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Abstract
Coastal wetlands are among the most productive and valuable ecosystems worldwide, although one of the main factors 
affecting their survival is the coexistence between agriculture and conservation. This paper analyses the complex balance 
between agriculture and conservation coexistence in El Hondo Natural Park (Alicante, Spain) coastal wetland by examining 
stakeholders’ narratives, perceptions, and interactions. The aim is to highlight the concurrence between socio-economic 
progress and socio-environmental justice perspectives by identifying those driving factors motivating stakeholders’ conflicts 
while expanding stakeholders’ behaviour and interaction when discussing the current and future management of this socio-
ecological system. Data were collected between April and June 2019 from semi-structured interviews and questionnaires to 
river basin authorities, regional governments, municipalities, irrigation communities, union farms, regional and local ecolo-
gist groups, and social movements; and scrutinized through qualitative data analysis and descriptive statistics. Stakeholders 
discussed the main driving factors identified through the local newspapers to motivating current conflicts and confronting 
perspectives in El Hondo Natural Park: (1) the origin and evolution of the coastal wetland, (2) the provision and value of 
ecosystem services, (3) the management of water scarcity and water quality standards, (4) the guarantee and management 
of public and private investment, and (5) consequences of a natural park declaration. Likewise, the triple-loop analysis of 
stakeholders’ representativeness, relevance and collaboration highlighted examples of stakeholders’ underrepresentation and 
power imbalance, a negative assessment of the stakeholders’ actions, and how agreements are based on both stakeholders’ 
predisposition to collaborate and affinity.

Keywords  Coastal wetland · Agriculture · Conservation · Decision-making process · El Hondo Natural Park · Spain

Abbreviations
SCI	� Site of community importance
SPA	� Special protection area for birds

Introduction

Coastal wetlands are unique and complex socio-ecological 
systems composed of interacting biophysical and social 
processes (Speake et al. 2020). They are located in tran-
sitional zones between terrestrial and aquatic systems 
and represent about 7% of global wetlands’ area (David-
son 2014), although two-thirds of their extension disap-
peared in the twentieth century due to human-enforced 
adaptation. Moreover, it is projected that their loss and 
environmental degradation will increase in the following 
years (Li et al. 2018). These habitats play a significant 
role in the provision of ecosystem services and functions, 
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including carbon sequestration (Craft et al. 2018), flood 
and stormwater storage (Janse et al. 2019), water regu-
lation and filtration (Fennessy and Craft 2011), nutrient 
retention (Hopkins et al. 2018), while being essential buff-
ers in the landscape’s hydrology acting as a harbor for 
many endemic species (Costanza et al. 2014). However, 
wetlands are often considered wastelands, which should 
be transformed into “useful” (human) systems (e.g., by 
agriculture, forestry, husbandry, hunting, or fishing) (Junk 
et al. 2013). Likewise, their significant aesthetic values can 
also be aligned with education, recreation, and ecotourism 
activities (Vidal-Giménez and Ruiz-Mas 2020).

As socio-ecological systems, coastal wetlands cover dif-
ferent and sometimes conflicting water resources supply 
and management expectations that reflect environmental, 
economic, social, cultural, and political interests (Everard 
2019). Therefore, coastal wetlands management has been 
discussed considering a dual narrative able to highlight (1) 
socio-economic progress, based on private benefits from 
water and land management, or (2) socio-environmental jus-
tice, recognizing non-economic values and common goods 
and based on public participation (Svarstad and Benjamin-
sen 2020; Prieto-López et al. 2021). This dual interpretation 
of coastal wetlands has been used to justify their consid-
eration as ‘hydrosocial territories’: spatial configurations 
in which humans and water co-construct themselves based 
upon complex interactions of contrasting narratives and 
local knowledge concerning the use, control, and manage-
ment of land and water resources (Schmidt 2014; Boelens 
et al. 2016; Wilfong and Pavao-Zuckerman 2020). Conse-
quently, water is considered a materially disputed resource 
in which needs, rights, obligations, and privileges across 
various social sectors coexist (Voyer et al. 2017), moving 
from contested imaginaries to materialized conflicts (Ricart 
et al. 2019).

Agriculture has been the activity that has mostly trans-
formed coastal wetlands (e.g., up to 50% of the world’s 
coastal wetlands were reclaimed for agriculture and aqua-
culture activities in the last century) (Verhoeven and Setter 
2010; Ragavan et al. 2020). This transformation tends to 
generate conflicts between agriculture and conservation, in 
which in situ and external interactions can be distinguished, 
although they may coincide in time (FAO 2008). On the 
one side, in situ interactions occur where there is a direct 
agricultural intervention within wetlands (e.g., drainage 
works, over-exploitation of groundwater resources, crop 
production, aquaculture, “artificially” constructed wetland 
environments such as fish ponds, pollution, invasive plant 
and animal species, or disturbance of breeding, migration, 
and feeding patterns of wetland fauna). On the other side, 
external interactions appear when the effects of external 
–upstream, downstream or peripheral– agricultural activi-
ties affect the wetland (e.g., river regulation, water transfers, 

land reclamation, soil erosion, sediment retention and depo-
sition, or saline influxes) (Kingsford et al. 2016; Zou et al. 
2018). Therefore, coastal wetlands management is seen as a 
complex and continuous struggle over in-situ and external 
interactions in which agriculture and conservation coexist-
ence tend to be analysed through a set of stakeholders’ sto-
rylines (Silber-Coats 2017).

This paper analyses the complex balance between agricul-
ture and conservation coexistence in El Hondo Natural Park 
(Spain) by examining stakeholders’ narratives, perceptions, 
and interactions. The aim is to highlight the concurrence 
between socio-economic progress and socio-environmental 
justice perspectives by identifying those driving factors 
motivating stakeholders’ conflicts while expanding stake-
holders’ behaviour and interaction when discussing the cur-
rent and future management of this socio-ecological system.

Case study

El Hondo Natural Park is situated in Alicante, Spain’s South-
East (N 38.202250; W 0.757072) (López-Pomares et al. 
2009). With an extension of 2387 Ha, this coastal wetland 
is one of the elements that survive from Elche’s original 
Albufera, reduced in its size by drainage works carried out 
in the eighteenth century. However, the main change started 
in 1923 when the Riegos de Levante Left Margin irrigation 
community built two large interconnected ponds (Poniente 
and Levante) of freshwater taken from the Segura River’s 
mouth, occupying half of the park with a capacity of 16 
Hm3 (Fig. 1). Both ponds serve as water reservoirs to irrigate 
about 31,600 Ha distributed outside the natural park’s cur-
rent limits (Fig. 2). Furthermore, five main canals internally 
connect about ten smaller hunting/fishing ponds and four 
ponds dedicated to ecological conservation to the two main 
ponds (Melgarejo-Moreno et al. 2018).

Agriculture occupies about half of the total extension 
of El Hondo Natural Park and is limited to traditional 
crops of pomegranates, orchards, and palm tree nurser-
ies. In addition to agricultural use, both ponds have been 
historically used for fishing and hunting. However, since 
its declaration as a natural park in 1994, fishing was lim-
ited to sport fishing and water birds hunting has been 
progressively restricted. This last restriction affected the 
economic activity of small landowners, but not the Riegos 
de Levante Left Margin irrigation community who has 
been receiving economic compensation from the regional 
government (Ruiz 2014). During the year, the natural park 
houses more than 20,000 wintering water birds from 179 
species (Martín-Cantarino 2009), running as a wintering 
ground (e.g., Eurasian bittern, spoonbill, flamingo) and 
as a nesting habitat (e.g., little egret, cattle egret, night 
heron, squacco heron, purple heron, marbled teal, and 
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white-headed duck). The abundance and diversity of birds 
contributed to the classification of the natural park as a 
wetland of international importance (Canales et al. 2012), 
besides being internationally recognized by the Ramsar 
agreement and included as a Special Protection Area for 
Birds (SPA) and Site of Community Importance (SCI). In 
March 2020, the SPA was extended to almost double its 
surface (until the 3900 Ha) by including the Carrizales 
Agricultural Natural Park’s surrounding surface.

In parallel to the conservation issue, the natural park’s 
recreational and educational uses were promoted by the city 
councils of Elche and Crevillente and the Natural Park Advi-
sory Board. According to the Advisory plan of the natural 
park, the number of visitors has been doubled in the last 
ten years until receiving 26,519 visitors in 2019. Two types 
of visitors can be distinguished. On one side, the foreign 
visitors usually proceed from northern Europe motivated by 
birds watching activities and ornithological, fauna, botani-
cal, or cultural content routes linked to popular ethnology. 
Most of these activities are promoted by local ecologist 
groups in collaboration with some farmers and occur in two 

specific seasonal periods: from February to May (birds’ 
nidification) and in September (birds’ migration). On the 
other side, residents from nearby towns frequent the space 
on weekends (e.g., bicycle routes), while during the week, 
school groups visit the natural park.

Conceptual framework

The hydrosocial cycle approach examines key stakeholders’ 
physical and socio-political discourses on water resources, 
identifying end-users contradictions (Reed et al. 2009). This 
framework has been useful to evaluate the impact of unequal 
power relations from a social, political, economic, cultural, 
and territorial point of view regarding water resources use 
and management, but also considering the role of water 
infrastructures and unequal water benefits and social impacts 
(Linton and Budds 2014). The literature on this topic consid-
ers that exploring stakeholders’ local knowledge and percep-
tion is essential for their understanding (Guaita-García et al. 
2021). Stakeholder participation is seen as a critical tool for 

Fig. 1   Location of El Hondo Natural Park
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conflict resolution (Godden and Ison 2019) because stake-
holders’ engagement incorporates a distinctly constructivist 
stance, focusing upon the meanings and values that indi-
viduals and communities attach to their physical surround-
ings and potential environmental harms, and the tactics and 
discourses mobilized to engage those meanings and values 
(Fisher et al. 2020).

Stakeholders include communities, interest groups, 
discourse coalitions, organizations, social constituencies, 
environmental and social defenders, or individual people 
(Colvin et al. 2020; Scheidel et al. 2020), but also any indi-
vidual or group living within the site’s influence or likely to 
influence the site’s management (Ramsar Convention Sec-
retariat 2010) or actors dependent on the site for their liveli-
hood (Bryson 2004; Colvin et al. 2016). Various functions 
of stakeholder participation are discussed in the literature, 
moving from opportunities to weaknesses. The first one 
includes exchanging knowledge and experiences, increasing 
public acceptance, and reducing litigation (Ruiz-Villaverde 
and García-Rubio 2017). The second comprises frustration, 
latent or new conflicts, lack of representation, and power or 
influence asymmetries –considering ‘power’ as the ability 
to influence others and distinguishing between ‘power to’ 
and ‘power over’ options (Lunenburg 2012; Pahl-Wostl et al. 
2020; Woldesenbet 2020).

Stakeholder analysis and water governance have usually 
been applied to studies on environmental justice and con-
flicts affecting vulnerable populations, such as informal set-
tlements, indigenous communities, racial segregation, and 

popular movements (Lombard and Rakodi 2016; Manosal-
vas et al. 2021). However, asymmetrical power relationships 
and human-nature conflicts are global and replicable phe-
nomena, notably when they are motivated by water infra-
structure construction, ecosystem degradation, or competing 
water interests (Ferguson et al. 2017; García et al. 2020; 
Stepanova et al. 2020; Prieto-López et al. 2021; Shah et al. 
2021). Therefore, stakeholder narratives can be comple-
mented by new conceptual and methodological issues that 
synthesize individual and collective stakeholders’ behaviour 
(Wesselink et al. 2016). These issues should consider that 
(1) water and society make and remake each other over space 
and time, being changement and learning part of the process 
(Yonariza et al. 2019), and (2) conflicts are never socially or 
ecologically neutral, as their dynamics and impacts are not 
homogenous (Ricart 2020).

Commonly, learnings from stakeholder analysis suggest 
a set of qualitative analysis tools, including social network 
analysis or analysis through Strengths, weaknesses, oppor-
tunities and threats (SWOT) to evaluate stakeholders’ inter-
actions in a specific area of interest (Lienert et al. 2013; 
Rambaree et al. 2021). In this research, we try to go one step 
further to understand stakeholders’ behaviour by develop-
ing a conceptual triple-loop analysis on governance to sim-
plify how stakeholders’ perception and interaction could be 
analysed: representativeness (to be), relevance (to do), and 
collaboration (to share). ‘Representativeness’ is a self-eval-
uation process about being (or not) part of the decision-mak-
ing processes, the level of involvement, and the reasons for 

Fig. 2   Main water uses in El Hondo Natural Park: environmental, agricultural and recreational
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feeling (un)represented. ‘Relevance’ includes self-evaluation 
and external evaluation about stakeholders’ roles, functions, 
and actions, contrasting theoretical empowerment (impor-
tance) with practical empowerment (influence). ‘Collabora-
tion’ deepens on current and potential agreements among 
stakeholders, their typology, and the willingness and barriers 
to agreement.

Material and methods

Data collection

Face-to-face semi-structured interviews and questionnaires 
to 15 stakeholders have been conducted between April 
and June 2019. Stakeholders have been identified by key 
informants and local experts’ feedback starting from the 
list of the members of the Natural Park Advisory Board 
and focusing on the agriculture-conservation narratives 
(Table 1). The selection followed the criteria expressed 
by Colvin et al. (2016) (‘actors dependent on the site for 
their livelihood’) and the Ramsar Convention Secretariat 
(2010) (‘any individual or group likely to influence the 
site’s management’). Stakeholders have been organized 
into three groups: government officials (regional govern-
ment, municipalities, and river basin authority), the agri-
cultural sector (irrigation communities and union farms), 
and socioenvironmental defenders (local ecologist groups 
and social movements).

Each actor was previously informed about the research 
and contacted by telephone or email to schedule the inter-
view day. An interview guide was used following the 
standard tenets of discursive analysis (Reed et al. 2009). 
The guide was organized into different topics regarding the 
present and the future of the natural park: (1) origin, (2) 
ecosystem services, (3) water scarcity and quality stand-
ards, (4) investment, and (5) natural park declaration. 
Interviews were undertaken in a place of convenience for 
the interviewees, typically in their workplace. These topics 
have been identified as the main driving factors explain-
ing the nature of stakeholders’ interaction, discussion, and 
conflict according to the information published in the last 
ten years in two local newspapers (Diario Información and 
Diario Alicante Plaza) and also collected in stakehold-
ers’ websites. Each interview was conducted in Spanish or 
Catalan as the native language of the interviewees and was 
between 40 min and two hours in duration. All interviews 
are digitally recorded and transcribed.

After the interview, each actor answered a question-
naire adapted from Ricart and Gandolfi (2017) to deepen 
collaborative governance through structured information 
about stakeholders’ roles, actions, and alliances when 
managing the natural park. The questionnaire contained 

11 questions that have been organized into three sections: 
(1) Representativeness (five questions about stakeholders’ 
involvement and roles during decision-making processes); 
(2) Relevance (three questions about self and external 
assessment of stakeholders’ functions and actions), and (3) 
Collaboration (three questions about current and potential 
agreements among stakeholders). Closed-ended questions 
included single answers based on a Likert scale of five 
points (+ ‘Do not know/No answer’ option) or multiple-
choice options. In addition, a section to expand the reasons 
for selecting an answer option has been provided for each 
question. Data collection has been triangulated following 
the recent works from Natow (2020) and Campbell et al. 
(2020), in which have been considered (1) multiple data 
sources containing different perspectives (from different 
stakeholders’ groups), and (2) complementary qualita-
tive methods and sources (including the interview and the 
questionnaire but also research observation by consulting 
the local newspapers and field notes).

Data analysis

Interviews were coded by the first author using the Max-
QDA® Analytics Pro 2018 edition software. Four inter-
views (26.7% of the total) were coded a second time (two 
months after the first coding process) by the first author 
to establish intra-rater reliability (degree of agreement 
between different measurements done by the same per-
son). Almost perfect agreement intra-rater reliability 
was achieved for both interviewer’ utterances (Cohens’ 
k = 0.85, p < 0.001; 94.2% of agreement). Both induc-
tive and deductive research have been applied when cod-
ing to avoid testing pre-conceived hypotheses instead of 
allowing the theory to emerge from the raw data’s content 
(transcribed interviews). Quotations (the shortest part 
of a text where the basic meaning could be understood 
without reading a longer part of the text) have been hand-
coded and grouped into main categories of topics (Scott 
et al. 2020). Coded quotations frequency and code cover-
age have been calculated, and main narratives have been 
highlighted.

Furthermore, the Jaccard Similarity Index (JS), a well-
known statistic coefficient used for gauging the (dis)simi-
larity of sample sets (two underlying text excerpts), has 
been applied (Al-Anazi et al. 2016). In this study, the JS 
was used to compare stakeholders’ narratives through the 
number of shared codes with the total number of codes 
to be potentially shared, ranging from 0 (entirely dis-
similar) to 1 (completely similar). In parallel, the content 
of the questionnaire has been analysed through descrip-
tive statistics. Finally, the nature and type of interaction 
between stakeholders have been highlighted by defining 
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Table 1   Stakeholders’ categorization and description

Stakeholder group Stakeholder name Description and function

Government officials Regional Segura River Basin Authority Public autonomous organization assigned to 
the Ministry of the Ecological Transition. 
Its role is to manage the Tajo-Segura water 
transfer, conciliate water demands, protect 
the environment, and ensure the water qual-
ity standards of the water bodies such as El 
Hondo Natural Park

Natural Park Advisory Board Public autonomous organization assigned 
to the General Directorate for the Natural 
Environment of the Generalitat Valenciana 
(regional government) to ensure multifunc-
tional activities in El Hondo Natural Park

Local Elche city council Municipality of 234,765 inhabitants (2020). 
52.21% (1246 Ha) of the extension of El 
Hondo Natural Park is within its municipal 
limit. It promotes recreational activities for 
visitors

Crevillente city council Municipality of 29,536 inhabitants (2020). 
47.79% (1141 Ha) of the extension of El 
Hondo Natural Park is within its municipal 
limit. It promotes recreational activities for 
visitors

Agricultural sector Riegos de Levante Left Margin irrigation 
community

Public law corporation formed by eight minor 
irrigation communities and more than 
22,000 farmers. It is the owner of the two 
ponds built in El Hondo Natural Park. It 
is the beneficiary of a water concession of 
77 Hm3 from the Tajo-Segura river water 
transfer

Carrizales irrigation community and Agri-
cultural Natural Park

Public law corporation comprised of 400 
farmers and promoter of the agricultural 
natural park with an extension of 1301 Ha, 
acting as an agro-ecological corridor that 
vertebrates and units both surrounding 
natural parks: El Hondo and the Salinas de 
Santa Pola

Young Farmers Agrarian Association Union farm founded in 1980. Among their 
associated members (rainfed farmers and 
irrigators) there are irrigators using water 
resources from El Hondo Natural Park

Union of Farmers and Livestock Union farm founded in 1976. Among there 
associated members (rainfed farmers and 
irrigators), there are irrigators using water 
resources from El Hondo Natural Park when 
other water sources are not available
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Table 1   (continued)

Stakeholder group Stakeholder name Description and function

Socioenvironmental defenders Environment SEO/BirdLife Founded in 1954, the Spanish Ornithological 
Society is Spain’s main bird conservation 
charity. Its actions are focused on the study 
and protection of birds, and it counts with 
a local action group located in Alicante, 
which participates in research projects with 
El Hondo Natural Park as a case study

Southeast Naturalists Association Founded in 1973, making it the oldest eco-
logical and naturalist association in Alicante 
and the fourth in Spain. Furthermore, it 
is the owner of a 4 Ha lagoon located at 
the perimeter-protected zone of El Hondo 
Natural Park

Friends of the Wetlands of the South of 
Alicante

Founded in 1995 to promote activities for 
the conservation, study, and dissemination 
of the natural and landscape values of the 
wetlands of southern Alicante. A custody 
agreement with the Carrizales irrigation 
community has been established to promote 
sustainable agricultural practices, with the 
aim to replicate the experience in El Hondo 
Natural Park in the near future

Multifunctionality Local Action Group Sur de Alicante An initiative of the Rural Sustainability and 
Innovation Association (ASiR) for the sus-
tainable development of the rural environ-
ment in the southern territories of Alicante. 
The area of action (878.54 Km2) comprises 
13 municipalities and 80 public and private 
entities, for which El Hondo Natural Park is 
a key factor for the socio-economic develop-
ment of the region

Vinalopó Observatory Non-profit entity founded in 2012 to highlight 
the overexploitation of aquifers and poor 
water purification affecting the Vinalopó 
river, the most important river in the Ali-
cante region

Rural Development of the Camp d’Elx 
Association

Composed of 32 organizations and private 
companies, this association promotes rural 
development in line with environmental 
requirements, as currently occurs in the 
Carrizales Agricultural Natural Park, and it 
could happen in El Hondo Natural Park

Sustainable Development of Protected 
Natural Spaces Association

Association composed of a dozen landowners 
of El Hondo who are not members of the 
Riegos de Levante Left Margin irrigation 
community. They are the owners of five 
hunting grounds in El Hondo Natural Park, 
and most of them develop activities related 
to sport fishing
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their values, attitudes, interests, and demands regarding 
the natural park (Wang and Chen 2020).

Results

Use and similarity between codes

Codes frequency and coverage

Inductive coding identified 24 codes duly organized in dif-
ferent topics: (1) Origin, (2) Ecosystem services, (3) Water 
scarcity and quality standards, (4) Investment, and (5) Natu-
ral Park declaration. Face-to-face interviews’ analysis col-
lected 276 quotations, of which socioenvironmental defend-
ers contributed with 165, while the agricultural sector and 
the government officials counted for 59 and 52 quotations, 
respectively. The majority of the quotations (59.8%) have 
been associated with the investment in and declaration of the 
natural park, highlighting three codes: conflicts-agreements, 
public-private partnership, and natural park declaration, 
while the ecosystem services topic provided relevant back-
ground on the code environment and agriculture coexistence 
(Table 2 synthesize the three codes that accumulate a more 
significant number of quotations from interviews). Moreo-
ver, it is interesting to contrast quotations assigned to the 
same most used code from stakeholders with opposed nar-
ratives. For example, both Riegos de Levante Left Margin 

irrigation community and SEO-BirdLife provide quotations 
mainly assigned to the environment and agriculture coexist-
ence code. However, the narrative “a duck has no more value 
than a farmer does, and vice versa” provided by the Riegos 
de Levante Left Margin irrigation community is refused by 
SEO-BirdLife because “farmer’ interests have mainly legiti-
mated the value of the wetland instead of putting in value 
how to ensure the empathy between the conservationist and 
the farmer (…), that will be the first step to ensure the same 
value to a duck and a farmer”.

Similarity

The highest JS value occurred between the Young Farmers 
Agrarian Association and the Segura River Basin Author-
ity (JS = 0.71), while JS > 0.50 (which means sharing, 
at least half of the codes) occurred internally between 
members of the agricultural sector (Union of Farmers 
and Livestock and Riegos de Levante Left Margin irri-
gation community) and socioenvironmental defenders, 
as for example between SEO-BirdLife and the Vinalopó 
Observatory (JS = 0.58), the Vinalopó Observatory and 
the Sustainable Development of Protected Natural Spaces 
Association (JS = 0.55), or SEO-BirdLife and both the 
Rural Development of the Camp d’Elx Association and 
the Sustainable Development of Protected Natural Spaces 
Association (JS = 0.52). Moreover, the lowest values of 
the JS could indicate dissimilar issues of concern between 

Table 2   Main codes assigned to each actor

Stakeholder Code 1 Code 2 Code 3

Segura river basin authority Origin Conflicts - Agreements Water quality standards
Natural park advisory board Future Participation Birds watching
Elche city council Information Agricultural natural park Public-private partnership
Crevillente city council Promotion Agricultural natural park Leisure
Riegos de Levante left margin irrigation 

community
Alternative water sources Environment and agriculture coexistence Farmers survival

Carrizales irrigation community and agricul-
tural natural park

Agricultural natural park Investment Farmers survival

Young farmers agrarian association Conflicts - Agreements Natural park declaration Water supply
Union of farmers and livestock Origin Environment and agriculture coexistence Investment
SEO-BirdLife Environment and agricul-

ture coexistence
Natural park declaration Politics-Power

Southeast naturalists association Future Public-private partnership Investment
Friends of the wetlands of the south of 

Alicante
Pollution issues Water supply Politics-Power

Local action group Sur de Alicante Promotion Environment and agriculture coexistence Cultural
Vinalopó observatory Future Conflicts - Agreements Water scarcity
Rural development of the Camp d’Elx asso-

ciation
Public-private partnership Farmers survival Participation

Sustainable development of protected natural 
spaces association

Public-private partnership Natural park declaration Origin
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stakeholders. In all bidirectional interactions, JS < 0.50 
means that almost half of the coded topics are not shared 
between any of the stakeholders. A possible explanation 
could be that although a topic (code) was similarly affect-
ing different stakeholders, those stakeholders with the low-
est JS values may feel unmotivated to share their concerns 
with the others. In this sense, it is necessary to descend 
to a ratio of JS ≥ 0.30 to identify how some socioenviron-
mental defenders (SEO-BirdLife, Vinalopó Observatory, 
Rural Development of the Camp d’Elx Association, and 
the Sustainable Development of Protected Natural Spaces 
Association), Riegos de Levante Left Margin irrigation 
community, and the Natural Park Advisory Board can 
share their concerns with at least half of the interviewees. 
On the contrary, both the city councils and the environ-
mental platforms are not capable of generating dialectical 
synergies both at the regional level (SEO-BirdLife) and 
with the rest of the stakeholders.

Driving factors motivating stakeholders’ conflict

Origin

The starting point of the discussion between stakeholders 
is El Hondo Natural Park’s origin as natural (wetland) or 
anthropic (water reservoir). While for the Riegos de Levante 
Left Margin irrigation community “El Hondo has the soul of 
a wetland but the heart of a reservoir”, union farms such as 
the Union of Farmers and Livestock does not consider this 
multifunctional nature, because “El Hondo was formed from 
an artificial action, by not drying out part of the wetland 
that will be used as ponds”. This argument is used by local 
ecologist groups to confirm the natural origin of the sys-
tem, as expressed by the Southeast Naturalists Association 
as “only natural systems could be artificialized”. However, 
social movements as the Vinalopó Observatory wonders how 
to justify the “natural” attribute of El Hondo Natural Park 
“when nothing is natural: water sources are artificially regu-
lated; water resources have to be pumped; excavators build 
channels, and space limits are straight lines”.

Ecosystem services

All the stakeholders agree with the diversity of benefits pro-
vided by El Hondo Natural Park, from provisioning (water 
and food) to regulating (water purification and water scar-
city) and supporting (biodiversity), but also including cul-
tural services (recreation, education, landscape, heritage). 
However, the coexistence between provisioning and support-
ing services generates tensions between the agricultural sec-
tor and socioenvironmental defenders. For example, while 
SEO-BirdLife and the Southeast Naturalists Association 
recognized the perimeter of El Hondo Natural Park as a key 

area for biodiversity, the Union Farmers and Livestock won-
der “why biodiversity does not generate an economic benefit 
for the farmers who are implementing sustainable agricul-
tural practices?”. Regarding the cultural services, the agri-
cultural sector and socioenvironmental defenders agree on 
El Hondo Natural Park’s consideration as a factor to preserve 
local identity. This local identity is related to “the inherit-
ance of the traditional agricultural practices, water manage-
ment, rural heritage, and landscaping”, as recognized by the 
Vinalopó Observatory. Moreover, the progressive restric-
tion of hunting has increased the defence of this practice 
for its cultural value because “losing the culture of hunting 
is as serious as not having water for crops or harming the 
environment”, as recognized by the Riegos de Levante Left 
Margin irrigation community. However, the Union of Farm-
ers and Livestock consider that local identity is being lost 
because the agricultural sector had not been able to transmit 
to society the value of this hybrid system “as a witness of 
the experience passed down through the years”. Finally, the 
leisure function is promoted by the Natural Park Advisory 
Board, although both the Crevillente and Elche city coun-
cils considered that this function has not been extensively 
popularized among citizens and visitors. According to the 
Elche city council, the reason why the leisure function is not 
really valued is that “although citizens generally know about 
El Hondo Natural Park, most people think that it cannot 
be visited”. This fits well with the argument shared by the 
Southeast Naturalists Association when criticizes the acces-
sibility restrictions imposed by the Riegos de Levante Left 
Margin irrigation community and how this effect the leisure 
function of the park, without considering that as SPA, the 
natural park is a common good to be shared with the public. 
The Riegos de Levante Left Margin irrigation community, 
as the owner of the natural park, argued that “although El 
Hondo Natural Park is open to citizens, it cannot be ignored 
that it is a private property, and is the owner who fixes how 
and when the access to the natural park could be allowed”.

Water scarcity and quality standards

The Segura river suffers from semi-permanent drought peri-
ods, and stakeholders are aware of the region’s water scarcity 
risk. To address this situation, the Elche city council con-
sidered that “actions can no longer focus on water demand, 
but in water supply, so the only option for addressing water 
scarcity will be the use of reclaimed or desalinated water”. 
However, water scarcity “is not affecting only water supply, 
but water quality standards due to the high levels of salts 
and eutrophication, therefore, biodiversity”, as recognized 
by SEO-BirdLife and supported by the Natural Park Advo-
cacy Board, for who “the situation worsens in summer”. The 
Segura River Basin Authority confirmed that the only way 
to ensure water quality standards was “to mix water from 
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conventional and alternative water sources”. The Sustain-
able Development of Protected Natural Spaces Association 
considered that addressing both water scarcity and water 
quality standards will require the awareness and involvement 
of urban society because “water flowing into El Hondo Natu-
ral Park through the Segura River comes from industrialized 
and urbanized environments”. In this sense, the Vinalopó 
Observatory considered that “farmers must understand that 
I, as a citizen who paid the water bill, I have the right to use 
as much water as I can afford, so when I turn on the tap I do 
not consider either the water supply for the farmers or the 
well-being of the wetland”. According to the Sustainable 
Development of Protected Natural Spaces Association, the 
only way to face water scarcity and quality standards is to 
understand that water is the key issue and not the citizens, 
farmers, or the environment because “without water, there 
is no life, no fish, no ducks, no gastronomy, no local agricul-
ture, no landscape, no tourism, and no research”.

Investment

The investment required to maintain the natural park (both 
financial and infrastructural) generates conflicting points of 
view between the agricultural sector and socioenvironmental 
defenders. The Union of Farmers and Livestock recognized 
that maintaining the natural park is expensive from a techni-
cal point of view but “cultural and natural values of a com-
munity must be ensured even when the cost is so high: El 
Hondo Natural Park should be valued not from how much 
cost its maintenance but for how it fulfills with socioeco-
nomic functions and guarantee ecosystem services”, while 
the Southeast Naturalists Association considered that “the 
investment granted to farmers through the Riegos de Levante 
Left Margin irrigation community for their conservation role 
should have been invested in expropriating the two ponds. 
That would have been the only way to really invest in con-
servation”. SEO-BirdLife called for greater transparency of 
the amount of investment to El Hondo Natural Park, because 
“government officials do not provide enough information 
to audit the public investment or to know what the invest-
ment has been used for”. However, the Vinalopó Observa-
tory pointed to another source of investment, the research, 
because “the natural park received three LIFE projects from 
the European Commission: one focused on protecting wet-
lands, and two focused in the recovery of endangered fauna, 
in which local ecological groups have participated”.

Natural park declaration

The natural park’s declaration in 1994 also motivated oppo-
site points of view between the agricultural sector and the 
socioenvironmental defenders. The Riegos de Levante Left 
Margin irrigation community argued that “due to this figure 

of protection, the regional government, who is the owner of 
25% of the natural park, is imposing environmental require-
ments to farmers, who are the owners of the remaining 75%, 
and this is not fair at all”. In the same line, the Sustain-
able Development of Protected Natural Spaces Association 
considered that the designation of the natural park does not 
entail any benefit for the farmers, only restrictions because 
“hunting is restricted, fishing is delimited, and agriculture 
is not productive. If environmental and leisure functions are 
imposed as common goods in favour of the public interest, 
how can farmers survive?”. This association considers that 
the situation responds to the fact that “El Hondo is a natural 
park drawn on paper, but it is artificial on the ground, so it 
will only survive if the regional government maintains it 
artificially through subsidies to the Riegos de Levante Left 
Margin irrigation community”. For SEO-Birdlife, “when in 
the 90’ the natural park was declared, the environmental 
function prevailed over the agriculture, and this situation can 
only generate conflicts because farmers did not feel involved 
in the natural park declaration discussion process”.

Triple‑loop analysis on governance 
and stakeholders’ interaction

Representativeness

Most of the stakeholders (9 of 15, including the members of 
the agricultural sector and socioenvironmental defenders) 
considered themselves not represented in El Hondo Natural 
Park’s management. For these stakeholders, ‘feeling rep-
resented’ should be ‘to be a referent or a leader’, identified 
by the Natural Park Advisory Board and the Carrizales irri-
gation community and Agricultural Natural Park, but also 
‘being part and influencing in decision-making processes’, 
as highlighted by the Segura River Basin Authority and both 
city councils (Elche and Crevillente). The frustration of feel-
ing unrepresented in El Hondo Natural Park’s management 
were polarized on a conflict of interests and the lack of 
political will (confirmed by the socioenvironmental defend-
ers). However, some members of the agricultural sector, as 
the Riegos de Levante Left Margin irrigation community, 
considered that the lack of recognition as experts able to 
address environmental issues (just like the local ecological 
groups) was also a reason. This result could support the lack 
of cross-sectoral and multifunctional acknowledgment and 
of a common strategy identified by the stakeholders when 
asking about the participation rules in the current manage-
ment of El Hondo Natural Park.

Relevance

The overall stakeholders’ self-value in El Hondo Natu-
ral Park’s management was high, with a range between 4 



599Can agriculture and conservation be compatible in a coastal wetland? Balancing stakeholders’…

1 3

(necessary role) and 5 (essential role). Those stakeholders 
who have received the best external rate to support their role 
were the Riegos de Levante Left Margin irrigation com-
munity, followed by the Segura River Basin Authority, Car-
rizales irrigation community and Agricultural Natural Park, 
and the Natural Park Advisory Board. These stakeholders are 
also considered the most relevant in decision-making pro-
cesses, that is, those with more capacity and power to impose 
their interests. On the contrary, the Vinalopó Observatory 
and both union farms have been the lowest-rated (Fig. 3). 
Comparing self and external values regarding stakeholders’ 
roles, both irrigation communities (Riegos de Levante Left 
Margin and Carrizales) and two social movements (Vinalopó 
Observatory and Local Action Group Sur de Alicante) have 
received better scores than their own rating. Moreover, the 
best external rate based on those actions carried out by each 
actor was for Carrizales irrigation community and Agricul-
tural Natural Park, followed by the Natural Park Advisory 
Board and the Southeast Naturalists Association. In contrast, 
the lowest external rate has been received by both union 
farms and the Segura River Basin Authority.

Comparing self and external rates according to roles and 
functions, and actions, some highlights could be shared: 
(1) Government officials and the agricultural sector tend to 
value themselves worse in practice (actions) than in theory 
(roles and functions), while socioenvironmental defenders 
offered similar values in both cases; (2) Only two stake-
holders (Southeast Naturalists Association and Sustainable 
Development of Protected Natural Spaces Association) 
received a better external score in both roles and functions, 
and actions; and (3) All the stakeholders were less valued 
for their actions than for their roles and functions, where 
the greatest difference between both values do not follow 
a pattern differentiated by groups of stakeholders, includ-
ing government officials (the Segura River Basin Author-
ity, Elche city council), the agricultural sector (Riegos de 

Levante Left Margin irrigation community and both union 
farms) and socioenvironmental defenders (SEO-BirdLife).

Collaboration

Except for the Natural Park Advisory Board, stakehold-
ers considered that the main precondition for formulating 
agreements was willingness or predisposition to collaborate, 
although some socioenvironmental defenders considered the 
affinity between stakeholders according to compatible dis-
courses. It is interesting to note that there is no sharp differ-
ence between the agricultural sector’s choices and the ones 
of socioenvironmental defenders.

Regarding the type of agreement, signed agreements and 
joint statements have been considered the best mechanisms 
to fix the collaboration between stakeholders. However, the 
Segura River Basin Authority, the Rural Development of 
the Camp d’Elx Association, and the Elche city council 
also accepted verbal agreements. Furthermore, stakeholders 
identified the main reasons explaining the lack of agreement: 
the incompatibility of interests and the lack of willingness 
to collaborate with, although stakeholders’ unequal levels of 
recognition as experts is considered, as confirmed by soci-
oenvironmental defenders. Although in this type of question, 
stakeholders tend to be politically correct by displaying a 
proactive attitude to establish future agreements with any 
actor (even if they are involved in a conflict), some stake-
holders from social movements refused to promote agree-
ments with those stakeholders who have been negatively 
considered for their actions (e.g., the Segura River Basin 
Authority, both union farms, and the Vinalopó Observatory).

Fig. 3   Contrasted own and external value regarding the importance and support of each actor
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Discussion

Coastal wetlands are often challenged by overlapping water 
interests, mainly concerning preservation and economic 
activities, such as agriculture. However, insufficient atten-
tion has been paid to the specific driving factors that could 
explain the conflicting narratives between agriculture and 
conservation coexistence (Bockstael et al. 2016). This study 
provided a test from the coastal wetland of El Hondo Natural 
Park to advance in stakeholders’ narratives and behaviour 
comprehension regarding those factors influencing decision-
making processes: (1) the origin and evolution of the socio-
ecological system, (2) the provision of ecosystem services, 
(3) those strategies to address water scarcity and water 
quality standards, (4) the management of public and private 
investment, and (5) the benefits obtained when a coastal 
wetland is declared as a natural park. Likewise, results from 
stakeholders’ interactions based on the analysis of their level 
of representativeness and mutual recognition, their relevance 
in decision-making processes, and their collaboration capac-
ity through agreements have been useful to provide comple-
mentary information to identify power (im)balance when 
addressing water management and governance.

The consideration of power (im)balance can be related 
to the complexity of managing water interests, even more, 
water rights, both individual and collective, as a recurrently 
discussed issue in most coastal wetlands when they are 
contemplated as common-property systems (Boelens and 
Claudín 2015). In this sense, El Hondo Natural Park is not 
an isolated case. Less than 200 km north-est, a very similar 
situation can be found: Valencia’s Albufera Natural Park, 
in which individual and collective water interests and water 
rights coexist. According to Jégou and Sanchis-Ibor (2019), 
when individual and collective rights (aims to) coexist, a 
reformulation of the institutional management architecture 
(e.g., an advisory board) is required to ensure transparency, 
conciliation, and shared governance. In this sense, the results 
obtained in El Hondo Natural Park confirmed that the Natu-
ral Park Advisory Board has been useful to improve coastal 
wetland conservation and increase environmental awareness. 
However, it was insufficient to reduce power imbalance in 
the decision-making process nor increase mutual recogni-
tion among stakeholders (especially between the Riegos 
de Levante Left Margin irrigation community and most 
socioenvironmental defenders). This limited capacity when 
managing the socio-ecological system as an hydrosocial ter-
ritory can be conditioned by the socio-economic progress 
and the socio-environmental justice narratives’ incompat-
ibility, as suggested by some stakeholders (e.g., Vinalopó 
Observatory, Sustainable Development of Protected Natu-
ral Spaces Association). Authors such as Hulshof and Vos 
(2016) specifically address this issue in Valencia’s Albufera 

to conclude that these dual narratives are divergent realities, 
reframing both concepts as the agronomic waterscape frame 
(dominated by individual rights) and the idyllic waterscape 
frame (related to collective rights).

Results also highlighted three main learnings from stake-
holders’ perception and mutual understanding. Firstly, con-
flicting interests and lack of political will to ensure stake-
holders’ participation increase stakeholders’ feelings of 
underrepresentation and motivated power imbalance, espe-
cially among socioenvironmental defenders (local ecolo-
gist groups and social movements). Secondly, stakeholders’ 
actions are less valued than stakeholders’ roles and func-
tions, especially those with greater decision-making power 
(regional government and irrigation communities). Finally, 
agreements among stakeholders are based on the predispo-
sition to collaborate and the affinity or mutual recognition 
(especially regarding socioenvironmental defenders) but 
are restricted by the private property rules and environ-
mental regulation nexus. This last point fits well with previ-
ous studies in which agreements in coastal wetlands tend 
to be dismissed when the legal right of private property is 
more relevant than the environmental regulation (Mojica-
Vélez et al. 2018). However, agreements and collaboration 
between stakeholders tend to occur when participation rules 
and mechanisms of dialogue are clear and well established 
according to constant interaction and predisposition among 
stakeholders (Harrington 2017; Silverman et al. 2020; Mac-
zka et al. 2021; Qi et al. 2021). How to address this gap 
in which stakeholders’ involvement is not enough to avoid 
conflict and power imbalance?

In the last two decades, there has been an increasing num-
ber of initiatives for the management of coastal wetlands 
based on governance and participatory approaches, which 
are rooted in active commitment and stakeholders’ collabo-
ration to face oncoming challenges, such as climate change 
impacts on water resources and biodiversity (Newaz and 
Rahman 2019; Shipman et al. 2020). Although there is no 
unified model nor policy for efficient coastal wetland gov-
ernance, some scholars considered polycentric governance 
useful to address conflict resolution due to the combination 
of innovation, social-learning, adaptation capacity, trust-
worthiness, and levels of cooperation among stakeholders 
(Ostrom 2010; Heikkila et al. 2018). This approach involves 
multiple (semi)independent centres of decision-making that 
take each other into account through specific interactions 
and relationships among stakeholders (Carlisle and Gruby 
2019). More than as an alternative governance model, 
polycentricity should be used to study the site and time-
specific factors that influence management and governance. 
Based on the obtained results, future research could apply 
the polycentric governance approach to check how different 
centres of decision-making can reduce the conflict between 
conservation and agriculture narratives by focusing on local 
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contexts dynamics and particularities (Baldwin et al. 2018; 
Kellner et al. 2019).

For example, the results obtained in the JS index focused 
on the similarity among stakeholders’ narratives could be 
used as the starting point to identify which independent cen-
tres of decision-making could be promoted in combination 
with the five driving factors motivating conflict. Further-
more, independent decision-making centres can be organ-
ized according to the triple-loop analysis of governance (rep-
resentativeness, relevance, and collaboration) to deal with 
each issue separately and avoid bilateral stakeholders’ con-
frontations. This proposal fits well with the establishment 
of wetland contracts (Horvat and Smrekar 2021), similarly 
to the consolidated river contracts in which stakeholders’ 
participation is promoted to reduce the underrepresentation 
or underrecognition of stakeholders in decision-making pro-
cesses to finally build a ‘technical desk’ for the locally con-
ducted action strategies (Bocchi et al. 2012). In this sense, 
the triple-loop analysis used in this study can complement 
this ‘technical desk’ by deepening the ‘social’ side of the 
management of socio-ecological systems by highlighting the 
reasons why the participation process is complex but also 
how this complexity could be analyzed in a simplified way 
to increase stakeholders’ motivation to be involved in deci-
sion-making process (Okumah et al. 2020). Furthermore, 
this approach could provide an updated framework combin-
ing conceptual and methodological issues with fixing main 
stakeholders’ roles (to be), actions (to do) and alliances (to 
share) in a replicable, integrated and non-static way accord-
ing to the spatial and temporal dynamics that characterize 
these hybrid spaces.

Conclusion

Agriculture and conservation can be compatible in a coastal 
wetland, but it requires attention to the specific driving fac-
tors explaining the co-existing and conflicting narratives 
influencing decision-making processes.

The study of El Hondo Natural Park identified five main 
driving factors to be considered: (1) the origin and evolution 
of the coastal wetland, (2) the provision and value of ecosys-
tem services, (3) the management of water scarcity and water 
quality standards, (4) the guarantee and management of pub-
lic and private investment, and (5) consequences of a natural 
park declaration. When addressing these issues, stakehold-
ers’ behaviours differed in representativeness, relevance, and 
collaboration levels, providing examples of underrepresenta-
tion and power imbalance and negative assessments regard-
ing stakeholders’ actions. However, results also highlighted 
some experiences of predisposition to establish agreements 
and stakeholders’ mutual comprehension and affinity. In 

order to deepen these learnings, further research should be 
focused on (1) customizing conflicted narratives and power 
(im)balance interactions in a systematic way, (2) rethink-
ing the role of conflict in hydrosocial territories and how 
conflicts can become part of stakeholder identities, and (3) 
exploring the productive power of such conflicts as catalysts 
when facing current and potential socioeconomic and envi-
ronmental challenges.
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