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Abstract
Today artisanal fishers working in Natura 2000 coastal protected sites face two major types of
change: in marine resources, and the governance of their professions. Such transformations
affect fishers’ livelihoods, identities and traditions, yet little is known about how these
professionals elaborate on these changes — i.e., as continuities or discontinuities - in the
narratives they produce as a group. Interviews and focus-groups with artisanal fishers and
shellfish harvesters (n=36) from the Portuguese Southwest coast were subjected to a two-step
analysis. First, a textual analysis with Iramuteq helped select the themes directly related to
marine resources and governance. Second, three main narratives - on algae, barnacles and fish
- were reconstructed. These were then explored regarding: (1) narrative formats (stability,
regressive, progressive, mixed); (2) whether/how these formats elaborated changes as
continuities or discontinuities; (3) the roles attributed to Self and Others, and whether and
how these legitimized the laws, opening avenues for change; and (4) whether narratives were
unified or fragmented. This study illustrates how transformations are presented through
various combinations of narrative formats, sometimes mobilized to resist and other times to
legitimate legal institutional change. It shows how institutional change can be integrated into
local narratives as a positive contribution through a process that implies re-constructing the
collective identity and local traditions. Through a narrative approach, this paper offers an
integrated examination of fishers’ concerns towards their professions and the laws regulating
them, and provides useful insight into how and when marine governance is more/less likely to

be legitimized.

Keywords: Narrative; Discontinuity; artisanal fishing; marine policy; Natura 2000; coastal

protected areas



Highlights

+Artisanal fishers in Natura 2000 sites face ecological and governance changes.

*An integrated narrative approach elucidates how they make sense of such changes.
*Three narratives are characterized by formats, functions, and unity/fragmentation.

*The analysis also examines how past-present changes are elaborated as dis/continuities.

* These illustrate when/how marine governance is more/less likely to be legitimized.



1. Introduction

Today artisanal fishers working in coastal protected sites integrated in the European
Union (EU) Natura 2000 network face two types of transformations: in marine resources and
in the policies governing their profession. On the one hand, the availability and timings of
some marine species are changing, due to various factors, including climate change and over-
fishing [1]. On the other hand, in protected Natura 2000 coastal sites fishing activities are
now regulated by various new laws and institutions [2]. The present paper aims to gain insight
into how artisanal fishers make sense of these two types of changes: i.e., to what extent the
accounts they give suggest these changes are lived as major discontinuities, and indicate
acceptance or contestation of laws and institutions. It also seeks to reflect on what this
suggests for the formulation of marine conservation policies better adjusted to climate change
and the professions affected.

This issue is made even more relevant by the fact that artisanal fishing® has been
steadily decreasing in EU member-states in recent decades, for reasons as yet unclear [1].
Some analysts point out how EU marine policies have followed a restrictive, top-down model,
prioritizing ecological and biological factors, especially in Natura 2000 sites, and favouring a
uni-directional communication that fails to listen to fishers and include their input
[e.9.2,3,4,5]. Some of these scholars argue that this may negatively affect the continuity of
these communities [5,6,7], and that the decline of the communities may, in turn, negatively
affect the very resources the policies seek to protect — since viable fisheries “need viable
fishing communities” [5, pg.53].

Moreover, over the years artisanal fishing communities have consistently contested

some aspects of this governance model [5,6], as well as some specific Natura 2000 coastal

! «Artisanal fishing’ is broadly used in this paper to refer to the professional fishing, shellfish harvesting and
harvesting of other traditional marine resources. Distinctions and specific terminology are employed when
justified.



and marine regulations [2,3]. It has, thus, become increasingly important to know more about
how fishers make sense of Natura implementation and regulations. This means knowing more
about how they view the state of marine resources and their relationship to them, what rights
and duties they claim as institutionally regulated professionals, what accounts they offer about
the institutions responsible for their governance, and what can be learned from these
responses.

In this regard, recent reviews of the studies that have analysed the implementation of
Natura 2000 reveal that the social and psycho-social aspects of this process remain under-
studied, as most analysis have focused on ecological outcomes only [cf.8]. Furthermore, the
few investigations examining social and social-psychological aspects were mostly guided by
such concepts as perceptions, attitudes or beliefs [cf.9]. However, studies guided by these
concepts usually leave three types of lacunae. First, because these are atomistic or molecular
concepts, studies fail to explore how beliefs and attitudes are integrated in meaning systems
[10]. Second, the concepts are often used in a way that assumes that sense making is only an
individual — not also a joint, social — endeavour, and therefore the collective, shared
dimensions of meaning making are left unexplored [11]. Third, they examine sense making in
a static fashion, failing to analyse its temporal deployment. Even the few studies that have
approached fishers’ views by exploring their shared, collective, dimensions [e.g. 4,12,13]
have, nevertheless, left the temporal dimension undertheorized or forgotten.

There are, however, social-psychological approaches that developed a theorization of
how meaning-making is jointly elaborated and transformed through integrated meaning-
systems, and of the temporal dimension this entails. One example is the narrative approach
[14], which assumes that narratives bring meaning and order to individual and collective
experiences and events [10,15,16] by selecting and placing them in certain - culturally learned

- typified sequences over time [17], and by ascribing also typified roles and responsibilities to



Self and Others [18,19]. The narrative approach has thus the potential to offer a richer
understanding of the relations between people, their environments [9] and their governing
institutions [20], by namely helping explore how local narratives make sense of new fishing
policies [e.g.21]. Therefore, this paper adopts an integrated narrative approach for exploring
fishers’ accounts of marine resources and their governing institutions.

To this end, the transcriptions of narrative interviews and focus groups conducted with
artisanal fishers and harvesters living in the Portuguese Natura 2000 Southwest Coast site
were analysed. This is a coastal site where small-scale, artisanal fishing and the harvesting of
sea-food (e.g., barnacles) are important activities, and were the object of a series of specific
legislations in recent decades [cf.1,22], some of them actively contested by the local fishers
[3]. The next section offers more details on Natura 2000 and the context of the study; then the
theoretical tenets of a narrative approach are substantiated. After detailing the methodological
and analytic procedures employed, the main narratives that emerged are presented. Lastly, the

contributions of this study are discussed.

2. Natura 2000 and artisanal fishing — the context of the study
The Natura 2000 network - the largest network of protected sites in the world - is the

cornerstone of EU biodiversity conservation policy [9]. Covering around 18% of the EU land
area and almost 6% of its marine territory, the network resulted from the transposition to

member-states of two EU Directives® seeking to protect endangered habitats and species [23].
This was followed in most countries by the issuing of specific national legislation applying to
the protected sites, which brought additional restrictions to local activities [2,3]. For instance,
in the Southwest Coast area where the present study took place, the harvesting of barnacles is

a traditional activity and a relevant source of economic income. This activity is now regulated

2The Birds [79/409/EEC, 91/244/EEC] and Habitats [92/43/EEC] Directives.



by specific rules, which include a limited number of harvesting licenses, the implementation
of a closed season and a maximum daily catch per harvester [cf.22]. Similar rules were
imposed for fishing, later altered to less stringent ones following public opposition [cf.3]. The
implementation of the protected sites has been also criticized by fishers for relying almost
exclusively on biological and ecological expertise, neglecting local knowledge, actors and
concerns [2,3]. The criticism is corroborated by a recent review showing how EU fisheries
management often follows a top-down model with goals defined by governmental institutions,
and collaborative governance is rare [24].

In sum, these changes in marine resources and in the governance of their profession
affect fishers’ livelihoods, identities and traditions [13]. It is therefore relevant to know more
about the narratives these professionals produce as a group about these changes: to what
extent they are presented as discontinuities or accommodated as continuities, how they are
contested or accepted, how they depict Self-Other relations over time. The next section

presents the literature that will help explore fishers’ narratives.

3. Narratives of change: the elaboration of continuity and discontinuity

Narratives are cultural tools used for sense making [14,19]. They constitute forms of
telling and remembering the past that carry and integrate values, beliefs, attitudes, norms and
knowledge, and are key for defining identities and for legitimizing past, present and future
actions and roles of Self and Others [10,15,16]. In the telling of personal or group stories,
some authors consider that a sense of continuity is essential for sustaining a positive identity
[25]. In the narrative literature, continuity is usually illustrated by one of the three
prototypical narrative formats [17], the stability format. This format narrates events as
persistent or continuous over time. Changes that may challenge continuity — like a change of

residence — can present identity threats that need to be dealt with [e.g.15]. In our case, the new



marine policies impose changes that can be seen as devaluing local traditions and may, thus,
be elaborated and narrated by fishers as threatening discontinuities. Such negative
discontinuities are often contested and resisted through nostalgic narratives, where a
regressive format [17] elaborates change as a negative discontinuity that de-legitimizes the
present situation, and favours a return to the “good old days”.

However, changes and transformations can likewise be recounted in a way that is
useful for a positive re-construction of collective identities [26], e.g., by defending a desired
change for the group [27]. This may imply the recognition that some past actions of the Self
had negative consequences (e.g., local fishing contributed to the scarcity of some species),
and the integration of these actions into identity re-construction in such a way that the
continuity of the group is defended [26] (e.qg., fishers actively demanding limits to some
activities, to avoid depletion). Such integration of changes in narratives, elaborating them as
oriented to a future continuity, can be achieved through either a prototypical progressive
format or a combination of two formats - the regressive and the progressive ones —,
organizing a mixed downwards-upwards plot [17].

In short, when the group’s story is told, transformations can be presented as either
continuities or discontinuities, and these, depending on the roles attributed to Self and Others
[28], can be mobilized for either presenting change as positive or negative, legitimizing or
delegitimizing it [26] and allowing or refusing convergence between local aspirations and
legal impositions [3]. This intricate dynamic between continuity and discontinuity in narrative
construction may help understand why local responses to conservation policies are often
complex, combining both resistance to and integration of new meanings and arguments into
the local narratives [28,29,30]. This paper will thus examine how the narrative formats and

contents used by fishers elaborate changes as continuity or discontinuity.



Finally, it is important to note that the stories told by individuals through these cultural
and shared formats — regressive, progressive, stable, or mixed [17] - are both personal and
collective. They are personal narratives that help people maintain a sense of identity over time
[18,pg.339,15]. Nevertheless, they are also learned stories that are told and shared in groups,
marked by the awareness of how other group members tell them and by knowledge of the
dominant and valued plot lines in a society [18,31]. Thus, they also testify to ways of
collective sense-making, in ways that can both reproduce or resist the status quo [19]. These
two levels also mean that the stories told by individuals sometimes coalesce into highly
shared versions, that everybody in a group repeats— unified narratives; while in other cases,
different individuals tell different stories and taken at the community level the narrative is
fragmented [18,32]. And sometimes the stories even crystallize into highly unified and hard-
to-change, hegemonic narratives [16] that are characterized by features - a we versus them
plot and the defence of the justness of own goals only [16] - that make the dialogue with
alternative versions difficult. So, it is also important to analyse whether the narratives

circulating amongst fishers appear to be unified or fragmented.

4. Methods

4.1 Participants and procedure

The participants (total n=36) were professional artisanal fishers and shellfish
harvesters (n=30), plus a few (n=6) retired and/or recreational fishers, living in the Portuguese
Natura 2000 site “Costa Sudoeste” and Natural Park “Sudoeste Alentejano e Costa
Vicentina”. Participant ages ranged between 25 and 78 years (mag=54) and all but two were
men, reflecting the almost absolute predominance of men in these professions. They took part
in in-depth interviews (some of which in or near their working locations) and focus groups,

between October 2014 and June 2015.



The interviews and focus groups were guided by Flick’s [33] suggestions regarding
narrative interviews: to seek both concrete and lived descriptions and more abstract, generic
and explanation-oriented statements. Thus, invitations to interviewees to recount specific
episodes and events and depict fishing and harvesting activities were combined with questions
asking for their views on how they had changed over time. The focus groups were conducted
after the interviews, to collect additional episodes and possible contrasting positions that
might not have emerged in the individual interviews [34]. The groups were composed of 3 to
6 participants and took place in the local fishers’ associations. Interviews averaged 1h24
(varying from 29m to 2h41) and the focus groups lasted on average 1h27 (varying from 1h03

to 1h40); all were audio recorded (with permission) and transcribed verbatim.

4.2 Analytic Method

The analysis of the textual material resulting from the verbatim transcriptions of the
interviews and groups was carried out in two phases, oriented by distinct goals. The first
phase was a computer-assisted thematic analysis seeking to identify the main themes present
in the transcriptions, in order to keep for further analysis only those themes directly
discussing marine resources and policies. For this, the transcriptions were subjected to a
Descendant Hierarchical Classification (DHC) in the Iramuteq (Interface de R pour les
Analysis Multidimensionnelles de Textes et de Questionnaires) software [35]. This software
searches for patterns of co-occurrence of words/lexemes through successive Chi square tests,
and organizes themes/clusters based on them. It also identifies the 150 extracts most typical of
each theme.

The second phase — the reconstruction of the narratives — took place in two steps. First,
the 150 most typical extracts from the themes identified by Iramuteq as directly linked to

marine resources and policies (see Table 1) were read and discussed by the authors several
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times, until consensus was reached regarding: (1) how many narratives about marine
resources and their governance could be identified; (2) their formats (stability, progressive,
regressive, mixed [17]); (3) if/how these formats portrayed past-present changes as
continuities or discontinuities [26]; (4) to whom/what the changes were attributed [28] (Self
or Other) and whether this legitimized or delegitimized these changes [31]; (5) whether the
narratives appeared as unified (i.e. were repeated in more or less similar way across the
extracts) or fragmented (i.e. with different versions across the extracts) [18]; and (6) whether
they appeared open or closed to dialogue and acceptance of the laws and change [16]. Two of
the authors were well acquainted with the interviews and fishing communities, and this global

perspective helped to interpret the extracts.

5. Results and Analysis

5.1 Phase | — Thematic Structure of the Interviews and Selected Themes

The DHC analysis of the corpus yielded five themes. Table 1 presents them, labelled
according to the domain addressed, percentage of variance explained, and most representative
words. The first three themes relate to fishing laws and practices — therefore meeting the
criteria for subsequent analysis. These are: (1) Institutions and Social Organization
(assembling accounts about how laws have changed relationships among fishers and between
fishers and institutions); (2) Resource-related actions in place (assembling accounts about
‘non-movable’ resources - algae and barnacles); and (3) Fishing tools and resources
(assembling accounts about fishing techniques and tools, and their impact on fish). The two
final themes contain no direct mention to either fishing laws or fishing practices - and were
therefore excluded from the present narrative analysis. These are: (4) Everyday life and

Knowledge Transmission, with mentions to stages of life (infancy, retirement) and
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transmission of knowledge; and (5) Land Use, about how new laws have changed the ways in

which the territory is/could be used.

Table 1 Here

Table 1. Themes organising the interviews, selected and excluded from narrative analysis

Themes Variance (%) Most representative words
1. Institutions and Social 23.1 association, park, natural, law,
Selected Organization fishers, meeting, license,
shellfish collector, board
2. Resource-related 17.7 stone, tide, water, algae, rock,
Actions in Place low, dry, go down, empty, air
3. Fishing Tools and 221 net, device, fish, hook, sea bass,
Resources to catch, to drop, gear, silk,
octopus
4. Everyday life and 18.7 father, year, retirement, son,
Excluded Knowledge Transmission school, life, age, to learn, to
work
5. Land use 18.5 restaurant, Carrapateira’, home,

beach, to build, history,

remember, oven, Amado®

" Name of a local parish and beach

5.2 Phase Il — Narratives, Their Forms and Functions

Phase two involved the reconstruction of three narratives by reading the 150 most

typical extracts of the three selected themes (i.e., 450 extracts). The narratives were organized
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around three resources: (1) algae, (2) barnacles, and (3) fish. Each narrative is now presented

below and illustrated with extracts identified by participant number.

5.2.1. The disappearance of algae

Assuming a stability-progressive-regressive format, this narrative starts by describing
how the practice of gathering algae at the shore for use as agricultural fertilizer was an old
tradition, i.e., it recalls the long and stable past of the traditional use of algae.

In the extract below, a fisher recalls the gathering of algae that washed ashore.

“Back in the old days it [the algae] used to come to the shore (...) People used to harvest

them right there, on the rocks; they just washed ashore” (116)

Then the narrative expands on how this was followed by a brief but very intense
period - from the late 1970’s to the 90’s - of profitable and massive harvesting at sea, using
modern technologies (vessels with compressors). During this period large amounts of algae
were harvested from the ocean floor, in quantities that reached as high as 2,000 kg per
day/person. The high market value of the algae - channelled to the pharmaceutical and beauty
industries - made this a profitable source of income, and harvesters would dive 20 to 30
meters (using compressed oxygen) for shifts of up to 10 hours of intense and physically

demanding activity, as the next extracts indicate:

“We dived to harvest the algae on the floor [of the ocean], we would put it in a bag tied

around our waist that carried about 90 to 100kg ” (16)
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“With the vessel anchored, we would look for the algae in specific zones, normally in rocky
areas on the ocean floor, and then we would fill bags sometimes for stretches of 5, 6 hours

(...) Normally we caught 20 bags [per day] ” (15)

The narrative ends with the acknowledgment of an abrupt discontinuity: how algae
have completely disappeared from that part of the ocean (“Today all is clean, clean, clean,
there’s nothing ”, 111).

The fishers attribute this disappearance to pollution from greenhouses and an oil

refinery up the coast, as illustrated below.

“[The algae] they disappeared, it’s what we said about the greenhouses over there, because
of the pesticides (...) that infiltrate the land ” (FG2/120)
“The rocks stopped breeding, it’s said it is due to pollution (...) if the rocks do not breed it is

because there is something there [in the water] ” (113)

The narrative about the algae was a rather unified one, with all accounts converging to
a similar storyline. Changing points in the narrative are well identified: at a certain point,
algae harvesting became very intense and profitable and then pollution caused its
disappearance. The institutional regulation of this activity (licenses needed, medical
certificates) was not mentioned in the extracts. Due to the disappearance of the algae, this
narrative is presented as closed. However, the consequences of the intensification of local
harvesting, and of the technological innovations linked to it, were left unexplored, un-

elaborated and unresolved.

5.2.2. The recovery of barnacles
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The narrative about the harvesting of barnacles has a different format: it is a stability-
regressive-progressive narrative. Again, it starts with the depiction of the “good old days”
when barnacles were abundant and harvesters had plenty of freedom to work. This was
followed by a regressive period, of decline in the availability of the resource, accompanied by
feelings of constraint by legal restrictions, namely those that imposed a limit on the number of
professional harvesting licences. These constraints are now slowly (and imperfectly, for
fishers) being reversed. The following extracts illustrate the stability-regressive part of the

narrative.

“Over there | used to catch loads of barnacles, but now I don’t. Because now... There aren’t
as many as there used to be. You could get there, on top of that rock, and you 'd be so pleased
[by the abundance of barnacles] ” (114)

“Before, we used to gather them freely, there were no suggested quantities, there was none of

that.” (16)

Harvesters themselves pointed out the decline in the resource, which they described as
a negative change that justified another, the institutional/legal intervention, which was
necessary to prevent total loss. This second change - new laws making licenses mandatory for
professional harvesting and setting up harvesting seasons and limits - slowly shifted the
narrative to a progressive format of regained recovery of the resource, and regained continuity

of practice and identity.

“The resource bottomed out because there were no regulations, laws. At one point harvesters
started to cry in agony, warning the authorities ‘there’s nothing here anymore’. The Natural

Park, and rightly so, started taking measures after the complaints by the harvesters.
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Apparently, everyone supported this, the municipality and everything, but these are not

popular measures” (14)

Although the fall in stock is integrated into the narrative as a reason for “agony”, the
new limitations brought about by the legislation were nevertheless “not popular measures .
An initial reluctance to get involved with the institutional requirements permeated the
relations between harvesters and park managers, who were responsible for issuing licenses.
Initially many licenses remained unrequested and unused. However, over time, the regulations
came to be accepted, and at some point the number of applications for licenses surpassed the

established limit.

“During the first years, there were only 60 licenses applications and many [gatherers] who
applied for these wouldn’t even pick them up afterwards. (...) Many were harvesting without
licenses. Then, 80 licenses were given out, and then more people started showing up wanting

licenses.” (16)

Meanwhile, local professional associations were created, stimulated by the new laws.
“When those [restrictions] appeared, the association was created (16) ”. It is through these
associations that harvesters today argue there are enough barnacles to continue and expand the
activity, even if the barnacles are not as good as they used to be: “These rocks are also full of
barnacles here, not the barnacles of highest quality, but anyway they have flesh inside " (16).

Today, their dialogue with the central institutions through the local associations
focuses on seeking the expansion of the number of professional harvesting licenses: “The

natural park is not issuing any more licenses. Why? ”(130).
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Moreover, the idea that harvesters themselves must maintain the resource through
adjusting their practices became included in the narrative. “It is there on the rock that you
have to choose” (114) the barnacles (e.g., with the right size, not the juveniles) in order not to
endanger (again) the continuity of the resource and the activity.

In sum, this second narrative dealt with the idea of a necessary change that legitimized
the licensing of the barnacle harvest. The laws were portrayed as crucial for maintaining the
activity and, consequently, they were assimilated in order to maintain the continuity of the
group’s identity and traditions relative to those of the past. Like that of the algae, this
narrative about how barnacles became endangered but institutional intervention contributed to
reversing the situation was a rather unified narrative. However, this storyline contrasted with
the portrayal of the algae situation by showing reflexivity regarding local harvesting practices

and their consequences.

5.2.3. The uncertain future of artisanal fishing

The last narrative started, again, in the “good old days”, when fish was abundant and
fishers caught plenty. This period of stability in artisanal fishing was presented as followed by
a somewhat regressive one, with some decline in the activity and clear complaints about the
stringency of the laws now in effect. However, the reasons for the decline appeared to be less
clear, and more varied and disputed than in the previous narratives.

The extracts below illustrate the intense fishing activity of the past, with abundant

catches happening even without the use of sophisticated vessels or gears.

“In the old days, when there were piles of fish, here was a good place [to fish], with a lot of

fish.” (16)
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“We would go over there [swimming] and the two of us would catch 100kg of fish (...). We

placed the fish on the surfboard and brought it out like that.” (111)

Avrtisanal fishing in the present time was described as an unstable activity, very much
conditioned by the tools each fisher specialized in (and was licensed for) and on the

availability of their selected species.

“[Nowadays] in the end everyone catches, some more others less, it depends on the season.
Each situation requires a way of dealing with it” (116)
“(...) and then when the season opens I always catch a bit of monkfish, skate, turbot (...) the

gears | have are specifically for those species. ” (116)

Some fishers use more modern tools like “silk”’/nylon nets, which were described as
being less specialized and easier to use: “with the silk nets (...) you catch a bit of everything”
(13). However, accounts on such technological innovations appear as dilemmatic because they
stress both how these tools have improved the profession and enabled larger captures, and

how they become a major reason for resource depletion along the coastline.

“Back in the old days, nets would capture 20 [kg] and now they take 100 or 200 kg. We now
have the possibility to capture more. We have better vessels. Everything’s better.” (116)
“It kills many fish, for instance... the silk net captures about 100 kg of fish. Half of it is

practically spoiled. So, in a way it helped, but the fish started to disappear.” (16)
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A few voices argued in defence of considering the use of artisanal gears as the “best
practice”. By allowing both a more selective catch and one with better quality, this

proposition addresses both sides of the dilemma (the collective good and individual income).

“It is not the gear that destroys the coastline (...) Nets destroy the coastline, nets kill
everything, dragging everything (...) fish that is caught with gears is a good quality fish ”

(114)

The defence of traditional gears also represented a critique of how central institutions
have been constraining artisanal fishing rather than closely monitoring more intensive and
damaging practices (most notably, industrial fishing). Several other extracts overtly criticized
the institutional intervention that took place from the 1990’s onwards, namely the
classification as a Natural Park and a Natura 2000 site. In them, fishers complained that the
laws were too stringent, for instance by restricting access to some of their traditional fishing

grounds, and disregarded the (low impact) characteristics of artisanal fishing.

“The existing laws have been giving us a hard time, because around here, they have not yet
understood that this type of fishing here is artisanal fishing, it has nothing to do with the
industrial one. It does not. Even the boats, if they use nets, they do it in small quantities. (...)
the last law from the Natural Park claimed that no one could fish in Galé rock. This is

depriving us of our way of making a living. ” (117)

In other words, artisanal fishers offered here a narrative of struggle and survival [16].
They depicted the changes brought about by the laws as disruptive discontinuities,

delegitimizing them for threatening the continuity of artisanal fishing. And unlike the
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barnacle story, the two changes here — in fish stocks and institutional regulations — were
addressed separately throughout the narrative.

In sum, this last narrative incorporates not two, but three transformations: in fishing
stocks, in regulations, and in tools and equipment. Stock changes were broadly seen as
negative, while modern techniques were instead presented in a dilemmatic tone. Opposition to
fishing laws was more unified. The regulations were criticized for failing to recognize the
specificities of artisanal fishing. There was not a well-articulated or common proposal about
how to reverse this regressive narrative. Only a few accounts defended the use of traditional

gears as more sustainable practices.

6. Discussion

Using a narrative approach, this paper examined how past-present transformations - in
marine resources and marine governance - were given sense by professional artisanal fishers
working in a Portuguese Natura 2000 coastal Protected Area. As narratives can contribute to
stabilizing or transforming a course of action [17], their choices of formats and contents have
inherent implications for the future, and need to be further understood. Thus, the analysis
focused on whether and how ecological and institutional changes were elaborated as
continuities or discontinuities, what roles were attributed to Self and Others in change, and
whether the narratives appeared as unified, or, instead, if they differed across individual
accounts, i.e., were fragmented.

Three main narratives emerged — about algae, barnacles, and fish. The first
emphasised the time-period when algae suddenly became a source of high income, and it
glossed over how and why they had abruptly disappeared, with the potential impacts of the
intense local harvesting left without much reflexive consideration. Also, despite the existence

of regulations for this harvesting, the institutional element hardly showed up in this
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progressive-then-regressive narrative. The two discontinuities — in the abundance of the
resource and in its governance - were thus kept disconnected from each other and from the
Self in this unified and closed narrative.

In the barnacles’ narrative, on the other hand, the two discontinuities were clearly
intertwined. This was, again, a unified narrative, but one clearly oriented to the future
maintenance of the activity of harvester. The regressive period was portrayed as already
incorporating a reflexion of the Self about the types of harvest and their consequences, thus
legitimizing the institutional intervention that happened. Furthermore, when describing their
activities in local associations, fishers also described themselves as protagonists in reversing
the regressive period.

In the third narrative, a more fragmented one, the transformations in fish stocks were
sometimes linked to technological innovations, such as “silk’ nets, a discontinuity both
contested (for the overfishing it allows) and praised (for improving work conditions) by the
fishers. This dilemma was tackled by a few fishers that defended the recognition of traditional
gears as less destructive. In turn, ecological governance was consistently presented as
threatening the continuity of artisanal fishing, in accounts that stressed the power asymmetries
[28] between fishers and governing institutions. There was no report of a collective
intervention for dealing with the discontinuities, which were kept separated from each other
throughout this still open-end narrative.

Overall, these three narratives shared two features: first, they all start with accounts of
abundance, at a time when the relationship between the fisher and the fish was less
formalized, i.e., they start in a golden period (unlike other narratives, which may start in less
favourable times and proceed to brighter futures — as personal merit narratives do [36]).
Second, they all described ecological change as a negative discontinuity. Yet two aspects

differentiate them. One concerns the role of the collective in ecological change. In the algae
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narrative, change is distanced from the collective Self, and attributed to an Other (responsible
for water pollution). On the contrary, in the fish narrative, there is a (dilemmatic, and
somehow unstable) recognition of the negative consequences of certain fishing practices. In
the barnacle narrative, in turn, intensive local harvesting is reflexively assumed as the cause
of change. A second distinction regards the role attributed to the institutional other: the laws
are either absent (in the algae narrative), a positive and legitimized discontinuity (in the
barnacle narrative) or a disruptive and delegitimized discontinuity (in the fish narrative).
These combinations shown how examining the combinations of roles attributed to the
collective Self and the institutional Other [28] across the narrative formats provided useful
insights about when and how institutional changes are more/less likely to be legitimated.

This paper contributes to the current literature in a number of ways. First, by adopting
a narrative approach, the paper offers an integrated examination of the psycho-social
dimensions of Natura 2000, still uncommon in the literature [9], contributing to a better
understanding of how fishers and harvesters make sense of their professions and the laws
regulating them. It converges with the literature examining responses to Natura 2000 [8,9] by
showing that fishers’ narratives contest some aspects of the current model of marine
governance, while also pointing out how some transformations are legitimized, and
institutional change is sometimes integrated as a progressive step. Instrumental in unveiling
this was the theorization of narratives as resorting to different combinations of formats for
accounting for how change unfolds over time [17] and as having differing types that were
more or less open [16] to dialogue with alternative ones and change. This allowed showing
the coexistence of closed and open narratives, the later seeking some convergence between
the local and the legal spheres. This theorization and these evidences are particularly relevant
at a time when future narrative scenarios are being used as tools for improving adaptation

policies [e.g.37].
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A second contribution of this study is that it extends in two ways the literature on the
role of elaborating change as continuity or discontinuity. First, it has provided additional
evidence about how institutional changes can be integrated into local narratives as positive
transformations, not negative discontinuities, in a process that implies a re-construction of the
collective identity [cf.27] and traditions. A second contribution in this regard is the fact that
our conclusions suggest that when changes (ecological, institutional, technological) are
presented as discontinuities, i.e. as disconnected with the past, this might be a sign of
resistance, particularly if the Self is kept distant from the changes.

Thirdly, at the methodological level, the paper has used an innovative two-step
approach for analysing narrative material, demonstrating its value. We first used a computer-
assisted procedure (through Iramuteq) for systematically identifying the main themes relevant
for our goals, and the extracts grounding them - which is a standardized and replicable
procedure, as well as a parsimonious one. Afterwards we used the themes and the relevant
extracts identified by this procedure for exploring narrative forms and functions. Future
research can use this procedure for examining the narratives of other actors (e.g., policy-
makers, industrial fishers), exploring their convergence/divergence [10,28,32] with ecological
and governance goals.

Finally, the paper contributes to marine governance by highlighting the need to create
conditions for the active involvement of local fishers in reversing the negative turns affecting
their profession, crucial for maintaining viable fisheries [5]. As shown in the barnacle’s
narrative, the possibility of playing an active role helps fishers construct collective narratives
that sustain positive collective identities while building social cohesion in the face of change.
Such an active involvement requires different types of opportunities [12]. For instance,
horizontal (i.e., within-community) workshops (see for example “project website ) are

opportunities for fishers and communities to develop more reflexive and elaborated views and
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arguments integrating various perspectives, and originating over time more unified and
complex narratives oriented to common goals. These more reflexive arguments and common
narratives are then important resources in negotiations with the policy sphere [3,19]. Another
type of workshops — vertical ones, joining fishers and community members with Natura
managers, scientists and policy-makers — can furthermore help fishers to build trust in
institutions. For this to happen, governing institutions have to offer a clear recognition of the
potential contribution of local knowledge and other forms of local input. When interactions
with institutions are impoverished, and fishers have no opportunities to share their lived
experiences, important sources of knowledge are disregarded, and silenced [19]. It falls thus
upon institutions to organize consultation as more than a formal procedure, assuming that a
successful governance of coastal areas requires hearing all voices, and surely the (multiple)
local level ones [1,2], and participatory processes need to occur at various periods: before,
during and after the creation of new laws and policies [2,24]. Social scientists can have here
an important role, in helping creating and moderating such workshops as spaces of reflexivity,
offering to all involved an awareness of the narrative formats employed by different groups
for making sense of changes and relationships. Then perhaps these conditions can foster the
emergence of more integrated and sustained schemes of governance, and even of co-

management [1,22].
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