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Protected areas, local knowledge and regional development: are we able to move from
theory to practice? A case study from Tras-os-Montes, Northeastern Portugal

Ana Maria Carvalho, Silvia Nobre

Mountain Research Centre, Scholl of Agriculture, Polytechnic Institute of Braganga, Braganca,
Portugal

Background

Tras-os-Montes, the northeastern Portuguese region, is a mountainous territory on the border
between Portugal and Spain (lberian Peninsula). Particular physiography, a long history of
human occupation, as well as economic circumstances leading to a mostly rural socio-cultural
system until recently, built up a rich local knowledge that shaped landscape and enabled certain
species and habitats to remain relatively unchanging (Carvalho and Fraz&o-Moreira, 2011;
Carvalho and Morales 2013).

Natural and semi-natural ecosystems, fauna and flora diversity, small human settlements
spreading across an impressive and culturally significant multifunctional landscape are the main
traits of this region.

Safeguarding these natural and cultural features was a key reason for creating two of the most
important Portuguese natural protected areas: the Montesinho Natural Park (PNM) set up in
1979 and the Douro International Natural Park (PNDI) set in 1998.

PNM territory stretches across almost 750 km2 along the Montesinho-Coroa massif and
includes 91 small villages corresponding to two municipalities. The PNDI covers an area of
about 860 km2, comprising 35 villages along Douro and Agueda riverbanks, administratively
involving four municipalities.

In 2002 the Spanish government created the Arribes del Duero Natural Park (Arribes). Douro
River is the natural boundary between the two countries and these protected areas (PNDI and
Arribes) constitute transfrontier landscapes, a high-quality connecting territory, declared Sites of
Community Importance (Council Directive 92/43/EEC).

Issues being addressed in this presentation emerged from prior research conducted for about
twenty years in Tras-os-Montes. Intensive fieldwork combined with people testimonies and
authors own observation make possible to describe and discuss different approaches with local
relevance in terms of regional development.

Ecological context

These territories (biogeographically in the limit of the Mediterranean and Eurosiberian areas)
have singular geomorphological, climatic and ecological characteristics providing different
habitats, floristically and faunistically highly diverse, and including many endemic and sub-
endemic species, e.g. plants, fungi, mammals, reptiles, insects.

Socio-cultural context

Local economy was/is based on natural resources exploitation and on small farming systems,
with high level of subsistence strategies and important crop diversity, avoiding productive risks.
Centuries of interaction between people and nature enabled important biocultural legacy.
Nowadays, sudden and faster social and economic changes promote rural exodus and a loss of
cultural heritage. Those facts influence local knowledge transmission and the systems of plant-
use, and have an impact on traditional landscapes, agro ecosystems biodiversity and flora and
fauna habitats for whose conservation the parks were created (Carvalho and Frazdo-Moreira
2011).

Legal, policies and management context



Different governmental lays and regulations along with nature and biodiversity EU policies (.e.g.
Natura 2000 sites) are powerful management tools that ensure the protection of ecological
values. Integrated management plans were proposed, however most of the initiatives and
measures focus primarily on biological resources and only a few concern people living in these
protected areas and their activities.

Scenarios

The parks are symbols of regional biodiversity quality, reservoirs of diversity and of many
species and crops in situ-conservation, providing an interesting pool of endogenous resources,
inextricably linked with particular anthropogenic practices and cultural perceptions.

Low demographic densities, an aging population, the lacking of sustainable socio economic
policies, consequently severe outmigration flows and abandonment of traditional farming
systems and short-term agricultural activities are threatening these territories dynamics and
conservation initiatives at different levels.

Factors involving landscape/habitat changes will have serious long-term repercussions and may
influence the status of such protected areas.

The gap

Conceptually protected areas comprise predominantly natural or semi-natural ecosystems,
where long-term biodiversity depends on human activity, ensuring a sustainable flow of natural
resources and services. Therefore, the political and hegemonic decision to conserve nature in
humanized areas also implies preserving economic systems and heritage; otherwise both
ecological and cultural values will be lost. Policies avoiding migration and abandonment meet
conservation purposes.

Habitats, agroecosystems and local knowledge may be the basis for promoting agricultural,
ecological, educational and sociocultural activities (e.g. ecotourism, gastronomy, environmental
education), supporting sustainable development, providing new job opportunities for younger,
promoting income diversification and enhancing the quality of life.

Responsibilities and administration tasks shared between different municipalities and
institutions do not work satisfactorily. Involvement of stakeholders and effective communication
are fundamental. Participatory approaches and appropriated skills and strategies are needed for
different target groups.
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