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Abstract  

 

The increasing adoption of Blue Growth strategies and the entry in coastal and marine 

areas of new stakeholders, interests and marine industries, all play out as tensions and 

conflicts at the coast. Concerns about negative change in coastal land- and sea- scapes 

often lie at the heart of such conflicts, affecting particularly those groups that emotionally 

relate to the coast, but with limited capacity to participate and influence processes that 

underpin its change in the first place. Understanding the roots of contestation and how 

coastal communities have responded to the forces that pressurise the coast is key to making 

the governance of the seas and the deployment of Blue Growth more just and inclusive. 

Within this context, this thesis explores the complex nature of change in coastal landscapes 

from a local community and tourist perspective and draws several conceptual, policy and 

practice implications, especially for coastal communities and places faced with multiple 

Blue Growth pressures.  

 

This thesis reviews a multidisciplinary body of literature to understand how coastal 

landscapes are interpreted and valued differently and in uneven ways, loosely drawing on 

Lefebvre´s conceptualization of space as perceived, conceived and lived. Critical points 

are raised about Lefebvre’s spatial triad and a conceptual contribution is made that 

enhances its analytical depth by bringing it in dialogue with analytical concepts drawn 

from a multidisciplinary body of literature. Conceptual ‘bridges’ are also used to transform 

the triad into a practically useful, rather than merely analytical, framework. From a 

methodological perspective, this thesis also makes several contributions to knowledge. It 

discusses the challenges of investigating contested spaces and considers the practical 

implications from adopting a Lefebvrian approach for researching contestation within 

coastal landscapes. This sets the framework for an analysis of contestation in an Irish 

context by focusing on tourism pressures, coastal commodification, and specific impacts 

of Blue Growth on the Wild Atlantic Way. The thesis then develops a mixed methods 

empirical investigation that combines qualitative (secondary data collection; field 

observations; scoping interviews; participant-led photo-elicitation embedded in 
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community focus groups) and quantitative methodologies (tourist surveys) in ways that 

add layers of complexity to the spatial triad by offering rich empirical findings.  

 

A key empirical finding is that while coastal communities tend to interpret coastal land- 

and sea- scapes in multiple ways, including as therapeutical experiences and as cultural 

heritage, these are not that different from what tourists value at the coast. Indeed, the 

tourist survey demonstrates significant crossovers between insiders and outsiders that 

challenge conceptual binaries and narrow understandings of people-landscape 

interactions. The analysis also shows that landscape change is not simply experienced by 

coastal communities as a set of negative impacts on the ‘scenery’ and the ‘views’ as it is 

often assumed in policy. Instead, landscape change is fundamentally seen as a set of 

economic forces that disconnect communities from the coast and the sea. It is these forces 

that often set off processes of contestation, as communities see their coastal landscapes 

and assets embedded in them as worthy of defense. Finally, this thesis shows that there is 

value in adopting a dialogical, mixed methods approach to understanding the complex and 

contested relationships among Blue Growth, coastal tourism, coastal land- and sea- scapes, 

and coastal communities. Crucially, the approach proposed in this thesis sets out practical 

and policy implications related to landscape assets, indigenous development strategies and 

locally-based Blue Growth. 
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Chapter 1.   

Introduction 

 

1.1 Introduction 

The European Commission’s (EC) Blue Growth Strategy (EC, 2012, 2017) highlights 

economic opportunities that will arise from its implementation without fully considering 

the complex relationship between growth realisation, local communities, and coastal land- 

and sea- scapes1. The Blue Growth Strategy (BG) aims to increase the value of the 

maritime economy by promoting the rapid development of five sectors: biotechnology; 

renewable energy; aquaculture; mineral resources; and coastal and marine tourism. 

Although BG is framed as offering sustainable development opportunities for coastal 

communities (EC, 2014b), it has often been implemented through neoliberal2 agendas that 

reproduce the sea as an empty space that is available for production and wealth extraction 

(Barbesgaard, 2018). This raises questions regarding sustainability, especially in face of 

increasing environmental change (Bennett et al., 2019). From a local community 

perspective, there is also an under-appreciation of the potential negative externalities of 

BG and the strategy’s inherent contradictions regarding the development of coastal spaces 

(Bennett et al., 2018; Cohen et al., 2019).  

 

Achieving the EC’s Blue Growth ambitions deepens competition for resources and new 

opportunities often remain inaccessible to communities (Flannery, Clarke and McAteer, 

2019). The industrialisation of the coasts through the expansion of aquaculture, wind 

 
1 As will be explained in the following chapters, the concept of land- and sea- scape is contested. Until a 

more appropriate definition is provided in section 1.2 and further coneptualised in Chapter 2, the term is 

loosely used here. 
2 The way Blue Growth is being deployed (predominantly) as a neoliberal model will become clearer in 

Chapter 2. For the purposes of this chapter, however, neoliberalism is understood as a political economy 

whose main tenets include the rationality of free markets, individualism and private property rights, 

privatisations, competitiveness, entrepreneurialism, and deregulation (Harvey, 2006a; Castree, 2009). 
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farms, fisheries, and port developments, intensifies competition for resources and space, 

increasing the potential for stakeholder conflict (Kidd and Ellis, 2012). With limited 

capital, skills-base, and asset ownership, most communities are unable to participate in 

technology savvy, capital intensive Blue Growth sectors, such as biotechnology, 

renewable energy or aquaculture (Flannery, Healy and Luna, 2018). In contrast, tourism 

appears to offer more accessible and sustainable forms of ‘growth’ for communities in 

peripheral rural areas in which traditional sectors of the economy, such as agriculture or 

small-scale fisheries, have declined (EC, 2014a, 2014b). Many tourists visit coasts to 

experience specific landscapes and may be perturbed by industrial coastal vistas, which in 

turn, deprives coastal communities of potential revenue, job opportunities, and access to 

important heritage assets. Therefore, there is a clear tension between forms of BG, such 

as coastal and marine tourism, that seek to capitalise on the pristine coastal land- and sea- 

scapes, and forms of BG that will industrialise these landscapes (e.g., wind farms, fishing, 

aquaculture, and port developments). Such tensions quite often spark community  

responses that tend to emerge in the form of opposition to new BG projects perceived as 

threatening to change coastal landscapes (Flannery et al., 2016; Pinkerton, 2017; Brennan, 

2018b; Cohen et al., 2019).  

 

While coastal and marine tourism appears to be an opportunity for coastal communities to 

get involved in BG, the expansion of market logics in the tourism sector and the intensive 

commodification of the coastal landscape can also mean that it is difficult for coastal 

communities to participate (Healy, Rau and McDonagh, 2012). There is significant 

literature about the often shallow authenticity of coastal tourism production and the way 

it has tended to overshadow local understandings of landscapes and indigenous heritage 

(Kothari and Arnall, 2017; Egberts and Hundstad, 2019; Ounanian, 2019b). Much of this 

criticism frames tourists as passive receptors of narratives that have been carefully crafted 

by the tourism industry to maximise consumption (i.e., the ‘tourist gaze’ by Urry and 

Larsen, 2011). Such depictions invariably cause contestation and tensions between coastal 

communities and tourism regimes, in which the growing numbers of tourists are often 

framed as part of the problem (Pons, Crang and Travlou, 2016). Conversely, the coast can 

also hold complex meanings and values for tourists, which planning practices and the 



Chapter 1  1.1 Introduction 

 

3 

 

tourism industry can systematically devalue or ignore when delivering growth-orientated 

strategies (White, 2018).  

 

This thesis will explore the complex and contested relationships among Blue Growth, 

coastal tourism, coastal land- and sea- scapes, and coastal communities. It will be argued 

that understanding different interpretations of landscape is an often misinterpreted 

component of these relationships, that is, however, vital both to local communities and to 

realising less conflictual types of BG. The thesis will also explore how communities 

respond to coastal change and BG and map down the different strategies they may have 

deployed to cope with change. The chapter begins by searching for a workable definition 

for land-and sea- scape and argues that clear-cut divisions between land and sea are 

conceptually insufficient for understanding the contested nature of the coast and how Blue 

Growth impacts coastal landscapes (section 1.2). This argument then led to the 

consideration of Lefebvre’s spatial triad as an appropriate conceptual framework to 

approach the complex and contested nature of coastal landscape (section 1.3). The 

research aims and objectives are then presented, and the Irish context of this study is 

briefly set up in section 1.4. Finally, the structure of the thesis is outlined in section 1.5. 

 

1.2 Landscapes and Seascapes: Searching for a workable definition 

As argued earlier, the increasing adoption of BG strategies has raised concerns about the 

development of coastal and marine spaces and impacts on coastal landscapes and 

seascapes. The discussion has focused on how these impacts can be addressed through 

environmental governance and marine and coastal planning (O’Hagan, Paterson and 

Tissier, 2020). At the core of this discussion lies a concern that the increasing volume of 

change and intensifying pressures are affecting coastal communities around the world 

(Neumann et al., 2015; Bennett et al., 2018; McElduff and Ritchie, 2018). Changes and 

pressures have, however, often been framed in sectoral policies merely as visual impacts 

related to specific developments, such as wind farms and aquaculture, that are considered 

as more socially controversial (Möller, 2006; Falconer et al., 2013; Depellegrin, 
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Blažauskas and Egarter-Vigl, 2014; Gimpel et al., 2015). Geographic Information 

Systems (GIS) and photo-realistic visualisations of seascapes have extensively been used 

in consultation processes to simulate how a potential development might look like and 

foster acceptance from local communities before seeking planning permission and license 

for specific developments, such as fish farms (Hill et al., 2001; Falconer et al., 2013). 

Such tools might be useful for instigating deeper discussions around landscape and 

seascape. They tend, however, to focus on a single issue (i.e. aquaculture and wind farms) 

while reducing opposing voices to mere concerns about the loss of scenic amenities 

(Newell and Canessa, 2017). This somewhat narrow approach to land-/seascape is 

gradually changing. 

 

It is argued that a crucial concept in understanding the broader impacts of coastal 

landscape change to communities, is to understand that coastal landscapes cannot simply 

be regarded as a set of ‘views along the coastline, from land to sea and vice versa’ (Hill et 

al., 2001). Coastal landscapes are more than a set of views and contestation occurring with 

regards to their change often arises from more than just the loss of aesthetic value (Ellis, 

Barry and Robinson, 2007; Devine-Wright, 2011). That landscape is more than just visual 

has been reflected on a highly cited definition of landscape, as developed by the Council 

of Europe in the European Landscape Convention (ELC):  

Landscape is an area, as perceived by people, whose result the action and 

interaction of natural and human factors (Council of Europe, 2000, p. 2). 

 

The acknowledgement that landscape is ‘perceived’ space has added a layer of complexity 

to simplistic definitions that solely addressed its visual dimension, not least because 

perception is not just related to sight. Sight is but one of the senses, which together with 

touch, smell, taste, hearing, and kinesthesia3, make up the human physiology for 

perceiving the world. Coastal landscape, therefore, comprises views, sounds, tastes, 

textures, movements, and flows. As such, coastal landscape is a multi-sensory experience 

(Ingold, 2011).  

 
3 Kinesthesia or proprioception is, along with the other five senses, a sense that deals with how the human 

brain understands where body is located in space. Also known as the ‘sense of space’, kinesthesia refers to 

the combined senses of movement, balance, and force (Proske and Gandevia, 2012). 
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This complex materiality has partly been recognised in policy in the UK and Ireland, 

where formalised assessment methodologies frequently adopted in planning (aka 

Landscape Character Assessment, LCA), have evolved guided by the principles of the 

ELC. This consideration of the ELC at the national level of planning in many countries 

has been welcomed as a positive step towards a more nuanced understanding of people-

place interactions (Bowring, Vance and Abbott, 2019). However, the emergence of the 

term ‘seascape’, and the division between LCAs and Seascape Character Assessments 

(SCAs) reflects the ‘definitional ambiguity and conceptual insufficiency’ surrounding the 

coast (Leyshon, 2018, p. 151). The definition of ‘seascape’, for example, has developed 

as follows:  

‘Seascape is an area of sea, coastline, and land, as perceived by people, 

whose character results from the actions and interactions of land with sea, 

by natural and/or human factors (Natural England, 2012; Scottish Natural 

Heritage, 2012; The Marine Institute et al., 2020).  

 

Chapter 2 will argue that although this definition might be useful for technical reports that 

aim at aligning with divisions between terrestrial and marine planning, it nevertheless 

remains conceptually insufficient and problematic, especially when it comes to the way 

communities interpret landscapes and seascapes. For example, under BG strategies the sea 

has been framed as an ideal site for wind energy production, partly because it has been 

assumed that there will be fewer objections to potential developments by coastal 

communities than there would be if these developments were to be located on land. This 

assumption, however, ignores that the sea and the coast are politicized, social spaces that 

have for years been considered as commons (Brennan, 2018a; Hadjimichael, 2018; Kelly, 

Ellis and Flannery, 2018; Walsh and Döring, 2018; Peters and Steinberg, 2019). There is, 

therefore, a need for a multi-layered framework that will allow for the sea and the coast to 

be understood as complex materialities, perceived through multi-sensory, embodied, and 

emotional ways, and concurrently as contested arenas in which multiple actors (insiders 

and outsiders) and contradictory interests compete to ascribe their values in landscapes. 
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1.3 Landscape as a Spatial Triad 

Lefebvre’s conceptualisation of space as a triad offers an opening to approach the 

contested nature of coastal land- and sea- scape, by allowing it to switch between the 

different modes of spatial production (perceived, conceived and lived4) while maintaining 

the dialogical tensions between them (Figure 1.1). To begin with, using Lefebvre’s spatial 

triad to conceptualise coastal and marine space overcomes clear-cut, yet confining 

definitions of land- and sea- scape that do not necessarily generate greater conceptual 

clarity. Conversely, framing coastal land- and sea- scapes (henceforward coastal 

landscapes) through Lefebvre’s triad, allows them to emerge as nuanced, complex and 

contested spaces open to multiple interpretations.  

 

 

There are, however, limitations when using a dated framework like the spatial triad. 

Therefore, if the triad is to be used for understanding the production of contested coasts it 

will require amendments. For example, while the triad is useful for outlining the presence 

of tensions at the coast, it nevertheless lacks the analytical depth for assessing contestation 

 
4 The triad concepts will be explained in detail in Chapter 2 (section 2.2). 

Figure 1.1: The landscape triad 
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and conflict and suggesting how hegemonic spatial production can be resisted and/or 

transformed. As such, questions can be raised about its usefulness and potential. These 

limitations will be further discussed in Chapter 2, where it will also be explained how this 

study reworks the triad by: (a) bringing it into conversation with analytical concepts drawn 

from a multidisciplinary body of literature situated in cultural/emotional geography, 

political economy, (marine) spatial planning, tourism, and environmental psychology; and 

(b) using conceptual ‘bridges’ to transform the triad into a practically useful, rather than 

merely analytical, framework. This study aims to develop these concepts and integrate 

them in the triad in a useful way to amend it and tackle its critiques. It does so by 

explaining the concepts in Chapter 2, further raising their potential through in-depth 

empirical research on the Irish west coast (Chapters 4, 5 and 6), and finally interweaving 

them in Chapters 7 and 8. 

 

As regards the empirical part of this study, it is noted that here as well there are limitations 

when using the triad as a conceptual framework. For example, scholars such as David 

Harvey (1973), Manuel Castells (1977) and Tim Unwin (2000) have severely criticised 

Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space (for which he devised the spatial triad), 

mainly but not solely, because of its lack of empirical basis that raises questions about 

methodological assumptions. Chapter 3 will argue that some of the critiques regarding the 

absence of empiricism in Lefebvre’s work have largely been debunked (Leary-Owhin, 

2019). The wide adoption of the spatial triad as a point of entry for empirical research 

relevant to the production of contested spaces proves that despite the critiques, Lefebvre’s 

ideas remain inspiring, intriguing and relevant today. Leary-Owhin and McCarthy (2019), 

however, argue that ‘traditional Lefebvrian’ empirical research has tended to counterpose 

just two of the elements of the spatial triad: conceived space and lived space (see Chapter 

2 for a more detailed explanation of the concepts and how they are deployed in this study). 

As such, empirical findings have somehow reinforced problematic dichotomies between 

hegemonic real vs. imagined, yet disenfranchised, landscape (Leary, 2009; Filion, 2019) 

or outsiders vs. insiders (Stephenson, 2005; Daugstad, 2008). This study takes a critical 

stance to such dichotomies and the literature review will begin unpacking the triad in 

medias res, that is perceived space (or else, spatial practice), where both conceived and 
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lived elements of coastal landscape can be captured at work. In this context, this study will 

not be offering a direct reading of Lefebvre’s triad but rather, it will use Lefebvre as an 

opener to dive into the complexity and multiplicity of interpretations of coastal landscape 

while looking to unravel the underlying roots of landscape contestation.  

 

1.4 Research Aim and Objectives 

The problematisation that underpins this study, as laid out earlier, is that BG strategies, 

the increasing marketisation of coastal tourism and the entry (in coastal and marine areas) 

of new stakeholders, interests and marine industries, all play out as tensions and conflicts 

at the coast. Concerns about negative change in coastal land- and sea- scapes often lie at 

the heart of such conflicts, affecting particularly those groups that emotionally relate to 

the coast, but with limited capacity to participate and influence processes that underpin its 

change in the first place. Within this context, this research aims to explore the complex 

nature of change in coastal landscapes from a local community and tourist perspective. 

Understanding the roots of contestation and how coastal communities have responded to 

the forces that pressurise the coast is key to making the governance of the seas more 

inclusive and the deployment of BG less conflictual. The context and specific objectives 

for the research are to:  

 

I

• Develop a conceptual framework to capture the contested nature of coastal
landscape/seascape, and how contestation and conflict occur at the coast.

II

• Understand community experiences of coastal land-/sea-scapes and
critically examine responses to change, contestation and resistance at the
coast.

III

• Understand tourist experiences of coastal landscapes/seascapes and how
they might align with community experiences.

IV

• Set out the conceptual and practical implications for coastal places faced
with multiple Blue Growth pressures and provide recommendations for
communities and marine planning on how to stregthen policy in
competitive marine and coastal environments.
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This study will address these objectives by setting the framework for the analysis of 

coastal contestation in an Irish context. 

 

1.4.1 The Irish west coast: Contestation on the Wild Atlantic Way 
 

Ireland has ratified the European Landscape Convention since 2002, but it was not until 

2010 that landscape was recognized in the Irish planning system and a National Landscape 

Strategy was only formed five years later in 2015 (DAHG, 2015). This belated response 

of the planning system, along with the absence of an Integrated Coastal Zone Management 

(ICZM) at the national level have further contributed to the fragmentary way in which 

coastal landscapes have been represented and managed in Ireland (O’Hagan and Ballinger, 

2010; O’Hagan, Paterson and Tissier, 2020). At the same time, Ireland has adopted several 

Blue Growth policies, with the west coast being a particular focus for coastal tourism 

intensification strategies (HOOW, 2012; DTTS, 2018). The west coast is viewed as the 

premier asset of Irish tourism and features as the ‘cornerstone of international tourism 

campaigns’ (Fáilte Ireland, 2008, p. 3). Recently, the west coast was reinvented as ‘wild’ 

and ‘unspoilt’, along the Wild Atlantic Way (WAW). Conceived as Ireland’s first long-

drive touristic coastal route stretching along the west coast, the WAW project was 

launched in 2014 as an 8-million-euro investment to rejuvenate Irish tourism (Fáilte 

Ireland, 2015).  

 

Relying exclusively on existing road networks with comparatively limited investment in 

new infrastructure, the WAW project focuses on marketing coastal landscapes and 

communities. The marketing campaign has strategically targeted groups of tourists 

through a model which identified two main market segments: The Culturally Curious, 

who tend to be slightly older, independent travellers interested in places and landscapes 

of historic and cultural value; and the Great Escapers, who are travelling to ‘get away 

from it all’, renew family bonds, and spend time in beautiful places (Fáilte Ireland, 2015). 

Having identified these segments, Fáilte Ireland (the National Tourism Development 

Authority of Ireland), represented coastal landscapes and communities along the WAW 

as unique spectacles and experiences to match presumed desires. In doing so, coastal 
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landscapes have been marked through a provision of viewing points, activities, and 

relevant businesses (Figure 1.2). 

 

The success of the WAW has intensified pressures on local resources and infrastructure 

(DHPLG, 2019). Concurrently, the country’s commitment to Blue Growth frames the west 

coast as a site for the development of the aquaculture and offshore renewable sectors 

(HOOW, 2012; DCENR, 2014, 2015; DAFM, 2015). These policies potentially contradict 

the Wild Atlantic Way portrayal of the west coast as a wild and unspoilt space and may 

lead to conflict between Blue Growth developers and coastal communities reliant on 

tourism. As such, the west coast offers a contested landscape where the nature of contest 

is far from binary (insider – outsider; tourist – indigenous; developer – community). 

 

  

Figure 1.2: The typical sculpture that marks the ‘best views’ on the Wild Atlantic 

Way (source: author) 
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1.5 Outline of structure  

Chapter 2 begins with a review of the literature to understand how coastal landscapes are 

interpreted and valued differently and in uneven ways, loosely drawing on Lefebvre´s 

conceptualization of space as perceived, conceived and lived. Chapter 3 discusses the 

methodological challenges of investigating contested coastal spaces and considers the 

practical implications from adopting a Lefebvrian approach. It sets the framework for an 

analysis of contestation in an Irish context by focusing on tourism pressures, coastal 

commodification, and specific impacts of Blue Growth on the Wild Atlantic Way. A mixed 

methods empirical investigation is developed that combines: secondary data collection; 

field observations; scoping interviews; participant-led photo-elicitation embedded in 

community focus groups; and tourist surveys. This is followed by a presentation of the 

findings from the case studies (Chapters 4 and 5) and the tourist survey on the Wild 

Atlantic Way (Chapter 6). The findings are then discussed in relation to the triad (Chapter 

7) and the study concludes by highlighting implications for both indigenous development 

strategies and locally-based BG production.  

 

The diagrammatic representation shown in Figure 1.3 maps how each of the objectives 

mentioned above links to the different strands of the methodology (the diagram is colour-

coded to much the objectives) and where within the structure of the chapters each objective 

is primarily tackled. Shaded areas of the diagram depict parts of this study that have been 

published. 
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Figure 1.3: Schematic representation of thesis structure 

Pafi et al., 2021 

Pafi et al., 

2020 
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Chapter 2.   

Coastal Landscapes through the Spatial Triad  

 

2.1 Introduction 

As argued in Chapter 1, a key cause of contestation when considering developments at the 

coast and the sea, is the impacts it will have on coastal landscapes. Chapter 1 also outlined 

the need to move beyond narratives that see landscapes as merely visual-aesthetic entities 

and to start thinking of them as social and political spaces. If we think of landscape as 

social and political space, then contestation and conflict need to be conceptualised 

accordingly. This means that we cannot simply regard landscape-related contestations as 

a matter of visual/aesthetic impacts from controversial developments. Instead, there is a 

need to explore how different actors interpret and value, even valorise, coastal landscapes 

and how such interpretations and contradictory practices play into the production of the 

coast as a contested space.  

 

In this regard, Lefebvre’s ideas are not adopted uncritically, but used in this chapter as a 

point of entrance for diving into the complex relationship between coastal landscapes, 

Blue Growth, coastal tourists and local communities. By allowing coastal landscapes to 

take on multiple forms as they switch between the different types of spatial production 

(perceived, conceived and lived), the spatial triad will help understand how landscapes 

are interpreted differently and in uneven ways. Although the triad is useful for framing the 

coastal landscape as both a complex materiality and, concurrently, a contested space, it is, 

however, a dated framework, that has been criticised by prominent scholars. Its main 

critiques include the lack of empirical base and, ultimately, its capacity to provide practical 

solutions to the problems it identifies as a result of hegemonic spatial production (Harvey, 

1973; Castells, 1977; Unwin, 2000; Elden, 2004; Stanek, 2011). In this regard, instead of 

offering a direct reading of the spatial triad, this chapter reworks it by bringing it in 
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dialogue with contemporary critical analytical concepts from a multidisciplinary body of 

literature to enhance its analytical capacity to explain contestation.  

 

This chapter also acknowledges that while the framework helps outline the presence of 

tensions and conflicts at the coast, it nevertheless lacks analytical depth when it comes to 

explaining the roots of contestation and how hegemonic spatial production can be resisted 

and transformed. Lefebvre was interested in framing the production of space through a 

Marxist perspective, which sees spatial contestation as the result of landscape change from 

community (use) value to producer (exchange) value (Lefebvre, 1991). However, 

Lefebvre tends to leave such critical points incomplete and largely disconnected from the 

spatial triad. Furthermore, his inattention to the contingent nature of power has rendered 

the triad a framework that reads space merely for its propensity to align with hegemonic 

spatial production, disregarding the possibilities of either inserting difference to the system 

or the implications from societal action and/or resistance. To this end, this chapter will use 

the spatial triad as a broad conceptual framework for unpacking the production of coastal 

landscape by bringing it into conversation with a multidisciplinary body of literature 

situated in cultural/emotional geography, political economy, (marine) spatial planning, 

and tourism. This chapter will also: (a) reframe Lefebvrian binaries, such as use-exchange, 

by engaging with other political economic theories that give a closer account to the 

complexity of contestation and resistance, such as the Polanyian notion of disembedding 

and the double movement; and (b) revisit other (less known) Lefebvrian ideas, such as 

autogestion, and explore their potential to be used as conceptual bridges to amend the triad 

and deal with its criticisms. 

 

A brief outline of the structure of the argument is considered useful at this point for helping 

the reader navigate through this chapter and understand how the triad has been reworked 

through a sequence of logical steps. The chapter starts by laying out Lefebvre’s critique 

of the capitalist production of space and subsequently defines the key concepts of the triad 

as deployed in this study (Section 2.2). Section 2.3 delves into the notion of perceived 

coast using concepts situated in geography, political economy, planning and tourism. 

Here, contestations between the real (perceived) and the imagined coastal landscape 
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(conceived and lived) are explored, where communities and tourists compete to ascribe 

their values onto coastal and marine spaces. This is broadly the space of the triad where 

Lefebvre saw contestation taking place, as a result of the shift from the use value of 

landscape to a set of commodities and exchange values. This section will attempt to 

unpack this use-exchange dynamic and show how coastal landscapes are undergoing 

fundamental transformations, most of which are not new, but are nevertheless intensified 

by Blue Growth. The section argues that although use and exchange can frame the nature 

of landscape contestation as economic, such complex processes are not explained by clear-

cut conceptual binaries and there is a need to delve into the dominant mode of spatial 

production (that is conceived space) to understand how the coast and the sea are 

interpreted and reproduced by those in positions of power. In other words, there is a need 

to understand contestation in the part of the triad where space is institutionally constructed. 

In this context, section 2.4 unpacks the conceived coast. Drawing on a critical body of 

literature on marine spatial planning and its relation with geography, this section starts by 

establishing an observed gap in the relationship between governance and Lefebvre’s 

notion of conceived space. It then moves on to argue that specific types of spatial 

representations have persisted in marine governance, with a tendency to reconfigure 

coastal landscapes in highly structured and hegemonic ways. Such representations tend to 

trigger conflictual spatial practices by reproducing a cognitive gap when it comes to 

community values. The example of Ireland is used to highlight how this gap is becoming 

embedded in marine policy through the commissioning of specific technical and/or 

economic types of projects to support Blue Growth and MSP. This section raises another 

critical point about the triad and its lack of attention to issues of power and governance, 

which weakens its capacity to envisage how hegemonic spatial production can change. 

Although engaging with theories about inserting difference in hegemonic spatial 

production may help amend this gap, it is argued that it is the notion of community value 

that needs to be better understood if difference is to be inserted in the system in a useful 

and sustainable way. To capture (part of) this community value attached to landscape 

(broadly conceptualised by Lefebvre as lived space), the literature of emotional 

geographies of the coast is reviewed in Section 2.5. Key concepts from this literature (such 

as place attachment, heritage, blue health, and human well-being) reveal the diversity of 
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emotionally intelligent ways of knowing and valuing the coast, that becomes way more 

complex at sea. This section argues that while embodied and affective experiences of 

coastal landscapes may produce resistance and counter-hegemonic movements, these have 

been both downplayed within the triad and rarely considered in governance. Section 2.6 

then wraps up the limitations of the triad, especially when it comes to counter-movements 

and resistance, that illustrate the need to go beyond the triad to better understand what is 

happening at the coast and map down strategically useful tactics for coastal communities. 

Here, other Lefebvrian concepts are explored, such as autogestion and an attempt is made 

to better conceptualise the use-exchange binary by looking at other similar, yet more 

nuanced, concepts, such as the Polanyian notion of disembedding – re-embedding that sets 

off double movements. It is noted that these conceptual ‘bridges’ will simply be outlined 

in this chapter, whereas their potential (if any) to usefully amend the triad and tackle its 

critiques will be raised through the empirical case studies. 

 

2.2 The Spatial Triad: Theorising Contested Coastal Landscapes 

Understanding landscape through a Lefebvrian perspective, that sees space as a triad, 

requires understanding Lefebvre’s critical engagement with the production of space in the 

first place. For Lefebvre (1991), landscape, like space, is not merely natural, physical, 

neutral, or empty, but rather, it is socially produced. The idea that landscape is produced 

might be strange, argues Lefebvre, but it is useful for emphasising that it is both a material 

(product) and a process. Every society produces its own landscapes to satisfy needs and 

priorities (Zieleniec, 2018). Under capitalism, for example, landscapes are converted into 

the dominant asset class through which production, consumption and circulation are 

organised to meet the needs of capital (Harvey, 1990). Landscape is, therefore, a material 

product or a mode through which capitalism exerts influence and reproduces wealth 

extraction from high value (scenic) resources. At the same time, according to Lefebvre, 

landscape involves social relations among people and between people and the 

environment. In this sense, rather than seeing it as an empty container, Lefebvre saw 

landscape concurrently as a meaningful place and a contested arena, in which different 
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actors compete to assert or maintain political power and control by ascribing their values 

onto spaces (Elden, 2004). 

 

Although Lefebvre’s ideas have gravitated towards urban spaces and cityscapes, as the 

loci of capitalist accumulation and socio-political struggles, it is argued here that coastal 

and marine spaces are equally contested. Indeed, there is a growing set of contradictory 

interests, actors, regulations and modes of spatial production that has emerged at the coast 

and sea (O’Hagan and Lewis, 2011; Jay, 2012). The emergence of Blue Growth has 

accelerated tensions at the coast by bringing in new actors and their interests (Barbesgaard, 

2018; Flannery and McAteer, 2020). Most of the contestations, however, are not new, as 

coastal landscapes have long faced complex and multi-faceted challenges at the nexus of 

environmental and structural changes. Such processes invariably add a high volume of 

pressure to coastal communities. Environmental change, for example, directly threatens 

their cultural heritage, with significant coastal landscapes and assets confronting threats 

of submersion, exposure or erosion as a result of these processes (Graham, Hambly and 

Dawson, 2017). The coast has also experienced socio-economic changes related to labour-

market restructuring, that has moved from traditional forms of primary production (i.e., 

fishing, seaweed harvesting, farming, peat harvesting) towards the secondary (i.e., housing 

and speculative coastal property development) and increasingly, tertiary (i.e., coastal 

tourism) sectors, in which restless capital seeks new opportunities for accumulation 

(Harvey, 2012). Such changes have had a knock-on effect on socio-demographics that 

resemble the dynamics of push-pull forces. Urban (and increasingly peri-urban) coastal 

areas have pulled people in, as evidenced by extensive residential development. De-

population, on the other hand, has left the most remote, peripheral coastal communities 

with a limited base for services, infrastructure, housing and economic activity (McElduff, 

Peel and Lloyd, 2013).  

 

From a Lefebvrian perspective, this changing production of (coastal and marine) space 

inevitably transforms not just the physical landscape, but fundamentally, the way 

communities and users work with and appropriate the coast, the sea, and the resources 

(hence material relationships), and the way they connect with and assign to them meanings 
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and emotions through their everyday practices (hence immaterial relationships). The 

changing nature of people-landscape relationships reinforces new notions of ‘rights’, that 

often trigger a ‘cry and demand’ response on behalf of those left on the periphery 

(Lefebvre, 1998). Echoing Lefebvre, Harvey (2012, p. 102) argues that the ‘cry’ expresses 

feelings of alienation, experienced by marginalising communities as a result of the loss of 

the modes of production. What such cries ‘demand’, however, is left vague in Lefebvre’s 

work. In his seminal critique in the Production of Space (for which he devised the spatial 

triad), Lefebvre gradually drops the question of antagonisms, struggles and ‘rights to the 

city’ and shifts the focus on the idea of complexity, knowledge, and power in spatial 

production. Here, he sees contestation as occurring from the different ways of knowing 

landscapes, and the contradictory nature of use and exchange values, as will be further 

elaborated in the next section. 

 

Lefebvre argues that while space is complex, its embodied, social, and political aspects of 

human life are represented and communicated in terms of quantities, categories, and 

commodities. Experts tend to advance their representations of social space as rational and 

neutral from the vantage point of their professional practices (Elden, 2004). Lefebvre 

argues that states often adopt Cartesian representations of space (in the ‘objective’ 

technical determination of land uses), that favour capital accumulation at the expense of 

other forms of knowledge (Carp, 2008). To recapture the complexity of spatial production, 

Lefebvre attempted reconciliation between traditionally opposing views of space – 

physical space, mental space (formal abstractions about space) and social space (the space 

of social interaction and sensory experiences). Reflecting on these three types of space, he 

developed the spatial triad, which includes three different types of spatial production: 

perceived space (or spatial practices), conceived space (or representations of space) and 

lived space (or spaces of representation). Although these three pillars of space are 

presented as separate for analytical purposes, they constantly interact in dialectical 

tensions with each other (Harvey, 2006b). Drawing mainly upon an interpretation that 

summarises the main components of the spatial triad, as proposed by Leary-Owhin and 

McCarthy (2019), the triad concepts as adopted in this study are described below: 
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Perceived space (or spatial practice) includes the material coastal landscape and seascape 

(similar to the material city), encompassing the sea, the coast, its buildings, infrastructures, 

marine industries and ‘routes and networks’ that link places of leisure, work, and private 

life (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 38). This element of the triad can be empirically observed and as 

such, it is ‘perceived’. Perceived coasts, for example, are made up of the ‘daily routine’ 

practices of the population (i.e., the journeys to work, leisure activities) and the socio-

economic processes by which the material landscape is reproduced, commodified and 

‘secreted slowly’ in dialectical interaction with the other two elements of the spatial triad 

(Lefebvre, 1991, p. 38). Perceived coasts are, therefore, multi-sensory experiences that 

internalise: (a) competing practices of individual and community users at the coast; and 

(b) structural socio-economic processes of (marine) production (i.e., Blue Growth). As 

such, perceived space is the ‘society’s dominated space’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p.38), where 

alienating economic forces, contestation and conflicts all play out, as will be elaborated in 

section 2.3.  

 

Conceived space (or representation of space) is the space represented by ‘scientists, 

planners, urbanists and social engineers; the space of a certain type of artist with a 

scientific bent’ (Lefebvre, 1991, pp. 24–25). This is the technocratic space of drawings, 

plans and policy documents, which is, for Lefebvre, ‘the dominant space in any society’ 

(Lefebvre, 1991, pp. 38–39). Representations of space have a ‘substantial role and specific 

influence in the production of space through the exercise of spatial practice’ (Lefebvre, 

1991, p. 42). This Lefebvrian notion of conceived space in a coastal and marine context 

can be exemplified by two key strands of governance, identified by Toonen and van 

Tatenhove (2013, p. 43- 44) as the prevalent paradigms adopted for marine and coastal 

space, as will be elaborated in section 2.4. 

 

Lived space (or space of representation) is the space of ‘inhabitants and users’, associated 

with imaginaries, symbols, memories and emotions. As such, this element of the triad 

represents the coast as imagined and ‘directly lived’ through everyday practices, cultural 

and emotional expressions, and symbolisms (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 39). This is the space 
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dominated by society, in which meaning and emotion prevail in the way space is 

experienced, but which ‘fail to produce any material change’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p.39).  

 

Further analytical depth to these broad concepts is added by drawing on core concepts 

drawn from a multidisciplinary literature (sections 2.3 – 2.5). 

 

2.3 Perceived coasts: Contested spatial practices and Blue Growth 

As mentioned earlier, perceived coastal landscapes are understood here as a range of 

multi-sensory experiences that internalise: (a) competing practices of individual and 

community users at the coast; and (b) structural socio-economic processes of (marine) 

production (i.e., Blue Growth). As such, perceived space is the real/observable space 

where often alienating economic forces cause contestation and conflict. Influenced by a 

Marxist analysis of the production of commodities under capitalist systems, Lefebvre 

conceptualised the production of space in this domain of the triad (between real/perceived 

and imagined/lived and conceived) as resulting from tensions between use and exchange 

values and especially how this relationship becomes conflictual because of the supremacy 

of exchange over use within capitalism (or what today is understood as neoliberalism). 

Lefebvre sees this unequal relationship as one that is destructive to nature, with nature 

being defined as the mother-source of use value. Use value then tends to find refuge in the 

past (the historical, the folklore and the imagined), but instead of simply resting there, it 

sponsors a new wave of commodification, as restless capital re-discovers these ‘refuges’ 

and transforms them into new forms of exchange value and new commodities to satisfy 

pleasure and enjoyment (i.e., through tourism, art and heritage). Lefebvre sees this 

conflictual relationship as: 

[…] a clash between a consumption of space which produces surplus value 

and one which produces only enjoyment – and is therefore ‘unproductive’. 

It is a clash, in other words, between capitalist ‘utilisers’ and community 

‘users’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 359). 
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Although the use-exchange binary broadly outlines why landscapes become contested, 

there is, however, a clear need for more nuanced concepts to understand how contestation 

is realised through the mosaic of contradictory practices and interests by different actors 

at the coast, including Lefebvre’s ‘community users’. Hence, this section will attempt to 

unpack the complexity of perceived landscapes and the nature of their contestation in a 

coastal and marine context. Drawing on a body of literature situated in geography, political 

economy, marine planning and tourism, this section starts by exploring the notion of 

liminality, as it offers scope for understanding how the complex perceived materiality 

between land and sea plays into the social and institutional construction of the coast as 

peripheral economic space, where different conflictual spatial practices and (use) values 

compete (i.e., competing daily routines, leisure activities and the enactment of private 

property rights). The section then looks at the coast as commodified space, where use and 

exchange values compete, with Blue Growth industries, and tourism/ housing property 

markets converging to enclose landscapes and seascapes and produce new commodities 

for value extraction.  

 

2.3.1 Liminal, leisure, private coasts, and competing users 
 

The complex materiality and bio-physical features of coastal landscape, with the interplay 

of ever-changing geomorphology, textures, light, movements, and cyclical rhythms, 

creates an ‘unmistakably coastal dynamic’, that has for centuries drawn people and 

activities to the coast (Ryan, 2012). Patterns of human activity at the coast and sea, in 

many instances, reflect these cycles and are often less spatially fixed than is typically the 

case in terrestrial contexts (Kidd and Ellis, 2012). The over-concentration of people and 

activities, however, makes the coast a highly contested, even congested, space where 

ordinary practices frequently escalate in conflicts related to the different ways the coast is 

perceived and used through spatial practices (Olwig, 2016). The coast is often perceived 

as a liminal space, not just in terms of its unique geomorphology and changing dynamics 

that blur the boundaries between land and sea (Leyshon, 2018), but also in socially 

constructed ways that are synonymous to notions of peripherality (Ounanian, 2019a), 

freedom (Britton, Olive and Wheaton, 2019) and ownership (Hadjimichael, 2018).  
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For example, Britton, Olive and Wheaton (2019) argue that surfing is an example of spatial 

practice that has embodied the sense of freedom, but which is not itself freely chosen. 

Instead, it is a leisure lifestyle contingent on class, gender, and ethnicity, to name but a 

few. The authors make their point by illustrating tensions and power dynamics among 

surfers at the beach. For example, there is an un/spoken hierarchy that prioritises locals 

over newcomers and male over female surfers when it comes to ‘catching’ the best waves. 

The authors also suggest that many surfers develop a sense of ownership over ‘surf 

breaks’, which clashes with the sense of ownership held by land-based property owners 

or indigenous communities. The latter often become otherised or even excluded from the 

beach, for which they might be holding century-old connections and customary use rights 

(Britton, Olive and Wheaton, 2019). 

 

In a similar way, the peripherality of the coast is related to an interplay of geographic and 

socially constructed notion of remoteness. Geographic remoteness has attracted users 

seeking to experience escapism by disconnecting from, or re-connecting to, place and 

people through engaging in practices like walking, swimming or simply contemplating 

while looking out at the sea and the horizon (Game and Metcalfe, 2011). A constructed 

notion of remoteness and peripherality, on the other hand, has systematically been 

promoted by the tourism industry through spatial and social practices that stress the 

‘distinctive, striking, unusual and extraordinary’ experiences while bolstering pleasant, 

outstanding and unique elements of landscape and culture (Urry and Larsen, 2011). This 

constructed notion of peripherality converts space into a spectacle for consumption 

(Lefebvre, 1991), in which the coast is portrayed as a liminal landscape, remote from civic 

society, its rules and ideologies and separated from time, history and power (Egberts and 

Hundstad, 2019).  

 

Perceived as a space away from social norms, the coast is often used for making visible 

practices that would normally be invisible or suppressed in other public spaces (Mitchell, 

2003). The beach, for example, is portrayed as a totally ‘passive’ space, available for the 

‘mere contemplation of the spectacle of sea and sun’ (Lefebvre, 1991; p. 385). Nudity, 
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sexuality, loud music, alcohol and drug consumption, are practices that produce the coast 

as a hedonic space, exemplified by the quintessential beach bar of Mediterranean coasts 

and islands (Pons, Crang and Travlou, 2016). It is such types of spatial practice that 

Lefebvre conceptualised as key in the transformation of the Mediterranean coasts into a 

peripheral ‘leisure re-oriented space for the industrialized Europe’ (Lefebvre, 1991; p. 58). 

Therefore, there is a clear tension between practices that produce tranquillity and those 

that produce hedonic coastal landscapes. Hedonism often clashes with perceptions held 

about the coast by (second) home-owners (Pitkänen, 2008), or community practices that 

have evolved over long periods of time (White, 2018; Egberts and Hundstad, 2019). When 

such clashes occur, behaviours perceived as anti-social or unethical are otherised and the 

notion of rights is activated to deny access to the coast to the non-complying users.  

 

According to Thompson (2007), the enactment of individual property rights very often 

includes spatially intrusive practices by property owners. For example, when practiced 

from one’s vantage location (i.e., an expensive seaside property), looking out at the sea 

affords to the owner a privileged use value that transcends what Lefebvre sees as the 

Cartesian space of private property. If this value clashes with uses perceived as blocking 

or disturbing this way of seeing, then the owner might utilise exclusionary practices, 

exemplified in the coastal landscape by fences, hedges, walls and warning ‘keep out’ 

signs. On such occasions, other users, including tourists or other community members, are 

disenfranchised, and reduced to trespassers. Such practices reduce the fluid, liminal nature 

of the coast by transforming it to space that can be measured, mapped, fixed, signposted, 

and enclosed as private property (Lefebvre, 1991; Harvey, 2006; Walsh, 2018).  

 

While such tensions are quite common in the countryside (Price and Simpson, 2017), they 

appear with greater frequency and intensity at the coast, where the dynamic materiality of 

the ocean has historically ‘lended itself to the socio-legal construction of marine spaces as 

commons’ and of the shoreline as public space (Hadjimichael, 2018; Ntona and Schröder, 

2020, p. 241). The notion of trespassing is, therefore, perceived as negating rights afforded 

to users through coastal commons and customary practices, and as such it is (re)actively 

resisted (Olwig, 2016; Köpsel and Walsh, 2018). Such disputes are exemplified between 
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property owners and non-owners or long-established members and newcomers within the 

community, the latter of whom might not be aware of or share traditional community 

values and practices (Overvåg and Berg, 2011). These tensions point to the fact that coastal 

communities are not as homogeneous as it has often been assumed, but are instead, 

diverse, and complex entities, legitimised both on moral and pragmatic grounds, 

embodying multiple and often contradictory interests (Jentoft, 2019).  

 

The diversity of actors within coastal areas has increased in recent years with the entry of 

new users from emerging Blue Growth sectors, who have brought about new conflicts for 

space and resources. These conflicts are in many instances institutional and legal, with 

debates often revolving around the problematic enactment of the commons that has led to 

their overexploitation (Jentoft, 2019). The debate, however, has gravitated towards 

neoliberal doctrines that view privatisation and enclosure as a good governance solution 

to preserve natural resources while continuing to exploit them (Barbesgaard, 2019). The 

rapid structural transformation of coastal and marine space that neoliberal agendas 

demand, produces coastal landscapes not as tranquil, neither as hedonic, but as new 

industrial sites for the extraction of wealth, as will be elaborated in the following section.  

 

2.3.2 Commodified coasts, structural changes, and the transformation from 

use to exchange 
 

The shift away from traditional livelihoods in coastal communities has created 

discontinuities in perceptions and practices. Traditional sectors of the economy have 

declined, such as small-scale fisheries, indigenous seaweed harvesting, farming and 

aquaculture co-operatives (Cohen et al., 2019). In their place, the secondary (i.e. housing 

and coastal property development) and tertiary (i.e. coastal tourism) sectors have 

expanded, in which restless capital seeks new opportunities for accumulation (Harvey, 

1990, 2006a). More recently, Blue Growth has also emerged as a neoliberal type of 

economic model, that promotes: (a) the industrialisation of traditional marine and coastal 

sectors, such as new industrial forms of farming and fishing, mechanical seaweed 

harvesting and expansion of aquaculture sites; and (b) the emergence of new technology-
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led BG sectors, such as biotechnology, mineral resources extraction, port developments 

and offshore renewable energy. 

 

The rapid transformation initiated by BG strategies has generated a whole new set of 

exchange values in relation to coastal landscapes, in ways that most communities and 

traditional users might fail to recognise and accept (Farrell, Carr and Fahy, 2017). For 

example, under BG strategies, the beach is not just offered for nice views, walking, 

swimming, surfing: a place for leisure and pleasure. Instead, the beach has become an 

asset class for the extraction of wealth (Murray et al., 2010). The waves, the tides, the 

wind, the fish, the sand the seaweed and the boats, are not just perceived as features of 

coastal landscape embedded in maritime culture, used and shaped by communities that 

have dwelled the coast over generations (Ó’Sabhain and McGrath, 2019). Instead, they 

are re-signified as economic assets that can be geocoded, modelled, weighted against each 

other and form the basis of spatial tradeoffs (Boucquey et al., 2019), as will be elaborated 

in section 2.4. As such, features embedded in the coastal landscapes and seascapes can be 

disembedded5, commodified and marketised to achieve economic efficiency (Polanyi, 

2001; Mansfield, 2004). McCauley (2006), however, argues that such processes facilitate 

the ‘selling out’ of nature and encourage further exploitation and degradation.  

 

Fairhead, Leach and Scoones (2012) have also evidenced how environmental policy has 

sponsored a round of land enclosures, termed ‘green grabbing’, while Barbesgaard, (2018, 

2019), Foley, Mather and Neis (2015), Bennett, Govan and Satterfield (2015), and 

Hadjimichael (2018) problematise BG as promoting a new round of ocean enclosures, 

through a range of processes, such as licensing, zoning and incentives for specific 

industries. Such processes are conceptualised as ‘ocean grabbing’ and the ‘stealing of the 

seashore’ and transform the sea into different forms of exchange to relate to the different 

actors and interests (Bennett, Govan and Satterfield, 2015). In other words, while BG is 

introduced as a ‘thing’, there is little attention about how it is transmitted and inscribed on 

 
5 The notion of ‘disembedding’ will further be developed in section 2.6 as a useful conceptual bridge that 

can reframe the somehow reductive Lefebvrian use-exchange binary. For now, ‘disembedding’ is used 

as synonymous to ‘disappropriating’. 
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coastal landscapes and seascapes, or how it can easily slide into a disembedding process 

across ‘local’ or community interests. 

 

Although BG is framed as serving the public interest by advancing a vague claim to coastal 

well-being (Flannery and McAteer, 2020), there is little historical support for popular 

neoliberal doctrines, such as trickle-down and spill-over effects (see for example preface 

by Joseph Stiglitz in Polanyi's book The Great Transformation: The Political and 

Economic Origins of Our Time, 2001 [1944]). Many small coastal communities, whose 

well-being will supposedly be enhanced as a result of BG, have limited or no access to 

capital, assets, infrastructure, skills-base and networks that would enable them to 

participate in, or capture the spill-over effects from, technology savvy, capital intensive 

BG sectors, such as biotechnology, renewable energy or aquaculture (Cohen et al., 2019). 

Coastal tourism, on the other hand, offers a relatively more accessible form of BG for 

community-led development, given the loss of traditional labour markets. The expansion 

of market logics in the tourism sector, however, has simultaneously accelerated the 

marketization of coastal landscapes (Kothari and Arnall, 2017; Ounanian, 2019b) and has 

promoted segmentation logics to identify profitable sectors, potential consumers and how 

their preferences can be tapped as value and profit (Pafi, Flannery and Murtagh, 2020). 

 

The increased supply of buy-to-rent and other forms of speculative housing in coastal 

areas provides a prominent example of the type of marketisation coastal landscapes have 

witnessed (Norris and Winston, 2009). In Ireland, Lennon and Waldron (2019), for 

example, make the point that an interplay of laissez-faire planning, deregulation and the 

financialisation of real estate, have transformed housing from home to an investment, 

especially after the global property crash in 2008. The legacy of this transformation has 

left many coastal communities (especially in countries where the crisis hit hardest, such 

as Ireland and Greece) grappling with pressures created at the nexus of demand and supply 

in housing. This legacy has ‘haunted’ many rural Irish landscapes and is perhaps most 

prominently reflected on the infamous ‘ghost estates’ and the year-long vacant holiday 

homes gradually transforming into Airbnb developments (Kitchin et al., 2010). Coupled 

with a series of catastrophic failures in Ireland’s banking, financial regulatory and 
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planning system (Kitchin et al., 2010, p. 2), this intensive marketisation often triggers a 

circle of further depopulation, a decreasing base for infrastructure and services, and a 

shrinking skills-base (Gkartzios and Scott, 2014). Against this background, the emergence 

of more intensive types of tourism and the expansion of market logic in the sector, 

propagate the pressures and tensions in coastal landscapes and host communities. Under 

BG strategies, coastal landscapes become commodities which tourism converts into 

products, services and ‘purchasing experiences’ to match assumed tastes and gazes 

(Amadeus, 2015, p. 12).  

 

To conclude, this section revealed the complexity of contestation at the nexus of real 

(perceived) and imagined (conceived/lived) space, where communities, tourists and BG 

producers compete for different coastal uses and where Blue Growth and other speculative 

markets (second home/ tourism housing) converge to enclose the landscape and extract 

exchange value from the coast. The literature reviewed here, however, showed that the 

processes taking place are much more complex than the use-exchange binary can capture. 

There is, therefore, a need to delve into the dominant mode of spatial production (that is 

conceived space) to understand how the coast and the sea are interpreted and reproduced 

by those in positions of power. In other words, there is a need to understand contestation 

in the part of the triad where space is institutionally conceived, as will be discussed in the 

following section.  

 

2.4 Conceived coasts: Spatial representations emerging through 

governance 

This section unpacks the Lefebvrian notion of conceived space in a coastal and marine 

context, with a particular focus on spatial representations that have started receiving 

critical attention in coastal and marine governance in Ireland. A critical point raised here 

is that Lefebvre has not established how the formalised types of knowledge embedded in 

his notion of conceived space have succeeded in systematically imposing their assumed 

hegemony on real landscapes. In other words, Lefebvre has not problematised the power 
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dynamics that enable the repetition of the patterns he observes. By not articulating how 

this happens, it is difficult to envisage how it can change, and indeed, Lefebvre fails to 

identify positive solutions to the hegemonic forces that have marginalised those on his 

imagined periphery (Elden, 2004). To cover this analytical gap, contestation at the 

conceived-lived intersection of the triad was framed through a critical geography (and 

governmentality) lens, as a dynamic between knowledge and power in the context of 

environmental governance and (marine) spatial planning. Establishing this critical 

connection between governmentality and the spatial triad will help uncover how decisions 

are processed, how interests work to influence the production of Blue Growth and how 

difference can be inserted in the system. Eventually, this section will argue that there is a 

gap when it comes to community values and, importantly, this gap is becoming embedded 

in marine policy (in Ireland) through the commissioning of specific projects to support 

Blue Growth and MSP.  

 

2.4.1 Marine Governance and links with conceived space 
 

Drawing on Lefebvre (1991), the ways space is conceived by the state plays a ‘substantial 

role and specific influence in the production of space through the exercise of spatial 

practice’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 42). In a coastal and marine realm, the emergence of new 

forms of so-called ‘integrated’ governance has mobilised what Boucquey et al. (2018, p. 

485) view as ‘the emergence of a new production of marine space’. It is, therefore, crucial 

to understand how coastal landscapes are represented through the emerging regime of 

marine governance and the implications for spatial practice and lived experiences.  

 

Governance here is understood as the process of managing and (re)organizing practices, 

people and resources in space and time using mechanisms, techniques, apparatuses, policy 

documents, programmes and calculations, that seek to operationalise governmental 

ambitions and desired outcomes (Flannery and McAteer, 2020). Rather than being limited 

to the practices of state governments and related institutions, however, governance 

includes: (a) the governing system, which comprises the government and the various 

actors, such as sectoral stakeholders, local communities, NGOs, planners, scientists and 
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practitioners, interest groups and citizen movements; (b) the system-to-be-governed, 

which is partly natural and partly social; and (c) the interactive system they form together 

(Jentoft, van Son and Bjørkan, 2007). As it becomes clear from this definition, governance 

is a pluralistic, complex, dynamic, and inevitably politicised and contested process and so 

is the conceived nature of coastal landscapes and seascapes that emerges through it. The 

consideration of competing, politicised and contested representations of coastal 

landscapes raises questions of knowledge and power (Boucquey et al., 2016; Brennan, 

2018a; Peters, 2020). In other words, whose and what kind of representations prevail?  

 

From a Lefebvrian perspective, in a capitalist society, it is the formalised, technical and 

scientific representations of space that have direct implications on the physical features of 

landscapes and spatial practices. These are often produced by ‘technocrats, planners, 

social engineers and architects’, supported or led by the state, and may include: zoning 

plans; strategy documents; maps; and quasi-scientific visualisations (Leary-Owhin and 

McCarthy, 2019). Lefebvre’s critique of state-led representations can be summarised, 

according to Elden (2004), in their tendency to prioritise exchange over use values. In 

doing so, official representations of the coast and sea often erase social and political 

dimensions of space and reduce the complexity of people-space relationships (here 

people-sea relationships) to those that can be quantified or represented through their 

geometric dimensions, with the latter perceived as objective and rational.  

 

This Lefebvrian notion of conceived space can be exemplified in a coastal and marine 

context by two key strands of governance, identified by Toonen and van Tatenhove (2013, 

pp. 43–44) as the prevalent paradigms adopted for marine and coastal space. These 

include: (a) space-based approaches, such as Marine Spatial Planning (MSP) and 

Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM); and (b) ecosystem-based approaches, that 

are mainly used as organising frameworks for deploying Ecosystem-Based Management 

(EBM). Notably, while space-based approaches like MSP are often framed as another 

ecosystem-based approach (or the spatialised version of it), it has been argued that in 

practice, MSP is less orientated towards environmental issues and more focused on 

techno-managerial solutions to resolve conflicts framed as emerging from competitions 
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for territory and resources (Kelly, Ellis and Flannery, 2018; Flannery and McAteer, 2020). 

As such, it ‘might be expected that the prevailing concept of space being adopted [in MSP] 

is predominantly a physical one’ (Jay, 2012, p. 82), similar to that which has been 

criticised in terrestrial planning as incomplete (Kidd and Ellis, 2012). On the other hand, 

ecosystem-based approaches seek to place marine and coastal environment and 

conservation at the heart of governance by addressing the cumulative pressures from 

human activities at the coast and the sea (Foley et al., 2010). Ecosystem-based approaches, 

argues Jay  (2012), offer prospect for a more relational, as opposed to narrowly physical 

production of marine space, through attempts to address human-environment 

relationships. The latter, however, have narrowly been conceived in practice through the 

notion of ecosystem services and operationalised mainly through intensive (monetary and 

non-monetary) econometric valuations and models, as will be elaborated in section 2.4.3. 

 

In practice, both space-based and ecosystem-based approaches deploy similar governance 

mechanisms for their implementation, that are often designed by those wishing to shape 

space in a particular way, such as the deployment of stakeholder and community 

participation in consultation processes (Smith and Jentoft, 2017). Such processes, 

however, are often implemented at the operational stage of planning, with a narrow focus 

on a single issue, such as: (a) a specific economic sector like coastal tourism (Healy, Rau 

and McDonagh, 2012) or offshore renewable energy (Jay, 2010; Clarke and Flannery, 

2020); and (b) collecting data for a specific theme, such as marine conservation areas 

(Brennan, 2018b; Smith, 2018). As such, consultation arenas typically fail to capture the 

multiple ways in which communities experience or seek to shape coastal landscape or the 

variety of threats to that space that they encounter (Flannery, Healy and Luna, 2018).  

 

Another example of a governance mechanism that has emerged for the implementation of 

MSP, is the intensive data-gathering and map-making exercises, often implemented 

through GIS technologies and assembled in geoportals6 (Smith and Brennan, 2012; 

Boucquey et al., 2016; Campbell et al., 2020). Geoportals have become the key 

 
6 Geoportal is a web-based gateway that allows access to geographic data and associated services 

(visualisation, overlay, downloading, etc.) (Boucquey et al., 2016). 
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mechanisms through which the dominant representations of the sea and the coast have 

emerged and become highly reproducible.  

 

The rest of the section is structured as follows: Space-based representations are examined 

in section 2.4.2, with a tendency to portray landscapes and seascapes as territorial entities. 

Seascape Character Assessments (SCAs) have emerged within this paradigm, gaining 

popularity in countries like the UK and Ireland. Ecosystem-based representations are then 

examined in section 2.4.3, which tend to portray landscapes and seascapes as cultural 

ecosystem services, predominantly represented through notional, yet fixed, monetary 

values. Ecosystem service assessments are also gaining prominence in Ireland, as reflected 

in key studies that serve as the evidence-base to support MSP (see Table 2.1).  
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Table 2.1: Projects funded by Ireland’s Marine Institute under the EMFF 2014 – 2020 Programme (Adapted from: (Marine Institute, no date). 

Project name Stated aim and objectives Project outputs/deliverables Project details 

Theme: Spatial Data and Evidence 

Data Discovery, 

Collation and 

Gap Analysis for 

Spatial 

Representation 

Identify and map datasets of relevance to the MSP 

process and review validity. Contributes to 

existing marine data and knowledge programmes 

such as Ireland’s Marine Atlas, Digital Ocean and 

delivery of Irish Data to EMODnet (the European 

marine data portal).  

Catalogue of spatial, environmental, socio-

economic data 

Lead Partner:  ABPMer 

  

Duration: 2018 – 2019 

 

Cost: €300,000 

Data gap analysis 

Delivery of spatial data required for MSP 

Directive 

Data 

Prioritisation and 

Collection for 

Spatial 

Representation 

Provide up-to-date spatial and temporal 

information by filling in gaps in knowledge 

required to support MSP, regarding human 

activities, pressures, resource distribution etc. 

Prioritisation of additional data and 

information requirements 

Lead Partner:  ABPMer 

  

Duration: 2018 – 2019 

 

Cost: €125,000 

Continued delivery of spatial data required 

under the MSP Directive: marine activities, 

resource maps, maps of pressures 

Ecosystems 

Services in 

Marine Spatial 

Planning 

Data collection, collation, and analytical studies to 

identify, characterise and map Ireland’s marine 

provisioning, regulating / maintenance and 

cultural services. Maps produced will be useful to 

inform the cost/benefit analyses (i.e., trade-offs) 

of potential marine spatial planning options and 

sectoral growth opportunities.  

Characterisation of Ireland’s marine ES Lead Partner:  ABPMer 

  

Duration: 2018 – 2019 

 

Cost: - 

Evidence base and report on the value of 

natural capital that is providing these ES 

Maps of Ireland’s marine ES and Natural 

Capital 

Identification and mapping of threats and 

opportunities linked to ES 

MSP and the 

Impacts of 

Climate Change 

Explore and develop the evidence on climate 

change implications for MSP. A review of existing 

MSP will summarise best practice approaches for 

incorporating climate change in marine spatial 

plans. 

Best practice on the approaches taken to 

deal with climate change in marine spatial 

planning 

Lead Partner:  ABPMer 

  

Duration: 2018 – 2019 

 

Cost: €250,000 

  

Vulnerabilities and opportunities for 

Ireland’s marine ES under climate change 

Vulnerabilities and opportunities for 

Ireland’s marine-based activities under 

climate change 

Assess implications of sea-level rise for 

coastal infrastructure 
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Definition and 

Classification of 

Ireland’s 

Seascapes 

 (i) Understand the different regional seascape 

character areas along the Irish coast; (ii) Develop 

character assessments which describe the key 

features and characteristics of each seascape 

character area. 

A report for the National Marine Planning 

Framework area  

Lead Partner:  Minogue 

and Associates  

 

Duration: Ongoing 

 

Cost: - 

  

A classification of Ireland’s seascapes; 

Spatial data product(s) 

Use stakeholder engagement to validate, 

refine and agree the seascape character 

assessments. 

Theme: MSP Data Management and Information Services 

Data Integration 

for Improved 

Spatial Analysis 

and 

Representation 

Improved understanding of what marine data are 

available to form a basis for improved MSP-

related products and decision support tools. It led 

to better definition and greater clarity as to the 

origin and quality of underlying data and 

information being used in decision making. 

Data usage agreements for MSP relevant 

datasets 

Lead Partner:  Marine 

Institute  

 

Duration: 2018 – 2019 

 

Cost: €537,000 

  

  

Report detailing data standards to allow the 

integration / reuse of MSP data 

Metadata to describe data availability, 

ownership and licensing, lineage, and 

quality 

Data process flows required for MSP 

Procedures documented for handling of 

prioritised datasets 

MSP Data 

Governance 

Ensure reliable data storage and management 

systems.  This provided assurance of the 

availability and versioning of data.  Improved data 

archiving supports legislative compliance and 

reduces costs by only retaining data which are 

required. 

Data Management framework Lead Partner:  Marine 

Institute  

 

Duration: 2018 – 2019 

 

Cost: €439,000 

Data Management Plans 

Data Governance Policy to define how data 

can be used for MSP services 

MSP Data Catalogue system in place 

MSP Data Storage and Management 

Systems in place 
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2.4.2 Space – based representations: Seascape assessments and the GIS ‘fix’ 
 

Recent years have witnessed an increase in research that argues that coastal landscapes 

are socially constructed and there is a need for a more nuanced consideration of landscape 

from a governance perspective (Toonen and van Tatenhove, 2013; Brennan, 2018b; 

Leyshon, 2018; Walsh, 2018). The increasing adoption of integrated forms of ocean 

governance has, however, predominantly focused on spatial representations of the sea 

represented through a ‘territorial’ dimension (Peters, 2020).  

 

 

The proliferation of geoportals related to MSP initiatives in Europe (Figure 2.1) attests to 

this trend, which is also prevalent in Ireland. Table 2.1 gives an indication about the types 

of knowledge and official representations prioritised by the Irish government when it 

comes to MSP. More specifically, nine projects have been funded from the European 

Figure 2.1: The proliferation of coastal and maritime geoportals in Europe (Source: EU, 

2017) – Portal names added, Pegaso and ODIMS bounding boxes added) 
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Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) since 2018 under the Blue Growth and MSP 

Scheme, from which: (a) five are about Spatial Data and Evidence, that ‘provide a 

technical and scientific evidence for the implementation of MSP’; and (b) two are about 

Data Management and Information Services for MSP, that ‘provide assurance on the 

reliability, availability and versioning of MSP data’ (Marine Institute, no date). 

 

There is an implicit assumption that if coastal landscapes and seascapes are to be brought 

in public dialogue through MSP, they need to adjust to territorial representations of the 

sea, as those projected through the geoportals (for example, see works by Boucquey et al., 

2016, 2019; Campbell et al., 2020). Within this context, formalised, expert-based seascape 

assessments (known as Seascape Character Assessments - SCAs) have gained prominence 

as state-led approaches. SCAs are useful tools for data collection that have increasingly 

adopted layers of complexity, as argued in Chapter 1. However, SCAs remain highly 

technical reports that are conceptually insufficient when it comes to understanding the 

complex materiality of the sea (Peters and Steinberg, 2019) and the liminal nature of the 

coast (Walsh, 2018). The idea, for example, that seascape is, like landscape, ‘an area’, 

reproduces territorial understandings that view the sea as little more than a ‘wetter 

landscape’ (Leyshon, 2018, p. 154). 

 

Echoing Peters and Steinberg (2019), however, the sea is more than a wet territory; it is 

solid (ice) and air (mist), it has volume and movement, it generates waves, tides and winds. 

Furthermore, due to a lack of an official definition of the term ‘coast’ in Irish law, the 

recently published SCA in Ireland has adopted an empirical definition as deployed by 

terrestrial plans (known as county development plans). This definition has led to the 

representation of the coast as a narrow zone of land between the high water mark to the 

nearest scenic route or road parallel to the coast (O’Hagan, Paterson and Tissier, 2020) 

(Figure 2.2). The forces of the sea, however, do not only have a profound effect in shaping 

the coastline and the immediate narrow zone of land, but as the wind travels, it transfers 

with it smells, sounds, and tastes that scape the land miles inland (Peters and Steinberg, 

2019). 
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Beyond definitional ambiguity there is also a level of incoherence in the way seascapes 

are represented in SCAs. This incoherence is mainly the result of: (a) the linear features 

demarcating the sea-ward boundaries; (b) the ‘squeezing’ of the coast (Leyshon, 2018; 

Walsh, 2018); and (c) the ‘layering’ embedded in GIS logics (Smith and Brennan, 2012). 

The latter appears even more pronounced when it comes to collapsing the dimension of 

depth, which does not simply reduce the complex materiality of the sea as a fluid three-

dimensional space, but it has substantial implications for decision-making (Steinberg and 

Peters, 2015; Boucquey et al., 2016).  

 

Such two-dimensional representations of seascape also tend to reduce the complex people-

sea relationships to those that can be represented on a map (Smith and Brennan, 2012). 

While some relationships, such as recreational values, can be spatialised relatively easily 

(i.e., through activities undertaken at specific locations), cultural connections and values 

of affective character (i.e., place-based identities, place attachment, sense of place, sense 

of well-being) resist mapping, as they are ‘not limited to a specific sea space, but often 

cover a wide, infinite horizon, and thus, are not easily representable on spatial maps’ 

(Tafon, 2017, p. 264). The latter are often ‘bundled up’ under the umbrella term ‘cultural 

Figure 2.2: Representation of the Galway Bay Seascape Character Area. Note that the land-

ward boundary is defined by the Wild Atlantic Way (Source: Minogue and Associates, 2020). 
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ecosystem services’, that makes them ‘more easily expressed in monetary and sectoral 

terms’ (Tafon, 2017, p. 264), as will be argued in the following section.  

 

2.4.3 Ecosystem-based representations: Services and fixed values 
 

Ecosystem-based approaches are used as organising frameworks for deploying 

Ecosystem-Based Management (EBM) and have started to gain popularity globally (see 

for example projects, such as the Common International Classification of Ecosystem 

Services (CICES, 2013); Options for Delivering Ecosystem-Based Marine Management 

(ODEMM, no date); Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 

Ecosystem Services (IPBES, no date)). Ecosystem-based approaches, argues Jay (2012), 

offer prospect for a more relational, rather than purely Cartesian, production of marine 

space, as they attempt to address complex socio-ecological and socio-cultural values 

within coastal and marine ecosystems. While socio-cultural values have been 

conceptualised in multiple ways by different disciplines (see McKinley, Acott and 

Stojanovic, 2019 for a comprehensive review of the term), coastal and marine policies 

have approached them predominantly through an economic lens that has been termed 

‘cultural ecosystem services (CES)’ (Saunders, Gilek and Tafon, 2019).  

 

To understand the implications of ecosystem services representations, there is a need to 

understand the assumptions underpinning the concept of ecosystem services. Ecosystem 

services typically portray nature as readily encountered in the form of commodities, goods, 

and benefits (Figure 2.3). The assumption underpinning ecosystem services seems to lie 

in a belief that if the benefits from marine and coastal ecosystems can be identified and 

assigned to a market value, this will open the way for their effective conservation 

(Robertson, 2012). Conversely, if these ecosystems become degraded, there will be costs 

that can broadly be understood as similar to the loss of capital assets (McCauley, 2006). 

McCauley (2006), however, argues that rather than conservation, such processes facilitate 

the ‘selling out’ of nature and encourage further exploitation and degradation (McCauley, 

2006). Similarly, Mansfield (2004) and Fairhead, Leach and Scoones (2012) argue that 

conservation policy has also contributed to the commodification of nature, through 
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institutionalising the valorisation of ecosystem services. Such an understanding of coastal 

and marine space aligns with market-based ideologies, signalling an ‘open for business 

attitude’ that for some, but by no means all, stakeholders fits in with their 

conceptualisation of the sea as a source of wealth awaiting to be harnessed and extracted 

(McCauley, 2006; Barbesgaard, 2018; Havice and Zalik, 2018). According to ecosystem 

service proponents, such an alignment is necessary for co-opting marine policy towards 

adopting conservation goals, by making countable the uncountable (Foley et al., 2010).  

 

 

With roots in market-based ideologies, the notion of cultural ecosystem services frames 

land- and sea- scapes as types of cultural commodities, often operationalised by a narrow 

set of spatial or econometric methodologies that tend to represent people-seascape 

relationships through fixed notional monetary values. The latter are sometimes also 

represented on maps as fixed points on specific coastal and marine sites (Gee et al., 2017; 

Tafon, 2018). Methodologies adopted by ecosystem experts, who are predominantly 

represented by economists, environmental scientists and ecologists, often deploy 

valuations contingent on people’s willingness to pay for maintaining, enhancing or 

Figure 2.3: Ecosystem Service Classification (Source: Turner et al., 2014) 
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accepting degradation on a specific ecosystem service, such as: water quality (Norton and 

Hynes, 2014); aesthetics (Ladenburg and Dubgaard, 2007) and recreation (Hynes et al., 

2018).  

 

While such representations invariably offer a high level of legibility for policymakers and 

can render the sea more readable, there is also a body of literature raising concerns about 

the uncritical adoption of such representations by policy. These critiques are summarised 

as follows: (a) exchange value is stressed to a dangerous level that might open the way for 

further commodification and marketisation, rather than conservation, of the coast and the 

sea (Fairhead, Leach and Scoones, 2012; Turnhout et al., 2013; Havice and Zalik, 2018); 

and (b) some stakeholders holding affective cultural values for the sea and the coast are 

further marginalised (Saunders, Gilek and Tafon, 2019).  

 

When such representations are uncritically inscribed in policy, they tend to implicitly or 

explicitly suggest that coastal and marine ecosystems are worth conserving just because 

they are, or can be transformed into, marketable values and profit (McCauley, 2006). As 

a result, market-based representations can often advance conflictual, hegemonic modes of 

spatial production and commodified versions of landscapes and communities that align 

with the needs of neoliberal agendas, such as Blue Growth. This consideration links back 

to Lefebvre’s critique about state-led representations of space and the types of values they 

prioritise, that are neither objective nor unbiased, but are specifically orientated towards 

profit-making and the circulation of capital (Lefebvre, 1999).  

 

2.4.3 Inserting difference in conceived space 
 

The hegemony of conceived space in dominating the other dimensions of the spatial triad 

has been established earlier. It is nevertheless argued that, like other powerful concepts 

that shape action (i.e. governmentalities), conceived space is not synonymous to a coercive 

form of power but works in more complex and subtle ways (Flannery and McAteer, 2020). 

This argument is in agreement with Leary (2009), who has also suggested that 

representations of space can be contested, subverted and appropriated, through 
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governance, in dialectical tension with the other two components of the spatial triad 

(Leary, 2009). This argument supports that while specific representations have prevailed 

and tend to become durable due to repetition through governance mechanisms (i.e., 

geoportals), repetition can ‘slip’, creating space for enacting the triad differently. In this 

context, Boucquey et al. (2016, 2018) have read marine and coastal governance 

mechanisms for their capacity to be (re)produced differently rather than their propensity 

to align with neoliberal agendas. By examining how specific representations have become 

embedded in geoportals and the way power is enacted through contingent, networked 

forms within this space, Boucquey et al. (2016, 2018) suggest that participatory GIS could 

be used as a tactic for alternative groups to set forth new imaginations of ocean spaces, 

that will challenge hegemonic conceptions.  

 

Related to this, Bennett (2019) has seen an opportunity for inserting difference in the 

conceived spaces of governance, if social sciences get more involved in the economic 

analysis of ecosystem services, helping policymakers to understand how costs and benefits 

of different marine management scenarios are distributed in coastal communities. This 

understanding will arguably open opportunities for more equitable or efficient courses of 

action (i.e., in fisheries management, compensation schemes in marine conservation). 

Within a similar context, McKinley, Acott and Stojanovic (2019) have also acknowledged 

that (marine) social science are gradually being admitted to ‘the ecosystem services club’. 

Although there are still concerns that the ecosystem framework provides epistemological 

challenges when thinking about people and the sea(scape), it is nevertheless acknowledged 

that there have been significant efforts for a more nuanced and inclusive understanding of 

ecosystem services. Different types of ecosystem knowledge, such as indigenous 

knowledge and social evaluations, are currently being established (see for example the 

IPBES approach to ecosystems that takes a different approach to the exclusively economic 

of earlier approaches).  

 

Although such interventions demonstrate a clear potential for producing less conflictual 

coastal landscapes, they seem, however, to focus on certain social groups with special 

knowledge (i.e., data providers, analysts and social scientists), without necessarily 
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accounting for how this difference can be made sustainable in the long term. It is argued 

that it is what communities themselves value within their coastal landscapes that needs to 

become a more central component of spatial production if BG is to be deployed in a 

sustainable and less conflictual manner. In other words, there is a need to look at 

contestation at the part of the triad where space is socially and emotionally produced, as 

will be discussed in the following section. 

 

2.5 Lived coasts: Emotional experiences, resistance and counter-

movements 

To capture (part of) the community value attached to the coast, there is a need to 

understand how landscapes are interpreted at the community level, which Lefebvre sees 

as the social, lived space of imaginations, emotions, and symbolisms. This section reviews 

key concepts from emotional geographies (such as place attachment, heritage, mobilities, 

blue care and human well-being) and reveals the diversity of emotionally intelligent ways 

of knowing and valuing the coast, that become way more complex when moving towards 

the sea. A critical point is raised in this section in relation to Lefebvre’s unsophisticated 

understanding of how power moves within the different aspects of the triadic space. 

Inattention to the contingent nature of power not only renders the triad a framework that 

reads space merely for its propensity to align with hegemonic spatial production, as argued 

earlier, but also one which disregards the capacity of communities to act. Indeed, Lefebvre 

has (perhaps unintentionally) downplayed the lived dimension of the triad, by presenting 

it as a deeply meaningful and emotional, yet disenfranchised space, which fails to produce 

any material change. In doing so, he has ignored the power of affective geographies (as 

diverse ways of cognition) to produce multiple responses that can mobilise resistance and 

counter-movements. Feelings like nostalgia and care, for example, show the complex 

depths inherent in lived spaces and can potentially explain the extent of anger set off by 

processes that disembed communities from the coastal landscape. This section also poses 

evidence from empirical literature of emotional geographies to suggest those affective 

connections with coastal land- and seascapes have led coastal and marine communities to 
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resist projects or plans perceived as threatening. The latter pose significant implications 

for the success or failure of Blue Growth and other economic strategies in a coastal and 

marine context. 

 

2.5.1 Place attachment and coastal heritage 
 

Emotional encounters with the coast are dynamic and overly complex (Davidson and 

Milligan, 2004). Although ecosystem service approaches and the territorialisation of 

seascapes tend to bolster specific cultural values, such as aesthetics and recreation, it is 

argued that the ways in which individuals or communities experience a coastal landscape 

is mediated by deeper and more intricate relationships. This complex relationship has 

often been expressed through the notion of place attachment, which refers to the emotional 

bonds between people and places over time. Place attachment often includes the notion of 

place identity or sense of place, which refers to the ‘physical and symbolic attributes of 

certain places that contribute to an individual’s sense of self or identity’ (Devine-Wright, 

2011, p. 428; Amundsen, 2015). 

 

It has been argued that place attachment correlates with the length of residence, suggesting 

that populations residing near the coast demonstrate strong emotional connections to the 

sea (Manzo and Perkins, 2006). As such, place attachment has often been considered from 

a coastal community (Collins and Kearns, 2013) or a second home dweller perspective 

(Pitkänen, 2008). In a narrower context, place attachment has been considered as identical 

to an individual’s private attachment to their property, which often plays out through the 

activation of property rights and spatially exclusive practices (Thompson, 2007). The 

ways in which this type of attachment can produce conflictual spatial practices have been 

discussed in section 2.3.1.  

 

Within the sphere of lived, social space, however, attachment is often expressed through 

more pluralistic and collective emotions and experiences. There is a recognition that 

today’s increasingly mobile lifestyles, leisure and tourism, open coastal places to multiple 

users and social groups that experience types of attachment without necessarily residing 
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or owning property within a given locale. In other words, individuals and communities 

hold different types and intensities of emotional connections to landscape, seascape and 

community that range from more ‘fixed’, localised attachments to more ‘fluid’, planetary 

notions of connectedness and sense of place (Di Masso et al., 2019). 

 

At its more ‘fixed’ expression, place attachment is related to a sense of rootedness and 

belonging that is similar to the notion of homeland and national identity (Kearney, 2009; 

Leather, 2019). This type of belonging embodies ‘all forms of heritage, tangible and 

intangible’ (Kearney, 2009, p. 210), including connections to ancestors through customary 

use of the (coastal) land and sea (Olwig, 2016 [2011]), connections to material landscapes 

of historical, archaeological and memorial significance (Kearns and Collins, 2012) and 

existential connections to the sea (Ounanian, 2019a). Such affinities are commonly 

expressed by coastal and island communities in which social life has traditionally 

assembled around small-scale fisheries, as exemplified by: the Maori in New Zealand 

(Stephenson, 2008; Collins and Kearns, 2013); the Yanyuwa, in Australia (Kearney, 

2009); and many small Celtic fishing communities at the westerly edges of Europe in 

Scotland (Brennan, 2018a; Smith, 2018) and Ireland (Flannery and Ó Cinnéide, 2008; 

Ó’Sabhain and McGrath, 2019), to name but a few.  

 

2.5.2 Memorial coasts and nostalgic seascapes 
 

Place attachment is also strongly related to memories and nostalgia. Kearns and Collins 

(2012) stress how feelings of connection were expressed by the locals at Kimberley coast 

in Australia through memories of coastal landscape as a playground, a place of childhood 

adventures, nature exploration and happy moments shared with family and community. 

Memories, however, are also held by outsiders for places by the sea. Although limited in 

number, there are tourism studies that reveal how tourists also experience place 

attachment, expressed as fond memories of places, feelings of at homeness and a type of 

belonging through notions of familiarity and comfort. This connection is expressed 

through the notion of returning visits, whether they are actual, desired or virtual, and a 

sense of loyalty, commitment and affection for the host community (Wildish, Kearns and 
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Collins, 2016). Although not a resident at the coast, Leather (2019) reflects on his own 

deep-felt attachment to the sea and how it relates to a reassuring sense of familiarity 

produced at the nexus of multi-sensory seascape experience and memories of family 

holidays at the English coast: 

There is a distinctive, familiar and reassuring smell of saltwater, rock-

pools and seaweed that presses my olfactory button and releases emotions 

and memories deep within me. When these smells are accompanied by the 

sight of a large open expanse of sea, the endless horizon and the taste of 

salt in the air, it is these aesthetic experiences that are strongest, and it is 

this that helps me understand this deep-felt, emotive connection with the 

sea (Leather, 2019, p. 200). 

 

Collective layers of memory, however, might also relate to dark moments in history, 

embedded in specific seascapes associated with disaster, displacement, violence, 

emigration and loss. For example, landscapes and seascapes of the west coast of Ireland, 

where the Famine took a heavy toll (Duffy, 1997). In other occasions, like the Titanic in 

Belfast, the coastal landscape has carefully been planned to invent a less contested 

identity, capitalising on the memory of lives lost at a tragic event at the ocean to erase, or 

shift the emphasis away from, memories of a more recent violent past of the post-conflict 

city (Boland, Bronte and Muir, 2017; Murtagh, Boland and Shirlow, 2017). Such 

examples highlight how remembering and forgetting, both necessary for the survival and 

adaptation of coastal communities, form an integral part of the emotional mosaic of coastal 

landscapes. 

 

Memories quite often trigger a sense of nostalgia. Nostalgia can broadly be understood as 

‘a sentimental longing for one's past’, which is activated in periods of change and distress, 

as a coping mechanism to generate positive affect, imbue life with meaning, foster social 

connectedness and deal with existential threats (Sedikides et al., 2008). As the coast and 

the sea are undergoing fundamental changes that threaten the existence of many coastal 

communities, it is no surprise that coastal landscapes and seascapes are represented as loci 

where nostalgic sentiments are expressed (Game and Metcalfe, 2011; McElduff and 

Ritchie, 2018). For example, when confronted with increasing change, the coastal 

community of Kimberley in Australia expressed nostalgia for a past coast in which 
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landscape and community were constructed as unspoilt and pristine (Kearns and Collins, 

2012).  

 

Nostalgic experiences at the coast are also triggered by feelings of loss. For example, the 

yearning for old happy days spent by the sea with loved ones, that might no longer be 

alive, is a recurring theme in such affectionate connections to coastal landscapes (Ryan, 

2012). While acknowledging the tendency of nostalgia to produce romanticised versions 

of real or imagined coastal landscapes and communities, it is nevertheless a powerful 

social emotion that strengthens symbolic ties with people and place, contributes to an 

overall sense of endurance and resilience, and at least momentarily, turns absences into 

presences to facilitate a sense of continuity with the past and restore bonds perceived to 

be under threat (Sedikides et al., 2008).  

 

2.5.3 Care and relational forms of (well-)being 
 

It has been argued that part of the affinity for coastal landscapes lies in their capacity to 

activate socio-psychological coping mechanisms (like nostalgia) through their complex 

materiality, that facilitates an interplay between the transient and enduring, routine and 

exceptional, past and present (Ryan, 2012, p. 8; Collins and Kearns, 2013; Gee, 2019). 

Such dualities facilitate what Game and Metcalf (2011) call ‘relational forms of being’, 

which can broadly be understood by drawing parallels between connections to the sea with 

connections to oneself and others. For example, the open sea views that the coast facilitates 

obtain a parallel meaning that can be experienced through openness to social encounters 

at the beach. Activities at the beach that help maintain physical fitness, are also 

experienced as a metaphorical way to ‘fit in’ community and place (Game and Metcalfe, 

2011). Walking at the promenade includes looking out at the sea and the horizon, an 

experience that metaphorically resembles infinity and life ‘beyond’. Such relational 

experiences can trigger a sense of hope and ‘puts life back in perspective’ (Kearns and 

Collins, 2012). Practices like swimming and surfing, also contribute to an embodied sense 

of lived space, that has been paralleled to a sense of freedom, cleansing and ‘catharsis’ 

(Foley and Kistemann, 2015; Britton, Olive and Wheaton, 2019).  
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Such emotional responses speak to the notion of well-being and ‘blue’ care, with an 

emphasis on mental health. There is a body of literature based on earlier work in 

environmental psychology about the therapeutic effects of water and the importance of 

blue spaces in restoring mental health (Herzog and Bosley, 1992; Kaplan, 1995). This 

body of work suggests that there are some inherent qualities in coastal landscapes that are 

responsible for enabling this sense of enhanced well-being. For example, tranquillity is 

considered as a readily encountered quality of the coast that triggers multi-sensory 

responses that reduce mental overload and anxiety (Basu, Duvall and Kaplan, 2019). A 

recent review of the literature about human health and blue spaces, however, finds that 

rather than the physical, inherent attributes of the coast, it is the spatio-temporal practices, 

activities and the multiple ways people engage with the sea, that are responsible for this 

complex psycho-social well-being people experience at coastal and marine environments 

(Britton et al., 2018).  

 

In this context, Brown and Peters (2019) suggest that people who engage with the sea from 

‘within’ might have different emotional experiences than those who engage with it from 

the land, not necessarily in more meaningful ways, but in the sense that the ‘relational 

space opens even more’ at sea. For example, the experience of being on a boat, exposed 

to the vastness, sheer force, movement and volume of the ocean, triggers feelings that 

range from pleasure, to awe and respect, to humility, fragility and even anxiety and fear 

(Brown and Peters, 2019). Our relationships with the sea can also be deeply problematic 

as not all emotions held for the sea are necessarily positive (Peters and Brown, 2017). On 

the contrary, some people have negative experiences related to fear of the deep sea, 

sometimes connected to traumatic memories of childhood (Kearns, 2019), or tragic life-

changing events, like the traumatic experiences of displaced refugees and their ongoing 

sea-struggles in the Mediterranean (Mann, 2016).  

 

Beyond positive or negative, emotions for the sea are nevertheless powerful, especially 

when people experience relational connections that evoke a sense of moral and ethical 

responsibility for each other and the marine environment (Peters, Moore and Brown, 
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2019). Such emotions are beyond fixed constructions of place attachment, yet they are 

another form of emotional connection, followed by increased awareness and a planetary 

sense of care that can inspire collective action.  

 

2.5.4 Emotions in motion: Mobilising affect to resist change 
 

Lefebvre argues that imagination and emotion prevail in the way the society lives with 

landscapes, but they rarely result in material change, as their only product is ‘symbolic 

works’ (Lefebvre, 1991; p. 42). Such an assertion, however, contradicts empirical findings 

that have seen waves of emotional responses for imminent changes perceived as threats to 

the coastal lands- and sea- scape. Devine-Wright (2011, p. 337), for example, argues that 

change perceived as disruptive to place attachment (in its broader sense) triggers ‘negative 

emotions […] such as anxiety, grief and loss’. Such emotions can in turn mobilise place-

protective action (Bailey, Devine-Wright and Batel, 2016). Blue Growth developments 

that have been considered disruptive, such as offshore renewable energy (Bailey, Devine-

Wright and Batel, 2016; Clarke and Flannery, 2020); aquaculture (Foley, Mather and Neis, 

2015); or residential and touristic developments (Healy, Rau and McDonagh, 2012; 

Kearns and Collins, 2012; Collins and Kearns, 2013), are intensifying under Blue Growth 

and so is local opposition and protest. Kearns and Collins (2012) evidence how emotions 

like anxiety and a sense of urgency to save ‘what is left’ of a rather undeveloped coastal 

landscape, mobilised a place-protective citizen movement for resisting a residential 

development and demand de-growth for the coast of Sandpit, New Zealand. Citizen 

protests proved successful in this case, as the government eventually bought the site and 

characterised it as a national conservation area.  

 

Elsewhere, Brennan, (2018b) investigated socio-cultural and emotional connections 

between the residents of a small Scottish island and their coastal landscapes and seascapes. 

She then unpacked these relationships to explain local resistance to a proposed marine 

protected area, perceived as excluding traditional users from a part of the sea used by the 

fishing community for centuries. In a later paper, Brennan (2018a) follows up on this 

conflict between islanders and policymakers, showing how the intervention of social 
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science and art helped transform the initial contestation into a more collaborative 

approach, by facilitating a community-led and government-supported co-management 

process that recognised the social and emotional relations between islanders and the sea. 

The outcome from this process resulted in a different, but more acceptable type of 

maritime conservation being adopted.  

 

Therefore, contrary to what Lefebvre conceptualised, the studies reviewed here show that 

some sort of action was inspired by the emotionally rich mosaic of the coast with multiple 

implications that can actually produce a material change to the coastal landscape, either 

by blocking controversial developments (Kearns and Collins, 2009) or transforming 

policy in collaboration with social researchers and the government (Brennan, 2018a). In 

most cases, however, protest and opposition are mostly ephemeral types of resistance that 

fail to tackle the roots of the problem that caused the community’s response in the first 

place (Harvey, 2014; Purcell, 2014; Gray, 2018), not least because contest is 

fundamentally economic. 

 

To wrap up, this chapter so far has shown that the spatial triad is useful for understanding 

contested landscapes when combined with other theories to understand the production of 

space and the different forms of contestation and conflict that take place at the coast. If a 

truly reformist, and not just reactive, form of resistance is to take place, however, there is 

the need to think of community resistance to coastal change through an economic lens, as 

will be elaborated below. 

 

2.6 Rethinking resistance through an economic lens 

Sections 2.3 and 2.4 reviewed processes that cause contestation in coastal and marine 

areas, with Blue Growth acting as a set of forces that further pressurises coastal 

communities and their landscapes (i.e., through enclosures, privatisations and portraying 

the sea as a commodity). Lefebvre’s interest in use-exchange value, as presented in section 

2.3, shows an attempt to understand such disputes through an economic lens. As with most 
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binaries, however, the transformation from use to exchange cannot fully grasp the 

complexity of contestation at the coast. Furthermore, it seems to be suggesting that 

reversing this transformation would solve contestation. Use values, however, cannot 

simply remove exchange values, as this would imply replacement of the capitalist system. 

Lefebvre, however, does not really articulate what that means in practice. Therefore, to 

suggest that making things differently offers simple solutions is unreal. In this regard, 

Polanyi’s notion of the double movement is much more nuanced and refined, explaining 

landscape contestation not as a binary of two things (use-exchange), but as a complex, 

multi-layered socio-political and economic ‘disembedding’ process in which the 

community responds through the ‘double movement’. 

 

In his seminal work The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of 

Our Time (1944), Polanyi conceptualised the ‘double movement’ as society’s response to 

its exploitation by the economic models that emerged after World War II (Polanyi, 2001 

[1944, 1957]). The double movement can broadly be conceived of as two antithetical 

movements that run in parallel. The double movement is divided here into three stages for 

analytical purposes, but like Lefebvre’s spatial triad, these are inseparable and occur 

concurrently and in dialectical tension with each other and with the landscape.  

 

The first stage involves the search by the market for new frontiers for profit-making 

through the production of ‘fictitious commodities’ (labour, land and money). The more 

this commodification intensifies, the more there is a transition towards the second stage in 

which the market attempts to ‘disembed’ the economy from society and politics. This 

process is, however, doomed to fail for Polanyi, as a truly disembedded economy can 

never exist, not without the over-exploitation of society and nature. The very fictive nature 

of such commodities sets off counter-movements (resisting/de-commodifying/re-

embedding stage) in which society organises collectively to resist such exploitation. 

 

The problem with turning land, labour and capital into fictitious commodities, is that 

nature, human beings and businesses become subjects to the market’s logic and laws, 

creating high pressures and unsustainable demands from the society (Block, 2001). As 
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Polanyi explains, society should react to such exploitation to reclaim the dignity of labour, 

natural resources, and money as a mode of exchange rather than a commodity in its own 

terms:  

Undoubtedly, labor, land and money markets are necessary to a market 

economy. But no society could stand the effects of such a system of crude 

fictitions over time unless its human and natural substance as well as its 

business organisation was protected (Polanyi, 2001 [1943], pp.77). 

 

Disembedding creates a volume of change and discontinuities and adds significant 

pressures to the society, as it ‘destroys old coping mechanisms, old safety nets, while it 

creates a new set of demands, before new coping mechanisms are developed’ (Stiglitz, 

2001, p. xi). Evidence of disembedding in neoliberal economies is reflected in government 

policies and financial strategies that support ‘rolling-back’ state services and agencies and 

‘rolling-out’ privatisation, the free market and further de-regulation. Expanding this notion 

to the coastal and marine realm, we can see evidence of disembedding across many coastal 

communities as the endless search for new frontiers for profit extraction has moved coastal 

and marine spaces up the agenda (Cohen et al., 2019). Echoing Polanyi (2001 [1944, 

1957]), like the commodification of labour dehumanises the individual, the marketisation 

of coastal land(scape) and sea(scape) serves as a mechanisms for turning nature into a 

profitable commodity (Havice and Zalik, 2018). According to (Stiglitz, 2001), ‘in his 

objection to the treatment of land and nature as a commodity, Polanyi anticipates many of 

the arguments of contemporary environmentalists’ who have raised critical voices about 

the commodification of the sea and the governance of the commons under Blue Growth 

regimes (see for example discussion in Chapter 2 - section 2.3). Blue Growth and 

especially coastal tourism rely on the production of commodities, which might be 

necessary for the accumulation of capital, but whose nature (i.e., heritage and the people-

landscape relationships) explains the impossibility of their successful disembedding from 

coastal landscapes and communities. The instability and volatility caused by the (fictive) 

nature of commodified coastal landscape and marine environment reaches a threshold 

beyond which the cost, including the socio-psychological and emotional cost, will 

mobilise coastal communities in organising collectively in order to resist. It is in these 

counter-movements and the tensions and conflicts they create, that Polanyi saw the 
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potential for social disintegration, but also opportunities for transformative resistance and 

political mobilisation. Of course, that the society will always organise collectively and 

resist, is an assumption that should not be adopted uncritically and there is clear need to 

explore the presence of the double movement at the coast (if any), its purpose, intensity 

and the tactics deployed. That said, Polanyi’s notion of disembedding throws a lot more 

complexity in understanding contestation and resistance through an economic lens. By 

inviting us to think about how to re-embed the economic to the political and the social, 

rather than demolish exchange value altogether, Polanyian ideas are useful for amending 

the spatial triad and suggesting how hegemonic coastal production may be transformed 

through confronting the market in its own terms.  

 

Confronting the market was an idea that Lefebvre has teased in his rethinking of the ‘Right 

to the city’ and his attempt to articulate what this right would mean in practice. Autogestion 

translates as self-government or self-management, but Lefebvre used it in a sense of 

workers’ or citizens’ control over the means of production and surpluses, with 

connotations of factory take-over by workers (Gray, 2018). Other scholars have framed 

autogestion in relation to differentiated economic models based on solidarity and social 

economy (Gibson-Graham, 2006; Murtagh, Graham and Shirlow, 2008). I argue that 

autogestion could become a sustainable form of the double movement, inviting us to think 

of possibilities for re-embedding the social to the economic. Autogestion, however, is not 

something fixed, but is a process that plays out across spaces and scales, from the unit of 

production of a firm, (where Lefebvre situated it) to the various territorial levels of 

governance. In this regard, autogestion is another opening towards the possible.  

 

2.7 Conclusions 

The spatial triad was useful for categorising spatial production; highlighting the existence 

of alternative spatial knowledge and expression (lived space); and outlining that tensions 

may be present in coastal landscapes and seascapes. It does, however, present limitations. 

To this end, Chapter 2 reworked the triad by using analytical concepts from a 
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multidisciplinary body of literature from a coastal and marine realm. In doing so, Chapter 

2 raised several critical points that led to three significant assertions. First, Lefebvre has 

not sufficiently problematised the contingent nature of power and the dynamics that enable 

the repetition of the hegemonic spatial production he observes through the triad. By not 

articulating how this spatial reproduction happens it is difficult to envisage how it can 

change, and indeed, Lefebvre fails to identify positive solutions to the hegemonic forces 

that have marginalised those on his imagined periphery. Second, the triad overlooks the 

power of the lived space of communities to act and resist the hegemonic production of 

space. To cover these gaps, contestation at the conceived-lived intersection of the triad 

was framed through a critical geography (and governmentality) lens, as a dynamic 

between knowledge and power in the context of environmental governance and (marine) 

spatial planning. Establishing this critical connection between governmentality and the 

spatial triad, helped uncover a gap when it comes to the types of values communities attach 

to coastal landscape. Recapturing part of this value attached to the coast (broadly 

conceptualised by Lefebvre at the social, lived space of imaginations, emotions, and 

symbolisms) involved reviewing the literature of emotional geographies which elicited the 

depth of emotionally intelligent ways of knowing the coast.  

 

Third, the real (perceived) – imagined (lived/conceived) binary Lefebvre has mobilised to 

conceptualise contestation cannot really explain how contestation happens in practice. 

Yet, Lefebvre’s interest in use and exchange values offers itself for a more appropriate 

conceptualisation of contestation at the coast but which also requires development, 

especially via concepts that can better reflect the complexity of coastal contestation, such 

as the Polanyian disembedding-re-embedding and the related notion of the double 

movement. The potential of using other Lefebvrian ideas, such as autogestion, as 

conceptual bridges to amend the triad and deal with its criticisms was also outlined here. 

Yet, the relevance of such concepts in making sense of what is happening at the coast can 

only be asserted through empirical research. The next chapter details the empirical 

approach developed for this purpose. 
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Chapter 3.   

Research Methodology 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Chapter 2 highlighted how coastal landscapes are interpreted and valued differently and 

in uneven ways, loosely drawing on a Lefebvrian conceptualization of space as perceived, 

conceived and lived, each performing different functions and offering contested 

interpretations and spatial practices. This chapter outlines how I collected and analysed 

interpretations and practices of these spaces from a community and tourist perspective. 

Such an undertaking, however, is challenging from a methodological perspective, not just 

due to  the contested and complex nature of coastal landscape, that is subject to multiple 

interpretations, but also because questions about the empirical application of Lefebvre’s 

ideas have been left largely unanswered (Stanek, 2011).  

 

This chapter will start by rehearsing these challenges and explaining and justifying the 

mixed methods empirical strategy that was developed for this study (section 3.2). This 

will set up the west coast of Ireland as a contested arena, where the empirical study takes 

place (section 3.3). Then, the mixed methods strategy for data collection and analysis will 

be described in detail (section 3.4) and ethical consideration will be discussed (section 

3.5). The discussion is supplemented by Appendices A & B, which provide a more 

detailed description of specific data collection techniques, statistical analysis and the 

necessary materials related to ethical considerations (i.e., information sheets, consent 

forms, etc.). 
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3.2 Researching Contested Coastal Landscapes 

Castells (1977) and Harvey (1973) have criticised Lefebvre’s work for the lack of a solid 

empirical base. Indeed, the examples Lefebvre gives to support his triadic concepts are 

illustrative rather than based on solid empirical research. However, both Leary-Owhin, 

(2019) and Elden (2004) have disputed this critique. Leary-Owhin argues that a closer 

look at Lefebvre’s archival work, which has largely been overlooked by the Anglophone 

scholarship, shows that his concepts were grounded on observation and historical 

background. Furthermore, even though Lefebvre has not developed any new sophisticated 

methodology for researching the production of contested spaces (Stanek, 2011), he has 

nevertheless endorsed the value of a range of research methods and data, both ‘objective’ 

and ‘subjective’ (Elden, 2004). It would therefore be safe to conclude that the 

epistemology underpinning Lefebvre’s project can be paralleled to a mixed methods 

design (Leary-Owhin, 2019).  

 

Despite the large body of literature that has clarified and reworked Lefebvre’s concepts 

(especially the ‘spatial triad’ and the ‘right to the city’), there is still little clarity and 

guidance about how to do Lefebvrian research and, importantly, how to go beyond 

Lefebvre in responding to his call about identifying practical, not just political, solutions 

to some of the challenges he identifies:  

Are we talking about a political project? Yes and no. It certainly embodies 

a politics of space, but at the same time goes beyond politics […]. By 

seeking to point the way towards a different space, towards the space of a 

different (social) life and of a different mode of production, this project 

straddles the breach between science and utopia, reality and ideality, 

conceived and lived. It aspires to surmount these oppositions by exploring 

the dialectical relationship between 'possible' and ' impossible', and this 

both objectively and subjectively (Lefebvre, 1991; p. 60). 

 

Lefebvre’s focus on the nexus between conceived and lived, real and imagined is what has 

perhaps encouraged a body of empirical literature to use the triad as a conceptual and/or 

analytical framework for empirically identifying contradictions between different 

interpretations of landscapes (see Leary-Owhin and McCarthy, 2019 for a thorough review 
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of this literature). Most of these studies, however, have tended to focus on the 

contradictions between official, state-led spatial representations adopted in governance 

regimes and quotidian, symbolic, emotional representations, broadly captured as part of 

the lived domain of the triad. In other words, these empirical studies have been 

underpinned by an ontological assumption related to the ‘hegemony of the state’, which 

conveys Lefebvre’s inherent suspicion of the coalitions of the state with neo-capitalistic 

modes of production, and how this coalition has tended to preference exchange over use 

values when it comes to the production of space.  

 

Acknowledging the value and contributions of this body of research in clarifying and 

reworking Lefebvre’s intriguing but rather incomplete concepts, it seems, however, that it 

is at odds with the dialectical ontology underpinning Lefebvre’s project overall. Chapter 

2 has raised a critical point to suggest that Lefebvre did not clarify how formalised state-

endorsed types of knowledge have succeeded in systematically imposing their assumed 

hegemony on lived landscapes. By not articulating these underlying processes and power 

dynamics, it is difficult to conceptualise how these can transform in positive ways. In this 

context, establishing a critical connection between governmentality and the spatial triad, 

has helped identify a knowledge gap related to community values and, importantly, how 

this gap is becoming embedded in marine governance in Ireland. This is not to suggest 

that there is superiority or authenticity in the ways coastal communities tend to assign 

value to their landscapes, but just to highlight that community values and experiences may 

significantly differ to the way landscape has been framed in policy and planning. In this 

regard, there is need for empirical research to delve into the domain of lived space and to 

highlight not just the fact that differential experiences may exist, but also the implications 

of these experiences in terms of contestation and community resistance to Blue Growth. 

Emotional geographies provide a point of entrance for this purpose and so does the use-

exchange binary that will be a central theme in analysing community experiences of 

coastal landscapes.  

 

Beyond the conceived-lived nexus of the triad, there is also a body of literature focusing 

on the perceived-lived domain. Situated mainly in cultural and tourism geographies, this 
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research strand engages in similar dualistic treatment of Lefebvre’s triad that has often 

been underpinned, explicitly or implicitly, by an ontological assumption that relates to the 

‘hegemony of vision’. This ontology is often expressed as a critique of spatial practice that 

produces landscape as a visual spectacle for consumption. Tourism especially has been 

critiqued for bolstering the visual and aesthetic value of ‘spectacular’ landscapes, usually 

at the expense of indigenous experiences of places (‘seeing’ as opposed to ‘being’). This 

framing of tourism landscapes has often cited Lefebvre’s critique of the visual: 

The predominance of visualization (more important than 

'spectacularization', which is in any case subsumed by it), serves to conceal 

repetitiveness. People look, and take sight, take seeing, for life itself 

(Lefebvre, 1991; p. 75). 

 

This critique does not, however, suggest that this way of gazing at landscapes is especially 

true for tourists, but rather for the Western world overall (Leary, 2019). Interweaved with 

Urry’s notion of the ‘tourist gaze’ (Urry and Larsen, 2011), such ontological 

underpinnings have guided a prolific body of empirical studies that have either sought to 

juxtapose local and tourist understandings of land- and sea-scapes (i.e. Daugstad, 2008; 

Knudsen, 2016) or segment tourists in groups that demonstrate similar characteristics 

based on market logics; an approach commonly deployed both in tourism research and 

policy (Beh and Bruyere, 2007; Weaver and Lawton, 2007; Rid, Ezeuduji and Pröbstl-

Haider, 2014). However, such juxtapositions and groupings, and the methodological 

choices that operationalise them, have often led to the reinforcement of false dichotomies, 

by portraying local communities as critical, yet homogenous ‘insiders-producers’, and 

tourists as passive ‘outsiders-consumers’ with fixed preferences, especially as regards the 

consumption of real or imagined landscapes. These depictions invariably cause 

contestation and tensions between local communities and tourism regimes. This argument 

has been further developed in the two publications that have emerged from this study, 

where: (a) the implications of clear-cut qualitative and quantitative methodological 

divisions in researching community and tourist relationships with coastal landscapes are 

discussed (Pafi, Flannery and Murtagh, 2021); and (b) market logics that elide community 

perspectives while framing tourists as uncritical consumers are challenged (Pafi, Flannery 

and Murtagh, 2020).  



Chapter 3  3.2 Researching Contested Coastal Landscapes 

57 

 

 

To reconcile these conceptual divisions, there is a need to first clarify how coastal 

communities and tourists are defined in this study. This involves thinking of them not as 

insiders or outsiders, producers or consumers, but rather as diverse, multi-layered and 

complex social entities that share commonalities and alignments when it comes to real or 

imagined landscapes. To begin with, Chapter 2 has acknowledged that coastal 

communities are not as homogenous as it has often been assumed in research, but instead 

embody multiple and even contradictory interests, with new actors emerging as Blue 

Growth producers (Jentoft, 2019). This framing suggests that there are multiple and 

contested interpretations of landscape within any given community, that do not necessarily 

emerge as a wholesome indigenous landscape value neither as a collective response to 

coastal change. To this end, focusing on a limited number of contested case studies and 

applying a diverse set of qualitative methodologies nested in and fusing with each other, 

was considered appropriate for an in-depth understanding of community values of coastal 

landscapes (Objective II).  

 

On the other side, tourists are conceptualised here as critical consumers who have the 

agency to question the credibility, authenticity and accuracy of what is presented to them 

by tourism producers. As argued in Chapter 2, tourists - like host communities - attach 

special meanings to landscapes and hold complex perspectives about the coast, the sea, 

and the nature of coastal change, that go beyond visual perceptions. Unlike the implicit 

assumptions embedded in most segmentation studies that seek to identify groups of 

tourists based on their fixed pre-visitation motivations and preferences (Weaver and 

Lawton, 2007; Rid, Ezeuduji and Pröbstl-Haider, 2014), tourist experiences of places are 

‘not given a priori’ (Bruner, 2005, p. 11). Instead, they emerge through direct encounter 

with landscapes (commonly referred to as ‘on-site’ experiences in the tourism literature) 

and transform in a ‘dialogical interplay’ with local people (Bruner, 2005, p. 11). This 

dialogical interplay is understood here as a mutual exchange that invariably occurs in 

encounters between locals and tourists, suggesting that tourists do not only ‘gaze’ (Urry 

and Larsen 2011; p. 3) but are also ‘gazed upon’ (Gillespie, 2006, p. 3). This encounter 

has potentially transformative powers and, as a form of dialogical interplay, can enable 
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the emergence of mutual understandings. It is this dialogical relationship that leads many, 

but not all, tourists to challenge official interpretations and embrace local understandings, 

values, and concerns (Pafi, Flannery and Murtagh, 2021). To this end, undertaking an 

experiential tourist segmentation (quantitative) approach based on community 

experiences of landscapes, was considered appropriate for addressing Objective III. A 

review of tourism segmentation studies has been undertaken in Pafi, Flannery and 

Murtagh (2020), that presents the benefits of segmentation for unpacking the complexity 

of tourist experience, but also shows how a producer-led rather than community-led 

approach has dominated the way tourist values are understood both in academic literature 

and policy. In this regard, this literature will not be repeated here. 

 

This dialogical approach is closer to the ontology and epistemology that underpins the 

spatial triad, which is fundamentally guided by the dialectic tensions between real and 

imagined landscapes, rather than the divisions between them. In this regard, I share Leary-

Owhin and McCarthy’s view, that the elements of the triad should not be treated as 

separate entities, but rather ‘understood as contributing to the contradictory dialectical 

process that produces space’ (Leary-Owhin and McCarthy, 2019; p. 9). Indeed, Lefebvre 

himself was conscious of the dangers of treating the spatial triad in ways that would 

reinforce division rather than reconciliation among the different spatial elements:  

This distinction must, however, be handled with considerable caution. For 

one thing, there is a danger of its introducing divisions and so defeating 

the object of the exercise, which is to rediscover the unity of the productive 

process (Lefebvre, 1991, p.42). 

 

In this context, this thesis develops a mixed methods research strategy that seeks to 

operationalise the dialogue between coastal landscapes, communities, and tourists, and as 

such, it seeks to reconcile conceptual divisions between insiders and outsiders, real and 

imagined landscapes, while unravelling the roots of contestation at the Irish west coast. 
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3.3  Case study sites  

The coast of Connemara (Co. Galway) on the west of Ireland was selected as the study 

site, as images of its coastal land- and sea- scapes are central to coastal tourism marketing. 

Coastal Connemara is also the location of inter-sectoral competition and increasing 

community-industry contestation. Home to the largest Gaeltacht (Irish language speaking 

community) on the island, Connemara is a geographic region that has historically featured 

as a wild landscape with a distinctive history and culture and strong links to the Irish 

diaspora (O’Connor, 2006 [1993]). The coast of Connemara is also experiencing 

increasing pressures from Blue Growth, such as proposed aquaculture and energy 

developments (Figure 3.1). Tourism intensification on the Wild Atlantic Way (WAW), 

Blue Growth developments, and a strong sense of local identity, has resulted in 

contestation over the future of coastal areas. 

 

  

Figure 3.1: The contested coast of Connemara (Source: Own processing based on data from 

Marine Institute, 2016; and DGER, 2020). 



Chapter 3  3.3 Case study sites 

60 

 

An embedded multiple case study approach7 was chosen within the study site, as it was 

considered appropriate for asking ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions while enabling an in-depth 

investigation of a phenomenon within its real-life context, in which boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clear (Meyer, 2001; Yin, 2014). Case study research has 

often been criticised because it is time and resource intensive. However, the richness of 

data and insights obtained through case studies can largely counterbalance this drawback 

(Yin, 2014). Another critique that is often attributed to case study approaches, relates to a 

common misconception that it is impossible to generalise based on individual cases and 

hence, case study research cannot contribute to scientific development (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

Flyvbjerg (2006) has, however, disputed such critiques and instead he has argued that a 

careful and strategic selection, rather than a large number of cases, can largely mitigate 

this concern.  

 

To strategically select the case studies, the rural typology deployed by the Draft Galway 

County Development Plan 2015-2021 was consulted (Galway County Council, 2014). 

This typology has been adopted in regional planning in Ireland for the definition of the 

appropriate housing strategy and includes: (a) rural areas under strong urban pressures; 

and (b) structurally weak rural areas (Figure 3.2). Rural areas under strong urban pressure 

are those surrounding Galway city that have systematically demonstrated population 

growth. As such, these rural areas face pressures for housing development, whereas the 

majority of residents commute to Galway for work daily (Galway County Council, 2014). 

Galway Bay is largely surrounded by rural areas that demonstrate this peri-urban typology. 

On the other side, structurally weak rural areas are located at the east and west parts of the 

County, consist of a low and ageing population base, and have never experienced the same 

level in population growth. Services and infrastructure are limited in these remote areas, 

while the basic economic activities are oriented towards the primary sector (fisheries, 

aquaculture, and farming), holiday housing and tourism (Galway County Council, 2014). 

The remoteness of these structurally weak rural areas also lends to the ‘outstanding’ 

 
7 Embedded multiple case studies involve more than one unit (or object) of analysis and are not limited to 

qualitative analysis, as opposed to holistic case study approaches, which are shaped by a thoroughly 

qualitative approach (i.e., phenomenological descriptions) (Yin, 2014). 
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landscape rating, as indicated in the Landscape Character Assessment underpinning the 

development plan (Figure 3.3). 

 

To reflect the two different (coastal) typologies, two case studies were selected (one for 

each of the two areas), as follows: (a) An Spidéal (Spiddal, in English) in Galway Bay, as 

a peri-urban rural area with strong urban pressures from Galway city, in a ‘medium-high’ 

value coastal landscape, and (b) Leenaun (Leenane, in English) in Killary Harbour, as a 

structurally weak rural area in one of the most remote and ‘outstanding’ landscapes of the 

west coast.  

 

 

The rationale for selecting these two coastal communities as case studies, is that while 

they reflect a different coastal typology, as outlined earlier, they both demonstrate signs 

of increasing contestation. Located on the Wild Atlantic Way and connected with other 

Blue Growth developments, especially fishing and aquaculture (Hynes and Hanley, 2006), 

these two case studies offer themselves for understanding contestation and the different 

Figure 3.2: Rural Area Types (Source: Galway County Council, 2014) 

An Spidéal 

Leenaun 
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responses to coastal landscape change. An Spidéal, for example, is the largest settlement 

within the Gaeltacht (Galway County Council, 2013) and it is also the proposed location 

for the deployment of a sub–sea ocean renewables test site in Galway Bay in 2015 (Vega 

and Hynes, 2017). The latter was widely opposed by the local community with concerns 

expressed about place identity, seascape and heritage (DHPLG 2016; Berne and 

McElduff, 2018). Leenaun, on the other side, is a prominent location for seafood 

production, with extensive mussel farms and salmon aquaculture (Cush and Varley, 2013). 

Although Leenaun is far away from the influences of urban centres, Killary Harbour 

attracts large numbers of tourists every summer. Trying to accommodate all the different 

Blue Growth activities, a traditional farming identity and an emerging identity as the 

mecca for aquasports, Leenaun gathers characteristics that set it up as a contested case 

study worth exploring. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3: Landscape Value Rating (Source: Galway County Council, 2014) 

An Spidéal 

Leenaun 

https://www.housing.gov.ie/planning/foreshore/applications/marine-institute-spiddal
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3.4  The mixed methods empirical approach 

The use of mixed methods offers a fertile way to understand the nature of coastal change 

and contestation. There are, of course, significant challenges when undertaking mixed 

methods research, relating to the contrasting epistemological roots underpinning the 

different methodological strands, the complexity of data integration, and balancing the 

different methodological strands. These challenges have been reflected upon in Pafi, 

Flannery and Murtagh (2021) and therefore this chapter will not dwell on the complexities 

of doing mixed methods research at the coast. Instead, what follows is a description of the 

methods used in this study, developed as a multi-stage mixed methods framework that 

involved: secondary data collection; field observations; informal conversations and 

scoping interviews; participant-led photo-elicitation embedded in community focus 

groups; and tourist surveys.  

 

3.4.1 Stage A: Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis  

 

Once the case studies had been identified and before the primary data collection 

commenced, secondary data and information relating to the case studies were collected 

from (i) policy documents and spatial plans produced by governmental departments, 

regional and local authorities and key agencies; (ii) official government datasets;  

(iii) websites and printed materials; (iv) environmental and technical consultant reports; 

and (iv) journal papers; These materials have been included in Chapters 4 and 5 (followed 

by Appendix B) to set the research context for each of the case studies.  
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Stage one (indicated as A.1 in Figure 3.4) consisted of field observations, scoping 

conversations, and unstructured open-ended interviews with members of the two coastal 

communities. This stage was developed as a scoping exercise that helped determine key 

themes for further exploration, recruit participants for the community focus groups and 

develop the tourist surveys. Several field trips were undertaken during the scoping stage, 

where participants were recruited through a combination of convenience and snowball 

sampling (Bryman, 2012). Although ‘gatekeepers’ had been identified and approached 

beforehand to help with recruiting, this strategy was more successful in Leenaun rather 

than An Spidéal, where significant time had to be spent to build trust and rapport with the 

community before they engaged with the research. Such challenges and their implications 

have been reflected upon in Pafi, Flannery and Murtagh (2021) and will also be 

highlighted in the limitations section of the conclusions (Chapter 8).  

 

Figure 3.4: The mixed methods research design 



Chapter 3  3.4 The mixed methods empirical approach 

65 

 

Interviews were conducted with residents as well as local stakeholders from the fields of 

tourism, fisheries, and aquaculture. Using unstructured interviewing was considered an 

appropriate method for social inquiry during this stage of the research, as it allowed 

participants to respond in their natural environment while providing them with a more 

relaxed and informal context for expressing their views (Bryman, 2019). The interviews 

varied in length, with the majority lasting from 5-15 minutes and only a few lasting up to 

60 minutes or more. Participants were asked two broad questions which then instigated a 

more open discussion: ‘What do you value most about your local place?’ and ‘Are there 

any negative changes that create concerns to you?’. It is noted that that the word ‘place’ 

was preferred to the word ‘landscape’ or ‘seascape’, as it was observed that ‘seascape’ 

made participants focus solely on scenic values and specific views or requesting further 

clarification as to where they should focus (especially with regards to the word 

‘seascape’). The word ‘place’ instead encouraged them to take a more inclusive approach 

in their responses. It is also noted that many of the participants were interviewed multiple 

times as the research was progressing, while some of them also took part in Stage A.2 of 

the research. This is to suggest that data obtained during this stage have been triangulated. 

Whilst thematic units and interview prompts were developed before commencing data 

collection, responses are contextual, and the flexibility of unstructured interviewing was 

particularly useful for this thesis. 

 

Stage two (indicated as A.2 in Figure 3.4) followed the scoping interviews and consisted 

of community focus groups. Focus groups were adopted as a method because of their 

usefulness in eliciting collective community understandings and values while allowing for 

contestation to be identified and negotiated (Acocella, 2012). Participant-led photo-

elicitation was used as a nested method within the focus group discussions and has widely 

been applied in sociology to elicit deeper meanings through narratives created by the 

emotions triggered when viewing an image (Stewart, Liebert and Larkin, 2004; Beilin, 

2005). In this sense, photo-elicitation is not considered to be at odds with Lefebvre’s 

aversion from the visual, but rather a fruitful way to tease out memories and deeper 

ontological, emotional, even non-verbal, experiences of coastal places. It is also noted that 

the scoping exercise revealed that most of the participants in the case studies engage with 
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the sea primarily from the land, and therefore, ‘looking at the sea’ is an important part of 

the experience. What is interesting to understand is how they interpret what they see. 

Photo-elicitation, however, has primarily been used in face-to-face interviews with one 

participant. Therefore, using it with a community group to address the study’s objective 

of assessing both individual and collective landscape representations was considered 

innovative, yet challenging. Participants took the photos during their personal interactions 

with the coast and the sea, a process which captured their individual landscape 

representations. Presenting their photos to other community members enabled some of the 

personal narratives attached to landscapes to be negotiated, reified, and agreed upon 

collectively through the interactive nature of the photo-elicitation focus group.  

 

This methodology allowed for individual experiences of coastal landscapes to be situated 

within social meanings relevant to the wider community. It also kept the discussion 

vibrant; the participants engaged throughout the session and created a sense of ownership 

of the process, limiting the influence of the researchers to a minimum. As is common with 

focus groups, challenges arose with managing dominant participants. Photo-elicitation 

brought out another type of dominant participant, the ‘photo champion’. Some participants 

with an inclination for photography took an excessive number of photographs, which 

meant other participants were given less time to elaborate their experiences. To account 

for this, follow-up, one-to-one photo-elicitation interviews were offered to participants 

that felt that they did not have the time to sufficiently elaborate on their experiences during 

the focus groups. In total, thirty-eight (38) participants were involved in the study divided 

across the two case studies (Table 3.1), with some participants being interviewed multiple 

times during the data collection process (see Appendix E for the list of participant codes 

per case study).  
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Table 3.1: Breakdown of community participants per case study area 

 

Sector An Spidéal Leenaun Total 

Agriculture - 2 2 

Aquaculture - 4 4 

Community organisation 2 1 3 

Fisheries/Tourism 1  1 

Fisheries - 1 1 

Heritage 1 1 2 

Other 13 5 18 

Renewables 1 - 1 

Tourism 3 3 6 

Total 21 17 38 

 

Data analysis 

The qualitative analysis stage involved transcription from the audio recordings and/or 

notes collected at stages A.1 and A.2 of the research design. Thematic analysis (TA) was 

deployed for this purpose, as it sits well within a qualitative epistemology (Braun and 

Clarke, 2008, 2020). The TA approach undertaken in this study can be broadly described 

in four stages, with coding taking place in an open and organic way, as will be described 

below. Of course, thematic analysis is never a purely linear process, but it is nevertheless 

useful to present it in a sequential way that provides clarity and a level of transparency.  

 

TA started with carefully reading the transcripts and producing manual notes. During this 

initial stage, observations and data collected during the scoping exercise (stage A.1 of the 

research design) were triangulated with data collected during the focus groups and follow-

up interviews (stage A.2 of the research design). Many of the initial observations during 

the scoping exercise were verified and strengthened, some were proven wrong or 

misconstrued and were reviewed or discarded while areas of interest that remained 

unclarified were annotated as themes for further investigation. These themes were tackled 

with in subsequent field trips to both case studies (Stage C of the research design). This 

familiarisation stage was followed by a systematic data coding stage, in which NVIVO 

analysis software was utilised. Using the software was useful at this point, as a large 

number of codes was produced, that required careful treatment in a way that would allow 
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merging similar codes while abandoning codes that were deemed redundant. During this 

stage, descriptive themes were developed. The next stage involved drafting the analytical 

Chapters 4 and 5 and sharing them with the academic team of supervisors. It is noted that 

the transcripts were also shared, as both academic supervisors acted as facilitators during 

the focus groups and therefore, they were both familiar with the data collected during this 

stage. Brainstorming team sessions followed during which the descriptive themes were 

revised, collapsed, and re-assembled into analytical themes. The final stage involved 

returning to the conceptual framework (Chapter 2) to make sense of the findings and 

highlight new findings while laying out the contributions. Although a codebook was not 

used to elicit codes and themes, the process of thematic analysis was loosely informed by 

the triad. This means that once the themes were fully developed, they were related and 

organised into three broad categories that nod to different types of spatial production, 

albeit in a broad way. It is Chapter 7 that re-assembles the analytical findings and discusses 

them in more direct relation to the triad and other analytical concepts from the literature. 

It is also noted that official representations of coastal landscapes (conceived space) have 

been developed elsewhere within the body of this thesis (mainly in Chapters 1 and 2), but 

they are also weaved together in the different narratives in the empirical Chapters 4 and 5.  

 

3.4.2 Stage B: Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis 

 

This stage (indicated as B.1 in Figure 3.4) consisted of the tourist survey. A self-

administered questionnaire was developed, which consisted of three sets of variables: (a) 

non-segmentation variables, which included demographic and socio-economic variables, 

pre-visitation motivations and awareness of the Wild Atlantic Way brand. These variables 

were used to identify who visits the coast and why; (b) an open-ended question, which was 

phrased as most liked and least liked aspects of the visit to add scope for understanding 

how the coast and sea are interpreted. This variable was coded in NVIVO following a 

method proposed by Fletcher et al. (2014) that uses word-clouds and word-trees to 

visualise how selected keywords and concepts (i.e. the ‘sea’, the ‘coast’, the ‘landscape’) 

are contextualised by tourists; and (c) segmentation variables developed from the scoping 

interviews and phrased as lists of statements that reflect values, emotions and attitudes to 
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coastal change. These variables were analysed through a multivariate statistical method, 

that elicited the underlying factors (the principal components) to give a broad picture of 

how the coast is experienced by tourists. The interweaving of these different types of 

variables and analyses is presented in Chapter 6 while a copy of the questionnaire can be 

found in Appendix A.2.  

 

As noted earlier, scoping interviews with members of the two coastal communities were 

used as a method to develop the survey. Qualitative data was then manually coded and 

used for the development of the tourist survey. For example, participants from both 

communities identified the restorative benefits of the sea as being especially important. 

Accordingly, a variable was developed to reflect this experience, phrased as ‘Being close 

to the ocean makes me feel healthier’. Similarly, participants from both communities 

expressed a general belief that it is necessary to protect coastal landscapes from what were 

perceived as unsustainable changes, including: uncontrolled urbanisation; intensive types 

of tourism; the proliferation of wind farms; and extensive aquaculture. Accordingly, five 

variables were developed to capture these perspectives and two variables were also 

developed to reflect the notion of preservation. During this construct development phase, 

Milfort and Duckitt’s (2010) environmental attitude scale was consulted to better phrase 

the statements and make sure they closely represent the intended concept. Preservation, 

for example, is a concept that expresses a general belief that it is right, appropriate, and 

necessary to preserve the environment and protect it from human use and change (Milfont 

and Duckitt, 2010). Extending it to the coastal context, a statement was phrased as follows: 

‘We need to preserve these coastal landscapes, even if this means that we need to restrict 

some activities’ was included. Contradictory statements were also intended as filter 

variables to assess the internal validity of the survey. For example, the statement 

‘Landscapes should be changed to support human needs, even if this means losing some 

traditional/historic or natural features’ aims to check the validity of the attitude to 

preservation and concurrently acts as a filter for surveys that were more likely completed 

in a random way. Segmentation variables were measured on a five-point Likert-scale 

(strongly disagree to strongly agree). It is noted that the survey was piloted with a group 

of researchers (both native and non-native English speakers) and a limited number of 
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international tourists in several locations within the study site (see further details about the 

pilot in Appendix A.1). 

 

Segmenting by landscape experience requires collecting the data on-site while the tourist 

is in immediate interaction with the coastal landscape to capture the real-time corporeal 

and emotional responses. For this reason, the survey was distributed in two ways. The first 

involved recruiting the participants on-site applying convenience sampling (Pearce and 

Lee, 2005; Beh and Bruyere, 2007; Rid, Ezeuduji and Pröbstl-Haider, 2014) on four 

locations and one bus tour route along the coast. In this instance, participants were invited 

to self-complete and return the survey to the researchers. The second way involved 

dropping the survey at multiple outlets along the coast (i.e., Galway City Museum, and 

various businesses from the tourism sector in An Spidéal and Leenaun) and collecting 

them completed at the end of the summer period. Further information about the sampling 

strategy and sampling error can be viewed in Appendices A.1 and A.3, accordingly. 

 

In total, 505 valid surveys were retained, with an average response rate of 33% for on-site 

recruiting and 26% for surveys collected from coastal outlets. As it was decided not to 

impute missing values, only 457 surveys with zero missing values were eventually used 

for segmentation while variables with high percentage of missing values were also 

removed (Table 3.2). A more detailed description of the assessment of the sample size and 

the treatment of outliers and missing values has been included in Appendices A.4 and A.5 

accordingly.  
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Table 3.2: Response rates per location. 
 Recruited on site Total 

 
Galway city 

(Spanish 

Arch) 

Connemara  

(several places of 

interest) 

Connemara 

Bus Tours 
 

Tourists sampled 753 84 312 1,149 

Valid surveys 227 22 126 375 

Surveys used in 

analysis (zero missing) 
221 20 110 351 

Response rate 30% 26% 40% 33% 

 Collected from outlet  

 
Galway city 

(Galway 

Museum) 

Connemara  

(An Spidéal & 

Leenaun) 

  

Surveys distributed 250 250  500 

Valid surveys 112 18  130 

Surveys used in 

analysis (zero missing) 
94 12  106 

Response rate 45% 7%  26% 

 

Investigating how variables interact with each other to reveal complex patterns of 

landscape perception encouraged the use of Principal Component Analysis (PCA) for the 

segmentation. PCA is an multivariate interdependence method of analysis seeking to 

reveal a smaller number of latent variables reflected in the observed variables (Hair et al., 

2006). It was selected here to identify the underlying typologies of coastal experiences 

that exist among the tourists. In other words, PCA determined whether these perceptions 

can be grouped together to achieve a better understanding of the big picture of how tourists 

experience, value and contest the west coast of Ireland. In this instance, segmentation 

variables were factor-analysed (with Varimax rotation) to identify the underlying 

dimensions (principal components) of tourist coastal landscape experiences. Five 

components were retained, which concurrently satisfied three criteria: (1) eigenvalue of at 

least 1 (Hair et al., 2006); (2) factor loadings above 0.50 (Frochot, 2005); and (3) high 

internal consistency (Composite Reliability > 0.7 and Average Variance Extraction > 0.5) 

(Brunner, 2005). Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS software. A detailed 

description of the PCA extraction and rotation methods and the assessment of its key 

assumptions (i.e., multicollinearity) is provided in Appendixes A.6 and A.7 accordingly, 
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whereas a discussion about the validity and reliability of the outcomes can be viewed in 

Appendix A.8.  

 

3.4.3 Stage C: Integration and Triangulation 

 

The quality of mixed methods studies is often evaluated based on the degree to which 

qualitative and quantitative data are integrated (Bryman, 2007). In other words, mixed 

methods research aspires to more than just the sum of the individual parts (Cresswell, 

2003; Creswell, 2011). In this study, the multi-stage, sequential mixed methods design 

was adopted with triangulation occurring within and across the different stages. For 

example, connecting stage one (scoping exercise) with stage two (focus groups) included 

using the scoping interviews as a method to recruit participants while qualitative data was 

also triangulated during the thematic analysis, as explained earlier. Building stage three 

(tourist survey) out of stage one, involved extracting concepts from the scoping interviews 

and developing them as constructs for the survey. Triangulating across qualitative and 

quantitative data involved using quotations from the focus group participants to illustrate 

how the tourist typologies emerging from the PCA analysis are contextualised at the 

community level. A reflexive description of the techniques used to implement data 

integration and triangulation and the challenges faced during this process has been 

published in Pafi, Flannery and Murtagh (2021). 

 

Besides responding to Creswell’s (2011) call for good quality mixed methods research, 

however, this study used triangulation as a way to respond to Lefebvre’s call for a unified 

the production of space that will reduce contestation through reconciling the different 

elements of the triad. The usefulness of triangulation and its potential implications for 

local communities and landscapes is a point to return to in Chapters 7 and 8. 
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3.5  Ethics 

All research conducted in Queen’s University Belfast is required to undergo research 

governance and ethics procedures. Prior to conducting any data collection, the research 

strategy (‘research protocol’, as it is termed in ethics terminology) and a detailed 

description of the strategies for engagement with research participants, were subject to 

ethical scrutiny by the School of Natural and Built Environment Research Ethics 

Committee. Ethical approval was successfully received in February 2018 (Appendix B.1). 

This approval indicated that the research team has undertaken a risk assessment and all 

the necessary steps to maintain participant anonymity, ensure their integrity and obtain 

their informed consent. Key forms developed as part of the Ethics application have been 

provided in Appendix B. The completed surveys and all forms of data collected through 

the fieldwork and focus groups were stored in a secure cabinet in the postgraduate research 

room and the digital data produced from the printed material were encrypted and stored 

on a password protected computer at the same room, which is secured via a password key 

lock.  

 

Beyond this narrow notion of ethics, however, there was a concern from early in the 

research stage, about a broader notion of ethical research that involves thinking about 

impact and the usefulness of research in contributing to solutions that will ease some of 

the challenges identified through the analysis. In this study, advocating time and effort in 

building rapport with the coastal communities, summarising the findings in a public-

outreach report available to these communities and including two community 

dissemination workshops, served a purpose beyond reconciliating contrasting 

methodologies. We saw it as committing to our perceived role as researchers with an 

ethical responsibility towards these coastal communities and the multiple problems they 

are facing. 
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3.6  Conclusions 

This chapter started by rehearsing the challenges of adopting an appropriate methodology 

that will align with a Lefebvrian ontology and epistemology. Critiques to Lefebvre’s work 

were revisited and it was argued that the lack of empirical basis in Lefebvre’s work, which 

is the main critical point raised about the spatial triad, has largely been debunked. The 

voluminous body of empirical Lefebvrian research proves this point. What Leary-Owhin 

(2009) calls ‘traditional Lefebvrian’ empirical research, however, has tended to 

counterpose only two of the elements of the spatial triad: conceived and lived space. It was 

argued that the ontological assumptions underpinning this strand of Lefebvrian research 

relates to the ‘hegemony of the state’, which views conceived spaces with suspicion as 

they tend to preference exchange over use values. Conversely, the lived spaces of 

communities are overly romanticised. As such, empirical findings have somehow 

reinforced problematic dichotomies between hegemonic space vs. authentic, yet 

disenfranchised, place. Another strand of research that has built on a broader Lefebvrian 

reading of space (rather than the triad itself), has tended to counterpose real vs. imagined 

space, guided by an ontological assumption about the ‘hegemony of vision’. This ontology 

understands perceived coastal spaces as dominated landscapes in which tourism imposes 

its hegemony by commodifying landscapes as spectacles for (visual) consumption. 

Empirical findings underpinned by this ontological assumption tend to reinforce divisions 

between outsiders who ‘perceive’ landscapes through gazing vs. insiders who live in/with 

the landscape in more authentic ways.  

 

This study undertakes a dialectical approach to reconcile conceptual divisions between 

insiders and outsiders, real and imagined landscapes while unravelling the roots of 

contestation at the Irish west coast. In doing so, it develops a mixed (qualitative and 

quantitative) methodology, which is compatible with Lefebvre’s epistemological roots. 

Having conceptualised, in Chapter 2, coastal landscapes as perceived, conceived, and 

lived, each performing different functions and offering contested interpretations and 

spatial practices, the empirical part of this study will answer elements of these 
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interpretations from a local community and tourist perspective on the contested west coast 

of Ireland. More specifically, the quantitative data will reveal a three-dimensional, 

complex, and multi-layered picture of how tourists experience the contested coastal 

landscapes of Connemara, Ireland. Read together with the community group discussions 

that will reveal residents’ lived everyday experiences through local representations of the 

coast, this approach will help understand how the coast is (re)produced, commodified and 

consumed.  
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Chapter 4.   

A sea of change: The case of An Spidéal, Galway Bay 

 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the first case study, An Spidéal, Galway Bay. The chapter will reveal 

how local experiences of coastal land- and seascape, the increasing volume of change, a 

complex set of interests and the competitive nature of the regulatory and policy 

framework, play out as contestation and conflict in An Spidéal. The chapter begins by 

setting up the study context in which these issues will be investigated, using secondary 

data and field observations (section 4.2). Then the analytical part follows using primary 

data collected through scoping interviews, the community focus group and follow-up 

interviews. The main findings are organised into three broad categories of spatial 

production that broadly map onto the triad: The coast as lived, imagined, and represented 

(section 4.3); The coast as perceived through changes and pressures (section 4.4); and the 

coast as alive and socially contested (section 4.5). These three broad categories include 

the themes, as elicited through the reflexive thematic analysis described in Chapter 3. The 

chapter ends with summarising the key findings.

 

4.2 Setting the scene 

This section describes: (a) the physical landscape, main pressures, and the key interests 

which contribute to the study area being a contested landscape for analysis (section 4.2.1); 

(b) the settlement pattern and housing (section 4.2.2) and (c) the demographic and socio-

economic profile of the local population (section 4.2.3). This section draws on field 

observations and secondary data, such as: (i) policy documents produced by governmental 

departments, regional and local authorities, and key agencies; (ii) official government 
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datasets; and (iii) websites and printed materials. Supplementary tables and materials can 

be viewed in the Appendices C & D. 

 

4.2.1 Physical landscape, pressures, key interests, and actors 

 

The study area is set in Galway Bay and includes the coastal settlement of An Spidéal and 

its surroundings, located within the Gaeltacht (Irish speaking community) of south 

Connemara in Co. Galway. The boundary of the study area, as illustrated in Figure 4.1, is 

loosely defined to include a functional rural area around the settlement. It is this area where 

many of the participants live in and occupy during their everyday activities, as suggested 

through their own visual representations of landscapes using photography during the focus 

group. The study area is located 18 km. west from Galway city. The proximity to Galway 

city, and the continuous growth of the latter have turned An Spidéal into a commuter town 

Figure 4.1: An Spidéal study area (Source: Own processing based on data from: Marine 

Institute, 2016; Transport Infrastructure Ireland, 2016; Copernicus, 2017; DGER, 2020; 

Basemap by © OpenStreetMap 2021). 

. 
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facing increased urban pressures, such as housing demand and heavy traffic (Galway 

County Council, 2013). 

 

Galway Bay is the most outstanding and contested feature in An Spidéal´s coastal 

landscape. Galway Bay lends to the study area its coastal character and it facilitates a 

visual and a historic connection to the Burren and the Cliffs of Moher8, offering An Spidéal 

a valuable tourism and heritage asset. Evidence of maritime heritage is ascribed on An 

Spidéal’s two neighbouring piers between which the settlement historically developed. 

The coastal promenade connecting the two piers (tSean Chéibh and Chéibh Nua9) and the 

two beaches of the village (Trá na mBan and Trá na Chéibh) is one of the most prominent 

coastal amenities of the area, equally enjoyed by locals and visitors (Galway County 

Council, 2013).  

 

Galway Bay is also an important asset for Blue Growth, and as such, it faces increased 

pressures from different actors with a claim to the coast and the sea. Fáilte Ireland has 

identified the old pier of An Spidéal as a ‘discovery point’ along the Wild Atlantic Way 

and has installed there the typical WAW sculpture, accompanied by a storyboard to pull 

tourists in (Fáilte Ireland, no date). The growth of coastal tourism has in turn seen an 

application for the construction of a big hotel by the sea, advertised in the media as a 

development that could potentially create many jobs (Galway Advertiser, 2017; Tribune, 

2017). The hotel was supported by Údarás na Gaeltachta, a government agency that acts 

as the key stakeholder facilitating economic and community development in the Gaeltacht 

areas. The hotel, however, caused a lot of controversy within the community, with 50 

submissions made by locals who opposed the development. The application was 

eventually rejected by the planning authority of the County Council on the grounds of 

environmental and landscape concerns (Galway County Council, 2018).  

 
8 The Burren and the Cliffs of Moher are among the most recognisable features of the landscape 

of the west coast of Ireland, extending from the south of County Galway to the north of County 

Clare. The Burren is a limestone glaciated landscape of hills and high rocks (the Cliffs of Moher) 

raising above Galway Bay, which was designated as a UNESCO Global Geopark in 2015 

(UNESCO, 2020). 
9 The tSean Chéibh and Chéibh Nua mean ´the old and the new pier´ accordingly (Galway County 

Council, 2013). 
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Under the Harnessing Our Ocean Wealth strategy, two government agencies, the Marine 

Institute (MI) and the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland (SEAI), applied for a 

license to develop an offshore renewables test site 1 km. off the coast of An Spidéal in 

2016. The proposal was strongly opposed by the local community and other groups with 

550 submissions made to the Department of Housing and Local Development (Berne and 

McElduff, 2018). The most recent development of this conflict has seen a judicial review 

granted to a local resident, which quashed the ministerial decision to grant the license (Ui 

Mhuirnin -v- Minister for Housing Planning and Local Government, [2019]).  

 

At the north of the study area lie the rural hinterlands of An Spidéal. This open landscape 

is dominated by stonewalls, reflecting the landlord system of the 17th century, when 

families used to hold tenures of rock-bounded fields (Aalen, Whelan and Stout, 2011). 

Although such landscapes have been viewed in national policy as an integral part of the 

Irish heritage (DAHG, 2015), regional planning has deemed their value and sensitivity as 

‘medium’ and ‘low’ respectively10 (Galway County Council, 2014; p. 118-120). As such, 

the rural hinterlands of An Spidéal give a sense of a transitory, ever-changing landscape 

that has seen an increase in controversial developments. These include: residential estates 

and single houses in the countryside, most of which have remained unfinished or 

unoccupied after the 2008 financial crash and subsequent recession; large state-owned 

commercial forests; and most recently, the biggest wind park on the island of Ireland 

(Galway Wind Park) comprising 60 wind turbines (Coillte, no date). Such developments 

have added pressures in the landscape and controversies in the local community. 

 

4.2.2 Settlement pattern and housing 

 

The geographic centre of An Spidéal, which is also its commercial centre, containing a 

mix of retail and residential uses on the top floors of buildings, is defined by a cross-

section of two roads: route R336, which has been signposted as the Wild Atlantic Way due 

 
10 as stated in the Landscape Character Assessment study which has been incorporated in the 

County Galway Development Plan 2015 – 2020. 
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to its coastal character; and the Muycullen road, which connects An Spidéal to its rural 

hinterlands (Figure 4.2). The centre of the settlement is also signified by the presence of 

the church and the convent, both of which belong to the protected heritage of An Spidéal. 

Embedded in the core of the village are also other heritage assets linked to the cultural 

history of An Spidéal, such as the old school and the demesne, the latter of which includes 

An Spidéal House, the river and associated woodlands (DAHRRGA, no date). 

Historically, the demesne belonged to the lords of the townland of Killanin and it used to 

Figure 4.2: The settlement of An Spidéal (Source: Own processing;  

Basemap © Google Maps, 2021). 
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operate as a salmon fishery while it was also offered as a playground for the community 

in An Spidéal (Galway County Council, 2013).  

 

While the core of the settlement is relatively compact, the eastern and western edges are 

shaped by ribbonised residential development, which attests to the hybrid, increasingly 

suburban character of An Spidéal and the housing pressures it has undergone. Other 

characteristics of the local housing market in An Spidéal, as evidenced in Appendix D.1, 

include: a strong tradition for home ownership with a high proportion of mortgages and 

loans; a stark lack of social housing and a high rate of vacant or holiday homes, most of 

which have turned into Airbnb accommodation. The growing demand for housing, 

reflected on the increasing residential property prices after 2015 (Appendix D.2), coupled 

with relatively low affordability to buy, as indicated by the average disposable income 

(Appendix D.3), indicate a demand-supply problem in the market. 

 

4.2.3 Demographic and socio-economic profile 

 

An Spidéal is one of the largest Gaeltacht settlements which has doubled its population 

within the last 20 years (Galway County Council, 2013). The study area includes a 

population of 1,572 people and an average density of 218 people per km2, as shown in 

Appendix C.1. Every summer, however, the population of An Spidéal doubles. Irish 

students, the Gaelgorí, traditionally attend summer college in the Gaeltacht to learn the 

Irish language while staying with local Irish-speaking families (DCHG, 2018). While the 

language policy provides an important source of income for host communities, it also 

creates congestion, especially as summer brings in an increased number of day-trippers at 

the coast.  



Chapter 4  4.2 Setting the scene 

82 

 

 

An Spidéal’s increasing population is ageing, as illustrated in Figure 4.3. The expansive 

shape of the top of the pyramid attests to this trend while there is a significant loss of 

young working age groups between 15 – 34 years old. This loss is reflected as a gain for 

Galway city. The prevalence of the 35-39- and 40-44-years old age groups can be 

explained as the combined effect of labour immigration and the appeal of An Spidéal to 

families. Most residents in An Spidéal are white Irish, who are born in Ireland, can speak 

Irish and have a Catholic background, as evidenced in Appendix C.3. Despite this distinct 

linguistic and cultural identity which is common in many Gaeltacht areas, An Spidéal has 

also witnessed an increasing influx of immigrants from foreign countries (Appendix C.2). 

Economic and labour restructuring have also taken place in An Spidéal. The local 

economy has transformed into a service-based economy that is less dependent on the sea 

(Appendix C.5) while most of the population are occupied in managerial and technical 

professions (Appendix C.4). Such characteristics attest to the suburban nature of 

employment in An Spidéal. Notably, the employment base includes a crafts centre, a hotel, 

a café, a restaurant and two bars, general food stores, a boutique, a bank, a pharmacy, a 

media campus and a music studio. Other sources of local employment include: the 

Figure 4.3 An Spidéal Age Pyramid (source: own processing adapted from Census 2016 data) 

An Spidéal 
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industrial estate east of the village; and Coláiste Chonnacht (the Irish college), which 

operates during summer (Galway County Council, 2013). 

 

Overall, this section introduced the highly complex institutional, social, and economic 

landscape of the case study, which stimulates many of the pressures and changes on the 

physical landscape in An Spidéal. The competition for space and resources both on the 

land and, increasingly, at sea, by a range of different policies and underpinning interests, 

play out as contestation and conflict, which affects the way the coast is experienced by 

locals and tourists, as will be argued below. 

 

4.3 The coast as lived, imagined and represented 

This section explores how people in An Spidéal relate to the coast and the sea and 

particularly how a sense of place is constructed through an interplay of emotions, 

ontological experiences, memories, nostalgia, and the re-valorisation of cultural heritage. 

Section 4.3.1 argues that the coast and the sea have the capacity to generate and sustain 

place attachment, expressed in a plethora of different ways and intensities. Section 4.3.2 

investigates how the coast and the sea provide therapeutic experiences which reinforce 

attachment. Section 4.3.3 delves into notions of community, which are mainly constructed 

around coastal heritage and the cultural rhythms of the Gaeltacht while section 4.3.4 

reveals how a sense of nostalgia is activated around real and imagined versions of the 

coast. 

 

4.3.1 The coast as a place of attachment 

 

The sea is the most prominent feature in An Spidéal’s landscape, evidenced by the high 

number of photos taken at the coast by all participants. Places by the sea, such as the piers, 

the beaches, and the coastal promenade, enable participants to engage with the sea and 

experience the coastal environment. Encounters with the natural features of the coast, such 

as the water, the rocks and marine life, trigger corporeal responses and contribute to an 
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embodied experience of place. As such, the coast is invariably valued by all participants 

through complex socio-psychological ways, most prominently characterised by positive 

emotions and feelings of connection. Such affections speak to the notion of place 

attachment, which is expressed in several ways and intensities, as will be elaborated 

below. 

 

The most common experience of the coast is the view of the sea and the appreciation of 

its scenic qualities. The use of words such as ‘lovely’ and ‘special’ triggered by the view 

of the sea, reveal feelings that tend to be associated with high levels of place attachment:  

This photo [Figure 4.4] is just views from the estate where some of us live 

of the sea there. I think it’s lovely. A lot of people have views of the sea. I 

think it’s what maybe brought a lot of the people [to An Spidéal]. I think 

it’s really special to be able to have that (participant #1). 

 

 

Some participants picked up on the topological connection between An Spidéal and the 

Burren. This connection was perceived as adding to the value of the coastal landscape, not 

least because the Burren is among the most iconic and recognisable features on the west 

coast of Ireland: 

I often think when you’re over there the view over here isn't as nice, 

whereas we get a lovely view looking over to them, yeah. Just looks better, 

it looks better. It’s the Burren (participant #1). 

Figure 4.4: Views of the sea (source: participant #1) 
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The limestone topography of the Burren has a unique capacity to reflect a range of 

different colours throughout the day and from season to season, as pointed out by many 

participants. Summer sunsets, for example, paint the Burren in shades of pink, offering an 

atmospheric seascape that was praised invariably by all the participants. During my 

research, I got to experience one of these sunsets together with the participants right after 

the end of the focus group (Figure 4.5). Participants expressed how ‘lucky’, ‘blessed’ and 

‘delighted’ they felt to be able to experience such ‘peaceful’ summer evenings looking 

across Galway Bay to the ‘pink hills’ of the Burren. A sense of elation and pride was 

shared among the group. 

 

 

The way in which participant #4 articulated their attachment is indicative of how 

intangible connections to the sea are formed: 

That’s just my favourite place in the world [Figure 4.6]. It’s just a sense of, 

it’s a sense of space but it’s also a sense of security. I feel like I' m closed 

in on the bay but I’ve got all this space within it, yeah. No, definitely my 

favourite place to go when I'm happy or sad or whatever, it’s the pier, yeah 

(participant #4). 

Figure 4.5: The ‘pink’ hills of the Burren on a summer evening: Views across 

Galway Bay from the old pier in An Spidéal (source: author) 
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Understanding this complex relationship which leads participant #4 to the pier whenever 

they experience positive or negative emotions, involves understanding what type of 

experience the pier facilitates. It appears that an interplay of openness and enclosure 

allows participant #4 to experience what Game and Metcalf (2011; p. 43) call a ‘relational 

form of being’. Such an experience of place manifests here as a self-conscious state of 

connectedness which occurs, as Peters and Brown (2017) have suggested, at the nexus of 

engaging with the sea but from the land; from the safety of the pier.  

 

There is also a materiality in encounters with the sea, which contributes to a corporeal 

attachment to place. For participant #5, encounters with the sea, the rocks and the rock 

pools trigger memories of childhood and family life and reinforce the attachment to the 

coast: 

I used to go to the beach all the time with my mum during summer and we 

swam, and we had particular rocks where we’d play and particular rock 

pools for finding fish and crab […] I am happy my kids got to experience 

the very same thing I experienced (participant #5). 

 

Similarly, for participant #8, encounters with marine life reveal the ‘wealth of the natural 

heritage’ and embody the connection to the sea and a sense of ‘pride and belonging’ 

(Figure 4.7). 

Figure 4.6: The new pier (source: participant #4) 
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4.3.2 Feeling blue: Health and well-being at the coast 

 

Both tangible and intangible connection to the coast relate to therapeutic experiences, as 

will be elaborated in this section. The emotional and embodied connection between 

participants and the coastal environment is perhaps best illustrated in the perceived 

restorative value of the sea. Although the photo was used by participant #5 to illustrate the 

landscape change after the severe storms in 2015, as will be elaborated in section 4.4.1, it 

also revealed the therapeutic experience the sea provided during a period of serious illness 

and, implicitly, the psychological distress caused by it: 

I took this [Figure 4.8] when I was very sick and had to do a lot of walking 

to recover […] So, I would walk on like kind of a loop at the beach in front 

of my house and back […] (participant #5). 

Figure 4.7: Encounters with marine life at the coast (source: participant #8) 
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Understanding this connection to the coast and how it relates to the therapeutic experience 

reported by the participant, involves unpacking the practices that produce the coast as a 

tranquil space. First, there is an element of familiarity between the participant and the 

coast which plays into the healing process. Established through the proximity between the 

beach and the house and the repetitiveness of the daily practice of walking ‘on a kind of a 

loop and back’, this experience of the coast is indicative of how daily practices produce a 

sense of lived space within which some people find comfort and ease. Second, walking on 

the beach invariably involves looking out to the sea; an experience that has been paralleled 

to encountering infinity, death and afterlife (Thompson 2007). There is a realisation, for 

example, that the sea has existed long before oneself and will remain there long after one’s 

lifetime. This realization reinforces a sense of reassurance and puts life back in perspective 

(Kearns and Collins, 2012; Bell et al., 2015). At the same time, there is also an 

understanding that the coast is an ever-changing, liminal space between land and sea. As 

such, many of the features of the seascape are not permanent; they only exist in a temporal 

flux:  

There are some priceless walkways by the sea [Figure 4.9]. The sea will 

likely wash them out, but they are fabulous (participant #2). 

Figure 4.8: Walking at the beach (source: participant #5). 
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It is this interplay between endurance and temporality in encounters with the coast, which 

has been suggested as a factor that restores mental health. For another participant, 

observing how life at the coast adjusts to change acted as a symbol of resilience which 

triggered a sense of hope and optimism: 

- Oh that's, what do you call that, wild cabbage? [Figure 4.10]. It’s 

growing in the middle of all the rocks down at the coast (participant 

#3). 

- Can you perhaps recall what made you take this photo? 

- I just thought well, at least you’re brave, you’re going to make your 

way through this, you know (participant #3). 

Figure 4.10: Life on the rocks (source: participant #3). 

Figure 4.9: Walkways by the sea (source: participant #2) 
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Such subtle therapeutic experiences of the coast reinforce connections to place and to 

oneself, and speak to the concept of blue health and the need for European and national 

policy with regards blue spaces and public health interventions, as pointed out by Foley 

and Kistemann (2015) and Britton et al. (2018). 

 

Participants also picked up on daily and seasonal changes on the way they connect to the 

coast, both in terms of weather conditions and in terms of the presence of people. 

Seasonality tourism brings in summer, with the increased numbers of visitors and the 

arrival of the Gaelgorí (Irish students), influences the way participants related to the sea. 

Notably, participants represented therapeutic experiences using photographs of remote 

and rugged parts of the coast, which are tranquil and quiet throughout the year, instead of 

the crowded sandy beaches inside the village during summer. Critically, the summer 

period is experienced through congestion and an increase in the amount of litter on the 

coast, which arguably ‘takes away from the experience’ (participant #4). While the sea 

evoked personal attachments and connections to place, notions of ‘community’ were also 

constructed around coastal heritage, as will be elaborated below. 

 

4.3.3 Coastal heritage and cultural rhythms 

 

Galway Bay and the coast of Connemara include rich history and strong maritime heritage, 

such as a prominent boat-building culture, seaweed harvesting, traditional stonewall 

building and inshore fisheries. Representations of coastal heritage and places within the 

built environment that crystallise the cultural rhythms of the Gaeltacht were used by 

participants to construct a community identity. Briefly, participants portrayed daily life in 

An Spidéal as: ‘going to the bog; keeping cattle; building stonewalls; constructing boats; 

cutting seaweed and fishing for fun’ (participant #5). Especially the bog was constructed 

as a ‘uniquely Irish resource’ by participant #1 (Figure 4.11). 
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Although fishing and seaweed-cutting are leisure rather than livelihood for locals in An 

Spidéal, they are, however, perceived as an integral part of maritime culture, which assigns 

to the community its coastal character. As such, fishing and seaweed were revalorised as 

significant cultural symbols by the participants (Figure 4.12).  

Figure 4.11: Bog cotton: Symbol of a ‘uniquely Irish resource 

(source: participant #1). 
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Boatbuilding has historically been a very prominent practice on the west coast of Ireland. 

Traditional boats include currachs and Galway hookers. Galway hookers are the iconic 

black boats with their characteristic red or brown sails, which played a pivotal role in the 

lives of many coastal communities around Galway Bay in the past. The craftsmanship of 

traditional boatbuilding has revived over the last decades and Galway hookers are once 

again spotted from the coast of An Spidéal during summertime festivals (Galway City 

Museum, no date). Representations of a Galway Hooker carved in stone were used by 

participants as the bona fide symbol of maritime heritage, which reinforces a sense of 

place and belonging:  

The sign is written in old Irish and carved on lovely local stone you can 

see the currach and the Galway hooker [Figure 4.13]. Do you know about 

Galway hookers? They are local boats. They are built here in this part of 

the coast, by local men and then they race them as a tradition. This is the 

part of the coast where you can actually see them. It’s very lovely to watch. 

It shows our culture and they are also very graceful on the water 

(participant #5). 

Figure 4.12: Representations of coastal heritage in An Spidéal; (a) seaweed; (b) stonewalls 

(source: participant 5); and (c) The Galway hooker (source: participant #3) 

(a) 

(b) 

(c) 
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Despite the decline in its livelihood dimension, the Galway hooker embodies lived 

experiences in coastal communities where the sea has played a prominent role in the 

assembly of life over time (Ó’Sabhain and McGrath, 2019). Similarly, despite the decline 

in its religious dimension, the church has also served as an anchor institution around which 

community life has traditionally assembled in rural Ireland (Connolly, 1997). Strategically 

located at the heart of the village, the church symbolically acts as an ‘anchor’ for the 

community in An Spidéal: 

I love the fact that you can see the steeple of the church [Figure 4.14]. I 

think it’s nice to see it around and I wouldn’t be particularly religious but 

it’s nice. I think it’s a real anchor for the community, even if you’re not 

religious (participant #1). 

Figure 4.13: Representation of the Galway hooker (source: participant #5) 
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The church also featured in memories and stories of everyday life in the village, such as 

St Patrick’s Day. It was acknowledged, however, that the influence of the church is 

declining at the national level in Ireland while rural areas like An Spidéal follow the trend. 

While Catholicism and the church are withdrawing, other anchor institutions seem to be 

gaining ground. The Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) has come to be increasingly 

important in shaping a modern Irish identity and a sense of belonging: 

Gaelic is the big thing now. I think it’s good. You can see it in smaller 

communities more than bigger communities, you know, the influence of 

GAA or local games (participant #1). 

 

Coastal and maritime heritage and the cultural rhythms of life in An Spidéal acted as 

anchors around which the Gaelic identity was crystallised and celebrated. This process of 

signification activated nostalgia and caused boundaries between the real, tangible 

landscape and the imagined landscape to become blurred, as will be elaborated in the 

following section.  

 

 

 

Figure 4.14: ‘A real anchor for the community’ (source: participant #1) 



Chapter 4  4.3 The coast as lived, imagined 

and represented 

95 

 

4.3.4 Nostalgia and the myth of the west 

 

Historically, the west coast has been portrayed as the cultural heartland of Ireland (Duffy, 

1997); a celebrated landscape that encapsulates the authenticity of Ireland and an essential 

component of the national identity. Landscapes of the west coast have often been 

romantically represented as a rural Arcadia, populated with quaint communities, steeped 

in old traditions and ways of life (Nash, 2006; O’Connor, 2006). Such representations are 

not new in the tourism industry while more recently they have revived on the Wild Atlantic 

Way. 

 

Idealised representations of the west coast were reproduced by many participants in An 

Spidéal. Within some narratives, the west coast received such glorified dimensions that 

eventually it was hard to distinguish between real and imagined experiences of landscape. 

Triggered by a photo of an old cottage in the rural hinterlands of An Spidéal, participant 

#5 portrayed an image of a closely-knit community that still leads a pre-industrial way of 

life in keeping with ‘the old traditions’ (participant #5). Within this representation, the 

participant carefully reconstructed the ultimate utopia of ruralness on what might as well 

have been a landscape of desolation and abandonment. Although within this 

conceptualisation of landscape poverty was erased, there was, however, an 

acknowledgement of a long-standing tradition of commonage, solidarity and voluntary 

activity rooted in the peripheral economies of Ireland: 

- One of the things I love to see around in the landscape is these old 

cottages, the fact that they reuse them for keeping cattle instead of 

demolishing them [Figure 4.15]. It makes me value the way things work 

around here, that’s why we have kept the old traditions of seaweed and 

wall-building and keeping cattle and things, and it’s still very much a 

community of sharing, where they all get together and help each other. 

You don’t pay for such things around here (participant #5). 

- Is it some kind of legacy of the hardship of the past, do you think? 

- I don’t think that’s because of the poverty they were brought up in, no, 

but because of the sufficient lifestyles we were brought up years ago, 

when you had your milk ready from the cow, and the sea for fish 

(participant #5). 
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Nostalgia was also constructed around the quintessential Irish pub, portrayed as the ‘centre 

of gravity’ (participant #6) of a past community which used to share the same appreciation 

for and understanding of the culture of An Spidéal and the Gaeltacht: 

- Forty years back, when we came here, the energy in this village was the 

centre of gravity, it pulled people in, so invariably most activities would 

have featured around in the bar. That was the type of thing because 

socialising happened to be in the bar. You wouldn’t go through the 

village; you’d stop and stay (participant #6). 

- But even the people that came to An Spidéal back in that time, they were 

all part of it, they were all here for the music, for the singing, for the 

everything (participant #3). 

- For the craic11, such a drama (participant #6). 

- Sure, where would you be without the drama [laughter]. There was a lot 

more interaction, you know (participant #3). 

 

 

 
11 Craic means fun in Gaeilge. ‘What’s the craic’ is a common greeting in Ireland (Urban Dictionary, 2020). 

Figure 4.15: The old cottage: Nostalgic representations of the west (source: 

participant #5) 
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While the myth of the authentic, quintessential Irish identity was being constructed on the 

landscapes of the west coast back in the ‘70s (Duffy, 1997) and reviving in the memories 

and imaginations of the participants, the outward migration of the young population was 

also taking place around the same time, as noted by another participant:  

Like that, a lot of people left at that time, too. And younger people went off 

either to college or abroad (participant #5). 

 

While emotional and embodied experiences of coastal landscape and heritage create 

attachment and strengthen a sense of place and belonging, the romantic gaze to the coast 

serves the purpose of activating nostalgia and constructing a narrative of loss. This 

interplay of nostalgia and loss portrays a somehow surreal image of An Spidéal that clearly 

contradicts the congested modern suburbia suffocating from the growth of Galway city 

and a range of complex demographic, socio-economic and environmental changes, as will 

be elaborated in the next section. 

 

4.4 The coast as perceived: Change, Blue Growth, and landscape 

pressures 

This section investigates the way the local community in an An Spidéal perceives ‘real’ 

landscapes through their complex and multi-faceted drivers of change. The latter are 

mainly experienced in negative ways, which include: environmental change (section 

4.4.1); suburbanization and unsophisticated tourism marketisation that contributes to a 

sense of identity loss (section 4.4.2); and the changing labour and economic landscape 

with the adoption of economic models that prioritise the privatization and marketisation 

of the seascape (section 4.4.3). 

 

4.4.1 Environmental change 

 

The increased frequency of heavy storms since 2015 has created extensive damages at the 

coast of An Spidéal. A significant part of the old bog, that was lying under the beach on 
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the west of An Spidéal for thousands of years, got exposed and subsequently dried out 

after an extended period of summer draught. Although some of the participants saw a 

quintessentially Irish identity ascribed in the ancient bog, or the ‘sunken forest’ as known 

locally, this is undeniably a negative landscape and environmental change: 

[The old bog] is thousands of years [old] and it is all so exposed now 

[Figure 4.16]. It is beautiful. It is beautiful to bring us back to our heritage 

but it’s a shame we have lost so much of our beach as a result of it. There’s 

good and there’s bad to it. I think it is quite beautiful and I take a lot of 

photographs of it. But at the same time, we have lost so much in the process 

(participant #5). 

 

When such changes occur suddenly, as happened during the storms, emotional bonds and 

connections are readily disturbed. This causes negative feelings, a sense of loss and a 

negative perception of change:  

Even though [the beach] was like that for the last thirty years, in the last 

three years it’s been entirely taken away […]. I mean, the climate change, 

and I don’t hear what anyone says, it’s had a massive effect around here. 

Massive effect out on the water’s edge, yeah (participant #5). 

 

Participants did not, however, feel that there is anything that can be done to prevent some 

coastal sites from damage. This sentiment triggered a sense of helplessness: 

[…] and the thing is there is nothing you can do for us. The rocks cannot 

be moved back, the sand cannot be brought back. It is really, really sad 

(participant #5). 
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4.4.2 Suburbanisation, tourism and identity loss 

 

An Spidéal faces increased urban pressures from the growth of Galway city, as was 

described in section 4.2. This process of suburbanisation has brought multiple changes on 

the coast, experienced mostly in negative ways by the participants. Although ribbonised 

(over)development was not itself perceived as negative landscape change, there was, 

however, a negative perception around vacant properties. The ‘ghost estates’, as they are 

known in Ireland, were perceived as a dual blight. On one side, the use of non-indigenous 

materials and architectural styles produced a landscape disconnected from the character 

of the local area: 

Figure 4.16: The ‘sunken forest’: An ancient coastal bog 

(source: participant #5). 
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- This here [Figure 4.17a] is one of the ghost estates. There’s about five 

houses there and they’re at a very late stage of building and yet it’s 

been there a long time, about 7 or 8 years. Well, it’s just a very ugly 

looking thing. It’s there a long time and, you know, at a time when 

people are homeless, and people go in places rented and then you've 

got ghost estates (participant #1).  

- Is this a blemish do you think on the landscape? 

- Yeah, there's a few things wrong with it I suppose. It’s not occupied, 

it’s ugly, it’s also, you know, it’s not good to have something derelict 

like that. And they’re also very unkempt, they’re just left (participant 

#1). 

- And if you compare them to other estates across the road which are 

nicely done with lovely stonewalls around, these ones are done very 

modern and // (participant #3). 

- Badly designed (participant #4). 

- What’s the feeling in the community about this? 

- If they get permission to build them, it should be compulsory to use 

them as well (participant #2). 

- It should yeah, there is bad feeling (participant #4). 

 

Such developments do not only alter the character of coastal landscapes in negative ways, 

but as Lennon and Waldron (2019) have argued, they galvanise the neoliberal nature of 

the housing market in Ireland and the failure of the government to control it. The bad 

feeling is accentuated by the exclusion of unfinished or vacant properties from property 

tax, perceived as leverage for electoral purposes which creates social injustice: 

- Well, it seems if you don’t put a roof on them, you don’t have to pay tax 

for them [Figure 4.17 b & c]. These are the only properties at the coast 

that are exempt from tax and most of them belong to rich people of this 

area (participant #2). 

- Is this a negative landscape change or// 

- It is the biggest eyesore in the area (participant #4). 

- For me that’s just … they are doing this for political reasons, but it is 

unfair (participant #2). 
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Another aspect of the suburbanization of An Spidéal is reflected in the demographic 

landscape brought about by labour migration. Some participants noticed changes in the 

profile of the outsiders, expressed as a difference between the old ‘blow-ins’ versus the 

new ‘blow-ins’. The dominant perception around the table at the focus group was that the 

old blow-ins would have moved to An Spidéal long time ago ‘for the music, for the 

dancing, for the craic’ (participant #3), and as such, they became ‘part of the village’ 

(participant #3). Conversely, newcomers are not embedded in the local community; they 

are just commuters looking for cheaper rent. This is perceived as turning An Spidéal into 

a ‘dormitory town’ (participant #2). Some of the newcomers would also be immigrants, 

and as such, even less accustomed to the culture, routines, and the myth of the west. This 

makes integration with the rest of the community even more difficult. There were, 

however, opposing views, as evidenced in the conversation below:  

 

Figure 4.17: ‘The biggest eyesore in the area’: Ghost estates and haunted landscapes  

(source: (a) participant #1; (b) &(c) participant #2). 

(a) 

(b) 

(c) 
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- You see, the other thing with An Spidéal now is there's a lot of people 

that have moved in. At the top there, that’s all apartments and I don’t 

know anybody that knows anybody that’s living there. They’d may be 

people that are just living here because rent is cheaper. But you know, 

the stage is different here, like everybody in here would state they know 

one another, like we’ve all kind of grown up together in the estate, your 

children have grown up together and gone to school together, so 

they’re more integrated into (participant #3). 

- Would you feel like An Spidéal is losing its identity because of this? 

- Yes, pretty much so, yes (participant #3). 

- It feels like a dormitory town (participant #2). 

- There is still life in it, though (participant #6). 

- Maybe, but it is not reflected on what you see in the bars (participant 

#2). 

- You wouldn’t agree though, would you? [referring to participant #4]  

- Not necessarily, no. I think there is just a nice mix of people. And then 

some of the newcomers are nice people as well [pointing at themselves] 

(participant #4) [laughter] 

 

Although not all the participants attributed the loss of identity to the demographic changes 

triggered by suburbanisation, all of them clearly contested what they perceived as 

inauthentic representations of history and culture produced by the tourism industry. Such 

representations were seen as eroding their sense of identity and reinforcing stereotypical 

representations of Ireland. While the WAW was welcomed as a positive initiative by 

almost all participants, many of them felt that Fáilte Ireland has bought into a process of 

unsophisticated marketisation for specific coastal places, including An Spidéal. Outdated 

imagery and unsubstantiated stories created a surreal imaginary landscape, disconnected 

from the indigenous history and heritage: 
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- This is the photograph [Figure 4.18] they have of An Spidéal for the 

Wild Atlantic Way, and I just thought: my goodness, where did they 

even find it? (participant #3) 

- Not a good representation, you think? 

- I don’t know. I wouldn’t even say it’s this area to be honest (participant 

#3). 

- No, I wouldn’t even think it’s Galway. It’s not local to this area, is it? 

(participant #5). 

- In what way is it different?  

- It’s portraying a picture years ago. It’s not even that it’s this area 200 

years ago, do you know what I mean (participant #5). 

- Would you say it is the lack of authenticity, the fact that it’s poor and 

obviously dishevelled, what is it? 

- They want to do this for the Americans, that still live in this: oh, my 

goodness, you’ve got an indoor toilet, oh wow, marvellous running 

water! Oh, you have a TV, you posh people! […] Americans have for 

years been sold this wonderful green isle of these little pixies that were 

running around, you know (participant #3). 

- Shawls and donkeys (participant #4). 

 

Figure 4.18: The interpretation panel for An Spidéal on the Wild Atlantic Way 

(source: participant #3). 
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The other half of the storyboard depicts an old map of Hy-Brasil, a mythical ghost island 

popular in Celtic maritime folklore as an Irish version of the lost Atlantis (Johnson, 1998). 

There is an obvious disconnection between the two representations on the storyboard 

while both have apparently failed to resonate at the local level:  

 

 

- This is the other half of the board [Figure 4.19] (participant #3). 

- Ah yeah, that’s the bit about Brazil there, that you can go get lost in it 

[laughter] (participant #6). 

- Or disappear and can’t be found [laughter] (participant #4). 

- You see, even all these old maps that they use, I just don’t see the point. 

I think you can show our culture, but you can come far more modern 

and show that it’s an older culture (participant #5). 

- Another unsuccessful representation then? 

- That doesn’t make a blind bit of sense, you know. Look at them, left, or 

right, left, or right? Well, neither of them, you know. It’s just daft 

(participant #3). 

- That’s actually a bit embarrassing, isn’t it? Sometimes they are just so 

far off their mark (participant #5). 

- Who’s ‘they’? 

Figure 4.19: Representation of the mythical ‘enchanted island’ at the pier in  

An Spidéal (source: participant #3). 
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- A lot of what you say is that somebody is sitting in an office in Dublin 

going: oh, we need a thing for the pier in An Spidéal, what’ll we do? 

Oh, there's some poor looking dudes from back in the day, let’s put 

them on! Instead of understanding or talking to the community, it 

doesn’t happen’ (participant #4). 

 

On this occasion, the community felt dismissed, and this sentiment created a sense of 

losing control over their history, identity, and the way they want to be represented to the 

rest of the world. This is perceived to be the result of the lack of participation of the 

community to the development of the brand and it reflects a sense of exclusion from the 

decision-making process. Prompted to think about what would have been a ‘good image’ 

that would better represent An Spidéal on the storyboard, the participants came up with:  

- The hooker or the currach (participant #3). 

- Exactly, it’s the boats (participant #5). 

- Or the village itself and the archaeological sites, not some Brazil out 

there (participant #6). 

- Or even something more modern. But there is no community 

participation on what the brand is (participant #4). 

 

Whereas suburbanization and inauthentic representations sponsored by the tourism 

industry were perceived as external factors eroding the identity of the coastal community, 

there was, however, a sense of identity loss coming from the inside. The latter was 

crystallized in the change of the cultural rhythms, most prominently exemplified in the 

lack of local participation in the biggest religious - cultural event of the Irish society: Saint 

Patrick’s Day: 

- Do you know what, 30 years ago there was more happening in An 

Spidéal than there is today and there was more, more local 

participation in the area than there is today, you know. If there was 

something happening around here everybody was involved in it. I 

started doing St Patrick’s Day parades right, and if I didn’t do it, it 

wouldn’t happen and I'm not just saying that, I actually know that 

(participant #3). 

- It’s true, yeah, it is true [several participants at once] 

- Nobody, and I mean this sincerely, the local businesses will give you 

money, but nobody will give you their time, you know, so it is very 

disheartening. There are individuals who will come out and help and 
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put their work in the community, but local clubs, the GAA, the school – 

they have no participation whatsoever. So, it’s really bad and it’s very 

disheartening, very disheartening (participant #3). 

 

Within this context of long-term, yet significant changes, which are similar for many 

coastal communities both in Ireland and in Europe, An Spidéal also faces economic and 

labour restructuring and policy shifts with a significant impact on the assets, as will be 

elaborated below.  

 

4.4.3 Rights, assets, and economic development 

 

It was argued in Chapter 2, that coastal landscapes and resources that were customarily 

viewed as a form of commons, long embedded within the coastal landscape and shared as 

part of community life, have been privatized, enclosed, or regulated. The scene is similar 

in An Spidéal, where the demesne and parts of the coast have been enclosed as private 

property; the salmon fishery is gone; seaweed harvesting is being licensed to corporations; 

the forest has turned into a site for wind energy; a new hotel has been proposed on a 

significant coastal wetland, and a part of Galway Bay has been licensed as a state-

sponsored site for experimental renewable energy. These changes and the way they are 

experienced by the community in An Spidéal are explored below. 

 

The problematic enactment of property at the coast is a recurring, rather than new, 

challenge that portrays the ongoing contestation between private and public interests in 

coastal communities around the world (Thompson, 2007; Hadjimichael, 2018). The case 

is no different in An Spidéal, where second homeowners have often blamed anti-social 

behaviour, trespassers, and noise to justify activating their property rights. As a result, 

coastal landscapes, that had been open and accessible for years, have now been enclosed 

with fences and barriers. This elicited cynical reactions from many participants who saw 

arrogance, social insensitivity, and a paradoxical insistence in fencing off a shoreline 

which has consistently been battered by severe storms: 

- I really don’t understand why this gate [is needed] in the middle of the 

rocks down at the shore [Figure 4.20a]. It was taken away by the storms 



Chapter 4  4.4 The coast as perceived: Change, Blue 

Growth, and landscape pressures 

107 

 

and now it is back again. It’s not like it’s protecting the land or 

anything. I mean, it didn’t stop the sea last time (participant #2). 

- Would it stop you from walking there? Or others who walk there?  

- Perhaps this is the intention, if not just for decor (participant #2). 

 

On the same topic, elsewhere in the conversation:  

- That’s the end of our lovely promenade [Figure 4.20b]. If the owner 

would allow the path to continue, it would expand the coastal walk by 

three kilometres, give or take. But [the owner] is saying no. It’s not even 

that they own that piece of land or anything, just being awkward, really 

(participant #3).12 

- Like that, a boat ended up in their garden last time with the storm 

(participant #5) [laughter] 

- Would you know what the owner’s side is? 

- [The owner] maintains that teenagers hang around all summer, anti-

social behaviour and stuff. The prom would expand their hanging 

around space in front of the house if you want. I can see it both ways, 

you know (participant #4). 

 

 

The coastline, however, is only one out of many local places the community has witnessed 

changing. The demesne is another place the community has been shut out from because 

of private property. This has deprived them from a significant amenity with recreational 

value. This event activated nostalgia and a sense of loss: 

 
12 This conflict has been resolved since the data was collected and the coastal promenade has now expanded.  

Figure 4.20: Private coasts: Property enclosures on the shoreline (source: (a) participant #2;  

(b) participant #3) 

(a) (b) 
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- When we were kids, this [Figure 4.21] was the biggest playground you 

ever had, and there’s more walkways along the river, if it was open to 

the public for a couple of days of the week (participant #2).  

- Oh, that’s what I miss most about An Spidéal, walking those paths down 

to the water’s edge. We used to walk it a lot with my grandmother, I 

was very little. For me that’s a real memory, and we would be going 

under that bridge, it was so lovely, fascinating. It’s just a shame 

(participant #5). 

- I think we’ve just got carried away with property and insurance, and 

you know, it’s closed off a lot of things that were open for years 

(participant #3). 

 

 

The decline of the small-scale salmon fishery attached to the river was perceived as 

another loss, brought about by the reduction of fish stocks and subsequent policy change 

at the European and national levels. Apart from the economic loss, participants also hinted 

at the socio-cultural and the psychological cost related to the loss of social networks 

embedded in the fishery: 

- The river was actually used for fishing back in the late ‘60s, early ‘70s. 

There would be up to forty people a day fishing on that river, by rock 

[angling]. By late ‘70s it was down to fifteen, by mid ‘80s it was down 

to four. This empty square here, it was the hatchery for the young 

salmon, they were keeping it there before it was released back to the 

river. This was money for the landlord at that time and it would also 

Figure 4.21: ‘Walkways by the river’: Reviving memories of shared waterscapes  

(source: participant #2) 
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give a livelihood to local people. There used to be people full time at 

the river (participant #2).  

- Would you have fished for salmon in this river? 

- There was, there was life, there was activity. There used to be eight 

different salmon pools in that river when I used to fish, but that’s all 

gone now (participant #2). 

- It’s sad, so sad (participant #4). 

- It is sad, yes (participant #2). 

 

Within a context of long-term processes of economic change and privatisations, the 

adoption of Blue Growth strategies features as the epitome of disembedding community 

from places and assets that were seen as commons (Polanyi, 2001; Bennett et al., 2018). 

The intensification of mechanical seaweed harvesting has been particularly promoted 

under the Blue Growth agenda to boost biotechnological high-value products, such as 

pharmaceuticals and beauty products (HOOW, 2012). During the last years, a 

controversial license was granted to a corporate company for mechanical seaweed 

harvesting in Bantry Bay, Co. Cork (participant #13). Furthermore, a state-owned Irish 

seaweed company, named Arramara, based on the coast of south Connemara, was sold by 

Údarás na Gaeltachta to a Canadian company (participant #13). A few participants in An 

Spidéal saw a correlation between the two events and asserted that such processes compete 

with indigenous rights to seaweed cutting, compromise the livelihood of coastal 

communities and threaten vulnerable coastal landscapes and elements of the natural 

heritage of the coast: 

I just took the photo [Figure 4.22] because of the seaweed, because it was 

in my mind about the mechanical harvesting that's been promoted heavily 

at the moment and I think will be devastating for coastal communities […] 

People used to have a livelihood out of the seaweed, you know. And now, 

the ecology will get ruined, and the landscape will get ruined, and the bay 

will get ruined, ah sure doesn’t matter because the money is coming in 

now, yeah […] There is a judicial review for Bantry Bay. The community 

took it. Delighted here (participant #4). 
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Onshore and offshore renewable energy is another economic sector that has emerged 

during the last five years. A state-owned forest at the north of An Spidéal was transformed 

into the biggest onshore wind park in Ireland, as mentioned in section 4.2.1. Several 

participants recalled that the wind park had caused unrest to many local communities in 

Connemara, including An Spidéal. The visual impact, the noise, and a perceived lack of 

transparency regarding the way community benefits were distributed were among the 

main issues raised during the focus group. The wind park, however, provided a new use 

value for the community by opening recreational trails through the forest. Despite the 

perceived unintentional nature of this give-and-take, it made some participants more 

willing to accept the landscape change and rethink over what it means for them. Other 

participants assigned to the wind turbines a positive symbolic meaning related to clean 

energy. These issues are reflected in the discussion below: 

- Those are the windmills up the hill [Figure 4.23] and, you know, there 

was a lot of controversy in getting them built. I don’t live that close to 

them, but I actually think they’re nice. There’s something enjoyable 

when you drive past them, I don’t know (participant #1). 

- I can see dozens of them from my house. I don’t mind them. There’s 

something eerie about them. I think it is a sign of progress that we are 

ironically preserving nature, while putting these big white things up 

right in the middle of nature. There are also some nice walkways 

through the forest from where they are (participant #5). 

Figure 4.22: Seaweed (source: participant #4). 
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- I suppose that’s the other thing. These windmills are in the largest 

forest we have in Ireland, and I never knew that. It’s not really seen as 

a public amenity (participant #1). 

- Well, it’s not. It’s a commercial thing for forestry. It won’t be there in 

few years’ time (participant #2). 

- Yeah, but I suppose in the context where people give out about the 

windmills, I am saying that at least they made a walk. The forest wasn’t 

open to the public that I know of. So, it’s like a dirty secret the forest 

was, and the windmills kind of made it open and transparent 

(participant #1). 

- They’re not like proper paths. It’s just for [maintenance], it’s an 

economic thing. It’s not for the benefit of the communities or anything 

(participant #4). 

- Well, they might not be done all decorative, but people are allowed to 

walk them. And sometimes you even see people working at the bog 

while you are up there, so it’s like a combination of the old energy and 

the new; I think it is nice (participant #1). 

 

 

To sum up, this section investigated the complex and multi-faceted drivers of change that 

pressurise the coastal landscapes of An Spidéal, in what Lefebvre conceptualised as a 

transformation from their use value into different forms of exchange. Although these 

Figure 4.23: ‘Windmills’ in the forest (source: participant #5) 
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changes are generally not new, they are nevertheless intensifying under Blue Growth 

regimes, as will be argued in the following section. 

 

4.5 The coast as lived and contested: Opposition and layers of resistance 

This section teases out the socio-political and relational nature of coastal land- and 

seascape, which became a contested arena. Within this arena, the local community of An 

Spidéal felt their interests, values and, critically, their emotions and concerns were 

overshadowed. The rest of the section is structured as follows: Section 4.5.1 delves into 

the contestation between the community and the two key projects related to the 

government’s Blue Growth strategy. Although Blue Growth is mainly seen as further 

pressurising land/ and seascape, there is also an understanding that there is limited chance 

for holding the tide back. In this context, section 4.5.2 teases out ideas and imaginations 

about the future of An Spidéal and how Blue Growth features in it. 

 

4.5.1 ‘A way in…’: Resisting Blue Growth 

 

The sea has traditionally been viewed as a place for (mainly) recreational use and fishing, 

around which the strongest emotional connections and embodied experiences are 

assembled in An Spidéal. Such connections and experiences are readily disturbed by 

imminent change. Therefore, it is no surprise that new developments at the sea and the 

coast trigger a wide set of responses. In the case of An Spidéal, this can be evidenced by 

community opposition to two projects: the Galway Marine Renewables Energy Test Site 

and the Óstán An Chuain Hotel, both supported by key stakeholders in the implementation 

of Ireland’s Blue Growth strategy. Key issues that emerged in relation to both 

developments, focused on landscape- and trust-related issues. Landscape-related concerns 

included the perceived negative impacts these developments are likely to have on the 

highly valued seascape of Galway Bay and the natural heritage of the area. However, since 

none of the two projects had materialized during the time of the research, the narratives of 

the participants gravitated towards trust-related issues. This section will, therefore, focus 
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on issues that occurred due to a breakdown of relationships of trust between the local 

community in An Spidéal and the project developers.  

 

The dominant perception during the focus group was that both projects were deliberately 

communicated poorly to exclude opposing voices from the consultation phase. Many of 

the focus group participants questioned the way in which the projects had been published. 

Some of them also disapproved of what they saw as scarce communication regarding the 

consultation events the Marine Institute organised with regards the test site, which was 

perceived as ineffective and may have led to the exclusion of some members of the 

community:  

We were told that a notice went in the tourist office, but what locals go 

to the tourist office? You don’t. It went into the Garda station that’s 

open about 2 hours a week and it went into the library that only some 

members of the community go to. But it definitely wasn’t common 

knowledge (participant #4). 

 

There were, of course, contradictory perspectives within the local community:  

Three meetings were organized here, three! We helped the people from 

the Marine Institute facilitate it, but no matter what you do for planning 

or notice in Ireland, there’s always a group of people saying they never 

heard it, they never saw it (participant #9). 

 

Such perspectives, however, tend to diminish the importance of participatory processes 

overall, eventually reinforcing the sense of exclusion for which the consultation process 

was blamed for in the first place: 

My experience with public meetings so far is that every time you have 

one, you’ll have a crowd of fellows coming in that will drag anything 

else outside of the town into the meeting, which is not what the event is 

meant for […] If you don’t control the event, people walk all over you 

(participant #9). 

 

Participants considered consultation events in general as a tokenistic form of participation 

to ‘tick the box’ (participant #6). They also felt that the way consultations are usually 

employed, prohibits any meaningful debate. There was general agreement around the table 
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during the research focus group that the consultation events organised by the Marine 

Institute followed this pattern. They were described as highly official, instrumentalised 

and top-down. Besides that, the fact that they were applied at the operational stage of 

planning, left little space for the community of An Spidéal to challenge the purpose and 

utility of the test site overall. That the test site would be developed was perceived as a 

foregone conclusion and this, according to the interpretation of participant #3, somehow 

skewed the dynamics between the community and the Marine Institute, placing the former 

in an unfavourable position:  

It was just: here we are, we’re doing this and we’re going to, we’ll 

allow the plebs to come and raise their voice; they’re not going to be 

heard anyway, you know (participant #3). 

 

This realisation made some of the participants disengage from the consultation early in 

the process:  

You don’t feel, you don’t feel valued [...] even if you put in an objection, 

you don’t feel you are going to be heard, it’s a pointless exercise 

(participant #5). 

 

For many participants, it was the intangible connections and feelings for the seascape 

which mobilised their concerns about the project in the first place. Such perspectives, 

however, were, implicitly or explicitly, treated as irrational and found no space to be 

expressed, negotiated, validated, or subverted during the consultation. As a result, there 

was a gradual adaptation on behalf of the community, to the scientific-technical language 

used as a tactic to be heard. These issues are reflected on the discussion below:  

- You are using words like ‘cumulative impacts’, ‘light pollution’, 

technical terms. Was that a tactic the community used, like: What I 

really want to talk about is intangible connections to the sea, but I 

have to use your language to get in the consultation or// 

- It was eventually, yes. What was so annoying, and insulting, was they 

were quite dismissive of our concerns at the start of it. There was no 

consideration at all on how anybody felt. Nobody was ever going to 

care if that’s an important place to me and how I feel when I'm down 

there. Or everyone who’s down there and everyone that travels to An 

Spidéal as a destination, everyone that lives here for a reason. No, I 

don’t feel for a second there was any consideration of that. So, then it 

became sort of a tactic (participant #4). 
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- […] there's nothing like that. You know what, you just came in and 

talked to us, and asked and listened, and came back. But there is 

nothing like that (participant #3). 

- Yeah, they look at guidelines don’t they, themselves. There would be a 

way of talking to people. I really think they must have had the best 

intentions, but I think that is lost actually (participant #6). 

- But they’re looking at what do we have to do to get this licence, that's 

all they’re looking at. They’re not looking at how is this going to affect 

the community, not at all (participant #4). 

 

Conceptual correlations were also made between the test site and the hotel:  

- The same thing happened with the hotel. It works in exactly the same 

fashion [from the top-down] (participant #5).  

- Wouldn’t the hotel bring jobs to the community? Tourists? 

- If it was done more tastefully, blending it in with the area a little bit 

more, it would be wonderful for the local community, if it was done 

right. But they wanted to come in, build this monstrosity on a 

residential road with absolutely no respect for the landscape or the 

community whatsoever (participant #5). 

 

The lack of specificity regarding benefits and losses from the projects also raised 

suspicion. The framing of well-being as the key benefit through which the community 

would gain from these developments as a result of trickle-down economics or spillover 

effects, failed to convince participants from An Spidéal about the overall utility of the two 

projects. Some of the participants thought that both projects served elite interests seeking 

their ‘way in’ the local community with long-term invisible agendas for commodifying 

the sea (participant #4). The quote below shows a deep-rooted lack of trust, which is one 

of the most important factors influencing how a community reacts to landscape change:  

- You know, people are very distrustful, and you can’t blame them. All of 

a sudden, there was a scramble: oh my God, did you hear about the 

hotel? Same with the test site, same with everything. It works from the 

top-down and it’s [pause] it’s about the money. It’s not about keeping 

communities intact, people’s well-being intact or anything else, it’s 

about the profit at the end of the day (participant #4). 

- Was the hotel introduced by a local? 

- It was coming across as such, but you would be wondering. I think there 

are so many other things going on that you would have to wonder is 

this all because of that, or do they all tie in and then all of a sudden 

there’s a big corporation coming in? (participant #4). 

- It’s a Trump hotel [laughter] 
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- Like I said, you don’t know who has interest, there's no transparency 

at all what goes on around here, so you always have to distrust what’s 

happening (participant #4). 

 

Resistance to projects which align with Blue Growth eventually took a form of opposition 

and conflict, rather than collaboration. Locals employed official mechanisms for 

opposition, through planning appeals for the hotel and judicial review for the offshore test 

site, respectively. Concerned citizens organised themselves unofficially, including on 

social media, and mobilised a massive wave of submissions both from An Spidéal and 

other local communities around Galway Bay (participant #4). Although the application 

for the hotel was rejected by Galway County Council, the test site was granted consent by 

the relevant minister. The decision was subsequently appealed at the High Court by a local 

resident from An Spidéal, and permission for judicial review was granted quashing the 

ministerial decision (Ui Mhuirnin -v- Minister for Housing Planning and Local 

Government, [2019]). 

 

During the research dissemination event in An Spidéal two years after the initial focus 

group (February 2020), discussions with participants suggested that for some of them, the 

granting of the judicial review signified a closure to the conflict. Members from the local 

community gained knowledge in navigating through the complex bureaucratic 

mechanisms of planning and judicial reviews. This was a valuable outcome both in its 

own right and as a calling card for future disputes. Most importantly, the community 

gained the social and psychological impact they were seeking for, by showing that they 

are not as helpless and powerless when they unite. Critically, they can ‘fight back’ 

(participant #13) for what they perceive to be a collective right to the coast and the sea. 

Although the unifying power of this sentiment is vital for reinforcing a sense of belonging 

and social coherence, rights are locked into a judicial system that ultimately serves the 

dominant interests, especially the property economy: 

Look, there are people genuinely concerned about that thing out there 

in the bay [the test site]. I have also questioned: why the license for so 

long? What benefits for the community? The other thing [the hotel]: 

why this scale and design? can’t you go back and adjust it? But I don’t 

like what’s happening [long pause]. It really worries me. I am not 

saying you are not entitled to oppose, but over the last years we are 
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opposing everything in An Spidéal, and there is no question; they are 

going to build their testing thing eventually, there will be nothing 

controversial about it, and if you come again after 10 years, the hotel 

will be built and we might even be drinking coffee out there.  

I just don’t see [opposition] as the way forward (participant #9). 

 

To sum up, this section explored the reasons why the community in An Spidéal opposed 

two key projects related to the government’s Blue Growth strategy. Although Blue Growth 

is mainly seen as further pressurising land/ and seascape, there is also an understanding 

that there is limited chance for holding the tide back, and that there is a need to find a 

different ‘way forward’, as will be elaborated in the following section. 

 

4.5.2 A way forward: Reclaiming the assets and ‘start working with each 

other’ 

 

The volume of change, the loss of assets and the rolling-out of privatisations evoked 

responses that called for a type of collective right to the coastal landscape and the assets 

embedded in it. Some participants shared ideas about how they imagined the future of 

their coastal land- and seascapes as more inclusive and open spaces with more community 

control over the assets, all boiling down to the same argument about ‘communities before 

corporations’ (participant #4). The focus group participants demonstrated willingness to 

create use value for some coastal assets, such as the old school and the convent, which are 

historically, culturally, and emotionally embedded in the local landscape and community 

and are also perceived to be under threat:  

That’s the convent [Figure 4.24a]. There's two nuns left […] They are 

stuck in the community, like part and parcel of it. I don’t know how 

long they’re going to be there. Their numbers are dwindling rapidly 

countrywide. So, I think it would make an ideal sort of community 

centre for people to meet, groups, respite home whatever you want. But 

now’s the time to start working, not to wait till next year to decide to 

sell it (participant #2). 
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There was a general agreement around the focus group table that if these ‘prime assets by 

the sea’ (participant #1) are left unused or under-used, it is highly likely that they will be 

taken away from the local community and sold to the private sector. A vague claim to the 

assets, however, fails to articulate what it means for local action. Although the participants 

expressed their willingness to use the convent and the school, there was no coherent 

agenda on how to obtain these assets and how to create a sustainable future for them: 

- That’s the old school [Figure 4.24b]. It is in a prime location, and you 

don’t want an estate agent to get it to make houses or apartments. You 

want to see something for the community there (participant #1). 

- You don’t want them to build something big there (participant #4). 

- It could have made a fantastic community hall (participant #5).  

- Yeah, or a library or something like that (participant #4). 

 

While the community has built some capacity for resisting new developments, it is highly 

unlikely that they will stop economic models that support high-value sectors of Blue 

Growth. This realisation mobilised some of them to think about a different type of 

economic model which would place seascapes and the maritime heritage at the heart of 

community development while giving them an active role as coastal and marine 

stakeholders. The Wild Atlantic Way appeared as an opportunity to achieve that, yet it was 

considered that there is not enough cooperation and coordination at the local level to 

capture its spillover effects:  

- We need more cooperation in all levels. Between businesses, with the 

government, among us in the community. We need some big attraction 

here as well. We’re not talking about, say, a museum or something. But 

Figure 4.24: Assets on the coast: (a) the convent; (b) the old school (source: participant #1). 

(a) (b) 
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we need a bit more to have our culture and our lifestyle promoted 

(participant #9). 

- Isn’t the Wild Atlantic Way an opportunity for promotion? 

- It is, but there could be more things done locally. If you go to Kerry, 

they are really organized. We are simply not organized here. And if this 

town wants to make it, we are going to have to start working with each 

other (participant #9). 

 

The same participant pointed out that the sea, the landscape, and the seascape, are the most 

valuable assets the community has. While the sea may have been taken for granted from 

locals in An Spidéal, as the participant asserted, external interests have long been 

exploiting the sea. The lack of capacity, skills and knowledge required for creating value 

from the sea, were the main factors identified as barriers which impede the local 

community in An Spidéal from taking up an active role as coastal producers, highlighting 

how the Marine Institute holds this knowledge instead:  

- You spoke earlier about more participation, more activity by the local 

community. How does this look like in your mind?  

- We have the sea, but we don’t make money out of it. Why aren’t there 

people fishing? Why isn’t there a marina here? Local fish, lobsters, all 

that kind of stuff it’s been exported to France. Like that, when all the 

salmon were here, they were taken. We abused it. Now all the big 

fishermen from Spain are fishing our seas. I think we took the sea for 

granted and we shouldn’t have. Most of us here are marine people but 

you see, we have suburban employment now. We don’t know how to 

make money out of the sea (participant #9). 

- Who knows? 

- Who knows? Good question [pause]. Well, the Marine Institute for one 

(participant #9) [laughs] 

 

4.6 Conclusions 

This chapter presented the case study of An Spidéal in Galway Bay, which revealed how 

the highly valued seascape of Galway Bay, the increasing volume of change, a complex 

set of interests and the competitive nature of the regulatory and policy landscape, played 

out as contestation and conflict at the coast. Section 4.3 revealed how participants in An 

Spidéal experience and connect to coastal land- and seascapes through multi-layered, 

complex and deep relationships. Emotional and embodied experiences of landscape 
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strengthened place attachment and the sense of place while notions of nostalgia and the 

myth of the west coast were useful mechanisms for coping with change and the sense of 

loss. The interplay of nostalgia and loss portrayed a somehow surreal image of An Spidéal 

as a rural Arcadia, clearly contradicting the image elicited in section 4.4, of congested 

contemporary suburbia which suffocates from the growth of Galway city. This 

contradiction is the most prominent example of how coastal landscape, as imagined and 

lived, contradicted coastal landscape as represented by economic valuations and planning 

practices. An Spidéal, like many rural areas, is facing a set of complex environmental and 

structural changes (socio-economic, demographic and socio-political). Within this context 

of long-term antagonisms and transformations, Blue Growth acts as a catalyst of rapid 

change. Rightly or wrongly, Blue Growth developments are perceived by the participants 

as policy-driven, with several external actors competing to secure coastal and marine 

space, resources and ultimately, the power to inscribe their own values on the seascape.  

 

Section 4.5 unpacked contestation and conflict over projects linked to Blue Growth 

objectives. The dominant perception of policy-induced negative landscape changes 

triggered angered responses and a sense of exclusion and helplessness to act in the face of 

economic and policy shifts. Gradually, this sentiment gained momentum within the 

community in An Spidéal. This led to a widespread suspicion to the idea of Blue Growth 

and Marine Spatial Planning in general, that was then channeled towards the Marine 

Institute, with the latter being perceived as the embodiment of the state. A lot could be 

said as to why resistance focused on government-sponsored projects at the coast and the 

sea while other significant changes at the rural surroundings of An Spidéal seemingly went 

under the radar of the local community. 

 

First, Blue Growth was seen as the epitome of rolling-out privatisations of assets which 

were traditionally perceived as a form of commons and were customarily shared as part 

of community life. Second, in the case of An Spidéal, the lived experiences, the memories, 

and the imaginaries of the community, as revealed in section 4.3, have historically 

assembled around the sea and the coast and to a lesser extend around the rural hinterlands. 

The latter have always been perceived as a transitory landscape which has witnessed 
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constant changes over the years. This argument is supported by the way the community 

responded with regards the wind farm in the forest. Although by no means homogenous, 

community attitudes to this development were mostly neutral and rather nuanced. On the 

contrary, the dominant perception about developments at the shoreline or the sea were 

explicitly negative. This comparison also suggests that perhaps the recreational trails that 

the wind park opened within the forest provided for the community a new use that partly 

compensated for the negative landscape externalities. There was no similar tradeoff with 

the other projects that caused controversies. Furthermore, the community benefit fund, set 

up to financially support communities in the proximity of the wind park, also played a role 

in creating a sense of inclusion, which seems to have had a knock-on effect in swaying 

community perceptions about the wind park. 

 

Finally, the experience of the consultation process with regards the offshore test site 

reinforced a sense of exclusion. This raised suspicion and left many participants with a 

perception that Blue Growth will open the door to external interests that will undermine, 

rather than foster, the well-being of coastal communities. Crucially, the immaterial 

cultural connections the community holds for the sea and the seascape failed to find an 

arena to be expressed during the top-down consultation processes, as argued in section 

4.5. As a result, the community adopted the tactics of reproducing scientific and technical 

language as a means to be heard, whereas the real concerns of the majority remained 

invisible. Resistance eventually took the form of official, bureaucratic forms of opposition, 

such as submissions through the planning system and the mechanism of the judicial 

review.  

 

It is argued that despite gaining knowledge of the complex institutional and regulatory 

framework, it is highly unlikely that the community in An Spidéal will stop economic 

models that support high-value sectors of Blue Growth. Given that property rights, 

including at sea, are locked into a judicial system, this type of resistance eventually leaves 

back little more than a euphoric, yet temporary, sense of unity within the community. 

Although that might just be important in its own right, some participants felt that the long-

term conflict has taken its toll both on social bonds within the community and the trust 
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between the community and the institutions. This, however, was not an outcome that was 

seen as a positive way forward which would be beneficial for the community. This 

realisation mobilised some participants to start thinking about alternative ways to protect 

the coastal landscapes and seascapes in ways that will foster collaboration instead of 

contestation. For example, some participants expressed willingness to save coastal assets 

from privatisation by creating use value for them. There was not, however, a coherent 

agenda or strategy to obtain these assets and make sustainable use of them.  
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Chapter 5.   

Still waters run deep: The case of Leenaun, Killary 

Harbour 

 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the case study of Leenaun in Killary Harbour. The geographic 

remoteness, the small and ageing population, a structurally week economy traditionally 

dependent on the sea and farming, and the increased competition for space and resources 

by emerging Blue Growth sectors, all contribute to a distinct coastal typology and a 

complex set of pressures. The chapter unravels many of these pressures from a community 

perspective while demonstrating a set of regulatory and policy failures and their impact 

on the local community. This chapter follows a similar structure to that of Chapter 4 and 

begins by setting up the study context in which these issues will be investigated using 

secondary data and field observations (section 5.2). Then the analytical part follows using 

primary data collected through scoping interviews, the community focus group and 

follow-up interviews. The main findings are organised into three categories of spatial 

production that broadly map onto the triad: The coast as lived, imagined, and represented 

(section 5.3); Perceived coasts, changes, and pressures (section 5.4); and the coast as alive 

and socially contested (section 5.5). The chapter ends with summarising the key findings. 

 

5.2 Setting the scene 

This section describes: (a) the physical landscape, main pressures and the key interests 

which contribute to the study area being a contested landscape for analysis (section 5.2.1); 

(b) the demographic and socio-economic profile of the local population (section 5.2.2); 
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and (c) the settlement pattern and housing (section 5.2.3). This section draws on field 

observations and secondary data, such as: (i) policy documents and plans produced by 

governmental departments, regional and local authorities, and key agencies; (ii) official 

government datasets; (iii) websites and printed materials; and (iv) relevant academic 

publications and reports. Supplementary tables and materials can be viewed in the 

Appendices C & D. 

 

5.2.1 Physical landscape, pressures, key interests, and actors 

 

Killary Harbour is a fjord-like inlet of sea approximately 15 km. long and 0.75 km wide, 

which shapes the natural boundary between counties Galway and Mayo. Situated on the 

head of Killary Harbour, is the rural village of Leenaun, which is the main population 

centre in its immediate vicinity. The boundary of the study area, as illustrated in Figure 

5.1, includes Leenaun and its environments: the coastline of Killary Harbour on the 

Galway side, where most of the participants live and work, and the extended mountainous 

hinterlands surrounding Leenaun, where many of the participants move within for 

recreational purposes, as suggested during the focus group.  

 

The geographical remoteness and geomorphology of Killary Harbour lend to a 

substantially different typology at this part of the coast. As will become clear throughout 

this chapter, remoteness is the main driver of contestation, acting simultaneously as an 

asset that pulls some people in, and a barrier that pushes others out. Seen as an asset, 

remoteness has traditionally attracted those in quest of tranquillity, wilderness, and escape. 

As such, it offers a differentiated product for the industry of tourism and the holiday home 

market. 
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As early as the 1920s, Killary was already popular with outsiders and was portrayed as an 

idyllic, tranquil landscape, that is almost impossible to place in time. A painting from 1921 

by Paul Henry, a Belfast-born painter, attests to this representation (Figure 5.2). In this 

painting, Killary Harbour is represented in soft tones of purple and pink blending together 

to create an atmospheric seascape ‘cut off from the world and the harsh Atlantic beyond’ 

(Art UK, no date). Similar idyllic representations of the west coast have played a central 

role in the post-independence governments’ efforts to create a new Irish identity based on 

the landscapes and the indigenous culture of the west coast (Moran, 2017). Around the 

same time, the west was also being reproduced (re-storied and repainted) in romantic 

undertones that masked bleak images linked to a past of poverty, Famine, emigration and 

death (Duffy, 1997).  

 

Figure 5.1: Leenaun study area (Source: Own processing based on data from: Marine 

Institute, 2016; Copernicus, 2017; DGER, 2020; Basemap by © OpenStreetMap 2021). 
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This contrast between the mountains and the sea, however, can be perceived not just 

aesthetically, but fundamentally, as a space of intense competition related to the abundant 

natural resources of the area. Indeed, sheltered as it is from the open Atlantic Ocean, 

Killary Harbour offers an ideal location for multiple Blue Growth activities that require 

milder weather conditions, such as aquaculture, fisheries, and coastal and marine tourism. 

Figure 5.3 shows how the different economic sectors are organised, with spatially fixed 

industries, such as salmon and mussel farming, appropriating a significant surface of the 

sea. Of course, aquaculture takes place mostly below the sea surface and as such, drawing 

polygons misconstrues its real volume, but it is nevertheless a useful representation for 

showing how the different activities have divided the sea in zones of different activities. 

 

To begin with, hill sheep farming and tourism (with an emphasis on recreational angling), 

have traditionally been an important livelihood for local people in this area (Galway 

County Council, 2014). These two sectors have historically concentrated around the 

‘head’ of Killary and the surrounding hills, where Leenaun is located. Aquaculture 

activities, on the other side, commenced around the 1970s, with pilot trials conducted by 

Figure 5.2: Paul Henry, Dawn, Killary Harbour (1921), oil on canvas,  

69.1 cm x 83.3 cm © National Museums Northern Ireland, Ulster Museum 

(accessed through ArtUK.org) 



Chapter 5  5.2 Setting the scene 

127 

 

a subsidiary of the Gaeltarra Eireann13 and have since concentrated at the central and outer 

parts of Killary (the ‘mouth’ of Killary). These early ventures were focused on rope mussel 

and sea cage salmon cultivation, which are still the main types of seafood produced in 

Killary today, with oysters only accounting for a small percentage of the production 

(DAFM, 2020). Rope mussels and salmon aquaculture, however, followed different 

economic paths. For example, salmon farms were initially set up as a joint Irish-

Norwegian venture in 1986, before the operation was completely overtaken by the 

Norwegian Dafjord Laks in 1992 (C.L.A.M.S, 2002).  

 

 
13 Gaeltarra Éireann (1958-1979) was the first statutory agency tasked with the industrial 

development of the Gaeltacht (Irish speaking) areas. Gaeltarra Éireann was established under 

the Gaeltacht Industries Act 1957 and had supported the creation of the first co-operatives in 

Ireland. Gradually the agency became involved in the attraction of foreign investment and was 

criticised for contributing to the anglicisation of the Gaeltacht. This led to the termination of 

the agency, and its substitution by Údarás na Gaeltachta in 1979 (Cush and Varley, 2013). 

Figure 5.3: Marine industries in Killary (Source: Own processing based on data from: Marine 

Institute, 2016; Transport Infrastructure Ireland, 2016; Copernicus, 2017; DAFM, 2018; 

DGER, 2020; Basemap by © Google Maps, 2021). 
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Rope mussel farming, on the other hand, was initially set up as a locally-based co-

operative, which operated successfully for several years after it was established in 1984. 

The mussel co-operative, however, followed a similar declining path like many other co-

operatives established by Gaeltarra Éireann (i.e., co-operatives involved in knitwear, 

embroidery, and children’s toys). The reasons for its decline have been investigated by 

Cush and Varley (2013) and lie within a combination of external and internal pressures. 

The external pressures included financial difficulties due to the economic downturn in the 

1980s, the small scale of the co-operative that failed to keep up with the expanding 

European markets, and the limited availability of managerial skills locally. Cush and 

Varley (2013) have also investigated the internal pressures and disputes that led to the 

decline of the co-operative. New actors, who had been rejected membership to the co-op, 

eventually applied for and secured individual licenses for bigger mussel farms that largely 

exceeded the 4 ha. threshold the co-op had set for each of its members. The entry of new 

players in the waters of Killary changed the seascape radically, not just in terms of the 

visual impact with the linear arrangements of buoys and rafts, but rather because it 

intensified competitions for boats, equipment, and nutrient-rich sites between the co-

operative members and the newcomers. Eventually, most of the founding members 

decided to seek their future outside the co-op and took advantage of the rolling out 

privatisations that became the dominant paradigm of environmental management in the 

early 1990s in Ireland (Cush and Varley, 2013).  

 

An analysis of the licenses published by the Department of Agriculture, Food, and the 

Marine (DAFM) reveals that today, mussel farming in Killary Harbour is largely 

controlled by small-scale individual producers, only two of whom reside close to Leenaun. 

Four large-scale producers (registered as limited companies) own 44% of the total size of 

the licensed marine zone, whereas the co-operative has shrunk to only two owners holding 

4% of the total zone (Table 5.1). The producers are coordinated by a network, known as 

C.L.A.M.S 14, that has been set up as a ‘single bay’ management and data exchange 

 
14 Co-ordinated Local Aquaculture Management System (C.L.A.M.S.) was officially launched in 1998, as a 

collaborative network between the governmental agency responsible for aquaculture (Bord Iascaigh 

Mhara - B.I.M.), the Marine Institute - M.I.), and the various farmers and fishers (Bord Iascaigh Mhara, 

2003). 
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initiative between the government and the various farmers and fishers. The main aim of 

C.L.A.M.S. is to provide information about environmental threats and licensing 

procedures and resolve local disputes with other sectors. Although mussel farmers are 

mostly co-operating with each other, the decline of the co-operative and the continuous 

granting of new licenses has shaped a seascape of tensions among the different producers, 

with old mussel farmers frequently opposing the over-licensing of Killary and the 

continuous entry of new actors in the sea (AQUAFACT on behalf of Aquaculture Licences 

Appeals Board, 2013). Although tensions among the producers have been documented in 

the academic literature (Cush, 2012; Cush and Varley, 2013), the implications from such 

tensions to the coastal community in Leenaun have not been explored and as such, they 

will be investigated in this chapter. 

 

Table 5.1: Mussel farm ownership 

Source: Own processing adapted from data by DAFM, 2020 (Shellfish licenses – Killary Harbour) 

 

Marine and coastal tourism is another sector with a big stake in Killary Harbour. Back in 

1984, when the first commercial interest in aquaculture had started emerging, a series of 

public consultations had led to the restriction of farming areas to the Galway side of the 

Harbour while keeping free only the turning point (the ‘dog-leg’ or ‘little Killary’, as is 

known locally) (C.L.A.M.S., 2002). Today, ‘little Killary’ is used for aquasports tourism 

by the local adventure centres while the Mayo side of Killary is used for seasonal boat 

tours departing from the pier at Nancy’s point, close to Leenaun (Figure 5.3). Several 

touristic routes of regional and local importance also meet here, such as the Western Way 

and the Blue Way, making Leenaun a hotspot of touristic activity and a prominent feature 

on the Wild Atlantic Way (Fáilte Ireland, 2015).  

 

Type of 

ownership No. of owners 

No. of 

licenses 

Total Farm 

size (ha) 

Total Farm size 

(%) 

Co-operative 2 2 7 4% 

Individual producer 15 28 82.34 51% 

Limited company 4 27 71.5 44% 

Grand Total 21 57 160.84 100% 
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Acknowledging that tourism, fisheries and aquaculture might be contesting each other, the 

concept of promoting local seafood has been stressed in policy as a way for reconciling 

the different industries while offering an alternative livelihood to both fishers and 

aquaculture farmers (DAFM, 2015). Indeed, there are mussel farmers from Killary who 

have bought into this policy and have received funding support to develop initiatives that 

will have a positive impact for tourism, such as local seafood festivals (FLAGS, 2019). 

 

Moving from the coast towards the rural hinterlands of Leenaun, a change of scenery can 

be perceived, with the enclosed seascape giving place to a landscape of glaciated valleys 

and mountains, known as the Maumturk mountain range. This landscape is covered by 

bogs, wet heaths, and rare geological formations and is a candidate Special Area of 

Conservation (cSAC), where development is restricted (NPWS, 2017). This landscape has 

also obtained landscape ratings of ‘high’ and ‘outstanding’ value in the LCA report 

underpinning the regional development plan (Galway County Council, 2014). Although 

these mountainous pastures give an impression of an ever-lasting, fixed landscape with 

virtually little change, they are, however, home to a set of different activities and policies 

that antagonise each other and frequently trigger conflicts and tensions among tourists, 

tourist operators, farmers, and the local community. For example, concerns about 

overgrazing, soil erosion and changes in the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) have 

given rise to single-farm payment schemes (Rural Environmental Protection Schemes - 

REPS), which offer financial incentives for farming in an environmentally friendly 

manner (Teagasc, 2017). Such policy changes, however, have had a fundamental impact 

on the landscape, as they require land enclosures and a transition from communal farming 

(which was the dominant paradigm of mountain farming in North Connemara) to 

individual farming. Such changes have sponsored the emergence of a new type of local 

actor: the farmer-owner (or right holder) of the mountains. As such, access to the open 

landscape for recreational purposes, like walking or running, typically requires approval 

from the relevant right holder, making these coastal-mountainous pastures surrounding 

Killary, a highly contested arena.  
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As has become clear in this section, the over-concentration of economic activities in and 

around Killary Harbour foregrounds multiple pressures that are disproportional to the 

small scale of the host community in Leenaun, as will be revealed in the ensuing analysis. 

 

5.2.2 Demographic and socio-economic profile 

 

The study area includes a low population base of 575 people and an average density of 4 

people per km2, which shows how dispersedly populated it is in comparison to An Spidéal 

(250 people per km2) (Appendix C.1). Indeed, the population density is the lowest 

observed in the state, whose average density is 54 persons per km2 (CSO, 2015). Although 

the study site saw a rise of 7.8% in its population during the last 5 years (Appendix C.1), 

however, the population is following a similar pattern of ageing and loss of working-age 

groups that characterises most structurally weak rural areas in County Galway (Appendix 

C.2 and Figure 5.4). Most residents in Leenaun are white Irish, who are born in Ireland 

but do not speak Irish, as opposed to An Spidéal (Appendix C.3). The population of 

Leenaun also consists of a significant presence of British (13%) and other European 

(mainly Polish and Lithuanian) nationalities (6%) while significant economic and labour 

changes have also taken place here.  
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Figure 5.4: Age Pyramid (source: own processing adapted from Census 2016 data) 
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North Connemara is a region identified for its persistent patterns of socio-spatial and 

economic deprivation, that suffered a severe decline in traditional sectors, such as farming 

and fishing, as early as the 1980s, when aquaculture and tourism started emerging (Cook 

et al., 2000). The peripherality and deprivation of Leenaun are also evidenced by the fact 

that the area was a recipient of the First Poverty Programme by the governmental Combat 

Poverty Agency (CPA), which sought to establish local community enterprises and 

provide social care and health services. Indeed, local enterprises (including the mussel-

cooperative) and the voluntary sector were assisted by CPA, which was, however, 

dissolved in 2009 just as the financial crisis hit Ireland and austerity measures were 

imposed by the government (EAPN Ireland, 2008). The local development agency, Forum 

Connemara, also implements a rural development strategy that seeks to address problems 

of rural decline and peripherality and support local communities outside the Gaeltacht 

through accessing European funds.  

 

The employment base today includes an adventure centre, a hotel, ten bed-and-breakfast 

accommodations, a café, a restaurant, four traditional pubs, a general food store, a museum 

and a pharmacy. Other sources of local employment include: the Connemara Mountain 

Lamb farm, two mussel farms (Killary Fjord Shellfish and Marty’s mussels) and building 

and hygiene services. 

 

5.2.3 Settlement pattern and housing 

 

Zooming in on the settlement of Leenaun, one can observe a linear residential 

development along the coast signified by three landmarks: the hotel at the west; the bridge 

at the centre, and the church at the north (Figure 5.5). Archaeological sites, such as 

megalithic tombs, attest to human presence in the area since prehistory. However, the 

settlement of Leenaun in its current form only developed after the construction of the 

bridge by Nimmo around 1880 (National Inventory of Architectural Heritage, 2008). Prior 

to the construction of the bridge, the old settlement was located where the Leenaun hotel 

stands today (approximately 1 km. west) and used to serve two residential clusters located 
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in the rural hinterlands, both of which are now abandoned due to eviction and Famine 

(based on archival materials in display in Leenaun hotel).  

 

 

The village centre is on the cross section of two major roads: route R336, which connects 

north Connemara to south Connemara; and the national road N59, which carries the main 

bulk of traffic among Co. Galway, Co. Mayo and Co. Sligo. The section of road N59 

between Clifden and Leenaun is part of the Wild Atlantic Way. This has added significant 

Figure 5.5: The settlement of Leenaun (Source: Own processing; Basemap © Google Maps, 

2021). 
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pressure on the capacity of the road, especially during summer months (Galway County 

Council, 2014).  

 

The dispersed developments that are dotting the coast and the rural hinterlands around 

Leenaun are mainly holiday homes, that remain unoccupied most of the year. Indeed, 

Leenaun has the highest rate of vacant and unoccupied holiday homes (compared to An 

Spidéal, Galway County and the state) (Appendix D.1). Other characteristics of the local 

housing market in Leenaun, which are quite similar to those in An Spidéal, include: high 

levels of home ownership; small number of rented houses; and the absence of social 

housing. The latter is quite surprising given the long history of poverty alleviation 

programmes targeting this deprived region (Cook et al., 2000). There is clearly a shortage 

in the supply pipeline of homes, as indicated in Appendix D.3 while house prices in the 

mid-west region, where both case studies are located, have raised substantially between 

2015-2019 (Appendix D.2). Based on quantitative analysis of housing prices and 

disposable income (Appendix D.3), there does not seem to be any significant difference 

between Leenaun and An Spidéal in terms of housing affordability. Community 

experiences, however, are significantly different between the two case studies, as will be 

elaborated below. 

 

Overall, this section introduced the highly competitive institutional, social, and economic 

landscape of the case study, which drives many of the pressures and changes on the 

physical landscape in Leenaune and Killary. The competition for space and resources both 

on the land and, increasingly, at sea, by a range of different policies and interests, play out 

as contestation and conflict, which affects the way the coast is experienced by the local 

community, as will be argued below.

 

5.3 The coast as lived, imagined, and represented 

This section explores how the production of the coastal landscape takes place in Leenaun, 

through an interplay of emotions, ontological experiences, memories, community values 
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and nostalgia. Section 5.3.1 focuses on the sea and how participants relate to their 

seascapes. Section 5.3.2 elicits landscape relationships that underpin a community identity 

and the processes through which the community defines insiders and outsiders in place. 

Section 5.3.3 tries to make sense of how coastal heritage is being understood and 

mobilised by participants in Leenaun while section 5.3.4 reveals how nostalgia and 

memory reproduce real and imagined versions of the coast. 

 

5.3.1 Feelings for the coast and a sense of well-being 

 

The sea and the mountains were the most prominent features of the landscape in Leenaun, 

as evidenced by the number of photos portraying them. All participants picked up on the 

connection between the sea and the mountains that sets up a distinct identity for Leenaun, 

as one of the most remote settlements on the coast of Connemara: 

- There's the village itself [Figure 5.6]. I suppose it's just to show the 

remoteness of it, settled among the mountains and the sea  

(participant #7). 

- This is everything that I love about living around here: the Killary and the 

mountains (participant #8). 

- It’s the mountains, it’s the water, it’s the fishing (participant #3). 

Figure 5.6: The remoteness of Leenaun; ‘settled between the sea and the 

mountains’ (source: participant #7). 
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Participants in Leenaun expressed their attachment to the coast through positive emotions. 

As in An Spidéal, the most common affective experience of the coast was expressed 

through an appreciation of the seascape and its scenic qualities. Participant #3 used a 

scenic representation of Killary that triggered expressions of admiration and aesthetic 

pleasure from everyone in the group. The acknowledgement of beauty elicited a sense of 

pride among participants, which re-enforced their bonds to place: 

- That's the Killary there on a peaceful night [Figure 5.7] (participant #3). 

- Oh, wow! That’s beautiful! [several participants at once] 

- We are living in a beautiful area, that's fundamental (participant #3). 

 

 

The use of the word ‘peaceful’ attests to the experience of the coast as a tranquil space, 

which offers a range of socio-psychological benefits that contribute to well-being. There 

is a contrast between the mountainous landscape, appearing as dark fixed volumes in the 

background, and the fluidity and clarity of the water, which reflects the colours of the sky 

at dusk. This interplay of brightness and darkness, fixity and fluidity, is a common theme 

that plays into a range of relational experiences between people and the sea (Game and 

Figure 5.7: The Killary on a peaceful night (source: participant #3) 
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Metcalf, 2011). Such deeply experiential values can perhaps be captured better in what is 

not, rather than what is, represented. For example, participant #7 was at a loss of words to 

articulate what exactly ‘draws’ them into the landscape:  

Back to the mountains and the sea again, the connection with both  

[Figure 5.8]. The morning sun, it’s just [pause]. I find myself when I’m 

driving or walking along here [long pause] I’m just drawn to it (participant 

#7). 

 

 

There is a contrast between routine practices like ‘driving or walking’ and the experience 

of the outstanding coastal landscape, which effortlessly ‘draws’ participant #7 into it. This 

involuntary attraction to the coastal landscape, which takes place at the background of 

routine activities, offers the prospect for restorative experiences. Indeed, the fascination 

experienced by participant #7, is a key mental process that allows for unresolved thoughts 

and emotions to emerge (Basu, Duvall and Kaplan 2019). The restorative benefits of the 

coast are often captured through embodied experiences:  

 

Figure 5.8: The mountains and the sea (source: participant #7) 
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Most mornings, I would be out there for a run [Figure 5.8]. You couldn't 

actually ask to be in a nicer place in the world, running along the Killary 

there in the morning with the wildlife, watching the sun come up. It's lovely, 

it's heaven (participant #6). 

 

Through repetition (‘most mornings’), the practice of running creates a sense of lived 

space and an embodied connection to the coast. The use of the word ‘lovely’ attests to the 

notion of attachment, but there are deeper existential connections expressed by participant 

#6, such as the sense of reverence (‘couldn’t actually ask to be in a nicer place in the 

world’) and the word ‘heaven’, which speaks to a sense of sacredness. The ‘sacredness’ 

of the coast is a recurring theme in Leenaun, as will be elaborated later. Similar existential 

connections that produce a sense of reverence and awe were exemplified in encounters 

with the ‘wild, raw nature of the Atlantic’, that make participant #3 ‘appreciate the power 

of nature, the sun and the rainbow after a storm’ (Figure 5.9).  

 

 

Figure 5.9: Existential connections to the coast (source: participant #3). 
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The weather features as an element of the coastal character of Leenaun that connects to 

the Atlantic through Killary. It is such existential connections, occurring at the nexus of 

being exposed to the Atlantic weather and being enclosed by a warm house, that also add 

to a sense of belonging and ‘feeling at home’:  

This [Figure 5.10] is just to show how the westerly wind is coming in and 

is blowing it over, so, it’s about the weather in Leenaun. People complain 

about it. I love the weather here and it's never too extreme, you can always 

get out for a walk or a run and do your business in Leenaun and if you go 

out on a run here on a Sunday morning and it's pissing rain and you come 

home soaking wet, there's nothing like getting into dry clothes in a warm 

house and you appreciate that (participant #6). 

 

 

 

In the participant’s view, such experiences are not readily appreciated by outsiders who 

‘complain about the weather’ and as such, they resist commodification. This response 

makes sense within a wider context of how the community signifies insiders and outsiders, 

which will be further discussed in the following section.  

 

Figure 5.10: The westerly wind (source: participant #6) 
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5.3.2 Community identity, symbols, and solidarities of place  

 

The geographic remoteness has played a role in producing a very particular sense of 

community and identity in Leenaun, that resembles a ‘frontier’ mentality often witnessed 

amongst indigenous, island, or immigrant communities (Graham, 1997). The perceived 

‘outsideness’ of such communities fosters a sense of mutual dependency and solidarity to 

counterbalance their marginalisation. Such solidarities were also observed in Leenaun, 

where the importance of voluntarism and community work was stressed by many 

participants as practices that tie them to place and to one another. For example, several 

participants took pride in portraying the local community members as hard workers, 

volunteers, and local decision-makers: 

We have a fantastic community with great cooperation. That's our 

community there [Figure 5.11] at a meeting. We are volunteers, we tidy up 

(participant #3). 

 

 

Community life was invariably portrayed as mutually supportive and the importance of 

the local community organisation was underpinned by feelings of pride:  

Figure 5.11: The community (source: participant #3) 
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This is this building we're in [Figure 5.12] because so much work is done 

through this little building and through the Leenaun Development 

Association, and through different groups that meet in here and it's a real 

big positive for the area. We have a very good community, and we have 

extremely good people in our community and if we want something, we ask 

and we get and we work very hard, you know, the community works very, 

very hard and the Leenaun Development work is very hard. The community 

is for everything, education, recreation and all of that (participant #1). 

 

 

The presence of the church in Leenaun was important as a place that hosts a support 

network. The church as a religious institution, however, took a peripheral position in the 

responses of the participants while the ‘non-denominational’ character of the church was 

stressed several times in the responses of most participants. When the church was 

mobilized as a symbol of community, it was given profile as a place for ‘coming together’, 

that helps the community cope through hardships:  

The church [Figure 5.13], for me anyways, I love the church. I mean I don't 

love it, but I use it a lot; I clean the church, I go to say my prayers every 

Sunday with a lot of the members of the community. I see it as a place where 

we gather in good times, somebody is getting married, somebody's getting 

baptised, and I see it as a place we gather particularly in bad times when 

Figure 5.12: The community centre (source: participant #1) 
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there's somebody sick, when there's somebody dead, of course. Even 

though we maybe as a community don't use it as much as we used to, the 

numbers are quite small now on the regular Sunday, when there's 

something on, quite a lot of people come to church and I see it as a place 

that we just pray together, just say a prayer for each other and if somebody 

has a problem, we think about them that day (participant #1). 

 

 

The role of the créche, the school and water-based activities were also highlighted as 

important aspects of life in Leenaun. Dependencies with local businesses were 

highlighted, not least because they offer opportunities for local kids to engage with the sea 

and learn from it:  

This is our school [Figure 5.14], and what's different with our school is 

because we're on the sea, the kids would spend a lot of time on the seashore, 

they'd be involved with the adventure groups; they would have went 

swimming, then they go up to Killary adventure centre and they'd be 

climbing ropes or doing something in the sea and people from the marine 

side of things will do studies with them on the sea shore, so, it's a really 

unique experience, as a place to go to school or to grow up, it's absolutely 

fantastic (participant #6). 

Figure 5.13: The church (source: participant #1) 
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The local adventure centre featured in the narratives of many participants as an important 

local employer that attracts outsiders with a certain demographic profile necessary for 

keeping the school and créche open: 

That's our crèche, set up in the last maybe five years; a huge asset to the 

area [Figure 5.15]. It's right beside the school and it's a temporary building 

at the moment, but it's vital and one of the things we notice is, if we didn't 

have that adventure centre in the area, we'd have very few children going 

to the school. A lot of the children are connected to people that are working 

in the adventure centre that are happy to give this area a chance 

(participant #1).  

Figure 5.14: Growing up by the sea (source: participant #6) 
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Such responses signal how the community categorises insiders and outsiders in quite a 

different way than the community in An Spidéal, where participation in cultural activities 

and the appreciation of the Gaeltacht rhythms were key factors in defining who is ‘in’ and 

who is ‘out’. Here, outsiders are seen as vital for reversing economic decline, 

depopulation, and the loss of essential services. This understanding has created a rather 

nuanced pattern of insideness – outsideness, where insiders are dependent on outsiders, 

but a specific typology of outsiders. This includes working families with young kids, that 

are happy to ‘give this area a chance’ (#participant #1). Outsiders are also categorised 

based on their demonstrated work ethic and capacity to devote time and effort for 

voluntary community work, such as cleaning the church, ‘tidying up’ the village and the 

coast, participating in the community association, or caring for the most vulnerable within 

the community:  

We are a very integrated community. If John [pseudonym is used to 

maintain privacy] needs a lift, he will get a lift. Someone from the 

community will pick him up and bring him in (participant #3). 

 

Figure 5.15: ‘A huge asset’ (source: participant #1) 
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These criteria also define how insiders themselves perceive each other based on solidarity 

and their involvement in community life. Surprisingly, despite acknowledging a farming 

identity of place, farmers as a group are set apart from the core of the community:  

There's very few farming children going to the school actually or going to 

the crèche, it's quite remarkable really and here, we're very much a 

farming area (participant #1). 

 

As mentioned earlier, farmers have become the landowners or right-holders of the hills 

and the mountains. As such, they are, rightly or wrongly, perceived as contesting the 

community’s interests when it comes to obtaining access to the necessary land for 

community amenities or recreational use. As the analysis evolves, it will become clear that 

there is distance in the relationships between land- and sea- scape producers and the 

coastal community. Although mussel farmers are not necessarily considered as contesting 

the community’s interests at or connection with the sea, they are not, however, seen as 

part of the core community either. Newcomers in the area, on the other side, understand 

they are not seen as insiders either, but that does not prevent them from ‘taking root’ in 

Leenaun and even making fun of such divisions:  

- I've only been here nine years, I'm not local, I'm from Limerick but I was 

twenty-seven years in England, so moving back to Ireland was just a dream 

for me. To come back to this part of the country, was just amazing 

(participant #8). 

- Are you considered a local now after nine years? 

- Of course not, no [laughs], but we don't care, we're not moving out, we've 

taken root and we're not moving anywhere. It’s even worse, my husband is 

English [laughter] (participant #8). 

 

5.3.3 Coastal heritage, nostalgia, and the assets  

 

The village itself, with its centre signified by the stone bridge, is an iconic landscape that 

featured as an important part of the built heritage. The relatively unchanged village centre 

signified, for participant #3, a sense of permanence, continuity and security that underlies 

a sense of place: 

That’s the old village and that was taken in 1890 something and it really 

hasn't changed [Figure 5.16]. Everything is still there, it has a very strong 

heritage (participant #3). 
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Heritage overall, however, held peripheral importance in the responses of the participants 

during the focus group. It is not implied that it is of decreased importance for the 

participants as individuals, but a shared sense of heritage was not clearly articulated by 

the focus group participants. For example, while megalithic tombs and early Christian 

monuments were depicted in some photos, there was no coherent narrative as to what these 

artefacts meant for participants.  

 

Another participant took a photo of a post box, which is a protected heritage feature in the 

village. Interestingly, the participant pointed out the colonial past of this artefact and how 

the green layer of paint symbolises the Irish independence:  

Leenaun is full of these little gems and that's just a post box [Figure 5.17]. 

It's from Victoria reign; it’s just painted in green and taken over, it's a 

beautiful thing (participant #6). 

 

Figure 5.16: The old village (source: participant #3) 
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Unlike participants in An Spidéal, where the ancient bog unearthed by the storm served as 

an artefact to strengthen a sense of belonging and re-invigorate a new place identity related 

to the bog, in Leenaun, meanings embedded in natural landscape features were less 

nuanced. For example, an educational value was recognised for the geomorphological 

landscape formations. This value, however, was not necessarily related to participants’ 

own experiences, but rather attributed to the value outsiders assign to the landscape: 

- There's fantastic geology here. That, for example, is a fantastic heap of 

folded limestone [Figure 5.18] (participant #3). 

- Speaking of geology, we always have students for the summer all the time 

doing surveys (participant #6). 

- We have a lot of heritage (participant #3). 

- Is there much interest in that locally or among tourists? 

- There isn’t much, I would say, is there? (participant #1). 

Figure 5.17: ‘Little gems’ taken over (source: participant #6) 
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Other participants focused on stonewalls, a traditional practice that has ‘fitted in’ modern 

architecture, making landscape coherent between the past and the future, hence giving it 

an identity and sense of continuity:  

I just took a picture of that piece of the wall [Figure 5.19], it's absolutely 

beautiful and what’s beautiful about it is it's local stone that didn't travel 

very far and it's built like it's random rubble, so dry stone. It's not built in 

courses and it's built with big stones and small stones. It would fit in 

hundred years ago and it would fit in hundred years from now on 

(participant #6). 

 

Figure 5.18: ‘A fantastic heap of folded limestone’ (source: participant #3) 
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Everyday neglected heritage, related to farming and the wool industry once thriving in the 

area, emerged as meaningful and familiar to the participants and activated a sense of 

nostalgia:  

That’s the wool store [Figure 5.20]. I like this because there's a beauty in 

these old derelict industrial buildings and I even like the fact that the sign 

is half falling off and it harks back to our past, which was very much sheep 

and wool and it was very much hardship for the local people; it was hard 

work, but it was happy times and that harks back to all this (participant #6). 

 

While mundane heritage activated a romantic representation for the good old times, it also 

served a narrative of loss, that mobilised participants to start thinking about the tangible 

artefacts and imaging how they could be reused to make a profit or make space for 

community use: 

[The wool store] is a building that definitely has potential, like lots of thing 

in Leenaun. It could be a great artist's studio, or it could be lots of things, 

Figure 5.19: Stonewalls: ‘Fitting in’ traditional 

practices (source: participant #6) 
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it could be a house, or it could fall into the sea in the next ten years. There's 

huge potential in it and who knows where it will go (participant #1). 

 

 

The narrative of cultural heritage loss is a recurring theme in Leenaun. The following 

section explores coastal heritage that both symbolises loss and is itself threatened with 

loss.  

 

5.3.4 The coast as memorial space 

 

The experience of the coast as a memorial space was inadvertently revealed by participant 

#7, who used a photo of the local cemetery site, located by the sea, to express the 

community’s concern about the scarcity of burial grounds: 

Speaking of things that strike a chord for me in Leenane, this is our 

cemetery there overlooking Killary [Figure 5.21]. We are all ‘dying’ to get 

in there, but it is unlikely that there will be space for us there anyway, so 

we might just end up in the sea eventually, who knows? (participant #7). 

Figure 5.20: The wool store: ‘Harking back’ to a past of hardship  

(source: participant #6) 
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The issue of scarcity of land for community amenities in Leenaun taps into pressures that 

will be discussed later in this chapter. Understanding the connection that ‘strikes a chord’ 

for participant #7, however, involves looking into how the Irish west coast, especially the 

coast of North Connemara and County Mayo, has historically been the landscape where 

Famine and emigration have taken a heavy toll. There are several memorials in the broader 

area, some of which were picked up by participants to speak about death and loss: 

That’s a memorial for the Famine15; it shows a bronze ship sailing 

out with all the bodies [Figure 5.22]. It's a very strong metaphor for 

the Famine; one million people died, a lot of them would have been 

from this area (participant #3).  

 
15 Memorial sculpture by J. Behan located at the foot of Croagh Patrick mountain, overlooking 

Clew Bay, Co. Mayo 

Figure 5.21: Places by the sea that ‘strike a chord’ (source: participant #7) 
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Asked about how they make sense of this part of Irish history, most participants remained 

silent. Some of them invariably expressed feelings of deep respect and sympathy. For 

example, a participant pointed to the ‘lazy beds’ (potato ridges), visible from the windows 

of the community centre where the focus group was taking place and pointed out to the 

‘desperation those people must have found themselves into in search of food’ (participant 

#6). There was not, however, a coherent narrative as to what the history of the Famine 

signifies for them as a community that resides in the same landscape today:  

The Famine can be seen in many respects; I showed you the Behan 

monument earlier, that's kind of doing it in a way I think that makes sense. 

That's an art piece rather than the full mouthpiece. You don't have to 

understand it, you can look at it and think about it […] Generally, it was 

such a horrendous tragedy that I think people respect it for what it was 

(participant #3). 

 

Figure 5.22: The coffin ship: ‘A strong metaphor for the Famine’  

(source: participant #3) 
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Although there was no coherent narrative, the Famine was nevertheless claimed as part of 

their heritage, especially with regards to strengthening the argument for accessing the sea 

through the restoration of the ‘Famine’ piers:  

There's our beautiful pier; it's the Famine pier, it was built in Famine 

times [Figure 5.23]. We've looked to try and get funding for it, we've 

been turned down and it breaks my heart because it's in one of the most 

beautiful areas of the village, it's that beautiful pier and we're green in 

the face looking for funding to try and restore it. It was built to create 

employment at the time and it's just loose stone, dry stone, and we'd love 

to get it repaired, we’ve been appealing for that, but it hasn't happened 

(participant #1). 

 

 

 

This section revealed a rich mosaic of emotions and symbols that participants in Leenaun 

relate to the sea, the coast, and their community, and how they make sense of, and even 

revalorise, aspects of their coastal heritage. In other words, this section revealed how the 

coast is produced through lived experiences and imaginations, which are important in their 

own terms, but also for understanding responses to change and contestation, as will be 

elaborated in the following section. 

Figure 5.23: ‘Our beautiful pier; it’s a Famine pier’ (source: participant #1) 
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5.4 The coast as perceived: Coastal changes and landscape pressures 

This section investigates the complex and multi-faceted drivers of change that pressurise 

coastal landscapes and the community in Leenaun. A series of regulatory failures and 

policy contradictions have played into the responses of the participants. The findings in 

this section have been organised into four themes that reflect the main drivers of change. 

These include: government and governance (section 5.4.1); housing and ageing in 

migration (section 5.4.2); tourism pressures and the Wild Atlantic Way (section 5.4.3); 

and the changing labour and economic landscape with the adoption of economic models, 

that prioritise the privatization and marketisation of the sea (section 5.4.4). It is noted that 

while some of the themes here are similar between the two case studies, they are 

experienced and prioritised differently by the two coastal communities, as will become 

clear through the analysis. 

 

5.4.1 Government and governance: Infrastructure, delivery, communication 

 

Switching from the affective experiences of coastal landscapes, in which the geographic 

remoteness produced the coastal land- and sea- scape as a tranquil space related to ‘escape’ 

and ‘freedom’, in the everyday routines of the participants the same geography is 

experienced in terms of limited infrastructure and political isolation. This landscape 

experience of escape and freedom takes the form of the car: 

The next photograph16 is my car and, for me, it's my escape. We are very 

isolated; everything is far away from us and the reason I took that 

photograph at all is we don't have a proper public transport here. We don't. 

We’re trying hard to get one at the moment (participant #1). 

 

Within this landscape of physical and political remoteness, the community has developed 

a type of mentality heavily dependent on mutual help and solidarity, as was argued in the 

previous section. This ‘frontier’ identity largely defines how pressures are perceived and 

 
16 Photograph removed to retain the participant’s anonymity. 
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who the community blames for what is happening to them. In Leenaun it is mainly the 

outsiders, such as the government and politicians, that are held responsible for a series of 

regulatory failures, policy externalities, lack of delivery and insufficient communication. 

These underlying factors have produced or failed to mitigate, many of the complex 

environmental, infrastructural, and socio-economic changes the community perceived as 

negative aspects of everyday life at the coast.  

 

Such changes are perceptible in and through the landscape. For example, coastal erosion 

and flooding are critical threats to the coastal landscape and culture. The frequency and 

severity of the storms over the last five years has exacerbated coastal erosion in Leenaun 

and this is a phenomenon also witnessed in An Spidéal. Here, however, this negative 

environmental and landscape change was perceived as a lack of delivery on behalf of the 

authorities, who have failed to provide coastal defences:  

- The next one is a photograph of well, I suppose, some of the damage that 

the Storm Eleanor did in early January but it's also a sign of huge erosion 

[Figure 5.24]. We had a little fairy garden there, the children's fairy garden 

and our tiny biodiversity area and the sea has eroded it all away 

(participant #1). 

- Are the council attentive to this? 

- Well, I suppose the saddest part about it all is we've been on to the council 

long before this ever happened asking them to please do something and 

nothing has been done (participant #1). 

- Are the council attentive is the question? We don’t know. The council don't 

tell us what they do. We find it very hard to communicate with the 

authorities (participant #3). 
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Another environmental threat that caused concern to many participants, was embodied in 

the landscape in the form of invasive plants, which are particularly prominent in coastal 

areas. Interestingly, this was a strong theme that emerged from the analysis, as invasive 

plants threaten vulnerable coastal landscapes and the native habitat of the area:  

This is a photo of a plant called Gunnera17 [Figure 5.25]. Leenaun is 

covered in it, not just the village, but the whole surrounding area of 

farmland, particularly coastal and rivers. Horrible, horrible plant, it 

erodes the ground, it takes over, nothing else grows there. Now, we've dealt 

with it here in the area, we've sprayed it for a number of years and stuff 

like that, but it is a problem (participant #1). 

 
17 Gunnera tincoria is a giant rhubarb-like ornamental plant originally from Chile. It arrived in Ireland during 

Victorian times when it used to be planted in big mansions. Today, the plant has adopted to the mild 

Atlantic climate, and it is prolific on the west coast of Ireland, especially in Co. Mayo and Killary Harbour 

(Irish Community Archive Network, 2016). 

Figure 5.24: ‘...some of the damage that the Storm Eleanor did’: Signs of 

environmental change and lack of efficient governance to prevent erosion 

(source: participant #1). 



Chapter 5  5.4 The coast as perceived: 

Coastal changes and landscape pressures 

157 

 

 

 

The roots of these plants are indeed difficult to eradicate. It seems, however, that the 

‘roots’ of the participants’ distress lie beyond the roots of the plants themselves. This 

landscape change is perceived as a result of agricultural policy change at the European 

and national levels and plays into local contestations with the farming community. The 

Irish government’s implementation of the European CAP, through the Rural 

Environmental Protection Scheme (REPS)18, as mentioned in section 5.2.1, is perceived 

as having a knock-on effect for the spread of many invasive plants in areas with extensive 

commonage farmland, such as Leenaun:  

- It's under control where there's no fencing, the sheep will eat the small 

plants, but now thanks to REPS, we have fencing along the roads for health 

and safety reasons or god knows what, with the result that outside the 

fence, it's becoming more and more prolific. So, the solution is: get rid of 

REPS, stop giving money to the farmers (participant #1). 

- Do the rest also think it’s a policy problem?  

 
18 The rural environment protection scheme (REPS) is the Irish Government's response to its obligations 

under EU Agri-Environmental Regulation 2078/92. The measure was introduced in 1994 in order to 

encourage farmers to extensify and farm in an environmentally friendly manner. REPS is a voluntary 

measure, open to all farmers, many of which were farm commons (commonagers, as known locally). 

Figure 5.25: ‘Horrible, horrible plant’: The problem of invasive species and 

policy externalities (source: participant #1). 
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- Well, do you know, the fencing has caused major problems really, because 

we are an area of commonage, we're commonage farmers, and that meant 

that if the animal roamed, it ate everything and now we are faced with this 

[invasive plant] along with Japanese knotweed and the rhododendron 

(participant #1). 

 

Failure to deal with this issue effectively at the local level reinforces a sense of 

helplessness which, again, is attributed to the lack of delivery on behalf of the government: 

Now, we've dealt with it here in the area, we've sprayed it for a number 

of years and stuff like that. It's a huge problem and it takes a long time 

to eradicate it. It's a huge problem in the area really and I wish that the 

government would [deal with it] (participant #1). 

 

Pressures on the limited infrastructure is another major challenge the community is 

confronted with. The quality of the road and footpath networks, for example, was 

represented through images of children walking to school19 and described as a negative 

daily experience. This representation created feelings of helplessness and anger for the 

lack of delivery on behalf of the County Council:   

- Cars passing, people having to walk with no footpaths. Again, back 

to the County Council, we have children trying to walk to school 

(participant #7). 

- They [the County Council] leave it so much up to the community to 

try and tangle with the farmers and tangle with everyone so that 

they will give them land, so that the county council will then make 

footpaths. It's just unfair (participant #1). 

 

 

Depleted infrastructure, such as the eroded coastal roads, are issues attributed to years of 

insufficient governance and perceived by the participants as disturbing factors that 

deteriorate their experience of place: 

Again, begging the County Council to look after our roads and the 

walls, protective walls, and stuff like that and so far, up to date, we've 

not received any help, you know, and it's not today or yesterday, this is 

going on for years (participant #1). 

 

An interviewee from the tourism sector also felt that the area is ‘left behind’ by the 

government, not just in terms of insufficient road infrastructure, but also lack of 

 
19 Relevant photographs removed to comply with ethical considerations. 
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infrastructure that could attract more investment (i.e., broadband access, a marina, etc.). 

An overarching lack of ‘a clear pathway to planning and development’ was perceived by 

the same participant especially with regards the sea and marine tourism (participant #9).  

 

Mitigating (some of) the impacts of such complicated problems, like environmental 

change and infrastructural failure, would require joint efforts from the government and the 

coastal community. However, there seems to be a problematic communication between 

the community in Leenaun and the County Council, which was attributed to a centre-

periphery division that exists not just in Leenaun, but across many small communities ‘on 

the west’: 

We've tried to get bloody level crossings. We've spoken to this, to that, 

to him, to her, to them, no way. This is meant to be a tourist village, you 

cross the Shannon, put your brain in a basket, relax, you're in the west, 

you get out, you walk around, next thing boom [makes sound of a car 

crashing] (participant #3). 

 

Elsewhere in the conversation, the highly instrumental, top-down style of governance was 

brought up in the discussion. Notably, this is a common theme that also emerged in An 

Spidéal: 

In some respects, we're well served by the authorities and we recognise 

they’ve done things for us, except in one major fundamental part; they 

do not talk to us; it's all done from the top down, but for Christ’s sake 

come down and talk to us, talk to the people who are planned upon early 

in the process, we know what we need locally, we have ideas and we’ll 

happily share them […] (participant #3). 

 

Many participants saw the changing demography as a declining volume of political capital 

that reduces their capacity to leverage resources and eventually, reduces their capacity to 

self-govern: 

We do feel we're on the ‘hind tit’ or the ‘back foot’ or whatever you call 

it because we haven't got the cows, we don't have the vote, we don't have 

the power of the vote (participant #1). 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 5  5.4 The coast as perceived: 

Coastal changes and landscape pressures 

160 

 

5.4.2 Housing and ageing in migration 

 

Leenaun’s geographic remoteness and the combination of the sea and the mountains offers 

a unique landscape asset that is converted into a differentiated product for the real estate 

and tourism markets. This asset, however, has turned out to be ‘a scourge’ (participant #7) 

for the local community, as it transforms land and property into expensive commodities. 

Some participants provided a vivid image of how housing pressures are a combined result 

of geographical remoteness, lack of government control and a decreasing and ageing 

population. The unique combination of the sea and the mountains (as emerged in section 

5.3) pulls in high-income older people in quest of tranquillity and escape. Gradually, the 

increasing prices of land and property push out the economically active younger groups. 

Eventually, limited services and the lack of connectivity leads many of the older 

newcomers to eventually abandon the area, leaving back a stock of vacant houses or 

converting their homes to tourist accommodation: 

We do get older people coming and then, you know, what happens is 

they reach a certain point, and they realise that this is not the easiest 

place in the world to live because of the transport and, you know, you 

haven't got a doctor or the things you haven't got. So, then they end up 

they have to move back to wherever they came or go somewhere else 

and then some other older couple comes into the area and it's not that I 

have anything against older people, I love them, but I'd love to see more 

young (participant #1). 

 

This changing demography creates a vicious circle of a declining base for public services 

and economic activities and limited budgets for public health and social care, leaving the 

community uncertain about its future: 

By virtue of being on a boundary, you tend to be at the hind tit position 

for lots of public services […] The dispensary, the doctor's place, the 

school place, the post office place, they're all living on an edge. Will the 

post office survive? Will the school with two teachers survive? Will the 

dispensary say: we'll only come once a month, ah sure you'll be grand, 

don’t come at all? So, we have some public services but they're on a 

knife’s edge and that's worrying (participant #3).  
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This causes negative feelings to many within the local community, as reflected on the 

dialogue below, in which the lack of social housing or other affordable housing scheme is 

also highlighted: 

- That's just a broad photograph of homes really [Figure 5.26] but the 

reason I took that was an awful lot of the homes that you see dotted 

around the beautiful coast of the Killary are holiday homes 

(participant #1). 

- These holiday houses are killing it. Loads of people who have come 

to work here in the last few years, they just can't get foothold and 

they end up moving to Westport or Clifden or Galway (participant 

#7). 

- I saw a three-bed bungalow last week sold for €525,000. Good view 

(participant #3). 

- The locals can't afford that (participant #5). 

- They’re not just coming in, they [long pause] (participant #6). 

- [...] pull the ladder up? 

- Yes, they pull the ladder up (participant #6). 

- It's a huge problem. We have a beautiful area with fantastic 

potential, but we cannot house the people who come and work and 

give this area a chance (participant #3). 

- No council, no local authority housing, housing association?  

- We tried some years ago with a social housing scheme, one of the 

voluntary schemes, that was prior to 2008 and then the big bank 

Figure 5.26: Holiday homes dotting the coast (source: participant #1) 
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bust broke it [...] I get eloquent and angry about this one, this to me 

is our biggest problem (participant #3). 

 

The influx in the area of holiday homeowners has both pressurised the local community 

but has also offered a speculative market with favourable yields for land that had 

traditionally been used for farming. This has created higher income for some individual 

landowners, but it has also come at a high social cost for the community, as highlighted 

by participant #7: 

It’s not only property, land also, so, if some young farmer or middle-

aged farmer wants to come in and take on a piece of land, they’re really 

pushed out of the market because of the price of the land. Somebody 

with a wealthy background could come in there, outbid anybody that is 

local and just push a young person or an old person out of this village 

entirely. So, the challenges are not only with the property, with the 

housing, it's also the land and that’s the point I wanted to make with this 

photo [Figure 5.27] (participant #7). 

 

 

Figure 5.27: ‘It’s also the land’: Speculative land and property 

markets (source: participant #7) 
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This finding links back to section 5.3.2, where it was argued that although farming is an 

acknowledged part of the community’s heritage, older farmers are not really seen as the 

modern-day stewards of this heritage but are instead perceived as landowners who contest 

the community’s interests, like other outsiders (i.e., holiday home-owners and tourists), as 

will be elaborated on the following section.   

 

5.4.3 Tourism pressures and the Wild Atlantic Way 

 

The dominant representations of the coast of Killary Harbour and North Connemara as a 

tranquil and timeless place tells a lot about why Leenaun, as opposed to An Spidéal, 

demonstrates significant tourism pressures. The participants perceived the WAW as a nice 

idea overshadowed by a perceived lack of planning to mitigate the pressures the project 

has imposed on host coastal communities:  

- There was a slogan pulled out of the air: This is a great idea!  

I don't think there was an awful lot of planning put into it. It's very 

noticeable that there was no planning because they just stuck up 

these signs and advertised it and off you go and worry about the 

fallout later, that's what I think (participant #1). 

- It's a national route of 300km so it's probably not that intensive; 

[planning] is definitely done at some level. The thinking behind it 

was bring the tourists to the community and it's up to the community 

to make them stop. That’s how I see it (participant #7). 

 

Pressures from tourism were experienced in two ways. First, the WAW has increased the 

number of people passing by the area for a quick photo-stop with Killary as a backdrop. 

This type of driving tourism has increased traffic congestion on the insufficient road 

network and the presence of larger tourist buses invoked responses that called for better 

infrastructure planning:   

That's a double decker coach, we're seeing more and more of these. I've 

been nine years in Leenaun and I think the amount of coaches on the 

roads has doubled. Obviously, it's a double-edged sword because we 

want the tourists, we want the industry, but our roads can't cope with 

these. As I say, something has to be done about the coaches if they're 

going to be coming, and they are going to be coming, the roads need to 

be sorted out, they're just not right (participant #8). 

 



Chapter 5  5.4 The coast as perceived: 

Coastal changes and landscape pressures 

164 

 

Second, the WAW has also increased the number of walkers and mountain cyclists who 

are frequently trespassing the land. Although participants were positive about walking 

tourism, the increasing numbers of events organised by different operators without liaising 

with the local community have created a sense that the landscape is being abused:  

- I just took a photograph of that, we get an awful lot of cyclists, 

walkers, that kind of thing [Figure 5.28] there's a copious amount of 

events that go through Leenaun every summer. Now, I like the idea 

of people being active and all of that, but I feel we're kind of a little 

bit taken for granted […] It's a bit like Croagh Patrick20; it's being 

abused (participant #1). 

- We want it of course but we want it more controlled. But nobody 

makes any contact with us, they just use it (participant #3). 

 

 

While the WAW brand has targeted a market segment that is focused on outdoor recreation 

(the ‘Nature Escapers’, as was mentioned in Chapter 1), opportunities for recreational 

access to rural coastal land or the open countryside are quite limited in Ireland. This has 

 
20 Croagh Patrick is a 764m. mountain overlooking Clew Bay in County Mayo. It is also a significant 

pilgrimage site associated with Saint Patrick, the patron saint of Ireland. Croagh Patrick is the holy mountain 

of Ireland and each year, the ‘Reek’, as it is else known, attracts thousands of pilgrims. On 'Reek Sunday', 

the last Sunday in July, over 25,000 pilgrims visit the Reek. At the top, there is a chapel where mass is 

celebrated and individuals and groups come from all over the world, including pilgrims, hill climbers, 

historians, archaeologists and nature lovers (Teach na Miasa, 2019). 

Figure 5.28: ‘It’s being abused’: Tourism pressures on the WAW 

(source: participant #1) 
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caused tensions especially in areas that combine the sea and the mountains, such as Killary 

Harbour. The Connemara National Park, which is relatively close to Leenaun and could 

diffuse some of the pressures expressed by participants, was considered ‘quite small, given 

the scale of the area’ (participant #3). While the participants were well-aware of such 

tensions, they are just observing them taking place but without an active involvement in 

what is in stake, whereas the government is also portrayed as failing to resolve the conflict:  

- [Limited access to land for recreational purposes] is a barrier to 

development of a pleasant tourist programme. My wife and I were 

walking when walking wasn't fashionable, so we never had a 

difficulty; more than welcome [by landowners], come in for a cup of 

tea afterwards kind of thing. Now, with people coming by buses from 

the cities, maybe less sophisticated in their approach to land and the 

sheep, it needs to be resolved (participant #3). 

- Is there any move for say, like Scotland, roaming or rights of 

access? 

- There's a right of way developing. It's an unhappy situation, it's not 

fair on the walkers, it's not fair on the landowners and the state has 

failed to resolve it, they made efforts though and [name removed] is 

part of the farming community and actively involved in working with 

the government to resolve this and is green on the face that it hasn’t 

been resolved (participant #3). 

 

Tensions between walkers and landowners have become inscribed on the landscape 

through signs. On the one side, these are working landscapes, hence tourism adds pressure 

on the environment and the cattle stock. At the same time, there is an issue as to who has 

the right to make money out of nature. These issues are reflected on the discussion below: 

- This is the signs for the Western Way [Figure 5.29]. It's a beautiful 

walkway up there to walk or to run and I just took this because it 

shows where tourists and local farmers meet. So, one of the best 

things we have here is the Western Way and it's a fantastic amenity 

for locals and for tourism but the sign with the dog, no dogs allowed, 

people have to be respectful for that as well (participant #6). 

- Was that a farmer [that] put that up or council? 

- I think a farmer put a sign up and then the council put that sign up. 

So, that is an issue that these are walkways through working farms 

and people have to respect that and it works really well when it 

works well, when people respect each other's rights (participant #6). 

- But they're not really done by locals, the groups will come in and 

bring their tourists in, drop them here, pick them up here, but like to 

see an Irish person on that is quite rare (participant #7). 
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While participants questioned the ethics of non-local tourism stakeholders making profit 

out of local landscapes, they did, however, acknowledge that the rights farmers hold on 

the land also limit any venture for community-led initiatives: 

- We started a community walking festival, dragging them up a 

mountain on a wet day. There's a few tracks laid out by tourists; 

after that you've got to get permission of the landowner and if you 

ask, you'll get it. But who do you ask, you arrive in, who do I ask? 

It's not sorted out. [The landowners] won't beat you up, but you 

won't be welcome (participant #3). 

- They don't mind the one individual or two, it's just these big groups 

and people making money out of it and all that side of it, it's wrong 

really (participant #1). 

 

Figure 5.29: ‘Where tourists and local farmers meet’ 

(source: participant #6) 
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It was quite interesting that while the participants were eloquent and opinionated on issues 

of land property, the seascape on the other side, did not really feature as a contested arena, 

as will be elaborated in the following section. 

 

5.4.4 Rights, privatisations, and economic development 

 

In choosing Leenaun as a case study, it was assumed that the increased demand for Blue 

Growth in Killary Harbour would be a source of contestation among different producers 

and the coastal community. Indeed, the analysis of secondary materials, as presented in 

section 5.2.1, has illustrated the competitive interests and the disputes among different 

stakeholders that have been reported in the academic literature. There is, however, little 

understanding as to how community participants without a stake at the sea experience such 

pressures and conflicts and how they are involved. The focus group helped elucidate some 

of these issues. 

 

As in An Spidéal, land- and sea- scapes that were historically viewed as a form of 

commons are being gradually enclosed for farming, often excluding tourists and the local 

community. Notably, photos of seascapes taken by the community participants mostly 

represented the ‘head’ of Killary Harbour which is closer to Leenaun and has historically 

been used for fishing. As such, it has remained free from aquaculture activity. This is not 

to suggest that the sea as a site for seafood export is not a familiar sight for the residents, 

but rather, that it was not the preferred representation of seascape when they chose to 

speak about themselves and the connections they hold to the sea (see section 5.2, where 

connections to the sea were discussed).  
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Conversely, when participants spoke about their day-to-day experiences and practices 

(broadly, the perceived coast), representations were assembled around Blue Growth 

pressures and negative change. For example, seaweed was brought up as an indigenous 

resource that is being licensed to multinational companies (Figure 5.30b), yet there was 

no coherent narrative of what this means for locals, beyond the acknowledgement of the 

fact. Similarly, aquaculture activities were mentioned by the participants as having an 

impact on the indigenous mussels because of overgrazing:  

The natural mussel growing on the shore is almost extinct, there's 

hardly any because of the grazing. It's over-grazed on the Killary and 

so the mussel on the shore just doesn't grow anymore (participant #1). 

 

Such concerns, however, were downplayed within the dominant discourse of acceptance 

that was shared across the table in the focus group. Responses about aquaculture in Killary 

did not emerge in such a passionate way as was the case with external pressures (i.e., 

housing, erosion, infrastructure, and tourism pressures). Instead, responses were 

characterised by either sympathy to the producers or silence. Prompted to think about a 

Figure 5.30: Signs of increasing privatisations: (a) The sea as a site for seafood export (source: 

participant #2); (b) seaweed rights licensed to multinational companies (source: participant #3);  

(c) the coast as private property (source: participant 6#) 

(a) 

(b) (c) 
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scenario where the aquaculture licenses in Killary would double, some concerns were 

carefully articulated in an equal-distance type of response: 

It's not an issue in people's minds, provided it's kept to half, if you 

like. There's an understanding people have to get an income, this is 

a reasonable income, it doesn't create much pollution, maybe a bit 

on the bottom. If they're kept moderate and tidy, it's never an issue, 

that would be the consensus I think of reasonable people 

(participant #3). 

 

The phrase ‘reasonable people’ used by the participant, whether intentionally or 

unintentionally, did perhaps discourage any opposing voices from being openly expressed, 

as they might come across as ‘unreasonable’. There were, of course, critical voices, but 

these were the minority around the table. Although the visual impact from the extensive 

mussel farms in Killary Harbour was not framed as a problem by the majority of the 

participants, the ‘untidiness’ of the piers was. There is limited enforcement when it comes 

to littering and this pushes the cost of clean-up to the community, aquaculture officers and 

other volunteers. It also causes unhappiness and a sense of disrespect for the environment 

and the host community, and this sentiment impacts the experience of the coast negatively. 

These issues are captured in the conversation below:  

- And this is just, the Killary fjord [Figure 5.31]. I took this photo to 

show how important the bay is for employment. Not just 

aquaculture, but also the Killary boat, the Killary adventure centre 

and how everything co-exists; tourism, adventure centres, and 

aquaculture and fisheries (participant #2). 

- That’s a good pass for me to ask, what about the visual impact? 

- There are rules and regulations of licensing, but they haven't all 

done it yet. The visual impact, they have to have battleship grey 

barrels. Blue barrels will have to be gone soon, they're pretty much 

going (participant #2). 

- We saw some blue barrels when we were coming in [Leenaun] 

today. 

- There are still some there, they'll have to go soon, but the 

Department of Marine will be inspecting in the next month, I think 

(participant #2). 

- What about the people who grew up here? Are the barrels 

intrusive, does it bother you what colour they are or even that they 

are there? 

- To me, not, I just think they've always been there. Before barrels, 

there had been these rafts (participant #6). 
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- We're still trying to clear them away (participant #1). 

- You can't clear those away (participant #7). 

 

 

The most critical responses, however, were captured in what was not, rather than what 

was, discussed. Body language, uncomfortable looks, and the instance where a mussel 

farmer invited in the focus group turned up but dropped out, all reveal the distanced 

relationships between the coastal community and the local Blue Growth stakeholders. 

Another example of the contested nature of aquaculture in Killary can be evidenced on the 

way participants flashed specific photos rather quickly, requiring the research team to 

probe participants a bit more in this instance:  

- Could you go back a bit? What about this photo [Figure 5.32]? 

- Without going the heavy hand on it, I feel okay they're earning their 

crust on it and good luck to them, but respect the area you work in. 

I mean, mussel farming is a brilliant farming method, it's quite good, 

it's an environmental way of farming. But, when you disrespect it by 

throwing your ropes in and cut your ropes off and throw your 

rubbish on the pier, that to me is disrespect. I get on with every one 

of them [farmers], but I don’t like that element of how they operate 

(participant #7). 

Figure 5.31: Killary as a seascape of Blue Growth (source: participant #2) 



Chapter 5  5.4 The coast as perceived: 

Coastal changes and landscape pressures 

171 

 

 

 

While a claim at the sea was not articulated, the participants demanded a public space by 

the sea. Within this perspective the tourists, that were earlier framed as a part of the 

problem, were portrayed here as actors with similar interests to those of the community: 

This is our play area, this is our amenity area and the big sign says keep 

out [Figure 5.33]. It's just one of the things that disturbs me about 

Leenaun. Despite everyone's efforts for the last 16 or 17 years, there's 

been no football field or play area for kids and that's something where 

tourism and local people will mutually benefit from this. It will be a 

great asset to attract young families to live and to stay in the area and 

it will be great for tourists (participant #6). 

Figure 5.32: Contested piers (source: participant #7) 
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This section investigated the complex and multi-faceted drivers of change that pressurise 

coastal landscapes and the community in Leenaun. Here, unlike An Spidéal, it was not as 

much about the volume of land- and sea- scape change, but rather a series of regulatory 

failures that played into the responses of the participants. Decisions affecting the sea were 

perceived as completely out of the community’s influence. It is argued that limited access 

to the coast because of lack of public space and the lack of coastal protection has further 

distanced the community from the sea. Although attachments to the sea were expressed 

by all participants, they nevertheless failed to mobilise any significant action or initiative 

to the pressures that affect their place, as will be elaborated on in the following section.

 

Figure 5.33: Private coasts (source: participant #6) 
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5.5 The coast as lived and contested: Emotions, routines and unofficial 

ways of dealing with tensions 

Having understood how the coast is imagined and represented (section 5.3), and the key 

pressures and competitive practices that produce the coast as a contested space (section 

5.4), this section will delve into how the community in Leenaun responds to these 

pressures. While emotional attachments are expressed about the landscape, the seascape, 

and the everyday coastal heritage, such affections have nevertheless failed to mobilise any 

significant action or resistance to the forces that have marginalised their sense of place 

and connections to the sea. For example, in Section 5.4.2, it was revealed that feelings of 

anger and discontent are widespread within the local community about political failure to 

regulate the speculative markets of holiday homes and tourist accommodation. The way 

this failure has caused a chained series of events that threaten to wipe out the young 

working class has been eloquently summarised in the loaded response below: 

There's a hemorrhage of young people that come into this area. There 

was a guy who wanted to buy and live here, and he's had to move to 

Letterfrack. That’s the guy who brought in our coffee earlier and he has 

two lovely children, and they were very conscious of their community 

and we've lost them, they're the latest family we've lost. Every year we 

lose somebody, some young people that were prepared to give this area 

a go (participant #1). 

 

Despite acknowledging the pressing issue of housing to keep the community alive and 

reverse the loss of public services, the strategy adopted to address this problem 

demonstrates a lack of capacity to effectively deal with it. For example, mediating with 

individual home-owners and asking them to rent their holiday homes to locals was a tactic 

that did not work. Even if it had worked, however, it would fail to deal with the roots of 

the problem of affordable housing in the first place: 

We would have approached these holiday house owners to ask would 

they rent it long term to people and most of them won't and this is our 

second time at it (participant #3). 
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Underused heritage assets are brought in the discussion as examples of assets that could 

be converted and used by newcomers or the community itself. For example, the Georgian 

building that used to host the police station was imagined as a home that could host a 

family. There was not, however, any plan or strategy in place for claiming this asset, but 

rather, an underlying expectation that the public authority owner would (or should) ‘get 

their finger out’: 

That’s a house where a family should be living now [Figure 5.34]. It's 

empty now, it's been empty for years. They spent how much? Hundred 

grand doing it up or some massive amount of money and it went empty 

straight away again. A family could be in it, but they haven't got around 

to getting their finger out (participant #3). 

 

 

Similarly, an explicit interest for the old wool store was expressed, but again, there was 

no action planned to gain ownership of this asset:  

Back to the wool store, like [participant#6] said, I think it's a fabulous 

structure and I just think it could be something so magical in this village. 

I can nearly see a restaurant looking out over the sea. But, even inside 

it there's old equipment, there's different layers, it goes down the back, 

it's perfect. But for the purpo 

Figure 5.34: ‘A family could be in it’: Empty assets  

(source: participant #3). 
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se of serving at the moment, it's just falling into rack and ruin. A 

community that has a bit of fishing heritage, a bit of seaweed, that kind 

of stuff, is getting lost if we don't harness it (participant #7). 

 

A vague claim to the seaweed was brought up several times and by different participants 

during the focus group. Even though there were specific ideas about how seaweed could 

be used sustainably, such as a local seaweed bath business, there was not, again, any plan 

or strategy to create any community-led type of business involving seaweed:  

- This is just, I think, another idea of a really good business [Figure 

5.35]. That's from the seaweed baths. So, the seaweed that they use 

in the baths doesn't come from any more than a mile away and a 

local fella cuts it. You have a bath, you're literally looking out at the 

water and it's all biodegradable and reusable, compostable when it 

comes out of there. So, it's a really good idea I think, good initiative 

(participant #6). 

- Did you get the photo from the inside out? (participant #1) [laughter] 

 

 

Figure 5.35: Seaweed baths: ‘A really good 

business’ (source: participant #6) 
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There was a feeling of discontent shared by all participants at the focus group about the 

lack of public space at the coast, as was elaborated in section 5.4.4. Visions for developing 

a coastal amphitheatre symbolise a romantic claim to the coast as communal space, where 

the sea and the mountains merge, different actors interact, and layers of meaning converge 

to make sense of the complex space that is the coastal landscape. The discussion below 

has captured how the coastal amphitheatre has been imagined as a place that could embed 

multi-sensory experiences (‘look at the sea’, ‘pick up something’, sit, lie, hear, read), 

cultural affections and community life, memories, contemplation, presences, and 

absences: 

- We did have an idea last year of this amphitheatre, so within the 

mountains and by the sea, within this area to encapsulate Killary, 

where you could have plays, you could have wedding photography, 

all that kind of stuff  [a place where] you can look at the sea, pick up 

something, sit on something, lie down on something, hear 

something, read a book, think of somebody, talk to somebody, and 

you're away from the traffic and you're away from everything and 

it'll be done in sympathy with the landscape as well [...] (participant 

#7). 

- Is this going ahead? 

- We’ll do it (participant #3). 

- That's where our erosion was in the first photographs that I showed 

you there, remember? I said the fairy garden was sort of almost 

eroded away, well that's where we were going to put the 

amphitheatre and we will do it, it will happen (participant #1). 

- We’ll do it. It’s a memorial open-air to people who died, 

drown…It’s a real project. We will do it (participant #3). 

- No, it will happen (participant #1). 

 

Despite the emotions and routines mobilised in Leenaun to make the coast a socially 

coherent place, any significant countermovement to resist or embrace Blue Growth were 

not observed. Unlike An Spidéal, where semi-legalistic types of opposition and protest did 

emerge, in Leenaun community counter-movements were limited. Like with An Spidéal, 

ideas for creating use for cherished landscapes and assets are overshadowed by a lack of 

resources for coastal protection, limited infrastructure, and lack of ownership of assets, to 

name but a few. 
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5.6 Conclusions 

This chapter presented the case study of Leenaun in Killary Harbour. The geographic 

remoteness, the small and ageing population, a structurally week economy and the 

increased competition for space and resources by different Blue Growth sectors, all 

contribute to a distinct landscape typology and a complex set of pressures with multiple 

implications that deepen the vulnerability and restrain the capacity of the local community 

to act.  

 

The chapter commenced by setting the study context, which foregrounded the key interests 

and different actors present at the coastal landscape (section 5.2). Then the analytical part 

followed, with Section 5.3 delving into participants’ own narrated photographic 

representations of how they experience and connect to the coastal land- and seascape. A 

subtle, yet rich mosaic of place attachments was elicited with a strong community spirit 

embedded in local solidarities, participation in local governance and volunteering. Other 

multi-layered socio-psychological processes also emerged that stressed relational 

connections between the sea, the mountains, and the Atlantic wind. An interesting finding 

was the difference perceived by some participants between their personal experience of 

the coast, as opposed to ‘the other’, with a reference to those who ‘complain about the 

weather’. The Atlantic weather, as a key factor that establishes the coastal character of 

Leenaun offered a range of ontological and deeply relational experiences that resist 

commodification by the tourism industry. In relation to this, perspectives that saw tourism 

as antagonising community experiences of the coast can be better understood in a wider 

context of changes and pressures that produce Killary Harbour as a contested arena 

(section 5.4). These include a range of complex governance issues, policy externalities, 

and structural socio-economic changes within which the Wild Atlantic Way initiative was 

portrayed more as pressurising, rather than benefitting, the local community. There was a 

common understanding that tourism is vital for the survival of the community in terms of 

local employment and income, yet the types of tourism the WAW has attracted were 

perceived by many participants as intensifying conflicts and coastal marketisation. The 

production of the coast for consumption by the tourism industry was also blamed for 
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exacerbating the shortage of affordable housing, adding pressure to the already debilitated 

public infrastructure and allowing outsiders to exploit the landscape through conflictual 

practices, such as trespassing or passing through working landscapes for a brief photo-

shooting opportunity using Killary as a backdrop but with little consideration to the host 

community in Leenaun. These issues raised ethical questions (i.e., who has the right to 

make money from the land and the view) and further tensions (i.e., between tourists, 

tourism operators and farmers) to which participants perceived themselves as by-standers.   

 

The government was also portrayed as a by-stander when it comes to landscape 

contestation. Despite a rather critical stance towards the government, there was, however, 

a sense that the community depends on the government and the outsiders to survive. There 

was, for example, a call that demanded for more access, communication, and protection 

by the authorities, especially for pressures that are considered beyond the community’s 

capacity, such as environmental threats, the provision of coastal defences and 

infrastructure planning. On the other hand, attempts to tackle or mitigate any pressures 

from the bottom-up took informal and symbolic, but rather tokenistic approaches, in which 

affections and routines played a central role. For example, the lack of (affordable) housing 

for young families who were prepared to settle and work in the area mobilised members 

from the local community to informally mediate so that second home-owners would 

consider letting their holiday homes to the year-round residential rather than the short-

term tourism accommodation market. Other underused or vacant heritage buildings that 

were considered as important features of the landscape were also brought up as examples 

of assets that could be converted and used for housing or other community purposes (i.e., 

the police station and the wool store). The community also showed some initiative in 

organising their own mountain walks. Like in An Spidéal, such responses were important 

for mobilising a shared vision and social coherence.  

 

Although informal approaches to resolve tensions can sometimes work in small 

communities like Leenaun, they did not, however, lead to a sustainable solution or 

collective action that would tackle some of the problems and pressures the participants 

identified. For example, there was not any plan or strategy for community involvement in 
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the provision of affordable housing or for claiming the identified heritage assets. Similarly, 

the idea for the construction of a coastal amphitheatre to embody community life shows a 

romantic, but rather impotent response to the deeper roots that have disembedded the 

community from the coast while leaving them exposed to hegemonic forces that further 

contribute to their marginalisation and spatio-economic deprivation.  

 

Finally, unlike the internal pressures for which there is a certain degree of acceptance and 

tolerance, pressures perceived as external are clearly contested. For example, while the 

exogenous types of Blue Growth and some outsiders (i.e., tourism producers, tourists, 

holiday home-owners and the government), were framed as part of the problem, 

conflicting spatial practices performed by insiders (i.e., mussel farmers) did not 

prominently feature in the participants’ narratives, at least not during the focus group. It 

can be concluded that while the community in Leenaun holds multiple, complex ways of 

knowing the coast, there is, however, a contorted knowledge when it comes to what is 

happening to them and what needs to be done to tackle at least some of the changes that 

threaten their coastal landscapes and sense of place.  
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Chapter 6.  

Experiencing the coastal landscape:  

A multi-layered understanding of tourist perspectives 

of the west coast 

 

6.1 Introduction  

The previous analytical chapters (Chapter 4 and 5) answered elements of how the coast is 

imagined, perceived, and lived from a community perspective, which highlighted how the 

production and consumption of the coast has intensified with the advent of Blue Growth 

policies. This intensification both pressurises and provides opportunities for local 

communities. While the community perspective is critical for understanding how Blue 

Growth and coastal tourism impact landscapes, it nevertheless neglects an important part 

of how the coast is consumed. The tourist experience is an important dimension of the 

consumption of coastal landscapes, not just because tourism is the largest sector of the 

blue economy in terms of income and the number of people it occupies (EC, 2017), but 

mainly as tourist experiences are often misconstrued both by tourist producers and coastal 

communities alike. Chapter 5 evidenced how the community in Leenaun, powerless to 

deal with the root causes of contestation and conflicts tend to frame tourism and tourists 

as part of the problem.  

 

This chapter argues that framing tourists as part of the problem disregards the similarities 

in which people experience and relate to the coast and reproduces unhelpful dichotomies, 

such as insiders and outsiders. Critically, the superficial understanding of tourist 

consumption misses out on opportunities that could benefit coastal communities if the 

tourists’ landscape experiences were to be understood in more nuanced ways. Market 

segmentation can be used to deepen our understanding of such experiences in ways that 
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advantage communities rather than producers. Chapter 3, however, argued that 

segmentation has primarily adopted market-driven approaches that often fail to reveal the 

complexity of coastal experiences of tourists. Chapter 4 highlighted elements of how this 

process of coastal marketisation on the WAW has created shallow and unrecognisable 

versions of place to local people in An Spidéal. This chapter does not seek to deny the 

value or validity of market segmentation but, rather, wishes to reframe it so that 

communities can understand tourism preferences in ways that reflect their own landscape 

values and that may reveal their options to resist, respond or open alternatives for locally-

centred Blue Growth. 

 

This chapter starts by introducing the demographic characteristics and travel motivations 

of the sample of tourists that participated in the tourist survey on the WAW coast of 

Connemara (sections 6.2 and 6.3). It then delves into the multiple ways tourists interpret 

and experience the coast (section 6.4), starting with a descriptive analysis of the variables 

and the open question (section 6.4.1) and continuing with a segmentation analysis using 

the method of Principal Components to reveal a multi-dimensional understanding of 

consumer experiences that will go beyond outsiders vs. insiders and reveal the complex 

mix of landscape preferences and perceptions that make up the coastal experience. The 

chapter ends by considering what this tells us about the complexity of tourist consumption 

of the coast, how it relates to community experiences and how opportunities may go 

unrealised unless the complex relationship between growth activities, coastal tourism and 

local communities is addressed in future policies and marine and coastal plans.  

 

6.2 Who visits the west coast? 

A first step in understanding the tourist experiences of the coast is to identify who the 

tourists are and where they come from. To begin with, the survey was completed by 457 

respondents with a gender ratio 1.6 males to females. Participants were all above the age 

of 18 years old and covered all the age groups with the majority concentrating in the 25-

34 years old age group followed by the 18-24 years old age group (Figure 6.1).  
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Figure 6.2 shows that half of the respondents were employed in managerial or professional 

occupations. Coupled with the high percent of home ownership (48%), as shown in Figure 

6.3, the socio-economic profile of the predominant tourist of the west coast is sketched as 

an upper-middle class and highly educated one. 

 

 

Figure 6.1: Age groups 

Figure 6.2: Occupation 
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The breakdown per country of residence of both domestic and overseas tourists (Figure 

6.4) and the relatively low sampling error for the overseas market (see Figure 6.5 and 

Appendix A.3 for further information about how the sampling error was estimated) allows 

discussing some of the patterns observed.  

 

 

 

Figure 6.3: Home ownership 

Figure 6.4: Country of residence 
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While during 2018 Britain was the biggest market for overseas tourists at the national level 

(36%), the regional performance showed that only 17% of British tourists visited the West 

region21. The presence of British tourists within the sample was even lower than the 

regional percentage, yet this resonates with the national trends that have reported a decline 

in the numbers of British tourists in 2018 because of Brexit and the associated rise of the 

exchange rates (Fáilte Ireland, 2018). While mainland Europe is the second largest market 

at the national level, for the west region European tourists have become the dominant 

market and this trend is also reflected in the sample. Another 20% of overseas tourists 

travelled to Ireland from North America in 2017. This percentage is significantly higher 

for the West Region (34%), which is not surprising since the west coast is a traditional 

destination for North American tourists (Fáilte Ireland, 2018). This concentration of 

tourists from North American is also reflected in the sample. The rest of the world 

accounted for 7% of the total tourists in Ireland in 2017 and 10% within the sample. 

Domestic trips accounted for 50% of the total trips undertaken in the State and 45% at the 

west region in 2018. However, domestic tourists accounted only for 16% in the sample. 

This might be explained by three factors: (a) due to the lower seasonality of the domestic 

market in comparison with the overseas markets (CSO, 2017); (b) due to the locations of 

the survey which might not be as popular for domestic visitors (at least at the specific time 

of the day when the survey was taking place). For example, only 2% of domestic tourists 

 
21 The West Region includes Counties Galway, Mayo, and Roscommon. 

Figure 6.5: Overseas Tourists by Country of Residence (Adapted from: Fáilte Ireland, 2019) 

 

http://www.failteireland.ie/FailteIreland/media/WebsiteStructure/Documents/Publications/Preliminary-Tourism-Facts-2018.pdf?ext=.pdf
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completed the survey aboard the Connemara bus tours and another 7% at the Spanish Arch 

during morning hours, both quite lower compared to the percentages of other countries.  

 

6.3 Why visiting the west coast?  

Having gained an understanding of who visits the west coast, it is worth investigating their 

pre-visitation motivations and whether the Wild Atlantic Way has influenced their decision 

to visit the west coast of Ireland. For most of the participants that was the first time at the 

west coast of Ireland (64%) while 81% of them were travelling for holidays. Another 29% 

of the tourists had been on the west coast before (Figure 6.6). Almost half of them were 

visiting friends or relatives. Others combined holidays with:  

‘learning about ancestry’ (Female, 35–44 years old, university professor, 

USA)  

or: 

 

‘Returning to the McDonagh tribe and family home’ (Male, 55 – 64 years 

old, property manager, England). 

 

Figure 6.6: Frequency and motivations of visit 
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Asked how important the Wild Atlantic Way (WAW) was in their decision to visit the west 

coast, 36% of the tourists responded ‘a lot’. However, almost equal percentage (37%) 

responded ‘none at all’. Breaking down these percentages by country ( 

 

Table 6.1) shows that the WAW ranked high in other countries (such as China, India and 

Middle Eastern countries). Even though the proportion of visitors from these countries 

was low in the sample (6%), this percent perhaps shows the success of the WAW in 

opening new markets for Ireland. The WAW was also important for tourists from 

mainland Europe and North America. However, for most Irish tourist and tourists from 

Australia and New Zealand (50%), the WAW was not as important a motivation for 

visiting the west coast, while patterns in Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK are not 

clear. 

 

Table 6.1: Importance of the WAW in decision to visit 

Note: Sample base 458 respondents.

  

Country 

Total 

Republic 

of 

Ireland 

Northern 

Ireland Britain 

Mainland 

Europe 

North 

America 

Australia 

or New 

Zealand Other 

A lot 30% 32% 27% 38% 38% 25% 55% 36% 

A little 26% 36% 37% 29% 24% 25% 10% 27% 

None 

at all 
44% 32% 36% 33% 38% 50% 35% 37% 
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6.4 How is the west coast experienced?  

Having identified who visits the coast and why, there is a need to delve into the multiple 

ways the coast is experienced. Chapter 3 argued that although it is the on-site experiences 

that predominantly affect tourist perceptions of places and determine future visits, most 

tourism studies have often focused on analysing pre-visitation behaviour, expected 

benefits and socio-demographic profiles. In doing so, experiential understandings and 

values that may be shared with local communities have been neglected while tourists have 

often been portrayed as uncritical consumers with limited understanding of the deeper 

layers of meaning hidden in the landscape. This section starts by looking at the open 

question of the survey to contextualise how the coast is interpreted through positive and 

negative experiences.  

 

Figure 6.7: Word-cloud diagram of the most liked aspects of visit. The size of the font 

relates to the frequency in which the word appeared in the responses (i.e., bigger font 

indicates higher frequency) (source: own processing in NVIVO software) 
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6.4.1 Interpreting the ‘on-site’ tourist experiences 
 

The open question of the survey (phrased as ‘Most/least liked aspects of the visit’) has 

added context to understanding the multiple ways the coast is interpreted. ‘People’, 

‘landscape’, ‘scenery’, ‘ocean’, ‘history’ and ‘nature’ were among the main words that 

participants mentioned as the most liked aspects of the visit, as suggested by the most 

frequently used words (Figure 6.7). This type of analysis provides a basic understanding 

of tourist perspectives in terms of the most valued aspects of the west coast of Ireland.  

 

Table 6.2: Interpreting the coast of Connemara 

 
Statement Strongly 

agree 

(%) 

Mostly 

agree 

% 

Neither 

% 

Mostly 

disagree 

% 

Strongly 

disagree 

% 

Don't 

know 

% 

Being close to the ocean makes 

me feel healthier. 

54 34 10 1 0 1 

I like this place because it 

provides outdoor recreation 

opportunities 

37 44 15 2 0 2 

Here, I can learn about the 

environment and nature. 

28 49 20 2 0 2 

I appreciate this place because of 

its natural resources 

55  34 8 1 0 2 

Here, I can learn more about the 

Irish history, culture, and 

heritage. 

54 36 8 1 1 1 

I enjoy the dramatic and wild 

scenery. 

70 24 5 0 0 0 

This place is spiritually special 

to me. 

24 25 31 8 6 6 

There is a distinctive Irish 

identity embedded in this 

landscape. 

60 30 6 1 0 3 

The ocean gives me a sense of 

freedom and eternity. 

56 31 9 1 1 2 

This place is peaceful and 

tranquil. 

60 34 4 1 0 1 

I feel somehow attached to this 

place. 

30 35 25 5 2 3 

Note: Sample base 457 respondents. 
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‘Hiking’ and ‘walks’ also appear as a frequently used word, making it is possible to 

identify outdoor recreation as an important experience of the coast. Indeed, 37% of the 

participants strongly agreed and another 44% mostly agreed that they value the west coast 

because of its recreational opportunities (Table 6.2). Similarly, the natural environment 

(28%) and its resources (55%) also featured as important experiential aspects for 

participants, and this has also been captured through frequently used words such as, 

‘nature’, ‘green’, ‘fresh’, ‘air’, ‘clean’, ‘atmosphere’, ‘birds’, ‘fish’, ‘sheep’ and ‘cows’. 

Connemara, the Burren, and the Cliffs of Moher where some of the coastal landscapes 

around Galway Bay that were mostly reported by the respondents. 

 

Similarly, around 70% of the respondents perceived the coastal landscape as wild and 

dramatic while the most frequently used adjectives describing landscape as ‘beautiful’, 

‘stunning’, ‘ever-changing’, ‘varied’ and ‘diverse’, also revealed a high appreciation for 

the aesthetics of the coast. This perceived landscape identity was expressed as 

‘uniqueness’ (female, 55 – 64 years old, teacher USA), ‘very different from anywhere 

else’ (male, 18 – 24 years old, university student, USA), or ‘the real Ireland’ (female, 65 

years or older, retired social worker, USA). It was also expressed by the centrality of host 

communities in the experience of the west, as revealed by the responses of almost all the 

participants who perceived the locals to be ‘friendly’, ‘warm’ and ‘helpful’. 

 

Learning about Irish culture, history and heritage was also highly valued (54%), with 

tourists experiencing their visit to the west as a learning opportunity. Many respondents 

were able to relate to specific periods of the Irish history, such as the Great Irish Famine 

and the War of Independence, while others were consciously seeking to reconnect to their 

Irish ancestry. The historic buildings in Galway, the Aran islands and Kylemore Abbey 

featured as the most prominent heritage sites on the west coast, whereas a big majority 

focused on the everyday Irish culture experienced through ‘food’, ‘drinks’, ‘Guinness’, 

‘traditional music’, ‘Irish pubs’, ‘Irish storytellers’ and ‘authenticity’.  

 

Although the word-clouds and the frequencies of the statements are useful in eliciting 

some general perspectives of how tourists value the west coast, specific insights about 
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how the sea and the coast are perceived and experienced are hidden within the data. For 

this reason, word-trees were used to illustrate how selected concepts were contextualized, 

with sentences reading through the key word from left to right. For example, a word-tree 

diagram around the word ‘sea’ and ‘coast’ portrays an image of the different thoughts 

linked to them. It can be seen, when looking at Figure 6.8 from the bottom left, that the 

coast is linked with ‘hike along’ and ‘trips’ while ‘surfing’ also appears at the top right. 

Therefore, the coast is linked to recreation. Similarly, for another respondent ‘Burren, 

coast and mountains, Connemara, Donegal, Mayo’, emerge as sequential thoughts, 

revealing a mental map of an extended geographical area that is ‘the west coast’.   

 

  

A word-tree of the ‘sea’ (Figure 6.9) also revealed its perceived linkage with recreation 

(i.e., ‘hiking paths along’ the sea or the sea and ‘the coastal drive’), as well as aesthetics, 

revealed through phrases such as ‘views of the sea’. The role of the sea in producing ‘fresh 

air’ is another value revealed through the word-trees, which resonates with the 

appreciation of the environment and the natural resources of the west coast.  

 

Furthermore, words like ‘quietness’ and ‘power’ point towards ontological experiences 

that go beyond aesthetics and recreation. Indeed, a significant proportion of participants 

(54%) reported feeling healthier close to the ocean while a high majority valued the coast 

for its peace and tranquillity (60%) and the sense of freedom experienced next to the ocean 

(56%). Although for most participants it would be their first time to Ireland, 24 % of them 

experienced the coast as spiritually special and another 30% of them felt somehow 

Figure 6.8: Word-tree diagram of the word ‘coast’ 
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attached to this place, which reveals an emotional bonding between tourists and the west 

coast that is irrelevant to the length of time they have lived on this specific coast. This 

finding confirms a point that was raised in Chapter 2; that the notion of place attachment 

is more fluid rather than fixed while it is not necessarily specific to residents of a place, as 

it has traditionally been assumed.  

 

This importance of coastal landscape, as elicited from the positive experiences attached to 

it, resonates with 43 % of the participants strongly advocating for preservation ‘even if 

that means that we need to restrict some activities’ (Table 6.3). On the other side, 

utilization of the landscape to ‘support human needs even if that means losing some 

historic/natural features’, received high levels of strong disagreement (47%).  

 

 

Given the high levels of support to preservation, one would expect to see a negative 

attitude towards pressures that have caused or have the potential to cause change in the 

coastal landscape. Indeed, this is more than evident when it comes to pressures from 

tourism, which seem to be the most contested by participants. As a matter of fact, almost 

1 out of 2 participants (strongly or mostly) agreed that the increasing numbers of tourists 

(49%) and tourist facilities (53%) have a negative impact on the west coast.  

 

Figure 6.9: Word-tree diagram of the word ‘sea’ 
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Looking at the word-cloud of the least liked aspects of the visit (Figure 6.10), ‘tourists’ is 

the fifth most frequently mentioned word after ‘weather’, ‘rain’, ‘roads’ and ‘prices’ 

(Table 6.3). The WAW was praised by many participants: 

 

Everything about the Wild Atlantic Way is highly appreciated (Female, 25-

34 years old, Republic of Ireland). 

 

Participants, however, also identified tourism congestion and felt ‘boxed in at attractions 

due to the number of tourists’ (male, 45 – 54 years old, scientist in pharmaceutical 

company, USA) while for some of them ‘Galway can feel a bit of a tourist city’ (female, 

25 – 34 years old, USA), or ‘too busy, too full of tourists, a victim of its own success’ 

(female, 55 – 64 years old, community worker, Republic of Ireland). Poor infrastructure 

along the coastal route, evidenced by the high number of negative comments focusing on 

infrastructure, particularly the poor quality and safety of the road network, were among 

the most negative experiences reported. 

 

Figure 6.10: Word-cloud diagram of the least liked aspects of visit 
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On the other side, statements regarding activities other than tourism that add pressure on 

the landscape of the west coast are nuanced. Around 1 out of 3 participants (strongly or 

mostly) agreed that pressures relating to blue growth, such as wind energy (31%) and 

aquaculture (26%), (would) have a negative effect on the coastal landscape, whereas 

around 1 out of 2 participants (strongly or mostly) agreed that the scattered developments 

(42%) degrade the coast. Although the percent of agreement itself is not low, the high 

numbers of those that responded ‘neither’ or ‘mostly disagree’ indicate that there is a 

variance of opinions which needs to be further investigated.   

 

Table 6.3: Interpreting contestation and landscape change 
 

Statement Strongly 

agree % 

Mostly 

agree 

% 

Neither 

% 

Mostly 

disagree 

% 

Strongly 

disagree 

% 

Don't 

know 

% 

Scattered developments 

along the coast have a 

negative impact on the 

landscape. 

13 29 21 19 7 11 

Wind turbines would not be 

compatible with the 

landscape of this area. 

11 20 16 27 19 7 

Offshore fish farms have a 

negative impact on the view 

of the sea and the horizon. 

8 18 30 22 8 14 

The increasing number of 

tourists has a negative 

impact on the landscape. 

12 37 20 19 9 3 

Touristic facilities alter the 

character of the landscape. 

13 40 25 14 6 3 

We need to preserve these 

coastal landscapes even if 

this means that we need to 

restrict some activities. 

43 37 9 5 1 5 

Landscapes should be 

changed to support human 

needs, even if this means 

losing some historic/natural 

features. 

4 8 10 28 47 5 

Note: Sample base 457 respondents. 
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6.4.2 Identifying types of differentiated landscape experiences  
 

Although it has been possible to get an idea about the tourist perceptions of the coast 

through descriptive statistics combined with the use of word -clouds and -trees above, 

there are, however, complex, and contradictory trends in the data. Principal Components 

Analysis (PCA) was used on 16 variables in the survey to identify subsets of tourist types 

and how they relate to coastal landscapes and change. Findings from the PCA have been 

published in Pafi, Flannery and Murtagh (2020) and suggest that tourist experiences of the 

west coast are best represented by five components that were named as follows: well-being 

experiences; conscientious travel experiences; nature experiences; coastal change 

experiences; and cultural experiences. Each component is briefly described below. The 

variables-statements that loaded in each component can be seen in Table 6.4 and are also 

referenced within the text in parenthesis (i.e., v1, v2 etc.). Quotes from the open question 

are also used to give context to the experiences and were obtained from respondents with 

a close association22 to the relevant component. 

 

Well-being experiences 

The component that accounted for the highest variance (22%) was interpreted as 

representing therapeutic coastal experiences and was labelled well-being experiences. 

Well-being experiences emphasizes intrinsic values and deeper psychological connections 

with the coast and sea, captured through statements that associate with specific states of 

mind and positive emotions. The distinguishing feature of well-being experiences is the 

quest for well-being and the therapeutic qualities of coastal landscapes. The presence of 

water is central in this construct, as the proximity to the ocean enables participants to ‘feel 

healthier’ (v4). The statements that best express this perspective stand for spiritual values, 

such as freedom and eternity (v1), a sense of tranquillity (v3) and emotional attachment 

(v2). These variables loading together align with the notion of tranquillity, which is 

synonymous with feelings of calmness, quietness, peace, solitude, and a sense of escape 

 
22 factor score >0.70 
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from stressful everyday life. The sea also triggers a sense of peace and well-being, as 

illustrated in quotes which relate to the well-being experiences experience:  

 

 The best part was the coast facing the Atlantic Ocean (Male, 18-24 years 

old, student, Europe). 

 

The coast and the peace (Female, 35-44 years old, teacher, Ireland). 

 

The power of the sea, peace and wildness together (Male, 18-24 years old, 

researcher, Canada). 

 

Well-being experiences seems to be underpinned by a general belief that the coast and the 

sea are intrinsically valuable. This belief mobilizes a nostalgic concern and a sense of 

emotional loss over environmental degradation of waterways and the sea. The sentiment 

is expressed in statements around pollution:  

 

Sad for the level of pollution of the river and the sea (Female, 55-64 years 

old, education, Europe). 

 

The pollution of the waterways takes away from the experience (Female, 

35-44 years, currently unemployed, Ireland). 

 

Coastal change resulting from urban sprawl (v13), wind turbines (v11), aquaculture (v12) 

or tourism (v5, v6) were less relevant to this experience, as evidenced by the 

comparatively weak loadings on these statements. 

 

Conscientious travel experiences 

Conscientious travel experiences, that accounted for 12% of the variance, was interpreted 

as the experience of relating with the west coast in a conscious, responsible manner. This 

is characterized by an increased awareness of tourism’s impact on the coast, as illustrated 

by the two statements that received the highest loadings (v5, v6). The degradation caused 

at the coast by tourist facilities is central in this perspective while the negative experience 

from the increasing numbers of tourists has also been captured in quotes: 
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[Travelling to] learn about my ancestry [but there are] hordes of tourists 

everywhere (Female, 35 – 44 years old, university professor, USA). 

 

Other quotes relevant to this experience, revealed a level of cynicism about ‘the over-

commercialization of the coastal areas, especially Galway’ (Female, 55-64 years old, 

bookseller, England), portrayed as the ‘areas with a lot of tourists and chain stores’ (Male, 

25 – 34 years old, railways engineer, Australia). The way the tourism industry has 

reinvented specific representations of Irishness were also highly critiqued:  

 

Some cliché touristy ‘Irish’ stuff aimed at Americans (Male, 55-64 years 

old, commercial director, Great Britain). 

 

The caricature of Irishness or how we represent ourselves with increasing 

stereotypes (Female, 25 – 34 years old, mental health helpline 

administrator, Ireland). 

 

This component is the one that most strongly advocates for preservation (v7), drawing on 

a belief that the coast is fragile, and increased human activity causes serious damage. This 

belief is captured in comments related to increased rubbish and waste produced by tourists 

and the perceived insensitivity of the ‘other’ as regards the coastal environment:  

 

I can’t stand the number of tourists who don't have appreciation for the 

earth and litter the waterways and the land (Female, 18 – 24 years old, 

student, USA). 
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Table 6.4: Coastal landscape experiences 

  

  

Principal Components Composite 

Reliability / 

Average 

Variance 

Extracted  
 

Well-being 

experiences 

Conscientious 

travel 

experiences 

Nature 

experiences 

Coastal 

change 

experiences 

Cultural 

experience

s 

Vi % Variance explained 22% 12% 9% 7% 6% 

v1 The ocean gives me a sense of freedom and eternity. 0.79 0.06 0.13 -0.04 0.07 

CR: 0.90 

AVE: 0.78 

v2 I feel somehow attached to this place. 0.73 -0.08 0.03 0.11 0.14 

v3 This place is peaceful and tranquil. 0.70 -0.04 0.10 0.06 0.13 

v4 Being close to the ocean makes me feel healthier. 0.55 -0.01 0.41 0.01 -0.01 

v5 Touristic facilities alter the character of the landscape. 0.00 0.82 -0.18 0.10 0.06 

CR: 0.89 

AVE: 0.80 

v6 
The increasing number of tourists has a negative impact on the 

landscape. 
-0.17 0.75 -0.07 0.20 0.09 

v7 
We need to preserve these coastal landscapes even if this means 

that we need to restrict some activities. 
0.10 0.61 0.38 -0.06 0.00 

v8 
I like this place because it provides outdoor recreation 

opportunities. 
0.09 -0.12 0.70 0.05 0.13 

CR: 0.82 

AVE: 0.75 v9 Here, I can learn about the environment and nature. 0.12 -0.03 0.63 0.12 0.28 

v10 I appreciate this place because of its natural resources. 0.26 0.13 0.53 0.08 0.20 

v11 
Wind turbines would not be compatible with the landscape of 

this area. 
0.14 -0.08 -0.05 0.71 0.01 

CR: 0.86 

AVE: 0.77 
v12 

Offshore fish farms have a negative impact on the view of the 

sea and the horizon. 
0.16 0.26 0.13 0.66 -0.11 

v13 
Scattered developments along the coast have a negative impact 

on the landscape. 
-0.14 0.16 0.17 0.66 -0.11 

v14 
Here, I can learn more about the Irish history, culture, and 

heritage. 
0.09 0.02 0.12 0.04 0.76 

CR: 0.85 

AVE: 0.77 v15 I enjoy the dramatic and wild scenery. 0.02 -0.01 0.17 -0.10 0.66 

v16 There is a distinctive Irish identity embedded in this landscape. 0.31 0.13 0.11 -0.13 0.59 

 Notes: Sample base: 457 respondents.  
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Nature experiences 

The component accounting for 9% of the variance was interpreted as representing the 

experience of engaging with nature. The key strand of this experience emphasizes the 

importance of the outdoors recreational opportunities that the west coast provides (v8) and 

the pleasure of being both close to nature and the environment and learning from it (v9). 

Nature experiences also places value on the natural resources of the west coast (v10).  

 

Frequent phrases and words used in the open question, and which are associated with the 

nature experiences include: ‘countryside’; ‘clean air’; ‘wind’, ‘biodiversity’ and the 

‘sounds and the smells of the sea’. This shows their appreciation of nature goes beyond 

visual or scenic amenities to include the quality of and threat to coastal ecosystems. 

Related quotes include the importance of ‘the coastal walkways’, ‘mountain walks’ and 

‘hiking paths in the countryside’, suggesting that physical encounters with nature are 

embodied in attitudes about its use and social value. The therapeutic value of the coast 

(v4) and the need for preservation (v7) were also relevant, as indicated by the relatively 

lower, yet significant, loadings observed in these statements.  

 

Coastal change experiences 

The component accounting for 7% of the variance in the data, was interpreted as the 

experience of specifically and distinctly focusing on the contestation from urban sprawl 

and Blue Growth on the west coast, which was labelled coastal change experiences. The 

experience elicited by this component emphasizes pressures from the scattered 

developments along the coast (v13), wind farms (v11) and aquaculture sites (v12), as 

demonstrated by the high loadings of the relevant statements.  

 

The experience of observing coastal change perhaps contradicts the wild scenery (v15) 

and the identity of the coast (v16), as indicated by the negative loadings in these 

statements. This is also illustrated in negative comments about aquaculture on the basis of 

environmental impact because of the ‘bacteria and pollution’ and the ‘visual impact and 

the smell; especially the smell’ (Male, 55 – 64 years old, author, USA). Others focused on 
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‘the overdevelopment along the coast’ (Male, 45 – 54 years old, freelancer, Ireland) and 

vigorously opposed this type of urbanization: 

no more buildings!!! (Female, 25 – 34 years old, research assistant, 

Europe). 

 

Cultural experiences 

The component accounting for 6% of the variance, was interpreted as the experience of 

seeking immersion in a different culture. This experience was labelled cultural 

experiences and involves searching for authentic experiences, which appear to be 

embodied in the west coast and the unique sense of Irishness it engenders. The connection 

to landscape and identity is central in this experience (v16), but heritage explorers 

demonstrate a stronger tendency towards consumption in comparison to the other 

segments. For example, the consumption of local food and drink, the pub culture and Irish 

music are considered integral part of the cultural experiences on the west coast of Ireland: 

 

Friendly people, historical buildings, Irish music, pub culture (Male, 18-

24, student, Europe). 

 

Landscape is appreciated for its wild and dramatic character (v15) and is mainly viewed 

as a ‘nice view’ or ‘beautiful scenery’, as indicated by the frequent use of these phrases in 

the open questions. The west is also portrayed as the Celtic Ireland, which is then 

perceived to be ‘the real’ Ireland and in this sense, some of the participants could be said 

to be uniquely ‘Celtic consumers’:  

 

It's beautiful, feels like the real Ireland, people are friendly and helpful 

(Female, 65 years or older, retired social worker, USA). 

 

Unlike coastal change experiences, cultural experiences do not seem to identify signs of 

contestation on the coast, as indicated by negative loadings in the relevant statements (v12, 

v13). This might be instigated by a romantic perception that this type of tourism is in 

balance and harmony with nature, and by extension coastal landscapes. It could also be 

motivated by the most iconic representations of the west of Ireland, where dispersed 
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developments dot the coast and hence, they are perceived as the equivalent to a ‘rural’ and 

by extension ‘authentic’ way of life. Their indifferent attitude to dispersed settlement 

patterns and how they reflect community choices and traditions is a case in point:   

 

Maybe, but they [developments] make the Irish countryside special 

(Female, 35 – 44 years old, teacher, USA). 

 

Whilst others opined:  

 

Not if they are done in a sensitive eco-friendly manner (Male, 44 – 55 years 

old, artist, Great Britain). 

 

6.5  Conclusions 

This chapter presented and discussed the analysis of the tourist survey on the coast of 

Connemara. Adopting a more experiential and dialogical approach to market segmentation 

has identified perspectives that are important to both tourists and communities in ways 

that are often compatible, but which also open opportunities for inclusive forms of local 

development. The analysis in this chapter reveals a more complex tourist than the narrow 

‘buyer’ framed by industry methodologies. While cultural experiences and nature 

experiences are similar to segments that have already been identified by the tourism 

industry on the WAW, known as the Culturally Curious and the Great Escapers 

respectively, our analysis has highlighted that these segments are highly (self-)critical, 

acknowledge the contradictory nature of their practice as tourists and seek to behave in 

more ethical and sustainable ways. Our analysis has also introduced alternative segments 

representing very differentiated coastal experiences. For example, well-being experiences 

emerged as the most prominent component in our analysis, but industry-driven 

methodologies have failed to recognise this coastal experience. This is probably because 

this type of tourist, which was named Blue Health Seekers in Pafi, Flannery and Murtagh, 

(2020), looks for well-being experiences that are not exclusively economic, but are rather 

focused on physical and mental health, enhanced well-being and restoration, emotional 

and existential connections with community and place. Tourists represented by this 

segment are likely to be interested in conserving and valuing the same type of assets, 
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resources, indigenous knowledge, development models and even ideas about place as local 

communities. Furthermore, conscientious travel and coastal change experiences are 

reflective and environmentally conscious tourists who understand and even empathise 

with the development and landscape pressures faced by host communities. The segments 

we have identified significantly align with community perspectives, values and concerns, 

opening up the possibility for less conflictual forms of landscape marketisation within the 

tourism industry. 
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Chapter 7.   

Discussion 

 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the implications of the empirical findings presented in Chapters 4 

– 6 in relation to key concepts drawn from the literature in Chapter 2. As I argued in the 

literature review, coastal landscapes and seascapes are not merely natural, physical, 

neutral, and empty, but rather, they are socially produced, switching between different 

types of spatial production (perceived/spatial practice, conceived/representations of space 

and lived/spaces of representation). As evidenced through the case studies findings, there 

are complex relationships between the three triadic components of coastal landscape, and 

it is not always easy, neither useful, to make clear-cut distinctions in the analysis. Yet, it 

is important to understand how these core components change and where and how coastal 

communities can act and transform the triad. Therefore, the triad will be used in this 

chapter to organize the main discussion points while teasing out differences between the 

case studies, which will allow me to outline the key contributions of this study.  

 

In Chapter 2 it was argued that the triad is useful as a conceptual framework for spatial 

production that outlines the presence of tensions and conflicts at the coast. Case study 

analysis revealed similar conflicts and delved into how they are experienced at the Irish 

coast, using key analytical concepts from a diverse body of literature (i.e., 

cultural/emotional geography; political economy; marine spatial planning; tourism and 

environmental psychology). Analysis showed the existence of hegemonic agendas and 

interests that feed some of these conflicts in the communities investigated, but also 

identified a different kind of dynamic at work at the coast, that highlights the limitations 

but also the conceptual potential of the triad. This dynamic involves community responses 

that mobilise emotion and politics to resist pressures and the dominant type of Blue 
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Growth that are experienced as a set of disembedding forces that lift coastal land- and 

seascape from its social moorings. Privatisation, licensing, employment, and the role of 

finance (especially in speculative development) is what disembeds coastal communities 

from their own landscapes. This process occurs carefully, as well as aggressively, to 

dislodge relationships with the landscape that have developed over generations in 

recursive taken for granted assumptions, unwritten rules and reinforcing spatial practices 

and routines.  

 

By presenting lived space as a meaningful, yet disenfranchised place, Lefebvre downplays 

the capacity of communities and users to act, resist and transform hegemonic spatial 

production. ‘Communities’ (or interests within them) are also actors in such 

disenfranchisement but this equally demonstrates their potential and capacity to act in 

more resistant, progressive and inclusive ways. There is, therefore, evidence from both 

case studies to suggest that the lived space of coastal communities has transformative 

potential. Emotional experiences and connections to local landscapes and seascapes were 

deployed by communities in ways that activated different mechanisms and tactics to resist 

change. Such mechanisms and tactics will be referred to here as counter-movements in a 

Polanyian sense, to highlight that the discussion is not just about reactionary responses 

often related to the notion of resistance. Although dispute in the form of resistance, 

opposition and refusal was indeed deployed as the default tactic in the case of An Spidéal, 

it is one out of several responses evident in the case studies. It is, therefore, strategically 

important from a theoretical, but also from a policy and planning point of view, to 

understand what types of counter-movements are present at the coast and how they can 

transform the triad.  

 

The rest of this chapter is structured as follows: Section 7.2 starts by making sense of 

changes in perceived coastal landscapes and how these are experienced in the two study 

sites. Section 7.3 revisits emotional representations of the coast that have not led to any 

action (hence they are not counter-movements in a Polanyian sense), but which are a form 

of response regardless, that shows how both communities re-imagine and represent 

themselves and their coastal landscapes in ways that can open alternative pathways for 
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positive change. In this sense, section 7.3 ‘reads’ conceived space for difference. Section 

7.4 discusses lived space, that is where emotions play out and counter-movements are 

born. Examples from An Spidéal and Leenaun are brought in the discussion to argue that 

while counter-movements are important, if they only sit in this space of emotions and 

symbolic values, they face the danger of either slipping into reactionary types of responses 

(like refusal and opposition) or retreating to pure sentimentalism; both of which with an 

important role to play in resisting and making places meaningful and coherent, but without 

necessarily holding any transformative potential. Instead, counter-movements need to find 

their way into conceived space, that is the space where spatial production begins through 

marine governance.  

 

7.2 Making sense of perceived: Revealing the ‘roots’ of the problem-

scape 

There is a limited understanding in policy and practice as to how coastal communities 

have sought to represent themselves and their landscapes or what triggers their responses 

to coastal change in the first place. As was argued in Chapter 2, quite often policy frames 

community responses as mere concerns about landscape aesthetics and competition over 

space and resources that can be resolved through raising awareness locally and boosting 

geographical data collection at a regional level. Accordingly, policy has sought to ‘level 

the playing field’ by deploying governance mechanisms, such as consultation events at 

the local level (Smith and Jentoft, 2017) and geoportals and extensive map-making 

exercises at the regional/national scale (Leyshon, 2018; Boucquey et al., 2019; Campbell 

et al., 2020; Peters, 2020). In the case of the test site in An Spidéal, however, the nature 

of stakeholders is unequal and complex, and the consultation re-enforced an ‘us’ and 

‘them’ type of dichotomy. Furthermore, when asked about coastal landscape change, both 

communities perceived a rather complex and multi-layered notion of change, placing an 

emphasis on structural forces that produce landscapes, that in turn led them to express 

concerns about who is making profit out of the coast and the sea, as will be elaborated 

below.  
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The empirical findings showed that communities themselves, whether consciously or 

unconsciously, perceive landscape change as related to economic and policy change that 

has a knock-on effect for assets and natural resources. The latter might even appear 

contradictory to what will be argued in section 7.3 about landscape as an emotional 

experience. There is, however, the need to remember that when we move between spatial 

categories in the triad, the landscape transforms and so does the way people perceive and 

interpret it. This means that there is not a wholesome indigenous landscape value or 

perspective, but many. There is also a need to understand that coastal change does not 

always leave a perceptible mark on the physical landscape or seascape. As such, it is not 

merely perceived as negative impacts and loss of aesthetic value. Instead, landscape 

changes are understood as part of broader disembedding processes that often cause 

alienation between people and place and set off a process of contestation. Indeed, concepts 

of disembedding and alienation underpinned most of the narratives that came from the 

communities investigated. In the first place, such changes are perceived in the social and 

economic life of communities. Such a conception of change is not irrelevant to physical 

landscapes, not least because processes are tightly attached to tangible assets and resources 

embedded in them.  

 

Traditional livelihoods of peripheral coastal communities in Ireland, for example, used to 

be dependent on the sea, the rivers, the forests, the bogs, the hills, the seaweed, the fish, 

and the peat. Therefore, when activities like agriculture, small-scale fisheries, indigenous 

seaweed harvesting, and peat-turfing declined, so did some connections between people 

and these landscapes. In An Spidéal, for instance, the community gradually lost the small-

scale salmon fishery, traditional seaweed harvesting declined, and new forms of 

mechanical harvesting are now being promoted via mechanisms like contracts and 

licensing. The latter have sparked reactionary responses elsewhere on the west coast (i.e., 

the judicial review for seaweed in Bantry Bay that the participants in An Spidéal brought 

up as an example they related to). We saw similar patterns in Leenaun, too. The decline 

of farming and fisheries and the dismantling of the aquaculture co-operative to allow for 

private mussel producers to scale-up production, are prominent examples of the economic 
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restructuration and the loss of the commons, that affects not just the communities 

investigated here, but many other coastal communities at the national and international 

levels. Clearly, these are different processes taking place at different periods of time. For 

example, industrial seaweed cultivation did not occur in the same way the enclosure 

movement removed small scale farmers, but such processes have become long-established 

concerns for such communities. 

 

Loss of jobs rooted in place, which followed these labour transformations, have had a 

destructive effect on the lives of many individuals that were most affected. For example, 

analysis of case study findings reveals how in An Spidéal a chain of events, starting from 

the collapse of salmon stocks and the gradual decline of the fishery, has had an ensuing 

socio-psychological impact at an individual level, expressed through nostalgia. 

Subsequent enclosure of the river and surrounding forests has also imposed a cost for the 

community, which has been locked out of places that had for years acted as their local 

playgrounds. This loss has had important implications for public life and the well-being 

of the community overall. 

 

Processes of privatisation, commodification and marketisation have created a legacy of 

commodities at the coast that threatens long-established community values, assets, and 

commons. For example, the presence in the landscape of holiday homes, vacant assets, 

and ghost estates was perceived by many participants as a loss of landscape identity. 

Although in An Spidéal this over-development along the coast is conceived of as a 

negative landscape change, that signifies its transformation into a dormitory town, it is 

not, however, perceived as an imminent threat to the community. Conversely, in Leenaun, 

where the property market has failed to provide affordable housing and the government 

has in turn failed to mitigate the market’s failure, the same problem directly threatens to 

exclude young low-income families in particular. The landscape asset has, therefore, been 

framed as a ‘scourge’ (Leenaun focus group participant, referring to the expansion of 

holiday homes) – a type of resource-curse – by local people in Leenaun.  
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Such often alienating economic processes have been taking place on the parallel with 

socio-cultural and political changes that have affected community life at the coast. For 

example, the loss of socio-political capital due to emigration has cost both communities 

their capacity to govern, because ‘we don’t have the cows, we don’t have the power of the 

vote’ (Leenaun focus group participant, referring to the lack of delivery on behalf of the 

government). Within this context, over-charged responses that could perhaps appear as 

petty to an outsider, such as the failure to collectively organise St Patrick’s day in An 

Spidéal, receive a different meaning and significance. Such structural processes have had 

a knock-on effect for the loss of cultural rhythms and routines that have long acted as 

coping mechanisms in periods of change. The question then is, how do these communities 

replace these mechanisms to respond to change? Some responses are discussed below, and 

it is argued that if understood and mobilised effectively, they might insert difference to 

the triad by showing how there are opportunities for transformative change. 

 

7.3 ‘Reading for’ difference in conceived 

Having discussed what could broadly be considered as changes in perceived landscape, 

this section will revisit a set of affective renditions of landscape, that reveal the level of 

complexity with which communities seek to represent themselves within the coast to deal 

with the volume of change and pressures they are faced with. Using their photographic 

representations, participants in An Spidéal and Leenaun portrayed landscapes and 

seascapes as spaces of heritage, within which they re-imagined their identity and re-

constructed new (positive) meanings to deal with negative landscape change. This does 

show that a narrative, a vision and a common language is emerging at the coast (section 

7.3.1). Section 7.3.2 argues that some responses have even gone a step further, revealing 

a nascent, yet potentially transformative narrative that seeks to de-commodify coastal 

landscapes and assets and re-claim them as part of the indigenous heritage of the coast. 

Section 7.3.3 argues that indigenous values are in many respects not that different from 

tourist values, and the survey findings (Chapter 6) are brought in to highlight these 
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alignments, recognising that there are opportunities for transforming the triad by inserting 

difference in the coastal economy.  

 

7.3.1 Re-imagining the old – Re-constructing the new 
 

Focusing on represented space, we see how both communities mobilised their lived 

experiences and emotions as a coping mechanism to mentally deal with the volume of 

change. Memories and nostalgia attached to the coast and sea were present in the narratives 

of participants in both communities, indicating their quest for socio-psychological coping 

mechanisms. For example, the Gaelic identity in An Spidéal and the ‘frontier identity’ in 

Leenaun was rehearsed in the narratives of many participants in an effort to re-imagine 

and portray their communities in positive ways as united, coherent and self-reliant. Some 

of these representations were contradictory (if they were self-reliant, they would not be 

feeling powerless), perhaps surreal (An Spidéal was portrayed as a rural Arcadia and a 

modern suburbia concurrently), and even exclusive in the way they stressed their 

uniqueness and difference from the ‘other’.  

 

Such re-imagining their place within the coast was particularly pronounced in An Spidéal, 

where the volume of change has more impact and perhaps, so is the need of people to 

strengthen qualities perceived to be under threat, like their sense of belonging, identity, 

and social connectedness. Although nostalgia and imaginary representations of landscape 

and community tend to strengthen symbolic ties between people and place and restore 

immaterial relationships perceived to be under threat, they nevertheless fail to replace the 

tangible relationships with the assets and resources these communities have lost in growth 

processes.  

 

Dealing with the loss of landscapes and assets invariably poses existential threats to the 

communities. Negative coastal change that was perceived as inevitable or beyond the 

community’s control, was responded to by re-assigning a positive meaning to negative 

change. For example, the heavy storms in 2015 resulted in extensive damages both in 

Galway Bay and Killary Harbour. In An Spidéal, part of the old bog that was lying under 
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the beach for thousands of years was exposed and subsequently dried out after an extended 

period of summer drought. Although most of the participants perceived this as a negative 

landscape and environmental change, others saw a quintessentially Irish place identity 

emerging from the ancient bog, or the “sunken forest” as it became known locally, owing 

to the roots of the bog oak trees that were revealed. The damaged beach, consciously or 

unconsciously, received a new value as a local archaeological site with important symbolic 

meaning, as the roots of the oak trees were paralleled to the Irish cultural roots. Similar 

responses were reported in the case of the wind farms in the forest, where the visual 

intrusiveness of the wind turbines came to be compensated (at least for some participants) 

by the increased permeability that the forest acquired through the network of paths opened. 

While the walking paths offered the community a new use value for the forest, this newly 

acquired accessibility came to somehow symbolise ‘transparency to the dirty secret the 

forest was’ (An Spidéal workshop participant, referring to the windfarms in the forest).  

 

It is argued that if marine governance is to recognise and meaningfully include different 

types of knowledge and processes that communities go through to deal with landscape 

change, it can lead to less conflictual types of spatial production at the coast. For example, 

the loss of aesthetic values in the case of the offshore energy test site in Galway Bay was, 

like in the case of the wind park in the forest, just one of the pieces of the puzzle that 

synthesized the community’s responses. If accessibility symbolised transparency in the 

case of the onshore wind farm, then some sort of access could have been negotiated 

between the community and the Marine Institute in terms of the test site, too. While access 

at the sea would not necessarily look like the tangible network of paths in the forest, as 

the materiality of the sea is far more complex than that of the land, it could nevertheless 

transform into a network of some sort. For example, since the production of knowledge is 

what the test site was intended for, accessibility could materialise through a data-sharing, 

knowledge-exchange network that could form across local communities around Galway 

Bay and the Marine Institute. Gaining educational value from the test site, through 

‘community-science’ projects, could, for example, have been brought on the table during 

the consultations. 
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The point here is not to reduce community-science projects into a panacea that would have 

solved the ills of consultation. Instead, the point is to understand that there are numerous 

possibilities for doing things differently, if policy-makers and other actors within 

Lefevre’s conceived sphere of space acknowledged the coast and sea as social and political 

spaces, as much as natural and physical. Marine Spatial Planning is currently being 

implemented in Ireland and could potentially offer an arena for local communities to 

reconceptualise the manner in which space is considered in policies. If MSP is, however, 

to become an opportunity for transformative change, rather than re-iterate patterns of top-

down, one-off consultation events, different actors will have to understand each other’s 

language. That said, it is increasingly important for those on Lefebvre’s periphery to also 

start understanding the rules of the market and how they can benefit from Blue Growth in 

ways that are acceptable and align to their local values and landscapes. This can partly be 

achieved with practical and applied citizen science approaches and how they might be 

taken forward. I will return to this point in Chapter 8. 

 

7.3.2 Re-claiming the assets 
 

As pointed out in Chapter 2, policy in Europe, and increasingly in Ireland, has focused on 

geo-visualisations followed by market-based representations (including ecosystem 

valuations) of the coast and sea. Under its Blue Growth strategy (HOOW, 2012), for 

example, the Irish government has imagined the ocean as wealth to be harnessed. 

Accordingly, the seaweed is now being licensed to companies that will scale production 

through mechanical harvesting; the sea is turning into an experimental lab for offshore 

renewable energy; and strategies for the intensification of coastal tourism have invested 

in the marketisation of the coastal landscapes on the Wild Atlantic Way. Witnessing that 

landscapes, assets and natural resources that were always there and, perhaps, somehow 

taken for granted (i.e., the seaweed) are now being revalorised for Blue Growth, it is not 

surprising that coastal communities expressed concerns about the future of these resources 

and how profit is made from them (especially by perceived outsiders). In other words, 

responses across both communities were mobilised around the assets, how value was 

extracted and more importantly, where it went.   
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Heritage assets and experiences with significant cultural value included most of the 

designated and protected sites and practices. For example, we saw in An Spidéal that 

values of maritime heritage were associated with the settlement’s two piers, and the 

Galway hookers (traditional boats historically linked with Galway Bay). Similarly, in 

Leenaun, participants highlighted their farming heritage, embodied by the abandoned 

wool store. More than these unmistakable types of heritage assets, however, participants 

in both cases focused on features embedded in the landscape that was perhaps less 

expected. In An Spidéal, for example, participants assigned meaning and significance to 

natural resources, such as the seaweed, the rockpools (containing various forms of marine 

wildlife), and wetlands (containing wild orchids and bog cotton). Whether such responses 

emerged consciously or unconsciously, it does show how communities are trying to de-

commodify landscape and the assets embedded within it and claim them as part of their 

indigenous cultural heritage.  

 

In An Spidéal, there was even willingness to create a use value for some under-used 

coastal assets (such as the old school and the convent) while a similar response was also 

noticed in Leenaun (such as the old wool store and empty police station). Few local voices 

in An Spidéal pointed towards the opportunities Blue Growth offers locally, and especially 

coastal tourism and the WAW, acknowledging that in the long-term, the strategy of refusal 

and opposition the community has adopted is not sustainable. Locally based development 

opportunities, however, may go unrealised unless the complex relationship between 

growth activities, coastal landscape and local communities is addressed both in future 

national policies and marine and coastal plans and within community strategies and local 

development plans.  

 

The next section brings in findings from the tourist survey (Chapter 6) and discusses them 

in relation to findings from the two community focus groups. It is argued that outsiders 

(in this case tourists) do not necessarily experience coastal landscapes and seascapes 

differently and certainly not in less meaningful ways to insiders, but rather, there exist 
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alignments and common understandings that can open windows of opportunity for making 

something different. 

 

7.3.3 Reconciling insider-outsider dichotomies 
 

Community experiences of coastal landscape, such as those that emerged during the two 

focus groups, do not just reflect indigenous, localised values of place. Chapter 6 revealed 

a multi-dimensional understanding of tourist experiences that goes beyond outsiders vs. 

insiders and stresses the complex mix of landscape preferences and perceptions that make 

up the coastal experience.  

 

Well-being experiences, for example, emerged as the strongest component in the analysis, 

highlighting experiences that are not exclusively economic, but are focused on physical 

and mental well-being, emotional and existential attachment with community and place. 

In other words, well-being experiences closely reflect the type of values both communities 

expressed for the coast and sea. Well-being, health and how the sea offers restorative, 

therapeutical experiences, was a big theme emerging from the analysis in both case 

studies. In An Spidéal, for example, we saw how the sea provided a refuge during period 

of illness and, implicitly, psychological distress. The interplay between endurance and 

temporality in encounters with the coast was paralleled to personal stories of life change, 

and the coast transformed into a symbol of resilience, which triggered a sense of hope and 

optimism. We witnessed deep ontological connections between people and the sea in 

Leenaun, too. Most of these experiences were almost impossible to articulate, as they 

relate to deeper existential connections, such as the sense of reverence, even sacredness of 

the coast. Conscientious experiences (Chapter 6) highlights the presence at the coast of 

highly (self-)critical tourists, who acknowledge the contradictory nature of their practice 

and seek to behave in more ethical and sustainable ways. Similarly, coastal change 

experiences are reflective of environmentally conscious attitudes that understand and even 

empathise with the development pressures faced by host communities. Such experiential 

similarities reveal a formidable bond of care that inadvertently develops in encounters 
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between people and the sea and goes beyond socially constructed notions of insideness 

and outsideness.  

 

These empirical findings point to the fact that tourists are likely to be interested in 

conserving and valuing the same type of assets, resources, indigenous knowledge, 

development models and even ideas about place as local communities. It is argued that 

reframing market intelligence in the way proposed in this study, can potentially help 

coastal communities understand tourism preferences in ways that reflect their own 

landscape values. If communities are to understand the way tourism valorises coastal 

landscape, they may adopt new tactics to resist, respond or open alternatives for locally 

centred Blue Growth. The challenge is to convert such alignments into practical projects 

that extract value for local communities, protect and enhance their identity, and better 

manage the structural economic forces that have marginalised their sense of place. 

 

Having revisited the multiple ways in which insiders and outsiders, communities and 

tourists, experience and interpret the coastal landscape, the last section of this chapter will 

discuss how these interpretations trigger the community’s responses and what types of 

counter-movements are present at the coast.  

 

7.4  Repoliticising the lived: Emotions, counter-movements and the 

‘Right to the Coast’ 

A fertile starting point to understand how counter-movements play out at the coast is to 

explore the interplay between emotional experiences of place and political consciousness; 

a connection that is elusive in the literature examined and even less understood in policy 

and practice. The dialectical tension between emotion and politics creates unique 

dynamics that manifest differently in the two communities studied and underline an 

important theoretical and policy implication. That is, the need to rethink and not 

underestimate lived space and its ‘symbolic works’, for it is here that the seeds of counter-

movements are lain in the first place. Reframing the Lefebvrian lived space in this way, 
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connects it with a growing number of critical calls in the academic literature that stress the 

importance of emotionally intelligent ways of knowing the coast and the sea (Peters and 

Brown, 2017; Brennan, 2018; McElduff and Ritchie, 2018; Walsh and Döring, 2018; 

Britton, Olive and Wheaton, 2019). 

 

Counter-movements at the coast are not homogenous or even coherent, but rather, play 

out differently between the two communities, as was revealed through the analysis in 

Chapters 4 and 5. In Leenaun, for example, these tended to informal and symbolic, but 

rather tokenistic, approaches, that ranged from: forms of ‘cry’ directed at the government, 

that ‘demanded’ more protection, regulation and enforcement; to informal approaches to 

individual home-owners to help ease the housing pressures; to a symbolic ‘right to the 

coast’ movement for gaining public access to the sea. Section 7.4.1 discusses how all such 

responses eventually failed to lead to meaningful collective action and retreated to the 

space of emotions and symbolisms. In An Spidéal, on the other side, counter-movements 

emerged as a form of opposition and refusal to participate in planning processes related to 

Blue Growth projects (such as at the test site and proposed hotel). Section 7.4.2 discusses 

how such politics led to the adoption of formal/legalistic mechanisms for resolving the 

disputes (i.e., planning appeals, judicial review), that offered to the community in An 

Spidéal decisive, yet one-off, solutions. Section 7.4.3 argues that there is a nascent, yet 

potentially transformative, tactics forming among actors within different communities 

with similar interests and concerns, pointing out that counter-movements can form in 

different scales and cross-community spaces. Whilst they may be local and project 

specific, their potential to connect via formal or informal networks remains a site of 

political possibility. 

 

The reasons behind this divergence in approaches between An Spidéal and Leenaun are 

shaped by a complex interplay of factors, that include, but are not limited to, the different 

intensity of landscape pressures and the nature of community relationships; the ways they 

perceive (and implicitly classify) insiders, outsiders and the nature of interests at the coast; 

and how they themselves are locked into different systems of spatial reproduction. These 

factors in turn shape the ways they understand what is happening to them and largely 
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determine their political consciousness. Their political consciousness dictates the different 

mechanisms through which emotions are ‘set in motion’. In other words, while emotional 

experiences of coastal landscapes and seascapes (such as place attachment, memories and 

nostalgias, well-being, and so on) were similar in both communities, the emergence of 

counter-movements were different and contingent on local histories, leadership, capacities 

and even location (between the Galway conurbation and the peripheral Atlantic coast).  

 

7.4.1 Retreating to emotions and symbolisms 
 

While both community groups acknowledged that many landscape pressures are internally 

produced by locals and their contradictory practices at the coast and sea, they did, 

however, choose to respond to pressures perceived as external. In Leenaun, for example, 

anger and discontent were openly expressed about speculative property developments 

(second homes and Airbnb) and the failure of the government to regulate the market and 

supply social housing. There was also discontent about the lack of public space at the coast 

while many participants also expressed concern about pressures brought in by intensive 

forms of tourism on the Wild Atlantic Way. In other words, it was the exogenous types of 

Blue Growth and largely outsider actors (i.e., tourism producers operating in Dublin and 

Galway city, tourists themselves, holiday home-owners and the government), that were 

framed as part of the problem in the case of Leenaun. On the contrary, spatial practices 

that add pressures on the landscape and the environment, but which are performed by 

insiders (such as sheep farmers and mussel farmers that were identified by participants as 

the traditional land and sea owners, respectively), did not feature in their narratives, at 

least not openly during the focus group and follow-up interviews.  

 

The reasons for this differentiation of attitude towards different Blue Growth stakeholders 

lie within the strong social bonds and dependencies that have historically formed in 

Leenaun due to its small size, and its geographic, economic and political peripherality. 

Especially given the weak nature of the state in this peripheral coastal community, other 

forms of reliance and inter-dependence have gained prominence among people. It is no 

surprise, therefore, that environmental and landscape pressures related to ‘industrial’ 
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forms of Blue Growth, that tend to be contested elsewhere (i.e., aquaculture 

intensification), were framed by participants in Leenaun as potentially causing ‘a little bit 

of unhappiness’ (workshop participant in Leenaun, referring to the possibility of 

increasing the aquaculture licenses in Killary Harbour), rather than being framed as a 

problem that would require action. Instead, external pressures were contested more 

openly, and the government was ‘called’ to act on behalf of the community: ‘we want it, 

of course, but we want it more controlled’ (workshop participant in Leenaun referring to 

the emergence of intensive types of tourism on the WAW).  

 

While it is acknowledged that communities with strong social bonds, such as Leenaun, 

can invest in alternative ways to informally mediate tensions and disputes, this tactic 

nevertheless comes at a cost. This cost manifests as a failure to act when tensions cannot 

be resolved informally, or when it is the practices and interests of local actors that fuel the 

disputes. For example, the community in Leenaun attempted to deal with housing 

pressures by making contact with individual home-owners, who are largely absent most 

of the year, and asking them to rent their holiday homes to locals at a reasonable price. 

Another example is the coastal amphitheatre on land that is owned by local farmer(s). 

Notably, the amphitheatre drawing on the classical world was (together with the agora) a 

symbol of socio-political life in the city, where cultural celebrations would also take place. 

While this parallel embodies some of the symbolic values of the coast as a public space, 

hence nodding to a Lefebvrian ‘right to the city’, it is nevertheless a rather tokenistic right, 

that will not necessarily grant any agency or capacity to the community to self-govern or 

diversify its strategies of adaptation.  

 

While investing in symbolism and appealing to a sense of solidarity (in the case of holiday 

home-owners) could be considered as mobilising the ‘politics of emotion’ (Thrift, 2008), 

it is nevertheless politics channelled towards an ineffective direction in this case. Indeed, 

despite the tireless efforts of many in the community in Leenaun, none of these strategies 

has come to fruition. Faced with the failure of their efforts to effectively deal with or 

mitigate any of the pressures, a sense of powerlessness has caught up with the community, 

paralysing rather than mobilising any sustainable counter-movement.  



Chapter 7  7.4 Repoliticising the lived: 

Emotions, counter-movements and the ‘Right to the Coast’ 

217 

 

7.4.2 Refusal and Opposition 
 

In the case of An Spidéal, the interplay between emotion and politics played out quite 

differently. The nature of landscape pressures, the uniqueness of the Gaeltacht identity, 

the emergence of new actors and external interests and a clear-cut division between 

insiders and outsiders, all appear far more pronounced here. Feelings of anxiety, concern 

and loss were also present in the narratives of the participants in An Spidéal. Such feelings 

transformed into a spontaneous eruption of anger when they failed to find their way into 

the consultation events held by the Marine Institute with regards to the test site in Galway 

Bay.  

 

This clash (that could be broadly conceptualised as a clash between the lived and 

conceived space) has largely set the precedent for later developments at the coast, 

especially those perceived as representing external interests related to Blue Growth (like 

the proposed hotel by the sea). This argument links back to the literature that highlighted 

the instrumental nature of consultation as a mechanism for governance, often shaped by 

those who seek to produce space in specific ways or are solely interested in a specific issue 

(such as getting the license for the test site). Hence, consultation events fail to fulfil their 

participatory remits, as they cannot capture the concerns and multiple threats a coastal 

community faces in their encounters with the coast and sea. As such, consultations often 

result in reproducing false dichotomies between insiders and outsiders while worsening 

relations of trust. This is quite similar to what happened in An Spidéal. Interestingly, the 

type of ‘blue developer’ emerged through the consultation events as distinctively different 

from the equivalent in Leenaun, in that it is not represented by a familiar local face holding 

bonds with place and community. Instead, here it is often an outsider supported by the 

government through institutions such as Údarás na Gaeltachta and the Marine Institute. 

Especially the latter came to be regarded with suspicion as the embodiment of external 

interests seeking to implement agendas at the ocean that might favour some, but not the 

majority of local people.  

 

The community in An Spidéal adopted formal, legalistic mechanisms of opposition, such 

as planning appeals and judicial review. As argued in Chapter 4, using these formal 
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mechanisms has started to become the default strategy for resistance in An Spidéal. 

Consecutive successes in stopping controversial developments produced an ephemeral 

sense of euphoria, reduced the sense of powerlessness, and acted as a unifying social force 

while offering them valuable experience and knowledge in navigating through the 

planning and legal systems. Regardless of how effective, mechanisms like appeals and 

judicial reviews are one-off solutions, that are also locked into property rights. The coastal 

community in An Spidéal, however, does not hold such legal rights or titles on the sea or 

the coastal land where the hotel was proposed. This means that their tactics worked due to 

specific weaknesses in both development proposals, which can hardly be relied upon as a 

long-term approach. 

 

7.4.3 Creating alliances and building networks 
 

Beyond disputes at the local level, however, what An Spidéal case study illustrates is a 

spontaneous, yet potentially significant, pattern of networking of actors within different 

communities with similar interests and concerns. These actors are reaching out to each 

other for support, advice and knowledge exchange, or simply expressing their solidarity 

and constructing an agonistic type of narrative with a presence on social media (i.e., with 

the community in Bantry Bay that won a judicial review against a seaweed company 

seeking a license to harvest seaweed in Bantry Bay). Whether this pattern of a networked 

alliance is going to achieve something, or it is just about reaching out, will largely depend 

on its capacity to become embedded in broader processes of change, including Blue 

Growth. This point is also relevant for Leenaun. Even though the symbolism, 

sentimentalism and routines witnessed may still be relevant to the local community, if they 

focus on this, they are in danger of losing relevance to broader processes of coastal change. 

As Harvey argues:  

‘left to themselves such movements amount to nothing more than minor 

perturbations on the deeper current of socio-ecological change’  

(Harvey, 2014, p. 190). 
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The findings from An Spidéal do, however, show that we are not just looking at localised 

disputes, but rather, there is a growing counter-hegemonic narrative, an emerging common 

language, and a scaling-up, that could see the birth of a significant socio-political 

movement at the coast. However, if these communities were to come together and form a 

counter-movement, what should they demand? I will return to this question in Chapter 8. 
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Chapter 8.   

Conclusions 

 

8.1 Introduction 

This study used Lefebvre’s spatial triad to elicit the multi-faceted and contested nature of 

coastal landscape. It also showed that there is greater complexity in the way the coast is 

experienced, valued, and contested than it can be suggested through the spatial triad. 

Having highlighted, through the empirical analysis, the contradictions of the different 

modes of spatial production, the conclusions draw out the conceptual, policy and practice 

implications, especially for coastal communities. This concluding chapter starts by 

bringing forward the critical findings, discussing their implications for practice and 

‘mapping the contours’ of a transformative agenda for the coast. Where appropriate, ideas 

for potential projects and practical recommendations are proposed, but it is noted that such 

a discussion is mostly speculative in nature. Finally, this chapter reflects on the limitations 

of this research journey while pointing out ideas for future research.  

 

8.2 Critical findings: Bridging ideas and practices 

It is useful to start by reminding to the reader the specific objectives of this study and how 

the argument developed. The rationale that underpinned this study was that Blue Growth 

strategies, the increasing marketisation of coastal tourism, and the entry (in coastal and 

marine areas) of new stakeholders, interests and marine industries, all play out as tensions 

and conflicts at the coast. Concerns about negative change in coastal land- and sea- scapes 

often lie at the heart of such conflicts, affecting particularly those groups that emotionally 

relate to the coast, but with limited capacity to participate and influence processes that 

underpin its change in the first place. Within this context, the aim of this research has been 



Chapter 8   8.2 Critical findings: 

Bridging ideas and practices 

221 

 

to explore the complex nature of change in coastal landscapes from a local community 

and tourist perspective. Understanding the roots of contestation and how coastal 

communities have responded to the forces that pressurise the coast is key to making the 

governance of the seas and the deployment of Blue Growth more just and inclusive. The 

context and specific objectives for the research, as set out in Chapter 1, were to:  

 

I. Develop a conceptual framework to capture the contested nature of coastal 

landscape/seascape and how contestation and conflict occur at the coast. 

This Objective was addressed in Chapter 2, which critically revised and amended 

Lefebvre's spatial triad as a conceptual framework with the capacity to capture 

contestation through the different interpretations and practices of landscape. A 

number of critical points were raised about the use of the triad, and the empirical 

research was then developed in Chapter 3 to address these points. 

 

II. Understand community experiences of coastal land- and sea- scapes and 

critically examine responses to change, contestation, and resistance at the 

coast. This Objective was tackled in Chapters 4 and 5, where the thematic 

analysis of qualitative data was presented and elements of how the coast is 

imagined, perceived, and lived from a community perspective were answered.  

 

III. Understand tourist experiences of of coastal land- and sea- scapes and how 

they might align with community experiences. This objective was tackled in 

Chapter 6, where the tourist survey analysis was presented and significant 

crossovers between insiders and outsiders were elicited that challenge 

conceptual binaries and narrow interpretations of landscapes. 

 

IV. Set out the conceptual and practical implications for coastal places faced 

with multiple Blue Growth pressures and provide recommendations for 

communities and marine planning on how to stregthen policy in competitive 

marine and coastal environments. This objective was tackled in Chapters 7 

and 8, where the empirical findings were synthesized and discussed against the 

spatial triad and the key concepts from Chapter 2. 
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This thesis added analytical depth to Lefebvre’s spatial triad by bringing it into dialogue 

with contemporary critical analytical concepts and key debates regarding marine and 

coastal spaces. In doing so, several critical points were raised. First, that the real vs. 

imagined binary Lefebvre has mobilised to conceptualise contestation is a simplistic 

dichotomy that may be useful for foregrounding the existence of tensions and conflict, but 

which nevertheless fails to explain how different understandings of coastal landscape 

create contestation and conflict. Here, the analysis developed Lefebvre’s distinction 

between use and exchange value, not to suggest that they align with a different type of real 

or imagined space, but to stress that representational processes promote, designate, and 

incentivize Blue Growth profit over everyday social relationships and immaterial people-

landscape connections. The argument is that the predominant model through which BG is 

being implemented, produces spatial representations of the coast and the sea as a site of 

surplus and wealth. In doing so, it disembeds it from its social moorings. The land and the 

sea, labour and employment, and the role of finance (especially in speculative coastal 

development) are all mobilised in the chain of Blue Growth production and consumption, 

which is the fundamental underlying factor that causes contestation at the coast, not least 

because it aims to remove from people (and communities) their own landscapes. Many of 

these processes are not new but are nevertheless intensifying under BG regimes. 

Therefore, Blue Growth, its impacts on coastal landscapes and ensuing contestation cannot 

be discussed separately from the disembedding processes that take place over recursive 

generations through taken-for-granted assumptions, unwritten rules, and reinforced 

patterns of spatial practices at the coast and sea. Such disembedding processes are careful, 

sometimes aggressive, but fundamentally incomplete and imperfect. As was argued in 

Chapter 2, this idea of disembedding and its imperfect nature would, according to Polanyi, 

create a double movement; a movement that runs counter to the hegemonic forces that 

cause disembedding and which often manifests as a reaction to and/or a rejection of the 

latter.  

 

This thesis has argued that this counter-movement is born in the realm of lived space, 

whose significance and potentially transformative power is downplayed in Lefebvre’s 
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spatial triad. Lefebvre’s analysis is important, not as a descriptor of a type of space but as 

a resource to understand how communities affected by imposed social (and economic) 

constructs can understand their options, capacity to resist what their ultimate goal might 

be – securing a sense of their place born of their own experiences, desires and priorities.  

This brings a related critical point about the triad, about Lefebvre’s insufficient 

problematisation of the contingent nature of power and the dynamics that enable the 

repetition of the hegemonic spatial production he observes. His limited analysis of how 

hegemonic spatial reproduction takes place, frames it as something that is almost 

impossible to change, and indeed, Lefebvre fails to acknowledge that counter-movements 

in the domain of lived space have the capacity to produce material change with significant 

implications for spatial practices.  

 

Counter-movements, however, are themselves often poorly understood, politically weak 

or misdirected. Here, the thesis explored the presence and intensity of counter-movements 

at the Irish west coast, their effectiveness, and how re-embedding might be articulated by 

taking control of Blue Growth processes in more inclusive ways, as will be elaborated 

below. The analysis found a mix of responses including what Lefebvre would call a ‘cry 

and demand’ approach that were witnessed to a different degree in the case studies. 

Investment on symbolically loaded responses and calling on elected representatives for 

help is a useful, disruptive, and potentially effective tactic as, if communities did not ‘cry’, 

they are not likely to get noticed, and if they do not gain political support, they are not 

likely to leverage the necessary (political, policy, financial, land-use) resources for 

change. On a different note, however, overemphasising such responses also points to the 

contorted knowledge communities hold as to what is happening to them, who is to blame 

and who they rely on for help. In many instances, it is mainly those that the community 

perceives as the ‘outsiders’ that become framed as responsible for the volume of pressures 

affecting their landscapes. The paradox is that it is the same outsiders that coastal 

communities often depend on for help. This finding reveals a deeply established pattern 

of vulnerability and dependency on external forces to fix local problems and contestations. 

The way in which the division between insiders and outsiders is constructed, however, 

differs significantly among different communities, suggesting that clear-cut insider-
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outsider divisions are not very useful conceptual binaries for explaining contestation. This 

point is also supported by looking across perspectives elicited from the focus groups with 

local communities and the ‘outsider’ experiences of coastal landscapes, as they emerged 

through the tourist segmentation analysis. The similarities and alignments in the ways both 

tourists and communities experience the coast clearly challenge long-established binaries, 

especially when it comes to the ways people perceive and experience real (or imagined) 

landscapes. 

 

Crucially, the immaterial cultural connections and the affections people hold for the sea 

often fail to find space in official governance arenas, such as dominant (typically top-

down) consultation processes. Stopping developments by using quite sophisticated  

(semi-) legal means (planning appeals and judicial reviews) is an important tactic used by 

coastal communities, as it can potentially mobilise a degree of social coherence, skills, 

and resources. The observed ‘coming together’ of actors from different communities with 

similar interests points to the formation of a networked type of power, not least because 

such power holds potential for activating transformative change. This is not to suggest that 

these networks are formal, hierarchical, or well- resourced, only that their emergence 

offers potential in connecting counter-strategies, local communities and the various tactics 

used into a more coherent double-movement for the coast. Stopping development may or 

may not work in the long term but creating networked patterns of power, knowledge 

exchange and resources, may lead to a type of ‘cognitive’ resistance that exceeds the 

boundaries of small coastal communities and whose significance emphasises not just the 

political, but crucially, the practical value of diverse ‘ways of knowing’ the coast, as will 

be further elaborated in section 8.3. 

 

The findings have implications for policy, as they show how local communities care 

deeply about the changes taking place at the coast and the sea and how this culture of care 

leads them to frame their ‘common’ landscapes as assets that are worthy of defense. This 

is an important starting point for a coherent and sustainable counter-movement for the 

coast (which we have yet to witness as a scalable project). There is value in all community 

responses and counter-movements, as no matter how short-lived or ephemeral they may 
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be, they show a willingness to act to improve their areas. The tactics that coastal 

communities have deployed here, however, are not strong enough for sufficiently 

mobilising a sustainable solution to dominant growth models. A vague claim for a 

collective ‘right’ to the coast, that will prioritise ‘communities before corporations’ 

(workshop participant in An Spidéal) may have been socially inspiring and instigating 

from a political point of view, but if this claim is not underpinned by a coherent agenda of 

what this ‘right’ means for local action, it can hardly make any viable difference. 

Ultimately, it is not as much about what form the counter-movements take, but how useful 

they are to the lives of those left out of the processes that transform coastal landscapes and 

seascapes. It is argued that pressures are not likely to stop, especially as they are actively 

encouraged and even incentivized. Therefore, a pragmatic option available to weak and 

ill-prepared communities that lack coherent agendas and actions, is a significant 

contribution of this research, and will be further developed in the following section. 

 

8.3 A transformative agenda for Re-embedding the coast 

The emergence of Blue Growth and the extension of market logics into coastal tourism 

have intensified tensions and conflicts at the coast. Coastal landscapes that were 

traditionally open and shared spaces, are gradually transforming into sites of production, 

where technological and industrial marine sectors, coastal tourism and housing markets 

intensively compete to privatise what remains of the coastal commons (beaches, 

waterfronts, seaweed, the sea and so on). Resistance, emotions, routines, and social capital 

form an important part of the counter-movement observed at the coast. The conclusions 

of this thesis, however, suggest that a sustainable countermovement will not take the guise 

of a wholesome rejection of the neoliberal economic models that operate at the coast and 

the sea. In other words, small communities on the Wild Atlantic Way, like An Spidéal and 

Leenaun, are unlikely to stop economic development models that support high-value Blue 

Growth sectors. What they can do, however, is redefine value, what it means to local 

people and prioritise more ethical and sustainable forms of ‘growth’, that will promote 

less conflictual forms of landscape valorisation. 
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Interestingly, Lefebvre touched on the idea of self-governance and autonomous 

organisation that will come as a result of the takeover of the modes of production by 

workers, as argued in Chapter 2. He raises this idea through in his notion of autogestion, 

but again he leaves this concept hanging and largely disconnected from the triad. An 

autonomous movement for the coast, as seen in this thesis, is about self-help, asset 

accumulation and recovering value within and for local communities that will reconcile 

the economic with the social. This is relevant here, as the analysis showed that there are 

narratives within the community groups that have started imagining a future in which they 

would gain ownership of specific coastal assets (Chapters 4 and 5). Imaginaries, however, 

need to be activated through a coherent vision and underpinned by a strategy, neither of 

which were in place in the communities investigated. In this regard, developing the 

contours for a transformative agenda for the coast is an important practical contribution of 

this thesis. At a theoretical level, it is also a response to reconciling contestations that the 

triad has helped understand. Of course, this thesis does not deny the hegemony of BG, but 

highlights that there are different ways of doing it that can benefit coastal communities 

and their local landscapes. Investment on knowledge, assets, networks, and skills, should 

become a core component in this transformation, as will be elaborated below. 

 

8.3.1 Knowledge and assets 
 

This study shows that coastal communities have a different, and in many cases contorted 

version of what is happening to them and their coastal landscapes. While the analytical 

approach undertaken here has been useful for understanding the nature of contestation and 

change on the west coast, there is, however, a need to invest in more applied research 

projects that will directly work on some of the challenges these communities are facing. 

Knowledge, of course, is not the exclusive answer to the problem. It could, however, 

become an important dimension for the desired transformation if it enables communities 

to shift from patterns of vulnerability and dependency on outside actors and resources. 

Many communities do need to be supported ‘from the outside’ to become more capable 

of governing their own development, but it might be useful to start thinking about 
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alignments and coalitions, rather than what is deficient; seeking progressive solutions, 

rather than stressing peripherality and problems; addressing knowledge gaps and lack of 

skillsets, rather than over-celebrating emotions and memory of what was. 

 

A key point that was raised in Chapter 2, was that a knowledge gap in community values 

is being reproduced by key actors involved in MSP and Blue Growth. This is an important 

issue, as it shapes the policy process. For example, Table 2.1 (Chapter 2) showed the types 

of knowledge prioritised to create an evidence base for supporting the implementation of 

MSP and Blue Growth in Ireland, which revolves around spatial data, formal seascape 

assessments, ecosystem services, data management and informatics. The scientific and 

technical projects commissioned using EU (EMMF) funds are important, but there is a 

substantial gap in projects that would be relevant to coastal communities, and this is 

perhaps one of the main factors that re-enforces false dichotomies and specific patterns of 

reaction and rejection on behalf of local communities. The question then is: What types of 

projects could key governmental institutions within the coastal and marine realm support 

to address this gap and foster reconciliation? In other words, what types of knowledge 

would enable communities to resist in more transformative and useful ways that will stress 

collaboration rather than contestation?  

 

This study concludes that if the countermovement is to become transformative and 

empowering for local communities, it should emphasise the practical and not merely the 

political value of ‘ways of knowing’. In this context, a community science project could 

be put forward, that would see community groups work together with researchers and 

professionals. Here, the methodological contributions of this research are considered 

important, as they have shown how the combination of different methodologies can enable 

this assemblage. For example: 

 

Photo-elicitation: Through photography, participants from both case studies identified 

coastal landscapes that are being lost via commodification and pointed out a number of 

assets and resources that could be utilised by the community. Although the use of photo-

elicitation as a method embedded within the focus groups was not intended as an asset-
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mapping exercise in this study, it did, however, stimulate the community group to start 

thinking about ownership and imagining possibilities of getting to decide about the future 

of assets they want to save from privatisation. This experimentation with methodologies, 

like using photo-elicitation with a community group, has the potential to reveal a lot about 

local perspectives and values attached to the landscape. At the same time, it can broadly 

‘map’ what assets are important to them as ‘emotional geographies’, and especially the 

assets and relationships embedded in place that are perceived as threatened by BG. In this 

context, community photo-elicitation provides a framework to prioritize the way in which 

coastal land- and sea- scape are valorised and commodified in a disembedding process and 

as such, it could become tactically useful in a way a formal survey may not.  

 

Market segmentation: Chapter 3 proposed that segmentation, which is a methodology 

traditionally used in applied tourism and marketing research, can be used by social 

sciences to deepen understanding of the complexity of landscape consumption. In 

‘returning’ segmentation to coastal communities, this study has reframed market 

intelligence in ways that are recognisable by local people, but also by policymakers (Pafi, 

Flannery and Murtagh, 2020). Reframing the market of coastal tourism in the way 

proposed here is one of the possibilities that can potentially help coastal communities 

understand tourism preferences in ways that reflect their own landscape values, but also 

demonstrate an understanding of the complexity of the markets. This contribution, in 

combination with the observed community interest in some of the assets, invite us to think 

about opportunities that combine blue assets and tourism. These could include: a 

community-owned seaweed bath business; an artisanal restaurant; a community-owned 

hostel or small hotel by the sea. This discussion is, of course, only speculative at this stage. 

The point raised here is that using a market methodology transformed through a 

community lens has managed to elicit a theme about ‘blue health’ that marine policy has 

neglected, and the tourism market has also failed to recognise. The tourism industry in 

particular has systematically focused on the high-value market segments that target 

international tourists, but without really understanding that it is it the healing power of the 

sea that pulls people in at the coast in the first place. Of course, dedicated market research 

is needed to test if the experiential tourist segments identified in this study are (or can 
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become) pragmatic market segments for communities to develop. Knowledge, however, 

is only part of the solution. Assuming democratic control of the knowledge agenda is the 

other. 

 

8.3.2 Networks and coalitions 
 

To assume democratic control and the power to influence (or resist) decisions that affect 

the coast, active participation in governance and a strong political frontier are required. 

The concept of networked power that can spread across communities is an important 

implication of this study as it can transform into a tactic available to local communities 

for sourcing skills and resources that may not be readily available within the community 

in the first place.  

 

Networks with other key actors at the coastal and marine realm are also important and can 

become mutually beneficial. The limited analysis in two areas confirmed that small coastal 

communities on the west coast of Ireland face a lack of strong managerial and leadership 

skills and this has often had negative implications for community-led endeavours. 

Conversely, key institutional stakeholders, such as the Marine Institute, Údarás na 

Gaeltachta, Bord Iascaigh Mhara23 and Fáilte Ireland, to name but a few, assemble a wide 

range of skillsets that could prove useful for community groups aspiring to undertake 

ownership and management of coastal assets. A community science project around an 

asset, for example, may be a good start to bring communities and key actors, agencies, 

and resources (a potential learning network) together and reduce the suspicion and lack of 

trust witnessed to a different degree in both case studies. 

 

8.3.3 The enabling environment 
 

Although knowledge, networks and practical skills are all aspects of the transformative 

agenda for re-embedding the coast, the real challenge is to create the enabling environment 

 
23 Bord Iascaigh Mhara is the government’s agency responsible for developing the Irish Seafood 

Industry. 
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to support meaningful local development strategies. Policy, finance, and legislation can 

help by enabling coastal communities to become more actively involved in development, 

marine planning and governance. In a practical sense this could mean, for example, 

preferencing co-operative models; providing social finance at competitive market rates; 

social value in procurement and shielding community-led businesses from competition, 

by enforcing new regulations to establish legal community rights to assets of community 

value. The counter-movement is not a self-contained arena but remains highly 

interdependent with the state (and the private market) and needs to recognise the 

limitations and trade-offs implicit in these relationships. 

 

The argument about legal community rights to assets is relevant to the part of the analysis 

that revealed how coastal communities saw their landscape as worthy of defense. With 

limited points of entry to secure assets, the proposed transformative agenda of this study 

will perhaps remain just an aspiration. The Irish government currently lacks a strategy for 

asset transfer schemes that might offer a solution for resisting disembedding logics at the 

coast while enabling coastal communities to become more resilient by gaining access to 

assets that can support essential businesses and services. Such schemes have been widely 

adopted in England, Wales and Scotland and are gaining prominence in Northern Ireland, 

too. Scottish islands have reversed decades of decline through securing land, property, and 

port infrastructure to create new businesses (fish processing capacity, tourism, and 

whiskey) and rebalance the demographic structure of the most deprived peripheral 

communities. Although there is no policy framework in Ireland to activate community 

asset transfers, the local government may still be positive about donating vacant or under-

used public assets to local communities due to high cost of maintenance, the relocation of 

services or just for the sake of generating social value by assisting local communities in 

addressing some of the challenges this study has identified. A pilot community-led project 

could perhaps assist here in activating this process. 
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8.4 Limitations and future research 

With regards to the limitations of this study and future implications, there is considerable 

research that could be conducted both empirically and theoretically. This study has shown 

that Lefebvre’s spatial triad has the potential to become transformative, rather than merely 

analytical, when combined with other theories. Lefebvre’s other (less known) concepts, 

such as the notion of autogestion, offer potential both for theoretical and empirical 

research. This study has suggested that autogestion at the coast is about community 

accumulation and has raised ideas about practical/applied research projects that could see 

local communities taking hold of the knowledge agenda and the coastal landscape and 

assets. There is, however, need for more in-depth conceptual research about the limitations 

and contradictions of community economics, its uncertain ethics, and its irreconcilable 

logics (social and economic).  

 

From a methodological perspective, the limitations of doing mixed methods research, and 

especially the complexity of conducting surveys at the coast and triangulating disparate 

types of data, have been reported in the two publications that resulted from this thesis and 

will not be repeated here. Instead, I will focus on the issue of community engagement, 

which was perhaps the most significant limitation of this PhD study. First, it is difficult to 

be seen as an ‘outsider’ in small communities whose relationships are already established. 

Textbook techniques for engaging stakeholders, such as identifying the ‘gatekeepers’ or 

mapping key players and getting them involved, do not always work out in the field. For 

example, in Leenaun, approaching local gatekeepers and gaining access to the local 

community through them was a strategy that granted to me a level of access and made the 

recruiting process straightforward and reasonably quick. In An Spidéal, however, the same 

strategy was less successful. It took many visits across several months before realising 

that recruiting through gatekeepers was not going to engage enough participants in this 

community. My positionality had perhaps also played a role here; not so much as an 

outsider in this case, but rather as a grantee of the Marine Institute Cullen scholarship at a 

period when local relationships were tense due to the licensing of the controversial 
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offshore renewables test site. There was a clear need to devote more effort and time inside 

this community to establish trust before asking anyone to contribute to the study and 

recruiting finally took a spontaneous type were some participants volunteered and then 

acted as the gatekeepers to bring more people in. Notably, there is always an element of 

self-selection that comes with such processes of spontaneous recruiting, which poses 

limitations. For this reason, a sustained engagement with the community was necessary 

and going back and forth during the whole duration of this PhD, even when the main data 

collection period was officially over, was important in making sure I had exhausted my 

chances of getting more people involved and feeling confident I had obtained a multi-

dimensional and deep understanding of the issues at stake. Although this process was 

fruitful and it made a difference in collecting rich data, it was a time-intensive and energy-

demanding task.  

 

Focusing too much on one case study, that was considered the most difficult to approach 

initially, left limited time and resources for going back to the other case study. The 

remoteness and difficulty in accessing Leenaun also played a role in the amount of time I 

could devote with the community there. As a result, only a small number of participants 

remained engaged until the end of this research work and perhaps issues that were 

contested but involved insiders (i.e., tensions with the aquaculture industry) remained 

quite opaque. Future researchers could consider integrating into the research design 

methods such as ethnography, that would allow them to spend a considerable amount of 

time in their case study(-ies). This would significantly raise the possibilities for 

‘unlocking’ even the most controversial issues while keeping participants engaged 

throughout the research process. Eventually, no matter how much effort and preparation 

were placed in conducting the focus groups, only a limited number of people showed up 

in the day, which suggests that choosing focus groups as a single methodology with small 

communities should be avoided. Offering to the participants flexibility and being 

adaptable to the difficulties encountered in the field is key for making sure bias is avoided. 

 

Finally, a series of follow-up workshops were envisioned, in which the researcher would 

go back to the communities to work with them in co-producing ideas for practical solutions 
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to the problems that the analysis of this thesis has helped identify. Notably, more could 

have been done towards this direction, but Covid-19 prevented us from returning to these 

communities. Future researchers should seriously consider planning their recurring visits 

to a community within a short window of time, as there is a certain window of opportunity 

for getting the maximum level of engagement and meaningful data before people start 

becoming disengaged.  
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Appendix A: Tourist Survey 

A.1 - Pilot and Sampling Strategy 

 

Once a draft of the questionnaire was prepared, it was reviewed by both supervisors from 

the viewpoint of evaluating its consistency with the desired themes obtained through the 

scoping exercise. Statements considered redundant were deleted while others were 

merged, simplified, or rephrased to obtain the final list. The survey was then sent to a 

group of eight PhD students and staff (both native and non-native English speakers) who 

volunteered to proof-read and complete it. This was very helpful for testing whether the 

questions were interpreted in the way intended, whether the wording of the questions was 

confusing, whether the Likert scale was working well and whether the survey was visually 

cluttering causing fatigue. After the feedback, further corrections and adjustments were 

applied and several different designs were tested before the questionnaire was finalized 

and printed. A logo was also developed at this stage to communicate the project more 

effectively both to the local communities under investigation and the tourists (Figure A.1).  

 

 

A pilot of the survey with a limited number of early season international tourists in April 

and May 2018 (before the full-scale dissemination of the survey in June – July and August 

2018) was especially useful in rephrasing or removing variables that were misunderstood 

or were systematically left null. The pilot study also revealed the challenges of trying to 

approach tourists along the coast. One of the main limitations at the ‘discovery points’ 

along the Wild Atlantic Way, was that they were left largely under-discovered by the 

majority of tourists who did not travel independently (private car) while the most well-

Figure A.1: The study logo 
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visited WAW signature points (i.e., Killary Harbour) often served as quick ‘photo-

shooting’ stop, used mainly by the bus tour operators and less by independent travelers. 

This would not allow enough time for tourists to engage with the researcher(s) and 

complete the survey. The remoteness of some of these locations also posed safety risks for 

the researchers. Besides, both the unpredictable weather conditions and the remoteness of 

some of these locations did not provide for a high response rate.  Pressure to boost the low 

response rates observed during the first week of the data collection in June required 

adopting several strategies simultaneously, such as recruiting tourists on-site at the two 

case studies, dropping surveys at multiple touristic outlets along the coast, going on daily 

bus tours when the weather would not allow recruiting on-site and, eventually, asking for 

the solidarity of another PhD student. This allowed one student to travel around the coast 

while the other focused efforts in Galway city, which is the gateway to the coast. Figure 

A.2 shows the key locations and routes where the survey was disseminated. Although 

recruiting tourists in Galway helped boost the number of surveys, it also required 

developing a data collection protocol which included screening questions to filter out 

tourists who had not yet visited the Connemara coast (Figure A.3).  

 

Figure A.2: Key distribution locations and main bus routes 
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Brief and ask if they are visitors
R: Goodmoring. I am a PhD student from 
Queen's University Belfast doing research 
on the visitors' perceptions of the coastal 
landscapes and heritage of Ireland. 
Are you a visitor here today?

P: No, I am local (or live here)
R: That's OK. Thank you very    
much and enjoy your day.

Filter 1:
R: Have you had the time to visit 
any part of the coast, yet?

P: No, I just arrived (or 
haven't seen the coast, yet)
R: That's not a problem. I 
hope you enjoy your visit 
and please take this card 
with you in case you want to 
find out more about this 
project (hand out card).

Filter 2:
R: Have you been out on the coast 
of Connemara already?

P: Yes, but I don't speak 
English.

R: That's OK. Thank you very    
much and enjoy your day.

No

* Take a note if the survey 
completed to decide 

afterwards

P: No, but I have seen 
other parts of the coast *

P: Yes, I have (or "not this 
time but I have been 

there in the past")

P: No, I don't have time (or "I 
don't want to participate", or 
"My level of English is just 
basic")
R: That is not a problem. Thank 
you very much and enjoy your 
day. 

Yes

No

Yes

Filter 2:
R: That's great. Would you like to 
participate in the survey? It takes 
it around 8-10 minutes to 
complete. 

Thank again,  
collect 

survey and 
give card

Yes

No

Figure A.3: Data Collection Protocol 
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A.2 - Questionnaire 
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A.3 - Sampling error 

 

Sampling errors are inaccuracies resulting in the data as a result of data being collected 

from a sample and not the entire population (Black, 1999). It is argued that the estimate 

of the sample error is only valid when the sample is random (Fowler 1993, cited in Black, 

1999). A random sample is defined as a sample derived from any probability sampling 

method (i.e. simple random, systematic, stratified cluster etc.), where each unit of the 

population has the same (non-zero) probability of being selected (Black, 1999).  

 

In this instance, the sample cannot be claimed to be random as it was derived through a 

convenience sampling method. Therefore, an estimation of the margins of error and the 

confidence interval could be viewed as invalid. However, this sample bears some 

resemblance to characteristics of a random sample, as each unit of the examined 

population (tourists of the west coast of Ireland) had the same (non-zero) probability of 

being selected at a specific place (i.e., the Spanish Arch, the Connemara bus tours, Galway 

Museum etc.) in a specific time window (two weeks in August 2018 during morning 

hours). Therefore, estimating the margins of error will give an indication of the influence 

of the sample size and what would have been the margin error, if the sample were random.  

The margin of error was estimated for 95% confidence interval, according to Formula [1], 

as follows:  

P(e) =  z√
p (1−p)

n
 [1] 

 

where: P(e) is the margin of error  

Z is the z-score (equal to 1.96 for 95% confidence interval) 

p is the probability of occurrence of the event whose 

distribution we are interested in 

n is the sample size. 

 

The frequencies of the country of residence were used as probabilities of occurrence, as 

there are similar official data available at the national and regional levels to benchmark 

the sample against. Table A.1 shows the margins of error per country of residence and it 
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also provides similar data at the national and regional levels for comparisons. The results 

have been further discussed in Chapter 6 and visualised in Figure 6.5.  

 

Table A.1: Margins of sampling error per country of residence 

 

  Galway 2018 (sample) 
West Region 

2017 
Whole 

country 2017 

Country p % n Error 
Lower 
bound 

Upper 
bound 

p % 
N 

(000s) 
p % 

N 
(000s) 

Britain 10% 38 3.2% 7.3% 13.7% 17% 332 36% 3,480 

Mainland 
Europe 

49% 117 5.1% 43.7% 54.0% 41% 807 37% 3,512 

North 
America 

30% 109 4.7% 25.4% 34.8% 34% 677 20% 1,963 

Rest of the 
world 

10% 38 3.2% 7.3% 13.7% 8% 149 7% 654 

Total 
Overseas 

- 362     1,965  9,609 

Northern 
Ireland 

5% 20 2.2% 3.0% 7.5% 5% 95 12% 1,338 

Total Out-of-
State 

- 382     2,060  10,947 

Domestic 
visitors 

16% 75 3.4% 13.0% 19.8% 45% 1,662 50% 10,919 

Grand Total - 457     3,772  21,866 

Average 
error 

20% - 3.3%       

Source: Data for West region and Whole Country fields adapted from Fáilte Ireland 2018. 

 

A.4 - Sample size  

 

The question of the sample size is a fundamental one when testing the assumptions before 

applying any type of statistical analysis. A suitable size for PCA would generally have to 

be more than 100 observations or larger. Tabachnick and Fidell (2013) advise that a size 

of 100 is poor, 200 is fair, 300 is good, 500 is very good and 1000 is excellent. It is noted 

here that the sample base used for the PCA analysis was 457 respondents out of 505 that 

was the total sample. An empirical measure was also calculated to ensure the sample size 

http://www.failteireland.ie/FailteIreland/media/WebsiteStructure/Documents/3_Research_Insights/5_International_Tourism_Trends/Tourism-Facts-2017_2.pdf?ext=.pdf
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is suitable for factor analysis. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy 

(KMO-MSA) is an index ranging from 0 to 1 and can be interpreted according to the 

following guidelines: (i) 0.80 or above, meritonous; (ii) 0.70 or above adequate; (iii) 0.60 

or above mediocre; (iv) 0.50 or above miserable, and (v) below 0.50, unacceptable (Cerny 

and Kaiser, 1977). In this instance, the KMO-MSA index scored 0.712, which indicates 

there is no issue with the sample size (Table A.2). 

 

A.5 - Outliers and missing values 

 

Before the data entry occurred, a decision had to be taken as to how the outliers and 

missing values would be treated. It was considered more appropriate to clear them out in 

order to keep the integrity of the study, even if that would reduce the sample size and 

eventually compromise reliability metrics at later stages of the analysis. Subsequently, a 

visual inspection of each survey occurred in order to flag potential outliers in four 

premises: (a) surveys with more than 50% missing values; (b) surveys completed by 

participants below the age of 18 years old, which was the case in the surveys collected 

from Galway museum (c) surveys completed by locals, which was observed in the surveys 

collected from An Spidéal and Leenaun and (d) surveys suspected to have been completed 

randomly, as indicated by repeated answers at the list of the Likert scale-type of questions 

in combination with the filter questions. Eventually, one hundred surveys had to be 

discarded in total.  

 

A.6 - Multicollinearity 

 

A degree of multicollinearity is desirable when applying PCA, since the objective is to 

identify interrelated sets of variables. Therefore, the next step was to ensure that the 

variables are sufficiently intercorrelated to produce representative factors (Hair et al., 

2006). The degree of interrelatedness can be assessed based either through a visual 

inspection of the correlation matrix or based on empirical measures. In this instance, both 

ways were adopted to assess the ‘factorability’ of the correlation matrix, as proposed by 

Hair et al. (2006). An empirical measure was calculated prior to the factor analysis, namely 
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the Bartlett´s test of sphericity, which is a statistical test for the presence of correlations 

among the variables. A statistically significant Bartlett´s test of sphericity (sig. < 0.5) 

indicates that enough correlations exist among the variables to proceed (Table A.2). 

 

Table A.2: Empirical measures of sampling adequacy and ‘factorability’ of the dataset 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Taken together, the KMO-MSA and the Bartlett’ test of sphericity, provide the minimum 

standard which should be passed before PCA is conducted (Hair et al., 2006). 

 

A.7 - Extraction and rotation methods 

 

There are many different methods of extracting the factors (such as principal axis factor, 

maximum likelihood, least squares etc.). There are also different types of rotation methods 

applied after the initial extraction of the factors, such as: (a) orthogonal rotations 

(Varimax or Equamax), which impose the restriction that the factors cannot be correlated 

and (b) oblique rotations (such as Direct Oblimin or Promax) which allow the factors to 

be correlated with one another (UCLA, 2006). In this instance, Principal Components 

Analysis (PCA) was used as an extraction method in combination with the Varimax 

orthogonal rotation method to reduce the final subset of 16 variables into a smaller set of 

uncorrelated components that represent most of the information found in the original 

variables. Selecting an orthogonal method to rotate the factors was considered more 

suitable in accordance with the research purpose (i.e., to identify the discreet types of 

tourist experiences).  

 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling 

Adequacy. 
.712 

Bartlett's Test of 

Sphericity 

Approx. Chi-Square 1395.439 

df 136 

Sig. .000 

https://stats.idre.ucla.edu/spss/output/factor-analysis/
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Having decided on the extraction and rotation methods, the next step was to define the 

number of factors to extract. Initially, this was left at default value in SPSS in order to 

derive the table of the Eigen values and the Total Variance Explained (Table A.3). The 

outputs extracted 5 components from the total 16 (eigenvalues above 1). The final factor 

matrix and the interpretation of the factors have been discussed in analysis Chapter 6.  

 

Table A.3: Total Variance Explained 

Factora 

Initial Eigenvalues 

Extraction Sums of Squared 

Loadings  

Rotation Sums of Squared 

Loadings d 

Total b 

% of 

Variance 

c 

Cumulative 

%  Total 

% of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

% Total 

% of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

% 

1 3.826 22.509 22.509 3.826 22.509 22.509 2.551 15.005 15.005 

2 1.958 11.518 34.027 1.958 11.518 34.027 1.999 11.759 26.764 

3 1.502 8.835 42.862 1.502 8.835 42.862 1.848 10.871 37.635 

4 1.151 6.770 49.632 1.151 6.770 49.632 1.657 9.749 47.384 

5 1.125 6.618 56.250 1.125 6.618 56.250 1.265 7.444 54.828 

6 .998 5.868 62.118 .998 5.868 62.118 1.239 7.290 62.118 

7 .795 4.678 66.796       

8 .763 4.489 71.285       

9 .731 4.298 75.584       

10 .705 4.147 79.731       

11 .619 3.639 83.370       

12 .594 3.496 86.866       

13 .530 3.121 89.986       

14 .480 2.826 92.813       

15 .456 2.680 95.492       

16 .346 2.035 100.000       
Notes: Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 

a. The initial number of factors equals the number of variables. Only the top 5 were retained. 

b. Eigenvalues are the variances of the factors. The first factor always accounts for the highest variance while each 

successive factor accounts for less and less variance. 

c. The percent of the total variance accounted by each factor. 

d. The distribution of the variance after the varimax rotation. 
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A.8 – Validity and Reliability 

 

Assessing the outcomes from an exploratory type of factor analysis, as is the one adopted 

in this study, is a challenging task where no prescribed guidelines can fully ensure the 

validity of the constructs in a narrow, positivist perspective. To this end, a pilot of the 

survey prior to its dissemination, coupled with the experience and skills of the research 

team undertaking the study, can largely mitigate this concern. A strong conceptual basis 

underpinning the variables is also needed to make sure the derived components have a 

meaning (Hair et al., 2006). In this study, the development of the statements used as 

variables was grounded in fieldwork and was followed by careful revision by the academic 

team of supervisors, with experience and skills in social research methods and multivariate 

data analysis. Triangulating the findings from the PCA analysis with qualitative data from 

the focus groups, also enhanced confidence in the conceptual validity of the outcomes. 

Apart from conceptual validity, there is a need to empirically assess the internal 

consistency of the components obtained. This assessment is often related to the notion of 

‘reliability’ and can be empirically measured with the use of internal consistency indexes. 

In this instance, two indexes were calculated that revealed a high level of reliability for all 

five components obtained through PCA (Composite Reliability (CR) > 0.7 and Average 

Variance Extraction (AVE) > 0.5) (Brunner, 2005). Table 6.4 (Chapter 6) has reported the 

value of CR and AVE for each of the five components. 
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Appendix B: Ethics  

B.1 - Ethics Approval 
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Maria Pafi 
PhD Candidate 

School of Natural and Built Environment 
Queen's University Belfast 

David Keir Building (Room 03.008) 
Stranmillis Road, Belfast BT9 5AG 

mpafi01@qub.ac.uk 
 

B.2 - Participant Information Sheet 

 

What is the purpose of the study? 

This study investigates the perceptions and attitudes about the landscapes of the 

west coast of Ireland. The study will enhance knowledge about the production and 

consumption of coastal landscapes and provide new ways of understanding social 

contests and disputes over landscape topics. The findings will also lead to the 

development of informed recommendations and spatial tools for policy and 

planning.  

 

Why have I been chosen to take part? 

We believe that citizens hold their lived experiences of place and have an 

entitlement to forward their own visions for landscape. Therefore, understanding 

your perceptions and attitudes is crucial for an inclusive and democratic vision of 

landscape change and management. Your narratives will help us understand the 

drivers of change, the spatial patterns, and the contestation of the coasts.  

 

What will I be asked to do? 

During our first meeting you will be given a camera and a guidance leaflet to 

capture outdoor images of things that are imbedded in the landscape and are 

either delightful or disturbing during your everyday activities and journeys. During 

the day of the focus group, we will individually discuss the content and meaning 

of your photos. Shortly after you will be asked to participate in a group activity with 

other members of your community, where you will be asked to map the 

landscapes that are important to you. We will also delve into a discussion around 

landscape topics. 
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Will my participation be kept confidential? 

There will be other participants in the focus groups from whom your participation 

cannot be withheld. However, the information you will provide will only be 

accessible to the project researchers. All information will be anonymized, stored 

securely and destroyed when no longer needed. 

 

Do I have to give consent to take part?  

Yes. If you decide to participate you will be asked to sign the consent form 

attached to this pack of documents and bring it with you on the day of the focus 

group. 

 

What are the possible disadvantages to my taking part? 

We do not anticipate that there will be any disadvantages. Participation is entirely 

voluntary. You can decide to withdraw from the study at any time, up to six weeks 

after the completion of the discussion, without giving any reason and without any 

consequences. 

 

What are the possible benefits? 

By taking part you will be contributing to a piece of research which is seeking to 

develop insights in contestation and social conflicts over landscape and provide 

input for policy and practice on coastal landscapes in Ireland. 

 

What will happen to the results of the study? 

The research outputs will form the basis of the PhD thesis of the researcher, Maria 

Pafi, and will be presented in conferences and submitted to peer reviewed 

journals. The researcher will also prepare a report to give back to the community 

groups. 

 

Who is organising and funding the study? 

This study is undertaken as part of a PhD Research Fellowship organized by the 

Department of Planning, School of Natural and Built Environment of Queen's 

University Belfast. The funder of the study is the Irish Government under the 

Marine Research Programme carried out with the support of the Marine Institute. 

 

Who has reviewed the study?  

The study has been reviewed and granted approval by the Research Ethical 

Committee of Queen’s University Belfast.  
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What if there is a problem? 

In the first instance please contact the Principal Investigator, Dr Wesley Flannery 

on +44 (0) 28 90974754; Email: w.flannery@qub.ac.uk; Postal address: School 

of Natural and Built Environment, Queen's University Belfast, David Keir Building, 

Stranmillis Road, Belfast BT9 5AG. In the case your problem cannot be resolved 

please contact Prof. Geraint Ellis on XXXXXXXXX; Email: g.ellis@qub.ac.uk; 

Postal address: School of Natural and Built Environment, Queen's 

University Belfast, David Keir Building, Stranmillis Road, Belfast BT9 5AG. 

 

 

Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet. 

  

mailto:g.ellis@qub.ac.uk
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Maria Pafi 
PhD Candidate 

School of Natural and Built Environment 
Queen's University Belfast 

David Keir Building (Room 03.008) 
Stranmillis Road, Belfast BT9 5AG 

mpafi01@qub.ac.uk 
 

B.3 - Participant Consent Form 

 

Please tick box 

1. I confirm that I have been given and have read and understand 

the information leaflet for the above study. I have had the 

opportunity to ask and receive answers to any questions I may 

have had. 

[            ] 

2.  I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free 

to withdraw at any time, up to 6 weeks after the completion of the 

discussion, without giving any reason. 

[            ] 

3.   I agree to being recorded as part of the focus group. [            ] 

4.   I agree to take part in this project [            ] 

 

_____________________              __________                  _____________ 

Name of Participant      Date Signature 

 

_____________________              __________                   _____________ 

Name of Researcher       Date Signature 
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Maria Pafi 
PhD Candidate 

School of Natural and Built Environment 
Queen's University Belfast 

David Keir Building (Room 03.008) 
Stranmillis Road, Belfast BT9 5AG 

mpafi01@qub.ac.uk 
 

B.4 - Photo-Elicitation Guidance Leaflet 

 

Please use the camera provided to you in order to take between 10-30 photos of 

things within the landscape that are either delightful or disturbing to you during 

your everyday activities and journeys. For example, you could take the camera 

with you and capture photos on your way to 

• work 

• the market 

• the doctor or the hospital 

• the coast  

• the pub 

Your photos should be only taken outdoors and their main focus should be the 

landscape. Please avoid taking photos of yourself (‘selfies’) or other people. If you 

cannot avoid including people in the photos, then make sure that you take the 

photo from a distance that prevents any faces from being recognized. Last but not 

least, please do not put yourself at risk to capture a photo. Once you have taken 

the photos, you will be invited within two weeks’ time to take part in a discussion 

held in a venue at your local community where you will be asked to talk us through 

these photos and explain why you chose them. 

 

Thank you for taking time to read this leaflet and we wish to see you soon 
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Appendix C: Demography and economy 

C.1 - Population, Density and %Change 

 

The study area Census 2016 Small 

Area Population 

Statistics (SAPS) 

Total Pop 

2016 

Area 

(km2) 

Density 

(per km2) 

An Spidéal 

settlement 
SA067203001 227 0.39 582 

Surrounding coastal 

area 

SA067203002 298 3.95 75 

SA067203004 319 4.87 66 

SA067203005 195 0.65 300 

SA067125003 269 2.03 133 

SA067125004 264 1.71 154 

 Total study area 1,572 13.6 218 

Source: Own processing on data obtained from Census 2016. 

 

The study area Census 2016 Small 

Area Population 

Statistics (SAPS) 

Total Pop 

2016 

Area 

(km2) 

Density 

(per km2) 

Leenaun settlement 
67161001 94 28.96 3 

67161002 126 29.16 4 

Surrounding coastal 

area 

067078001/ 

067078002 
318 64.09 5 

 Total study area 538 122.21 4 

Source: Own processing on data obtained from Census 2016. 

 

 

 

Source: Own processing on data obtained from Census 2016 and Census 2011. 

  
CENSUS POP 

2011 
CENSUS POP 

2016 
% 

CHANGE 

An Spidéal 1,544 1,572 1.8% 

Leenaun 499 538 7.8% 

County Galway 175,124 179,390 2.4% 

Galway City 75,529 78,668 4.2% 

State 4,588,252 4,761,865 3.8% 

https://www.cso.ie/en/census/census2016reports/census2016smallareapopulationstatistics/
https://www.cso.ie/en/census/census2016reports/census2016smallareapopulationstatistics/
https://www.cso.ie/en/census/census2016reports/census2016smallareapopulationstatistics/
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C.2 – Population by Sex and Age 

 

 

 

Source: Own processing on data obtained from Census 2016. 

 

 

 An Spidéal Leenaun Galway County Galway City State 

Population  N %freq N %freq N %freq N %freq N %freq 

Total 1,572  538  179,390  78,668  4,761,865  

Total - Females 798 51% 237 44% 89,527 50% 40,868 52% 2,407,437 51% 

Total - Males 774 49% 301 56% 89,863 50% 37,800 48% 2,354,428 49% 

Young (AGE < 15) 335 21% 87 16% 40,643 23% 13,239 17% 1,006,552 21% 

Working Age  
(AGE 15 - 64) 966 61% 359 67% 112,689 63% 56,581 72% 3,117,746 65% 

Elder (> = 65) 271 17% 92 17% 26,058 15% 8,848 11% 637,567 13% 

https://www.cso.ie/en/census/census2016reports/census2016smallareapopulationstatistics/
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C.3 - Migration, ethnicity, religion, and Irish language 

 

  
An Spidéal Leenaun Galway County Galway city State 

Census 

variable  
N %freq N %freq N %freq N %freq N %freq 

Nationality 
Irish 1,448 93% 340 82% 160,625 91% 60,065 79% 4,082,513 87% 

Total 1,558  448  177,215  75,691  4,689,921  

Place of 

birth 

Ireland 1,327 85% 340 76% 151,421 85% 56,181 74% 3,879,515 83% 

UK 133 9% 58 13% 12,525 7% 4,712 6% 277,206 6% 

Other EU 55 4% 28 6% 7,143 4% 8,141 11% 293,787 6% 

Rest of world 43 3% 22 5% 6,126 3% 6,657 9% 239,413 5% 

Total 1,558  448  177,215  75,691  4,689,921  

Ethnic 

group 

White Irish 1,422 91% 378 84% 154,202 87% 53,344 70% 3,854,226 82% 

Total 1,558  448  177,215  75,691  4,689,921  

Religion 
Catholic 1,318 84% 329 61% 153,990 86% 53,078 67% 3,729,115 78% 

Total 1,572  538  179,390  78,668  4,761,865  

Capacity to 

speak Irish 

Yes 1,256 83% 187 35% 84,249 49% 31,140 41% 1,761,420 39% 

Total 1,522  528  171,966  75,799  4,569,261  

Source: Own processing on data obtained from Census 2016. 
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C.4 - Industries 

Source: Own processing from data obtained from Census 2016. 

  

    An Spidéal Leenaun Co. Galway Galway city Ireland 

Census variable 2016 N %freq N %freq N %freq N %freq N %freq 

Persons at work 
by industry 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 10 2% 22 9% 5,505 7% 163 0% 89,116 4% 

Building and construction 40 6% 10 4% 4,681 6% 947 3% 101,849 5% 

Commerce and trade 88 14% 24 10% 14,133 19% 7,147 20% 480,117 24% 

Manufacturing industries 83 13% 9 4% 12,239 16% 5,108 15% 229,548 11% 

Other 95 15% 101 42% 11,214 15% 8,292 24% 356,364 18% 

Public administration 36 6% 6 3% 3,461 5% 1,267 4% 106,797 5% 

Professional services 222 35% 64 27% 19,203 26% 9,115 26% 471,656 24% 

Transport and communications 54 9% 4 2% 4,680 6% 2,912 8% 171,194 9% 

Total 628   240   75,116   34,951   2,006,641   
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C.5 - Social class and socio-economic group 

  
  
Census variable 

An Spidéal Leenaun Co. Galway Galway city Ireland 

N %freq N %freq N %freq N %freq N %freq 

Social class 

Professional workers 167 11% 42 8% 14,742 8% 8,048 10% 386,648 8% 

Managerial and technical 602 38% 113 21% 52,165 29% 19,958 25% 1,336,896 28% 

Non-manual 213 14% 55 10% 30,335 17% 11,692 15% 837,145 18% 

Skilled manual 212 13% 46 9% 26,102 15% 7,413 9% 671,890 14% 

Semi-skilled 141 9% 53 10% 21,554 12% 8,734 11% 501,103 11% 

Unskilled 69 4% 23 4% 5,764 3% 2,365 3% 170,391 4% 

All others gainfully 
occupied and unknown 168 11% 206 38% 28,728 16% 20,458 26% 857,792 18% 

Total 1,572  538  179,390  78,668  4,761,865  

Persons in private 
households by 
socio-economic 
group of reference 
person 

Employers and managers 276 18% 71 21% 24,404 14% 9,094 12% 722,585 15% 

Higher professional 121 8% 9 3% 12,338 7% 7,574 10% 330,313 7% 

Lower professional 321 20% 28 8% 21,772 12% 10,207 14% 548,805 12% 

Non-manual 282 18% 51 15% 25,248 14% 13,873 19% 841,337 18% 

Manual skilled 104 7% 7 2% 16,516 9% 3,719 5% 436,768 9% 

Semi-skilled 94 6% 27 8% 17,857 10% 7,167 10% 403,657 9% 

Unskilled 103 7% 32 9% 6,134 3% 2,469 3% 167,976 4% 

Own account workers 71 5% 14 4% 11,092 6% 2,895 4% 243,997 5% 

Farmers 42 3% 40 12% 17,777 10% 247 0% 227,052 5% 

Agricultural workers 2 0% 2 1% 761 0% 39 0% 25,141 1% 

All others gainfully 
occupied and unknown 159 10% 64 19% 23,246 13% 17,092 23% 729,017 16% 

Total 1,575  345  177,145  74,376  4,676,648  
Source: Own processing on data obtained from Census 2016.
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Appendix D: Housing 

D.1 - Type of accommodation and occupancy 

    An Spidéal Leenaun Co. Galway Galway city Ireland 

Census 2016  N %freq N %freq N %freq N %freq N %freq 

Private 
households by 
type of 
accommodation  

Flat/Apartment 39 7% 1 1% 2,402 4% 6,824 24% 200,879 12% 

House/Bungalow 529 92% 150 98% 59,614 95% 21,341 74% 1,471,650 86% 

Other 10 2% 2 1% 1,024 2% 694 2% 29,760 2% 

Total 578   153  63,040   28,859   1,702,289   

Private 
households by 
type of 
occupancy  

Occupied free of rent 21 4% 14 9% 1,356 2% 387 1% 27,440 2% 
Owned with mortgage/ loan 190 33% 30 20% 21,239 34% 6,079 21% 535,675 32% 
Owned outright 258 45% 80 53% 26,940 43% 7,386 26% 611,877 36% 
Rented from Local Authority 6  1% 6 4% 2,759 4% 2,903 10% 143,178 8% 
Rented from private landlord 88 15% 18 12% 8,629 14% 10,241 36% 309,728 18% 

Rented from voluntary/co-
operative housing body 

1 0% 0 0% 319 1% 447 2% 16,765 1% 

Total 573   148  62,729   28,827   1,697,665   

Occupancy 
status 

Occupied 579 74% 157 58% 63,055 81% 29,313 87% 1,707,453 85% 
Temporarily absent 19 2% 12 4% 1,712 2% 1,368 4% 50,732 3% 
Unoccupied holiday homes 75 10% 70 26% 3,794 5% 325 1% 62,148 3% 
Other vacant dwellings 107 14% 30 11% 9,646 12% 2,841 8% 183,312 9% 

Total 780   269  78,207   33,847   2,003,645   

Source: Own processing from data obtained from Census 2016.  
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D.2 - Residential Property Price Index and percentage change 

 

 

Source: Residential property price index - July 2018 (CSO, 2018). 

 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
Percentage 
Change (%) 
2015 - 2019  

National - all residential properties 

Residential Property Price Index (Base 2015=100) 100 107.5 119.1 131.3 134.4 
 

Percentage Change (%) over 12 months 11.5% 7.5% 10.9% 10.2% 2.3% 34% 

Mid-West Region – houses (includes Galway city, Co. Galway and Co. Mayo) 

Residential Property Price Index (Base 2015=100) 100 109 119.4 142.5 152.4 
 

Percentage Change (%) over 12 months  11% 9% 9.6% 19.3% 6.9% 52% 

https://statbank.cso.ie/px/pxeirestat/Database/eirestat/House%20Prices/House%20Prices_statbank.asp?SP=House%20Prices&Planguage=0
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D.3 - Housing affordability 

 

  An Spidéal Leenaun 
Galway 

(County&City) 
State 

24Housing supply 

Number of residential 
properties available for 
sale 2020 

126 21 21,270 419,193 

Average residential 
property price 

€171,981 €187,857 €199,220 €251,599 

Standard deviation €123,578 €122,419 €333,981 €796,910 

Median property price €159,295 €150,000 €167,500 €190,000 

25Disposable Income  

Average Annual 
Household Disposable 
Income 2015-2016 

€44,020 €44,020 €44,020 €47,410 

House price-to-income 
ratio (on median property 
price) 

3.6 3.4 3.8 4.0 

Average of 1/3 of 
households (1st-2nd-3rd 
deciles) 

€15,895 €15,895 €15,895 €17,119 

House price-to-income 
ratio (on median property 
price) 

10.0 9.4 10.5 11.1 

 

 

 
24 Data on housing supply were obtained from the Residential Property Price Register 2020 

(PSRA, 2020).  
25  Disposable income is the amount of income that is available for spending and saving after tax 

is deducted. Disposable income is an important measure of housing affordability. Data to 

calculate housing affordability were obtained from the Household Budget Survey 2015 (CSO, 

2015). 

https://www.propertypriceregister.ie/website/npsra/pprweb.nsf/page/ppr-home-en
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-hbs/hbs20152016/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-hbs/hbs20152016/
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Appendix E – List of Participant Codes

Case study 

 

Participant 

code 

Sector 
Scoping 

Interview 

Focus 

Group 

Follow-up 

interview(s) 

An Spidéal 

participant #1 Other 
 x  

participant #2 Other x x x 

participant #3 Other x x x 

participant #4 Other x x x 

participant #5 Other x x x 

participant #6 Other x x x 

participant #7 Other x  x 

participant #8 Heritage x  x 

participant #9 Community x  x 

participant #10 Tourism x   

participant #11 Other x   

participant #12 Other x   

participant #13 Community 
  x 

participant #14 Other x   

participant #15 Fisheries/Tourism x   

participant #16 Other x   

participant #17 Other x   

participant #18 Renewables x  x 

participant #19 Tourism x   

participant #20 Other x   

participant #21 Tourism x   

Leenaun 

participant #1 Community x x x 

participant #2 Aquaculture x x  

participant #3 Other x x x 

participant #4 Aquaculture x x  

participant #5 Other x   

participant #6 Other 
 x  

participant #7 Fisheries 
 x  

participant #8 Tourism x x  

participant #9 Tourism x  x 

participant #10 Aquaculture x   

participant #11 Aquaculture x   

participant #12 Other x  x 

participant #13 Tourism x   

participant #14 Agriculture x   

participant #15 Agriculture x   

participant #16 Other x   

participant #17 Other x   
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