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Abstract: Social participation enriches decision-making and is consid-
ered a civil right in many democratic countries, despite remaining a
challenge. This paper presents evidence and discusses the evolution of
social participation in the Aracd Bay (Southeastern Brazil), as a result
of participatory action-research. Over three years, a process of social
mobilization and participatory environmental assessment and planning
engaged local stakeholders and resulted in a sustainable development
plan. Enhanced social participation was evidenced by: (1) building trust
among participants; (2) increasing knowledge of social-ecological fea-
tures of Araca Bay; (3) acknowledging different perspectives and inter-
ests about the bay; and (4) improving the understanding of manage-
ment dynamics and institutions. The process led to the emergence of a
local stewarded group that has the potential to foster the implementa-
tion of the sustainable development plan.
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1. Introduction

Social participation in ecosystem assessment and decision-
making processes is a democratic right and can promote resilient,
better informed and context-adapted solutions to environmental
management (BERKES, 2009; REED, 2008), as well as build trust,
reduce conflicts, and facilitate learning (DE VENTE et al. 2016;
DERAK et al., 2018). Social participation ranges from centralized
societies, in which decision-makers are unwilling to share power
and no genuine social participation exists (i.e. lower degrees);
involved communities, in which social stakeholders act as con-
sultants with no actual influence on decisions (i.e. intermediate
degrees); and empowered citizens, in which decision-makers and
community members collaborate, or the community retains full

managerial power (i.e. higher degrees) (ARNSTEIN, 1969).

Here we understand social participation as public engage-
ment that allows those affected by a decision to actively influence
that decision. Thus, participation surpasses the presence of stake-
holders in decision-making arenas and embed their interests in
the decision (EMPINOTTI, 2011). This process should include
all stakeholders - governmental and non-governmental agencies;
community and sectoral organizations; scientists; and business

companies (BROWN et al. 2002, REED et al. 2018).

Meaningful participation must overcome obstacles related
to representativeness, access to resources (e.g. information, budget
and time), clear objectives, transparency, knowledge and power
balance, language barriers, and enforcement (PETERSON, 2011;
TRIMBLE; ARAUJO; SEIXAS, 2014). Furthermore, it is im-
portant to build capacities on individuals that are excluded from
political, economic, social, environmental, and cultural processes

(ARNSTEIN, 1969).

In Brazil, social participation is a pillar of society’s re-
democratization, entrenched in the Federal Constitution of
1988. The creation of participatory forums was based on the
belief that they would foster democratization and increase man-
agement effectiveness (FARIA; RIBEIRO, 2011). Such forums
are an instrument of many sectoral policies (as environmental,
water management, health, and education) to foster horizontal
practices, empower vulnerable and excluded social actors, and
strengthen associative bonds. However, despite existing legisla-
tion, socio-economic inequality is still reflected in political and
decision-making processes (ALMEIDA; CUNHA, 2011). In that

sense, social participation should be encouraged and enriched
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in different ways beyond regulation enforcement, such as through participatory action-

research (PAR) (McTAGGART, 1997).

PAR has become a tool for community involvement in environmental management
(SEIXAS, 2005) by seeking to create alternative methods of natural resource sustainabil-
ity and strengthen social participation (CHAMBERS, 1994; CHEVALIER; BUCKLES,
2009). PAR may increase social capital and improve relations between researchers and
local communities, which helps to develop appropriate management strategies through
a collaborative and adaptive way of thinking and working (ARNOLD; FERNANDEZ-
GIMENEZ, 2007). As the extent and quality of social participation increase, societal
capacities for collaborative inquiry and innovative action are strengthened and foster
adaptive and transformative capacities of environmental governance and management
systems (BERKES, 2009). Therefore, PAR may enrich resilience in ecosystems and com-
munities (BALLARD; BELSKY, 2010).

Resilience is especially relevant when considering complex social-ecological sys-
tems, a concept that emphasizes the perspective of the human presence in nature and
assumes that the border between the social and ecological realms is artificial and arbitrary
(BERKES; FOLKE, 1998; MOBERG; SIMONSEN, 2014). Since social-ecological systems
often face threats and crises, their resilience depends on science-based planning, manage-
ment, and conservation strategies, which may consider traditional ecological knowledge;
strengthen social networks and adaptive co-management; support stakeholders’ awareness
and vigilance for the sustainability of ecosystem services; and, nurture social learning

(STORI et al., 2019a).

Social learning is a process through which stakeholders interact and collaboratively
construct new meanings and strategies to work together and solve complex environmental
problems (BERKES, 2009; GARMENDIA; STAGL, 2010; MURO; JEFFREY, 2008; REED
et al., 2010). Successive social learning loops occur when the triumph of overcoming a
problem enhances collective abilities of the group to deal with more complex issues and
strengthens internal and external institutional arrangements (BERKES, 2009). In social
learning processes, participants are engaged in building knowledge, recognizing system
complexity, transforming social context, and changing the appraisal of facts (GARMEN-
DIA; STAGL, 2010).

In this paper, we describe and critically analyze the achievements of a PAR process
that aimed at improving social participation in coastal management.. The PAR was guided
by social learning principles and by a broad understanding of the social-environmental
complexities of the Southeastern coast of Brazil, where the study site is located. Araca
Bay was chosen due to socioeconomic pressures that have been negatively impacting
its sustainability and the livelihood of the local community, which has been historically
excluded from management processes (see details below).

We first present Aracéd Bay’s social-ecological context followed by the PAR frame-
work and strategies. We then present evidence and discuss the improvements in social
participation enabled by the PAR and highlight the remaining challenges to local long-
term participatory management.
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2. Context of the study area

Araga Bay lies in the municipality of Sao Sebastifio, on the Northern Coast of
Sao Paulo State, Brazil (Figure 1). Aracé Bay is a singular place but representative of the
Brazilian coastline. It is subjected to multiple uses and conflicts over current and future
uses; political disputes of interests and power; inefficient environmental management,
including the non-implementation of institutionalized environmental protected areas.
The community that benefits from the bay is also representative of the fragile situation
of many Brazilian traditional coastal communities as they are alienated and excluded
from decision-making processes and have low social capital (SANTOS; TURRA, 2017;
NUNES, 2016).

Figure 1: The Araca Bay (a) and its location in relation to the Northern Coast of Sao
Paulo State (b) and Brazil (c).

b 45°30'0"W 45°0'0"W
) [l 1

SAOPAULO

23°30'0"S
1

T
23°48'30"S

“ o "
B il = ~ 5 ‘b%‘o =
p: ) e o e e A B s i e ) vy AT e ey e b O
razi -: ) ; %an N 2
L Sy & o Q
} (| & %’b #
1 b %
i \ - Q 7
N .
v < .
I \ y: Q',Q 1
L. S
; J 5§ A
g 7 1
” P . 250 m
ol . ot
/A o [—
1 )
45°24'30"W 45°24'0"W

Source: authors (2021).

4 de 22 Ambiente & Sociedade m S&o Paulo. Vol. 24, 2021 m Original Article



Step by step: a participatory action-research framework to improve social participation in coastal systems

The bay has faced several transformations and pressures due to infrastructure proj-
ects, such as the installation the Sdo Sebastido Port since the 1930s and the construction
of an undersea sewage duct of a sanitation company during the 1970s and 1980s (PERES
et al., 2016). The impacts of these projects and other surrounding pressures, such as ir-
regular human occupation, oil spills, lack of proper sewage treatment, and marine litter,
had led to a worrying social-environmental degradation of the bay (PERES et al., 2016;
TURRA et al,, 2017).

Despite these impacts, Araca Bay has been remarkably resilient and is one of the
most biodiverse areas along the Brazilian coast (AMARAL et al., 2010, 2016). The bay is
composed of 550,000 m? of diverse coastal habitats such as sandy beaches, rocky shores,
mangrove patches, and intertidal flats, which sustain 13 ecosystem services recognized by
local actors, including food supply, harboring vessels, access to the sea, effluent depuration,
hosting scientific activities and carbon stocking (CARRILHO; SINISGALLI, 2018). The
environmental relevance of the bay is expressed by its inclusion in two protected areas,
the non-implemented Municipal Protected Area of Alcatrazes and the Marine Protected
Area of the Northern Coast of Sao Paulo State (APAMLN) that has yet to establish the
area of the Aragd Bay under its management. A range of stakeholders benefits from di-

rectly or indirectly using the bay or affects its governance (Figure 2), which can generate
local conflicts (PLDS/Arag4, 2016).
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Figure 2. Araca Bay’s main stakeholders, uses, and roles

\ Boat construction
and maintaining
Leisure and
recreational
iy Cultural activities

LOCAL > Handicraft
COMMUNITY Araga dwellers manufacturing

Disposal of
sewage
Dwellers of Araga isure and
neighborhood recreational
research

Fishermen

ENVIRONMENTAL
NGOs
Sclentific
e g and scholar
activities
RESEARCHERS Sclentific research
AND #  and scholar
EDUCATORS aclivities
Sdo Sebastiao Port
O R o ——_ + Harbor activities
INDUSTRIAL
SECTOR . Oilandgas
TRANSPETRO —— e
-+ Administration
City Hall Law enforcement

Defenss of public
interests

Environmental

conservation
GOVERNMENT APAMLN -L Law enforcement
\.

Defense of public
interests

Environmental

licensing of
enterprises
Public Prosecutor Defense of public
Office interests
Environmental

-
Isuse anfrreameant

Source: authors based on PLDS/Arac4 (2016). TRANSPETRO = Oil Terminal ; NGOs = Non-governmental organizations;
APAMLN = Marine Protected. Area of the Northern Coast of Sdo Paulo State.

6 de 22 Ambiente & Sociedade m S&o Paulo. Vol. 24, 2021 m Original Article



Step by step: a participatory action-research framework to improve social participation in coastal systems

Since 2010, Aragd Bay has been facing another threat: the Sdo Sebastido Port
expansion proposal, which would suppress at least one-third of the bay and compromise
the provision of ecosystem services (TURRA et al., 2017). During this period, regional
stakeholders from the Northern Coast of Sdo Paulo state, such as environmental non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), organized several events against port expansion, but
with low involvement from Araga Bay dwellers (SANTOS; BORGES; TURRA, 2017).
The Public Prosecutor’s Office legally contested the project, leading to the cancelation
of the environmental license granted by the Brazilian Institute of Environment and Re-
newable Natural Resources (IBAMA)! (NETO et al., 2017). The participatory process
analyzed here was motivated by the risks of harbor expansion over the Aracd Bay and
occurred in parallel to this legal dispute.

In addition to the existing use conflicts, he local social capital was low, i.e. members
of the local community members did not trust one another and they did not participate
in any local management forums to discuss Aragd Bay issues (SANTOS, 2012; NUNES,
2016). Thus, there was a need to create a neutral arena in which discussions about con-
flicting uses and future scenarios for Aracé Bay could be carried out.

In terms of scientific research, Arac4 Bay has been studied for at least 60 years and
scientists describe it as an open-air laboratory and classroom (AMARAL et al., 2016).
Most of this research was based on Natural Sciences (AMARAL et al., 2010), and
there was a need to understand the multiple dimensions of the bay (i.e., environmental,
economic and social) in order to support management strategies (AMARAL; CIOTTI,;
FONSECA, 2018).

The social-environmental context and the knowledge gap motivated the project
“Biodiversity and functioning of a subtropical coastal ecosystem: subsidies to integrated
management” (BIOTA-Aragd Project), involving over 170 researchers, from 2012 to
2017; CIOTTI; FONSECA, 2018). The BIOTA-Aracé Project was organized into twelve
research groups, including the “Integrated Management” group that developed a PAR in
the area, connecting researchers to local and regional management forums and society.

3. Framework of the participatory action-research process and the strategy to
promote social participation

Participatory action-research (PAR) is based on an adaptive and heuristic perspec-
tive regarding the reality of local stakeholders, and on the development of participatory
assessment and planning (CHAMBERS, 1994; CHEVALIER; BUCKLES, 2009). For
the Araga Bay context, we adapted two participatory instruments of Brazilian legislation
(Agenda 21 and Orla Project) that foster social participation in decision-making?.

The PAR was carried out from 2014 to 2017 and involved the following steps:
stakeholder mobilization and constant interaction with local community; the creation of
a working-group in a local forum; the development of participatory workshops, so-called

1 - Until the submission of this paper the project of port expansion remains canceled.
2 - For details on how these instruments were adapted refer to Santos et al. (2018a) and Xavier; Jacobi; Turra, (2019).
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“BIOTA-Aracé Project Open Meetings”, including phases of participative assessment
and planning; the elaboration of a Local Plan for Sustainable Development of Araga
Bay (LPSD-Aracé); and the creation of a local management group (Aragd Guardians)
for implementing the LPSD-Aragd and monitoring its actions. The degree of community
engagement in the management process increased from Steps 1 to 3: (1) the research
team played a significant role in mobilizing the local community for social participation;
(2) strengthen perception of local community’s own power and responsibilities into
participative decision-making of coastal management, but still under researchers’ active
guidance; (3) local community emancipation to be protagonists in local management with
minimum assistance from researchers (Figure 3). For a detailed description of activities
refer to Santos et al. (2018a).

Figure 3. Framework of the participatory action-research (PAR) process and
strategy to enhance social participation towards a more protagonist role of Araga
stakeholders in the management of Araca Bay.
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3.1 Step 1: Stakeholder mobilization

Besides PAR activities, the research team also interacted with local stakeholders in
regional events, including beach clean-up campaigns, canoe regattas, meetings of regional
forums, public hearings related to the port expansion project, a protest against the port
expansion project organized by Aragd community leaders (SANTOS et al., 2018a), and in
educational activities in a municipal public school (SANTOS et al., 2018b). The constant
interaction with Araca Bay’s stakeholders was a mobilizing strategy to engage them in the
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participatory assessment and planning meetings, reinforced by the use of social media,
email, phone calls, flyers, letters of invitation, personal and “door-to-door” invitations.

3.1.1. Working Group formation

In 2014, a partnership between the research team and the advisory committee
of the Marine Protected Area of the Northern Coast of Sao Paulo State (APAMLN),
established a working group within APAMLN’s institutional structure. The “Working-

z

Group Aracd” (WG Aragd) aimed to discuss the interests of society for the management
of Araca Bay (XAVIER; JACOBI; TURRA, 2018) and was composed of BIOTA-Araca
Project researchers, Araga Bay dwellers, representatives of Sdo Sebastido Port, techni-
cians of environmental government institutions, environmental NGOs and educational
institutions (XAVIER; JACOBI; TURRA, 2018). During the PAR, the group met ten

times. meetings.

3.1.2. Participatory Assessment

The participatory assessment phase aimed to reinforce a common awareness about
Araga Bay (Figure 4a). In this phase, the research team mapped the main ecosystem
services and threats of the bay by asking the participants:

What Aragé Bay provides for you today?
What Araga Bay can provide for you in the future?
What are the negative aspects of the bay today?

I |

What can be the negative aspects of the bay in the future?’

To create a welcoming and inviting environment to foster participation and en-
gagement, the research team developed the following strategies (see Santos et al., 2018a
for details):

[] to callapoll to decide the best place, day of the week and time for the meetings;
[] tohave a team for moderation;

[0 toincludeice-breaking activities led by local community members in the beginning
and in the end of meetings, such as yoga, music and group dynamics;

[0 to evaluate all the meetings, asking for positive and negative feedback and sug-
gestions for improvement;

[ toimplement the suggestions or justify when it was impossible to do so;

-

to adopt a speech-object, which controlled and organized speech order;

[] to provide constant feedback by displaying the results of previous meetings in

3. This was an adaptation of the Strengths, Weakness, Opportunities and Threats framework (SWOT). For more
information refer to SANTOS et al. 2018a.
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subsequent ones;

[0 toallow participants to validate and complement activities from previous meetings,
regardless of their attendance.

3.2 Step 2: Strengthening local community’s power and responsibilities

3.2.1. Participatory Planning

The participatory planning phase aimed to identify and discuss the main social-
environmental problems of Araga Bay (Figure 4b). The participants developed a com-
mon understanding of the problems’ causes and consequences, proposed solutions, and

mapped who should be involved in solving them (XAVIER; JACOBI; TURRA, 2019).

Figure 4. BIOTA-Araga Project Open Meetings. a. Participatory assessment at Altivo’s Beach
in Araca Bay. b. Participatory planning at the Sao Sebastidao Environmental Observatory.

Photos: Authors (2015).

3.2.2. Local Plan for Sustainable Development of Araga Bay (LPSD-Araga)

Based on the perspective of knowledge integration and social learning, the research
team coordinated the elaboration of the LPSD-Araca (PLDS/Arac4, 2016). This document
gathers the results from the participative assessment and planning phases and proposes
general orientations and guidelines to solve the bay’s problems, to ensure its sustainable
use. Based on the perceptions of the local actors, such proposal emerged in a prospective
scenario of port expansion and promoted an important dialogue on current and potential
arrangements for the region.

3.3 Step 3: enhancing local community protagonists for local management
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3.3.1. Local management group formation

By the end of the process, participants created a group to continue the process and
act in favor of the Aragd Bay, named the “Aracé Guardians”. The group includes local
community leaders, researchers, environmental NGOs, representatives of APAMLN and
the Sdo Sebastido municipal administration.

The group formation was one of the main outcomes of the participatory process and
it was supported by the researchers after LPSD-Araca launching. Since 2017, the Araca
Guardians led some LPSD-Arac4 proposals implementation by meeting within the WG
Araca at the APAMLN and communicating with diverse regional stakeholders, such as
City Hall departments and the Sao Paulo Water and Sewage Treatment Company. Until
the publication of this paper, the Aracd Guardians group had 25 participants

3.3.2. Implementation of the LPDS and monitoring actions

The formation of the Aracd Guardians flagged a new stage of community engage-
ment, demonstrating autonomous commitment to the management of the bay. In co-
operation with the WG Arag4, the Aragd Guardians strengthened local social network,
supported the implementation of the LPSD-Araga guidelines, and enhanced the social
control in Aragd Bay’s management (XAVIER; JACOBI; TURRA, 2018; 2019). After
the PAR, the participants were more confident and better qualified to engage in the bay’s
management debates. However, they complained about the end of the PAR and asked
the research team to keep working with them to implement the LPDS-Aracd (SANTOS
et al., in prep).

4. Evidence of social participation improvement

Opver thirty years of the re-democratization process in Brazil, a diverse set of policies
and tools has allowed social participation in environmental management in all administra-
tive levels (SEIXAS et al., 2019). Besides formal arrangements, emotional drivers, such
as threats and crises faced by social-ecological systems, can trigger social participation in
environmental management (SEIXAS et al., 2019; GLASER et al., 2012).

The discussions about the Aracd Bay’s future emerged with the licensing process
for Sao Sebastido Port expansion. Although many Aragd’s dwellers opposed the proposal,
they were unable to present a cohesive contrary argument or an alternative proposal for
the bay (NUNES, 2016). Thus, they relied on actions of a few Araga dwellers or external
organizations (e.g. NGOs, the Public Prosecutor’s Office and researchers) to confront the
situation. Such actions opposed the port expansion but they were not necessarily aligned
with the local community’s interests for the future of the bay, and they did not address
solutions for the existing environmental problems.

The conflicting context and the need for greater local engagement favored the
participatory process and social learning. Throughout the PAR, improvement in social
participation was evidenced by: (1) building trust among participants; (2) increasing
knowledge of social-ecological features of Aragd Bay; (3) acknowledging different per-
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spectives about the bay; and (4) improving the understanding of management dynamics
and institutions.

4.1. Building trust among participants

The PAR connected dispersed community members to collaborate to the assessment
and planning of their territory, gradually building trust among local community members
and between them and other stakeholders.

For participatory processes, it is important that people feel that their opinions and
knowledge will not be judged or rejected, and it can make a positive difference to the
process (TORO; WERNECK, 2004). The welcoming and inclusive environment of the
meetings encouraged participants to share their values and opinions, fostered consensual
understanding and trust building, and improved the confidence of local community mem-
bers to commit to their role in the process. The moderator was fundamental to maintain
a fruitful dialogue among participants, securing the right to speech and the inclusion of
divergent opinions on the debate.

Both the moderation and the dialogic environment were acknowledged by the
participants on meetings’ evaluation (SANTOS et al., 2018a). From the first to the last
meeting, the interaction of local community members with other participants changed
from a restrained behavior as they were very reserved and reluctant to give their opinion
(step 1 of the framework), to a protagonist and collaborative behavior, evidenced by the
emergence of the Araga Guardians (step 3 of the framework).

The involvement of the research team with other local activities contributed to
the process of building trust and fostered social participation in the activities of the PAR
itself. Additionally, the active and continuous participation of local leaders in the PAR
encouraged other actors and increased trust in the process and with the LPSD-Ara¢a
under production (SANTOS et al., in prep).

4.2 Increasing knowledge on social-ecological features of Araga Bay

The PAR applied an ecosystem-based approach (LONG et al., 2015) to the assess-
ment and planning phases. This approach considered the relevant ecosystem features and
services, the trade-offs between uses and users, the cumulative impacts from different hu-
man activities in the bay, and the need to maintain and recover the social-environmental
quality of the bay.

The participatory assessment of the bay’s ecosystem services fostered ecosystem
thinking by bringing the concept of well-being and highlighting the integration between
social and ecological processes. As an example, local dwellers reported better past fish-
ing activity in Araga Bay (food provision service) and a further decrease of it due to
anthropic actions, such as sewage discharge, urban growth, and port activities (CAR-
RILHO; SINISGALLI, 2018; STORI et al., 2019a). However, in a scenario of environ-
mental recovery - as envisioned in the LPSD-Aracé - along with greater engagement of
the local community, fishing activity may improve again, enhancing local food security,
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and maintaining traditional practices (CARRILHO; SINISGALLI, 2018).

The ecosystem-based approach enhanced the importance of integrated information
to Aragd Bay management, including local traditional knowledge. Bridging different kinds
of knowledge strengthen system resilience, stakeholders’ cultural identity and sense of
place, and commitment to local stewardship processes (STORI et al, 2017; OLIVEIRA;
SANTOS; TURRA, 2018). The acknowledgment of traditional knowledge and its inclu-
sion as one of the sources of information during the construction of the LPDS-Arac4,
alongside scientific information, also enhanced the sense of ownership and enabled a
process of knowledge integration and valorization (STORI et al., 2019a, XAVIER; JA-
COBI; TURRA, 2018). This was crucial to the participants to see themselves as a part
of the LPDS-Araga and to feel accountable for its implementation.

4.3 Acknowledging different perspectives about the bay

The PAR meetings accounted for 141 participants (PLDS/ARA(;A, 2016). Civil
society was represented by Aragd’s dwellers and its neighborhoods, fishermen and dwellers
of other districts (49%), and local and regional non-governmental organizations (9%).
Science and research interests were represented by universities and research institutions
(28%). The government sector (11%) was represented by the technicians of APAMLN,
employees of the Municipal Secretariat of Environment, teachers from the Municipal
Secretariat of Education, advisers of an alderman of Sdo Sebastifo City Council and at-
torneys from the Public Prosecutor’s Office. The private sector (3%) was represented by
an employee of Sdo Sebastifo Port, local merchants and businessmen in general.

All those people have their own beliefs and values systems, so the research team
focused on establishing common goals, discussing solutions, mediating internal conflicts,
and finding new approaches for different stakeholders to work together. Bridging stake-
holders may lead to “a sense of ownership over the process and outcomes” (REED, 2008,
p. 2420), balance power dynamics (REED et al., 2018) and increase the social capital of
the community (NUNES, 2016).

One of the employed approaches was information translation: communication
of the statements from different worldviews in a language accessible to all participants
(CALLON 1986; SPRUIJT et al., 2014). The translation is pivotal to establish a collective
frame of the problems and construct common objectives (CALLON, 1986; SPRUIJT et al.,
2014; XAVIER, JACOBI, TURRA, 2018). In the Araca Bay PAR, the researchers acted
as moderators who engaged Araga stakeholders in sharing their knowledge, codified the
information and set a common language. In our case, the translation of the importance of
ecosystem services and the causes of current and future problems allowed participants to
identify the external threats and the internal weaknesses, and develop possible solutions
for the social-ecological system problems.

The participatory assessment phase evidenced that the challenges for the sustainable
management of Aragd Bay were more numerous than only the port expansion project. In
the planning meetings, other problems that directly affected Araga dwellers were mapped
and prioritized (Figure 5). Initially disregarded as a priority, the problem of “Low social
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involvement” emerged as a fundamental one through the planning phase and was the
first tackled by the group, which was in itself a way to improve social involvement of local
citizens in management processes.

Figure 5: Social-environmental problems of Araga Bay, from the most (1) to the least (12)
listed in the Local Plan for Sustainable Development of Araca Bay.
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4.4 Improving the understanding of management dynamics and institutions

PAR can foster participants to develop knowledge and skills about civic processes
that govern their lives and territories (BALLARD; BELSKY, 2010). In our case study,
step 3 of the framework was fostered by the interactions of Araca dwellers with local and
regional forums and management institutions, especially with the WG Araca. The intersec-
tion of actors in the WG Aragd and Aragd Guardians motivated a synergy of actions and
meetings that optimized the groups’ planning and articulation with institutions, such as
the Water and Sewage Treatment Company of Sdo Paulo State, City Hall and the Public
Prosecutor’s Office. Although the Arac4d Guardians are not a formal institution, they are
acknowledged as Arac4 local leadership by other actors and institutions.

From this perspective, one can state that the Aragd Bay community climbed some
rungs on the social participation ladder, described by Arnstein (1969). They came from
the bottom rungs of non-participation to varying degrees of tokenism, i.e. local actors
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from Araga Bay are more mobilized, they have a voice as a community, but they still lack
the power to ensure that their goals will be heeded by the decision-makers. We under-
stand that this is a long-term process and that there is a long way ahead to higher rungs,
but we can say that during the three years of PAR, there was unequivocal evidence of
improvement in social engagement in the Aragd Bay region.

5. Challenges to local management

Despite the progress in social participation, many obstacles remain to be overcome:
tackling internal conflict in the management groups; overcoming bureaucracies in gov-
ernment structure; building alternative strategies to solve complex issues; and keeping
the actors mobilized and engaged in the management process.

The brief trajectory of Aragd Guardians allows some considerations on the conduct
and actions of the group. Internal conflicts challenge the effectiveness of collective ac-
tions, especially regarding the context of a recent democracy in which people’s behavior
is based on favor exchanges and patronage (SEIXAS et al., 2019). The local participatory
culture or the previous level of social engagement affect long term engagement (REED
et al., 2018). It is important to highlight that in Aracéd Bay,, the local inhabitants had a
very individualistic behavior before the PAR. During the PAR, many internal conflicts
within the local community were put aside by the need for alliances in the face of a com-
mon threat (the port expansion) and the moderation of researchers. However, when
the research project ended and the harbor license was revoked, individual issues, such
as political disagreements and power disputes, began to overlap collective interests and
actions and hindered the implementation of the LPSD-Aragd proposals.

The high degree of multiplicity and fragmentation of government sectors, as well as
political power disputes and conflicting management agendas, also hamper the participa-
tory process (SEIXAS et al., 2019). In the Aracéd Bay, consecutive changes in APAMLN
managers (four different managers from 2015 to 2018) (STORI et al., 2019b) hindered
the implementation of LPSD-Aragé proposals. Commonly, the government support on
participatory management is more dependent on staff members’ beliefs about the process
than the organization’s agenda itself. Therefore, changes in the staff may hinder an ongo-
ing participatory process (SEIXAS et al., 2019).

The urban social problems identified in LPSD-Arac4 are overly complex and in-
volve multiple stakeholders and policy arenas. The Araca Guardians tried to solve local
issues related to sewage discharge and solid waste in the Araca Bay and, after experienc-
ing success and defeats, the group recognized the need for reorganization and planning
for better strategies and actions. Actions are still being questioned and re-discussed for
the implementation of the LPSD-Aracé due to increased recognition of the problems’

complexity and the need to build institutional arrangements to support the LPSD-Araca
(XAVIER; JACOBI; TURRA, 2019).

Due to the complexity of the elected problems and the incipient success in imple-
menting LPDS-Arac4 actions so far, the Aracd Guardians have undergone a challenging
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period of social learning single loop involving the development of alternative strategies to
solve problems and improve results. Taking too long or not achieving the common goals
may lead to a feeling of frustration (TRIMBLE; ARAU]O; SEIXAS, 2014). Therefore,
the absence of concrete results in the short term can be a demobilization factor for the
Aragd Guardians. The difficulty in overcoming internal conflicts seems to be leading
stakeholders back to their previous individualist behavior. Direct partnerships with deci-
sion-makers may offer the opportunity for those that wish to follow their agendas without
the need for long term participatory processes and negotiating with several stakeholders
or institutions that may not influence the government decision-making (EMPINOTTI,
2011). Consequently, keeping Aragd Guardians mobilized and engaged requires a deep
understanding of the local conflicts, promoting communication strategies and investing
in policy literacy activities.

6. Final remarks

The PAR aimed to move Aragd Bay’s stakeholders from a low degree of social
capital, mobilization, and trust among themselves towards a better informed and engaged
community, committed to the sustainability of Aracd Bay’s ecosystem services and uses.
The most prominent changes in social participation are the creation of the Aragd Guard-
ians and WG Aragd as forums for cooperation among stakeholders, the participation of
Araga dwellers in other regional forums, and the elaboration of a plan to solve the main
problems identified by local stakeholders.

Through the PAR, the early and active engagement of the community resulted in
greater autonomy and sense of ownership of the process, equalizing power relationships
and enhancing social participation. Considering the context of Aracé Bay, the research
team acknowledges that more actions could have been implemented that would gradually
diminish the dependence of the community from the facilitation team, such as building
an agenda for implementing actions collectively, continuing to support local cultural
events, and nourishing links between the Aracd community and other stakeholders. The
fact that the PAR was an initiative proposed by the researchers can be a factor that led
the community to rely on the researchers to act. A genuine participatory process arising
from the community would provide more elements to keep this network connected and
vigilant. However, in a system where the community is demobilized, the researchers’
performance as facilitators in the elaboration of a sustainable development plan proved
to be crucial to lead this community out of an inertia state and achieve a higher stage
on the participation ladder.

Despite identified advancements, the sustainable future for Aracd Bay is not
guaranteed and may never be. The port expansion and other economic development
projects will be constantly threatening this social-ecological system. Thus, the stakehold-
ers’ network supporting Aracd Bay conservation must be kept connected and vigilant.
Future research is required to monitor the actions of WG Aragd, Aragd Guardians and
the social participation of Aracé stakeholders in other management forums, as well to
devise mechanisms to boost and maintain the engagement needed for long-term partici-
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patory processes.
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Articulo original

Resumen: Participacién social califica la toma de decisiones, y aunque
se considera un derecho civil en muchas democracias, sigue siendo un
desafio. El articulo presenta evidencias y discute cambios en la parti-
cipacién social de una comunidad costera en Brasil (Bahfa de Aracd),
como resultado de una investigacién de accién-participativa. Durante
tres afos, se desarrollé un proceso de movilizacién social, diagnéstico y
planificacién participativa, que produjo un plan de accién. La evidencia
de una mayor participacién social de los interesados fue: (1) generar
confianza entre participantes; (2) mayor conocimiento de las caracte-
risticas socioecolégicas de la bahia; (3) reconocimiento de las diferentes
perspectivas en la bahfa; (4) comprensién de los procesos e institucio-
nes de gestion. Este proceso ha llevado a la creacién de un grupo local
de gestién, que tiene el potencial de implementar el plan de desarrollo
sostenible.

Palabras-clave: Aprendizaje social; Sistemas socioecoldgicos; Bahia
Araci.
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