolved systems is rooted in Norgaard’s 

concept of co-evolution, defined as a process of coupled change between practices, values 

and the biophysical environment by Kallis (2007). From this perspective, both materially and 

cognitively, humans adapt to their environments, and also change them actively and adapt 

to their transformations; and new environments change human practices and ideas (Kallis 

2007). 

The adopted co-evolutionary perspective of Mediterranean Streams poses particular 

challenges to the understanding of ecosystems and local human communities, as they are 

intrinsically linked and the nature of this interaction varies greatly across small distances 

(along with the mosaic of landscapes), increasing the number of Human-Nature and other 

biotic interactions, and enhancing biodiversity. This characteristic – diversity across physical 

space – makes the management of these ecosystems extremely challenging. 

Understanding ecosystems as a co-evolutionary whole that includes social, ecologic and 

economic dynamics, requires an interdisciplinary approach. Different authors have 

emphasized the need for integration in research methodologies and analysis of most 



  

42    |    Interpreting Change in Human-Nature and Long-Term Social Relationships 

environmental systems; the field of Integrated Assessment provides many examples of the 

added value of integration and its importance is stressed in the literature (van der Ploeg et 

al. 1987; van den Bergh and Nijkamp 1991; Antunes and Santos 1999; Argent et al. 1999; 

Rotmans and Asselt 2001; Duraiappah 2002; Pope et al. 2004). 

The literature has also underlined the need and importance of a social and human 

dimension in natural resource management and of transdisciplinary integration of 

knowledge, i.e., integration of different complimentary types of knowledge, as well as its 

benefits (Donovan and Puri 2004; Fielding et al. 2005; Xu et al. 2006; Kessler 2007; Ballard 

et al. 2008; Spash et al. 2009). Silvano (2005) shows local ecological knowledge is an 

important keystone to the design and structure of natural resource management strategies 

and cites several authors who report that local ecological knowledge combined with 

scientific information has proven useful to the management of ecosystems. Moller et al. 

(2004) argue that in addition to building partnership and community consensus, the 

integration of scientific and traditional methods and knowledge allow local communities to 

critically evaluate scientific predictions in their own terms and test sustainability using their 

own forms of adaptive management. 

At a policy level, the Water Framework Directive (WFD) draws attention to the importance 

of the social dimension of water management and recommends the adoption of 

participatory approaches, inclusive of social agents’ knowledge and actions. The WFD also 

recommends the adoption of ecological approaches to water quality monitoring, 

approaching Surface Water Management in a holistic and ecologically integrated manner, 

prioritizing an approach which is founded in the ecological functioning and riparian 

ecosystems integrity assessment, rather than in strictly physic-chemical parameters.  

The co-evolutionary perspective adopted demands that the importance of unity and 

structural functioning of social-ecological systems is explicitly addressed, which requires: i) a 

focus on the interactions between the systems; and ii) consideration in the analysis of the 

system as whole (bigger than the sum of the parts), and as such a new unit for the analysis, 

termed Human-Nature Aggregates, where the main focus is on the specific local relationship 
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between human systems and ecosystems – Human-Nature Relationship – and both are 

recognized as part of the same whole. It is this perspective that underpins the proposed 

Human-Nature Analysis. 

By framing the proposed approach in this way, the importance of transdisciplinary 

integration becomes even clearer, as the focus on specificities of local knowledge, beliefs 

and use of resources cannot be addressed by expert knowledge alone.  

Using the concept of co-evolution and from a natural resource management standpoint, the 

objective of this paper is to illustrate the contributions of a Human-Nature relationship 

analysis to surface water management at local scale in rural Mediterranean regions. In 

order to achieve this objective, the paper presents the ways which interaction in social and 

ecological dimensions can inform and improve management in the selected case study. 

 

2.2 Methods 

 

To explore the ways in which interaction between social and ecological dimensions of 

Mediterranean rivers at the local scale can inform and improve the management of water 

and streams in rural systems, we adopted a Critical Realism perspective, i.e., we assumed 

that the analysis, integrating different forms of knowledge, would allow us to be closer to 

ontological reality (Pratschke 2003). To apply that, we adopted an inter- and trans-

disciplinary approach, shedding light on complementary realities of co-evolved social-

ecological systems, i.e., we opted for an integration of expertise from different disciplines 

and as well an integration of expert and lay knowledge, in order to have a clearer vision of 

reality from the natural resource management point of view.  

We performed an experimental design, based in the complementarities between 

methodologies from the social sciences and from the natural sciences. From the social 

sciences, a value survey and an analysis of discourse allowed detailed analysis of in-depth 

interviews to local people that were informal, flexible, open and inclusive to information 



  

44    |    Interpreting Change in Human-Nature and Long-Term Social Relationships 

and variables interviewees wanted to bring in. This enabled the beginning of a bottom-

bottom knowledge building process, with scoping in natural resource management issues 

and establishment of personal links (which as potential for future use in participatory 

processes). From the natural sciences, biomonitoring and integrity biotic indexes allowed an 

ecological approach to water quality and stream ecological status. This approach privileges 

the assessment of ecosystem functioning, temporal integration of pollutants present in 

water along time and the biotic response to pollutants, over traditional physical-chemical 

punctual measures of water quality. At the same time these methods from ecology 

provided the possibility of using a dense net of sampling at low cost. 

 

a. Study Site 

The study area is the Monfurado Site (Natura 2000 network), in Alentejo, Portugal (Figure 

2.1). The site was selected because it is amongst the richest hydrographic networks in the 

Alentejo, in southern Portugal, a region characterized by sub-humid Mediterranean climate 

and dominated by cork-oak and holm-oak “montado” landscape. Furthermore, this is an 

area which experiences conflicting land uses: being a Natura 2000 Site, conservation is a 

priority; but most of the area (more than 95%) is privately owned and the main socio-

economic activities are extensive cork exploitation combined with livestock production, 

mainly extensive and developed at a large scale of production.  

In this area the pressures on stream ecological functioning are: i) natural torrential water 

flow regime, ii) diversion of water for cattle use and agriculture irrigation, iii) change in 

precipitation regimes over time, iv) pollution runoff from extensive and intensive livestock, 

v) landholder’s stream management practices (which are connected to their beliefs, values, 

cultural habits and aesthetics). 



 

   Mediterranean Streams    |    45 

To allow a dense net of analysis within the 

case study area, around forty sampling 

sites were selected in the streams of 

Monfurado (the Site’s total area is 

23,946.00 ha) (Figure 2.1). The private 

properties existing in each sampling site 

were identified (Figure 2.1), as well as 

thirty two corresponding landholders. 

 

Figure 2.1 – Streams, sampling points and 
private properties including the sampling 
points in the Natura 2000 Site of Monfurado, 
located in Alentejo, Portugal.  

 

 

b. Ecological Dimension 

Water quality was assessed in the sampling sites using transplants of the bryophyte 

Fontinalis antipyretica Hedw., largely used as a biomonitor for water quality in freshwater 

ecosystems (Mersch and Reichard 1997; Vázquez et al. 1999; Cenci 2000; Figueira 2002; 

Martins et al. 2004). The transplants were collected from the control site at Arronches 

Stream in S. Mamede Mountains and placed in sampling points of the study site, using the 

transplanting system proposed by Cenci (2000). From September 2004 to June 2005, the 

transplants remained in the streams of Monfurado for periods of three months, after which 

they were immediately substituted with new transplants, fulfilling three sampling periods 

and covering three seasons. After collection, 3 cm apical segments of the transplants were 

analyzed for their content in several pollutants: the metals Copper (Cu), Zinc (Zn), 

Manganese (Mn), Iron (Fe), Lead (Pb), Nickel (Ni), Arsenic (As) through Atomic Absorption 

Spectrometry after Acid Digestion; the Total Carbon (C) and Nitrogen (N) by Elemental 
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Analysis (EuroVector Ea3000 CHNS-O Element Analyzer) and the Ammonium (NH4
+) by 

Colorimetric Techniques. Finally, the vitality of transplanted mosses, an integrated estimate 

of the stress imposed on the organism (potentially by contaminants), was also assessed 

through the fluorescence of chlorophyll a measured after dark adaptation – Fv/Fm 

(Branquinho et al. 1997).  

To assess the ecological status of streams, the information provided by biomonitors was 

combined with a Plant-based Integrity Biotic Index (IBI), a tool that has been increasingly 

used and recognized for its capacity to inform about the overall ecological condition of 

riparian habitats (Salinas et al. 2000; Ferreira et al. 2005; Miller et al. 2006; Reiss 2006). The 

IBI selected to apply in the case study was the Index Qualitat del Bosc de Ribera - QBR, 

proposed by Munné et al. (2003) for assessing riparian habitat quality in Iberian rivers. This 

Index ranges from 0-100% and is the sum of four components (0-25%): Total Riparian Cover 

(the proportion of well established vegetation in the riparian area, considered tree and 

shrub strata existing in the margins of streams); Vegetation Cover Structure (the relative 

proportion between tree and shrub strata); Cover Quality (the proportion of native and 

non-native species and communities upon the geomorphologic type of the river – upstream 

or downstream) and River Channel Alteration (the level of artificialization of the river 

channel). The Index was applied in stretches of the river of 50m length at each sampling 

site. 

 

c. Human Behavior Dimension 

The private properties including each sampling site were identified (Figure 2.1); thirty two 

landholders were identified in these properties. Landholders, for the purposes of this study, 

are defined as property owners that are present in the management of the property or, if 

the owner is absent, whoever is in charge of managing the farm and who has decision 

making power regarding the daily management of the streams as well as having a high 

socio-economic interest in them. 
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Each landholder was then contacted and interviewed in a non-structured interview using 

the Check Catalog presented in Appendix 1. This was done by using a range of open-ended 

questions and conversation topics which aimed to capture their values and their 

experiences of social, environmental and water problems in the region as well as their 

visions, interpretations and perceptions of control. The main drivers of the conversations 

were related to regional and national problems regarding the environment in general, water 

issues and  riparian systems; possible solutions for the identified set of problems; 

considerations about governance and social change; advantages of having riparian systems 

in their properties and values of these systems; conflicts resulting from common 

management of these resources with neighbors or other stakeholders; management 

practices of the streams; and finally considerations about agriculture and rural lifestyle and 

abandonment. The interviews were taped and then transcribed. Results illustrate 

landholders’ values, place attachment, beliefs, aesthetics, environmental and civic 

awareness and visions, conceptualizations of streams, stream conservation practices, and 

visions of solutions/outcomes for problems identified. 

 

d. Data Treatment 

The data collected in the human behavior component of the analysis required a period of 

interpretative data treatment, described below, but the data deriving from the ecological 

component did not require such a procedure. 

Transcriptions were initially submitted to a semi-quantitative analysis to survey the values 

of streams to landholders in this area. The data was organized according to Use/Non-Use, 

Economic/Non-Economic and Past/Current Values, but the data was not monetarized. 

These categories are derived from the taxonomy of the Total Economic Value framework, 

which systematizes in a consensually recognized and well established framework (IUCN 

1998; Rietbergen-McCracken and Abaza 2000) the ways in which ecosystems contributes to 

human well-being. Secondly, transcriptions were submitted to an analysis of discourse, with 

the support of the software NVivo 8 (QSR 2008), with the objective of characterizing 
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qualitatively the narratives regarding: i) environmental awareness and scoping of needs and 

significance of problems for local populations; ii) perception of control and sense of purpose 

in social-ecological change; iii) place attachment and belonging; iv) existing stream concepts 

and v) common stream conservation practices.  

Finally, these results from the human behavior dimension were compared and when 

possible (i.e., amongst quantitative data) correlated with an extensive database with all the 

levels of information provided by the ecological dimension of the study. 

 

 

2.3 Results and Discussion 

 

The first section below presents the ecological characterization of streams in Monfurado in 

terms of their conservation status and levels of water pollution, i.e., ecological impacts from 

human activities in the area. The second section presents the social characterization of 

streams, detailing their social role as described by landholders. The third section explores 

how the social valuation of streams varies in relation to their ecological status valuation by 

presenting and exploring the correlations between the two sets of information. The fourth 

section describes the stated management practices on streams by landholders and the fifth 

section describes the conceptualization of streams by landholders. These two latter sections 

together allow the characterization of human shaping of streams in the present and their 

preferences and ideals for the future. The fifth section furthermore allows an understanding 

of why landholders shape streams as stated in the results shown in the fourth section.  

A final section synthesizes how the previous sets of information illustrate Human-Nature 

Relationship in Mediterranean streams of Monfurado and discusses its contribution to 

water management. 
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a. The ecological status of Streams 

In order to characterize in general terms the condition of streams in Monfurado, Table 2.1 

shows several statistical parameters obtained for the main ecological indicators assessed. 

Table 2.1– Size of the sample (N), Mean, Standard Deviation, Median, Minimum, Maximum Values 
and Values in the Control for i) the pollutants measured in the biomonitor:  Copper (Cu) (µg/g DW), 
Zinc (Zn) (µg/g DW), Manganese (Mn) (µg/g DW), Iron (Fe) (µg/g DW), Lead (Pb) (µg/g DW), Nickel 
(Ni) (µg/g DW), Arsenic (As) (µg/g DW), Total Nitrogen (N) (%/DW), the ratio between Total Carbon 
and Total Nitrogen (C/N), Ammonium (NH4

+) (µg/g DW), ii) vitality indicator of the mosses measured 
by Fv/Fm in relation to the values in the control per season (%) and iii) the QBR index total score 
(QBR Tot) (%) and its four components (TRC – Total Riparian Cover, CS – Cover Structure, CQ – Cover 
Quality and CA – Channel Alteration; ranging from 0-25%). 

 

In the Monfurado Site there was not a significant increase in Lead and Nickel observed in 

the biomonitors. Parallel studies shown Iron, Manganese and Zinc increase with increasing 

 N Mean Std. Dev. Median Minimum Maximum Control 

        
Metal Pollutants content of the moss      

Cu (µg/g DW) a 39 13.91 8.65 12.16 5.856 56.70 9.60 

Zn (µg/g DW) a 39 65.55 37.08 53.07 28.105 253.15 44.00 

Mn (µg/g DW) a 38 6405.94 5557.05 5115.13 206.091 24098.35  -  

Fe (µg/g DW) a 39 21019.99 12185.93 17070.35 6684.753 61639.08 7719.71 

Pb (µg/g DW) a 38 1.40 0.86 1.21 0.110 3.36 1.04 

Ni (µg/g DW) a 9 0.69 0.23 0.69 0.327 1.08 17.20 

As (µg/g DW) a 39 18.07 16.82 11.10 2.700 74.78 5.09 

        
Eutrophication Indicators measured in the moss     

N (%/DW) a 39 2.29 0.47 2.37 1.172 3.48 2.52 

C/N a 39 15.00 3.24 14.91 8.711 26.35 16.98 

NH4
+ (µg/g DW) b 9 113.93 96.74 97.56 30.000 341.46 75.67 

        
Vitality indicator of the moss      

Fv/Fm (%) a 37 77.25 25.93 86.58 0.000 105.03 n.a 

        
Integrity Biotic Index of the stretches of the stream     

QBR Total (%) c 39 68 20 70 20 100 80 

TRC (0-25%) c 39 10 8 10 0 25 15 

CS (0-25%) c 39 18 7 20 3 25 25 

CQ (0-25%) c 39 18 9 23 0 25 25 

CA (0-25%) c 39 21 6 25 5 25 15 

        
a average values for the time period from September 2004 to June 2005   
b values assessed from March to June 2005     
c values assessed  from March to June 2006     
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sediments in the Streams of Monfurado (Branquinho et al. 2007). Copper, Zinc, Arsenic, Iron 

and Manganese in Monfurado Streams were related to land uses like permanent 

agriculture, pasture, the number of cow equivalents and septic tanks or direct domestic 

effluent discharges (Branquinho et al. 2007). 

A low ratio between Total Carbon and Total Nitrogen (C/N) indicates an excess of Nitrogen 

in moss that accumulates and is not used for growth (which is indicated by Carbon levels), 

so low C/N indicates an excess of Nitrogen levels and potential eutrophication. Most areas 

of Monfurado present problems of eutrophication, which are connected to a high 

development of farming and cattle exploitation, as well as to effluents from the populated 

areas (Branquinho et al. 2007). It is possible to see the total average of Ammonium (NH4
+) 

for the streams in Monfurado is considerably higher than the values presented in the 

Control Site (Table 2.1), which signals an enrichment of this form of Nitrogen and 

eutrophication problems in the streams in Monfurado. 

The Plant-based IBI QBR shows average values for Monfurado of 68%, indicating a 

satisfactory status of overall conservation. The TRC is the sub-component of the QBR 

showing the lowest values overall, with an average and median of 10 out of 25, revealing 

the existence of many streams with little or no well established vegetation cover and in 

early stages of succession. The Channel Alteration shows streams are not very artificially 

modified in the area and the streams still have some space and structure to resist, mitigate, 

adapt and change according to natural dynamics. Cover Structure indicates an overall 

equilibrium and quality in the relative distribution of shrub and tree strata in the riparian 

forest area, with average 18 and median 20 out of 25. Finally, Cover Quality shows high 

values overall, indicating a high number of native species present, with average of 18 and 

median of 23 out of 25. 
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b. The social role of streams 

As shown in Figure 2.2 and Figure 2.3, over recent decades (30-50 years, according to the 

questions in Appendix 1) there has been a transition in the way riparian systems have been 

used by people. Local populations were previously more dependent on riparian systems, 

which supplied basic needs like food provision (provision of water for human consumption, 

irrigation for subsistence agriculture or fishing) and personal hygiene (washing clothes and 

bathing). Nowadays, riparian systems are equally structuring, but in diverse ways: they are 

connected to the current main economic activity (extensive livestock production), 

contributing to this activity as water source for reservoirs, direct water source and shading 

and microclimate which protects animals during the summer (riparian forests are used in 

this way). Moreover, riparian systems are currently valued for activities related to leisure 

and hunting, as well as for their existence (conservationist values) and for their beauty 

(aesthetic values). Finally, it is also interesting to note that in the current uses of streams, 

the scientific use of streams appears to be relevant to landholders.  

Fishing and water for human consumption uses have decreased over time. This could be 

related to the increase in artificial surface water retention, small reservoirs, which cause 

low water flow in general and may increase the xeric period in streams (meaning streams 

tend to have more months per year with no water flow at all). Another reason could be the 

increase in aquatic pollution, frequently cited by landholders, resulting from higher 

anthropogenic pressures and aggravated by pollutants concentration associated with the 

cited lower water flow, which can also impact both uses. Furthermore, the decrease in 

human consumption of water from streams might be associated with better living 

conditions, e.g., piped water in habitations and access to bottled water. 
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Figure 2.2 – Categories of Use Values, Lost Use Values, Non-Use Values and Lost Non-Use Values of 
the Streams identified by the 32 landholders and correspondent frequency of value category being 
cited amongst the 32 landholders. 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3 – Stream use by local people over time: past and present values of streams identified by 
the 32 landholders. 
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c. Ecological Status and Social Role of Streams 

To explore how the ecological valuation and the social valuation of streams relate to one 

another, Pearson correlations between the two sets of information are presented in Table 

2.2. 

Table 2.2 – Correlation between i) Ecological indicators: Concentration of the following elements 
measured in the mosses Copper (Cu) (µg/g DW), Zinc (Zn) (µg/g DW), Manganese (Mn) (µg/g DW), 
Iron (Fe) (µg/g DW), Lead (Pb) (µg/g DW), Nickel (Ni) (µg/g DW), Arsenic (As) (µg/g DW), Total 
Nitrogen (N) (%/DW), the ratio between Total Carbon and Total Nitrogen (C/N), Ammonium (NH4

+) 
(µg/g DW); vitality indicator of the mosses measured by Fv/Fm in relation to the control per season 
(%); and the QBR index total score (QBR Tot – %) and its four components (TRC – Total Riparian 
Cover, CS – Cover Structure, CQ – Cover Quality and CA – Channel Alteration; ranging from 0-25%); 
and ii) Surveyed Values of the Streams, identified by the 32 landholders interviewed: Number of Use 
Values (Lost and Current),  Non-Use Values (Lost and Current) and Economic Values (considered 
water for cattle, shading for cattle, irrigation, rural tourism and hunting renting contracts). The 
values shown in the table are for Pearson Correlation Coefficients (R) and for the levels of 
significance (p). Correlations marked in bold are significant at p<0.05. 

 

Results show interesting correlations between i) Use Values and Economic Values and ii) 

QBR Total Score, Total Riparian Cover (the proportion of established vegetation cover - tree 

Pearson R p-level Pearson R p-level Pearson R p-level Pearson R p-level Pearson R p-level
Cu (µg/g DW) a 37 -0.2429 0.147 0.1318 0.432 -0.0952 0.575 -0.1276 0.452 -0.2419 0.149
Zn (µg/g DW) a

37 -0.2444 0.145 -0.0872 0.608 -0.0609 0.720 -0.0449 0.792 -0.1170 0.490

Mn (µg/g DW) a 35 -0.0520 0.767 0.0771 0.660 -0.2624 0.128 -0.2123 0.221 -0.2641 0.125
Fe (µg/g DW) a 36 -0.1427 0.406 0.0675 0.696 -0.0262 0.879 -0.0283 0.870 -0.1267 0.461
Pb (µg/g DW) a 35 -0.2830 0.100 -0.1297 0.458 -0.2365 0.171 -0.2016 0.245 -0.1842 0.289
Ni (µg/g DW) a 8 -0.4875 0.220 0.1712 0.685 0.1298 0.759  -   - -0.6540 0.079
As (µg/g DW) a 37 -0.0720 0.672 0.2499 0.136 0.5110 0.001 0.1184 0.485 -0.0069 0.968
N (%/DW) a 37 0.0853 0.616 0.0615 0.718 -0.0495 0.771 -0.1729 0.306 0.0945 0.578
C/N a 37 0.1905 0.259 0.0552 0.745 0.0749 0.659 0.0139 0.935 0.1580 0.350
NH4

+ (µg/g DW) b 9 -0.7610 0.017 -0.1783 0.646 -0.0775 0.843  -  - -0.6675 0.049

Fv/Fm (%) a 35 0.0144 0.935 0.1557 0.372 -0.0516 0.768 0.0448 0.798 0.0361 0.837
QBR Total (%) c 36 0.3837 0.021 0.0683 0.692 0.3939 0.017 0.2512 0.139 0.4646 0.004
TRC (0-25%) c 36 0.5399 0.001 0.1542 0.369 0.3713 0.026 0.2706 0.110 0.6378 0.000
CS (0-25%) c 36 0.4466 0.006 0.1688 0.325 0.2408 0.157 0.0474 0.784 0.3849 0.020
CQ (0-25%) c 36 0.1077 0.532 0.0831 0.630 0.3275 0.051 0.1807 0.292 0.2366 0.165
CA (0-25%) c 36 -0.1375 0.424 -0.3043 0.071 0.0597 0.729 0.1574 0.359 -0.1129 0.512
a average values for the time period from September 2004 to June 2005
b values assessed from March to June 2005
c values assessed  from March to June 2006
Marked correlations in bold are significant at p < 0.05

N

No. Use Values
Economic Use 

Values
No. Lost Non-Use 

Values
No. Lost Use 

Values
No. Non-Use 

Values
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and shrub strata) and Cover Structure (the relative proportion of trees and shrubs strata) 

(Table 2.2). 

Amongst the variables listed, the best correlation coefficients (R) are between: i) the Use 

Values identified by the landholders and the Total Riparian Cover; and ii) the Use Values 

relevant to the economic activities developed, termed Economic Use Values, and Total 

Riparian Cover (Figure 2.4). 

Figure 2.4 - Relation between i) Total Riparian Cover (the proportion of established vegetation that 
exists in the margins: shrubs and trees, a sub-component of QBR ranging from 0-25%) and ii) the 
number of Use Values identified by the Landholder of the corresponding stream (left) and the 
number of Economic Use Values identified by them (right, considered: water for cattle, shading for 
cattle, irrigation, rural tourism and hunting renting contracts). N=36. 

 

 

 

The relations in Figure 2.4 make it evident that landholders using streams with higher 

Riparian Cover levels recognize in them more utilitarian value and more economic value, as 

well as more inputs for their activities. This finding contradicts the land use conflict in the 

Case Study above described: nature conservation versus economic development. Streams 

with higher vegetation cover, which is a positive factor contributing the ecological status of 

streams from the ecological point of view, are regarded by landholders as inputs for their 
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economic activities. Since these comprise mainly farming, cattle, tourism, and sport hunting, 

activities that take advantage of the riparian forests of streams, the relation makes sense. 

High correlation coefficients (R) between the number of Lost Use Values and the QBR Total 

Score and Total Riparian Cover (Table 2.2), combined with the correlations discussed above, 

suggest that some of the features of streams that were valued in a utilitarian way in the 

past are still valued nowadays independently of the transition of stream uses presented in 

the previous section, which is an interesting aspect to be explored in further research.  

Another interesting relation is the correlation between the number of Use Values and the 

content of Ammonium (NH4
+) in the moss (Table 2.2): the higher are the levels of 

ammonium in the water, the lower are the values recognized for the corresponding stretch 

of river. Ammonium is a pollutant indicator of eutrophication and stream enrichment in 

Nitrogen. It is important to note however that due to the low size of the sampling for 

Ammonium levels (N=9), further research is required before conclusions can be drawn 

about this relation. It is nevertheless interesting to note this trend. 

Finally, correlations also indicate that an increase in contamination by Arsenic (As) is 

significantly related to an increase in the number of identified lost use values. Since 

previous studies in the area (Branquinho et al. 2007) showed a relation between the 

concentration of As in mosses and the areas of pasture and the number of cow equivalents 

in the property, the relation found now is in line with the transition of uses shown in the 

previous section. Contamination with As has been also connected to cattle in other 

contexts, particularly through the use of compounds for disinfestations from ticks and other 

plagues (Smith et al. 2003). 

 

d. Human shaping of streams 

In order to characterize landholders stated practices in stream management, frequencies of 

the practices surveyed in the interviews is shown in Table 2.3. 
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Results make evident that the major interventions of landholders in streams is linked to: i) 

the removal of vegetation and human garbage from the stream and ii) removing the shrubs 

from the stream margins, both with 77.78% of interviewees who covered practices on 

streams during their interview stating that this was done. In general most people argued 

these two practices need to be done for three main reasons: i) Avoid flooding " otherwise 

when water comes we have a problem (...) it accumulates and gets out of the waterway”; ii) 

Avoid erosion (“When the river level gets higher we lose soil”); iii) Avoid dirt “Leave streams 

clean of dirt present in the river bed” (dirt meaning either excess vegetation or garbage 

disposed in streams by other people). 

 

Table 2.3 – Frequencies of landholders stated practices in stream management. The table shows the 
frequencies of each practice (identified by landholders) as well as the number (N) of interviews that 
provided valid information about that practice, from the 32 interviews done.  

 

Another important result is the number of interviewees citing tree cutting as a practice: only 

3.7%, which contrasts enormously with the level of the interference of landholders in the 

shrub stratum. 

 Frequency 
(%) 

N 

Cuts Trees 3.70 27 
Cuts Shrubs 77.78 27 
Plants trees 3.70 27 
Plants Shrubs 0.00 27 
Removes Veg. Litter and/or Human Garbage 77.78 27 
Removes sediments 11.11 27 
Margin Stabilization 3.57 28 
Closes the stream with fences 11.11 27 
Discharges effluents on the stream 3.45 29 
Manually 16.67 18 
Using machinery 61.11 18 
Using chemicals 15.79 19 
States it as being done by him 55.17 29 
States it as being done by third party 20.69 29 
States no management 24.14 29 
States the stream works by itself 3.45 29 
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The way people intervene in the streams (manually, using machinery or using chemicals) 

was not discussed in many interviews and therefore the results are not conclusive. 

Many landholders expressed their dissatisfaction with neither being allowed by the 

administrative authorities to clean streams without a license (that demands financial costs 

and the presentation of a project), nor having the authorities doing it periodically: “Many 

times! [the authorities don’t clean smaller streams]”; "We would like to have it cleaned (...) 

but someone, if we intervene there, will prohibit and get us fines and whatever… (...) we 

cannot do anything there; (...)" “it’s stupid to pay a license for something that contributes to 

the state”.  

 

e. Landholders’ conceptualizations of streams 

To understand why people manage stream vegetation the way they do, this section is 

devoted to an exploration of the different conceptualizations of streams emerging from the 

interviews.  

The value of the tree stratum and microclimate created by riparian forests was highlighted 

by interviewees. Some example statements are listed below:  

- Everything is cleaned, only trees are there now. And now it's even those trees that 
protect the rest, blackberry is gone. All gone. It just stays what gives beauty to the 
stream, which are trees that were planted. Alders, ashes, sessile oaks and all those 
things. I planted.; 

- The trees let them stay. (...) No, the trees are all good. It's the poplar. The cork oak. 
The holm oak. There are a lot of those trees by the stream. That you cannot destroy, 
it is no prejudice. The poplar, the ash... The ash, the alder and the poplar. Yes, take it 
all [giant reeds and blackberry]. The trees we never take them out.; 

- This is mostly bay laurels and ashes [around the stream]. The elms are all gone. And 
plane trees, and also plane trees. (...) Here it is a wood, that's what it is. (...) There it 
was all elms. It was a disease; all got dried from a moment to the other. The ashes 
stayed, we have a lot of ashes there and we are still putting them on the creeks. (...) 
It's a microclimate. This in the old times, with those huge trees, this was even better 
then. (...); 

- It’s an area where we feel better the importance of water than in other areas (...) it's 
an area that has special characteristics and is greener than any other area, even the 
type of vegetation. It's not only the cork oak or the holm oak, instead there are a 
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funny variety of trees. It's an area, I would say, semi-wet. So it is very rich in terms of 
quality and variety of pastures and very rich at the tree level.  (...) S. Cristóvão Stream 
to me has a landscape and environmental value and everything... to me is one of the 
most beautiful areas in this region here. An area greener, more beautiful, richer. (...) 
you can find Ashes, Poplars, Alders, etc... 

At the same time, more negative attitudes to shrub stratum are also apparent: 

- [About the excess of boars in the property] because a ditch full of blackberry all over 
results in that. (...) [if it would be better to take out the blackberry] Yes! At least the 
animals wouldn’t come... (...) We have small sheep here. (...); 

- Both animals and people like water, like rivers. Specially being a cleaned stream (...) 
our stream is not cleaned, its shrubs everywhere, garbage...; 

- But that one there [stream]... It's just blackberry all over, willows, all the rubbish 
there is; 

- This stream has very little significance because most of the year it's dry. (...) because 
of shrubs and those things we cleaned it and continue cleaning in order to have the 
waterway in good condition, right? 

The high value given to the tree stratum is in accordance with previous literature. Kenwick 

et al. (2009) found that for both planners and residents tree buffers earned the highest 

preferences out of various buffer types in riparian areas, in both rural and suburban settings 

of counties in Mid-western United Sates. It is also in accordance to several values and uses 

identified in previous sections, from aesthetics to microclimate and shading, for example. 

The reasons for the devaluation of the shrub stratum could be diverse. In the previous 

section, it was presented and discussed that the shrub removal is meant to avoid flooding, 

erosion and dirt (including the shrubs themselves). This devaluation could also have a 

cultural factor linked to the aesthetics of the surrounding landscape – the montado – which 

is the agro-silvopastoral landscape dominant in the region over several generations. 

Montado is a savannah-like landscape, dominated by evergreen trees (cork-oak Quercus 

suber and holm-oak Q. rotundifolia) and shaped by man over centuries of traditional land 

use practices. These traditional practices (grazing and regular ploughing) interfere with the 

establishment of a shrub stratum, leaving it little developed or non-existent. Moreover, as 

the statements above suggest, the shrub stratum in streams might be associated with an 

increased exposure of farm animals to native predators and wild animals such as boars, 

egyptian mongooses or foxes which can then reach the farm more easily. A table with the 
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full citations found for describing landholders conceptualizations of streams is in Appendix 

2, in which it is possible to identify the importance of two main hydrologic functions: the 

drainage capacity of the stream, and the stream as a source of water. These hydrologic 

functions, together with the cited aspects of riparian vegetation cover, were the two central 

ideas in the conceptualization of streams arising from the interviews. 

 

f. Human-Nature Relationship in Monfurado Streams and Water Management 

The study analyzed Human-Nature Relationship in Mediterranean Streams through the 

characterization of the ecological status and the social role of streams and their linkages 

and interactions, in a context of land use conflict between conservation and farming. It 

searches for key features in the interaction between social and ecological dimensions that 

could aid natural resource management by combining methodologies from the natural 

sciences and from the social sciences and integrating landholders and expert knowledge. 

Interactions between social and ecological dimensions were shown to be important, which 

is in accordance with previous studies, e.g. Settle et al. (2002) who show that a model which 

integrates ecosystems and economic systems considering bidirectional relation between 

them provides a better analysis and prediction of ecological impacts from human actions, 

when compared to a model that ignores them. 

Overall, the analysis revealed that Riparian Vegetation Cover has a central and structural 

role in the Human-Nature relationship in Mediterranean streams of Monfurado, as it is 

shown by the Results, and might therefore have an important role in improving 

management. At the same time, Vegetation Cover: i) is structural for ecological status and 

resilience of streams and is fundamental for microclimate, contributing to ecological 

functions of habitat, humidity and temperature regulation, ecological corridors, sink, 

source, filter and barrier (FISRWG 1998);  ii) scarcely exists along many streams according to 

the integrity biotic index used, but is structurally and qualitatively in satisfactory ecological 

status where it exists (Table 2.1);  iii) might be linked with pollutants found in significant 
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quantities in surface water such as Iron, Manganese, Copper, Arsenic, Ammonium and the 

ratio between Carbon and Nitrogen (Table 2.1); iv) is an important input for economic 

activities of the area – well established vegetation cover (tree and shrub strata) is of 

utilitarian and economic advantage (Figure 2.2 and Figure 2.4); v) is promoted, at the tree 

stratum level, from the landscape, wellbeing and aesthetical point of view of landholders 

(Appendix 2) and vi) is not directly menaced by landholders stated management practices 

on the streams at the level of the tree stratum, but is menaced, however, at the level of the 

shrub stratum (Table 2.3), as is confirmed by the riparian vegetation status (Table 2.1). 

The Integrity Biotic Index revealed that Total Riparian Cover was the weakest feature in 

terms of the streams ecological conservation status, making it evident riparian vegetation 

cover is scarce in many streams, but is structurally and qualitatively in satisfactory ecological 

status where it exists (Table 2.1). This might result in a diminution of the filtering capacity of 

in-flowing water by the streams. This contributes to the presence of pollutants in the water 

such as Iron, Manganese and Zinc, which were significant and correlated to run-off and 

sediments. It also contributes to Copper, Arsenic, Ammonium and the ratio between Carbon 

and Nitrogen, which are significant and correlated to land use around the streams, as 

discussed in the first section. 

There was a transition in the use of rivers, which previously addressed predominantly basic 

needs like food provision (fish and water for human consumption) and personal hygiene, 

and is contemporaneously mainly connected to current economic activities (microclimate 

protection in the summer and source of water for extensive livestock production; sport 

hunting) (Figure 2.2, Figure 2.3). The results identified important economic uses of streams 

that are connected to important ecological features of streams, like riparian forests, which 

are used for shade and microclimate which protects cattle during the summer. 

The relation found between total riparian cover and the number of utilitarian values and 

particularly economic ones (Figure 2.4, Table 2.2) is very interesting for improving 

management.  It may work as a conciliation point between conservation and economic 
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development once features of the ecosystem that both perspectives would have interest in 

preserving are identified. 

Established riparian forests correspond to high levels of Total Riparian Cover (although the 

opposite is not necessarily true) and assume a central and important dimension throughout 

the study of Human-Nature relationship. The previous section showed the 

conceptualization of streams that landholders have is deeply linked with riparian forests: 

they favor particularly the tree stratum and also favor the microclimate created by these 

forests, but without valuing the shrub stratum. The reasons for this devaluation were 

discussed in the previous section and may range from aesthetic factors to associating the 

shrub stratum with flooding, wild animals accessibility to farms and erosion.  

Although the absence of value given to shrubs is not in accordance with the concepts and 

ideals about streams arriving from ecology and from conservationists (FISRWG 1998), the 

value given to the stream stratum and the importance of microclimate created by riparian 

forests is recognized by landholders and coincides with those concepts and ideals (for a 

characterization of riparian systems and its ecological functions and for processes and 

practices of restoration, please refer, e.g., to FISRWG (1998) or to Chambers et al.  (2004); 

for specificities of Mediterranean-type streams, please refer to Gasith and Resh (1999)). 

Furthermore, trees are almost not affected by landholders’ stated practices on streams 

(Table 2.3), substantiating this concordance and the above suggestion of a conciliation 

point. The shrub stratum – highly modified and devalued by landholders, but at the same 

time of conservational and ecological value – would on the contrary represent a conflict 

point. 

In this way, overall, Total Riparian Cover assumes a key structure role in social-ecological 

riparian systems management in Monfurado to be further developed. It provides a potential 

conciliation point at the tree stratum management level and an evident conflict point at the 

shrub stratum management level in the conflict of uses mentioned.  

As in the case study, the implementation of conservation efforts in an area frequently 

requires adaptation from remaining land uses, often showing up conflicts amongst users as 
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a result. These conflicts, widely addressed by NGOs, scientific and state institutions, may 

develop to unsuccessful implementation of conservation plans.  

The answer to these situations could be a process of social learning where existing 

knowledge and practices from all users have the ground to be expressed and shared and 

where new knowledge, practices, motivations and values are allowed to emerge 

collectively, resulting in a common and coherent strategy in the transition towards better 

management (nowadays different actors in the case study are working in different 

directions). This approach is in harmony with the promotion of collaborative strategies 

widely addressed by the literature, which Nkhata et al. (2008) emphasizes and proposes as a 

means of addressing problems in the scope of social-ecological systems, paying attention to 

the need for social actors to work together to enhance the capacity of social-ecological 

systems to cope with intermittent shocks.  

In this context, the stated finding about the potential role of Total Riparian Cover is of high 

value for management, as it represents a base for dialog, either intermediated or direct, 

between different perspectives with their own motivations, values and practices, 

sometimes concordant, sometimes not. Dialogs have been shown to be important for 

establishing social learning in participatory constructions (Nielsen and Nielsen 2006). The 

current study pointed out the base for dialog; in a further perspective the dialog could 

become a point of departure for continuous participatory social learning with a long-term 

democratic perspective for natural resource management framed in a co-evolutionary 

approach to social-ecological systems. 

The long-term perspective being introduced conforms to the idea that sustainability cannot 

be a static objective (Rammel et al. 2007), instead, sustainable development is an open 

evolutionary process of improving the management of social-ecological systems, through 

trust building and knowledge. It must be considered in the long run and at a relatively deep 

level of change in society. Nkhata et al. (2008) have underlined that most studies adopting 

collaborative strategies to face problems in social-ecological systems, despite a few 
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exceptions, have not given explicit attention to the changing nature of long-term social 

relationships. 

 

2.4 Conclusion 

This research studied Human-Nature relationship in Mediterranean Streams as a way to 

address the need of focusing on social-ecological interactions and local knowledge. Its main 

objective was to improve the understanding of Mediterranean Streams and at the same 

time to provide practical inputs to enhance local level management through the cited 

analysis. By doing so, the study also intended to illustrate that an effort to diminish 

disciplinary-sector and knowledge-type boundaries benefits natural resource management. 

Results characterized the connected systems from both the ecological and social point of 

view, which contributed to identify priority targets for management. It also characterized 

the relationship between both dimensions. The analysis identified a key structural element 

in the Human-Nature aggregate of Mediterranean streams in the Monfurado region: well 

established riparian vegetation cover. This improves levels of knowledge about Human-

Nature relationship and contributes to natural resource management, as this structure 

might have a central role in the dialog between the conflicting land-uses discussed. 

The advantage of focusing on Human-Nature relationship in the analysis was to enhance the 

understanding of underlying processes of equilibrium in coupled social-ecological systems 

by looking at the interactions from perspective of the whole. Concluding that well 

established riparian cover is a key structural element illustrates this and was enabled by the 

theoretical approach. Interactions between social and ecological dimensions were shown to 

be important and contributed greatly to the findings.  

The findings were clearly supported by the integration of different types of knowledge. 

Combining natural and social sciences and expert and lay people knowledge contributed to 

a better understanding of processes in socio-ecological systems. It was possible to realize 

that adopting a practice-oriented natural resource management perspective facilitates 
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transdisciplinary integration. This was a major finding of this study. Furthermore, the 

combination of qualitative and quantitative information was relevant to understand reality 

more consistently, as it allows the analysis to cover different aspects of it. 

Although the primary focus of the study was on exploring the contributions from Human-

Nature relationship analysis and the interactions between social and ecological dimensions, 

it is also important to stress that the adoption of different disciplinary perspectives and 

methodologies in the analysis allowed some depth and detail in the assessment and study 

of each part of the system as well. 

The work has produced information with potential for future management of 

Mediterranean streams of the Natura 2000 Network, particularly regarding the conciliation 

of farming and conservation. Results have shown that there are common interests between 

the two groups, and there may be less antagonism than initially thought. This finding 

highlights the importance of sharing agendas between environmental and agricultural 

sectors as a strategy in natural resource management. 

Further dialog between these groups from a social change perspective is signaled as having 

potential to improve natural resource management. Amongst the most important 

conclusions of the study is the need to consider social change in order to improve natural 

resource management in the area. This suggests that social change and environmental 

management may often be fundamentally linked, which is a great challenge to applied 

environmental sciences. 

The involvement of landholders in the work was very positive. It markedly incorporated an 

enormous amount of knowledge and visions which would otherwise be inaccessible, and it 

identified a base for dialog, out of which a point of departure for the referred social change 

may arise. Availability to listen and to dedicate time to this task is crucial for its success.  

Finally, the value of specific Human-Nature interactions diversity over space should be 

emphasized - it enforces resilience and adaptive capacity in a changing world context; it 

should be preserved. 
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Chapter 3.  | DIALOG   

 

 

This chapter develops one of the major conclusions of Chapter 2, i.e., the need for dialogical 

improvement in Monfurado. This conclusion was shown to be concordant with the wide 

literature on collaborative approaches in general. Here, we start by revisiting and detailing 

the conceptual problem related to this finding and then explore both the reasons for the 

existing dialog setting and future perspectives. 

 

So it is a whole policy that I think should be seen between the 

men of the land, the men of practice, between the technicians, 

between the studies, between the scientists… no, here it is each 

monkey on its branch and then they get angry 

Landholder from Monfurado 
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PERSPECTIVES OF DIALOG BETWEEN PRIVATE AGRICULTURAL AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL SECTORS IN THE MEDITERRANEAN STREAMS OF A 
NATURA 2000 SITE: WHAT IS THE ROLE OF INEQUALITY ISSUES? 
 

 

ABSTRACT  

Conflicts deriving from conservation-driven land-use changes in multifunctional areas often 

illustrate the importance of the interactions among the different social realities. These 

interactions are therefore crucial in the field of natural resource management and in the 

implementation of conservation measures. The capacity to collectively engage in social-

ecological change and to collaboratively create learning and added social value thus 

becomes a key issue in the field, from the perspective of coevolutionary practice-oriented 

natural resource management. With its objective of reconciling socio-economic 

development with biodiversity conservation based on the strong involvement of local 

communities, the Natura 2000 network sites program provides an excellent basis from 

which to study this phenomenon. Accordingly, a case study was developed in Monfurado, a 

Natura 2000 site. Monfurado is an area with land-use conflicts between conservation and 

farming: i) it has several aquatic habitats and species of priority conservation listed in the EU 

Habitat Directive and ii) it is a mainly privately owned area of farming and cattle activities, 

resulting in diversion of water, stream management practices, organic pollution, and 

eutrophication. The current study explored the reasons underlying the poor dialog between 

Monfurado’s farmers and conservationists, as identified in previous research. The study 

hypothesizes that one such reason is rooted in inequality and high social stratification. 

Accordingly, interviews performed to landholders were subjected to an interpretative 

analysis based on the concept of relational connectedness. A strong polarization in the 

conceptualization of society was found to characterize the landholders’ perspective. High 

levels of conflict, in particular with respect to the administration, but also regarding 

professional and sectorial levels was also noted. Material and symbolic inequality and 
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stratification were confirmed at the national and regional levels. Social stratification and 

symbolic and material inequalities were found to have strong historical roots, in which the 

administrative system has played a role. Finally, the potential for future change in this 

dialogical setting is discussed, based on recent experiences. 

Keywords: Social-ecological change, Conservation, Social Learning, Relational Connectedness, Long-
term social relationships, Human-Nature relationships 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In areas with multiple land uses, the implementation of conservation goals requires the 

adaptation of other interests (e.g., agricultural, industrial, tourism or urban uses), and often 

highlights and/or creates conflicts amongst the land’s users. These conflicts have been 

widely addressed by NGOs as well as by scientific and state institutions (e.g., Karanth and 

DeFries 2010; Nagendra et al. 2010; Rastogi et al. 2010; Vaidyanathan et al. 2010; Wolsink 

2010) and may result in the unsuccessful implementation of conservation plans. Indeed, 

tension between environmental, economic and social dimensions frequently causes severe 

problems in terms of planning, decision-making and legal institutions, business 

development, and effects on local communities (Sairinen et al. 2010).  

Multiple land uses require that different sectors work together, which often highlights: i) 

different, sometimes contradictory objectives; ii) differences in knowledge and language; 

and iii) opposing views of nature, the world, and the conflict. Moreover, it may be the case 

that the plurality of legitimate perspectives (Gallopín et al. 2001) and the stakes at play do 

not allow a consensus to be reached regarding conservation (Delgado et al. 2009). The 

interaction between these different social realities thus becomes both an issue for 

conservation intentions and a problem field in natural resource management (Clausen and 

Hansen 2010).  

Regarding the way humans develop ecological knowledge and apply and develop 

conservation measures, Turner and Berkes (2006) expressed their belief in the capacity of 
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humans to build a sophisticated conservation ethic that transcends individual species and 

resources. They argue that a combination of conservation knowledge, practices, and beliefs 

can lead to increasingly greater sophistication of ecological understanding and the 

continued encoding of such knowledge in social institutions and worldview. Their study 

exemplified the way in which a sustainable and respectful relationship with nature has 

taken place in some societies that have not been confronted with the common and 

expected situation in which conservation strategies are developed in order to protect 

fragile, remaining resources in already or nearly collapsed ecosystems.  

The present work shares the same belief in human capacity and frames the cited land-use 

conflicts within a coevolutionary approach to social-ecological systems that invokes the 

need for long-term natural resource management perspectives (Gonzalez et al. 2009). 

Accordingly, we suggest that improving the quality of interactions amongst the various 

social actors is a sustainable approach to resolving this problem and one that enhances 

human-potential. 

The quality of the dialog between the different actors in multiple-land-use areas can be a 

vital component in the effective implementation of conservation agendas. The relationships 

between social actors, their collaboration, key attributes, and the inherent contradictions 

and limitations have long been denoted in the literature as important to enhancing the 

capacity of social-ecological systems to deal with change (Nkhata et al. 2008; Kallis et al. 

2009; Karjalainen and Järvikoski 2010; Sairinen et al. 2010; Walker 2010). Delgado et al. 

(2009) exemplified the usefulness of communication in the Río Cruces wetland conflict in 

Chile by recording, organizing, and making available the social actors’ partial 

representations of nature and the environmental conflict under study. The authors 

demonstrated that the social actors in the Río Cruces wetland do not know enough about, 

or are not in sufficient agreement with, each other's perspectives to be able to arrive at a 

consensus, and concluded that the conflict will only be resolved when the social actors will 

accept their plurality, acknowledge their partial views of a complex system, and agree either 

to combine their views or to analyze the effects of all different perspectives.   
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Improvements in the quality of dialogs and interactions may therefore prove to be essential 

in this context, but more importantly they embody the possibility to create a process of 

social learning and to implement conservation plans in a more horizontal, realistic, 

coherent, sustainable, resilient, creative, and rich way. Dialogs have been shown to be 

important for establishing social learning in participatory constructions (Nielsen and Nielsen 

2006). For the purpose of this study, social learning in natural resource management is 

defined as a process by which the existing knowledge and practices of all resource users are 

expressed and shared and new knowledge, practices, motivations, and values are allowed 

to emerge collectively, resulting in a common and coherent strategy in the transition 

toward improved management. As a consequence of these newly created social contexts, 

new behaviors and attitudes are able to gain form rather than to derive solely from the 

actors as intrinsic drivers of change (see Bandura 1977). Action research has developed 

tools for establishing or facilitating social learning (Nielsen 2006). 

Conforming to the idea that sustainability is an open evolutionary process of improving the 

management of social–ecological systems through trust building and knowledge, instead of 

being a static objective (Rammel et al. 2007), our aim was to approach dialogical 

improvements from a long-term perspective and with a recognition of a relatively deep 

level of potential change in society. The importance given to these dimensions is consistent 

with Nkhata et al. (2008), who pointed out that most studies adopting collaborative 

strategies to address problems in social–ecological systems, with a few exceptions, have not 

paid explicit attention to the changing nature of long-term social relationships.  

 

 

a. Context of the study  

The implementation of Natura 2000 network sites is an excellent example of the field 

problem presented. Natura 2000 is a European-level network program with the objective of 

improving biodiversity conservation, by identifying key areas of conservation and joining 

them in a network. Biodiversity conservation is a priority in land-use planning in these areas, 
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but generally not the only objective. The Directive promotes sustainable development, i.e., 

the reconciliation of socio-economic development with biodiversity conservation (European 

Commission 2002). Its aim is to promote the maintenance of biodiversity, taking into 

account the sites’ economic, social, and cultural requirements and their regional and local 

characteristics. 

Areas included in the Natura 2000 network are not conceived as wilderness preserves, but 

rather explicitly as multifunctional landscapes, where people and the land have become 

inseparable and are considered worthy of protection as such (Petrosillo et al. 2009). Thus, 

Natura 2000 is about the relationship between nature and humans. The management of 

Natura 2000 sites therefore means working closely with the landowners and stakeholder 

groups in or around individual Natura 2000 sites in order to agree on the most appropriate 

ways to conserve the species and habitats, which together provide natural capital, whilst 

respecting the local socio-economic and cultural context (Petrosillo et al. 2009). 

The challenges placed on understanding and environmentally managing co-evolved social-

ecological systems, such as most Natura 2000 sites, was developed in Gonzalez et al. (2009), 

in a study of the Mediterranean streams of the Monfurado Natura 2000 site.  

Monfurado has one of the richest hydrographic networks in the Alentejo, a region in 

southern Portugal characterized by a sub-humid Mediterranean climate and dominated by 

the montado landscape, one which is clearly about nature and humans. The montado is a 

human-made semi-natural savannah-like landscape dominated by evergreen oak trees 

(Surová and Pinto-Correia 2008), especially cork oak (Quercus suber, L.) and holm oak 

(Quercus ilex, L.). Shrubs (e.g. Cistus, Ulex, Erica, Lavandula spp.) are either poorly 

established or inexistent as a result of continuing traditional practices (grazing and regular 

plowing), resulting in a sub-cover dominated by the herbaceous stratum (e.g., Bromus, 

Vulpia, Trifolium, Ornithopus, Medicago, Plantago spp.), except in areas where rural 

abandonment has taken place. At the regional scale, evidence of a relationship between 

tree density and mean annual precipitation that extends over 5,000 Km2 suggests that the 

local structure of these human-made systems is controlled by edaphic and climatic factors 
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which over the long run have created an optimal functional equilibrium between water 

demand and supply, such that the structure of the montado mimics that of tropical 

savannahs (Blondel 2006). 

Monfurado is therefore an agro-forestry-pastoral ecosystem shaped by humans over 

centuries – Iberian Romans reputedly bred pigs under evergreen oaks (Pereira and Fonseca 

2003). It may be exploited for cereal cultivation, cork, charcoal, game, honey, aromatic 

plants, mushrooms, meat, and dairy products, the latter usually obtained from 

domesticated, extensively bred animals (Pereira and Fonseca 2003). Pollen analysis has 

shown that among the first human actions was the clearing of primary oak and pine forests, 

around 4,500 years ago, coinciding with the high occurrence of Vitis pollen (Stevenson and 

Moore 1988 in Blondel 2006). Social functions have long been provided by the montado to 

beekeepers; hunters; wine makers; pickers and extractors of medicinal, aromatic, and fiber-

producing plants, mushrooms, fruits, tanning agents, and resins; however, the major 

production functions of the montado are currently the cork harvest and meat from livestock 

breeding, both of which secure an income for local landowners (Blondel 2006; Surová and 

Pinto-Correia 2008). This is also the case in Monfurado, with more than 95% of its area 

consisting of private property mainly devoted to these activities. Although they have been 

extensively developed, over the last few decades these activities have been subject to 

intensifying production scales (Palmeiro 2007).  

Another aspect of the Alentejo is that its property regimes are typically the latifundia, i.e., 

properties covering tremendous areas. The word derives from the Latin: latus (spacious) 

and fundus (farm, estate). These spacious farms or great landed estates are characterized by 

their variable and overall lower agrarian productivity and by management and property 

ownership that has concentrated in the hands of a few members of the community. It is an 

agrarian regime dating back to the ancient Romans. Nevertheless, while these large 

properties are clearly the dominant landscape in Monfurado, they are outnumbered in their 

frequency by the small properties that exist mainly around the villages or that contain more 

productive soils (Carmo 2007).  
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The designation of Monfurado as a Natura network site (PTCON0031) in 2000 (Conselho de 

Ministros 2000) revealed the existing conflicts regarding its land-use objectives, namely, 

between farming and conservation. Monfurado has several aquatic habitats and species of 

priority conservation listed in Appendix 1 of the European Union Habitats Directive. It is an 

area of 23,946 ha and has a relatively dense hydrographic network. Monfurado’s natural 

drainage systems, which consist of several creeks and streams, are a landscape-structuring 

network in themselves. These small rivers, commonly referred to as Mediterranean 

streams, are particularly variable due to a spatial and temporal dynamic equilibrium 

influenced by a sequence of regular and often extreme flooding and drying periods (Gasith 

and Resh 1999). This equilibrium provides many ecological functions and ecosystem goods 

and services. It results, e.g., in a source of water, food, energy, shade, protection, 

biodiversity, inspiration and leisure. It also acts as a filter, barrier, sink, source, habitat, 

microclimate, and corridor connecting and allowing the conductance of materials, energy 

and organisms (see FISRWG 1998). The functioning of Mediterranean streams in this area is 

anthropogenically influenced by water diversion for agriculture, by run-off and effluents 

from cattle and farming activities, particularly in the dry period, and by the management 

practices of landholders whose properties include these streams.  

Monfurado is therefore representative of a strong level of aggregation between local social 

and ecological realities, highlighting the need for inter- and trans-disciplinary work, as well 

as the recognition of multiple-land-use sectors in the same social setting (and thus multiple 

objectives, knowledge, languages and world views). Consequently, in the management of 

this Natura site, there is a clear need to consider the existing social dialogical setting, which 

in turn implies the need to be involved with the current social actors and problems. 

In a previous study of the Mediterranean streams of Monfurado, the human-nature 

relationship was examined. The findings contributed to an improved scientific 

understanding and allowed inputs to environmental management at local level, specifically 

with regard to the dialog on conflicting land uses. Despite the existing conflict between 

farming and conservation perspectives in this Natura 2000 network site and the 

identification of points of conflict regarding the way streams are managed; points of 
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agreement were found in the views and values involving Mediterranean streams (Gonzalez 

et al. 2009). The study thus reached the conclusion of the need for a discussion aimed at 

dialogical improvement between those the conflicting land-use goals. 

Having found agreement points in the dialog between farmers and conservationists, and 

keeping in mind the long-term social relationships’ change perspective above presented, 

the key question in the case study analyzing the management of Monfurado’s streams then 

becomes: Why is it that dialogical improvement and social learning is not happening already 

with regard to stream management practices? We hypothesize that a major contribution to 

the poor dialog between the different actors is rooted in inequality and high social 

stratification. The objective of this chapter is to explore this hypothesis, concluding with a 

discussion of future perspectives regarding the establishment of a dialog between the 

farming and environmental sectors. 

 

3.2 Methods  

In order to understand the role of relational connectedness in the dialog between farming 

and conservation interests in the Mediterranean streams of Monfurado, this study follows 

up previous fieldwork carried out at this site (Gonzalez et al. 2009), in which the human-

nature relationship regarding Mediterranean streams was assessed by analyzing ecological 

data obtained from around 40 sampling sites and from interviews of the 32 spatially 

corresponding landholders. Landholders, for the purposes of this study, are defined as 

property owners who are active in the management of their property or, if the owner is 

absent, as the person in charge of managing the farm and who has decision-making power 

regarding the daily management of the property’s streams. 

The landholders were approached from a cultural and sociological perspective, in their 

context of daily life. The 32 voices from the field are not socio-economically representative, 

but were extremely important with respect to: i) transdisciplinary work (see Wynne 1996); 

ii) their strong presence in the systems under study and in their shaping of them; iii) for 
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voicing the perspectives of such present elements of the local community, which was not 

organized in an institutional discourse and was formally unknown. 

Landholders were interviewed using a range of open-ended questions and conversation 

topics that aimed to capture their values and their experiences regarding regional, social, 

environmental, and water-related problems and conflicts as well as their visions, 

interpretations, sense of purpose, and perceptions of control in the face of social change 

and forms of governance of social-ecological systems. The non-structured interviews were 

tape-recorded and then transcribed and followed the check catalog presented in Gonzalez 

et al. (2009) (Appendix 1). The information obtained from these interviews provided insight 

into how the relationship between the landholders and the social system is subjectively 

experienced and thus contributes to a more precise characterization of the nature of this 

relationship in considering issues related to Mediterranean streams. 

A preliminary survey of the issues that were stated to be of concern to landholders, at 

different spatial and sectorial levels, but related to local Mediterranean streams or water 

issues, and of the identified social actors involved in those issues was performed based on 

the interview material. 

Furthermore, the interview transcripts were subjected to an interpretative analysis – as 

Gadamer’s hermeneutical reflection (Rundell 1995) – based on the concept of relational 

connectedness as defined by Nkhata et al. (2008) in their framework to analyze relational 

change in long-term social relationships that underlie the collaborative arrangements 

enabling changes in social-ecological systems. Their analytical approach was founded on a 

process-view of relationships and considered dynamic behavioral processes, based on 

theories of resilience and on a behavioral approach to relationships theory, with an 

emphasis on understanding the complexity and extent of relational change over the long 

term. The authors defined relational connectedness as the degree to which actors in social 

relationships are linked and the strength of links that mediate change in social relationships 

and considered three main dimensions primarily linking the actors in relationships. 

According to the authors, those dimensions, which were considered useful in analyzing the 
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substance of change in social relationships, but are not necessarily the only ones that can be 

used for examining connectedness, were: i) the bonds dimension, which denotes the various 

ways in which actors perceive and respond to each other socially and professionally; ii) the 

activities dimension, which refers to the connections among the activities of actors, and how 

such connections affect choices about how to share activities; and iii) the resource ties 

dimension, which evinces how the resources of actors are tied together and how such ties 

evolve as actors exchange or access each other’s resources. 

The citations from the oral interviews, presented below, are often difficult reading 

constructions as they are the consequence of an effort to preserve within the translation 

the authenticity of a spoken, informal, and regional language style. 

Methodologically, such data can guide and qualify future processes of action research in 

addition to providing a knowledge base that will facilitate further communication in the 

case study setting. 

 

3.3 Results and Discussion 

In the following, the first section consists of a brief characterization of the dialog between 

farming and conservation in Monfurado. The second section provides an interpretation of 

the social relationships in the case study with respect to Mediterranean streams, based on 

the landholders’ perspective, in order to characterize the bonds, shared activities, and 

resources of the social actors. The third section reviews the symbolic and material 

differences in the relative distribution and access to resources, at the national and regional 

levels. The fourth section is a historical review of social stratification and inequalities, while 

the fifth discusses the long-term perspective and its basis in the current situation. Finally, 

we summarize and discuss these findings and the future potential for dialogs and social 

learning. 
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a. Dialog between conservation and farming from the landholders’ 

perspective 

In order to characterize the substance of the dialog between farming and conservation, with 

respect to the Mediterranean streams of Monfurado, from the landholders’ perspective, the 

issues that were mentioned in landholders’ interviews are listed in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1 – Issues regarding Mediterranean Streams identified as relevant or of concern as 
determined from interviews with 32 landholders. N refers to the number of interviews (out of 32) in 
which the issue was addressed by the interviewee. 

 

Of these, the most frequent topic was the management practices of Mediterranean 

streams, which are mainly addressed at shaping the riparian vegetation. This finding 

conforms to the structural role of riparian vegetation in stream management identified in 

previous research in the area (Gonzalez et al. 2009), which was revealed by a combination 

of ecological data from the streams with information on the uses and values of the streams 

 
 
 

 Mediterranean Streams Issues in Landholders speech N 

  
Stream management practices 17 

Aquatic pollution 15 

Administrative system a 10 

Water shortage 7 

Public access to streams and water 5 

Conservation Vs agriculture conflict 4 

Water quality 2 

Conflict for water 2 

Water management 2 

Waste of water 1 

Expert Vs lay conflicting concept of Stream 1 

Climate change 1 

Rural abandonment 1 
    

a Includes different aspects: i) Unequal rules applied by the administration to the different 
actors and the importance of economic interests over public interests by the administration 
(each cited 3 times out of 32); ii) slow administration processes, bureaucracy, dependence on 
subsidies by farmers, ineffective justice and administration systems (each cited 2 times); iii) 
lack of available clear administrative information, lack of trust in administration and in 
administration’s reliability and technocracy (each mentioned only once). 
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for the corresponding landholders, as interpreted in a transdisciplinary analysis of the 

human-nature relationship. It therefore provides consistency to the importance of this 

relationship in the management of the Mediterranean streams in Monfurado and in 

establishing a dialog between sectors in that ambit, as suggested in the cited study. The 

reader is referred to that study for further information on landholders’ stream management 

practices, their conceptualizations of streams and the points of conflict and conciliation with 

the conservationist perspective. 

A few aspects are worthy of note regarding the dialog between conservation and farming. 

The first is the way in which landholders depicted the clash between the different types of 

knowledge, the inaccessibility of this knowledge, and the difficulties in communicating, as 

illustrated in following statements. The first addresses how the interviewee thinks a stream 

should be managed and why: If a person goes and presents this scheme to certain sides they 

will tell you straight away you’re stupid and an old-fogey. And that you know nothing about 

it and that’s it. In the second, the interviewer was interrupted in asking question about the 

stream: You cannot call this a stream. That´s not a stream, it’s a creek, a sort of ditch that is 

there. It’s a creek fed by the dam. When there is a discharge to the dam below, which – the 

dam below – is from our house as well. That is no stream, a stream is that other one there. 

The third statement refers to streams, water, and climate change: So it is a whole policy that 

I think should be seen between the men of the land, the men of practice, between the 

technicians, between the studies, between the scientists… no, here it is each monkey on its 

branch and then they get angry. 

The second noteworthy aspect is the perceived function of expert ecological knowledge as 

part of the environmental agenda, having particular interests in conservation planning. 

Landholders have clearly identified that, according to them: I think streams in principle 

should be cleaned. And that’s what the environment doesn´t allow. [if they should clean it] it 

doesn´t mean they would have to clean it, just that they would let people work. (…) But 

that’s it, they think it is good like that, say it’s nature and whatever. And I also have to think 

it is good like that. Besides, for the age I am already… (…) some don´t allow it, others 

complicate it because the environmentalists don´t authorize it, if they authorize it they find 
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there a thousand and one confusions and the people tend to get annoyed sometimes and no 

longer initiate those possibilities. That’s it. In the words of another interviewee, about how 

cleaning is done: We keep clearing the most we can, right? We also cannot clear a lot 

without permission. They limit a bit. And according to another: Now you cannot clean 

anything because it’s said it ruins the environment. Indeed, they are fined the same [in the 

past there were fines for not cleaning the stream]. I don´t know. Look, I can´t explain. There 

are things that we just, we don´t understand indeed. 

These statements evidence the multiplicity of knowledge types and aspirations—all of 

which can be considered legitimate and valuable—that interact with ontological reality, as 

well as the close linkages with different management approaches and objectives, which 

open and direct interaction should lead to improved management practices. The following 

citation, about the negative effects of not cleaning the stream, is a good example: This year 

when it rained a lot and the houses were flooded over there, if the streams were cleaned... 

(...) and when it happened, in Santiago and whatever, more flooding as well, there was a 

boss of the environment that said: ‘we don´t know what we do: If we do well, if we do 

wrong. We fight for no cleaning and then in the end this happens. Misfortunes that it would 

have been better to have let it be cleaned.’ Said it in the television. That, I heard myself. And 

it is so, that´s it. I mean, they don´t let it be cleaned and then when these misfortunes take 

place… ‘oh, indeed, if it was cleaned this wouldn´t have happened.’    

Aquatic pollution was another issue of concern to landholders. In the interviews, it was 

frequently associated with the disappearance of fish from the streams. This point is 

developed later in this section. 

Another frequent topic, cited in almost a third of the interviews, was dissatisfaction with the 

functioning of the administrative system and the relationship between farmers and this 

system. This point is addressed in Section 3.3b.ii. 

The social actors directly connected to Mediterranean streams are listed in Table 3.2, which 

presents the groups or institutions identified by landholders during the interviews. 
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Table 3.2 - Actors and Institutions involved in Mediterranean Streams and water issues of 
Monfurado, as identified by landholders in 32 interviews. N refers to the number of interviews (out 
of 32) in which the actor was mentioned by the interviewee. 

 

The most frequently identified actors with respect to the Mediterranean streams of 

Monfurado and to water issues were the interviewees’ neighbors, with whom most had 

good relationships, describing them as cooperative in terms of the streams and their 

  

Actors and Institutions in Landholders speech N 
  

Neighbors 13 

Property owners 8 

Foreigners a 6 

Administration (broad sense) 5 

Tenants 5 

Farm Employees 3 

Overseers 1 

Justice Sector - Courts and Lawyers 1 

Ancestors 1 

Young 1 

The "Powerful" 1 

Hunters 1 

  

Linked to Environmental Sector  

Local Administration - environmental sector 10 

Academic Professionals 5 

Central Administration (National Level) - environmental sector 4 

Private enterprises in the environmental sector 4 

River-keepers (former ranger position) 3 

Regional Administration - environmental sector 2 

Natura 2000 2 

Fire-department 2 

European Union Administration - environmental sector 1 

Environmental NGOs 1 

  

Linked to Agricultural Sector  

Livestock (mainly pig farms) 10 

Professional NGOs - agricultural sector 1 

Central Administration (National Level) - agricultural sector 1 

  

  
a people from outside the locality, not belonging to any of the remaining groups, 
which are unknown or people unclearly identified to the landholder and referred to 
as distant (e.g., travelers, unidentified potential researchers, gypsies ...) 
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resources, albeit with a few notable exceptions involving the abusive and illegal use of 

surface water resources or their immoral pollution. 

The second most frequently cited actors were livestock farms, which were connected to the 

issue of aquatic pollution. Whether currently located in their neighborhood or not, or 

whether currently present or recently but no longer present, livestock – in particular pig 

farms – was frequently incriminated as sources of aquatic pollution. Nevertheless, this was 

generally perceived either as a spatially distant problem or as a situation in the process of 

resolution, since the administrative system had frequently already taken the appropriate 

actions.  

The interviews revealed that the landholders strongly considered the pollution of streams to 

be both inappropriate behavior and an important matter. This is consistent with the 

thematic relevance of aquatic pollution (Table 3.1) and the importance ascribed to those 

actors that most strongly influence it, according to the interviewees’ perspective (Table 3.2).  

This was a characteristic also found by Kahn and Lourenço (2002) in their study of 

Portuguese students, in which all of the participants (100%) judged the individual act of 

throwing garbage in the River Tagus, in Lisbon, as inappropriate. The participants 

maintained their judgments even in situations in which local conventions legitimized the 

practice (100%) or if the affected community was in a different geographical location, along 

the Amazon River in Brazil (95%). The results of that study showed that 99% of the 

participants used moral justifications in supporting either their prescriptive judgment or 

their opinion that common practice does not legitimize the act. 

The relevance of aquatic pollution for the Portuguese was also confirmed by the results of 

OBSERVA (2004) which found that the most shocking image for the Portuguese (65,8%) is 

that of a polluted river (with dead fish), a result transversal to urban and rural areas, and 

one particularly sensitizing younger generations. The study moreover found that 51,1% of 

the Portuguese believe that the priority in Government environmental measures should be 

to fight river and stream pollution. The study signals the perception of a national pride 

associated to rivers as collective goods that are being affected profoundly (OBSERVA 2004). 
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Another of the most frequently cited actors was the administration at the local 

environmental level. Indeed, in issues related to Mediterranean streams, the administrative 

system was a very relevant social actor. This subject is developed in Section 3.3b.ii. 

It is important to note that academic professionals in the field were clearly associated with 

environmental issues, such as environmental monitoring and nature conservation projects, 

but were regarded as a source of vision or as a good model of behavior toward farmers, in 

contrast to NGOs or certain administration services. The relatively low reference made to 

them in the interviews should be signaled, however. 

Finally, the majority of the interviewees were farmers (75%), while the remainder was 

engaged in professions more or less connected to farming activities. Around 41% were farm 

employees, 16% were tenants, and 19% were property owners, although sometimes these 

categories overlapped (e.g., some property owners were also tenants). Around half of the 

interviewees had a primary school education or less. The interviewees were mostly men 

(around 80%) and their age was typically 50-65 years.  

 

b. Relational Connectedness 

In order to characterize the connectedness of social relationships in the case study, the 

nature and strength of the links between the social actors are explored herein. 

 

i. Professional relationships 

In the discussions of issues related to Mediterranean streams (Table 3.2), several actors 

linked by professional activities can be mentioned. These included the property owners, 

who could be present on the farm, working and living in their property, or absent from the 

daily management of the farm. Among the latter, some lived in the capital and had nearly 

no contact with the farm (e.g., in one case the property had been inherited, but the owner 

has always been living in Lisbon), others lived closer and were present on the farm several 
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days a week. There were also a few situations in which the farm was used for agriculture 

and cattle production, but the owners earned their main income from the services sector in 

nearby villages, while living on their farms.  

Property owners often rented parts of the farm to tenants, who were present on a daily 

basis and thus frequently exploited pasture and water resources. In some cases owners also 

maintained small but intensive livestock infrastructures, for example. Sometimes the 

tenants had farm employees working for them, but this was relatively uncommon. Most 

property owners had farm employees, either a family also living on the farm or employees 

living in nearby villages. Occasionally, there were also overseers who worked for the owners 

and were in charge of all matters concerning the farm. In some cases employees kept their 

own share of animals in the farm’s pastures.  

The hierarchy was very clear in these professional categories: property owners, overseers 

(where existent), tenants (who could be more or less independent), and farm employees. In 

talking with the employees, it was possible to interpret that there was some sort of 

dependency on the higher hierarchical levels regarding money, coordination, and initiative – 

factors associated to an empowered position. However, a dependency, at times clearly 

unbalanced, on the employees’ knowledge of the field was also apparent: It was in 1992 

that we met [the current employee – interviewee – and the current owner] through the 

machines that used to belong the cooperative. There was an auction to sell them and this sir 

appeared there. He met me and then started to tell me he wanted to open a few waterholes 

to find some water because he didn´t have water. And I told him ‘you have a lot of water 

there.’ ‘I do?’ ‘Of course you do.’ ‘So you can go there with me and show it to me?’ ‘Of 

course I can.’ And we got into the car and came here and I told the man where he had water. 

‘That’s it. It is here in these waterholes. You have a lot of water here.’ ‘I didn´t even know the 

waterholes were here, no one told me anything, not even the man who sold it [the property] 

to me.’ ‘And I’m telling you, you have a lot of water here. That’s it. Now, for what you want, 

I don´t know if you need more or not.’ For what used to be done until then, the water from 

those holes was enough. There were other situations, particularly in the case of absentee 

owners, that revealed the same imbalance in knowledge and in the connection to field and 
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farming activities. Thus, employees and tenants sometimes ended up being the 

coordinators in the field, the actual daily managers of the farm, despite their position. The 

employees were aware of this to a certain extent: it is them [the property owners] who 

come [to the property]… I won´t say every day, because every day it is me who comes here. 

Let’s say, if I was my patron, maybe I would come 2-3 times a week and say it is ok, you see?  

And that’s what they do; it is them who come to give a look at the cattle. Today they come, 

tomorrow… ‘Ah!.. Today I don´t go.’ And that’s how it is. I mean, like this one, there’s also a 

life backward because they don´t actually take notice of the prejudice they are giving to 

themselves. Because the cattle, being cattle, should be watched over every day. 

There was also another type of dependence on farm work, no longer associated to the need 

of mass manual labor as happened before the 1960s, when agricultural mechanization 

began (Carmo 2007), but in terms of the difficulties in finding people willing to work under 

specific conditions, in which there is isolation but also professional dedication to agriculture 

and the rural community: The man that was here taking care (…) got ill. (…) I’m here until 

they find an able guy [although the interviewee has been working on the farm for the past 

16 years]. But it has to be people worthy of trust (…) they aren’t being found. A lot of people 

show up, asking for work, but it is people that don´t… what is of interest here is a couple that 

would live here. Work would be given to the lady and he would manage this. But this is 

many hours. Many hours, so to say, this has no hours. (…) They [potential workers] even 

come here to this, but they want 8 hours. And then on Saturdays, on Sundays and in the 

holidays they really don´t want to work, even if the patrons want to pay. They do pay, it isn´t 

that they don´t want to pay. (…). According to another interviewee: Here I had… apart from 

this one, another 5 hills [properties]. Right now, everything is abandoned; no one wants to 

live in the countryside. (…) Because of countryside desertification, I think so. (…) [why?] A 

person… well, if we see well it is hard, isn´t it? Because in the winter it’s under the rain, it’s 

this… and people are looking for… those conditions they accept better. And sometimes 

moneywise they don´t earn so much. Because they have to pay electricity, they have to pay 

rent, they have to do this… but people, well. (…) In general life is better here. (…) I have a 

house and I have 3 couples living here that don´t pay anything, that’s it. They don´t pay 
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electricity, nor rents, they pay nothing. They have a vegetable plot. So that, in the end, if we 

see well, the salary may not be as high as the others, but at the end of the month you earn 

more. And in the words of another: Today (…) a person getting into agriculture finds 

troubles. So I say, a young man that thinks about getting into agriculture needs to know how 

to do everything and even that one finds troubles, because… (…) I feel that today the 

youngsters should avoid getting into it. I think they do well for that. Because if they get 

something else where they have a guaranteed job, then all right. That is hard today. Today it 

is already hard to get a job. 

This situation nevertheless might be subject to change, given the arrival of immigrant 

workers, as was already the case on some farms. 

The relationship of employees and tenants towards the owners was frequently one of 

distance, as if their activities or social spheres did not intersect: [the property owner] is 

from Montemor. But I think that… I don´t know if he lives in Montemor, or if he lives in 

Évora. (…) He has several [properties]. (…) Already, already [the property belonged to the 

owner’s family]. (…) [regarding who the owner is] listen, I can only tell you one (…) One of his 

names. His name is [the family name]. (…) I don´t know the rest. (…).  This was the case also 

when the relationship seemingly lacked any sense of tension or dissatisfaction. 

Finally, a similar divide was determined at the level of resources but not always in relation 

to the owner. In one interview, this was the answer when the interviewee (and tenant) was 

asked about receiving subsidies: I receive. If I didn´t receive it then how would I manage? (...) 

I receive only the one regarding the livestock. For example, the property’s historic [subsidy, 

in the Single Payment Scheme established as part of Europe’s common agricultural policy, 

based on the farms’ productivity during the reference period of 2000-2002]. That one is the 

owner receiving it, without doing a thing. According to one tenant: It´s like this, who 

started... the agricultural policy is made. For sure it’s made only for the ones that started 

early and had monetary power that could support it. (...) And the subsidies are wrongly 

divided, there are people receiving absurdly, 250.000 and 300.000 Euros per year of the 

historic [subsidy], and they don´t need to do anything else, and there are the persons 
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starting now recently facing difficulties (…) I am competing in disadvantage.(…) I have 160 

cows there and I only have shares for 130. Every year I ask for shares and I’m not given. They 

simply won´t give them to me. Now, how can I be happy? So I mean, to some they give 

thousands of historic [subsidy] and whatever. They live only out of that. And in the words of 

one employee: I don´t know [if for the property subsidies are received]. Who knows, at 

times, he doesn´t seem like a lot to… [talk about it] but he receives for sure. It’s the cows and 

the vineyard. If the others earn, he also earns. Now I don´t know what, only they know it. 

 

 

ii. Administrative relationships 

As noted above regarding issues related to Mediterranean streams, the interviews 

evidenced the importance of the administrative system, mentioned in 17 out of the 32 

interviews. It was generally referred to as the “administration” in five interviews (Table 3.2), 

but the remaining citations were connected to different spatial levels and sectors, in 

accordance with Figure 3.1. 

The relevance of the administrative system in the field was revealed during the interviews 

to be very high. Dissatisfaction and distrust were expressed by landholders with respect to 

the issues identified in Table 3.1. While, on the one hand, this simply identifies clear points 

of friction between actors, on the other, it evidences the strong weight of the state in the 

field, making it a key actor in the study’s ambit: Mediterranean streams. Here, the 

environmental administrative sector had a greater presence than the agricultural sector in 

farmer-Mediterranean streams interactions, with a particular relevance of the local 

administration, followed by the central administration. This does not necessarily mean that 

this is the administrative component that landholders disagree with or distrust the most, 

but may simply reflect landholders’ greater contact with the administration and therefore 

the increased likelihood of dialog and confrontation, because it is the administrative 

component more present in the field. This hypothesis and these results make sense if we 

consider that implementation of the Natura 2000 network (which includes the case study 
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site) is mostly implemented by local administrations (municipalities) with the cooperation of 

the central administration, the Instituto de Conservação da Natureza e da Biodiversidade. 

Another possibility is that the ambit of the interviews (environmental discussions about 

streams) might have favored this result. 

 

Figure 3.1 – Number of interviewees (out of 32) who identified the administration as an actor 
directly linked to Mediterranean streams, by spatial levels and sectors. 

 

 

 

 

Nevertheless, and despite the fact that according to the objectives and experimental design 

of the current work only those issues related to Mediterranean streams have been taken 

into account, it is important to note that the interviewees expressed greater dissent with 

the administration at the level of the agricultural sector: the points of conflict and 

disagreement with the strategies followed and abandoned by the agriculture sector 

administration over the years seemed endless and most farmers blamed this administration 

for the current state of agriculture (or its end, in their view). This idea was reinforced in 

some cases by the notion that farmers (especially those property owners who receive 

subsidies) have not managed to organize themselves and thus to participate in improving 

the situation.  
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These issues aroused such strong feelings in the interviews that they must be mentioned 

here, although they are outside the main focus of the study. Nonetheless, they may be of 

consequence in interpretations of the overall relationship with the administration, including 

those engaged in environmental sectors. Moreover, they are connected to rural 

abandonment and desertification, which are farmers’ concerns that the environmental 

agenda cannot be blind or indifferent to if it is to be taken seriously (not to mention the 

direct impacts desertification has on environment).  

A few examples can illustrate these issues. In the following they have been shortened so as 

to reflect only the feeling of farmers regarding the way agriculture is currently 

administered, at least from their perspective:  

- Even with the actual minister of agriculture... it seems like we are parasites that are 

here, I don´t know, harming. (...) We are treated as if we were delinquents, not as 

people that work. I don´t have anything to hide, everything is here. But it’s like that. 

Look... 

- All are looking to the subsidies. Without subsidy, nothing is done. 

- That thing of the historic [subsidy]... I don´t know who has enunciated that, but 

whoever it was knew about everything but agriculture. Just like who attributed the 

[other] subsidies. (...) The subsidy like they have given it, I think is madness. (...) 

There were people plowing the earth deep to ruin the trees’ roots and have the 

access to the subsidy. Now tell me if this makes any sense. (...) I’m instead wishing 

that they won´t dry up (...) But they [agricultural sector] are the ones that have 

allowed that, I mean, they are the ones that found a way to make it happen (...) you 

tell me if the person that negotiated this... 

- I mean, on the part of the government it was a little bit.. they didn´t do well. This 

was more to give an image of the farmer that earns a lot and whatever (...) Here in 

Portugal, the strength was taken from the farmers and farmers don´t have any 

strength. Because the public opinion sees the farmer as the subsidy-dependent, 

don´t see that it was a loss of income we had. (…) And this, our… you, please forgive 

me, you may be supporters or not of our minister, but our minister is condemning 

all the rest of farmers [on the basis of the few who have set a bad example] (…) you 

can´t understand how a guy [the minister] does something like that: (…) How can 
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you let 15 million go back in a situation where you would get 40 million? You, if you 

have more profit, the more you pay. (…) well, anyway, it’s the agriculture we have. 

- Ah,  our current minister, of what you call agriculture but I don´t call agriculture, 

but is officially the minister of agriculture, doesn´t matter… our current minister 

says he wants to take away until 20 % out of the adjustment. It’s the only country in 

all the European Union that was authorized to do this. The European parliament 

was against it, but he wants to wrest money and then declared ‘that´s it… well, 

agriculture doesn´t do anything, it isn´t worth it, it isn´t profitable.’ That’s it. This is 

why I think you shouldn´t dedicate yourselves to agriculture in the future, dedicate 

yourselves somewhere else, right? It’s the best you do. 

-  I use to say this, even, ‘but we don´t have any minister of agriculture’. None. The 

Portuguese minister of agriculture is a mayor. He goes to Brussels and is told ‘you 

cannot do wheat’ and the guy arrives here and says no wheat can be done. ‘You 

have to protect that thing there and we give you money’ and he gives us money. 

 

There was a strong sense of distance and tension in the way in which landholders spoke 

about the administration in general. The distance to power has been pointed out by several 

studies as one of the most evident characteristics in Portuguese society (Estanque 2003). 

The significance of this distance and the extent of dissatisfaction with the administration in 

general, as expressed in the interviews, is worthy of further comment. The following 

citations illustrate this sense of powerlessness, again with the objective of characterizing 

the perceptions and feelings towards the administration and not the matters at stake: 

 

• Distance from the Administration 

So this is why I say that they keep squeezing, squeezing, squeezing you in a way that a guy 

sometimes ends up with no chances at all.(…) But that’s it, the people living here in the 

countryside can´t do nothing because they do not reach the ministries there. And maybe, if 

they try to reach they get a few stones and a whip from the police, even. 
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In response to a question about how to prevent further rural abandonment: That only the 

wise know, but they are all dull up there. 

In response to a question about the distance to power and the people who stand in the 

way: And then all of them have their own power. It makes it very complicated. 

 

• Feeling of injustice – Unequal rules and justice system 

The municipality doesn´t stick to its compromises and obliges the citizens to stick to theirs. 

I think that even if people want to comply with things it is hard because there is no people 

above, because no one complies. This is a law that there is no one complying with it and 

then who does is always penalized. And then in the end people get tired and… (…) here it 

happened, because of waste going into the stream (…) they were friends so there was no 

harm. Then there are always these things. And we complained because the guy was opening 

the floodgates of the cesspit and the water was entering the stream. And then, ‘ah he is a 

good boy in the end’. And the good boy didn´t suffer anything and was there until he was 

finally forced to shut down due to lack of conditions. The EEC imposed it and it was finished, 

otherwise it would still run today. 

(…) you know how the courts are, all the formalities, and in the practice… (…) we now took 

action once again, at our own expense, but the truth is that we all got the idea that in the 

end, pardon me, but the state sometimes has bureaucracies that don´t do enough to satisfy 

a minimum of… we don´t have any economic interest. (…) we feel that there isn´t a great 

help from the public powers (…) the guy [offender in water issues] did everything and no one 

did nothing to him. So you see how it works. This is why we sometimes feel revolted. 

 



 

   Dialog    |    91 

• Economic over public interests 

The municipality has a word to say, if it doesn´t have the power to mulct  or collect fines, it 

has the competent authorities for that. And the municipality has the powers to call them in. 

It doesn´t… I have the habit of saying this: the money was and continues to be our Lord God 

Almighty. And while money exists nothing is done in this country, unfortunately it is like that. 

Nothing is protected. So many things are proclaimed to be beautiful, protect this and that, 

the environment and further this and further that, but in the end nothing of nothing is done. 

You actually see it get worse. Especially in the Alentejo. The Alentejo is doomed to failure. 

The people, each of them pulls its own way, the municipalities let it be done and never think 

of what, by chance, may happen. And then… (…) when the waters appeared already ruined, 

what do you do? All undermined. (…) It shouldn´t have been allowed from the start instead, 

isn´t it so? But all these people go after… that´s it, all trying to earn some and the more the 

better. 

 

• Administration’s expenditure 

The municipalities spend much more money on things that are not useful than they spend on 

what is. Any person sees that. 

Here you can speak to a lot of people that understand that the municipality will receive 

money from Brussels for the Natura 2000 network. But I can say that the municipality has 

completely different ideas from the farmers. I don´t need common machines and things like 

that. I can buy them. Have a tank or a car… I can do it myself. There is more. I don´t need a 

project to plant clover with a lot of bureaucracy, because the money they pay… I won´t go 

through all that bureaucracy. Half or more of the money is lost between Brussels and the 

farmers. I haven´t seen anything yet. 
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•  Lack of available clear and accessible administrative information 

Yes, yes [the information wasn´t available]. The worst. It wasn´t accessible. 

(…) here there is always information missing. In [another country] we have campaigns with 

the farming organizations together with the ministries of environment and of agriculture. 

The Natura network also exists [there], but there is a circuit to explain to people what it is, 

people can react, think about it. I had all the measures and all the rules on paper. And also 

their places, they could see that this is for their properties, and then you have a group of 

people that understand each other. 

 

• Technocracy 

But it seems in Portugal everything has to be in the form of a project with an engineer you 

pay a lot and have a big delay. In [another country] the dialog is more between government, 

farming organization and farmer (…) [there] the education is better. My son is a farmer, he 

has an academic degree, not just engineering, but higher. But he works just like I do, always 

with the hands. It is more to join the head and the hands than here. Here engineers like the 

white collar very much, to not get their hands dirty. (…) [There] these are the active people 

in agriculture and it gives a much higher level.  

This that you see here, now cut, is called “set-aside” [the term is referred to in English, in the 

Portuguese context]. What is the “set-aside”? Is something that can only… so, you leave the 

lands resting. That we used to call fallow in the old times, they didn´t come to teach us 

anything. It’s what existed in the old times already. You have to leave the farmlands to 

fallow every 3 or 4 years, and then you rotated. We used to call it the lands to rest. They now 

call it the “set-aside” that is a pretty name. 
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• Bureaucracy 

It’s not right and then comes another and then you need one more signature and one more 

paper…. To draw time. So it’s been a year that we are waiting for the money and that 

doesn´t have any justification. And then it acts as a disincentive. I don’t want it any more. 

I didn´t know. It is terrible [the weight of the administration].  

In response to a question about how the stream should be cleaned but is currently not 

allowed: No one comes here to clean this [the stream]. I even said already, once one 

appeared there, also from the state, and said like this… I actually know him for many years. 

He said: “(…) do you know if a bit of the stream was cleaned here? Because the council asked 

it and I come here to bring the check for cleaning it.” And I said: “Look I don´t know. But you 

see, (…) if they are paying… if they pay me, I’ll clean my whole stream.” And he answered: 

“No. It’s paid, but then it has to go to the president of the council, he passes a paper stating 

how the stream needs to be cleaned and then that paper goes to us and we come here and 

we give the order.” Ah! 

 

 

Taken together, these quotes exemplify the above-mentioned tension and dissatisfaction 

with the administration from the landholders’ perspective, which was strongly present in 

the interviews. In association with this, there was a sense of separation between what is 

done institutionally, formally, and what is done on-the-ground, informally: Since the pivot 

turns around we need to cut the trees and stuff. But you also cannot prune without a license. 

In the end, we are in a place where the best is not to ask. (…) Because no one knows for sure: 

‘but… I don´t know… but it’s forbidden.’ When it is the time to water the corn you can’t wait 

until the bureaucracy is ready, because the corn is burnt.  
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Indeed, only the generalized acceptance of common informal practices can explain the 

percentage (55.17%) of landholders who openly stated that they perform practices that are 

widely known to be prohibited (Gonzalez et al. 2009). 

It is important to note, nevertheless, that in the field there have been positive and fruitful 

initiatives regarding the relationship of landholders and farmers with the administration and 

in particular with the environmental sector. These initiatives were the result of the 

municipality’s efforts. This is a very important point that needs to be highlighted. It is 

discussed in Section 3.4. 

 

 

iii. Sectorial Relationships 

In addition to the professional and administrative linkages between actors, another type of 

interaction, between the identified actors, was perceived during the interviews. In the 

following it is referred to as sectorial and it takes into account the very local and on-the-

ground confrontation between two land-use directions: the implementation of conservation 

measures and the development of farming.  

It is embodied by NGOs, academics, and local environmental administrations with an 

interest in conservation vector and by owners, tenants and employees in the farming 

vector. It is possible that there are other actors as well, namely in the farming vector, but 

that the environmental orientation of the check catalog did not favor their inclusion.  

In sectorial interactions, dialog seems more horizontal and confrontations occur more 

often. These interactions do, however, overlap with some of the characteristics of the dialog 

with the administration. Indeed, the border between sectorial and administrative links is 

narrow and sometimes non-existent. This might have important consequences for sectorial 

dialog, a topic further developed in Section 3.4. 
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Although power relations in sectorial interactions seem more horizontal, formally this is not 

always the case whenever elements and tools of the administration are involved. However, 

in terms of the balance of power in this sectorial divide, the established power of the 

administrative tools used to promote conservation is balanced by the fact that actual 

management in the field is mostly done by employees, belonging to the opposite vector. 

Even enterprises contracted by the state ultimately hire local employees to perform the 

maintenance work on streams; these employees clearly favor their own management 

practices (described in Sections 2.3d and 2.3e). The result provides further evidence of the 

above-discussed discrepancy between formal institutional and informal on-the-ground 

realities and highlights the tension between them: What you have comes from where? It 

doesn´t come from an enlightened environmentalist of a 100 years ago. It comes from the 

farmers. They planted their trees, their oaks… according to what the areas provide. It’s not 

now sitting there that you do it… and it costs fortunes to the country with no need. In the 

words of another interviewee: there are no fiscals or the fiscals are a few or they are in their 

offices and don´t want to leave them. 

Conservation intentions reach the field via three routes, as interpreted from the interviews: 

i) through the use of administrative tools and power, ii) through direct engagement with 

landholders, iii) through direct actions in the field.  

NGOs and, especially, academics seem to resort most often to the first route; however, 

academics seem to be increasingly shifting to the second route, although the landholders 

consistently name the same few professionals. The third route seems only to be used by 

NGOs and is strongly disapproved of by landholders, as aptly expressed in the following 

quote:  

I know that there is a group of pseudo-protectors of animals and whatever over there. It’s 

that guerilla. A guerilla that leads nowhere. (…) Here this happens a lot. Here in the dam is 

immediate, when they put a breeding here, I arrive… don´t tell me anything. They open the 

doors and throw them in [originally in Portuguese ‘abrem as portas e pumba’]. And then? 

Those animals are there, hungry, they catch what they can. What can they catch? What can 
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they catch and eat? Partridges and bats. Then, everything is finished. There is nothing. 

[Interviewer: There are eagles] There are eagles. But they also end up dying. Because the 

little food there is over there they use it, then there is nothing and either they leave or die in 

the same way. (…) the biggest conflicts are made by the unfolding of extreme positions. 

Thus, all fundamentalisms are harmful. Who sees the environment in a way that the farmers 

are the enemy, are the aggressors of habitats, of things and whatever… who faces things 

this way, is in an extreme position, won´t get any solution, will only get problems. And then 

the position in the other side goes radical as well. Isn´t it? If it is a proposal that everyone 

understands… So, there are some stupid people, but the majority isn´t. (…) but those people, 

that come here, they should stay, they shouldn´t come, leave them and go away. They 

should stay. ‘Now we do this because of this.’ And I would tell them straightaway ‘you 

shouldn´t put this because of this’. Only if they ‘ah, then, if we put only two or four’. Then 

that’s it, three or four everything´s ok. One here, another there. It won´t harm. If there is a 

lot of hunt, it won´t harm anyone. It is even useful. To control each other. The rabbits.  

Catching them… they catch what they can catch, that is the ones that are ill. That’s natural 

selection. But as it is now… no. 

The local environmental administration uses both the first and second routes. Their 

important efforts regarding the latter are discussed in Section 3.4. 

At the level of these sectorial interactions, there is a divide in terms of world views, 

knowledge types, life experiences, and conceptualizations of nature and of the human-

nature relationship, as well as different intentions regarding the use of the space; but there 

is also another, more practical divide at the level of languages and forms of communication 

and action. This has been suggested to involve literacy (especially in the case of employees), 

age gaps (the farming group tending to be considerably older), lifestyles and, in the case of 

employees and tenants, living standards, i.e., income inequality and/or unequal 

opportunities concerning access to agricultural funding.  

These factors shape relational connectedness and have been suggested to play a key role in 

establishing the setting that characterizes the dialog between social actors in the case 
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study. Section 3.3c therefore addresses symbolic and material differences. The divides in 

sectorial relationships regarding language and forms of communication and action were one 

of the most important findings of this analysis. 

 

 

At the level of trust, although not the focus of this study, it is worth noting in the ambit of 

relational connectedness that there was a relatively low level of trust towards other actors 

in general and regarding social and political stability, as evidenced by the following: i) [about 

how the stream was cleaned] They cleaned a bit there. Cleaned a bit. A bit to cover the eyes. 

The guys is only to cover the eyes of the people.; ii) [answering a question about who comes 

and uses the stream] Yes, exactly, you don´t know. Don´t know and know. You don´t know 

and you know. Now me, I have no idea who may come there to visit; iii) It’s been around 30 

years [that they own the property]. (...) Yes exactly [the property is ours]. We pay the 

contribution but... whenever God wants that´s no longer ours, right? 

Other studies in the Alentejo have reported the same phenomena. Almeida (2006), working 

in a northern region of the Alentejo, noted that the people in Alentejo, culturally, are 

generally distrustful. She also described the sense of fear and instability expressed by the 

people she interviewed: In the Alentejo in general, and particularly in Avis, (...) [it was 

possible to perceive] the fear that still seems to exist amongst the workers, when talking 

about acts that were taking place illegally before 1974 [Revolution of the 25th of April], as if 

the risk of imprisonment was still real. On the other hand, some property owners (...) were 

concerned with the possibility, albeit remote, of land occupations [which happened during 

the Agrarian Reform] taking place again.  

The connection between trust and the recent socio-political history of the Alentejo, as well 

as its implications for natural resource management and conservation, may be important 

issues to explore in future research. 
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c. Material and symbolic differences 

The concept of relational connectedness driving the analysis (Section 3.2) looks at three 

dimensions: bonds, activities, and resource ties. They were examined in Section 3.3b. Given 

the importance of property and the unequal access to subsidies that stood out in 

professional relationships (Section 3.3b.i), the interviewees’ perception of economic over 

public interests in the administrative system (Section 3.3b.ii), and the perception of 

different living standards in sectorial relationships (Section 3.3b.iii), the goal of the following 

section is to characterize and contextualize the way the resources of the various actors are 

tied together. 

 

i. Some figures on inequality 

At the national level, Portugal scores high in inequality indicators.  

In 2007, in the European Union (27 member states – EU-27), the two countries with the 

most unequal income distribution according to the Gini-coefficient were Romania (0.38) and 

Portugal (0.37), while the EU-27 average was 0.31 (EU 2010). The Gini-coefficient provides 

an indication of the distance to perfect distribution, the closer the ratio is to 0, the more 

equal the distributed resource. According to the indicator S80/S20, the mean income of the 

richest quintile exceeds that of the poorest quintile by a factor of 6.5 in Portugal (Medgyesi 

and Tóth 2009). This again places Portugal in the group of countries with greater income 

inequality in 2007. The gap is once again widest in Romania (7.8), followed by Bulgaria (6.9), 

Portugal (6.5), Latvia (6.3), and Greece (6.0), while the average for the EU-27 is 5.0 (EU 

2010). In 2008, these values decreased in Portugal, with a Gini-coefficient of 0.36 and a 

S80/S20 of 6.1 (INE 2010). The S90/S10 was 10.0 in the same year (INE 2010), indicating that 

the 90th percentile earned an average of 10 times more than the 10th percentile. 

Another aspect of the distribution of income in Portugal is the fact that it is the country with 

a large gap between the highly educated and the poorly educated. In 2006, in the EU-25, 

the income ratio between highly educated and poorly educated workers was largest in 
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Portugal (2.56) and smallest in Sweden (1.18) (EU 2010). This is a general trend in the EU-25, 

as the data in 2006 showed that a person’s income is likely to be considerably higher if 

she/he is better qualified. It also showed that the higher the educational level of adults, the 

greater their opportunities for further training (EU 2010). Moreover, in the EU-25, in 2006, 

the at-risk-of-poverty rate among the highly educated was only 5% compared with 20% 

among those with a low level of education, and 11% for individuals with a medium level of 

education (EU 2010). Education and inequality are further thematically developed at the 

end of Section 3.3c. 

It is important to note that after social transfers have been taken to account, in terms of the 

at-risk-of-poverty rate (i.e., the proportion of people living below the poverty line, defined 

as people earning an equivalent income below 60% of the respective national median 

income), Portugal was not one of the countries at greatest risk. In 2007, those countries 

were Romania (25%), Bulgaria, and Latvia, followed by Greece, Spain, and Italy (20%) while 

the average for the EU-27 was around 17% (EU 2010). In 2008, Portugal’s at-risk-of-poverty 

rate was 18% after social transfers, 25% after social transfers relative to pensions, and 41% 

before any social transfers (INE 2010). The values (2006) for the age groups 0-17 years 

(23%) and above 65 years (22%) were higher than the value of the rest of the population 

(16%) but closer to the level of gender-specific groups: 18% for males and 19% for females 

(INE 2010). 

It was possible to identify inter-regional differences as well. Vieira et al. (2006) analyzed 

inter-regional wage differences in Portugal and found that the value is high and quite stable 

over time, which was in line with the results of other studies. Their analysis revealed that 

differences in the average years of education and the return to education across regions 

account for a significant fraction of the observed wage differentials. The highest wages for 

apparently equally-skilled workers were in the region of Lisbon. The much higher average 

wage rate compared to the country average is mostly due to a higher than average 

education in this region and to a higher than average return for an additional year of 

education (Vieira et al. 2006).  
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A broader dispersion of regional GDP per inhabitant in Portugal occurred between 2001 and 

2006, although the dispersion levels were not amongst the highest. This was in contrast to 

the EU-27, where dispersion decreased amongst its 271 regions (EU 2010). 

The household net annual income in Alentejo in 2005 was the lowest of all regions, 18,276 

Euros (INE 2010), which represents around 83% of the national household net annual 

income and around 67% of the same indicator in the Lisbon region. Similar patterns were 

found for the annual average expenditure of households, which in 2005/2006 in the 

Alentejo was 14,067 Euros (INE 2010) – again, the lowest of all regions, around 80% of the 

national average and around 68% of the Lisbon region’s average.  

 

ii. Perceived inequalities and sense of justice 

Based on the above figures on inequality, the following paragraphs discuss the perception 

of inequality and its interaction with the collective sense of justice. Cabral’s (2003) 

comparative study on perceptions of economic and social inequality showed that 82.3% of 

the Portuguese totally agree that there are very high income disparities in the country. 

Another 13.7% partially agree with the same statement. Furthermore, 89.9% agree with the 

notion that it is the responsibility of the government to diminish income differences 

between those with a high versus a low income. At the same time, 91.8% reject the 

privilege of the rich to buy better healthcare and 68.8% reject the privilege of the rich to 

provide better education for their children. 

A very important finding of that study was that Portuguese society evaluates as markedly 

negative the current opportunities and rewards system. Instead, the Portuguese emphasize 

the importance of effort and merit reward but are aware of the roles of social relationships 

and origin, the latter being considered decisive in life (Cabral 2003): i) 74.6% think it is 

important to belong to a favored family in order to be successful in life, of which 19.3% 

think that is essential; ii) 85.3% think it is important to know “well placed” people in life; iii) 

40.7% agree that one needs to be corrupt to be successful, while 46.1% disagree with this 
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statement; iv) 53.9% disagree that people are rewarded by their efforts in their own 

country, while 28.4% partially agree with this statement; v) 41.2% disagree with the 

statement that people are rewarded based on their intelligence and professional 

competences, while 35.6% partially agree; vi) and 81.1% consider that based on their own 

competencies and efforts, their income is unfair. 

This markedly negative perception of the opportunities and rewards system is consistent 

with landholders’ perception of the distribution and access to subsidies, discussed in Section 

3.3b. 

But what is particularly interesting in Cabral’s study is that when respondents were asked to 

give themselves the income they considered fair, they did not use the opportunity to raise 

their own income level but instead remained in exactly the same relative position (Cabral 

2003), increasing their own revenues by only 22% on average, with women being less 

demanding than men. In all countries studied (Portugal, Brazil, Canada, Spain, Czech 

Republic, and Sweden), the respondents were favorable to a substantial reduction of 

income dispersion (Cabral 2003). In Portugal, the perceived income amplitude had a ratio of 

1:13, which is not so different from the S90/S10 of 10, noted above. Furthermore, the 

income amplitude considered acceptable by the Portuguese was 1:6.1, which is still 

relatively high compared with other countries, revealing some ethical tolerance to 

inequality (Cabral 2003), but which is nevertheless of a markedly lower value (by more than 

half) than the initial perception—the departing standpoint – which should be taken in 

consideration. It is also interesting to note that the relative positions of the different 

professions remained similar in the acceptable scenario when compared to the initially 

perceived one, with only two pairs of higher categories (out of 10) switching positions 

(Cabral 2003). 

In trying to understand the motives that underlie persisting social inequality, Cabral (2003) 

found that 80.6% of the Portuguese agree with the notion that inequalities continue to exist 

because the rich and powerful are the beneficiaries. Another 82.8% support the idea that no 

one would study so many years to be a lawyer or a doctor if she/he did not think that it 
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would result in an income higher than that of the majority of workers. Moreover, 59.5% 

reject the idea that in order for Portuguese society to develop, large income differences 

amongst people are needed and 69.6% think inequality continues to exist because people 

do not organize themselves to take action against it. It is important to note that the 

respondents’ attitudes were independent from their socio-demographic characteristics, 

indicating a diffuse moral positioning that, while characterized by a general rejection of 

inequality in society, lacked a significant social and political anchorage (Cabral 2003). 

If attention is paid to perceived conflicts of interests, there is an interesting situation in 

Portugal. Estanque (2003) comparatively studied the class structures and the attitudes and 

subjectivities of individuals towards inequalities and opportunities provided by the system 

in four countries (Portugal, Sweden, Canada, and Czech Republic). The findings revealed 

that the notion of very significant conflicts of interest (in all societal polarizations 

considered) is very strongly rooted in Portuguese society (the highest of the four countries): 

i) 76.7% of the Portuguese feel that there are strong/very strong conflicts between poor and 

rich; ii) 63.2% between the working class and the middle class; iii) 87.8% between bosses 

and workers; iv) 86.5% between the top and the bottom ranks of society; and iv) 62.6% 

between the young and the elderly.  

According to Estanque (2003), the significance of these conflicts is linked to the idea of 

distance to power, as one of the most evident characteristics of Portuguese society, as 

already identified in several studies. Estanque suggested that this reflects the tendency of 

the Portuguese to incorporate high levels of tolerance towards power and status 

discrepancies. As a result, the perception of conflicts of interest and societal antagonisms 

does not necessarily mean intolerance towards them, but instead a simple 

acknowledgement that there are well marked differences (both symbolic and material) in 

opportunities and privilege. The objective inequalities seem to be amplified subjectively, 

mirroring significant levels of relative deprivation amongst the Portuguese (Estanque 2003). 

Two other aspects of those results are relevant to the present study. The first is linked to 

the 63.2% who feel that there are strong/very strong conflicts between the working class 
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and the middle class, while in other countries this opinion is held only by a small minority 

(9.4% to 14.1%). This is an indicator that the living standards that define these categories 

are perceived as being divergent; moreover, that there may be a symbolic struggle on each 

side, with the middle class emphasizing its status difference and the working class its 

difficulties in joining the middle class (Estanque 2003). 

The other aspect is that while in the other three countries the conflict between the top and 

bottom ranks of society is the most prominent one; in Portugal, it is the conflict between 

bosses and workers, reinforcing the centrality of working relationships as a field for 

inequality structuring (Estanque 2003). 

 

iii. Formal Education 

One of the findings that could be derived from the interview material was the key role of 

education in shaping the relationships between the actors described in Section 3.3b. Before 

discussing this issue, it is important to note that only formal education is treated here, not 

because informal education does not have an important role as well but because this was 

the component of education that appeared to have the greatest impact at the level of 

relational connectedness.  

As Norgaard (1994) highlighted: Western thought on thinking has emphasized formal 

knowledge and neglected the innate and informal. (…) Agriculture has long relied on cultural 

knowledge for ecosystem management. 

Indeed, in the case study, informal education seemed to be fundamental and beneficial. It 

was the basis of functioning and support for experiential learning in farming and in the 

human-nature relationship (at least for interviewees who had lower formal education 

levels, which was around half of them). It would be very important to make an effort to 

maintain the cultural factors that enable informal education (related to, e.g., oral tradition, 

inter-generational links, and high levels of societal informal interactions). This is particularly 
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important in the coming decades, as formal education in society increases and interferes 

with informal education. 

Regarding formal education, the interview material revealed several aspects: i) low levels of 

literacy in general; ii) the associated feelings of exclusion; iii) the difficulties it creates in 

interacting with other social groups, at the levels of communication and power relations. A 

few citations were selected to illustrate this: 

- Each one  knows what it knows. From what it has lived. (…) sometimes I am sorry 

that I haven´t studied so I could have a little bit more of culture, and know how to 

discuss certain and determined…  

- the Liga dos pequenos e médios agricultores (small farmers’ league). It provides 

assistance to the small like me when they need something. We pay a little share per 

year and the municipality also gives a little subsidy for them to provide assistance 

to the farmers. The majority are illiterate, they know nothing of nothing and there 

has to be someone that can do… and has been doing now, because of this thing 

with the Natura Network there is an tremendous demand that isn´t fulfilled. 

- This is people that have the 4th grade and there you only need a person that is 

crazy, without any conscience, with money behind, and destroys the life of dozens 

of people. This to speak about democracy… (…) you know, here there are even 

people that cannot read and write, they know about everything but if there is a 

meeting they won´t show up, they say it is a shame [what is going on] but then 

when it is the time to sign something or to go to court they don´t show up. 

- The situation is completely different. In [another country] the education is better. 

(…) these [the higher educated] are the active people in agriculture and it gives a 

much higher level. It is much harder for the municipalities and other entities to 

make their lives hard. 

 

In this line of thinking, formal education levels are felt to have consequences in terms of the 

discrepancy between formal institutional and informal on-the-ground realities; and of 

course, also in terms of the potentials for dialog. 
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Mendes (2003) comparatively studied mobility patterns and social structure’s closure in 

Portugal, the Czech Republic, Sweden, and Canada, concluding that after ‘almost three 

decades of political democratization, we observe that inequalities persist, with a significant 

part of it attributable to the role of school in the reproduction of privileged positions’. He 

found that qualifications and property are the obstacles to intergenerational mobility, i.e., 

the mobility of individuals between social classes. Qualifications were clearly the greatest 

obstacle: in Portugal, only 28% of the Portuguese are socially mobile in terms of their 

qualifications while 46% are mobile with respect to property obstacles (Mendes 2003).  

Mendes (2003) concluded that in Portugal the social structure is quite closed to both men 

and women. Finally, Portugal was found to have the lowest rate of higher education 

enrollment (6.6%), with the young having educational levels above the overall average.  

  

d. Historical differences and connectedness 

To take contemporary material differences as given, without 
discovering the sources of them in the allocative functions of earlier 
systems of stratification, is to tell only half the story. (Davis 1977) 

The interviews frequently reminisced about the earlier experiences of landholders, 

highlighting strong material and symbolic differences and introducing a longer-term 

perspective:  

- I answered what I knew. And if I said something stupid, you must forgive me. Do 

you know why? Because I have primary school and I gave the teacher a chicken to 

take me to exam (…) I don´t have any academic course. Only the primary school 

with a chicken to the teacher. I was from a very poor family, like 70 or 80% from 

here. In the Alentejo you were either very rich or very poor. I was unlucky: I was in 

the really very poor. So when I was 12, I had to go and work. I left school and I had 

to go measuring wood. I went measuring eucalyptus wood. That’s how it was then, 

sometimes there was one or another… for example, she [the wife] no, she studied 

already. But that’s it, maybe her parents lived better off, mine didn´t and I really 

had to go and work. 
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- Look, I cannot go much further than this [the discussion during the interview]. 

What can I do… my studies were to do the primary school under the light of an oil 

lamp. So, you can see, I cannot extend myself so much with knowledge, right? (…) 

My studies were to pick up work at the sunrise and to go to school at night. (…) So 

we started in October, some stayed on the way, I think we were 12, the ones going 

to exam in Montemor. But then I didn´t continue… (…) It was a teacher giving 

classes, until midnight, one a.m., two a.m. In the summer at nine is sundown, from 

work to school is an hour, we started at ten. (…) We stayed until one or two a.m. 

and in the next day, when it was the sunrise we had to be again at… (…) six and 

something, seven a.m., yes. There are times that at six and a half the sun is already 

out, or almost. So, those were my beginnings, a bit dramatic but well, look, I 

learned how to do my name. (…) Where I was raised, (…) sometimes I knock in my 

head and I keep thinking, how did I ever live in that thing? Because that, since you 

would leave the road, only with rubber boots. And in those days there were no 

rubber boots. It’s true. It was with some clogs and we passed the days so. At night 

you went home and what did you have? A bit of fire, nothing else.  

- Going further south, the stream passing there is the same as this one. (…) It has a 

big dam down there. And I was… we were many; we were there on the rice, before 

the 25th of April [the revolution]. It was a lot of people, we were there in the rice 

weeding. And then, there was this Sir from Escoural, and that one was who made 

the people be more irritated and more… him and more, it wasn´t only him. I think it 

was a Saturday that he went there to pay; he paid the service every week. And the 

owner or the overseer or I don´t know who went there to pay and the guy… We 

agreed, it is that guy, let’s ask for more money, let´s ask for more money. He was 

fooling everyone of course. Let’s ask for more money, and there was one person 

that did. We agreed and there was one that did it. It was even more the people 

from Escoural that went there, to gather… that guy went and asked for money, it 

was to the owner or to the patron or I don´t know. I no longer remember, this was 

so many years ago, I don´t remember anymore. That was on a Saturday, on 

Monday the guard went there and took him. They went there to get the man 

arrested in Escoural. They took him, no one ever know where did he go to. They 

don´t know further what… and there were more. (…) There were more, there were 

many. And then there was the 25th April. These people (…) they remembered this 

and then they were even angrier. And then they could say something, so then 

indeed they spoke. And here also. (…) But before the 25th of April, due to lack of 
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work and that, here in this region there was never... Because we worked in the 

grove. We went to do the cutting, then we went to cut the wood, then in the 

summer we went to get the cork, then when the cork was finished, we went to cut 

the wood, make charcoal kilns… whoever wanted to work would always get work. 

This area here. But if you went to Baixo Alentejo, where there are those cleaned, 

really clean lands, in the region of Beja. There you had the harvests; there were no 

machines yet in those days. They went to the harvests, and after the harvest there 

was no more art, people practically had no work to be done. They would be six 

months in a year nearly without earning a penny. (…) they don´t know what was 

going on here [the people from other regions of Portugal]. People there without 

working, without a penny for whole months. (…) and other [stories] that we don´t 

know, of hunger. But it was so. 

- There was more misery than you have now, because today who wants to work can 

work very well and earn more or less enough money to eat, and in those days you 

didn´t earn to eat. I still remember we had a sardine for four. In my parents’ house 

we shared a sardine for four. Do you understand? This isn´t a lie, this is true. (…) It’s 

true. As true as being here is this car. In my parent’s house one sardine was shared 

by four. The sardine was split in pieces for four. We had an açorda [traditional dish 

made of bread], an egg when there was one, when there wasn´t we had it without 

the egg. Coriander, bread, and it was so… and we lived anyways. 

A historic well marked economic stratification in the Alentejo region, or parts of it, has been 

documented by several authors (Cutileiro 1972; Almeida 2006; Carmo 2007).  

Cutileiro (1972) very well documented this aspect in his work carried out during 1965-1967, 

regarding the social structure of a society of the Alentejo: Rich and Poor in the Alentejo. He 

pointed out the decline in the traditionally decisive importance of land ownership. But he 

also observed that, in general, ownership and distribution of the land continued to 

determine the position of individuals within the social structure. It is interesting to look 

closer to some of his data, as we have done in the following. 

According to Cutileiro (1972), 54% of the total area of the parish studied belonged to 

latifundists, who lived away from the parish. Furthermore, there were other property 

owners of smaller land parcels that did not live in the parish, but as a result of family 
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relations and accidental inheritance processes, owned it and rented it to individuals in the 

parish. Of the approximately 480 property owners who were residents in the area, only 26 

had enough land to ensure their subsistence without having to also work on other 

properties or in other type of activities. These were referred to as “owners” in the study and 

they accounted for 21% of the land. The remaining 25% was distributed amongst small 

owners, who accumulated ownership with other jobs, such as “seareiros” (who work the 

land of the latifundists or of the owners in partnership with them), craftsmen, or traders. 

Some workers also owned small parcels of land; they are included in the latter 25%; but the 

large majority of workers did not have any land or their parcels of land were either so small 

or its soil so poor that they could not be worked. In 1965, there were approximately 280 

rural workers, of which 206 were householders. 

Because the fertility of the land varies, Cutileiro also looked at the taxable income of 

properties. He found that the 55% of taxable income could be ascribed to the latifundists, 

and 23% to the owners. The three richest latifundists accounted for 42% of the income. 

Considering only the parish and only the owners group, the two richest of them together 

earned more than all the remaining ones. Only 22% of taxable income was distributed 

among the rest of the population.  

Cutileiro’s case study was the third out of eight Mediterranean communities analyzed by 

Davis (1977) a higher Gini-coefficient, of 0.7546, in which the closer the coefficient is to 0, 

the more equal the  resource (land) distribution.   

Barros (1986 in Carmo 2007) also confirmed the dualistic character of Alentejan society, 

nevertheless finding a more heterogeneous system of social positions. 

Carmo (2007) reached a similar conclusion, in a study focusing on the Alentejo as a whole 

during the 1930s-1960s. Despite the apparent polarization of Alentejan society, the data he 

analyses indicated a less linear perspective regarding the fields of Alentejo. According to 

Carmo, the impact of the “Wheat Campaign” during the 1930s favored the clearing of the 

Alentejo heath and the disproportionate expansion of cereal cultivation. This intense 

exploitation of the fields contributed to the proliferation of a differentiated number of self 
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employed farmers who relied mainly on family manpower. He argued that this resulted in a 

rather less bi-polarized social structure than the above discussed. He identified nevertheless 

land ownership and the status with respect to manual labor as the two major resources 

determining the social positioning of each individual or family in the rural community.  

Almeida (2006), in her study of Avis, in the northern Alentejo, likewise confirmed the strong 

social stratification in the Alentejo. She also pointed out its long term perpetuation, since by 

the end of the Old Regime, Avis already exhibited the characteristics that were maintained 

and which crystallized during the following two centuries: a very condensed agrarian 

structure, a homogeneous and coherent group of landlords (mainly tenants), and a high 

percentage of salaried workers. The major change that took place during the 19th century 

was that some tenants became large-property owners. Almeida found a strong continuity in 

the very small number of families with higher positions of local power, namely the 

municipality and the Charity (in Portuguese Misericórdia). The political domain of the local 

land elites had remained unchanged for at least two centuries, surviving several revolutions, 

including three political regime shifts: from Absolute Monarchy to Liberalism (Constitutional 

Monarchy), from Monarchy to Republic and from Republic to the Estado Novo (New State) 

(Almeida 2006). 

Despite strong material differences and strong polarization, Alentejan society has always 

been highly complex, highly dynamic, and highly variable, with several social groups 

exchanging their roles according to the combination of different sources of income in order 

to subsist, which are not all completely dependent on the property of land but are instead 

connected to the tertiary sector, i.e., to workmanship or to other forms of land access such 

as tenancies, informal cessions and long-term leasing, as highlighted by Carmo (2007).  

These social groups are dynamic also with respect to their variable perceptions of class, as 

noted by Davis (1977), who studied eight Mediterranean communities including one from 

the Alentejo: It is characteristic of Mediterranean class hierarchies that they are not 

permanently salient: the perception of shared interests waxes and wanes; a magnate is not 

permanently a class oppressor, but may be a friend, a patron, a godfather (…) the 
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institutions of class organization – parties, labor syndicates, co-operatives – may have the 

same shifting indeterminacy.  

This characteristic results in difficulty in clearly identifying and defining coherent and 

constant social groups that behave consistently as such. Almeida (2006) found that despite 

several clear differences, the groups in her case study were hard to define, as they had very 

little internal cohesion. Despite characteristic lifestyles and political and social behaviors 

that form sharp socio-professional divides between social groups, both the poor and the 

rich exhibited a variety of perspectives and histories (and professional categories, in the 

case of the former) wide enough to produce divergent behaviors at critical historical 

moments (e.g., the rich have been unable to organize to defend their interests, despite their 

homogeneous social behavior). This characteristic posed similar difficulties in the current 

analysis as well, leaving the impression that there are no social groups at all, while the data 

shows clear social divisions. 

According to Davis (1977), three main forms of stratification typify the Mediterranean: 

bureaucracy, class, and honors, each of which is related to the distribution of wealth, either 

more or less directly. Davis considers honors the most important way in which material 

differences in the Mediterranean are socially construed, as observers in this region are 

often prepared to say that the rank ascribed to the performance of specific roles, as judged 

by neighbors, friends, acquaintances, rivals, and enemies, is a significant determinant of 

resources.  

Bureaucracy is a manifestation of power at the center and of the state’s need to control the 

outflow of its own resources: taxation, policing. These do not require bureaucratic control 

to the same extent as education, welfare, public works and development do. Bureaucracy is 

more efficient than any other means of controlling the flow of resources from the center 

(Davis 1977). The most general consequences of state administration, in Davis’ review, are a 

loss of autonomy during the integration of local communities, while at the same time 

individuals are given access to resources which in theory are independent of the control of 

local magnates and may to some extent truly be independent. However, the most common 
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effect, whether because states appoint local magnates to representative positions or 

because citizens elect them, is that internal differentiation is increased (Davis 1977). All 

sedentary communities in the Mediterranean examined in the study had some kind of 

administrator. These men represented authority, had access to state resources, and were 

consequently political personages even if some of the local men wielded greater influence 

over their superiors. One form of power in most of the Mediterranean countries studied is 

derived from central government and it is vested in its representatives (Davis 1977).  

It is important to refer, at this point, to the landholders’ description of the guard 

intervention in favor of the property owner, in the citations referred above, confirming the 

administrative support provided to the richest and reinforcing the existing labor system. 

Since the late 1960s, the Alentejo region has had a political reputation of leftism. Based on 

Cutileiro’s case study, Davis (1977) highlighted that although the region’s political muscle 

has considerably weakened since the establishment of the authoritarian republic in 1926 

and the foundation of the Estado Novo (New State), at the same time there has been a 

continual awareness of the possibility of revolution, knowledge that there was a clandestine 

revolutionary propaganda apparatus, that gave people hope and alerted them to injustices.  

Regarding class in the Mediterranean, Davis (1977) stated that while some authors consider 

any social inequality a manifestation of class, others have not mentioned or discussed class 

at all. Davis provided evidence of latent class formations throughout the European 

Mediterranean, i.e., people were organized and, unlike honor, their organizations extended 

beyond the boundaries of the community: participation in a movement or membership in 

an organization gave a man a political identity that traveled with him (Davis 1977).  

Furthermore, Davis identified factors other than social stratification that play a role in 

inequality, such as life cycles, i.e., some inequalities are a function of the transient 

inequalities of age rather than the political inequalities of stratification (Davis 1977). 

Literacy may also determine social position, as it is able to cut across most previously 

established hierarchies (Davis 1977). This is in line with our discussion of the key role of 

education in social stratification (Section 3.3c). 
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Finally, Davis (1977) noted in his review that the societies of the Mediterranean, without 

exception, exhibit crude differences in wealth. 

 

e. A Continuing Theatre  

The interviews revealed a deep polarization in the conceptualizations of society, as well 

exemplified in the following citations: i) It’s needed that they work on that [the problems 

with global change] really seriously, but it is no longer for us. [The interviewer: Who are 

‘they’?] They… those, the bosses, the big powerful that rule this all. Not us… (…) But maybe 

their children and grandchildren will also suffer with it. They are also here. (…) Don´t doubt 

it. There are some that suffer more than the others, but they will suffer as well. (…).; ii) A 

tractor with a tow went there and brought me water to here. Because the water wasn´t 

enough, right? (…) And there´s always… it’s like everything, we say, people want all 

branches, isn´t it? And all branches it seems nothing works out, it seems nothing is well, 

right? It is well only for some. 

This polarization seems to be connected to the previously discussed distance between 

strata, professional, economic, and administrative, and its perception in the field is in 

accordance with the recent literature. Almeida (2006), in her study of the agrarian reform 

process in Avis, Alentejo, found that despite agrarian reform, the substitution of the elites, 

and political and institutional democratization; a social divide was still strongly present in 

the local mentality: The barriers between groups are still visibly present, the rich continue to 

be the rich, the poor continue to consider themselves the poor. Even if these designations no 

longer have the meaning they had 30 years ago when Cutileiro [see reference in previous 

section] used them.  She also found this divide at the level of literacy: Some illiterate 

workers have now graduated grandsons, but a “Doctor” [the Portuguese expression refers 

to a very high status, in Portuguese “Senhor Doutor”] is still something very distant, 

concluding that society is no longer bipolarized but still acts as such. Indeed, Alentejan 

society is characterized by lifestyles and the political and social behavior of groups that 

reinforce the sense of impenetrable socio-professional divisions (Almeida 2006). 
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Cutileiro stated in the 1970s: Actors in a drama they are not responsible for, they play roles 

in an intrigue they did not weave. These roles, the unrolling over time of this intrigue and the 

scenario in which it elapses are the themes tackled [in his work] (...) themes found in many 

other parishes of Alentejo and, mutatis mutandis, in other latifundia regions of the world. 

(Cutileiro 1972). This “theatre” has continued into the present, we argue, although subject 

to accentuated social transformations towards better life standards and greater equality 

(Barreto 2004; Almeida 2006). 

In the case study, this continuing theatre may be a major factor in the reasons why the 

objective inequalities seem to be subjectively amplified, mirroring significant levels of 

relative deprivation amongst the Portuguese, as indicated by Estanque (2003) and discussed 

in Section 3.3c. 

 

 

 

3.4 Overall Discussion 

The findings discussed in Section 3.3a confirmed and further support previous research 

(Gonzalez et al. 2009) that differences in stream management practices (see Section 2.3f) 

together with the different associated knowledge types and interests are indeed a key issue 

in the dialog between farming and conservation with respect to the Mediterranean streams 

of Monfurado. There is a clear conflict at this level, despite points of reconciliation 

(Gonzalez et al. 2009). The interview material illustrated the lack of mutual understanding 

of the different perspectives. 

It is argued that this is due to the lack of interactions between perspectives. Section 3.3b.iii 

discussed the existence of a disconnection between a formal institutional reality and an 

informal on-the-ground reality, with the former more representative of the environmental 

agenda and the latter the farming sector. The implications of this disconnection for natural 

resource management and conservation objectives in a farming area in which the land is 

mostly privately owned are obvious.  
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This disconnection was a very important aspect revealed by the interpretative analysis and 

it was shown to be linked to the nature of both sectorial relationship and relationships with 

the administration, from the landholders’ perspective, as developed in Section 3.3b.iii.  

The administration, as portrayed in the interviews, is a very relevant social actor with 

respect to Mediterranean streams (Section 3.3a). Its relationship with landholders has 

shown considerable levels of distance, dissatisfaction, and tension (Section 3.3b.ii). 

Nevertheless, it is the perception of a wide divide in sectorial relationships (Section 3.3b.iii) 

and the related sense of inequality that form the key argument of this chapter. This divide 

exists primarily at the level of different world views, knowledge types, and 

interests/motivations towards the space [Section 3.3a, 3.3b and Gonzalez et al. (2009)]. But, 

as argued herein, it also exists at the level of relative deprivation, which in turn is linked to 

formal education, age, and income distribution (Section 3.3b.iii and 3.3c) and points to an 

important relation between the divides in sectorial relationships and inequality issues.  

Indeed, as discussed in Section 3.3b, many of the interviewed landholders expressed a 

strong sense of inequality in the opportunities and rewards systems of current agricultural 

policies, and perceived a conflict between economic and public interests in the 

administrative system. But most importantly Section 3.3b.iii denoted the perception of 

different living standards in sectorial relationships. This section furthermore highlighted the 

importance of formal educational level and age gaps in sectorial relationships. Sections 3.3b 

and 3.3c together provided a description of the current symbolic and material inequalities 

and the low level of relational connectedness, placing these issues within the larger context 

of Portugal and Europe. Portugal was shown to have considerable patterns of inequality, 

which were also linked to age and education (Section 3.3c), and which include persistent 

considerable regional differences. Furthermore, working relationships appear to be central 

in the structuration of inequalities (Estanque 2003), with formal education (school) shown 

to have a major role in the reproduction of privileged positions and therefore in the 

persistence of inequalities in Portugal, followed by property as a second major barrier for 

inter-generational individual mobility amongst classes (Mendes 2003). Moreover, the 
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review in Section 3.3c confirmed the very significant conflicts of interests underlying many 

of the societal polarizations as well as distance to power as a typically addressed 

characteristic of the Portuguese society. 

Thus, relational connectedness and inequality issues were showed to be important aspects 

influencing the implementation of conservation objectives in the Mediterranean streams of 

Monfurado. Both issues strongly contribute to the lack of interactions between 

perspectives. 

This point makes sense if one considers the expected change towards conservation and 

sustainable development in the Mediterranean streams of Monfurado as part of a social-

ecological change in a coevolutionary approach. But it makes even more sense, in our case 

study, if history is taken in consideration. The review in Section 3.3d pointed out 

connectedness and inequality in a long term context, revealing a past characterized by 

strong societal polarizations and their persistence over the long term in the Alentejo region.  

This longer term perspective forms the basis of another major argument of this study in that 

it substantiates the perception in the field of a continuing theatre: Alentejan societies of 

today reproduce the polarized theatre that typified the past (Section 3.3e). It also leads to a 

realization that the current social relationships, at the administration and sectorial levels, 

have inevitably inherited this long term relationship, analogous to the dialog between 

conservation and farming. Such analogy was another major argument of this study.  

Of particular interest with regard to this argument is the notion that this social heritage may 

be the root for the current subjective amplification of the objective existing inequalities 

perceived in the case study and found for the Alentejo and Portugal as a whole (Sections 

3.3b and 3.3c) as polarizations of the past continue to be reproduced (Section 3.3d and 

3.3e). Speculating a bit further, it may also be one of the factors influencing the so widely 

discussed lack of civil environmental participation in Portugal. 
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a. Future perspectives on dialog in the case study 

 

As Petrosillo et al (2009) stated, at the policy level, it is increasingly obvious that natural 

capital conservation cannot be sustainable simply by extending the protected area and 

designations alone.  

As discussed already in the introduction, in Europe the concept of national parks differs 

radically from the American paradigm, because people and their activities have, over 

millennia, shaped and sculpted landscapes, conferring upon then a distinctly human touch. 

Therefore, the areas included in the NATURA 2000 network are not conceived as wilderness 

preserves, but rather explicitly as multifunctional landscapes. This in turn implies that the 

management of Natura 2000 sites requires close work among landowners and stakeholder 

groups in or around the sites in order to reach a consensus on the most appropriate ways to 

conserve local species and habitats, which together provide natural capital, whilst 

respecting local socio-economic and cultural contexts (Petrosillo et al. 2009). Given the 

above discussed interpretation of current social relationships and its historical inheritance, 

this is a considerable challenge. Recent initiatives in the field have, however, produced 

some positive results: 

To address these things [the use of resources], be it Natura Network or not, it is with the 

owners or you don´t do it. You do it with them or you don´t do it. (…) It’s evident. And if they 

want to use it wrong, they use it wrong. If they want to use it right, they use it right. Now, 

sometimes, here, wars are established. Wars lead nowhere, because it doesn´t… the owners 

are the first interested in things functioning well. (…) The Municipality of Montemor used to 

be a bit radicalized, now it isn´t so much. (…) I think the GAPS [Life Project promoted by the 

municipality with the objective of elaborating a participated management plan for the site] 

was a point of dialog. Where people have met, all parts, all was spoken, all was qualified… 

Many problems that use to happen or still happen, all was spoken. At the start you could feel 
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that… the people from the Municipality of Montemor with a certain posture, the people 

from the… how is it called, the… (…)  ICN [National Conservation Institute]. Exactly, ICN. 

There you could see that it was something very closed. Very closed, where the economic part 

wasn´t in and… well, there was a speech that initially was completely closed, hermetic. And 

with these conversations you could see a… (…) Because it isn´t with… this, if there is no 

economic matter sustaining the environment… may it produce rivers of money, which may 

come from wherever, there isn´t. There is no chance.  So, it has to be always, even with 

authorization [from the environment], with the economic activity. And this… and any 

change has to be based on dialog, not in fines. The fines they don´t solve it either. Because 

the fines will radicalize even more, and hide and… the fine should be used in an extreme, in 

the end, in the end of the third, fourth attempt, when it gets to… The Municipality of 

Montemor suddenly, last year ‘let’s go, plenty of fines for everyone’. (…) because of this and 

that, and little things, and a plastic, and any little something. Radicalize more. Because they 

don´t see it is one more ax in agriculture exploitation. (…) no solution. This all has to be 

based in… (…) If it isn´t like that [based in conjoint work], it won´t work. There is no solution. 

They come there with a shotgun ‘you are fined or you have to end this’. It can´t [be like that]. 

Even if it mainly leads to conflicts, this kind of interaction, in which dialogs are established 

and space for social learning is created, may be capable of starting change processes in 

social roles and interfering with the theatre discussed above, i.e., changing long-term social 

relationships. 

Moreover, there may be positive effects in embracing some of the problems of the 

agricultural agenda and the socio-economic position of many farmers, for the following 

reasons: i) it would directly address the core of the Natura network problems; ii) it would 

improve relational connectedness; iii) it would clearly and directly impact the environmental 

agenda in rural areas like Monfurado;  and iv) it would redress the fact that the burden of 

implementing conservation measures (and socio-economic adaptation) currently falls 

mainly on a single segment of the population.  
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Furthermore, distributive issues would be called into the question as well, but these are of a 

broader nature and more difficult to address. These issues relate to the ongoing deep and 

rapid democratization of Portugal and the many changes that have taken place in 

Portuguese society since the revolution of 1974 and Portugal´s entrance into the European 

Union, where they may be working as constraints to democracy.  

 

 

3.5 Conclusion 

From our talks with landholders’, it is possible to conclude without any doubt that the 

cleaning practices performed on Monfurado’s streams are the critical issue in the dialog 

between farming and conservation. This conclusion is consistent with previous research and 

with different types of data, accumulated knowledge, and methodologies. 

The study allowed the dialog between farming and conservation to be linked with inequality 

issues and stratification processes. Thus, a key aspect is that relational connectedness needs 

to be improved to establish dialogical improvements and social learning in social-ecological 

processes of change such as those in Natura 2000 objectives. 

The study also uncovered a long term dynamic, which is hard to disrupt and which linked 

once again in the literature environmental change with social change processes: 

Environmental and social movements were clearly shown to be profoundly related, 

identifying the need for environmental management to become involved with aspects of 

social change. Accordingly, the important potential that can emerge from the sharing of 

agendas between the environmental and agricultural sectors must be highlighted. 

In light of the interpretations, arguments, and reviews presented in this chapter, relational 

connectedness can be identified as a keystone in improving dialogs and further enabling 

social learning and the type of collaboration demanded by Natura 2000. The study also 
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provided insight into future perspectives of dialog in the case study area based on recent 

experiences in the field.  

Finally, the study showed that existing inequality issues in resources and differences in 

access to different social spheres continue to hinder social connectedness. It also briefly 

reported the perceived low social capital, in terms of trust and commitment. The influences 

of recent history on the latter will provide an interesting field for further analysis.  
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Chapter 4.  | CHANGE   

 

In the previous chapters we have seen that Human-Nature Relationship in Mediterranean 

Streams of Natura 2000 Monfurado revealed important information for its management 

and allowed claiming for a dialogical improvement in Monfurado. Furthermore, current and 

past relational connectedness were revealed to be low and linked to the management of 

Streams in Natura 2000 Site of Monfurado. Chapter 3 also suggested low levels of trust in 

social relationships. The current chapter is dedicated to discussing how specific historical 

episodes (the agrarian reform and the counter agrarian reform), might have an influence on 

Monfurado present, based on biographical experience: what it means for present daily lives, 

social relationships and perception of change. It is mainly an organization of sources that 

may guide future work in the field and a signaling of both how this subject is alive in the 

interview material, how the subject has emerged from it, and how it may be have a 

meaning in local social-ecological change. 

What is it that makes the road move along? It’s our dreams. As long as people 

dream, the road will stay alive. That’s what roads are for, to make the future our kin. 

Tuahir’s words  

Mia Couto (2006) 
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AGRARIAN REFORM AND MEDITERRANEAN STREAMS MANAGEMENT: 
DEALING WITH HISTORIC BIOGRAPHICAL KNOWLEDGE FOR SOCIAL-
ECOLOGICAL CHANGE 

 

 

ABSTRACT  

This paper focuses on dealing with change, while having biographical experience as a point 

of departure. It is mainly a discussion paper providing important information for the overall 

discussion, and not an analysis. It focuses on a historical process that was introduced during 

the interviews by some landholders – the agrarian reform and the counter agrarian reform 

– as a way to explain landholders’ collective behavior in managing common resources or to 

describe the area or the stream at stake. As a result, the paper tries to describe first the 

historical process, as it was incipiently introduced by landholders and then reviewed by one 

historian. Second, the paper discusses the legacy and learning such process might have left 

to landholders’ lives, long-term social relationships and, as a consequence, to natural 

resource management in the Mediterranean Streams of Monfurado. At the same time, it 

discusses: i) how to potentiate biographical experience in current daily life; and ii) how to 

critically re-interpret past experiences in a collective way and therefore the way it 

influences the present. It does so by bringing-in the systematization of experiences 

methodology and discussing how can it i) generate collective knowledge from past 

experiences; ii) allow the group improving its practices and critically re-orientating them, 

potentiating in this way transforming practices in the present. 

 

Key Words: agrarian reform, counter agrarian reform, systematization of experiences, social 
learning, practice, utopia 
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4.1 Introduction 

Chapter 1 introduced how Norgaard’s (1994) coevolutionary thinking refers to an ongoing 

process of positive feedbacks. In this perspective, coupled natural and human systems 

influence one another, determine each other. Norgaard furthermore acknowledges 

endogenous change (Sections 1.5b.i and 5.3a.i) and a potentially active role in knowledge 

and coevolution: how what we do affects the system we are trying to understand (Norgaard 

1994). At this point of the discussion, Chapter 1 also discussed how critical thinking 

describes what is in light of what should be and how action research has tools to deal with 

the tension resulting from the interaction of these two dimensions (Nielsen and Nielsen 

2006), having therefore a valuable role in this ambit.  

In the current chapter, the focus will be on expanding this discussion into another: how can 

the biographical knowledge – provided it has ontological weight (Section 1.5a) – and the 

knowledge derived from the tension between what should have been (utopia) and what 

was during a past experience, change our present, the state of societies, coupled human 

and natural systems and consequently the type of interactions established in coevolutionary 

processes? Put in other terms, how can past tension between utopia and practice, within a 

biographical experience the minds were exposed to, produce knowledge that change our 

present and future? 

In order to explore this question, we will focus on concrete historical situations, which have 

came up to this research from the interview material and which have been already briefly 

referred to in the end of Section 3.3b.iii: the agrarian reform and the counter agrarian 

reform in the Alentejo. 
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4.2 Methods 

This study will follow-up the fieldwork within the Mediterranean Streams of Monfurado 

(Gonzalez et al. 2009), in which human-nature relationship regarding MS was assessed by 

analyzing ecological data in around 40 sampling sites and interviewing the 32 spatially 

corresponding  landholders. Landholders, for the purposes of this study, are defined as 

property owners who are active in the management of the property or, if the owner is 

absent, whoever is in charge of managing the farm and who has decision making power 

regarding the daily management of the streams. 

Landholders were interviewed using a range of open-ended questions and conversation 

topics that aimed to capture their values and their experiences of social, environmental, and 

stream and water problems and conflicts in the region as well as their visions, 

interpretations, sense of purpose and perceptions of control in social change and 

governance of social-ecological systems. This was done in non-structured interviews that 

were taped and then transcribed. The check catalog used in the interviews is presented in 

Gonzalez et al. (2009) (Appendix 1).  

There were no questions or issues regarding history in the check catalog. The agrarian 

reform and the counter agrarian reform was brought in by a first landholder when he was 

asked since when was he living and working there, which opened up to a line of 

conversation where he explained all the different properties and professional contexts he 

has been working in, in that area. This was how the subject of was introduced in this 

research, in the field. 

Other 5 landholders explicitly addressed it in the interviews, always describing either the 

space around, in particular the stream, and referring to its history or to the actors existing in 

the area and their way of operating in the space. And one more landholder talked about the 

subject, but in this case the subject was introduced by me, when he finished explaining his 

experiences with emigration in a specific historical context, and the lessons he derived from 

that regarding life and humans in general.  
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Even though there were only 7 interviews, out of 32, where this issue was mentioned; after 

the first interviewee spoke about it, the interpretation of the interview material had opened 

up to a whole new historical and political dimension that was not in the analytical plans, but 

I could no longer be indifferent to. The reasons for this, in a first person inquiry approach 

(Reason 2001), are linked to several aspects driving the whole interpretation being 

presented: 

1. An interest in understanding others perspective of nature and the biophysical space 

and the relationship they establish with it, in order to better understand how they 

shape and are shaped by it; which is motivated by the notion of a strong continuity 

between both dimensions (natural and human). 

2. An interest in understanding others perspective of different types of social 

organization (e.g., at a global level: paradigms of development, and at a very local 

level: the interviewees’ social relationships at professional, economic, governance or 

cultural levels) and how that transforms, or not, the cited human-nature 

relationship. And, in this ambit, an interest in understanding why is there such low 

engagement in socio-political processes that affect the space and the environment 

in Portugal and in the area. Particularly because this characteristic is full of ambiguity 

and contradictions in relation to other contexts, where the Portuguese can be very 

open, interested people, that get very intimate and involved with issues and work 

for them collectively.  

3. An interest in understanding how political processes influence biographical 

pathways and individual, or family, personal lives. 

In this way, and because the interview material allowed only fragmented glimpses of local 

interpretations for this historical episode, a literature review on the subject, prioritizing 

interpretations that enhance local social and biographical perspectives of this subject, took 

place and this new dimension was briefly introduced in the study. 
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4.3 The agrarian reform in the interviews 

This section is devoted to presenting the information provided by the interviewees on this 

subject. 

There was one interview where the agrarian reform came up as an explanation for the way 

actors in the area behave: [about the reasons for difficult communication with neighbors in 

managing common resources] I don´t know! (...) The idea of cooperative here is different 

than the one in [another country], here right now it is a bit negative, it reminds a lot the 25th 

of April [1974 revolution], and in [another country] the cooperative was a group of farmers 

doing something. [Here] it’s more like action. We have less to say. (…) Yes [here it is more 

like just addressing a common need or service]. 

But in all the remaining 6 interviews referring to it, the issue came up as a part of local 

identity, both space and socially wise, strongly linked to the interviewees’ biographical 

experience, but also linking to collective interpretations that seemed to be part of the local 

social knowledge from which it was only possible to have a few glimpses during the 

interviews. In all references made, the subject was either part of the interviewees’ 

biographical experience or part of the identity of the place. The references to the subject in 

the remaining 6 interviews follow: 

- When the 25th of April happened the cooperatives were reformed and I was 

included here in the cooperative areas. And that cooperative owned this property, 

so I started working, thus since the cooperatives started in 1975. So I started 

working here right away; I started knowing this property. And now, so after, when 

the cooperatives ended, because that one where I used to work, because this 

property was out of the cooperative a bit earlier, but the one where I used to work 

finished in 92, and in 92 this sir came here to buy this... [Interviewer: why did they 

finish?] Because the farmers [i.e., property owners] then started themselves to take 

possession of the lands, and the cooperatives started to hand in the lands, and that 

started ending. The people, some had to start going to construction again, some 

left to a place and to another, and that’s it, that´s how it was. [Interviewer: was it 

finished due to lack of organization?] No, not mine... (...) [the cooperatives….] were 

dismounted. So, this was something that jumped to the ground with no 
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organization, right? It was something that was invaded, that’s it. With no 

orientation… that’s it, ‘now this is ours’ and whatever and was invaded. Then, in 

those days the troops were there on our side, no one would harm anybody. Because 

it’s clear: the troops were involved in that, that’s it, it was done. But without 

organization. Then it worked, while it worked well. Then the farmers of course, they 

had a chance and they had a law to start getting a certain percentage of land. 

Some managed to get all that belonged to them and some didn´t. So there were still 

properties, not this one, but there were still properties where certain farmers got a 

part and another part stayed with the cooperative. And they even started working 

together and whatever. But then, following that, there were cooperatives that 

started disorganizing themselves. And the people started getting old, some, and the 

young not wanting to work, which is how it’s said, here in the countryside… the 

young people today…. that’s it, they don´t want this and they are doing right. In one 

hand, in the other I don´t know. And that’s it, started to have disorganization and 

started to have no people and started to finish. The farmers started looking after it, 

even higher the disorganizations started to be, that’s it. Some of them finished 

because the farmers themselves took the whole land from them. Others ended up 

finishing because they themselves handed it in to the farmers, in end. Here in our 

case it wasn´t like that, they were taking it, they were taking it until the very last 

droplet. [interviewer: who?] The farmers. Until the very last parcel of land. (…) They 

would themselves start looking after, right? For example we arrived here ‘ah now 

you leave from here, this is ours’. Then it was the time for their day to arrive ‘you 

now leave this that I don´t want you here, I come here to do this and whatever’. 

And the people left and they would stay here doing this, that’s it. They were already 

doing it in the past… (…) it was the owner himself coming to take it, coming to look 

after it. Apart from some that then thought about selling it, that was the case of 

this one here. The case of this one here, this was [name]. So, all that were [name] 

when they came to look after it they sold it. And the person to whom they sold it, 

with loans taken and whatever with money to buy this, then didn´t manage to 

make it and was forced to sell it; was forced to sell it to this man that is now here 

doing this. (…)  was in 1992 that we met [the interviewee – and employee – and the 

current owner] through the machines that used to belong the cooperative. There 

was an auction to sell them and this sir appeared there. (…) 

- What can I say?... This is a dam.. A dam, a pool, which was made in the time of my 

father. The idea was to irrigate that entire margin. Then the property was occupied 
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for three years. We bought this in 1972, in 1975 it was occupied and we had very 

little time to use, right? When we acquired the property again in 1978 the dam was 

already… it was never good, the wall has never been good. But it’s certain, got even 

worse. And of course there were limited possibilities. When I was given this, we 

didn´t have a penny to fix it, right? And it was very hard to fix it because all 

estimates were very expensive. So what happened? We let it stay; never moved 

forward with irrigation. (…) We have been replanting… this in the time of the 

occupation had around thirty camellias. Five were left, they didn´t water them. Here 

is one and the others are there in the garden. 

- [About what are the lost uses of the stream] That, a lot here was lost. Really a lot. 

[Interviewee: But why, in your view?] Because the cooperatives looked after this. At 

that point they started destroying. Some, not all of them. They started destroying 

and moreover… this thing with giant reeds here used to be a vegetable plot. It was 

watered from the stream. That one there was watered from the stream. It was 

abandoned (…) [Interviewer: Is that what you mean with destroying, abandoning?] 

It’s that. They abandoned things. And now the farmers are again looking after what 

was theirs, right? They don´t care; they don´t even cut the blackberries in a stream, 

they don´t care about that. It’s something you should do. And it would be good. (…) 

you can see, you can see [less water nowadays]. In the time of the cooperative, 

when the cooperative looked after this… there in that piece of wall, there are some 

numbers and letters. Each year, where the water would reach; it’s there, it’s all 

marked there. It was those people from the cooperative that put it there. 

- [If the interviewee has been there since the cooperative times, introduced in the 

conversation by another lady who was present] No I haven´t been in the 

cooperative. I came here after the cooperative buried this. (…) Because there was a 

sir, who bought a property over there, the property actually belonged to the 

cooperative by chance, and so that sir ordered the cleaning of the whole stream 

with a machine.  

- [Interviewer: Here in this area, do you have any cooperatives or NGOs or anything 

that was formed after the 25th of April and remained?] There were many… this 

region here of Alentejo was all cooperatives. But… all ended up finishing. There is 

one or two. There is one from Évora, over there, on Valverde side and is… I don´t 

know if there is more, I think there is one or two more. Some didn´t put up with, had 

to hand in the lands to the owners. And others were taken away. (…) Bad 
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organization. (…) Then some wanted to work others didn´t want to. Then some 

wanted to go out and about and then the others would see them and no longer 

wanted to work. Problems. But that’s it: it is happened and is gone. (…) [Formerly, 

before the 25th of April] They would spend six months in a year nearly without 

earning a penny. (…) that was the case of people, when the 25th of April happened, 

that would get the lands. There was that influence of taking out the lands from the 

owners and get them to see if they would have a better life. To see if they would 

start working the whole year and have the other side guaranteed. It was down 

there. Up in the north…: ‘What I know is that the people from Alentejo broke into 

the lands and were like this and like that and did this way and did that’. They don´t 

know, the ones saying that, they don´t know what was going on here. People there, 

whole months without earning a penny, without work (…) and some other [stories] 

that we don´t know about, of hunger. But it was like that. 

- [Interviewer: but is there anyone from here that you think could help me also? To 

talk about this?... Like an association…? I don´t know, a cooperative, a 

development association…] No, here there are no cooperatives. [Or maybe 

someone from the council that you know…?] Here only property owners can… [the 

interviewee was and employee] 

 

a. The agrarian reform, the counter agrarian reform and long-term social 

relationships  

The strongest image resulting from the field, in this ambit, was that of a theatre role play (in 

the sense presented in Section 3.3e) which changed abruptly and right after changed back 

to its ‘original setting’. In some interviews, the same families reacquired the ownership of 

properties initially belonging to them, where the same community of workers frequently 

continued to work all along. What has remained from this in the local imaginary? In which 

ways did this leave a mark in the long-term social theatre (Section 3.3e)? 

The imagine of a social theatre changing back and forth came along with the recognition of 

potential deep social and political local meanings associated to these historical moments 

and the surprise with a superficial silence about it. It raised many questions and hypotheses 
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regarding the legacy left to: i) long-term social relationships (in the sense discussed in 

Chapter 3); ii) practice and utopia; iii) biographical knowledge; iv) the conceptualization of 

change in social-ecological systems. These will be further developed below in the Discussion 

(Section 4.5) and in the conclusion (Section 4.6). 

The first citation referred to in the previous Section explicitly identified a negative 

connotation with the idea of cooperatives, connected to the 25th of April Revolution, as the 

explanation for the difficult communication in managing common resources with neighbors. 

This perspective is an illustration of the legacy the agrarian reform may have left.  

Very frequently the interviewees underlined how the Portuguese are individualist and 

cannot work in group, e.g.:  

- [if there is any role farmers could have in the design of policies] I think that’s a bit 

hard, you know. Our associations, wherever they are, never functioned well. And 

this only works with big associations, people that want to serve the cause. Then, we 

are very individualist people, always running after what makes our lives easier. We 

don´t go deep, looking for a bit to the country, to the grandchildren and to the 

children. We get lost a bit there, it’s a defect. [if that would be hard to change] I 

think it was tried to be changed several times, but there had to be some pedagogy 

in the field and there had to be some strength. Or at least big clarifications from the 

government. 

-  People in the Alentejo have a lot of difficulty in organizing themselves in 

associations for marketing of their products. To produce, sell and put on the market 

their products. You can´t make it. The intermarché [supermarket chain] wanted to 

sell products only from Montemor and Évora [the two municipalities of 

Monfurado]. There are no famers that can produce just a forth of what they sell in 

one day. There is no organization, each one wants… They don´t get organized, in no 

way, in order to seed together, or even do it in separate and then get all together 

and put it in the market together (…) they say the people from the Alentejo don´t 

like to work. They do. But they go abroad to work. Here they also work, but it’s a 

lack of organization. 

The way the local capacity to work collectively is considered in Monfurado and the way it 

relates to the agrarian reform and counter agrarian reform experience would be interesting 
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to explore in the future. It would be interesting to explore as well its relation with factors 

such as formal education (treated in Section3.3c.iii) and with rural abandonment: 

Nowadays, either because it [the property] belonged to one of the parents and they live in 

the city or because they live abroad, it is very hard to join and do something together. And it 

isn´t done: ‘because if I clean, the neighbor doesn´t clean’. The other isn´t there and doesn´t 

even want to know about it and leaves everything covered with blackberry… I mean, it’s very 

hard and then often who wants to accomplish things gets annoyed and says ‘but if nobody 

worries, why am I going to worry? Look, I clean my part and the rest we will see.’ (…) So, if I 

clean, there is one not cleaning and we don´t get out of this. And no one gets anywhere. 

Since new information from the field would be needed to allow an analysis of the subject, 

this chapter won´t go beyond i) identifying hypotheses and raising questions, ii) pointing the 

importance of the subject and how it is alive in the interview material, iii) contextualizing 

the historical process and iv) discuss how to deal with the collective potential of the 

biographical knowledge regarding the subject. 

The historical episodes cited above and the kind of collective knowledge and generalized 

feelings associated with it, which appear to be reproduced by landholders in the local social 

settings, will be further developed in the historical review in next section.  
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4.4 The agrarian reform in Alentejo – historical review 

 

How can one study Alentejo without studying the agrarian reform? How 
can one speak of a society in which that subject was latent in such diverse 
periods throughout history? How can one describe the social groups 
without considering its conflicts? There’s certainly not one single person 
from Alentejo above 30 year old, in which this phenomenon didn´t leave a 
mark. When it is said that time heals all wounds, the statements I 
collected seem to suggest the opposite. While people telling stories from 
their childhood exist, passing on oral tradition to their grandsons (…), the 
themes that motivated that population to act during the agrarian reform 
will not be forgotten in Alentejo. The accumulated resentments are still 
alive (...)  

what made a population that lived and worked through several 
generations head down, eyes on the ground and hat in the hand, 
suddenly raise their heads and act? 

      (Almeida 2006) 

 

The agrarian reform is a difficult subject but a very pertinent one in the national context as 

Almeida (2006) states: The agrarian reform was a critical issue in its time, it created a 

conflict between social forces, affected the interests of important social strata and re-

organized society, by affecting a fundamental economic resource – the land.  

Several authors have dedicated attention to the study of the agrarian reform (e.g., Dorner 

1977; Barros 1986; Barreto 1987). The work of Almeida on the agrarian reform in Avis, 

Alentejo, as stood out for the current study because she uses diverse sources which she 

combines with a strong emphasis on oral memory collection, of particular relevance to the 

current approach. She analyses literature, legislation, historical sources, life stories and 

narratives from key actors, politicians, occupied and occupying landholders and workers. 

Her work is particularly interesting in the ambit of the current study because she 
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emphasizes i) the importance of the analysis of life stories and ii) the importance of an 

informal and flexible approach to interviewees in this region. 

Almeida reinforces the importance and utility of oral memory and personal documents in 

the collection of social and historical data: She clearly emphasizes in the work her efforts to 

“letting her interviewees speak”. Even though she ends up not presenting biographical 

results, life stories narratives, this is the base of her approach (Almeida 2006). If in itself this 

is a priority coincident with the current study approach: addressing local experiences and 

perspectives; another important coincidence is the relatively closer timeframe of the 

interviewing periods (1998 and 2007). 

Moreover, Almeida privileges the inquiry model theoretically based on Paul Thompson’s 

non-structured interviews, more similar to an informal conversation than to a police inquiry 

(Almeida 2006), advocating its importance in the social characteristics of the Alentejo, 

which is in line with the interviewing approach selected for our study as discussed in Section 

1.4.  

Therefore, the agrarian reform’s social implications seen from a local biographical 

perspective have a great preponderance in her work, which is particularly interesting in the 

ambit of the current research. 

The following 3 sections will present a brief synthesis of Almeida’s work regarding the 

agrarian reform, the counter agrarian reform and the local social and political implications 

of the whole process. It will focus mainly on the more chronological un-detailed description 

of the process, locally, and the local interpretation she associates with them, in order to 

contextualize the references landholders in Monfurado have made to the agrarian reform 

and give substance to the proposals of Chapter 4, below. More detailed information and 

interpretations she provides, as well as a deeper discussion of the political context, process 

and social and political implications that the subject deserves, by reviewing as well the 

subject through the work of others authors, is left to be treated in future developments. 
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a. Agrarian reform 

Almeida points out the Alentejo as always been a region very little populated, so in a way 

this is a subject that matters only to a minority; but even with such little population, this 

region occupies 41% of the national territory and was the stage of this unique, strong and 

innovative movement, from the social and legislative points of view. The Alentejo as the 

major supplier of the capital was a factor concerning intellectuals of several periods, 

especially during crisis periods; but it was a distant concern about a vast and somehow 

mysterious region and the people living there didn´t occupy this literature (Almeida 2006). 

All the images constructed along the centuries about the Alentejo in scientific and 

philosophical treaties and in the legislation and literature had, without any doubt, influence 

in the legislation that was emitted progressively by the several Provisional Governments in 

the revolutionary period that followed the 25th of April. To be noted that the theorizing of 

the agrarian issue dates back to the 1655 writings of father Manuel Severim de Faria, who 

described the reasons for lack of population in the Alentejo, the need for slave labor and 

suggested it should be populated with the objective of supplying the kingdom with cereals. 

The themes he introduced persisted in the agrarian literature for centuries, which was 

considered regrettable for the advocates of Alentejo traditional farming.  

In the end of the 70s, agriculture was no longer a critical sector in the Portuguese economy, 

then oriented to the industrial sector, or it no longer had the economic weight historically 

associated to it. However, it still occupied a big percentage of the population, especially in 

rural areas and was supplying the food market and some specialized exports. Just like in the 

end of the 19th century, in the 60s and 70s of the 20th century, traditional agrarian 

structures, archaisms, were still coexisting with the most modern innovations.  

By affecting the ownership of such an economical resource, the agrarian reform implied the 

alteration of the concept of property, so well established in the national spirit since the 

liberalism. Both the theorization of the latifundium legitimacy and some experiments of 

land distribution amongst the workers, have long-existed, since the Romans, like Plinio, or 

the Leis das Sesmarias in the 14th century, respectively.  
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The Portuguese revolution of 1974 influenced and changed the course of social and private 

lives of the majority of the Portuguese, from elite groups (loosing subsistence means and 

goods) to traditionally less favored classes (often assuming leadership of emerging 

institutions and becoming, in the end, the new elites). 

Immediately in the revolution day, Law no. 1/74 dismissed the president of the Republic 

and the government and dissolved the National Assembly and the Council of State; 

transferring all their powers to the National Salvation Junta (Junta de Salvação Nacional), a 

military junta presided by general António Spínola and constituted by the Armed Forced 

Movement (MFA-Movimento das Forças Armadas) with the exclusive objective of executing 

its program. 

The MFA program was published in the 14th of May of 1974, in annex to Law no. 3/74, and 

its fundamental objectives were to restore the freedoms and create conditions for the 

exercise of democracy.  This program established the objectives of making agriculture active 

and gradually reforming the agrarian structure. Since the program’s publication, the 

intention of the new established power in changing power relations in the fields and give 

the “land to its workers” [a terra a quem a trabalha] was clear. This was the first time that 

economical sabotage (below) was explicitly established in the law, which originated a 

movement of land occupation without precedents. It was even considered a crime 

punishable with prison.  

The agrarian reform movement implemented collectivization of the agricultural sector and 

the land in the ZIRA (Zone of Intervention of the Agrarian Reform) region, which included 

the land south of the Tagus River. The spontaneity of the movement has been discussed by 

several authors: theses of popular spontaneous initiative regarding the occupation of lands 

against theses of calculated and intentionally introduced maneuvers from the PCP 

(Portuguese Communist Party). What is consensual is the local intensity of the movement in 

the Alentejo and the enormous popular adhesion which characterized it. 

The presence of government members (specifically the Secretary of State for Agriculture 

Esteves Belo) in demonstrations promoted by the rural workers unions (organized by the 
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PCP) legitimatized institutionally the starting of the agrarian reform movement. The latter 

has had legal support in the law, initially in D.L. nº 660/74, which defined the concept of 

“economic sabotage” by existing farms and which was sufficient to justify the occupation of 

land considered in sub exploitation conditions. The legislation about the agrarian reform, 

mostly innovated in the issue of establishing limits to the latifundium, explicitly stating the 

intention of “liquidating fascism and its bases”. This legislation constituted a general 

framework of attack to the big property and the capitalist big exploitation of land. It was 

part of a wider movement of nationalization of strategic sectors, like the industry, 

transports and communications. 

The presence of military forces in the field completed the legitimatizing apparatus of the 

agrarian reform movement, counting with the enthusiastic adhesion of a population 

previously motivated by decades of PCP clandestine work in the region and which 

potentiated strong generational resentments. The rural workers responded euphorically to 

an effective propaganda. For this contributed also the media and the dissemination 

performed by the military bodies themselves in the MFA Bulletin and in the clarifying 

sessions of the ‘cultural dynamization campaigns’. In this process, the army had a decisive 

role in the institutional support to the occupiers and the complete de-motivation of any 

attempt of resistance by the occupied. All these factors, together, constituted the engine of 

a movement that counted in Almeida’s case study – Avis – with the adhesion of almost the 

totality of the rural workers, who for the first time and for a very short period identified 

themselves as a group.  

The movement generally started, in the whole Alentejo, with demonstrations, strikes and 

compulsory employment of workers. In Avis, Almeida argues that the decapitalization of 

previously existing farms during the process resulted not from their own economic sabotage 

or disinvestment, but from extraordinary expenses that this compulsory employment of 

workers, or the impediment of cattle sales, represented. Eventually, during the movement, 

the properties would be occupied and pre-cooperatives would start being constituted. 

Twelve percent of the land of all ZIRA was occupied until July 1975. Other 25% from August 

to September 1975. More 63% from October to December 1975. Expropriations were 
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formalized by law only in September 1975, and occurred until August 1976. The tendency 

for reinforcing land concentration has remained during the process. The same happening at 

the level of the workforce and the production means. This was explained by Afonso de 

Barros as the model advocated by the PCP for the ZIRA.  

The way the movement was lived by several groups of social actors may differ from region 

to region, but to have a brief illustration, in Avis, Almeida referred to how the occupations 

involved intimidation, the poisoning of watchdogs,...: A time of “fear”, the “shotguns on the 

back”, “imposing respect”, as described by a property worker.  

Almeida has identified a total and definitive abolition of local existing sociability along the 

whole process: Avis was divided geographically and ideologically. The places where some 

would pass, the others definitively wouldn´t. This would apply even amongst rural workers, 

on one side the communists, on the other the lackeys, the reactionary, the ones working for 

the fascists.  

The privileged sociability place for the rich in Avis was extinguished. One of the first 

revolutionary acts here was the occupation of the rich club and its symbolic transformation 

in the PCP local head office. The former elite group changed their behavior in a definitive 

way and even their appearance: the colors of their clothes got darken or pale, the red 

reserved for the workers – the reapers clothes were reinvented and the feminine rural 

workers started dressing costumes not used for decades. Recovering the iconography of the 

‘peasant’ (…) In the end, the new ‘uniform’ was the ostensive affirmation of the group they 

proudly belonged to and which always have had a discrete, almost invisible, posture. 

Almeida pointed the collection of the oral memory showed enormous similarities in the 

workers’ life journeys and families’ pasts, but also many differences in the respective 

aspirations and attitudes towards work, land ownership, salary, the relationship with the 

employers and their representatives and towards the choice of emigrating or staying in the 

municipality. It also showed the divergences about the objectives of the cooperativist 

movement in which they found themselves integrated without any theoretical support 

intelligible for this group and which results revealed disappointing, as developed below. 
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Almeida clearly points out the majority of workers did not participate in the cooperatives 

management in anyway. These were managed, without exception, by a very restrict group. 

Luxury cars disappeared, locked in the garage or sold: between 1975 and 1980 driving in the 

Alentejo in a luxury car could be truly dangerous, there were cases of stoning of vehicles. In 

this period, nearly all external signs separating the elites from the rest of the population 

were eliminated, with exception for the residences, where the elites continued to live. Since 

the end of the 19th century the elites had moved to the nearest villages or cities, keeping 

the houses in the properties for a hunting period stay, vacation or others periods of stay, 

which actually made the occupations easier since the workers weren´t really expelling 

people from their residences.  

With the occupations, many youngsters from the elite lost connection to the land, since 

they were already born in Lisbon and studying there and never returned after this. Others 

were lost, interrupted studies and went through alcoholism periods. Other youngsters, 

having less economic possibilities, depending completely on their farms, received the 

occupiers with a pointed riffle, but gave up once facing the military apparatus. But in 

general, the occupied were in total passivity, unbelieving what they were seeing and waiting 

for things to get back to normal.  

There were also other groups in the process: e.g., the group of the new leaders rising, the 

tenants group and the non-occupied property owners (often undergoing the boycotts all 

along and staying worse off than the occupied, who in the end saw their lands replaced and 

got compensations). 

After June 1975 the intensity of the occupations was undoubtedly intensified and the 

government policy was in fact directed towards the agrarian reform. It was the beginning of 

the summer of 1975 – o Verão quente de 75 – characterized by two opposing movements in 

the north and in the south of Portugal. In the north there were bombings in many PCP head 

offices put in practice by the right. In the south, it was the left acting violent against the 

right. Almeida denotes how although different, the two movements were similar in what 

regards popular mobilization, much influenced by the lived instability. In this period, the 
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political affinities have been simplified in a way that nearly allowed no exceptions: the 

workers were PCP, the big property owners were from the right (CDS-Democratic and Social 

Centre or PPD-Popular Democratic Party; almost insignificant in the region due to low 

numeric expression of this group), and all the remaining socio-professional groups were PS 

(Socialist Party), which assumed the position more on the right in the Alentejo and which 

role was established after 1976 and specially after the Barreto law, below. 

 

 

b. Counter agrarian reform 

Almeida argues that at the level of intentions, the agrarian reform wasn´t so different from 

the reforms introduced by Mouzinho da Silveira after the liberal revolution of 1820, which 

had the objective of creating a social supporting base for the new regime being constituted. 

She highlights two differences between these processes, although: i) the beneficiated class 

(the new sustaining basis of the liberal regime was the business bourgeoisie, the tenants, 

the traders; while in 1974 the objective was to defend the interests of the working class); ii) 

the reversibility of the agrarian reform process (while the liberal legislation originated a 

socio-institutional rupture with the Old Regime; the laws of 1975 have been successively 

changed, until in 1988 the agrarian reform was definitively revoked). The liberal state 

nationalized lands, sold them and kept the money and the Lords of the Old Regime never 

got back their positions; while the property owners of the Alentejo in the end of the 20th 

century ended up recovering all their lands, although they never managed to recover, in 

most cases, the local political and social prestige the land previously gave them. 

Just like its start, Almeida denotes, the agrarian reform had an end directed by politics: in 

this case, center-right parties, interested in the creation of the most favorable conditions to 

Portugal´s integration in the European Economic Community (EEC).  

In July 1976, the first constitutional government, of Mário Soares, assumed office after the 

victory of the PS in the first legislative elections. This marked the democratic consolidation 
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phase to which the modernization project associated with Portugal entrance in the EEC 

contributed to. The ministerial and legislative succession in the Portuguese agriculture 

taking place until then had left a dangerous legacy to the desired stability. 

If democracy was in fact a pre-condition to enter the EEC, the economic viability of agrarian 

structures was a need, at least to be closer to the minimum standards of EEC. Portugal’s 

economic precarious situation and the loan from the International Monetary Fund obliged 

the government to take action. The weight of the structures created with the 

nationalizations and expropriations of lands became incompatible with an economic 

convergence with the rest of Europe.  

António Barreto took office as the minister of Agriculture and Fisheries and, with the 

support of Mário Soares, moved forward with a policy markedly hostile to the agrarian 

reform, with the simple objective of reaching the necessary stability to join the EEC. He 

justified his action with the foundation of the democratic regime as follows: For a year, the 

military and their allies made laws, interpreted them and applied them without other 

legitimacy than the revolution itself (…) Minoritarian and with no external support, the 

vanguards revolution has failed (…) in the electoral test, the revolution lost, as almost 

always happens (in Almeida 2006).  

António Barreto basically recovered the European discourse on the subject, which had been 

already introduced in the development plans (planos de fomento marcelistas) and legislated 

policies of the end of the Estado Novo (New State). Specifically, this refers to the legislation 

of 1962, which encouraged the setup of cooperatives for the viability of farms and its 

products integration in industries and marketing circuits; and the cereal regimes instituted 

in 1965 and 1970, which established the farm transition objectives, reduction of the cereal 

area (‘eliminate the cereal culture of vast areas completely inapt to this end’), 

mechanization and afforestation, and which marked the shift away from the Wheat 

Campaigns policy major lines (treated in Section 5.2a.i). These regimes reflected the existing 

European trend of deviating the production and population to other sectors of economic 

activity.  



  

142    |    Interpreting Change in Human-Nature and Long-Term Social Relationships 

The summer of 1977 was marked by the political discussion of the Barreto law, determinant 

for a substantial change in the economic conditions that allowed the cooperatives and 

collective production units to continue working as until then; and determinant for securing 

and enlarging the attribution of reserves to expropriated owners. There was a direct attack 

to the cooperatives formed with the expropriated lands, which were accused of ‘promoting 

structural unemployment, masked of sub employment, in its turn disguised with the 

application of the emergency agricultural loans, often constituting a real unemployment 

subsidy’. A new national objective appeared: lower the active population in agriculture. A 

new era of ‘cultural and ecological planning aiming for a better use of national resources 

and the adequacy of cultivations to the regions, to ecology and to the soils’, was in this way 

entered. Barreto’s priority in this process was to find solutions to the problems of the small 

and medium farmers and guarantee access of these groups to lands belonging to the 

cooperatives. 

The heated discussion of the Barreto law, called the ‘most contra-revolutionary and 

hypocrite law after the 25th of April’, eventually resulted in the ex-ministry and two other 

deputies abandoning the Socialist Party (PS) and continuing their parliamentary activity as 

independent after voting against the law and giving a detailed explanation of vote where 

the law’s constitutionality was questioned. Moreover, Almeida denotes the political costs of 

changing the direction of the agrarian reform and above all, of the implementation of 

measures directed to European integration arrived soon: 1978 was marked by the fall of 

two minoritarian governments of Mário Soares. 

The implementation of the Barreto law strategically used the coercive forces that were 

eliminated in the 25th April (and replaced in the 25th November), putting the guard, the GNR 

(Republican National Guard) in the fields during the disoccupation of lands, even though 

using dissuasive means that wouldn´t kill. Nevertheless, in a subsequent government there 

were two deaths in Montemor-o-Novo, discrediting the policy implementation. 

The cooperative resistance was physical but also judicial, which prolonged the process for 

long time. The majority of the appeals didn´t have practical results in the end, although. The 
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government had political strength these years and some court decisions in favor of the 

collective production units were actually ignored, which originated more parliamentary 

heated discussions, particularly from the PCP. Corruption complaints multiplied from all left 

wing and inclusively from some PS deputies that changed to PCP at this point.  

Another modality of the counter agrarian reform, now under Social Democratic Party (PSD, 

former PPD) government, was the attribution of small pieces of land to farmers that proved 

agriculture in expropriated lands by means of private contract was their major source of 

income, which encouraged the division of cooperative lands. These were known as the 

tenants of Sá Carneiro. Just like the previous processes, this wasn´t pacific. On the contrary, 

it provoked some of the most violent social confrontations, even more than the 

occupations. Still today it originates controversial opinions and exalted atmospheres, 

especially regarding the beneficiated group. What is consensual amongst all commentaries 

is the intentionality of PSD governments in putting down the cooperatives and collective 

units of production and the agrarian reform social supporting base, which constituted a 

political coup largely unfavorable to the whole communist fraction and discouraged the 

workers still belonging to the collective production units. Nevertheless, nobody was happy 

with the tenants of Sá Carneiro, imposed to the cooperatives (taking away important areas 

of farming) and to the property owners, who received their properties back with these extra 

‘appendixes’. These tenants were mainly businessman, agricultural machinery and tractor 

drivers, ex-colonial and emigrant returnees, traditional tenants, former machinery renters 

and seareiros (people working the land of the owners in partnership with them), who 

sometimes became farmers for the first time. Some left the cooperatives for this purpose. 

The solidarity to the collective production units was tested. And the private initiative won, 

Almeida concludes. 

The perspective of working by themselves, instead of working for a cooperative that on the 

top of it neither distributed the profits nor applied the so proclaimed democratic 

management and where the leaders behaved like new bosses, attracted a more dynamic 

and independent group, expecting the bait of their own farms, of being ‘its own boss’. 
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The resistance in the field reached physical confrontation. Cooperatives would do 

everything to avoid the lands being handover. As an illustration, one of these tenants 

reported his access to his farms was boycotted for several months, a tractor driver from a 

cooperative reported he got a ‘few slaps’. The physical confrontation also happened 

between former occupiers and property owners, during the disoccupations. Intimidations, 

shots, war apparatus on both sides, with the help of GNR and their dogs, stepped in. An 

employee from the ministry, which was handling the handover of land reserves to the 

former property owners and scheduling them with the GNR, declared: that was a war. They 

didn’t kill me because it didn´t happen, didn´t kill my family because it didn´t happen. But 

threats, we had them every night at home. 

Opposite to what happened during the occupations, the sons of the property owners had an 

active effective role in the process: brothers, cousins and friends would gather in the 

properties on the date of the handover, camping for many days, armed, with the mission of 

counting and recovering missing cattle and agricultural machinery, but above all to be 

present in the place. Parents, uncles and grandparents would arrive later, after the danger 

was gone. They were fighting for ‘what is ours’, and at the same time getting freed from the 

frustration of not having been able to do anything when their family lands were occupied. 

Mário Soares did not repeat the incentive to the disoccupations. A new vague of 

disoccupations took place only when Cavaco Silva (PSD) arrived to power in 1985, which 

characterized the summer of 1987. Until then, of the 1.200.000 ha occupied in the ZIRA, 

350.000 ha were still in the cooperatives and collective production units, 140.000 ha were 

attributed to small farmers and 710 000 ha had already been handed over in reserves to the 

property owners or disoccupied. A new agrarian reform law was approved, which objectives 

were explicit: correct the excesses of the revolutionary period (…) create an atmosphere of 

stability and social tranquility; private sector subsistence; reconsider the molding principles 

of the agrarian reform in light of the adhesion to the EEC. 

As an illustration of the process, in Avis, 7% of the occupied land was occupied for 1-2 years; 

49% of the land for 2-5 years; 6% for 5-7 years; 35% for 10-15 years; and 3% for 15-18 years. 
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For some property owners, the parcels meanwhile rented are still occupied. The 

disoccupations of these tenants still need the presence of police forces nowadays. 

In the end of the process, some collective production units survived a few more years with 

bought or rented lands and then in some cases were dissolved, remaining their marketing 

sections only.  

Beyond the political circumstances described by Almeida, she moreover identified problems 

in the larger cooperatives were linked to accumulated debts and interest (directly linked 

with the emergency agricultural loans) and to the lack of technical knowledge of the leaders 

allied to institutional blockages felt when they had to deal with processes beyond their 

capacities.  

 

 

c. Local imaginary and generalized frustration 

Almeida concludes: the disillusion and frustration towards a process which activated and, 

although briefly, materialized so many hopes, was perfectly explicit. This feeling is general to 

all the people involved: all lost something, all were defrauded. The property owners, for their 

years of work and income they never got back; the occupying workers, for their failed project 

and for work developed “for nothing”, or for the benefit “of some”. And the whole 

population of a municipality, who lost the bonds and the sociability due to hates which will 

take long time to heal, if it is ever possible that the rich and the poor break the enormous 

barriers still separating them. 

She denotes left wing literature and press at the time and in recent works argue for the 

political issue in the process and the intentionality of PS and PSD governments in shooting 

down the agrarian reform. At the same time, the left thesis highlights the value of the 

cooperatives’ qualities, especially in what regards the absorption of labor, the investments 
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made, the ‘high levels of production’ achieved by workers and furthermore the direct 

influence in improving the rural workers families’ alimentary and living conditions. 

On the contrary, the right wing thesis highlights the bad management, claiming the sheer 

inability and incompetence of the cooperatives’ leaders.  

This opinion remained also in the local groups of property owners, workers, employees and 

machinery renters analyzed by Almeida. Beyond bad management, robbery is also an 

element always present in the local opinion about the end of the cooperatives. Histories 

regarding big investments made elsewhere and money embezzlement abound in the oral 

sources, but she argues these external signs of wealth are very little visible at the local level 

nowadays. Despite the insinuations of big fortunes for some, no one won with the 

movement, none of the social groups improved their life conditions in a permanent way as 

direct consequence of the land occupations, she observes: nothing could be more explicit 

than the gesture of some rural workers who showed me their empty pocket, disappointed, 

as they were convinced that it would become full. 

Another issue coming out of her analysis was the individualism characterizing the workers 

group and the inexistent or little importance given to any collective process, she cites her 

interviewees: i) I had my house already and ii) I never worked for anyone again; I have a 

backyard vegetable garden, I work in it. She argues this reveals a total lack of internalization 

of the values leading the agrarian reform movement at least theoretically; and especially 

reveals the ambitions of the rural workers, aiming for stability and a salary. 

Almeida suggests that in the end, the memory of the agrarian reform lost all the positive 

characteristics this process had in its start, even for the groups more actively participating in 

it: With the knowledge of the present, the past was reconstructed. This was clear to her with 

the refusal of some in doing the interview and with the importance given by the ones 

interviewed to what they had already before the revolution. 

Almeida suggests the whole process was associated to the negative characteristics of its end 

to such a great extent that its existence turned out to be literally abolished from the 
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collective local imaginary. She explains the ascertainment of the generalized feelings was 

possible through the interviews done, but also through the observation of a complete 

absence of local references to a movement that reached such great scale in its time: The 

local imaginary abolished it, she states, at least its external side. And what remained was a 

multitude of truths and lies, accusations, ashamed and painful memories and some revenge 

feelings never accomplished. Nothing in the villages reminds the existence of the 

cooperatives or the workers’ movement: there is no single commemorative plaque, neither 

a street with an allusive name. Walls where images of reapers and of workers in the middle 

of a cereal field with the hammer and sickle were whitewashed. The electoral speeches do 

not mention it and it’s ignored in the cultural events promoted by the municipality, still 

presided by a communist. 

Regarding social change and permanent reactions resulting from the agrarian reform, 

several interpretations are possible, but some certainties were identified by Almeida: The 

social changes had already started with the distance of the rural population to the land 

work, with emigration and the raise of educational levels. The agrarian reform didn´t 

provoke it, on the contrary, the lands occupation and its intensive work recovered back to 

agriculture a population that was tending already to alternative professional choices, but 

which was faced with the national economic instability in the revolutionary period and saw 

all other employment options blocked. The agrarian reform had a strong economical impact 

in its time and contributed to the increase in the local social divide. Any type of contact 

existing between the two most expressive groups disappeared, while before there were still 

work relationships and patronage. The villages and villas divided and the hates were stirred 

up. But even that was temporary. The following generations certainly continued to hear 

stories, but the interest diminishes along time. By now, the groups still ignore each other 

but the declared hostilities are finished. In the long run, the socio-economic impact of the 

agrarian reform ended up being ephemeral according to Almeida, representing a cleavage 

between the end of the Marcelism and the current situation of the European integration.  

The final of the movement only confirmed what was already known about the need to 

create new courses and functions to the rural world and its inhabitants, which, in the case 
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of Avis, reveals itself of an enormous difficulty.  The countryside is faced by the majority of 

the local population and perhaps also at a broader level, as a place for leisure, where the 

farming and cattle activities completely lost its more direct meaning. This is discussed in the 

context of Monfurado in Section 5.2b.ii. 

To the other pole of the social tissue, the land elites, the change was deeper: its forced and 

temporary distance from the agricultural activity proved definitive and irreversible in some 

cases, by choosing alternative socio-professional courses, instead of complimentary, to 

agriculture. According to Almeida, there is no doubt that the agrarian reform interrupted 

the investment processes in agriculture that were being put into practice since the 60s by 

the most dynamic Alentejan agriculture managers, being responsible for a big part of the 

disinterest in what regards long term investments and business development projects in 

rural environments.  

From a direct and participative involvement in the municipality management and in the 

corporative and cooperative bodies that regulated the economic activity in the municipality, 

the economical elites based on land ownership abruptly changed towards a total and 

deliberate absence. The change is due to the simple fact that the local representatives have 

started to be elected and to the widening of the electorate universe, while the ideological 

orientation of electors remains divergent to the traditional elite group’s orientation. The 

latter group completely lost interest in the exercise of the municipal power. This no longer 

provides the prestige of other times, as is the case of politics in general, which is for this 

group an activity deserving very little consideration, Almeida found.  

Regarding the way the revolution affected political power relations, she verified that the 

revolution substituted in a definitive way the local political elites and the group that 

constituted it and moved away the property and economical power from the access to 

political power criteria. These criteria were substituted by others, amongst which prevails 

the capacity of providing public utility services. Finally, Almeida concludes having 

participated in the movement did not change the political behavior of rural workers in Avis, 
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but what might have probably increased is the previously existing distrust towards central 

power, government and the abstract entity summarizing, just like in the past, the “rich”. 

For as much improbable as it may seem, the final result of the oral memory collection 

demonstrated one line of unity amongst all the groups in conflict: an enormous 

feeling of generalized frustration, a profound sadness with the whole process and 

especially with the current state of Alentejo. A real trauma that will hardly be faded 

away. The image of rural desertification, of the aging of the population, of 

agriculture abandonment, of the lack of a dignified future for the means at stake, is 

strongly present. (…) No one was satisfied     (Almeida 2006) 

 

 

4.5 Discussion 

The last section was devoted to communicating components of Almeida’s (2006) analysis 

which were relevant to put the field experience of Monfurado in perspective. Her work and 

interpretations, particularly the component discussed in Section 4.4c, highlighted several 

aspects concordant with what was seen in Monfurado, namely: 

i) The existing notion of high levels of individualism (Section 4.3a); 

ii) The superficial silence about the agrarian reform, which nevertheless is 

latent and pops up when discussing common management and describing 

the land or the streams (Section 4.3a); 

iii) The existence of a ‘rich and powerful’ abstract entity (Section 3.3e); 

iv) The possible reinforcement of a long term bi-polarized theatre along the 

whole process described (Sections 3.3e, 3.4 and 4.3a); 

v) The existing notion of widespread ‘lack of organization and bad 

management’ undermining the perception of local capacity to work 

collectively (Section 4.3a). 
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Altogether, these aspects give the agrarian reform subject a particular relevance in the 

present being studied. In line with the previous discussion regarding the social heritage left 

to current relationships in Section 3.4, the agrarian reform experience and apparent lessons 

learned from it (linked to the aspects listed above), although insufficiently accessed until 

now, probably shape the present of social relationships.  

Section 3.4 speculated about how the long term bi-polarized theatre (which this chapter 

and Almeida’s work suggests may have been reinforced during the agrarian reform) might 

relate to the distance to power characterizing Monfurado landholders’ current relationship 

with the administration characterized in Section 3.3b.ii. As above referred, Almeida (2006), 

from a different perspective, suggested in her case study the agrarian reform process might 

have probably increased the previously existing distrust towards central power, government 

and the abstract entity summarizing, just like in the past, the “rich”, which sustains this 

observation. 

So distance to power and the long term bi-polarized theatre may be linked. And the 

importance of this hypothesis resides in how distance to power might relate to the way 

change is conceptualized. There would be two inter-connected dimensions in landholder’s 

attitudes towards the local and global problems they identified during the interviews: i) 

social bi-polarization and distance to power; and ii) relationship with change. This will 

continue to be discussed in Section 5.3a.ii. The agrarian reform process could be an 

important source of experience on the matter. 

Critically reflecting on the biographical experiences associated with it (which implies as well 

defying the silence about the agrarian reform and the ‘rich and powerful’/‘poor and 

powerless’ roles) could prove valuable to the social practices and to the lives of the 

Portuguese in this local context, specially taking in consideration the apparent significance 

this matter appears to have, having emerged in interviews regarding issues apparently 

unrelated to it. The involved, nevertheless, would have to be the first deciding whether that 

is the case or not. 
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The hypotheses being raised are considered important for future work. By now, they only 

denote the potential of reflecting collectively on biographical experiences (such as the 

agrarian reform), of producing collective knowledge from them, an exercise to which we 

devote the next section. 

 

a. Systematization of experiences 

 

 the origin of our paradigms is in the accumulated experience (…) our 

practices are full of lessons, which are of our responsibility to gain 

(Jara 2007) 

 

According to Oscar Jara (2006), systematization is the critical interpretation of one or 

several experiences which, starting from is ordering and reconstruction, discovers or makes 

explicit: i) the logic of the lived process, ii) the factors intervening in the process, iii) how 

these factors inter-relate and iv) why they interacted the way they did. 

Oscar Jara identifies six streams that have shaped and continue to influence this 

methodology (ActionAid 2009): social work, adult education, popular education, theology of 

liberation, theory of dependency, and participatory action research. 

Being the critical interpretation and re-construction of an experience, the systematization 

extracts learning and generates new knowledge. The fact that it departs from practice and 

experiences of the people who are generating knowledge provides several valuable benefits 

(Jara 2004): i) it potentiates the expression, development and sharing of local knowledge, 

significantly enriching society; ii) it integrates knowledge and reasoning with expressions of 

subjectivity like beliefs, myths, values and emotions which impel action and practice, 

resulting in an integral and vital dimension that generates transforming capacity in a 
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decisive way; iii) it enriches learning since the group who experienced a particular practice is 

who possesses the more elements about why it compromised the way it did with that 

practice. 

By structuring a rigorous and clear process, systematization allows making the lived 

experience objective without devaluing the subjective, in order to critically transform and 

improve practices in the future (Jara 2004). Another characteristic is that the 

systematization methodology allows doing this collectively.  

It is important to note that in many cases actions or interventions do not happen as initially 

planned, the systematization of such interventions is useful because it allows us to learn 

from the curves and the bumps on the implementation road (Tapella 2009). In doing so, not 

only does this differential between what should have happened and what happened serve 

as a basis for learning about our practices and its context, but it also allows accessing which 

dreams and expectations were driving us, which are still alive and which have changed 

during the experience. In this way, it allows a critical reflection on how do we wish to 

influence the course of processes, of history, in the future. Its most important function is to 

make it clearer how do we wish to influence our context and how can we do it better in our 

practice.  

So it is not an explanation of what happened in order to justify it, in a condescending and 

passive way,  instead it is about comprehending how different components and factors 

acted together in the experience in a way it can be now faced with a transforming vision 

(Jara 2004). It pays attention to the tension between changes and resistances, which allows 

a clearer picture of what is in greater need of change and what is harder to change (Jara 

2004). 

So in the case at study it wouldn´t mean re-diving into the agrarian reform theme, with an 

explanatory or therapeutical tone. Instead, the systematization exercise would be about 

departing from the experience of this theme to explore why it was lived the way it was, 

what was relevant in the lived experience, not in a descriptive and narrative way, but in an 

interpretative critical way. As a way to produce new knowledge from the existing and in this 
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way: i) re-interpret the way the past is lived and influences the present; ii) gain insight for 

the future about the context, its course and the role one wants to have and one may have in 

it. In this exercise, the tension between where we are and where do we want to be, 

between practice and utopia, is key. 

Systematizing is never neutral, but a political and pedagogical challenge. In general terms, 

systematization intends to answer the following questions (Tapella 2009): 

i) What was the nature of the experience? What was the experience about? Who 

were the actors? How do they relate to each other? 

ii) What was done, how, why, for what purpose and for whom?  

iii) How did cultural, economic, geographic, institutional and political factors 

influence the experience?  

iv) Which expected and unexpected processes and results occurred during the 

experience? What were the results and impacts of the experience or project and 

why did they happen? 

v) What were the problems the project had to face and how they were addressed? 

vi) Which were the factors that facilitated or hindered the achievement of 

objectives?  

vii) What lessons did the different actors involved in the experience come out with? 

viii) Which lessons can be communicated or taken into account for future 

experiences? 

To systematize an experience one has to (Jara 2007): i) have lived it, first of all, and have 

some sort of documentation of the experience; ii) know why and what to systematize 

clearly, which are the key aspects of interest, which sources of information to use and which 

way to proceed; iii) reconstruct the process, order and classify the information; iv) analyze, 

synthesize and critically interpret the process; v) highlight the learning, formulate 

recommendations, produce synthesis and communication outputs and share them. For 

more detailed information on the process and tools please refer to Jara (2006) and to 

ActionAid (2009). 
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For Jara, our practice is our most important source of learning and the one of most easy 

access. How to learn from it is not only a methodological and technical challenge, but 

fundamentally a political one: it allows constructing capacities, power (Jara 2004). 

Finally, Jara denotes how the systematization, as a critical interpretation, can only be 

complete if it results in a transforming practice, suggesting systematization should always 

end its cycle in a return to practice (Jara 2004). 

History is not predetermined (...) It is always response to undone aspirations, 

pending challenges, gestating illusions or un-postponed decisions, made and 

shaped along the experiences lived. (...) We face new questions and novel 

challenges. It is a privileged historical moment for creation, but the answers 

to the new questions will not come from anywhere else than the 

accumulated historical experience.                 

(Jara 2007) 

 

b. Systematization in the context of Monfurado 

As presented in the previous section, the systematization experience allows dealing with 

the tension between utopia and practice in a past lived experience, potentiating 

biographical knowledge and re-orientating future action. 

The methodology prioritizes that the design of the systematization process (which questions 

to answer, which aspects of the process to focus on, which tools to use, etc) is done 

collectively by the group who will be systematizing. But as an illustration of the 

methodology’s importance in the ambit of this work: in the context of the agrarian reform, 

systematizing the experience would for example allow the involved group to discuss and try 

to understand why they behaved the way they did, what was motivating them, which 

dreams were at stake, why didn´t it happen like it was expected to, what was expected to 

happen specifically, in which aspects could their actions have been different, why was there 
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the reaction there was to their actions, which were the external factors influencing that 

reaction and which were the internal factors influencing it. This brief illustration makes it 

quite clear why a first condition to systematize an experience is the willingness of the ones 

involved in doing it, wanting to dive-in again in an experience which maybe was negative. 

Such an exercise could influence long-term social relationships by dealing with the elements 

presented in Section 4.5, linked to the capacity to work collectively, or the existence of the 

powerful and rich category, e.g. 

 

4.6 Conclusion  

The major point of this paper was to signal how the agrarian reform and the counter 

agrarian reform subject is alive in the interview material and how it may be relevant to long-

term social relationships and the ‘continuing theatre’ proposed in Chapter 3. Beyond 

relating to social bi-polarization and distance to power, the subject might also influence the 

relationship with change in the attitudes of local interviewees towards global and local 

problems discussed in the interviews. The current chapter treated the subject as a 

characteristic of the present of Monfurado social relationships. 

By possibly affecting long-term social relationships and a bipolarized ‘theatre’, this subject is 

also indirectly relevant to social-ecological change and to stream management in 

Monfurado. The relation between stream management and social dialog is treated in detail 

along in Chapter 2 (refer to 2.3f and 2.4 for its briefer discussion). And the relation between 

social dialog and long-term social relationships and a bipolarized ‘theatre’ is treated in detail 

along Chapter 3 (again, refer to 3.4 and 3.5 for its briefer discussion). 

Moreover, along the current chapter, a profound link between biographies and political 

processes could be observed. Biographical pathways were suggested by Almeida to have 

been profoundly impacted, particularly the previous land owners’ elite and the agrarian 

reform local leaders’ group. Regarding the latter, she quotes Teresa Almada’s Diário da 
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Reforma Agrária – The destiny of many of them, authentic glories for some time, confirmed 

an old truth: that the revolutions are devourers of man. 

The three interests raised in the first person inquiry (Section 4.2) were met in this way. 

Another point of this chapter was to illustrate what critical re-interpretation of experiences, 

through e.g., the systematization methodology, can bring to the daily present of people. 

Collectively working on past experiences that deal with utopia and practice, allows a 

reflection about one’s own criteria, about lessons learned, current aspirations and current 

practices; generating transforming practices and potentially changing our relationship with 

change. 

The chapter discussed in this way how can past tension between utopia and practice, within 

a biographical experience, produce knowledge that change our present and future. It 

discussed how can biographical knowledge and the knowledge derived from the tension 

between what should have been and what was during a past experience, potentially 

influence our present, social relationships, society, common resource management, coupled 

human and natural systems and perhaps the type of interactions established in 

coevolutionary processes. 
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Chapter 5.  | OVERALL DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

 

May a new expanse appear, the world of the soul, the external, cosmic 

function of utopia, maintained against misery, death, the husk-realm of 

mere physical nature. Only in us does this light still burn, and we are 

beginning a fantastic journey toward it, a journey toward the 

interpretation of our waking dream, toward the implementation of the 

central concept of utopia. To find it, to find the right thing, for which it is 

worthy to live, to be organized, and to have time: that is why we go, why 

we cut new, metaphysically constitutive paths, summon what is not, build 

into the blue, and build ourselves into the blue, and there seek the true, 

the real, where the merely factual disappears – incipit vita nova.  

Ernst Bloch, 1918, 1923 

(Bloch 2000) 
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INTERPRETING SOCIAL-ECOLOGICAL CHANGE:  

2. OPENING-UP COEVOLUTION 

 

ABSTRACT  

Here we discuss human-nature and social relationships existing in the Mediterranean 

streams of Monfurado, Alentejo, as they occur over time and within a global context, in 

order to contribute to a coevolutionary perspective of those systems. Our discussion 

therefore refers to the long-term interactions between Monfurado landscapes and social 

systems and between Monfurado streams and socio-economic conditions. It also considers 

the agricultural sector, agricultural subsidies, global trade, and paradigms of development. 

The context for an unsustainable lock-in is thus presented while at the same time taking 

into account coevolutionary potential and endogenous change. It is argued that critical 

thinking, collective action, and the consideration of utopian dimensions in societies may 

have an important role in potentiating biographical experiences, originating endogenous 

change, and opening-up coevolution. In this ambit, the methodologies favoring 

relationships with practice, social processes, and cooperation with the humanities may have 

an important role. We conclude with a discussion of the importance of recognizing and 

dealing with the “excess” in us and in nature, the importance of integration for potentiating 

diverse types of knowledge, perspectives, and experiences, and the significance of the 

human capacity to aspire, critically think, and act. 

 

Key Words: Sustainable lock-ins, Endogenous change, Utopia, Consumption patterns, Development 
paradigms, Global-agri-food system, Human-nature relationship, Long-term social relationships 
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5.1 Introduction 

The scope of the research challenge to obtain a non-border perspective in the practice of 

science at the level of disciplinary sector, knowledge type, and ontological human-nature 

divide was discussed and developed in Chapter 1. There we proposed the adoption of a 

pluralist approach able to draw on the best of naturalist and humanist perspectives.  

We developed a case study of the Mediterranean streams of Monfurado, a Natura 2000 

site, and proposed that the adoption of this approach in this ambit could be achieved 

through a practice-oriented natural resource management perspective inspired by 

coevolutionary thinking and by critical utopian action research thinking (Chapter 1). 

We furthermore proposed that, at least as starting points, focusing on human-nature 

relationships, long-term social relationships, and historic biographical knowledge would 

provide a field-based approach to achieving the identified objectives. 

The results thereby obtained (presented and discussed in the previous chapters) are 

discussed as a whole, as well as the extent to which they meet the identified objectives. 

Finally, through a broader discussion, we consider the perspectives implied for the future. 

 

 

a. Methodological note to this chapter 

This section is devoted to a discussion and linkage of the results presented thus far and to 

building an overall interpretation of the material collected from the case study. Some 

interview material that has not been presented earlier in the thesis is included herein, in 

order to support the discussion. No new analyses are performed; instead, this new material 

draws on the interpretative analysis that makes up Chapter 3. 
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The newly introduced material regards dimensions that were not directly linked, although 

they are related, to relational connectedness amongst the social actors in the Monfurado 

streams, which was the core of the interpretative analysis in Chapter 3. In this chapter, 

three main dimensions of a coevolutionary perspective of Monfurado streams were 

identified: i) historical, ii) global, and iii) utopian. A few issues introduced by the landholders 

are referred to herein: i) the historical perspective of the interaction of the administration 

and landholders with stream management practices, ii) the landholders references to global 

issues when addressing local problems, iii) the landholders strong ideals and values, which 

seems not to be emerging constructively in their interaction with society and environmental 

management and policy. 

The discussion in this chapter is developed in two parts. In the first (Section 5.2), 

coevolution in Monfurado is discussed, specifically addressing the first two above-

mentioned dimensions, with the objective of placing Monfurado’s streams in a broader 

spatial and chronological perspective. The objective is to provide the case study with an 

overall coevolutionary perspective, although admittedly in an often speculative tone that 

indicates the need for further research. At the same time, we seek to create the conceptual 

ground enabling a discussion of the third dimension, the utopian dimension.  

The second part (Section 5.3) then addresses the utopian dimension, introducing utopian, 

critical thinking and action perspectives, presenting it in the context of the landholders’ 

historic biographical experiences, thus calling attention to the importance of this dimension 

within a coevolutionary perspective. Again, this discussion points to areas of future work. 

While discussing our role in it and leaving the work unfinished (Section 1.5b.iv).  

Finally, the material introduced below also intends to unite and to a certain extent validate 

some of the conclusions developed in previous chapters of this thesis (such as the 

discussion regarding the river-keeper). Further work on validation could take place in the 

future by returning to the field and presenting some of the results to the landholders. 
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5.2 Coevolution in Monfurado 

a. Long-term Social and Human-Nature Relationships in Monfurado 

i. Landscapes and social systems 

Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, particularly Section 3.3b.iii, identified divides in sectorial social 

relationships (at the level of conservation vs. farming, formal administrative vs. informal 

daily life decision-making, lay vs. expert) regarding world views, conceptualizations of 

nature, language, life standards and social stratification, life experiences, and preferred 

stream management practices. It thus became clear that, regarding stream management, 

decisions about the fate of the riparian vegetation evoked the greatest disagreement 

between these two broad social groups (Sections 2.3f and 3.3a). 

In Chapter 3, the inclusion of a long-term dimension allowed the sectorial divide to be put in 

perspective by highlighting the problems inherited from the region’s long-term social 

stratification and inequality (Section 3.4), leading to a discussion of the influence on the 

sectorial dialog, particularly lay-expert dialog and dialog with the administration (Sections 

3.3b.iii and 3.4).  

Based on this long-term perspective of dialog with the administration and with experts, it is 

interesting to explore the links to the human-nature relationship with respect to 

Mediterranean streams in this area over the same period.  

The results evidence a very well characterized clash regarding the management of riparian 

vegetation, which is polarized and simplified for the purpose of this discussion. On the one 

side, there is a conservationist perspective associated with expert ecological knowledge and 

institutional policies (such as Natura 2000), both of which insist that the riparian vegetation 

in streams should not be cleaned; instead the streams should be allowed to function 

naturally. On the other side is the continuity of more traditional practices, which allows 

cleaning of the streams by removing the shrub stratum and vegetation litter (Sections 2.3d, 

2.3f and 3.3a).  
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But then, interestingly, there is the figure of the river-keeper, a job that previously existed 

(30-50 years before the interviews, which were carried out in 2007) and was mentioned by 

three interviewees (Table 3.2). The river-keeper acted as a kind of ranger, who informed 

landholders about when they needed to clean their streams, thus ensuring – in the words of 

one interviewee: that things are cared for and not abandoned; [referring to ‘unclean’ land] 

all sad… all this likes to be cared for, see? Another interviewee stated: Listen, all the farmers 

that love their land to me are – the ones I know – ecological, organic and they do everything 

they can to keep their properties put together, cleaned and how it should be.  

This river-keeper, who represented the administration, apparently reinforced the practice 

of the traditional cleaning culture. His task might have derived from a more ancient 

practice, one could speculate, since these streams are naturally torrential and flooding must 

have been a common problem for local communities since long time. The reasons for 

cleaning may have ranged from maintaining the aesthetics associated with the surrounding 

montado landscape, to the prevention of flooding, or to ensuring that wild animals were 

kept at a distance, as discussed in Section 2.3e.  

Nevertheless, the river-keeper apparently represented the administration’s demands to 

keep the streams cleaned, which is the opposite of what happens nowadays. One 

landholder clearly addressed this point: before we were obliged to clean the stream, right? 

Before there was the river-keeper that had that function. That’s it, someone who wouldn’t 

clean, would get a fine. (…) that is past. That thing is past. Now the streams sometimes are 

cleaned, sometimes not. Last year, and the one before also, they came, they cleaned a bit, 

but left the rest undone. (…) [about who did the cleaning] It’s a… I can´t explain, it´s from the 

environment. They came here and asked for permission to clean the stream and plant tress. 

(…) It was from the environment but I can´t explain… (…) They cleaned a bit. I don´t know, 

until the dock. From the dock upstream it seems they no longer cleaned. I don´t know 

already if they did or not. [interviewer: But in your opinion it worked better before with the 

river-keeper or nowadays?] It worked better, because, I mean, who wouldn´t clean would 

get a fine, right? So they had to have it cleaned. With the end of the fines, this is never-

ending blackberry…. But now you cannot clean the streams because it’s said it ruins the 
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environment. Indeed, they are fined the same. I don´t know. Look, I can´t explain. There are 

things that we just, we don´t understand indeed. (…)  

Given that the traditional cleaning practices were accepted, the landholders are baffled by 

the political shift regarding stream management and they find absurd the introduction of a 

financial and bureaucratic character to this practice, which now involves taxes and the need 

to present projects in order to clean the streams:  it’s stupid to pay a license for something 

that contributes to the state.  

Similar culture of cleaning practices was enforced and respected at the level of the 

montado, the surrounding landscape – how could I apply [for EU agri-environmental 

subsidies, which implies no cleaning of lands] if this was full of bushes? This had bushes 

almost reaching the trees. What was needed was to clear this up and sow. (…) How could I 

apply…? Then indeed I would have let all this get ruined! 

One could speculate regarding the extent to which the emphasis on the importance of 

cleaning practices are the result of the subsidiary policies of the former administration – the 

Estado Novo (New State) –aimed at clearing the Alentejo heath and vast woodlands during 

the Wheat Campaign of the 1930s (Carmo 2007), thus possibly creating a two-sided effect in 

the region: 

i) The social expectation of a demand for intensive manual labor – as was 

discussed in Section 3.3d, versus a growing number of professionals during this 

period (Carmo 2007). The clearings have happened recurring to large handwork 

force, as captured in the words of one of the landholders: the farmers from the 

old days, they were as it should be, they would put everyone cleaning the fields 

and the streams, it wasn´t like nowadays, the problem is now you don´t have 

work, and before you did; the bread, before it worked, now why doesn´t it work? 

[i.e., why can´t you live from cultivating cereals nowadays?] 

ii) A large share of the areas cleared as a result of these policies became marginal 

lands unable to sustain agriculture. Indeed, by the 1950s it was officially 

recognized that soil degradation had reached serious proportions (WWF 2008), 
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as confirmed by subsequent policies implemented at the end of the Estado Novo 

(New State), discussed in Section 4.4b.  

The result would then be a double-sided desertification process: i.e., socially, in terms of the 

human population, and biophysically, in terms of degradation of the land. These hypotheses 

about the historical interactions between social relationships and human-nature 

relationships in this region (already introduced in Section 4.6) deserve further research.  

Almeida (2006) contextualized the Wheat Campaigns within the policies for agricultural 

promotion and protectionism that were undertaken as a consequence of the 1929 

international crisis, reflecting the European tendency of those times. According to Almeida, 

in Portugal, the crisis affected mainly the habitual demographic outflow resulting in sealed 

emigration and leading to increases in unemployment, food shortages, and worsening living 

conditions. In the Wheat Campaigns, credit was granted for planting wheat, with assured 

marketing at a fixed price. This policy was maintained until 1965. Almeida stressed that this 

strategy failed to solve the unemployment problem; instead, salaries dropped to half their 

earlier amounts. Moreover, according to Almeida, the chemical fertilizer industry and 

industries involved in the production of farm machinery enjoyed wide benefits from the 

campaign, more than the latifundia owners and tenants.  

It must nevertheless be underlined that despite this historical period, the marginal, low-

productivity areas created, and the possibly associated processes of desertification (social 

and biophysical), the montado system had historically represented a very efficient and 

rational multipurpose management system well adapted to the adverse environmental 

conditions imposed by low-quality soils and harsh climate (WWF 2008), as discussed in 

Sections 1.4, 2.2a and 3.1a.  

Moreover, those farmers who increased their production during the former regime 

complained about these policies and continue to do so today (Almeida 2006), claiming that 

the regime intended to end their social class, since, in their eyes, these policies have 

introduced external elements into a farming system, previously self-sustaining, which has 

since gradually become dependent on mechanization and fertilizers, thereby provoking the 
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exit of workers from agriculture. As a result, these policies have raised considerably the 

costs of farming and lowered the farmers’ income. It can therefore be argued that the 

introduction of fertilizing, mechanization, and capital into Alentejo farming practices led to 

the abandonment of traditional practices like the fallow rotation, thus, together with the 

use of machinery that easily destroys the shrub stratum, contributing to erosion (Almeida 

2006). 

The increasing recognition of the montado systems, developed over many human 

generations, as well-adapted economically viable multiple-use agroecosystems for 

promoting sustainable modern development in many farming areas of the Mediterranean 

Basin (Blondel 2006), was discussed in Section 1.4. But Blondel´s study calls attention to 

precisely to how this system, despite having been in use for many centuries without 

depleting either resources or social functions and serving as an example of sustainability, 

must be supported by management techniques that do not result in dramatic changes in 

certain major functions of the ecosystem. In ecological terms, this means that human-

induced changes must not go beyond the thresholds of resistance and resilience that 

characterize Mediterranean ecosystems, which would not be the case with modern 

agriculture (Blondel 2006).  

A very significant portion of the conservationist perspectives of the Alentejo is based on the 

notion that this is indeed what happened. Therefore, just as the historical process has 

shaped space, space has shaped historical processes in the sense that desertification of the 

montado initiates alterations in the social context, namely, in the appearance of the 

environmentalist discourse and land-use planning policies. 

Refocusing the discussion on the sectorial relationships regarding the streams of Monfurado 

and on human-nature relationships, it becomes clear that there is a long-standing tradition 

of cleaning practices that were initially supported (or created?) by past administrations 

through coercion (fines) but which are now prohibited or controlled by the current 

administration through bureaucracy, taxes, and fines. Regarding the effects of this policy 

transition on the streams, according to the landholders, there has been already some 
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impact on them (e.g., in the interviewees references to streams left uncleaned and the 

associated floods). At the same time, there seems to be a buffering effect resulting from the 

fact that landholders, the social actors more present and thus with the most influence, do 

not embrace fully the new policies (Sections 2.3d and 3.3a). This highlights an important 

element – physical presence – which was introduced during the interpretative analysis in 

Sections 3.3b.i and 3.3b.iii as influencing power relations in the field.  

The results of this section together indicate that between landholders’ preferred practices, 

modern conservation policies, and the role of the former river-keeper there is the basis of a 

relation between social dialog and the natural setting, thus leading us to explore the second 

group of questions in this thesis (Section 1.6a), linked to understanding the way in which 

societal organization and intra-society interactions influence the way in which we change 

nature and  interact with it. Here we have shown how different forms of social organization 

influence nature or the surrounding landscapes. In turn, culture becomes so embedded in 

these landscapes that the landscape itself influences our aesthetics and the values and 

conceptualizations concepts we associate with preferred management practices. Together, 

these ultimately shape social organization and dialogs.  

So if the human-nature relationship is important for the understanding and management of 

coevolved systems, as set out in Chapter 2, it is now possible to reinforce the collective 

dimension of the human-nature relationship, referring to it in a broad sense that includes 

social systems. 

 

ii. Stream uses and socio-economic conditions 

There is another line of discussion regarding the human-nature relationship as portrayed in 

the case study in its broad (collective) sense. 

One of the findings of this research was a transition in the social role of streams during the 

past 30-50 years (Gonzalez et al. 2009). In the past, they were essential to supplying basic 

needs, such as food (subsistence agriculture, fishing), water, and personal hygiene (clothes 
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washing and bathing); nowadays they are mostly important for one of the current main 

economic activities – extensive livestock production – and for leisure. 

This transition took place over more or less the same time period as the strong socio-

economic changes in Portugal, studied by Barreto (2004), i.e., over the past 40-50 years. The 

interview material also substantiated the difficult living conditions of the past (30-50 years 

ago) and the long-term strong inequalities and material deprivation, as also discussed in 

Section 3.3d. Moreover, past realities reported in the interviews are markedly different 

from what was possible to observe now in the field. 

This again suggests an interaction between social systems and human-nature relationships 

over time, relevant to the second group of questions of this thesis (Section 1.6a).  

The particular interest underlying this observation and suggestion is its potential meaning: is 

this a manifestation, an expression, of how our socio-economic organization (i.e., the 

paradigm of development we have chosen) implies the way we relate to nature (from its 

direct use to, possibly, the way we conceptualize it and shape it and, furthermore, the way 

it shapes us)? 

 

Altogether, although admittedly with an often speculative tone, the last two sub-sections 

resulted in  the perception of a reciprocal interaction between the biophysical component 

of Monfurado’s streams and the community’s institutional, economic, and social 

organization. The examples provided evidence the mutual influence of: i) social 

relationships and organization and ii) human-nature relationships. 

The notion that different ideas of what nature is and how it should be used generate 

different ways of organizing production and reproduction and vice-versa, of a historical, 

dialectic interaction between ideas of nature and social relationships has been well 

developed in Barca (2010). Her work narrates the transformation of society-nature 

relationships in the Liri Valley, between Naples and Rome, Italy, by looking at the Industrial 

Revolution as it occurred along the banks of the river and from the standpoint of the people 
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inhabiting and working in the region. Future developments regarding the line of discussion 

initiated in these two last sections could benefit from considering such an environmental-

history perspective. 

 

b. The local and the global in Monfurado 

The last section discussed micro and macro scales in Monfurado at the temporal level. This 

section continues this discussion at the spatial level. 

Section 3.3b.ii noted landholders’ intense dissatisfaction with the administration and the 

policies being carried in the agricultural sector. In the interviews frequent mention was 

made of: i) an excess of subsidy-driven agriculture, ii) low market prices in global trade, iii) 

EU agricultural and environmental regulation, iv) lack of organizational and interventional 

capacity aimed at better functioning of the agricultural sector, from the landholder level to 

the Portuguese government level. The introduction of these themes by landholders in the 

interviews (which were focused on the Mediterranean Streams of a Natura 2000 Site) 

clearly demonstrated how the global is embedded in the local, as pointed out in Section 

1.5b.iii and briefly developed below.  

 

i. Subsidies and global trade 

One of the key issues arising from the interviews was agricultural subsidies, as a landholder 

stated: All are looking to the subsidies. Without subsidy, nothing is done. (…) If there is no 

subsidy there is no agriculture. There is subsidy, there is agriculture. 

Another landholder stated that it would be hard to imagine agriculture without subsidies, 

relying only on market prices: you know why? Because 20 years ago you would sell a calf for 

130.000 or 140.000 escudos (…) now I sell them at the same price or less. (…) [and the costs 

are] absurd. Only in diesel, animal feed… This year only the animal feed increased I don´t 

know how much percent It is crazy. Now I have no calves fattening, I only do calves rearing. 
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But if I try to do calves fattening it gets impossible. Because then I have to sell at the same 

price, but the other producer has an historic [subsidy in the Single Payment Scheme – 

Europe’s common agricultural policy – based on the farms’ productivity reference period of 

2000-2002] and has a subsidy of 30,000 or 40,000 escudos per calf and I have none. In other 

words, even if he doesn´t make a lot of money with the calf, he earns the money from the 

subsidy. Since I have no subsidy, that’s it, I can´t make it. It isn´t worthwhile. (…) A person 

that starts today [in agriculture], dies at birth.  

The issue of global market prices was also introduced by some of the landholders, e.g.:  

- [about how cattle were more highly valued in the market and the salaries were so 

much lower around 20 years ago and the reasons for both] I don´t know if… 

because of imports. We don´t produce also… [interviewer: from Europe?] No. 

[interviewer: from abroad?] Wait, from Europe too. I just knew about these new 

countries that got in now, Romania and whatever, that are introducing meet in 

Spain. It’s not half of the price but it’s, for example, two-thirds of the price and 

Spain introduces it here. It comes a lot from France, Ireland. But they also receive 

some more subsidies than us. It’s proven they receive more subsidies than us. I 

mean… that’s it, I think there is an unfair competition. 

- Without subsidies, this isn´t worthwhile [his property]. Neither this one, nor any 

other. The problem… let’s see. They would survive without the subsidies. This thing 

of the subsidy is a mistake, but people never understood it. (…) The last wheat I 

produced I think I sold at 22.5 or 23 escudos the kilo. It was like that 30 years ago. 

How can you produce wheat? You can´t because it is the table [meaning the price is 

fixed by the state] or because no one will buy it from you. Just see in 30 years how 

much the labor costs increased, how much the diesel increased, how much the 

machinery costs… Just crazy. Therefore, they subsidize it, that’s it. But if they would 

follow, like anything else, the prices, then it wouldn´t be needed. I mean, any 

industry has to follow the prices according to the costs. (…) I mean, now with 

globalization you are here persistently producing meat and then the guys come and 

put the meat here at any price. Then comes the soya, comes… 

It was possible to decipher in the interviews the sense of a subsidy trap, with landholders on 

one the hand denouncing an excess of subsidies and subsidy-driven behavior, and on the 
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other hand expressing a sense of inescapability from subsidies, associated with concerns 

about the global market system. 

Lazo (2010) examined how, since the mid-20th century,  European globalization and 

capitalism in agriculture and food together with agro-industry have been supported and 

powered by subsidies, which currently corresponds to half of the value of agricultural 

production. It was argued that this has led to: i) a major expansion, in the “periphery”, of 

the standard food and textile industries dependent on imports of commodities at artificially 

low prices; ii) a pattern of food consumption by urban and rural low-income populations 

characterized by a growing imported and subsidized component; and iii) an enormous 

stagnation and decline in the local production of such imported crops or livestock and their 

domestic substitution in poorer countries (e.g., Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, and 

Venezuela). Lazo (2010) also pointed out that emergent non-hegemonic countries that are 

nevertheless provided with natural competitive advantages in grain, meat, milk or vegetable 

oil production (e.g., Australia, New Zealand, Argentina, Brazil, India, China) resisted that 

unfair competition for long term, but how producers of these countries had to curb their 

ability to expand its agricultural production to export or sell in the domestic market because 

they were obligated to take prices at or near the subsidized USA-Europe ones. 

Clearly, the ambiguities expressed in the interviews regarding the way in which subsidies 

change the meaning of local agricultural production and consumption patterns resonate 

with arguments regarding global food production system. This quote, from one of the 

interviewees, echoes the situation described by Lazo: Nobody wants to be in the 

countryside. The times have changed, things have changed. (…) all my people, here for 

example in the hill, they had there a backyard vegetable garden, they had potatoes, had 

garlic, had onions, had peas, had broad beans, had everything. Now the people, the life is 

changed, they went to the village, they buy the things there. Some, because they don’t want 

to work, others because the work is very hard. Others think like this: I go and work to that 

guy, I earn four or five thousand escudos, I buy the things and I don´t sow them. And that’s 

it, they go on living that way. 
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In his analysis, Lazo (2010) proposed a conversion design to replace the current single agri-

food global system, seeking the restoration of the validity of the real competitive 

advantages. The suggestion was that this process starts with a gradual dismantling of 

agricultural subsidies by the USA and EU and a transition of key products in global trade (like 

wheat, oils, poultry, dairy and cotton). 

Such a proposal might not only reduce the fragility of the current agri-food global system, 

but also contribute to resolving some of the problems related to the exposed subsidy trap 

and desertification processes in areas such as those addressed by our case study – assuming 

that it implies changes in the social meaning and function of farming activities, people, and 

rural areas. Moreover, it could also contribute to reducing global asymmetries, particularly 

regarding accumulated capital. 

Of particular interest is how subsidies, rural desertification, and accumulated capital are to 

some extent linked. 

The notion of accumulated capital appeared during the interpretative analysis, stimulated 

by a landholder’s comment: here what you earn is enough to eat, what you earn is for the 

waste of a car… (…) That’s what is confusing. Because people go there [richer country] and 

everyone gets money and us here don´t. While we earn here 600 Euros, they earn there, let’s 

say, 2000. 

Hornborg (2009) denotes how unequal world trade is fairly easy to show and the 

accumulation of money and technology in core areas of the world-system occurs at the 

expense of the natural resources, environment, and health of their peripheries. (…) The 

rationale of industrial technology is to save time and space, but a global analysis reveals the 

extent to which this is achieved at the expense of (underpaid) human time and natural space 

elsewhere in the world (Hornborg 2009). For an analysis of the world development and 

global asymmetries in the long run, see the work of Maddison (2001). Hornborg (2009) 

referred to Fischer-Kowalski’s calculations of the physical trade balances of nations and the 

European Union, based on translating international commodity flows into weight, which 

showed that core nations import much more weight (materials) than they export, while the 
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converse applies to “periphery” of the world-system. Hornborg also referred to Mario Pérez 

Rincón, who has shown that Colombia’s deteriorating physical balance over several decades 

can be explained by falling prices for its primary exports. 

It can be argued that areas like the one in our case study, clearly included in the above-

mentioned beneficiated core areas, are trapped in a paradigm of development and foreign 

policy strategies; consequently, they are under a subsidy rebound effect. On the one hand, 

low price imports allow the accumulation of capital, a general improvement in living 

standards, and easy access to consumption. On the other hand, they introduce socio-

economic changes and increase imports and competitive demand so rapidly that production 

in the primary sector, even powered by subsidies, frequently cannot adapt and compete 

and may instead diminish and lose local social meaning and function. This in turn 

contributes to the rural desertification processes, so widespread in Europe. Many other 

factors, such as those connected to modern agriculture and the effectiveness of subsidies or 

the more recent trends regarding desertification processes and global food production and 

distribution, e.g., would need to be considered as well to make this discussion viable. 

Nevertheless, these field-based observations deserved to be denoted and signal lines for 

future work. 

 

 

It may appear that the discussion in this section moves us away from the main subject of 

this work, linked to social-ecological changes in the conservation processes taking place in 

the Mediterranean streams of Monfurado. If we consider the key role of agriculture and 

rural desertification processes in those changes, it becomes clearer this is not the case. In 

the conservation of private rural areas like Monfurado, agricultural and environmental 

problems and agendas are inherently associated and they naturally reflect their global 

context, in terms of modern agriculture, the global agri-food-system, and consumption 

patterns. 
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This point of the discussion relates to the above discussed paradigms of development and 

the second general question of this work. It is interesting to note the extent to which this 

question’s scale can be broadened; that is, the rebound effect of subsidies and the 

desertification processes observed in our case study, and more generally in Europe, for 

example, can be placed in direct relation to the way in which international markets are 

organized globally (and to some extent shaped by the European agenda itself). The 

previously discussed relation between social organization and relationship with nature is 

maintained across these several spatial levels. 

 

ii. The agricultural sector 

The diminished importance given to primary production in wealthy countries suggested in 

the previous section might be risky in the sense that the way of life in these countries 

becomes highly unsustainable, fragile and dependent, while at the same time raising food 

sovereignty and food security issues. Paraphrasing Hornborg’s (2009) consideration of 

hydrocarbons, it may be seen as, an illusory emancipation from land.  

Concerns regarding the “end” of agriculture were strongly emphasized by the interviewed 

farmers, as briefly explored in Section 3.3b.i regarding: i) the difficulties of keeping 

agricultural workers in the countryside and ii) the ambiguity the landholders revealed when 

they expressed the sadness and sense of foolishness associated with a dying rural and 

agricultural world, but at the same time acknowledging that the next generations should 

invest their energies somewhere else. Almeida (2006), working in another region in the 

Alentejo, found the same ambiguity in her interviews.  

As expressed by one interviewee:  because we eat from the ground and it is owing to 

agriculture that we are here; it isn´t from construction, right? [the interviewee had referred 

earlier to the many agricultural workers who had left the countryside to work in 

construction] We don’t eat walls, we don´t eat lime, we don´t eat those things. Instead we 

eat from the ground, right? Because we say, the animal, it wanders around biting the 
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ground. We are not biting around over there, but we crouch and catch things with our hands 

instead, and it is from the ground as well. The animal does it directly, catches it with its 

mouth. We do it with our hands. And then we treat it and we eat it, but it comes from the 

same place, it comes from the ground as well. So of course I think the positive side would be 

that agriculture continues and there are people working in agriculture. But that’s it, it won´t 

work. (...) the young man not wanting to work, that’s how we say here, here in the 

countryside… the young man today doesn´t… that’s it, they don´t want this and they do well 

for that. (…) Today (…) a person getting into agriculture finds troubles. So I say a young man 

that thinks about getting into agriculture needs to know how to do everything and even that 

one finds troubles, because… (…) I feel that today the youngsters should avoid getting into it. 

I think they do well for that. Because if they get something else where they have a 

guaranteed job, then all right. That is hard today. Today it is already hard to get a job. 

To a certain extent, the previously discussed subsidies avoid this disinvestment in 

agriculture, but it leaves the question whether primary production is being maintained by 

the subsidies or not. More information than provided in this research would be needed to 

answer this question, but the generalized notion of an inefficient way in which subsidies are 

distributed is indicative of the very problems at the agricultural production level: 

- The only problem is that agriculture, the way we are doing it, provides no benefit 

- This is the way to happily impoverish. (…) agriculture is misguided, they don´t know 

themselves what they want. 

-  [if subsidies are being well applied] I think not, because if they would live from the 

land as in the old times, there would be many more things. Like this, no. They pay 

millions and millions of thousand escudos and of Euros for people to do nothing and 

the people do nothing. (…) A lot [is being lost]. Because this, if one day the subsidies 

from Brussels end, we will be completely lost [in Portuguese ‘a patinar em seco’]. 

You can be sure of that. Because no one is structured with agricultural machinery 

ready to start. No one. They have cattle and such, a tractor is bought with a fork to 

work, spreading around some feed to the cattle, and that’s it, nothing else. What do 

you see sown all over those areas? You don´t see anything, neither greens, nor… 
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- This thing of the historic… hey, I don´t know who has enunciated that, but who did 

it, knew about everything but agriculture. Equal to who attributed the subsidies. (…) 

The subsidy the way they gave it I think is crazy. (…) ah, the subsidies… that was 

done for half a dozen of them. 

- [in the 1990s] there began the subsidies. The states started giving subsidies to the 

owners for them not to sow, right? I don´t know for which reasons. (…) But one 

thing is true, I have always said and today I’m saying it again: the state is giving 

subsidies, but this is not how they should be given. Because it gives the subsidies… 

neither they make use of it, nor do we. We make no use of it. [and goes on to 

explain how agriculture has ceased and why in his view this is the case]. 

Many contradictions in the way agricultural sector subsidies are distributed, e.g., towards 

agricultural production or towards biodiversity and landscape conservation, were 

highlighted during the interviews and need further study, specifically regarding the 

effectiveness of agricultural subsidies, as exemplified above, and of agri-environmental 

schemes in conserving biodiversity, a topic highly discussed on the literature (e.g., Kleijn and 

Sutherland 2003). The important point is to give voice to the concerns generated by the 

process of a dying agricultural sector, as perceived in the field in 2007, and to highlight the 

important impacts of this process in terms of paradigms of development, social 

relationships and broad-based human-nature relationships. 

   

iii. Paradigms of Development 

Tienhaara (2010) pointed out in her analysis A tale of two crises, that insufficient attention 

(from politicians, international organizations and NGOs) has been paid to the underlying 

causes of the economic and environmental crisis (according to the author, debt and 

consumption), which, she observes, are unlikely to change: The principal response to the 

economic crisis has been to find ways to return individual economies and the global 

economy to a path of growth. (…) this means that, ultimately, any recovery (no matter how 

‘green’ on paper) will be at odds with long-term environmental sustainability. Tienhaara 

explored the way in which the two crises faced by humanity – financial and environmental – 
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are interlinked although ostensibly distinct: Unsustainable consumption, at the heart of the 

environmental crisis, is driven to a large extent by unsustainable debt, which creates 

financial instability. She then discussed how the relationship between the two crises 

provides both opportunities and threats to achieving long-term economic and ecological 

sustainability.  

Referring to the simultaneous convergence of many crises, Max-Neef (2010) asked: What 

are we facing in our world today? He outlined the conclusions of the Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations (FAO) report in October 2008 shows that hunger affects 

1000 million people worldwide and that approximately 30,000 billion (thousand million) 

dollars annually would suffice to save those lives; at the same time, the concerted action of 

six central banks (USA, EU, Japan, Canada, UK, and Switzerland) has resulted in the 180,000 

million dollar rescue of the financial markets in order to save private banks. Additionally, the 

US Senate initially approved 700,000 million dollars and two weeks later another 850,000 

million dollars. By September 2009, the rescue package had grown to ~ 17 trillion (million 

millions) dollars. According to Max-Neef: The obvious question arises: where was that 

money? (…) Seventeen trillion dollars divided by the 30 billion the FAO estimates as enough 

for overcoming world hunger, instead of saving private banks, could generate 566 years of a 

world without hunger. 

Max-Neef (2010) argued that solutions to the financial crisis instead reside in a paradigm 

shift regarding the dominant economic models. Such a shift requires turning away from 

economic growth at any cost. Transition must be towards societies that can adjust to 

reduced level of production and consumption, favoring localized systems of economic 

organization. 

Furthermore, Max-Neef (2010) described the mythology that supports the dominant 

paradigm and enunciated a set of postulates and a principle that could serve as a basis for 

an alternative economy, showing that economies based on such postulates are already 

being practiced in many countries, at the local, regional, and municipal levels. He argues an 

alternative human scale economy based in those postulates is feasible, despite the 
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dominating scene today being the opposite. Finally, the author concludes that one can only 

hope that after a probable gigantic catastrophe provoked by the insistence of more of the 

same, a dramatic cultural shift may occur. 

 

The discussion in Section 5.2b remains to be substantiated by further research, but its 

objective (concordant with the notion of unfinished reality in Section 1.5b.iv) was to signal 

the hypotheses resulting from both the interpretative analysis and the field regarding the 

social-ecological effects of subsidies in the ambit of the desertification processes and the 

need to consider development paradigms and the human-nature relationship in a broad, 

collective, sense.  

 

5.3 Opening-up coevolution 

The previous sections presented information indicative of the links between the different 

components of this research, specifically, human-nature and long-term social relationships, 

and therefore the consideration of interactions between social organization and nature. 

This was discussed at the landscape (Section 5.2a.i), functional (Section 5.2a.ii), global 

(Section 5.2b, in particular, 5.2b.i) and policy (Section5.2b.ii) levels. Although all these 

separate discussions are mainly about gathering and crossing the results obtained in this 

research and mapping out future work, they can be seen as elements contributing to: i) the 

recognition of a coevolving dynamics in Monfurado, ii) the signaling of two major important 

lines of discussion. 

The first of those two lines is linked to the modern meaning of nature and is discussed 

below, in Section 5.3b. The second was briefly introduced in Section 5.2b.iii and is discussed 

in the next Section (5.3a). It is linked to the paradigm of development that emerges from 

the previously discussed line of thinking – desertification processes, agriculture subsidies, 

consumption patterns, global asymmetries and the effects on our relationship with nature. 

All of these in turn reflect the concentration of human populations in urban areas, 
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emptiness and impoverishment in rural areas, the cultural and the ecological effects of the 

abandonment of millennial management practices in fields, and especially an associated 

generational gap in know-how and culture. This can be understood as an unsustainable 

lock-in, using the term suggested by Kallis and Norgaard (2010).  

As highlighted, Section 5.2 identified a coevolving dynamics in Monfurado, in which social 

organization and the relationships of humans to nature are linked. If it is already of interest 

to examine these mutually influential changes arising from coupled human and natural 

systems in the long term, it becomes even more interesting if we appreciate the underlying 

possibility for introducing collectively desired social-ecological changes into the series of 

coevolutionary positive feedbacks. The significance of this view becomes obvious in the 

context of an unsustainable lock-in. Accordingly, Section 5.3a links the preceding discussion 

with coevolutionary theory and critical utopian action research thinking, both introduced in 

Chapter 1. 

 

a. Coevolution and Critical Utopian Action Research 

i. Unsustainable lock-ins and endogenous change 

The path-dependency and lock-in thesis was examined by Norgaard (1994): To a 

considerable extent, the evidence to date suggests that the coevolution of modern 

knowledge and social structure has been a process of locking in, of mutual reinforcement of 

organizational structure and patterns of thinking, rather than a process of continually 

breaking out and redefining.  

Elaborating on the notion of lock-in, it may be useful to refer to Norgaard’s (1994) rooting of 

the concept in evolutionary theory, with evolution interpreted as a process occurring at 

widely varying rates. He denotes the dominant view among evolutionary theorists is that 

groups of interacting species, at different times and places, have periods during which they 

share many characteristics which fit together. During these periods when traits have evolved 

such that they can be thought of as, metaphorically speaking, locked together, evolutionary 
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change is slow. Locked together, the characteristics of each species in the groups reflect the 

characteristics of the other species in the group. Norgaard continued by explaining how the 

introduction of a genetic trait or species from another area or by a mutation in one species 

which proves fit may initiate change and accelerate evolution. As the group becomes 

“unlocked,” criteria for fitness change significantly, and with new selection criteria, 

evolution can occur more rapidly. The important point is that whatever the source, the new 

fit characteristic of species, or the loss of characteristics or whole species, puts new selective 

pressures on the other species. When these new selective pressures are sufficient that they 

unlock the interactive fitness of the group, evolutionary change can be fast (Norgaard 1994).  

In the ambit of the environmental sciences, this process can explain the failure to adopt 

greener technologies, even when such technologies are superior to existing variants. In this 

thesis, a technological variant that for some reason – historical or mere luck – gains an early 

lead over its competitors may become the dominating standard and lock-out alternatives 

(Kallis and Norgaard 2010). In the context of this study, Norgaard’s (1994) statement 

provides another illustration of how different interacting components fitting together can 

become locked-in and thereby support a specific path: To the extent the cosmos is best 

understood as coevolving, fixed property rules, such as the rights to pollute, will eventually 

contribute to environmental problems and unsustainability.  

If the coevolutionary perspective can readily be thought of as providing their own change 

from within, or endogenously, in which species evolve in response to changes in each other 

rather than a predetermined physical niche and therefore all evolutionary direction is lost, 

as Norgaard argued and was discussed in Chapter 1, then individuals and collectives may 

contribute to the coevolutionary path, i.e., they may become originary points contributing 

to the positive feedbacks presented in Chapter 1.  

Norgaard (1994) recognized: Against this process [of locking-in], we must acknowledge that 

environmentalism has seriously challenged this order and that cultural pluralism may 

unlock it yet. Similarly: As we acquire understanding and intervene with newly acquired 

concepts of management, we change the coevolutionary path of the system, making our 
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new insights and management concepts obsolete. Moreover to recognizing, he impels this, 

by stating additional coevolutionary potential remains. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, this is the point at which critical utopian action research (Nielsen 

and Nielsen 2006) contributes a particularly important perspective: it creates an internal 

tension between what is and what should be at the collective level. This may provide the 

necessary workspace to collectively approach and probe the coevolutionary direction to be 

insisted on, within specific contexts. Furthermore, it provides tools for this contribution. Of 

particular relevance in this ambit, we argue, are the consideration of a utopian dimension 

and the capacity to engage in it and to act collectively. 

It is important at this point to recall that social learning processes and social imagination 

were identified as key practice-oriented concepts in the theory of Nielsen and Nielsen 

(2006), and that in our imagination we work with the contradictions and ambivalences. In 

our imagination we can open up the possibility for actions and change as possible answers 

to difficulties. But in our everyday life we do not very often have the possibility 

systematically to develop social imagination (Nielsen and Nielsen 2006). The idea is that 

action research can create arenas –“free spaces” – in which social imagination may find 

more fertile soil than in the structure of everyday life. The following section develops this 

approach. 

 

ii. Biographical knowledge, critical thinking and utopia in Monfurado 

In the context of biographical experience, Chapter 4 discussed the contribution of past 

tensions between utopia and practice to the production of knowledge and the generation of 

transforming practices. These, in turn, have the potential to change our present social 

relationships, the management of common resources, processes involved in coupled human 

and natural systems, and perhaps the type of interactions established in coevolutionary 

processes. The chapter also explored the potential of the methodology “systematization of 

experiences” in doing so (Section 4.5). 



  

182    |    Interpreting Change in Human-Nature and Long-Term Social Relationships 

The current section highlights two ways in which this may happen. The first concerns what 

was illustrated in Chapter 4 (specifically, in Sections 4.5 and 4.6):  Collectively working on 

past experiences that deal with utopia and practice, including past processes of experienced 

changes, in a structured way (such as systematization methodology) creates the space to 

critically reflect about the process itself and the role one had in it. In doing so, it allows the 

re-consideration of criteria and values, lessons learned, current aspirations, and current 

practices. This type of exercise potentially generates transforming practices. This would be a 

clear cut way to derive benefit from experiences: a critical re-orientation of our 

transforming practices (with implicit tension between practice and utopia). 

A second way in which experiences may contribute to the present and future regards the 

way experiences may influence our relationship with change, as discussed in Sections 4.5 

and 4.6. These sections argued that relationship with change may be strongly influenced by 

biographical experience: Was this experience one of mostly opening-up, or one of mostly 

shutting-down possibilities?  

In this line of thinking, the current section extends this discussion to the importance that 

our relationship with change might have in our access to utopian dimensions: why would 

one aspire, dream, if things can only happen in a specific, determined, way? 

In considering access to utopian dimensions, an important reference is Ernst Bloch’s 

concept of Not-Yet-Conscious. The Not-Yet is the way the future inscribes the present and 

expands it (Santos undated). It is concrete possibility (potentiality) and capacity (potency) 

that re-determines everything it touches; an anticipatory consciousness (Santos undated).  

Bloch differentiates the No-Longer-Conscious from the Not-Yet-Conscious. The former is 

linked to past desire and past experience, to what was, which nevertheless does not cease 

to exist or to influence, even when it is not immediately conscious (Bloch 2000).  

Matters stand differently, nevertheless, with the hoping that turns what was experienced 

forward, above all with the hope that lives in us as the “quietest”, “deepest” longing, that 

accompanies us as the “waking dream” of some demystification, some nameless, uniquely 
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right fulfillment (Bloch 2000). The Not-Yet is linked to our internal vertical movement, where 

the world of the soul can appear, where we go towards the interpretation of our waking 

dream, toward the implementation of the central concept of utopia: will the right thing 

finally be delivered? Thus that open questioning, effervescent, covert uncovering opens up 

everywhere new life begins, as the expectance of emergence as such. (…) What could the art 

of revealing beginnings still mean here? Does not in truth an originary point lie here, which 

begins to glow by itself within human love, artistic genius? What life promised us, we want 

to keep it here above, for life: and never can this “unconsciousness” of an entirely different 

kind, this living, hoping, intuiting directed forward, this striving out of the darkness into the 

light, this in truth not yet conscious essence, as the “unconscious” of the completely other 

side, high above, be reduced to the moonlit landscape of what was. (Bloch 2000)  

Bloch invites us to concentrate on the most neglected category in modern science: the 

possibility (Santos undated): Possibility is the movement of the world. 

The Not-Yet refers to possibility, to the influence our aspirations have on the lived moment, 

to the way they reveal beginnings. In the Not-Yet-Conscious we are open to our dreams and 

aspirations from where we stand, which may change the possibilities one has in mind in the 

present, enriching it. In turn, newborn, enriched, possibilities change our present. 

Returning to the above discussion on the influence of biographical experiences on our 

relationship with change, and the latter’s influence on our openness and access to utopian 

dimensions: Dealing with biographical experiences may be seen as a way to take care of our 

relationship with change, enabling us to open-up to an anticipatory consciousness, to the 

Not-Yet. This was one of the aims of Chapter 4, to call attention to the importance of 

dealing with collective frustration (Sections 4.4c and 4.5).  

Seen in this way, in biographical experience in Monfurado lies a key to allowing the 

recognition of utopia in the pessimistic description of the world (“pessimist fatalism” in 

Section 1.5b.ii) perceived in the field. In experience lies knowledge of the world. In 

experience lies tremendous fuel to drive coevolutionary potential, by allowing us to better 

know practice and by providing us the freedom to aspire. 
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This is in line with Santos’ (undated) proposal of a sociology of emergences, presided over 

by the Not-Yet concept and searching for a more equilibrated relation between experience 

and expectation. For Santos, this means expanding the present and shortening the future: It 

is not about minimizing expectations; instead, it is about radicalizing expectations based on 

real possibilities and capacities, here and now. Santos highlighted the way in which modern 

expectations were grand in abstract, falsely infinite and universal. The expectations 

legitimized by the sociology of emergences are contextual, because they are measured by 

concrete possibilities and capacities.  

Santos (undated) argued that the sociology of emergences consists of a symbolic 

amplification of knowledge, practices, and agents. Such amplification is in the end a form of 

sociological imagination that on the one hand tries to better realize the conditions of hope 

and possibility and on the other tries to define action principles that promote those 

conditions (Santos undated). The symbolic amplification guided by the sociology of 

emergences intends to analyze within a specific practice, experience, or form of knowledge 

what it contains as a tendency or future possibility; it acts both on the possibilities and on 

the capacities, identifying signs, tracks, or traces of futures in everything that exists (Santos 

undated).  

In the sociology of emergences, Santos highlighted the imperative to take care of the future, 

because it is impossible to armor hope against frustration, advent against nihilism, 

redemption against disaster, in sum, because hope is impossible without the chance of the 

coffin – as Bloch stated, a coffin is waiting beside each hope (Santos undated). The axiology 

of progress is in this way substituted by the axiology of care (Santos undated). 

The discussion developed thus far in this section refers back to the ideas presented in 

Section 1.5b.ii, in the ambit of the critical utopian action research of Nielsen and Nielsen 

(2006). Social learning processes and social imagination were pointed out as key practice-

oriented concepts in their approach. The importance of social imagination for the current 

research was denoted, as the authors stated: In our imagination we work with the 
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contradictions and ambivalences. In our imagination we can open up the possibility for 

actions and change as possible answers to difficulties.  

Sardar (2010) also framed the importance of social imagination: The most important 

ingredients for coping with postnormal times, as Cilliers suggests and I would argue, are 

imagination and creativity. Why? Because we have no other way of dealing with complexity, 

contradictions and chaos. Imagination is the main tool, indeed I would suggest the only tool, 

which takes us from simple reasoned analysis to higher synthesis. While imagination is 

intangible, it creates and shapes our reality; while a mental tool, it affects our behavior and 

expectations. Montuori (2011) highlighted a shift in the way creativity is conceptualized 

from individual expression to community involvement and from a focus on major 

contributions of individual geniuses to everyday creativity, which is not limited to the arts 

and sciences: The notion of everyday creativity suggests creativity can occur in everyday life, 

and does not have to take the form of a major work of art or scientific discovery. This opens 

up the possibility of the recognition of creativity as a phenomenon that can permeate every 

dimension of life.  

Nielsen and Nielsen’s (2006) proposal of a practical interpretation of critical theory in critical 

utopian action research precisely bridges the utopian dimension being discussed with 

respect to everyday life. In this ambit, it is important to highlight again the authors’ 

reference to the work of Ernst Bloch and their observation that only the utopian flows in 

everyday life can open up the possibility for social change (Nielsen and Nielsen 2006). In this 

approach, the authors highlighted the importance of combining utopian future-oriented 

ideas and sketches with work regarding social imagination, as the essential link between 

critical analysis of authoritarian and instrumentalist culture and democratic change, which 

in turn is linked to Robert Jungk’s work (which has roots in Ernst Bloch) (Nielsen and Nielsen 

2006). 

Finally, the work of Selman et al. (2010) has been directed at “recovering” a river in a 

former industrial area of northern England using arts-based methods to actively involve 

people in shared learning experiences, which they labeled “imaginative engagement”. They 
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reported that this kind of tool holds promise, with participants in the workshops finding the 

process to be a positive experience and reporting changes in their knowledge, attitudes, 

and actions about the use and management of river environments locally and more 

generally. The potential of arts and of social learning and action tools for working with 

collective imagination, learning, and action, in line with the above discussion, is of great 

interest for further research. 

 

b. Re-interpreting nature 

we have been asking from objective science something it could not 

possibly deliver and should not even try to deliver              (Latour 2007) 

I have shown at great length in Politics of Nature (Latour, 2004), 

ecology will succeed only if it is not a re-entry into nature – this mixed 

bag of narrowly defined concepts – but if it gets out of it. (…) I am 

convinced that the project is feasible, precisely because Europe, by fast 

losing its exaggerated dominion, has also lost some of its hubris that 

had made its pretence at defining universality for all the others so 

cheap and so incoherent. Moments of weakness are a great occasion 

to finally come to grips with what we hold most dearly.    (Latour 2010) 

In this section, we seek to create a space in which to reflect on the meaning of nature but 

also to challenge it. In order to do this, we refer below to Maria Filomena Molder’s 

contribution, published in Molder (2007). 

Molder began by highlighting the double comprehension of nature that was established 

during the 18th century: nature as a concept and nature as an idea. The first is a 

spontaneous production of our understanding. The second, in opposition to the first, 

implies that there is in nature an excess in relation to our understanding. That excess may 

be either reduced by the conceptual effort or admitted. When admitted, it becomes an 

idea. An idea, according to Kant, is an imaginary focus. The idea provides a path for our 
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orientation towards an intimate, sentimental bond with nature, ultimately revealed as a 

form of self-knowledge. Recognizing nature as an idea comes with discovering that there is 

also an excess in us able to recognize the excess that nature is.  

After Kant, these two conceptualizations were fixed to such an extent that nature as a 

concept outpaced. Molder argues that the reason for this resides in the fact that in such 

forms of opposition the element supported by the spontaneity of understanding prevails. 

Moreover, when such oppositions are fixed, imaginative focus, i.e., the imaginative light, 

suffers from that fixation because a fixed idea is a dead idea. Therefore, there is a tendency 

for nature as a concept to stand out. The value of the conceptual fixation is operational, i.e., 

it changes the world, changes nature into a model, and diverts us from living sources. 

There is an excess in us equivalent to the excess in nature. Below is a translation of the 

maxim Goethe wrote  to a friend, Schlosser, in 1815 (Molder 2007), in which he expressed: 

a. There is in nature everything there is in the individual 

y. and yet something else. 

b. There is in the individual everything there is in nature 

z. and yet something else. 

b. may know a., but y. may only be sensed through z. Here ensues the equilibrium 

between the world and the life circle we are voted to. 

There is the danger of confusing the two levels, or even worse, of reducing the sensing level 

to the knowing level in the un-recognition of “something else”, in the un-recognition of a 

trusting expectation of a community superior to knowledge. In this case, our excess in 

relation to nature becomes destructive power. This power can be controlled, subject to 

rules – rationalized – and, to a certain extent, we have modern science, Molder argues: 

Science knows no limits. 

So, as Molder pointed out, modern nature-conservation theses can destroy nature not only 

because nature is transformed into a system of objects constituted by our own operations, 

but because this kind of rationality prevents any other form of rational expression. 
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There must be something that breaks this magical circle of rationality, which is destructive if 

there is nothing that exceeds it, and which will be supremely destructive if it moreover 

admits nothing exceeds it. (Molder 2007) 

 

5.4 Conclusion 

The two last sections (5.3a.ii and 5.3b) highlight the importance of recognizing and dealing 

with the “excess” in us and in nature. The capacity to interact with this abstract dimension 

in us, in the present, and the recognition of the importance of this excess was a major 

finding of this research. It is about approaching the borders of rationality.  

This leads to a discussion on the role of the humanities in the ambit of coevolutionary paths 

and in environmental science (or for science and for democracy in a broader sense). The 

humanities may hold great potential in opening-up and creating possibilities and 

movement, in creating originary points, to refer to the above treated Bloch’s Not-Yet. Thus, 

the present research points out the benefits of cooperation with the arts and with collective 

processes of learning, imagination, and action linked to utopian dimensions in dealing with 

this excess. 

In Section 1.1, a direction towards pluralist, non-border perspectives was established: multi-

disciplinary, then inter-disciplinary, followed by trans-disciplinary dialog. Articulating with 

the arts can be seen as a further step towards a more integral approach to understanding 

and to reality. 

This disciplinary “bridging” is the key exercise of a non-border approach (Section 1.6a) and it 

is important to our ability to potentiate the immense amount of accumulated knowledge, 

world views, and especially accumulated experiences. 

The significance of a critical utopian action research approach in coevolutionary processes 

and thinking, especially at a collective level, has been argued. The key argument in this 

ambit is the role of this approach in potentiating endogenous change and adding to the roll 
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of positive feedback mechanisms, i.e., introducing and insisting on a way forward, thus 

creating tension and movement. To highlight this is to value the human capacity to initiate 

such a movement and to contribute to the “state of things”.  

An important difference to be highlighted is that this is not about revisiting progress. This 

research is concordant with the substitution of the axiology of progress by an axiology of 

care, as proposed by Boaventura Sousa Santos (Section 5.3a.ii). The introduction chapter 

clearly pointed out how we approach reality in an undetermined and unfinished way and 

how we value and are open to an infinite set of possibilities (Section 1.5b.iv). This notion of 

the unfinished reality applies to both action and research.  

In pointing out the human capacity to initiate movement, our aim is mainly to highlight that 

we are not passive, but rather active elements in coevolution; we have a role, and most 

importantly, we have the realm of possibility. This is the most important lesson to be 

learned from this research: recognizing and highlighting the added value of the capacity to 

aspire, critically think, and act.  

Recognizing the human capacity to add value to processes is to trust in humanity. It is a 

matter of trusting, but moreover it is a matter of insisting that humanity is trustworthy. 

More importantly, it is about a continuous setting of the best possibilities we may be; i.e., it 

is about demanding the best of ourselves, and in the end, paraphrasing Paul Roth, it is about 

choosing what we want to live with.  
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No Longer 

This work has presented an interpretation of change in human-nature and long-term social 

relationships based around the Mediterranean Streams of a Natura 2000 Site. 

It looked at how conservation implementation efforts brought into the open conflicts 

between the differing perspectives farming and conservation sectors have on how those 

streams should be managed.  

The way streams are used, conceptualized and shaped by local people was characterized in 

detail in section 2.3. The way the conservation perspective conceptualizes streams values 

and proposes they should be managed is detailed in the ecological assessment performed 

and related discussion sections 2.3a, 2.3c and 2.3f. The exploration of both of these 

different forms of interpreting and interacting with nature make it clear, as is detailed at the 

end of Chapter 2, that environmental change and social change go together more often 

than not: 

If the information above referred is at the core of human-nature relationships, it is also at 

the core of social relationships. Why? This exploration has showed that although the values 

given to different stream features, as well as the preferred management practices, are 

clearly in conflict (linked to the management practices on the shrub stratum in riparian 

forests), other values and practices exist that are not in conflict, that are in fact held in 

common (linked to the way the tree stratum is considered and managed). This is explained 

in detail in 2.3f.  

The question that arises therefore is: how can it then be the case that a compromise has not 

yet been reached? The field experience of the conflict suggested that, as has also been 

noted by Delgado et al. (2009) in their work, the people involved do not know each other 

enough to make it possible. The dialog between the two groups involved is poor. The level 

of interactions is increasing, but still insufficient.  
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This led to a second block of analysis that aimed to characterize social relationships, and to 

better understand the interactions between people involved in different sectorial groups 

(environment and farming). 

What the analysis and the field experience revealed was that worldviews, knowledge types, 

life experiences, conceptions of nature and of human-nature relationship and motivations 

towards the space were different between these two sectorial groups. But beyond that, 

there was another practical divide making interaction more difficult and confrontation less 

fruitful (and perhaps subsequently the compromise and creation of new values, criteria or 

rules, hybridized, newborn). This practical divide relates to societal stratification: the 

interpretative analysis presented in Chapter 3 showed that relational connectedness overall 

is low. Relational connectedness refers to bonds, activities and resources between social 

actors. Adding to different interests and motivations referred to above, the language and 

the forms of communication and action between the two groups identified are different. 

The social circles of the people belonging to these groups do not mix, in particular when it 

regards the employees group. There are marked differences in literacy, in age, in lifestyles 

and partially in living standards – reported with regard to income and to access to 

agricultural funds. There is perception of strong conflict and unequal conditions (rules, 

opportunities and resources) for different social actors, contributing to a bi-polarized way of 

thinking about society: the “rich and powerful” and the “poor and powerless”. Differences 

are both material and symbolic and mirror significant levels of relative deprivation amongst 

the Portuguese, found in the literature. Section 3.3c exposes this in detail and 3.4 continues 

discussing it. Future perspectives of change in social interactions regarding this sectorial 

divide (necessarily inheriting the above cited tensions and bi-polarization) are discussed at 

the end of Chapter 3 (section 3.4a), looking forward to a dialogical improvement that 

unlocks conflict development regarding stream management and which seems to have been 

started already. 

Finally, a third block of information (and not an analysis in this case) organizes existing 

biographical knowledge about the agrarian reform and the counter agrarian reform, themes 

that have emerged spontaneously in the interviews. The point of this chapter (Chapter 4) is 
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not to “do” history, nor to discuss what has happened. Instead it intends to start the 

discussion about what is the Monfurado daily life present of these historical processes: It 

provides information that sheds light on what this history means for the lives of a few 

people in Monfurado and compares it to that of others in the Alentejo. The effects it may 

have on long-term social relationships are discussed in sections 4.3a and 4.5: e.g., it affects 

dialog regarding common matters like the way streams are managed and how to maintain 

any other common resources (section 4.3).  

Beyond that, it focuses on what it may mean to the way processes of change are perceived 

by people: It starts a discussion on the influence biographical knowledge may have on the 

relationship with change (in particular societal change), having as a departure ones’ own 

experience. In doing so it signals the apparent importance of this historical episode, of the 

experienced process, for the local lives in a general way and for the way change is 

perceived; as well as the potential of the Systematization of Experiences methodology for 

dealing with biographical experience. At the end, this interpretation looks forward to 

studying how relationship with change (social, political, ecological) affects socio-political 

attitudes and behavior of local people.  

 

 

Not Yet 

An interpretation of humans and nature in Mediterranean Streams of Monfurado Natura 

2000 Site has been presented. But where this work may be “opening-up” – trying to enlarge 

the present with the future, to use Boaventura Sousa Santos reading of Ernst Bloch´s Not 

Yet – is in the underlying thinking along that interpretation. 

This refers to the worldview that has been constructed, inspired by and following several 

authors and thinkers referred to in Chapter 1, partially in Chapter 4, and in Chapter 5 (as a 

continuation of and response to Chapter 1 in light of the results above described). 
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The construction of this worldview resulted from a translation process which took place 

along the whole work, with its origin within environmental sciences. It reflected a 

translatory movement starting in ecotoxicology and ecology, moving on to the thinking and 

empiricism of people present in the field (mostly farmers and employees), incorporating 

action research and qualitative social research and looking forward to the influence of arts 

and humanities at the very end. In its end, the awareness of what remains to be done got 

larger than it was at the beginning. 

Out of a complex coupled human-nature pluriverse - adopting Latour’s interpretation of 

William James’ pluriverse as a world freed from being defined by only one mode of 

existence (section 1.5b) – and of “integration problems” (Chapter 1) which claim the need 

of: i) pluralism, horizontality and connectedness (amongst humans and beyond); ii) 

attention and respect to be given to the particular (to the micro, and to the macro 

embedded in it); iii) openness and recognition of the centrality of change, i.e., recognition of 

reality – constructed or not, material and immaterial – as a series of movements, more or 

less intense, more or less opposite, with configurations always changing. All of these claims 

are developed in detail in Chapter 1. 

Out of this claims, demanded by the pluriverse and originating “integration needs”, the 

work presented here has created a framework that tries to respond to them by diminishing 

conceptual borders and barriers between traditions and institutions both in knowledge and 

in practice, with the objective of potentiating the experiences, knowledge and methods 

existing there, and expand them into the promiscuous ambit of the pluriverse. This was the 

major concern in this work: advancing in integration, translation, articulation of different 

modes of existence (after Latour’s terminology) to contribute to new insights, 

understandings, questions and practices in the pluriverse.  

This framework prioritizes the practice window as the means to make easier the effort of 

considering in equal weight such different modes of existence. It tries to know, respect and 

articulate their different identities, values, criteria, rationales and rules. It did so in 
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responding to a request from the pluriverse (1.5.b), in dealing with the pluriverse: Doesn´t 

the strongest motivation to keep oneself in translatory movement lies in such a request? 

So it did not intend to add to any well established disciplinary body of knowledge, but 

instead to advance in integration. This had a price: it made it possible to speed up 

translatory motion and gain depth and density regarding the bigger picture; but it also 

meant that less consideration was given to in-depth analysis and detail of the particular 

processes of the pluriverse. It was a choice. If this approach is inadequate to answer specific 

scientific questions, it is adequate to answer other recent environmental challenges forcing 

science to deal with a pluriverse. 

But where is the Not Yet?  

This framework has resulted in emphasizing the human capacity to make a difference in 

coevolutionary paths. Humans and nature are aggregated and determine each other, 

Norgaard’s coevolutionary perspective (1994) says. They are aggregated in mutual 

reinforcement because they entered a specific path, working within specific interaction 

mechanisms, and not because it is the wisest choice, because they are rational, or because 

that’s how it is. Environmentalism and intercultural pluralism may unlock those paths, 

Norgaard’s coevolutionary perspective adds. Indeed, we have followed such perspective but 

we add one more layer to it: the human capacity to influence coevolutionary paths must 

explicitly take utopian dimensions in much greater consideration than happens currently in 

daily life, in this part of the world at least. What, if not the tension between practice and 

utopia, may create movement in critically influencing the path of things, the coevolutionary 

path? 

This work might be opening in the recognition, within the coevolutionary cosmology 

referred to, of the importance of accessing utopia, relating it with practice, dealing with 

collectives and creating spaces for social imagination, which is brought to the fore by 

Nielsen and Nielsen’s critical utopian action research thinking (2006). This is what is meant 

by “opening-up” coevolution in this work. 
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But one piece is still missing: experience.  

This work has contributed by putting these two forms of thinking together. But this work 

moreover contributes by recognizing the importance relationship with change (above 

treated in regard to Chapter 4) might have in our access to utopian dimensions. It also 

recognizes how this relationship with change is strongly influenced by biographical, human, 

experience: had biographical experience been one of opening-up, or one of shutting-down 

possibilities? In biographical experiences, specifically in the observed in Monfurado, lies a 

key to allowing the recognition of utopia in the pessimistic description of the world (section 

5.3a.ii). In biographical experience lies knowledge of the world. In dealing with biographical 

experiences lies tremendous fuel to boost coevolutionary potential, by knowing practice 

much better and by possibly allowing oneself to freely aspire. 

In this second tale along the thesis, underlying the No Longer, above, this is where the work 

looks to in its end: the category of the possibility, the Not Yet itself, approached from 

humanistic, artistic, biographical, collective, scientific aspirations. 

For sure there are many more ways in which opening-up coevolution can be approached. A 

few are proposed here, according to what was learnt in this work: taking care of the 

relationship with change and of access to utopia, at a collective level, cooperating with the 

arts and humanities (as privileged forms of creating openings, as imagination that haven´t 

learnt from its mistakes, paraphrasing Ernst Bloch). Opening-up, in this sense, cannot know 

what it opens up to. It deals with “the excess” in us and in nature. Reasoning is limited here, 

because it organizes and structures ideas and a fixed idea is a dead idea, as Maria Filomena 

Molder argues, one that has been shut-down.  

These ways of opening-up coevolution can surely complement others, and need to be 

complemented by others as well, in a huge team work.  

The work is unfinished (section 1.5b.iv). As is reality.  
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Appendix 1 – Check catalog for landholders 

The interview is open and non-structured and is conducted by the interviewee after opening a line of conversation. The 
questions are not to be followed or done in this specific order or format, as long as the interviewee meets the Check 
Catalog systematized below. The questions serve as a guiding map and inspiration only. The interview is also a first contact 
to meet the person and hence it’s very informal. 
 

Moderation/lines of conversation: 
 
Identification 
Name:   Sex: Age:  Direct Contact: 
Study: a. Primary School b. Secondary c. Tertiary d. University e. Post-Grad 
Profession: 
Sampling point, Stream and Property: 

 
Riparian Values and relationship with streams/water 
Do you like your stream? Why? 
How do you live better, with or without stream? Why? 
What do you use the stream for, and what do you like in it? Why? Why is the river good? 
How was it used before? 30-50 years ago. Before did people use the river more, or less? 
Would you prefer to not have the river in your property? Why? 
What do you use water for in your property? And what are the sources?  

 
Environmental/Water Awareness 
Do you have any problems with water and streams? And in Portugal do you think there are any problems regarding this? 
Do your neighbors have the same problems? 
Do you think streams have environmental problems? 
Is there lack of water? And Pollution? Why? And before, 30-50 years ago? 
Was there anything done in this region at the environmental level? 
Are you worried or have needs at any other levels? What are those worries or needs? Why do they exist? What can be 
done to change the situation? Is there anything you can do, what? 

 
Conflict, social dynamic and control perception 
Are any of the features you identified or valued in the stream getting lost? Why? 
Would you like that to be different? How could that be different?  
Is there anything you can do to change it? 
Is the conjoint management with neighbors difficult or problematic? How?  
If so, what are the issues at stake? Are there conflicts? Why? And 30-50 years ago? 

 
Preliminary survey of stakeholders and policies 
Are you receiving any subsidy or funding? From which entity? How did you know about it? 
Is the stream managed and cleaned or not? Who does it? How is it done? Why is it done that way? 
Do you recommend anyone you think I should talk to about all these issues? 
In this area who is managing water and streams? Who is interested in them? Who likes them and usufructs from their 
existence? 

 
Personal Profile 
For how many years do you live or work here? 
What area is this? To what village it belongs? Who’s the owner? Is he from here? 
Do you like to live here? And before, did you like to live here, more or less then nowadays?  
Do you have any activities besides your work here? Do you work, even if sporadically, to any NGOs, Political parties, the 
church, cooperatives? Why do you do it or why not?  
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Check Catalog: 

 

I River Values Use (monetary or not) 
Non-use 
Economic (monetary or not and markets existing) 
Identity and Attachment 
Cultural 

II Attachment and Identity Attachment to place 
Identity with lifestyle 
Attachment to the community 
Attachment to the stream: Water, Corridor, 
Stream structure, Flora, Fauna... 

III Value and behavior 
profile 

Value systems 
Proactivity and engagement: Activities for NGOs, 
political parties, church... 

IV Knowledge about 
streams 

Ecological Functions: sink, conduction, filter, 
corridor, source, barrier, drainage 
Features connected to: 
- Water, volume e quality 
- Corridor  
- Stream Structure – artificial/natural 
- Flora 
- Fauna 
- Impacts of Water Reservoirs 

V Environmental/Risk 
Perception 

Environmental worries in general 
Worries with stream and water conservation 
Problems felt associated with water issues: 
scarcity, quality, superficial/subterranean, which 
of the identified stream values are at risk 
Other worries and problems felt 

VI Control Perception and 
stakeholder and 
institutional preliminary 
survey 

People and institutions having interest in water 
and streams 
Conflicts existing and their explanation and 
possible solutions 
The role of landholders in the solutions 
Existing wrong signals in policy 

VII Water and stream 
management 

Who manages streams and how and for which 
purpose 
Practices of landholders on streams and their 
motivations 

VIII Space: Administrative or 
Community belonging 

Community to which they belong to 
Region to which they belong to 
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Appendix 2 – Conceptualization of Streams emerging from the interviews 

 
 

 
"(...) the environment is healthier [by the stream], I mean, the shadow, the trees itself (...)" 
 
"(...) If you buy a property, buy by the river, with no pollution, it's better. We are better in the 
freshness of Poplars. You may have more mosquitoes, but well. (...)" 
 
"(...) This stream has very little significance because most of the year it's dry. (...)  because of 
shrubs and those things we cleaned it and continue cleaning in order to have the waterway in 
good condition right? (...) 
 
"(...) This isn´t even a stream, it's a creek. (...) the creek cannot disappear because the water has 
to go to some place. (...)" 
 
"(...) [about the advantages of having the stream by the property] Water, sometimes I use it for 
irrigation for meadows. And shading. (...) For the animals and for us [the shading], because it 
refreshes a little bit the area which is very hot. I live there, I'm not really a farmer, and it´s 
pretty (...)" 
 
"(...) when there is a lot of water you also have it in the stream. (...) But to be a farmer it would 
be easier not to have the stream. (...)I think it is pretty [the riparian gallery] but it is also 
possible to plant it elsewhere, to substitute the trees that were there (...) When it is possible to 
clean and create a situation where people can see the water, yes [the riparian gallery brings 
benefits]. But this way, all dense, with trees, they don´t usufruct. (...)" 
 
“(...) they could be cleaner, but then too much cleaning it also brings other problems. In that 
issue, let nature work. Here you have, look, I leave these willows. (...) I have a lot of trees there 
that... That poplar is not there by chance. There are already other smaller ones and I let them, 
exactly because this is so hot, in order to have a refreshing system. But I think that everything 
that is trees, whatever type they are... even willows, that are terrible, I protect them when little. 
(...) Now the bushes... There the stream is less... You should take out the bushes, just to make 
sure it doesn´t stay in the way [of the water] when it's flooding, apart from that no one 
interferes with the stream. Just let nature work. (...) But streams on the other side, you 
shouldn´t clean them too much because then the water itself digs and ruins the forest the 
stream has (...)" 
 
"(...) Because the waters... It receives the waters, right? (...) Maybe it is convenient for us (...) 
Well yes, there were some people planting poplars, ashes, things like that, right? (...) I think it is 
good to have it cleaned so the water runs when it rains. (...)" 
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"(...) [about the excess of boars in the property] because a ditch full of blackberry all over 
results in that. (...) [if it would be better to take out the blackberry] Yes! At least the animals’ 
wouldn´t come... (...) We have small sheep here. (...)" 
 
"(...) And I love the stream for its vegetation. The stream never dries out. And for the quantity of 
wildlife existing in the stream. (...) [about the benefit of the stream] have green vegetation the 
whole year (...) I usually say that here I'm not in Alentejo, but instead on paradise. I have so 
much vegetation around. Although I like Alentejo very much, I usually say I'm on paradise 
because of the stream." 
 
“(...) If it wasn´t the stream, the water would get out of the stream (...) [about the reasons why 
a property has more value if it has a stream] Because of creeks, because of the water the 
property has, because of the land, for everything. The creeks are here because they are needed. 
And if they are! One more proof that the land is good. Because it has to be drained, you see? 
Otherwise it gets too wet. But if it gets too wet it's also because it can handle more humidity. 
(...)" 
 
"(...) the stream there doesn´t have enough shadow. (...) if the small stream would run the 
whole year that would be a paradise (...)" 
 
"(...) it's an area where we feel better the importance of water than in other areas (...) it's an 
area that has special characteristics and is greener than any other area, even the type of 
vegetation. It's not only the cork oak or the holm oak; instead there are a funny variety of trees. 
It's an area, I would say, semi-wet. So it is very rich in terms of quality and variety of pastures 
and very rich at the tree level.  (...) S. Cristóvão Stream to me has a landscape and 
environmental value and everything... to me is one of the most beautiful areas in this region 
here. An area greener, more beautiful, richer. (...) you can find Ashes, Poplars, Alders, etc... (...)" 

 
"(...) [about a small stream that rarely has water] So it's like I'm telling you. This is water from 
the mountain passing here, on the other side of the mountain it passes there. I know it does. So, 
streams we can count as streams it’s only the Alcáçovas stream [further downstream], there 
you have it... [meaning only there it has enough size to call it a stream, and not before]" 
 
"(...) The stream here is for drainage, nothing else. (...) It is small, doesn´t have... It's a, 
basically... Here we call it a creek, we don´t call it stream... Stream is where this one will empty 
into (...) It doesn´t even have habitats, no bushes, nothing... no edges with bushes where other 
types of fauna could live in. It is dry in the summer, completely dry, too. (...) I don´t think this is 
a stream like you understand it, right? (...) because here you don´t have a stream with 
dimension, with habitat natural of certain species and stuff. Here there are no issues, because it 
is about small creeks, drainage ditches. Only that, nothing more. (...)" 

"(...) at least it is a water current there [the stream] (...)" 
 
"(...) The flow reduces [in the dry periods], but it always runs. But very good, very good. It has 
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several springs along the waterway. (...)" 

 
"(...) it always has water there (...)" 
 
"(...) [about the benefits of the stream] to drain water (...) That stream there... Stream…: it is a 
creek! (...)" 
 
"(...) everybody likes to have creeks in their properties (...) if the creek is there it's because there 
is plenty of water. (...) The shadow, that's no longer from the stream, it's from the ashes. (..)" 
 
"(...) There was no vegetation there. Not even cork oaks... They may have taken it out (...)" 
 
"(...) you can´t call this a stream. That is not a stream; it's a creek, a sort of ditch that exists 
there (...)" 
 
"(...) It's just blackberry all over. (...) If the summer is very, very hot, it almost dries out. (...) And 
in the winter it gets out of the water way. (...) The stream is small. (...)" 
 
"(...) The stream is all good. (...) But it needs to be clean. (...) of bushes. The water quality is 
good (...) In any property the stream is the defense of the property, it's a water [existing there]. 
(...)" 
 
"(...) The trees let them stay. (...) No, the trees are all good (...). It's the poplar. The cork oak. 
The holm oak. There are a lot of those trees by the stream. That you cannot destroy, it is no 
prejudice. The poplar, the ash... The ash, the alder and the polar. (...)" 
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