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Socio-environmental changes of Parc Nacional d’Aigüestortes i Estany de Sant Maurici since its creation in 1955.

Abstract

The National Park of Aigüestortes i Estany de Sant Maurici was created in 1955 during the Franco’s dictatorship. Since then, there have been changes in the policies and regulations of the park, especially during the democratization of the country after 1975. The trend of these regulations has been to become stricter concerning human activities in the park.
This research aims to investigate how the creation of the National Park and its hardening regulations along time has affected the traditional livelihood in the area, relating the environmental changes with the social-economic changes. It also wants to deal with the changing social perception of this National Park, both concerning stakeholders inside the Park and people not directly linked to the Park.
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Description of the project

The National Park of Aigüestortes i Estany de Sant Maurici is one of the fourteen National Parks in Spain and the only one in Catalonia. It is placed in the North-West part of the catalan Pyrenees. Its West border almost touching the Aragonese frontier and just below Vall d’Aran it currently occupies 14.119ha of National Park plus 26.733ha of buffer zone. 
Since long ago, this area has been considered of pristine nature and pure beauty and there had been attempts to protect by the catalan government as far as back in 1932 during the second republic of Spain (1931-36). However, it was not until October 1955 that it became a National Park during Franco’s dictatorship. When it was constituted (1955) the protected area covered a total of 9.851 ha. In 1957 the first regulation of the Park was passed. In that moment game was the only banned activity. In the case of fishing, pasturing and forestry they became regulated but not prohibited.
The National Park was managed by the central government until 1980 when it became jointly managed by the Catalan and the central government. In 1988 and within the framework of the catalan law for natural parks, a law to incorporate a buffer area in the surroundings of the National Park was passed. In order to guarantee the ecological value of the park all the human activities still present in the park (fishing and the rest) became banned. For the surrounding buffer area they became regulated. The only activities still running with the new regulation and were the hydroelectric power plants and the pastures, both activities still had the concession permit acquired during the Franco’s dictatorship.
In 1996 the Parc Nacional d’Aigüestortes i Estany de Sant Maurici expanded its area up to the current 14.119 ha and 26.733ha of buffer area.
I would like to clarify at this point that the figure of National Park in the case of Spain has evolved along time and with the democratization of the country, after 1975. Therefore, the management and the activities allowed in the Park have been different according to the legislation of each stage. These different legislations that regulate the activities in the Park clearly affected the relationship between human activities and natural resources and the environment. Thus, one of the aims of this research project is to find out which consequences due to that progressive change of legislation and management have been experienced since its creation in 1955, especially to the rural population that traditionally used the lands inside the park as their way of life
, but also the changes of perception of the Park from people outside the Park.

Different questions arise from this phenomenon: How did the rural people of the area perceived the creation of the National Park? Were they aware of the changes that being within the Park limits would mean? Did they expect an improvement or a retreat in their life-styles? Could they imagine the National Park as a motor in the economy of the area after being created? Did it suppose a loss in traditional practices or traditional ways of life in the area? There are different indicators that can be useful to get an idea of these possible changes such as: variation of the population in the park’s surroundings, variation of use of land with agricultural porpoises in the park
, variation of the income of the population living within the park area. In the methodology part they will be better represented.

These are some of the questions to be asked to the population more susceptible to be affected by the creation of the National Park. However, there are other actors in society also to be considered. I think it is also reasonable to ask to the rest of the population (the ones not directly affected by the frontiers of the park) their idea of the creation of the National Park. At this point, quite an interesting question arises: Do people directly affected by the park and those who are not agree with the idea of the national park and their consequences? Is there any change in the point of view of the different people along time? Have they been more interested in that particular area after becoming protected?
In this case I think it might be useful to take a look at the tourism evolution of the area as a good indicator of interest and see how it has changed with time. Another good indicator also related with tourism is the records of affluence of visitants or the valuation of the recreation value of the park
. These two indicators together with interviews will provide us with good information about the concerns of people outside the Park.
There is another field or dimension though, I would not like to miss in this research proposal, the natural response to the creation of the natural park, or more correctly the ecological improvements
. This is perhaps the most common studied feature of any natural reserve and the amount of information available is huge. There are many indicators to check the improvement of natural environments. In this case I will focus in the natural recovery of forests along the different normative changes the National Park has been suffering with time.
Once defined both the social and natural dimensions it is time to present the third main goal of the project, this is how both social and natural dimensions have interacted with one another after the creation of the National Park. This dimensional cross can lead us to an interesting analysis and also interesting questions come into the play such as: Has there been an ecological improvement together with an enrichment of the area since the Park foundation? Are people from inside and outside the park more concerned about the ecological value of the National Park after becoming protected up to now? Is there a difference in opinion between different groups of age? In the methodology more detailed information is provided related to it.

Objectives of the project

These are the main objectives of the project:
· Monitoring of the social concern of the National Park, concerning people inside and outside the Park since its creation.

· Evaluation of social changes and traditional practices in the area since 1955.
· Observation of changes in socio-economic patterns and activities of the municipalities within the protected area.
· Observation of ecologic evolution in Parc Nacional d’Aigüestortes I Estany de Sant Maurici since 1955 up to now.

· Finding links between ecological improvements and socio-economical changes and new patterns since 1955.

Methodologies 

I would like to separate this section in 3 different sorts of methodology, according to the dimension considered.
Social dimension:
· Comparison of activities and evolution of the sectors in the municipalities within the Park’s limit since 1955.

· Population census of the different municipalities that are within the protected area since the creation of the Park.

· LUCC (Land-Use and Land-Cover Change) analysis of the municipalities within the Park.

· Deep interviews with the stakeholders: inhabitants, private and public actors.
· Historic analysis of the documentation in the media (newspapers, local and regional magazines, documentaries, etc.). 
Natural dimension:

· GIS analysis of the forest boundries since 1955.

· Comparison and evolution of biodiversity indicators: Evolution of indicator species and endangered species since 1955.
Criss-Cross between social and natural dimension:
· Interviews with people inside and outside the park with different age ranges. The main goal is to be able to discern different natural awareness trends or social perception of Natural Parks between different ages.

· Correlation analyses of forest growth and abandon of the primary sector.
· Social and environmental conflicts arising from land use changes in the National Park. 
Expected results:

· General improvement of the ecosystems and habitats within Park Nacional d’Aigüestortes i Estany de Sant Maurici since 1955.

· Reinforcement and consolidation of the endangered/endemic species along time after the park’s constitution.

· Switch toward a tertiary sector (especially tourism) within the parks limits and surrounding areas.

· Partial abandon of traditional activities within the protected areas due to their controlling/restrictive policies.

· Enhancement of economic indicators within the municipalities within the park.
· Increasing of the population in new tertiary sector based towns.

Sources:

Main sources of information:

· Departament de Medi Ambient i Habitatge (DMAH): Publication of annual reports of the parks, bioindicators and other quality indicators.

· Diputacions de Lleida (Central government): Publication of many surveys on the National Park and socio-economical information of the municipalities.

· Municipalities: Information related with population trends, development of the different sectors, among others.

· Scientific publications: Some articles have been written concerning this National Park and this sort of research.
· ICC (Cartographic institute of Catalonia): Ortophotomaps of the study areas. Land-use maps.

· Interviews to stakeholders: landowners, inhabitants, tourism sector, public and private actors.

· Newspapers and regional magazine’s articles published concerning the protected areas and other useful information.

· Juridical information of the trials between private owners and public entities.
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