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Abstract. While theory and legislation are evolving toward
open and participatory governance models, one of the main
drivers of mobilization in Latin America is environmental
conflicts. On the coast of the Eastern Region, Uruguay, a
territory historically allocated to residential tourism, the
approval of multiple projects on the seafront or the beach
are generally perceived as abuses by civil society. In this con-
text, it is essential to determine the type of participation for
coastal urban development opened up by land-use planning.

This study analyzes qualitative and quantitative infor-
mation from workshops, resident surveys, interviews with
activist groups from organized civil society, and a public
statement of the national network of coastal groups. We
observed a strong social concern about the conservation
of the environmental conditions, poor information on
specific coastal issues, and issues related to influencing
final decisions.

These results are consistent with international state-
ments related to the official discourse on environmental
governance, with no real progress that would allow for
important changes in the development model associated
with real-estate extractivism. This situation urgently de-
mands permanent formats for the horizontal dialog between

stakeholders, which, although not legally binding, would
promote knowledge sharing and facilitate real participation
in coastal territorial planning.

Keywords: participation, governance, residential tourism,
Uruguay.

Resumen. Mientras teoria y legislacién avanzan hacia mo-
delos de gobernanza abierta y participativa, uno de los prin-
cipales motivos de movilizacién en América Latina son los
conflictos ambientales. En la costa de Regién Este, Uruguay,
territorio destinado histéricamente al turismo residencial,
multiples aprobaciones de proyectos ubicados en primera
linea frente al mar o sobre la playa, son en general vividas
como atropellos por la sociedad civil. En este contexto
interesa saber qué tipo de participacién para el desarrollo
urbano costero se abre a partir del ordenamiento territorial.

Se analiza informacién cualitativa y cuantitativa surgida
de talleres participativos, encuestas a residentes, entrevistas
a grupos activistas locales y un manifiesto publico de las
organizaciones costeras a nivel nacional. Se aprecia la fuerte
preocupacién por la conservacién de las condiciones am-
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bientales del sitio, baja informacién sobre temas especificos
costeros y dificultades para incidir en las decisiones finales.
Los resultados coinciden con planteos internacionales sobre
la instalacién del discurso oficial de la gobernanza ambiental,
sin un progreso real que permita lograr cambios importantes
en el modelo de desarrollo asociado al extractivismo inmo-
biliario. La situacién planteada demanda con urgencia la

INTRODUCTION

In Latin America, environmental conflicts are one
of the key drivers of social mobilization and public
debate, associated with two conflicting paradigms
of sustainable development: the application of
development policies promoting economic growth
based on the exploitation of ecosystem resources,
and environmental revalorization, together with
the acknowledgment of new rights and greater
involvement of citizens in their defense (Suarez
and Ruggerio, 2018).

One of the globally agreed instruments propo-
sed for the management and resolution of social-
ecological conflicts is the so-called environmental
governance, a concept that entails participation,
transparency, controls, and broad consensuses
applied to the institutions and organizations invol-
ved in regulating the use and protection of natural
resources (Folke et a/. 2005; Chaffin ez /., 2014).
Since complexity and uncertainty are typical of
environmental issues, works such as those of Schultz
et al. (2019) emphasize the need to adopt adaptive
governance to understand and improve instrument
responses to the sustainability challenges. These
authors highlight learning and collaboration bet-
ween sectors and scales as key elements to achieving
a shared vision through monitoring, information
exchange, networking, and conflict resolution.

Particularly for territorial issues, it is understood
that the various dimensions of governance should
be displayed vertically (especially between local and
regional scales), horizontally (through coordination
across sectoral policies, territories, and the different
stakeholders), and with the participation of citi-
zens, both individually and as organized groups
(Rosas Ferrusca ez al., 2012), while acknowledging
a continuum between conflict and participation,
with a range of pulses and permeabilities (Capalbo
et al., 2020).

Environmental Conflicts and Social Participation Related to...

instalacién de formatos permanentes de didlogo horizontal
entre actores, que aun sin ser legalmente vinculantes, fo-
menten el conocimiento y permitan una participacién real
sobre la planificacién territorial litoral.

Palabras clave: participacién, gobernanza, turismo resi-
dencial, Uruguay.

In coastal areas, this vision adds to integrated
coastal management. Growing emphasis has been
given to the governance model since the early 21st
century, incorporating the ecosystem approach,
adaptation to climate change, increased public
participation, the search for coordination and
cooperation schemes, and the future as key features
(Pérez-Cayeiro et al., 2012).

In parallel with theoretical progress and specific
cases confirming the benefits of environmental
governance, there are studies documenting the
persistent asymmetries between the different
stakeholders regarding access to the political arena.
These analyses address the territory from relational,
multi-dimensional, and multi-scale perspectives,
deepening spacial interpretations based on the
practices such as acting upon the action of the other,
conflicts, struggles, and resistance (Cruz, 2020).
Within this context, space is the arena where power
is exercised, strategies are deployed, conflicts are
resolved, interests are fought, and disputes between
political and economic aspects take place.

Some authors discuss the gap between an ideal
governance scheme in which “(...) politics results
in a shared consensus of equal actors (...)” and
other scenarios reflecting “(...) the way whereby the
weakest end up entering the hegemonic orbit of
the dominant discourses” (Sevilla Buitrago, 2010).
For Grindle (2017), the potential for government
reform toward good governance is restrained by
the power and interests of those who impose or
negotiate political agreements and dependence on
the existing institutions, all resulting from previous
political contests. This standpoint is shared by
Bustos Gallardo ez 2/ (2019), who show that the
mechanisms of territorial governance — although
not aggravating historical, economic, and political
processes at other temporal and social scales — do
not provide real solutions to issues derived from
the neoliberal project. Also, these mechanisms are
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ineffective for reorganizing land uses collectively.
These authors point out that governance mecha-
nisms emerge to give continuity to the hegemonic
production model and restore the legitimacy of
extractivist sectors and companies under crisis
scenarios. Meanwhile, Grindle (2017) argues
that incremental changes are possible, albeit only
within the boundaries defined by “adherence” or
path dependence on institutional arrangements in
place at a given time.

In the case of places characterized by tourism-
appealing natural conditions, this road will be
strongly driven toward ecotourism, as it is an
activity hegemonically associated with sustaina-
bility and green-economy concepts (Dufly, 2015)
displayed as potential alternatives to the current
environmental crisis. However, critics denounce
the green economy as a means by which neoliberal
capitalism evades and conceals the contradictions
inherent in tensions between sustained economic
growth and ecological limits (Warner, 2014, cited
in De La Rosa and Pérez, 2017, p. 143 ). Mo-
reover, for authors like Castree (2008) or Pintos
(2020), the privatization and commodification of
nature produce new spaces and opportunities for
investment and capital accumulation. In this same
sense, tourism is conceived as a central practice of
capitalism, through which the system sustains itself
(Fletcher, 2016).

For Latin America, Zurbriggen argues that
the way in which governance was promoted on
national agendas from central countries and global
development agencies implied a neoliberal State
model and, consequently, the need to strengthen
it for market forces to operate:

In a political system with these characteristics,
approaches for processing demands, resolving con-
flicts, and distributing public resources and power
were consolidated, aiming to fulfill the particular
interests of individuals or groups rather than the
common good (...). In other words, the discussion
on governance and institutions pays little attention
to political processes, cultural patterns, and the di-
flerent types of coalitions of interests that promote
or resist change (Zurbriggen, 2011, p. 56).

On the subject, Diez er al. (2013) point out
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that, in the face of the current social tensions in
local economic development processes due to the
existence of stakeholders with different capacities
and negotiation levels, it is the local government
that should mediate between contrsting interests
by providing the necessary means to resolve con-
flicts, to ensure the fulfillment of the rights of the
weakest and most vulnerable sectors of society in
all areas. However, Pintos (2020) indicates that
the alliance between sovereign states and private
owners, assisted by legal regulations, has been a
key driver of the destruction of a previous legal
order, which acknowledged social relationships
and the link of social-ecological systems to a
greater extent than the current one. In this same
sense, Vainer (2000) maintains that some specific
territories (particularly cities in Europe and Latin
America), and with the agreement of the majority
of citizens, have joined the scheme that he calls
homeland-enterprise-market. In this scheme, the
city is rejected as a political space (polis) to give
way to a corporate appropriation of the territory
in exchange for eradicating politics and eliminating
the conflict and conditions for exercising citizen-
ship. Without conflict, the city becomes a unique
and cohesive subject with the capacity to compete
in the market to develop in the global economy.
More recent works contend that, in the face of
an implicit pact of extractivism, the national and
local governments have chosen to deregulate the
access to and exploitation of natural resources and
to “(...) silence the victims of the model. A sort of
public-private connivance. A pact that citizens and
social movements have increasingly confronted in
recent decades” (Suarez and Ruggiero, 2018, p. 18).
Based on the above scenario, this article analyzes
the conditions for participation in the current land-
use planning for the coast of the Eastern Region
of Uruguay, a territory historically dedicated to
sun-and-beach tourism. The questions that guide
the work are: From the insertion of the participa-
tory approach in regulations, is there a perceived
greater transparency and legitimacy of processes
in the community? Is there sufficient information
management by the local inhabitants to sustain the
participation encouraged? What role do activist
groups play in this process? What have been the
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effects of civil society actions that challenge the
official deviation from land-use planning?

Our hypothesis is that as the Eastern Region
coast is one of the national territories most sought
by the national and international tourism-real-
estate industry from land-use planning as such, as
a short- and long-term source of labor, classifying
large rural areas as suburban or potentially suitable
for conversion. At the urban level, exceptions are
allowed when the established guidelines do not
match the market, which the local majorities welco-
me. In this framework, environmental governance
is given minimum priority required in regulations
to be used in the institutional narrative to support
the public-private partnership of real-estate extrac-
tivism (sensu Hidalgo ez al., 2016), protected under
the sustainable development shield.

URBAN DEVELOPMENT AND
PARTICIPATION IN THE EASTERN
REGION COAST

The Eastern Region coast (Maldonado and Rocha
departments) (Figure 1) shows a historical real-
estate development linked to residential tourism,
an activity targeting the production of second
residences, infrastructure, services, and related spa-
ces, with uses mostly related to leisure rather than
production and reproduction (Aledo, 2016). Once
basically rural and dedicated to extensive cattle
ranching, its territory was structured into dozens
of real estate projects approved in the first decades
of the twentieth century. These projects were inten-
ded for sun-and-beach tourism from designs that
bet on the higher profitability encompassing large
extensions of dune fields and wetlands. Most of its
plots were projected for single-family housing and
had a mean surface area of 300 m?.
Environmental impacts produced by this deve-
lopment model include biodiversity impairment
and loss, dry and circulating sand loss, water quality
degradation; beach erosion; receding coast, lower
beach dissipative capacity, lower scenic value,
higher vulnerability to erosion, absence of a cu-
rrent source of sediments of sufficient magnitude
for the recovery of dune fields lost from these
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actions (Nagy ez al., 2016; Panario and Gutiérrez,
2006; among others). Alvez and Goso (2014)
warned about a 50% reduction of mobile dunes
since the 1960s, mainly due to dune fixation by
afforestation.

Today, the permanent search for domestic and
foreign real-estate investment for the sector is
being promoted from various government levels.
In parallel, urban consolidation and densification
continue, added to the accelerated opening of
multiple new real estate areas associated with the
recent reclassification of rural-to-urban/suburban
land (Gadino ez 4l., 2022).

From the beginning, the planning of this sector
is based on a national land-use planning standard
(Ley de Centros Poblados, 1946), a national sectoral
regulation (Cddligo de Aguas, 1979), and the corres-
ponding departmental construction codes.

The global redirection toward sustainable de-
velopment and planning in the late 20th century
boosted a comprehensive approach to environ-
mental and territorial issues, contemplating va-
rious topics and spatial scales (national, regional,
departmental, and local). Under the paradigm that
frames it, the new regulatory body set the following
objectives: protection of indigenous ecosystems,
care of natural and cultural landscapes, and concern
for the preservation of a 250 m Coastal Defense
Strip (Faja de Defensa Costera, FDC') from the
high-water line (LDR).

In parallel, either in the standard itself or as
cross-cutting issues, aspects were included that
allow or encourage the participation of civil society
(local collectives, business groups, etc.), enabling
new spaces for exchange, negotiation, decision-
making, or control. Since the 1990s, new environ-
mental instruments such as environmental impact
assessment (EIA) have been issued, mandating
that all projects with potential large-scale impacts
(such as modification of a land-use category for
new real estate developments) or those to be built
on the FDC should include social participation.
EIA should proceed through a public statement
to gather opinions and suggestions and include a

! Hereafter, unless otherwise stated, acronyms correspond

to the names in Spanish (translator’s note).
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Figure 1. Study area and location of respondents and groups interviewed (GAL). Source: Own elaboration based on the

image of Samamen Terrain Background.

public hearing as required. Advisory councils and
advisory commissions are also created under the
same paradigm. For instance, eleven basin com-
missions have been created for sustainable and
participatory water management, considering river
basins as management units. One of them is the La-
guna del Sauce basin, located in the study area. The
Environmental Protection Act (Ley de Proteccion del
Medio Ambiente) is subsequently adopted, which
states: “Environmental protection is a commitment
that concerns society as a whole, so that persons
and representative organizations have the right and
duty to participate in this process”,? and the Law on
Land-Use Planning and Sustainable Development
(Ley de Ordenamiento Territorial y Desarrollo Soste-

2 Law 16,466 on Environmental Protection, article 6,
clause d.

nible; LOTDS), which includes among its guiding
principles the “promotion of citizen participation
in the drafting, implementation, monitoring,
evaluation, and revision of land-use instruments”.3
Although it does not establish that participation
is mandatory, the LOTDS enables and encourages
the implementation of mechanisms to expand and
deepen the participation of different stakeholders
in territorial processes. The National Coastal
Guideline (Directriz Nacional Costera) was added
in 2020, which promotes the coordination of
institutions and stakeholders linked to sustainable
coastal development at the regional, departmental
and local levels, and in 2021, the Escazu Agreement
on access to information, public participation, and

3 Law 18,308 on Land-Use Planning and Sustainable De-

velopment, article 5, clause d.
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access to justice in environmental matters in Latin
America and the Caribbean was signed.

In this openness scenario, multiple approvals
of residential tourism projects (single-family
houses, complexes, closed neighborhoods, and
towers of up to 22 floors above the four allowed
in the current regulations, support infrastructure)
located on the seafront or the beach are genera-
lly perceived as violations to the law by society.
One of the reasons is the policy of exceptions to
territorial regulations and associated tax exemp-
tions granted by the Maldonado department as
incentives for investing in the real estate sector.
The declared aim of this policy is to stimulate the
local economy, including tourism, a campaign
pledge that has allowed the same candidate to
win two consecutive departmental elections, the
second with the highest historical percent for any
party in this governing body (54%). However,
concerns and claims emerge in parallel — often
coinciding with demands expressed by academic
groups — toward ongoing initiatives implemented
following the established mechanisms. Aspects
challenged include the impact of infrastructure
construction (irreversible changes in coastal dy-
namics, ecosystem fragmentation and loss, and
altered landscapes, among others) and the approval
process itself.

METHODOLOGY

To address the research questions, the results of
four different population approaches are analyzed:

1) Follow-up to the policy of exemptions to
land-use planning in Maldonado since 2015,
including the results of a cycle of participatory
workshops. These were held in Maldonado in
2017 and 2018 from an initiative of the Centro
Universitario Regional del Este (Eastern University
Center; CURE UDELAR), local organizations,
and the Ministry of Housing, Land-Use Plan-
ning and Environment. More than 100 persons
participated in three events, including neighbors;
tourism, hotel, and real estate entrepreneurs;
former municipal authorities; members of social
organizations, neighborhood associations, and

Environmental Conflicts and Social Participation Related to...

trade unions; university students and professors;
free-lance professionals; professional associations;
and local and national government representatives
of opposition parties at the departmental level.
There was neither participation nor response to
the invitation from the local government —which
promotes the policy under analysis — nor was it
from the construction union or the construction
business chambers.

The first workshop aimed to introduce the topic
and listen to the participants’ concerns. The mate-
rial collected was used to set the basis for discussion
at the second meeting. In that instance, the atten-
dees worked in heterogeneous groups established
at the time, with moderators of Universidad de la
Repiiblica, based on keywords on how exemptions
affect them as neighbors and on the activities in
adjacent areas; and actions to recommend to ma-
nagers, politicians, organizations, academia, and
commercial business owners. The third workshop
sought to reach consensuses on important and
feasible actions to be taken. The outcomes of this
cycle were analyzed using the grounded theory
by coding the answers obtained and generating
thematic categories linked in a network.

2) Survey conducted on a random sample
within the universe of inhabitants of the Eastern
Region coast aiming to know the information
handled by persons on basic elements for partici-
pation in land-use planning of the zone, such as the
geomorphological functioning in coastal areas and
its fragility in the face of anthropic alterations, the
possibilities of participation in processes of territo-
rial planning, and the management of information
on how to proceed in case of need of support or
making claims. The survey was conducted during
the first half of 2021 using the non-probabilistic
Snowball Sampling technique using a self-ad-
ministered, semi-structured online form. It was
sent via Whatsapp to contacts or contact groups
living in the study area (environmental groups or
neighbors self-organized to address neighborhood
issues), who forwarded the form to third parties and
successive contacts. The only condition requested
to respond was to be a resident (permanent or
temporary) of coastal areas in the Maldonado or
Rocha departments, at a maximum distance from
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the sea of 300 m. Figure 1 shows the areas where
responses were gathered.

Responses to closed questions were analyzed
quantitatively, while responses to semi-closed
questions were used to generate codes according
to the recurrence of concepts. The descriptive sta-
tistical analysis results are reported by combining
quantitative and qualitative data.

3) Interviews with local activist groups (GAL)
working on coastal protection in the study area.
The interviews, comprising 31 semi-closed ques-
tions, took place between May and June 2021,
with the participation of representatives of seven
groups.* Questionnaires gathered details of each
group, networking levels, relationships with public
bodies with local responsibilities, and degree of
impact of their actions on the planning or mana-
gement of coastal areas. Figure 1 shows the places
of work of the groups interviewed. Responses were
analyzed looking for identification data and affini-
ties, coincidences, divergences, or contradictions in
the topics consulted.

4) Contents of the Statement of the Network of
Coastal Groups of Uruguay, which includes more
than 50 coastal groups of the country, academic

4 Asociacién de Fomento y Turismo Sauce de Portezuelo;
AVE Accién vecina La Paloma; Comisién Fomento de
Punta Colorada; Nativos Punta Colorada; Asociacién Civil
Nativos Punta Negra; Fundacién Lagunas Costeras; Liga de
Fomento Faro José Ignacio.
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stakeholders, and student associations. This work
analyzed the contents of the statement submitted to
the government and made public in October 2021.

All of the above inputs are analyzed and discus-
sed in relation to the current regulatory framework
and actions taken in the public sphere.

RESULTS

The participatory workshop on exceptions to
the regulations worked on the effects of this de-
partmental policy. Narrative descriptions were
arranged systematically in 221 citations grouped
into six codes: the current misuse of the “exemp-
tion” tool, the expanded effects of drastic modifica-
tions of land-use planning in general, the mistrust
and lack of transparency associated with this policy,
the negative effects and urban handicaps arising
from exemptions, potential measures to take in
the future to prevent these cases, and the adverse
effects of tax exemptions (Figure 2).

The third workshop explored consensuses on
key feasible actions. Code analysis identifies four
emerging issues:

A. Popular education: raise awareness about the
right to a better city, create social control instru-
ments to curb speculative economic interest, hold
workshops for awareness raising, dissemination,
and monitoring of land-use planning issues with
the participation of neighbors and stakeholders.

]

W Current misuse of the “exemption” tool
B Broadened effects of drastic modifications t
land-use planning in general

Mistrust and lack of transparency associated
with this policy

Adverse effects and urban capital losses derive
from exemptions

M Potential actions to take in the future to prevent
these cases

m Negative effects of tax exemptions

Figure 2. Main topics of interest
identified in the Exemptions
Workshop. Source: Own
elaboration.
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B. Permanent interdisciplinary observatory:
support and promote a repository of constructed
data and search comparative regulations as a bac-
kground to enrich the analysis.

C. Demand for enforcing the regulations
currently in force: use request and control me-
chanisms provided by the institutional political
structure. Carry out actions to achieve appropriate
land-use planning per the current regulations.

D. Promote a national law establishing the
creation of mechanisms for mandatory consulta-
tion with neighbors and affected persons, aiming
to defend neighbors’ interests against substantial
amendments in regulations and exemptions to
land-use planning.

The survey gathered 120 responses, mostly
from women (58.3%) and persons over 50 years
of age (61.7%) living in Maldonado (70%) and
Rocha (30%) (Figure 1). Eighty-eight percent of
the respondents live or stay the summer in proper-
ties located less than 300 m from the sea, and the
remaining 12% between 300 and 1000 m; 60%
have been living or visiting the area for more than
ten years.

Of these respondents, 98.5% have witnessed
changes in beach structure such as sand losses or
gains, advances or retreats of the shoreline, or chan-
ges in the size of sand grains; 93% mentioned how
often they observe these phenomena and whether
these changes have increased (48.4%), are main-

tained (32.8%), or have reversed (3.9%). A large
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majority of respondents believe these changes are
related to anthropic interventions (Figure 3), and
61.7% consider that building and infrastructure
works (boardwalks, breakwater structures, etc.) on
the beach are related to modifications in coastal
dynamics.

Thirteen percent affirm that their own home
has suffered damage from flooding or sand loss,
and half of the respondents know additional cases
facing similar situations. One-third of the persons
affected indicate having taken remediation actions,
mostly involving hard structures (20%) such as sto-
nes, cement, walls, and, to a lesser extent, measures
to control the displacement of sand, such as wood
fences or vegetation. Regarding whether any public
agency collaborated to solve these issues, 30% and
20% answered No and Yes, respectively, mainly
mentioning fencing (8%) or hard structures (5%).
Twenty-nine percent report that the measures have
been successful to some degree, and almost 20%,
that the measures have failed.

Regarding the acquaintance with legislation
or basic coastal dynamics concepts, about 40% of
respondents are acquainted with some law, regu-
lation, or mandatory legal procedure for buildings
close to the beach, while almost 50% ignored this
information. On measures that the respondents
believe should be implemented to keep homes or
the beach in good shape, more than 30% sugges-
ted increasing FDC controls, and 67.8% contend
that the primary responsibility for implementation

™ Increase of seafront gardens

® Other

Figure 3. Anthropic interven-
tions related to changes in the
coastline (percentages from 120
responses received). Source:
Own elaboration.

Local afforestation
Construction of boardwalks
Construction of drains

Increase of seafront houses

No answer
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should lie with the national and departmental
authorities (Figure 4).

When asked whether they are aware of any
campaign or movement to improve the beaches,
52% and 42% answered Yes and No, respectively.
Regarding participation mechanisms to request
these improvements, consult, or give their opi-
nion on interventions on the coastline, more than
one-half answered that they know none, and only
one-third do.

Finally, when asking about general knowledge
of terms related to territorial or environmental
issues, a clear predominance of global or high-
impact environmental issues such as beach pollu-

Environmental Conflicts and Social Participation Related to. ..

tion was noted, and, to a much lesser extent, issues
directly linked to the dynamics of the coastal zone
(Figure 5).

Closed interviews were answered by seven ac-
tivist groups (GAL) created between one year and
more than ten years ago, with 10 to 60 active mem-
bers. All groups work on preserving and valuing
natural coastal areas in their locality, including
beaches, dunes, associated ecosystems, and coastal
lagoons in some cases (Figure 1). Their concerns
also refer to local sustainable development, land use
planning, care for the cultural heritage, promotion
of social participation, local governance and action,
and promotion of horizontal information and en-

Figure 4. Bodies responsible for
the measures to be implemented
(percentages from 120 responses
received). Source: Own
elaboration.
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vironmental education. They work based on mee-
tings, billboard placement, activism through social
networks, complaints and reports to authorities,
beach cleaning, and training activities; some have
collaborated in placing sand fences and monitoring
environmental conditions and biodiversity. They
supplement their activity with open calls that have
reached multiple audiences, including adults and
children. Some aspects worth highlighting are the
cooperation with other civil society organizations
(OSCs), the exchange of technical knowledge with
other OSCs and academia, as well as the effort to
engage and raise awareness of environmental issues
in the community. These are self-financed groups,
and some of them have received occasional national
and international economic support (construction
of the cultural areas, billboards, dissemination of
events, among others).

More than half of the groups have participated
in collaboration instances with government autho-
rities on coastal issues, such as municipal council
sessions and local workshops related to the Natio-
nal Environmental Plan or the National Climate
Change Policy. Aiming to submit complaints, re-
ports, or proposals, all have approached the autho-
rities on dozens of occasions, mainly the National
Environmental Directorate (DINAMA, currently
DINACEA) and municipal and department go-
vernments, but the basin commissions were not
mentioned. These contacts were mostly through
notes or actions on the affected sites and, in a single
case, through a presentation at a public hearing.
The complaints report inadequate interventions in
the FDC by public and private agencies, landfills
in ravines, illegal construction works, sand extrac-
tion, and clearing of native vegetation in public
and private areas, among others. Claims have also
been submitted regarding the supply of services
(lighting, roads, waste, etc.), information requests,
and comments on infrastructure projects along the
coast. The proposals regard the planting of native
species, dune protection, interpretive observatories,
and contributions to management plans.

Almost 90% of these requests were answered,
but only one-half of the cases yielded results dee-
med positive (dialog, audits, approval of protocols
or regulations), while in the remaining cases, the
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responses did not bring the expected changes, thus
warranting multiple contacts or involving delays of
several months or even years to receive a response.
The question about the link of the group’s activities
with the regulatory framework reveals that most
groups handle extensive information on national
and local environmental legislation and the theo-
retical frameworks that support it.

Regarding the willingness to participate orga-
nically in institutional coastal governance projects,
all responded afhirmatively, commenting that they
would be willing to appoint delegates and work on
land-use planning and environmental controls and
monitoring. They all highlight the importance of
having instances for dialog, horizontal decision-
making, and interdisciplinary participation with
representatives of social organizations, technicians,
neighbors, and institutions. Finally, when ques-
tioned about the expectations of their work in
the future, respondents mentioned concerns and
uncertainty regarding the increase in the number
and severity of coastal problems and anthropic
pressures. There is pessimism about institutions’
lack of territorial control, perceived political in-
terests, and legal gaps that allow interpretations
contrary to protection and the common good. On
the other hand, they recognize huge challenges,
such as ensuring that local land-use plans are ca-
rried out and the need to strengthen and influence
environmental policies. They seek to increase their
contribution to the areas where they operate, stren-
gthen citizen participation, and be empowered
regarding the intervention decisions made in their
territory.

Statement of the Network of Coastal Groups.
In addition to the contacts outlined above, the
authors continue developing their bonds with
local groups through various education programs
and activities to achieve part of the objectives
set out in the exemption workshops. One of the
most representative organizations of these groups
is the Network of Coastal Groups, which brings
together more than 50 coastal groups in the coun-
try. In October 2021, this organization published
a statement several decades after incorporating
it into national regulations and addressing it by
several political parties at the different scales of
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the Uruguay government. It sets forth a profound
disagreement with the systematic actions taken
by the various decision-making and management
bodies of coastal areas and demands the creation
of a coastal environmental discussion table and a
protocol for the integrated and participatory ma-
nagement of coastal areas.

The set of approaches allows the identification
of four stakeholder groups: those concerned about
the exemptions policy, local inhabitants in general,
local activist groups, and the network of coastal
environmental groups from all over the country.
The main incentives include a strong concern for
conserving the local environmental conditions.
The interest of citizens in participating in decision-
making on matters affecting them and influencing
public policies is worth highlighting. To this end,
their top priorities are strengthening local parti-
cipative forums to channel calls to address issues;
expressing themselves collectively and formulating
proposals; and enabling the interaction between
stakeholders, actions, and resources to obtain
concrete answers.

Either because they express it or from indirect
findings in the responses gathered, the four groups
evidence the need to improve the education of the
general population in subjects specific to coastal
dynamics and associated regulations, aimed at
improving participation and fostering responsible
behaviors about environmental care. Faced with a
relationship that implies a knowledge of the daily
or ordinary environment involving information
about damages to buildings by erosion, half of
the respondents are unaware of participation
forums on these issues, and the vast majority are
unacquainted with basic terms on coastal zone
dynamics — elements that would allow them to
deal more broadly or deeply with local dynamics
and participate in an informed manner, to achieve
greater influence at the local level.

Regarding the dialog with groups working on
the subjects of interest, although successful cases
were mentioned, the requests or claims submitted
to different government authorities have been
poorly effective due to long response times, failure
to consider or process requests, lack of responses,
or denial of the issue.
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On the other hand, this work underlines the
need to improve regulatory frameworks and institu-
tional management, which is generally considered
insufficient and even is described as corrupt (poor
transparency, unregulated negotiations, and discre-
tionary management) in the most compromised
case of an exemption.

DISCUSSION

In the Eastern Region — as detailed by Hidalgo ez
al. (2016) for other sectors of the Latin American
coast — the promotion of real estate in sites of
outstanding natural value, mainly associated with
residential tourism, is perceived as the solution to
create jobs and attract investment. This idea has
been shared by the various government agencies
and political parties in charge. The associated envi-
ronmental impacts are officially acknowledged but
are portrayed as unavoidable damages to be accep-
ted in exchange for job opportunities. In the case of
Maldonado, where the delivery of public goods in
exchange for job opportunities is extremely explicit,
this approach has gained the approval of a majority
that supports the departmental government in its
second term.

‘This model of local development —which reflects
what was analyzed at the international level by Cas-
tree (2008) or Pintos (2020) — generates approvals
and disagreements because, as Cruz (2020) points
out, the territory is the scenario where multiple
interests coexist and several powers are exercised
simultaneously at different scales. conflicts are
resolved, and various demands are being fought
for. In this case, some social sectors demand and
debate the growing loss of common goods such as
public spaces, the beach, and the ecosystem services
associated with it.

The results of the surveys and workshops
conducted and the assessment of progress in re-
gulations and their enforcement through institu-
tional management confirm the claims by Bustos
Gallardo er al. (2019) and Zurbriggen (2011)
about the official discourse on environmental and
participatory governance with no real progress
that would allow achieving major changes in the
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historical trend and development of coastal the
residential tourism model associated with real
estate extractivism.

There are sporadic cases of participatory forums,
collaboration between sectors and territorial scales,
and the incorporation of contemporary scientific
knowledge into territorial coastal regulations.
However, no attempts have been made to create
a permanent forum for information exchange,
monitoring, networking, continuous education,
or search for shared visions for this sector.

Citizen participation has been limited to the
approval of local land-use plans or construction
projects of FDC that legally require its dissemi-
nation and, in some cases, public hearings. Thus,
participating means knowing key information
on a timely basis, even when the announcement
is restricted and specific, and performing short-
term tasks to inform, discuss, or coordinate with
neighbors before the end of the discussion period.
Today, the knowledge of the population on the
subject has more to do with the interests and
possibilities of individuals or self-managed groups
than with government policies or programs. On
the other hand, knowing, reflecting, or attending
public events also implies having spare time and
economic resources, conditions that pose from the
beginning an enormous inequality between the
stakeholders; hence, public participation becomes
a self-limitation and control.

This situation adds to the meager results achie-
ved in response to complaints or requests from local
actors (bottom-up processes), which are often used
to complete the implementation of development
projects that further deepen unwanted impacts.
Expressions of disagreement are restrained and fail
to promote the discussion of projects or are not
heard (most challenged projects are ultimately im-
plemented). According to Airzcombe et al. (2009),
questioning has led to changes in the discussion
or assessment of the location of projects and their
characteristics by its advocates, incorporating and
guaranteeing, for example, the inclusion of “green
spaces”. However, everything points to that mo-
difications, if any, are insignificant.

The situation detailed throughout this work
urgently demands the implementation of per-
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manent schemes of horizontal dialog between
stakeholders, which, although not legally binding,
foster knowledge and allow real participation in
the coastal development model for the Eastern
Region. However, Capalbo er 4/ (2020) remind
us that participatory processes are ambivalent and
should be considered one of several instances in
the development of policy implementation pro-
cesses since institutionalization does not eliminate
conflict. As Morin (1990) points out, complexity
brings disorder and uncertainty, but avoiding the-
se complications risks failure to capture the full
picture of an issue, and thus restrains its solution.

In this context, we understand that the fo-
llowing are an important part of the alternatives
to be implemented to improve the local conditions
described herein:

1. Creation of multi-stakeholder and multi-level
forums specifically for the coastal zone to dis-
cuss land-use issues and advisory to decision-
making bodies; Basin Commissions may be
considered a suitable format.

2. Establishment of a permanent interdiscipli-
nary coastal observatory to provide advisory
in both discussion and decision-making
instances to monitor regulatory amendments
and perform real-time analyses of impacts that
require planning adjustments.

3. Development of programs across different
levels of formal education to incorporate
contents on the particular characteristics of
coastal areas and the responsibilities and rights
implicit in land-use planning and related par-
ticipation.
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