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Executive summary 

 

Within the Blue Growth Strategy, aquaculture is perceived and quoted as a sector that has a high potential 

for sustainable jobs and growth and that has to be developed. Despite a strong initial growth at the beginning 

of the Blue Revolution, European aquaculture, and in particular marine fish farming, began to stall and 

stagnate. The new drivers initiated by the Blue Growth seem to have great difficulty in reversing that trend 

and progressing towards the stated objectives in terms of production volumes, in the light of the production 

statistics over the last decade. Marine socio-ecosystems are complex systems, they demonstrate non-

matching scales, surprises (non-linearities), interconnection with other systems, memory effects, choke 

points and so on. This complexity calls for more integrated assessment through integration of existing 

knowledge: integration of sciences (among disciplines), integration of sciences and society, integration of 

sciences and policy and integration of uses. If some integrated assessment framework were developed such 

as the Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries, and its counterpart for aquaculture the Ecosystem Approach to 

Aquaculture, in practice they never really reach the required level of integration. In particular, by focusing on 

the ecological carrying capacity and leaving aside the social and institutional dimensions and especially the 

governance issues of these socio-ecosystems. 

While much effort has been put into technological innovations and the measure of their impact on farms, 

relatively little has been put into institutional innovations. But beyond of technical and profitability issues, 

social acceptability is now considered as one of the main bottlenecks to aquaculture development. As already 

underlined, existing assessment frameworks are not able to catch that key dimension of aquaculture 

development. There is then a need to propose and develop such an assessment framework of Social 

Acceptability (SA) of aquaculture development. In addition to the reviewing of existing frameworks and 

experiences in other industries, taking into account the complexity of marine socio-ecosystems, main drivers 

and bottlenecks to aquaculture development were identified to better understand the factors contributing 

to SA. Main bottlenecks are attached to the way aquaculture development was thought and implemented: 

forgetting the way of production to solely focus on the volume to produce; basing aquaculture development 

on scientific and technical expertise and imposing top-down projects developed "ex nihilo" without insights 

on local integration; implementing such projects based on communication approach by solely providing 

information without participatory processes and stakehoders engagement; misperceiving SA through the 

solely acceptability of the product and not the acceptability of the activity. All this leads to a series of adverse 

effects such as markets disconnection, vicious circle of unprofitability, lack of trust and confidence in 

aquaculture, fuzzy developments, contributing to aggravating factors of social unacceptability. 

The MedAID project is an attempt to integrate all these dimensions to support sustainable marine 

aquaculture development in the Mediterranean. It proposes an integrated framework to rethink the 

development of marine aquaculture in Europe and beyond, through the SA dimension as an integrating 

dimension. An assessment framework for SA of aquaculture development was developed and implemented 

over several case studies in the Mediterranean through the proposal of a 3 steps approach experimentation. 

Participatory approaches are at the core of the assessment framework and introduction and 

recommendations to these approaches are produced too, with references to existing tools.  

The implementation of the 3 steps approach to assess SA of aquaculture development underlined four main 

recommendations: 1) Support concertation, 2) Give importance to the adequacy between the territory and 

the project, 3) Value the benefits of the project and promote transparency and 4) Establish a framework that 

support aquaculture development and compliance to the development process. These recommendations 
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finally appear as an essential prerequisite for a more peaceful, more virtuous and acceptable development 

that will drive back marine aquaculture to sustainability. A maybe not sufficient condition to sustainable 

aquaculture development but a necessary one. 
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Introduction 

 

Unlocking the potential of aquaculture development is an important challenge for the Blue Growth Strategy 

and for food security in Europe. However, despite the political emphasis on encouraging the expansion of 

this sector through financial support and administrative simplification, aquaculture, and in particular marine 

fish farming, follows stagnation (Guillen et al, 2019). The majority of the plans of aquaculture development 

built by the EU countries in the framework of the new Common Fisheries Policy are far from the initial 

objectives programmed. Beyond the inefficiencies in production systems and in the value chain explaining 

this trend, social acceptability is now considered as one of the main bottlenecks to aquaculture development 

(see for instance EATIP, 2012; Hishamunda et al; 2014, FAO, 2016; Ruiz-Chico et al, 2020). 

Social acceptability is a key issue included in the political agenda in many areas, including aquaculture 

development. This social opposition relies on the complexity of social-ecological systems in a context of the 

intensification of uses in coastal and marine areas with a stronger expectation from stakeholders for a better 

involvement in decision-making processes. This complexity is characterized by the existence of high stakes at 

the individual and collective level that lead to conflicts of interest between stakeholders. These systems are 

subject to rapid change and their governance requires adaptive processes to deal with their multi-level 

complexity within a framework of uncertainty and adaptation to unforeseen future changes. To cope with 

this complexity, the construction of a policy decision has often been based on scientific and technical 

expertise (carrying capacity analysis, GIS, etc.) in order to define and assess scenarios and projections on the 

basis of which aquaculture development planning will be implemented. The mobilization of this expertise 

supported by significant financial means has been the modus operandi of aquaculture planning. However, in 

such a context characterized by high complexity and uncertainty, it is necessary to mobilize processes of 

adaptive management, collaborative learning networks, and knowledge co-production (Funtowicz, 1991; 

Ravetz, 2006). The participatory approach is an efficient way of producing collective knowledge in order to 

facilitate more acceptable decision-making. 

The first Volume of D7.2 introduced and presented the main drivers and bottlenecks to aquaculture 

development that contribute to the social acceptability or unacceptability of aquaculture development. In 

Volume 2 the basic principles underlying the social acceptability of aquaculture from a conceptual point of 

view are introduced and analysed (Chapter 1) and the way it is approached by institutions involved in the 

development of aquaculture in the Mediterranean is presented. Chapters 2 and 3 detail the principles of the 

participatory approach as a key way of addressing social acceptability and how it is implemented in practice. 

Chapter 4 describes the methodology for implementing the participatory approach in the experiments 

carried out within the MedAID project. Chapter 5 compiles a set of recommendations, including lessons 

learned from the analyses of social acceptability in the MedAID project case studies and other examples from 

the literature or previous work carried out. Finally, Chapters 6 and 7 provide some general recommendations, 

lists of tools and good practices rules when implementing participatory tools. 
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1 Complexity of social ecological systems governance and social 
acceptability. Principles and main issues. 

1.1 The Social acceptability concept 

Social acceptability is a complex, unclear and conflicting notion (Fournis and Fortin, 2015), often used as a 

"catch-all" in the form of different synonyms that have distinct legal and conceptual bases such as social 

acceptance, social license, free consent, among others (Batellier, 2015). Its use is sometimes abusive and 

with shortcuts, in a large number of research fields and themes, in the social sciences but also in the natural 

sciences. The literature addresses social acceptability issues from different perspectives. A large number of 

works have focused on analyses of public opinion to identify the main factors of social acceptability (Campos 

et al., 2010). This work analyses social acceptability from the perspective of the institutional dimensions of 

governance and the dynamics associated with social interaction processes (Shindler et al., 2004). These 

interactions may take the form of social negotiations that lead to social acceptance or rejection in private or 

public decision-making spheres (Fortin and Fournis, 2011). 

The growing success of the concept of social acceptability is linked to its apparent simplicity due to the 

dichotomous nature of the term "acceptability", which translates into acceptance or rejection, yes or no. The 

response to problems of social acceptability often focuses on understanding the factors underlying social 

opposition in order to find mechanisms to reduce this social constraint. On the other hand, the term "social" 

is highly plastic and encompasses many components that are more difficult to deal with, particularly in the 

context of governance. 

Social acceptability is also a subject of growing importance in the context of marine resource management. 

For aquaculture, an example mobilized in this work to address this issue, the main question is how to regulate 

complex social relations in the case of the use of common resources and spaces. From the governance point 

of view, this relies on the co-construction of collective choices to support the sustainable development of 

coastal and marine social-ecological systems. The complexity of dealing with this issue is further reinforced 

by the intensification of uses and the existence of many stakes and issues within these spaces. This leads to 

social conflicts that can range from disputes between users to contestation of political decisions of different 

intensity. The importance of taking social considerations into account and integrating stakeholders into 

governance is not new. It is reinforced with the emergence of the sustainability concept (Brundtland, 1987). 

Afterwards, Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM) (Cicin-Sain and Knecht, 1998) and the Ecosystem 

Approach (Soto et al, 2008) deepen the way of dealing with sustainability issues by integrating 

environmental, economic and social dimensions in decision making. 

However, the concepts of integrated management and ecosystem-based management are often too abstract 

and complex and therefore not operational (Young, 2010; Arkema, 2006; Yaffee, 1996). In this context of 

intellectual vagueness between concepts and methods, Marine Spatial Planning (MSP) has emerged as a 

practical and tangible tool to achieve effective implementation of ecosystem-based management in the 

marine environment (Douvere, 2008). However, despite the expectations that MSP has generated, recent 

work questions its effectiveness and capacity to sufficiently integrate stakeholders into decision-making 

processes and contrary to what should be done, MSP favors "top-down" processes (e.g. Flannery et al., 2012; 

Kyriazi et al., 2013; Jones et al., 2016). Moreover, within this management framework, geopolitical objectives 

related to the Blue Growth strategy (EC, 2014) often dominate, in which social dimensions are either 

secondary or neglected. Finally, MSP is also questioned as to its capacity to deal with issues relying on 

increasingly complex social-ecological systems (Brugère et al, 2018). Finally, spatial planning in the case of 
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aquaculture, often based on the production of spatialized information for decision-making, is insufficient and 

cannot replace the implementation of holistic integrated management processes (Yucel et al, 2010). 

Despite the important contributions provided by these various recent governance frameworks, the 

consideration of social dimensions and the integration of stakeholders in decision-making processes remains 

a key issue that has not yet been solved. Today, social acceptability is emerging as a framework, approach or 

tool that can help to address these social dimensions in public policies, particularly in cases where decision-

making is contested by groups of social actors or simply by citizens. Intuitively, the objective is mobilizing 

means to foster the acceptance of policy decisions by the stakeholders concerned. Social acceptability 

becomes a "new grail" for promoters of private or public projects. Avoiding social rejection is a mean of 

ensuring that the implementation of the decision is initiated. 

This work is based on the case of aquaculture development in the European context analyzed in the 

framework of the European research project H2020-MedAID which deals with the integrated development 

of Mediterranean aquaculture. Considering that the identification of social acceptability as a key issue for 

unlocking aquaculture development, this work highlights the gaps between policy-making at the 

supranational level and their implementation at the territorial scale. These gaps are illustrated on the one 

hand by the large focus on economic and environmental issues of regulatory and financial tools in support of 

the implementation of the European Commission's "Blue Growth Strategy", which includes aquaculture 

development. On the other hand, the social dimensions of this policies remain insufficiently addressed in 

their implementation at the territorial level (Krause et al, 2015). To analyze this issue, this work focuses on 

the example of aquaculture development in the region of Andalusia in Spain, which is subject to processes 

of social stress similar to other European territories. The global context relies on aquaculture pro-

development policies built though supra-national frameworks, at EU or Mediterranean level, which aims at 

coping with the stagnation or insufficient development of aquaculture development. 

 

1.2 Social acceptability under the institutional point of view 

Aquaculture development is a relatively recent phenomenon. It was made possible in the second half of the 

last century thanks in particular to the technical progress of production systems. This growth is now being 

compared with the decline in production in the fisheries sector. Aquaculture is often seen as a response to 

food security. Moreover, aquaculture contributes to the economic development of coastal territories, 

particularly in developing countries, and hence to reduce poverty in the world (FAO, 2018). This global 

dynamic contrasts the European situation. After a strong expansion of the sector during the last quarter of 

the past century, aquaculture faces stagnation despite the support from public institutions (Figure 1). 

Aquaculture production in Europe has stabilized at around 1.2 million tones over the period 1995-2012, while 

over the same period world production has risen from around 120 million tones to almost 160 million tones 

(FAO, 2018). 
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Figure 1 : Evolution of aquaculture production in the EU (Source: Guillen et al. 2019) 

This general lack of growth of aquaculture in the EU can be explained by various economic, regulatory and 

bureaucratic constraints (Guillen et al. 2019). Social acceptability is also a key bottleneck in the context of 

increasing anthropogenic uses in coastal areas leading to conflicts of use (EATIP, 2012).  

Despite the growing awareness of the importance of the social dimensions of aquaculture, the concept of 

social acceptability is often mobilized as a technical issue that must be taken into account in a project (or a 

decision), but while the project is one aspect, its acceptance is another one. Quite often, social acceptability 

is considered as a mechanism for informing citizens about what aquaculture is and what positive effects it 

has on society to foster its acceptance. According to the scientific literature, information and communication 

are factors that may positively influence the public's response to a project (Batellier, 2015; Gendron, 2014; 

Fortin and Fournis, 2013). However, these tools do not allow for the resolution of all claims, such as those 

related to conflicts of use (Hoagland et al., 2003). Some studies highlight the importance of governance 

mechanisms to support project implementation (Rey Valette, 2017). According to the principles of 

participatory engineering, the procedure implemented to develop a project is a subject of acceptance or 

rejection. The frequent disconnection between the objectives of a development project constructed by high-

level institutions (national, supranational) with the reality and needs of the territory at local scale are often 

at the root of emergences of social contestation. The inadequacy of institutional frameworks to manage the 

social complexity that derives from the gaps between these two local and supra-local rationalities is reflected 

in the existence of social bottlenecks and inefficiency of policy action. 

 

1.2.1 European framework 

To cope with the stagnation of the aquaculture development in Europe, the EU launched a strategy for the 

development of this sector in 2002 (COM(2002)0511). The objectives were mainly economic and food safety 

basis, while trying to minimize the environmental impact of this development. However, the strategy has not 

achieved its objectives, particularly as regards increasing production and employment. For this reason, seven 

years later, the EU updated this strategy. All the measures taken were based on technical and economic 

considerations. The social dimensions focused mainly on improving the image of the sector. This general 

strategy was completed by guides which put forward concrete actions to accompany the development of the 

sector. From a governance point of view, two main pillars supported this policy: the construction by each 

Member State of a multi-annual national strategic plan for the promotion of sustainable aquaculture (Article 
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34 of the Common Fisheries Policy), which also serves as a basis for the mobilization of European Funds 

(FEAMP), and the implementation of these plans within the MSP framework Directive.  

With regard to the aquaculture development plans, all the objectives that have been set have proved to be 

too optimistic. As an example, the global objective at the UE aggregated level was an increase in European 

marine fish farming production close to 500,000 tons (EC, 2016), which represented a growth of around 60% 

between 2014 and 2020 (target of +25% for shellfish farming). The specific plan for France expected an 

increase in total aquaculture production of around 20% and a multiplication between 2 and 4 of marine fish 

production. Despite this voluntarism, no new marine fish farming licenses has been granted in this country 

since 1996.  

The European Court of Auditors (ECA, 2014) concluded that this failure of policy action is the result of poor 

design and implementation of measures to support the sustainable development of aquaculture by Member 

States (Guillen et al, 2019). In response to these difficulties, The Aquaculture Advisory Council published in 

January 2020 a set of recommendations to build a new strategy for aquaculture development in Europe (AAC, 

2020). Among all these recommendations based on economic and administrative measures, improving the 

social acceptability of aquaculture and its products appears as a key issue that needs to be addressed. 

However, a very restrictive vision of the concept of social acceptability is reflected in a proposal for actions 

to be taken at State level which is reduced to (1) promoting public awareness of European aquaculture, (2) 

using public procurement of seafood products to improve the welfare and sustainability of fish, and (3) 

promoting gender equality in aquaculture. Today, raising public awareness appears to be the lever for action 

to better explain to citizens the benefits of aquaculture, to correct the misperceptions often associated with 

a lack of knowledge of the improvement of production systems and the positive economic and social effects 

that the sector can have at local and regional level. 

 

1.2.2 Mediterranean framework 

The General Fisheries Commission for the Mediterranean (GFCM) also promotes and provides institutional 

support for the development of aquaculture in the international framework of the Mediterranean and the 

Black Sea. This institution has the competence to adopt binding recommendations for the conservation and 

management of fisheries and for the development of aquaculture. In this context, a work program has been 

built for many years to build a strategy in support to the sustainable development of aquaculture in this 

ecoregion. A particular consideration is being given to social acceptability as a key issue for unlocking 

aquaculture development. 

However, the term social acceptability in this policy framework only appears explicitly in a more recent period 

in which this notion takes force following the different diagnoses developed in different frameworks and 

contexts. Initially, the aquaculture development strategy addressed the social dimensions through three 

main objectives. 

The first objective concerns the construction of a regulatory and administrative management framework to 

facilitate and accelerate the allocation of licenses. The stagnation of aquaculture is often attributed to 

administrative and regulatory complexity that discourage potential investors. The administrative 

simplifications are being carried out by the institutions in charge of aquaculture to facilitate the 

establishment of new companies. This approach is also being carried out by the European Commission in its 

geographical area of competence. 
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The second objective concerns the improvement of governance through the implementation of participatory 

approaches which foster the integration of stakeholders in decision-making processes, with in particular (1) 

the promotion of the ecosystem approach (Soto el al, 2007) as "a strategy for the integration of aquaculture 

into the wider ecosystem in a way that promotes sustainable development, equity and resilience of 

interconnected social and ecological systems" and (2) the mobilization of site selection approaches for 

aquaculture development though Allocated Zones for Aquaculture (AZA) processes. The participatory 

approach is an important part of this selection process. Implementation guides have been developed to 

accompany such approaches as principles of good governance essential for social acceptability (Macias et al, 

2019). 

The third objective refers to the construction of proactive approaches to promote the development of 

aquaculture by improving the image of the sector and its products among the general public. This pillar of 

GFCM policy action also aims to change a vision of aquaculture that has traditionally focused on production 

strategies according to its productive capacity, taking into account existing technology and controlled 

species. Though this new perspective, it is important to adapt production systems to the needs of the markets 

("market-oriented aquaculture") to improve consumer acceptance of the product. This proactive vision for 

improving the sector's image is initially set out in the Conduct for Responsible Fisheries in the Mediterranean 

Region, and was discussed in greater detail in a consultation session on the application of Article 9 of the 

Conduct for Responsible Fisheries in the Mediterranean Region to aquaculture development. The 

improvement of the image of aquaculture and the promotion of the sector are put forward as a key point to 

accompany the development of the sector. Consequently, producer organizations play a key role in 

coordinating and applying this code of responsibility. 

The refocusing of political action on improving the sector image though “public awareness" will then be used 

and extrapolated to other dimensions of public policy on aquaculture development. Thus, in the framework 

of the social dimensions, the increase in social rejection of the sector is associated with the misperception 

that the general public may have of the sector and its products. In this way, the perception of a poor quality 

from aquaculture products, the lack of information on the positive effects of aquaculture in terms of 

supplying healthy products, in terms of providing employment opportunities and income for coastal 

territories, etc., are assets that must be highlighted in the public debate in order to better consider the place 

of the sector in its social-ecological systems (Bacher et al, 2015, FAO 2016). 

 

1.3 Stakeholders, citizens, and social acceptability 

The key to improving social acceptability lies in the integration of stakeholders in decision-making processes. 

But first, it is necessary to clarify the concept of stakeholders and their roles within the territories where they 

have particular influence. Understanding how social networks operate in the realm is a crucial information 

to better address social acceptability in a practical way. 

 

1.3.1 Clarification of the concept of stakeholders 

The stakeholder concept of has been historically (Mercier, 2010) mobilized in opposition to the concept of 

“shareholder” in a private company (Freeman, 1984), to stress out that the management of the externalities 

of a firm could be done not only with shareholders (the owners of the firm) but also with other agents (NGO, 

consumer associations, etc.). The stakeholder concept mainly questions how to address stakeholders 

inclusive management rather than their merely identification. Consequently, people arguing specific stakes 
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associated to a project or a political decision can be “managed” accordingly to this project and this stake. As 

a result, stakeholders management is mainly related to dialogic arenas accordingly to a stake rather than 

understanding what are the stakes in question. 

In the case of aquaculture development, everyone can be a consumer, a citizen concerned by environmental 

or heath issues, member of an association, etc. Stakeholder management would be also about inviting 

people, not as interested people, but as people connected to a specific stake. Upstream this concept, the 

notion of stakeholding is, very often, connected to membership of an organisation holding this staked (NGO, 

consumer association, professional organisation, etc.). Therefore, there is a common misconception of the 

concept of stakeholder management which consist in dealing a project management with stakeholder 

organisations only, which put aside all stakeholders which are not represented by these organisations (for 

instance, small scale fishermen how are not represented by Cofradias in southern Spain). But the main 

criticism which can be mentioned to stakeholder management if the fact that having a recognised stake is 

the condition to be part of the project. One can participate if, and only if, he is a fisherman, a consumer, a 

member of an environmental NGO. And even worse, he will be restricted to this identity. This excludes, ipso 

facto, people to participate just because they are interested, and legitimate to do so, as living in a democracy. 

Finally, whereas stakeholders management is widely spread at least in Europe, (as illustrated by the Water 

Framework Directive, see below), it would be adventurous to argue that public participation (of citizens) is 

so common. At least, there is still a rich debate between experts about how to strengthen and enforce public 

participation in decision making process. 

 

1.3.2 Social acceptation and blocking stakeholders 

Another concept that should be clarified is who is social acceptance for. It is necessary to distinguish a 

situation of conflict with a specific group of actors, and a situation of lack of social acceptance. "Social 

acceptance" refers to society as a whole, not suggesting that it is conditional on everyone's approval, but 

insisting that something is wrong with the usual approval process by society as a whole. This clarification 

makes it possible to distinguish the causes and consequences of social acceptability: opposition to a project 

by certain actors is not necessarily translated into a lack of social acceptability. Even if a project is supported 

by "usual" stakeholders, the project does not necessarily benefit from social acceptability, which means that 

stakeholder management is not sufficient to ensure social acceptability. 

 

1.3.3 The Sea as a territory 

It would be trivial mistake to consider the sea as a non-territory, meaning, as an empty space, weakly 

populated or characterised by low issues. The following table (Figure 2) summarizes the quantity and 

diversity of the issues associated with the use of coastal spaces and resources by a multitude of stakeholders 

in the Territory. 
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Uses and issues (stakes) Type of stakeholders Ashore representation  Fixed territory 

Borders management and 
defence issues 

National public institutions Yes Yes 

Shipping roads 
International and national 
public institutions, big size 
businesses 

Only the national public 
institutions 

Yes 

Offshore wind farm 
Public institutions and big 
size businesses, professional 
organisations 

Yes 

Not completely (most of the 
time, some fixed areas are 
defined to be used, but not 
with an exclusive usage) 

Offshore aquaculture 

Public institutions and 
private sector, small to big 
size businesses, professional 
organisations 

Public institutions, 
professional organisation 
and existing farms 
businesses representatives 
(the “potential” business 
developers are missing most 
of the time) 

Various scenarios (in Europe, 
the chosen scenario tends to 
define an exclusive area) 

Small scale fisheries 
Small size businesses, 
professional organisations 

Small scale fishermen are 
not always represented 

Near the shore: no, but not 
present at large 

Deep sea fishing 
Medium to big size 
businesses, professional 
organisations 

Yes 
Delimited navigation areas 
close to the shore, but no 
delimited areas at large 

Recreational fisheries 
People (tourists) and small 
size businesses, professional 
organisations 

Only professional 
organisations, most of the 
time 

Some know spot, but 
significant illegal fishing 

Recreational diving 
People (tourists) and small 
size businesses, professional 
organisations 

Only professional 
organisations, most of the 
time 

Some know spot, but 
significant illegal fishing 

Archaeological sites Public institutions Yes 
Yes for the known site, no 
for the sites yet to discover! 

Protected natural areas 
Public institutions and 
environmental NGOs 

Yes Yes 

Various ecosystems 
Public institutions and 
environmental NGOs 

Some knowledge, but if not 
included in a protected area, 
not so well represented 

Depends to the interest from 
authorities to make strict 
zoning 

Nautical sports 
People (tourists) and small 
size businesses, professional 
organisations 

Only professional 
organisations, most of the 
time 

Along the shore 

Coastal tourism 
People (tourists), small size 
businesses, professional 
organisations, municipalities 

Only professional 
organisations, and 
municipalities 

Yes, but with the matter if 
“landscape interest” which is 
not geographically bounded 

Landscape issues 
Inhabitants, tourists, private 
sector, municipalities 

Not really 
Yes, but with the matter if 
“landscape interest” which is 
not geographically bounded 

Coastal residents Inhabitants 
As holders of many stakes 
and electors, yes 

Yes, for the primary 
inhabitants, no for the 
tourists 

Harbours 
Public institutions, private 
operators 

Yes Yes 

Figure 2 : Diversity of issues associated to uses of coastal areas and resources 

 

  



 

 
 | P a g e  | 9 M e d A I D  D e l i v e r a b l e  N o .  7 . 2  

This overview of issues highlights that, excepting for public institutions with high and specific issues (defence, 

shipping roads, harbour infrastructures, etc.), all issues are overlapping, with, for some of them, lack of 

representativeness, and fuzzy, or disputed territories; and covering all these issues, additional connected 

issues characterise this social complexity, including political representativeness, climate change management 

and sociotechnics controversies (as it occurs in the context of offshore wind farm or aquaculture 

development). 

 

1.3.4 The case of aquaculture planning in Europe 

The implementation of marine spatial planning by local institutions usually deals with a small scope of 

intermediary actors, without questioning their representativeness, and with two constraints: make it fast, 

and make it simple. That’s the “business as usual” way of proceeding into which public institutions deal with 

civil society by questioning usual intermediary actors, with no other participatory strategy, and having little 

(if any) skills, budgetary means, and time. 

On the other hand, opposed stakeholders, either because the dialogic process with the intermediary actors 

was not satisfying to them, or because they were not even represented in this process, can directly mobilize 

the civil society, by their political or personal networks, or by any other potential mean, but they can also call 

for external players with a stronger power of mobilization. Therefore, social unacceptability is raising, and 

put pressure on the decision makers, who are in charge of tradeoffs associated to the project (as they 

probably manage various issues of the territory) by stopping the process to maintain the social peace. We 

can also mention the fact that some external players can come into the game without local expectations, 

which make the situation even more difficult to handle. This was, for example, the case of the construction 

of the Sivains river dam in France, which generated very strong social mobilization with, in particular, the 

convergence of local and foreign protest movements. In such a case, when a project gets out of control, and 

relies on other civil society organizations, it can be very hard to step back. Strategically speaking, it means 

that the process of stakeholders integration have to be thought wisely, and implemented carefully, to keep 

the various stakeholders (and not only their intermediary actors) in a dialogic process. This implies a 

maximum flexibility of institution in charge of implementing decision-making. Furthermore, it also pleads for 

dealing directly with “civil society”, meaning citizens not necessarily polarized on a specific stake, for 

preventing stakeholders to manipulate them. 
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 External players: people outside the local network but which can be connected to, and influence, it, in a way 

or another (media, national NGOs, national politicians, etc.) 

 Civil society: basically, the people living in the impacted area 

 Intermediary actors: people that are “called” to represent other actors. For instance, the corporatists, the 

member of NGOs, the chairman of a professional organization, etc. 

 Stakeholders: people who are connected to a stake/an issue. Included also in the civil society, but with 

networks, links, social tools, etc., that can be specific to the stake they hold 

 Aquaculture implementing institutions: the local/regional public institution in charge of implementing marine 

spatial planning 

 Decision makers: people who will take the decisions (politicians or high level technicians) 

Figure 3: How the blocking stakeholders can lead to social unacceptability 

 

Figure 3 illustrates in a schematic way how social networking processes may rely on social mobilization et 

social opposition. The complexity for the administration is strengthened by the potential interconnections 

between the local and external networks that can converge to a powerful social opposition to decision-

making. Contrary to a current sector-based policy based on decision-making, by industry or by social 

collective, the social complexity also claim for the necessity of engage holistic and integrated management 

processes which involves a large category of stakeholders linked by cross-cutting issues. 

In this sense, addressing the development of aquaculture also raises the question of the sustainability of 

fisheries, tourism or any other coastal use. The social acceptability of aquaculture (and its development) can 

only be dealt efficiently in a more holistic framework that takes into account the reality of the territory. 

 



 

 
 | P a g e  | 11 M e d A I D  D e l i v e r a b l e  N o .  7 . 2  

2 Participatory approaches as a means of addressing the social 
acceptability for the governance of complex social ecological systems 

2.1 Main basis of the participatory approach concept 

Participation is a key issue to enhance social acceptability (Prno, 2013; Urvoas, 2015; Fortin et Fournis, 2013; 

Batellier, 2015). The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN, 2009), states in a methodological 

guide for the selection of areas for aquaculture development that "the participatory approach, as a well-

structured and properly implemented strategy, applied to the selection and management of aquaculture 

sites, represents an opportunity to guarantee the acceptance and permanence of any aquaculture project, 

since it allows all stakeholders to be involved in the definition and implementation of the process". According 

to Yates and Caron (2012), this allows stakeholders to take the leadership of the project and contribute to 

making it more favourable. Moreover, participation promotes trust between stakeholders and allows 

stakeholders to feel more respected and considered (Moffat and Zhang, 2014). The top-down rational 

frequently used for the implementation of this type of project should therefore be replaced by a more 

horizontal process (Fortin and Fournis, 2013). 

The definition of participation is controversial and varies greatly from different authors. There are different 

forms of participatory processes depending on the degree of stakeholder participation, which can take the 

form of information, consultation, concertation and co-decision (Arnstein, 1969; Ehler and Douvere, 2009) 

(Figure 4). Co-decision is the most favourable to social acceptability, but it is also the more complex to 

implement, mainly in large projects. A participatory process involves engaging and bringing together different 

stakeholders in a project to collectively formulate proposals about it. In this perspective, it differs from 

consultation, as the goal goes beyond knowing the views of the participants. A participatory process is more 

a collaborative work where participants share and compare ideas, develop collective objectives, produce a 

vision on a subject together, etc. The process is not a consultation, but a process of collaboration. 

 

 

Figure 4 : Simplified ladder of the participation within a decision-making process 

•To take a decision with stakeholders who 
have legal responsabilities on a project.

Co-decision

•To involve a certain number of 
stakeholders in collectively 
developing proposals for a project.

Public 
participation

•To ask stakeholders about 
their opinon on a 
project/topic.

Consultation

•To give information 
to stakeholders on 
a project/topic

Information
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A participatory process can be included in a project frame for different reasons. One of the main motivations 

for a project holder comes from the idea that having stakeholders working together will help increasing the 

project efficiency. This is what we call the instrumental objective of a participatory process. 

Starting the process enables to create an opportunity for the participants to get to know each other, to 

exchange on everyone knowledge, expectations, daily issues they face, etc. All these interactions will 

inevitably impact the group functioning and then contribute to produce a shared knowledge and vision on 

the project topic. In that way the initial instrumental objective may come along with group effects and boost 

social change. This is a reason why creating or strengthening links between the participants is highly valuable 

in this type of process. 

Another effect may also be observed as a process is on-going. While the participants are working together, 

different specific issues may raise such as social equity, social justice, etc. For instance, on a project related 

to water resources with a technical component, the financial question will emerge at some point. Talking 

about the cost and use of infrastructures may drive the discussion towards the willingness and ability to pay 

of social categories of stakeholders as well as the question of access to resources. 

From the initial instrumental objective, a participatory process will finally raise a panel of questions and issues 

related to the initial topic. Which is why its implementation may have impacts in terms of social change, 

equity to access resources, social justice, etc., even if broaching those issues was not initially “planned”. 

An efficient consultation process must respect a certain number of conditions, and the reactions observed in 

the field are very important (Dionnet et al, 2017). Important conditions must be met: 

 the work of the participants must have an impact on the decision-making process (Urvoas, 2015), 

 the objectives must be defined upstream so that the participants are aware of the elements in order 

to be able to act, 

 all categories of actors must be represented and the delegates must have representative legitimacy 

(Yates and Caron, 2012), 

 the process must be transparent to build trust among participants (Moffat and Zhang, 2014), 

 all categories of actors are represented, the process must adapt to each territory and case (Thomson 

and Boutillier, 2011),  

 as conditions may change over time and therefore the process must also do so. 

Consultation does not necessarily have to result in an acceptance of aquaculture development. A rejection 

should not be seen as a failure but as a building process over time that is likely to evolve. The objective of 

this process is to verify the suitability of a project to the needs of the territory and to explore the positive 

and negative effects of the scenarios considered. 

 

2.2 Some examples of stakeholders involvement in other frameworks 

The European Water Framework Directive (EU WFD, 2000) 

This directive has been adopted by the European Parliament on the 23rd of October, 2000. Since 20 years 

now, it institutionalizes, at different levels of intensity across European countries, the participation of 

stakeholders to integrate water management at the scale of water basin (Jager et al., 2016). The purpose of 

“Integrated Water Resources Management” (IWRM, dedicated terms), as it is implemented by the EU WFD, 

is to institutionalize a mechanism by which local water problems (including tough ones: pollution, scarcity, 
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flooding, etc.) can be solved locally, with the integration of every stakeholders in the resolution process. The 

idea is to promote efficient, integrative, local, and acceptable solutions for water problems.  

As noticed by the reference above, even if there are different implementations of the EU WFD across Europe, 

there are three leading countries in terms of participation: France, Spain and The Netherlands. It is not the 

purpose here to make comparisons between these different implementations, but to explore potentiality for 

fostering social acceptability through participation.  

In many cases, this integrated governance of water occurred by institutionalizing an “assembly of users” 

(directly citizens in some cases, various colleges of stakeholders in other cases, elected, or nominated), which 

is in charge of ruling of the various disputes between stakeholders, but also, and more importantly, of the 

compliance of regulation, its ecological status, and its governance, to EU WFD standards. In some cases, these 

assemblies can have only a consultative role, in some few cases, it is a final decision-making entity, as in 

France (Commission Locale de l’Eau, CLE). These “water assemblies”, however, do not exclude participation 

dedicated to specific projects (dams, ecological restoration projects, water scarcity mitigation plans, etc.), or 

in broader public than just their members, but support it by having initiated peaceful dialogic governance 

between stakeholders. 

It would be presumptuous to state that these mechanisms solves any matter concerning participation or 

social acceptability issues. It is also partially wrong to argue that every water basin in Europe experiments a 

“peaceful concerted governance”, but still, it is widely considered that EU WFD foster a large positive and 

efficient integrated management (De Coninck, 2015; Seguin, 2015). 

Le Parlement de la Mer (Parliament of the Sea) of the Occitanie region in France 

The « Parlement de la Mer » (Parliament of the Sea) is a unique experiment in France 

(https://www.laregion.fr/Parlement-de-la-mer) to implement an integrated coastal management in the 

Occitanie region (northern Mediterranean). This geographical area is economically specialized on industrial 

tourism. However, other traditional activities coexist such as fisheries, shellfish farming in lagoon and 

offshore, and an emerging massive demand for offshore wind farm development. These past, present and 

future activities are struggling, as as highlighted in several MedAID case studies for instance, and probably, 

in most places. Struggling for sea access, political representation, exclusivity on the activity allocation 

decision making process, existence.  

And it was by finally noting that every new coastal or “sea related” project was endangered by these 

struggles, that the idea of a sea assembly (“Parlement de la Mer”) emerged in the arena of both the decision 

makers and the stakeholders. 

The « Parlement de la Mer » has been implemented in 2013, in order to set up a peaceful dialogic and 

integrated governance of the coast (Beynet, 2019). It’s a consultative assembly, but involved in every coastal 

project, which try to reach exhaustiveness in terms of stakes and stakeholders representation.  

This institution supports stakeholders mobilization in various projects, such as industrial harbour 

rehabilitation, participative governance definition (Lisode, 2019) , onshore wind farm planning (see below), 

etc. 

Onshore and offshore wind farm planning and implementation in France 

Wind farm energy is an interesting comparison point, as it has some similarities with the actual European 

process of offshore aquaculture planning:  
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 Win farms energy development is a centralized process (national or regional decision making 

process, regional zoning, and local implementation). 

 The product, wind farm power, is promoted as a positive value product. 

 Till very recently, the positive value of the product was opposed to local opponents,and the NIMBY1 

syndrome was frequently invoked to delegitimize their claims (Nadaï, 2007). 

 Wind farm production implies high capital mobilizing which cannot cope with too many 

implementation uncertainties. 

In the current context, the lack of social acceptability could question the European objective of developing 

the renewable energy production in the framework of the energy transition (Bauwens 2015). Since 

opponents are still very focused on refusing the development of wind farms, the lack of an adapted 

governance of the project itself is a main argument against. On the basis of this claims, the public authorities 

have reacted by implementing participatory approaches that are more in line with the experts' 

recommendations. These processes are organized as followed: 

1. A first phase of zoning where offshore wind farm can be implemented: 

- A preliminary stage for mobilizing stakeholders in order to make them ready for participating to 

the process, support them, group by group, for enhancing they capabilities to produce relevant 

data and collecting missing data, in particular the ones required by some stakeholder groups. 

- A second stage for collecting stakeholders global concerns about the proposed zoning. A third 

stage for debating between stakeholders groups about a consensual zoning and for debating 

about the governance of future implementing projects of offshore wind farms. 

- A final public debate (widely open) is organized when the consensual zoning proposals are 

evaluated by the citizens. 

2. A second phase of implementation when participatory processes are organised accordingly to 

preliminary participation charters debated in the first phase, within the finally chosen areas. 

As a result, wind farm planning in France suggests the factual lack of social acceptability is not linked to be 

associated to the “product” (positive value of “green energy”), but to the planning and the implementation 

of the infrastructure of production, i.e. wind farms themselves. This can be translated in terms of the lack of 

a suitable institutional framework that strongly limits the ability to implement participatory approaches (lack 

of means, institutions, technicians and experts, time, etc.). 

Intensive offshore aquaculture is quite new in most areas in Europe, and intensively implemented in 

countries where social acceptability may not have the same value, or the same consequences, but it’s unlikely 

the fact the aquaculture production has positive values that could lead to a better social acceptation. 

 

  

                                                           

1 « Not In My BackYard”, an acronym to describe situation where locals oppose their own interest to a public good they 
can support (“it’s a good project, but I don’t want it in my backyard”) 
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2.3 Key principles to ensure an ethical, useful and productive participatory 
process 

As a participatory process can be a good way to reach ambitious goals, it can be tempting to “help” 

stakeholders finding an interest in participation. The main formalized fundamental principles to support good 

conditions of use and implementation for those processes are summarized as follow: 

1. A participatory process has an impact on the final decision, meaning that it has to be clear from the 

beginning how the participants’ suggestions and recommendations will be taken into account in the 

decision process and why. 

2. A participatory process has specific objectives determined upfront, but it should remain open to a 

variety of proposals. It is never possible to know the final solution when the process starts; 

participants may bring conflicting proposals and decision-makers have to take every proposal into 

account, with no judgment on one or another. 

3. Participants are free to participate or not and must be fully informed from the beginning; 

participation cannot be paid or forced in any way. 

4. During the process all stakeholders are represented to diversify the viewpoints and stimulate 

interactions. 

5. A participatory process must be transparent about: the final decision-maker(s) and how the 

participants’ contribution is used; the process implementation and the participants’ place in it; and 

the existing doubts on the project or required data. 

6. A participatory process recognizes the existence of multiple viewpoints. 

7. A high-quality and neutral animation will be decisive for the success of a participatory process. 

8. A participatory process is both iterative and adaptable, and is built step by step. The process may 

evolve as new needs, ideas or expectations may rise along the steps. 

9. Stakeholders involved and concerned by a participatory process need to be given access to resources. 
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3 Planning and implementation of a participatory process in practice 

The previous sections have drawn an overview of participatory processes and the principles guiding their 

design. We will now explain the different steps to design and plan this type of process. We have decided to 

make a distinction between the process planning in a three steps procedure (chapter 4) and the mobilization 

of stakeholders, as the latter constitutes a critical step of the process and the efforts required should not be 

underestimated. 

 

3.1 Planning a participatory process 

Planning a participatory process is a complex work because of three main reasons at least: the problem 

complexity; the diversity of stakeholders’ objectives and constraints; and the uncertainties on stakeholders’ 

reactions. Thus, we suggest to follow three main steps, in parallel with creating a team of stakeholders (called 

“project team”) directly responsible for the final decision and the strategy for stakeholders’ mobilization 

(Figure 5). The chronology suggested provides some guidance on how to articulate the different steps; it can 

surely be adapted to the context’s specificities. 

The project team is in charge of clarifying any question related to the space for participation in the project, 

and is involved in the strategic planning. 

 

Figure 5 : main steps to plan a participatory process (Lisode, 2019) 

3.1.1 Context assessment 

Assessing the project context is required to understand where comes the need for participation, if the 

selected level of participation is adequate, and also to ensure that implementation means and resources 

mobilized are well adapted to the situation. This analysis should be done by the project team in charge of 

facilitating the process. The following questions can be used to verify that all important issues are well 

considered. 

1. Global approach: is the process integrated in a broader approach? Which one? 
2. Promoter and its goals: who decided to organize it? What are the motivations and the expectations? 
3. Space/time: what is the geographical perimeter of the process? How long the process is expected to 

last? 
4. Participants and expectations: who will participate? What are their expectations? 
5. Mental block/bottlenecks: are there any potential conflicts that can be anticipated? 
6. Impacts: what will happen to the outcome of the process? 
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Additional interviews and a bibliographic review (including recent legislation for example) can be conducted 

in order to develop a more complete vision of the context. 

3.1.2 Stakeholders analysis: assessment of stakeholders’ power relations 

The second stage aims at understanding and assessing the power relations (or influence) between the 

stakeholders involved in the process. You should be able to answer questions such as:  

- Who are the stakeholders involved? What are their relationships and interactions? What are their 
roles and responsibilities? 

- Who may be winning or losing something through the project? How and why? What are the 
relationships between the “winners” and “losers”? 

This analysis should help to assess the power relations (or influence) between stakeholders, to understand 

how the process can be affected by these interactions, and how they should be integrated in the process 

design. 

Finally, this work contributes to determine the strategy and efforts to mobilize, the dialogue platforms 

needed, and its adaptation to the type of stakeholders identified. While working on this assessment, it is 

necessary to keep in mind that potential participants will attend the collective sessions only if they have an 

interest in doing so (see the Stakeholders mobilization and engagement part for details below). 

3.1.3 Participatory planning of the process 

The final stage of this planning process relies on setting out the different components of the participation 

process in a strategic plan. The project team will define different steps and for each step, the associated 

objectives, the participants concerned, the tools mobilized and some means that can be added. This plan is 

a tool that should be followed as much as possible along the process. 

In addition, this step is already an opportunity to consider how the process will be evaluated; it may require 

documents, tools or data to be collected from the beginning of the fieldwork. 

 

3.2 Implementing a participatory process 

3.2.1 Stakeholders mobilization and engagement 

According to the Cambridge dictionary, mobilization is “the act of organizing or preparing something, such 

as a group of people, for a purpose” and the engagement can be defined as “the process of encouraging 

people to be interested in the work of an organization, etc.” Thus, mobilization should be considered as a 

process itself (with its own dedicated staff, resources and timeline), done all along the project and starting 

approximately with the participatory process (or before) – the design and planning steps can provide useful 

information that contribute to a good mobilization. The aim is to engage stakeholders who will be involved 

in the entire participatory process and who will be willing to attend the meetings. This work is a crucial step 

in a participatory process as far as this is indeed the main goal of the whole process. 

Stakeholders mobilization requires to previously work on selecting who to mobilize (and why); and then on 

how mobilize participants. 

 Who to mobilize and why : Mobilization is about having a group of stakeholders who will be able 

and willing to come to each session of the process; and this group of stakeholders should be the same 

all along the project. For instance, we can consider a set of consecutive workshops on a water reuse 

project; each workshop will be based on some information used or developed during the previous 
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sessions. If you have the same participants all along the process, all of them will gradually learn 

information on water reuse; all of them will learn to know each other; and the group will probably 

have a better functioning as the project goes along. For each session it will not be necessary to spend 

too much time on participants’ presentation and on reminders of the past session. 

Thus, the idea is to find the “good participant” for each category of stakeholder; this participant can 

be considered as the “project manager” within his institution. Once chosen well, this participant will 

relay information from the workshop sessions to its colleagues and pairs, on the technical part as 

well as on the methodological and participatory approach. 

Working on “who do you mobilize” can come with the representativeness question. But what you 

might be looking for in a participatory process is the exhaustiveness in terms of type of stakeholders. 

An important point in a participatory process is that every voice is recognized and ideally, every voice 

is represented. If you have minorities, the process is aiming at integrating them; and it might be 

better to have one representative of minorities discussing with one representative of a majority, 

instead of keeping the proportion in the process. 

Besides, representativeness means an important cost. In a representative group of stakeholders, it 

might also be difficult to have every one willing to participate to the process. 

Thus, representativeness of people within a given territory is not really adapted to a participatory 

process. What you can rather reach is having a good and diverse mix of stakeholders, ensuring at 

least that each voice participates. At any time of the process you shall describe who participates and 

how the participants were chosen. 

 

 How to mobilize participants: The stakeholder analysis is useful in mobilization as it helps 

understanding the participants’ objectives and constraints, and the power relations or influences 

between potential participants. It will help you understand why people can be motivated to 

participate, why they would decide not to be involved, etc. Then you can use this information to 

adapt your mobilization plan and efforts. Depending on the situation, the formal invitation letter is 

compulsory. Though it is not always enough and you should also have a face-to-face meeting with 

the beneficiary. This interview is the occasion to better explain the reasons why you want the person 

to participate, and the opportunity to convince this person to get involved in the process. 

Whatever form the mobilization takes, it should bring sufficiently detailed information on the 

project, on the process, and state the specific goals from the very beginning in order to raise people’s 

interest and stimulate their motivation to participate. 

3.2.2 Consolidating the correct implementation of working sessions with stakeholders 

The objective of participatory sessions with stakeholders is to collectively produce something (an action plan, 

a diagnosis, a decision, etc.). This objective can only be achieved, if at least the participants communicate 

and work together effectively. There is a wide range of useful tools available to handle the complexity of this 

collective exercise with a large variety of actors. These tools can take the form of complex data and 

information available to participants and are indeed formalized and enable the interaction between 

participants and the production of knowledge. 
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The tools mobilized in a participatory approach must be adapted to the objectives of each session organized, 

(for instance: role-plays used to carry out prospective work (a); participatory natural resource management 

plan (b); participatory mapping for a diagnosis (c)). The use of these tools by a facilitator will help 

communicating, listening and interacting among participants. The role of the facilitator is to ensure that: 

 each participant can actively participate in the discussions,  

 make feel confident with the rest of the group, 

 is being able to give each opinion without judgement, 

 there is mutual understanding within the group. 

If necessary, the facilitator can help to formulate an idea to ensure that everyone understands the main basis 

of the discussion. The facilitator's role is then to help participants to find common and shared solutions, 

through encouraging the acceptance of the decision by everyone. In addition, the choice of venue and date 

will contribute to the smooth running of the sessions and the whole process. During the planning of the 

process it is necessary to ensure that participants are available and that the proposed time is appropriate for 

everyone; for instance, participants should not have to make a choice such as “I can attend and participate 

to the workshop or I can watch the football match with friends”. 

3.2.3 The best moment for participation 

Participation is always possible and most of the time it has positive consequences if it meets certain standards 

(see below). Planning may vary according to the specific context, but the majority of the operational activities 

to be implemented can be partially or fully generalized. The description of a generic participatory process, as 

in the case of aquaculture development in Europe, should contain the following four steps: 

1. Policy making stage 

 Depending of the countries, it can be national or regional scale 

 It occurs when the decision of promoting offshore aquaculture is made 

 Participation can be understood in a traditional way, accordingly to the democratic 

infrastructure of the countries relatively to policy making 

 Or in a more innovative way (national consensus conference, etc.) 

2. Planning stage 

 It’s mostly a regional process 

 It occurs when “optimal areas” are studied, and decided 

 Participation is often suggested… 

 …but merely genuinely implemented 

3. Implementing stage 

 It occurs when the farms and other required infrastructures are built 

 We don’t talk about participation anymore but more about “participatory site supervision” 

 Everything is already decided, the monitoring of citizens helps to reduce the negative 

externalities of the construction 

4. Functioning stage 

 The farms are in place and functioning 

 We are not anymore in the field of “participation” but more in the field of “corporate social 

responsibility” (which can include some participation, but in a different way). 

Participation needs to be strengthened and enforced in the planning stage, as it is the optimal moment. Lack 

of social acceptability is more evident in the last two activities. Strong opposition against the farms already 

in place, or against local aquaculture development plans from civil society, or from a group of local actors 
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(environmentalists, fishermen). Managers of marine aquaculture projects are often too focused on these 

conflictual social situations, demanding "tools and methods" to inform social acceptance at this early stage, 

forgetting that these situations are consequences of both the past context and the lack of upstream 

participation. Indeed, as it is consensually accepted by experts in participatory processes, improving social 

acceptability requires participation at the earliest possible stage. There are two rationales associated with 

the implementation of participation in late stage processes: 

1. Everything is already shaped and decided, and it is impossible to integrate the constraints of the 

participants, and then the project will be unsuited to their needs; 

2. The process in which participation occurs may appear to be rigged (because participation seems 

useless to opponents), and diminish the legitimacy of the project. 

This last point should not be overlooked, as lack of governance could be the most serious obstacle to social 

acceptability. 

  



 

 
 | P a g e  | 21 M e d A I D  D e l i v e r a b l e  N o .  7 . 2  

4 Assessing the Social Acceptability through a three steps approach 
experimentation 

The proposed research-action approach consists in working with the stakeholders in charge of aquaculture 

development on the issue of social acceptability. The objective is to exchange on their perceptions of the 

problem, on the way it is taken into account in their strategies, in order to understand what makes a project 

((not acceptable and to build a common and rational vision of the problem. Social acceptability, which is a 

complex issue, is thus questioned through constraints and bottlenecks in order to express a degree of social 

acceptability. 

 

4.1 A three steps approach to assess SA of aquaculture development 

To work with stakeholders, interviews and workshops have to be carried out. They will bring together various 

institutional actors (local, regional and national administrations), intermediaries (representatives of 

fishermen, from the tourism sector, NGOs, industries relying on or impacting the resources and area where 

the project could take place, citizens…), researchers, and fish farmers. It will group stakeholders that are all 

part of the aquaculture development issue. The purpose of these interviews and workshops is to work 

directly on the issue of acceptability, to reintroduce the concept at the core of aquaculture development 

issues, and not as a secondary amenity that could be dealt with "at a later stage". This approach makes it 

possible to move away from a normative assessment of social acceptability that is highly context-dependent. 

The issue of social acceptability is generally dealt with in "northern" countries, and by formulating very 

inductive normative assumptions about what social acceptability is and the factors favouring it. 

To implement this approach over a case study, the process is organized in 3 phases, as illustrated in Figure 6. 

Each of these phases will build over the previous one in a continuum of research-actions. 

 

 

Figure 6 : A 3 steps approach to assess Social Acceptability of Aquaculture Development 
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- 1st Phase: Context analysis and diagnosis of the aquaculture development:  

The objective of the first phase is to get a good understanding of the context and the place occupied by the 

issues of social acceptability of aquaculture in the case study. Questions are for instance: how is the overall 

situation at the scale of the territory where the project could take place? What are the social, economic, 

institutional and environmental context? How aquaculture is going to impact the territory, positively and 

negatively? What will be the activities impacted and how it will be impacted by aquaculture? Identify 

potential biases of development and uncover hidden conflicts. To that purpose, literature review (existing 

studies), stakeholders mapping, individual interviews and/or participatory workshops are useful tools to 

support this 1st phase. Individual interviews with different stakeholders at the central, regional and local 

levels will have to reflect the diversity of stakeholders, opinions and perceptions about aquaculture 

development (see chapter 3 about “Who to mobilize”). Additional interviews can take place later in the 

process if additional stakeholders and/or issues are identified in the next phases. This survey work allows the 

elaboration of an exhaustive diagnosis of the context, to meet the stakeholders and to sound out their 

interest for a participatory approach. Individual interviews also allow stakeholders to express themselves 

more freely before working in groups. 

- 2nd Phase: Integration and definition of scenarios 

The integration and definition of scenarios will be achieved through the implementation of a participatory 

workshop on the evolution of aquaculture activity and its impact on the various components of society. The 

process can be divided into several workshops if needed. The objective of the workshop is to understand, in 

an empirical way, which elements contribute to the social unacceptability of aquaculture and what are the 

conditions to be implemented to promote the development of sustainable projects. What are the raised 

difficulties? Is there any lever to trigger them? What are the possible combinations of these actions that 

could give birth to scenarios? 

If needed, a separate participatory workshop with a specific sector of the society can be planned if it is 

perceived as more efficient before joining other stakeholders in a second participatory workshop or in the 

3rd phase. Feel free and as adaptive as needed. 

- 3rd Phase: Evaluation and Decision Making 

The evaluation and decision making phase will rely again on participatory workshops. This objective of the 

3rd phase is to bring the participants to build a shared vision of the social acceptability issues on the territory. 

The objective of the workshop (with the same participants) is to work directly with them on the issue of 

acceptability. Participants will then have to evaluate aquaculture development scenarios with a view to social 

acceptability. 

The interviews and the previous workshops in phases 1 and 2 should provide a good understanding of the 

context and the factors that could lead to social unacceptability. Participants will work on scenarios built 

from the two previous workshops. What are the consequences of every scenario for every stakeholder? Can 

we mitigate the negative impacts?... These scenarios will be evaluated and adapted to feed the decision 

making process with a proposal of a socially acceptable project. But it could also be reported a context which 

is inappropriate to the development of aquaculture. That doesn’t have to be perceived as a failure of the 

process, but as avoided costs (transaction and investment costs) of a non-sustainable project. 
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4.2 Recommendations on the implementation of the 3 steps approach 

The proposed 3 steps approach is rather a logical, embedded and continuous framework. But a set of 

recommendations has to be formulated prior to its implementation. 

 

4.2.1 The three hotspots 

INFORMING, DEBATING, CO-BUILDING, CONSULTING ARE DIFFERENT WORDS WITH DIFFERENT MEANINGS. 

Informing is always the minimum minimorum to insure trust and to avoid escalation. But the maximum 

benefit from participation is reached when people impacted by a project are invited to propose adaptation 

of it… and when their participation has an impact on this project! 

STAKEHOLDERS INCLUSION AND PUBLIC PARTICIPATION ARE DIFFERENT 

It’s always very useful to work with the very stakeholders, group of interests, professionals, who are directly 

impacted by a project. First of all, because you probably want them aboard rather than against you, and 

secondly, because it will help improving the project. And it could be enough for small scale projects. But if 

you plan to implement projects that could significally change everything around, it couldn’t be enough to 

insure social acceptability (see below). Therefore, you will also have to implement a participatory process 

oriented to civil society, and to jump out from the usual arena.  

SKILLS, BUDGET, TIME 

It’s true it takes time to make all these participatory process. But less time than recovering for a massive 

“social unacceptability” failure. And time is always a problem… if the project hasn’t been well planned with 

people able to design participatory processes. The processes we discuss below are examples of technical 

projects with an intensive well designed participatory process.  

It takes time, budget, and specific skills. Most of public institutions in charge of natural resource in general, 

in Europe, (water management, farming land management, protected area management, etc.), have now 

the soft skills that allow them to manage of social acceptability (sociology, politology, anthropology, 

participatory engineering, etc.), for purpose. 

 

4.2.2 Every situation is different 

But asking the good questions can help in framing the participatory process. 

 How is the overall situation? 

 How other activities are impacted? 

 How is the social context? 

 How aquaculture is going to impact the territory? 

 Are there foreseeable pitfalls? 

 What are the raised difficulties? 

 Are there any levers to trigger them? 

 What are the possible combinations of these actions? 

 What are the consequences of every scenario for every stakeholder? 

 Can we mitigate the negative impacts? 
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4.2.3 Three possible steps 

 

 

 

Context analysis and diagnosis 

Beside everything technical, the important point to investigate, is the impact of your project on the existing 

usages, and not from an expert point of view, but from the stakeholders themselves. This is an important 

stage for a genuine participatory process. It can be organized in many different ways, including an authentic 

dialog with experts, but it must be focused on the understanding on the activities of the stakeholders, not in 

explaining them how your project is good for them. 

Integration and definition of scenarios 

A way to simplify the debates, and to operationalize the interactions between the project manager and the 

stakeholders is to build various scenarios for the project, with iterations between proposals from one group 

to the other. It’s possible to start with proposal from scratch of the stakeholders, but it you want to make it 

simple and shorter, you would probably prefer to propose different (smart) scenarios to the stakeholders, 

then to evaluate, and adapt them. The idea is to have (really) different scenarios, not to close too much the 

interactions. Then, you can evaluate (desk job) the feasibility of these scenarios, and to prepare 

(counter)proposals for the final stage. But it’s very important that these counterproposals really take into 

account the proposal of the stakeholders, by integrating them, or, if it’s not possible, by explaining why. 

Evaluation and decision making process 

Then, on the base of the counterproposal scenarios, you can organise a final debate between stakeholders 

to evaluate the consequences of every scenario, to find mitigations actions, and to prepare the final decision 

making process.  

What about civil society? 

As mentioned below, you should take into account the fact that civil society has to be involved. It can be 

done at any stage, as another iteration: at the second stage, for instance, you propose scenarios, modified 

by stakeholders, evaluated in public meeting by citizens, then you build counterproposal based on that.  

Or it can be done in parallel: at the first stage, you organise public meeting to gather public perception about 

aquaculture, and to make an evaluation of the expectations of the civil society. 

But definitively, it has to be done at the third stage, to present the final scenarios, and to make and evaluation 

of it, to have the big picture. 
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4.2.4 Finally, … 

 

Figure 7 : Enforcing social acceptability by implementing a ”safe” participatory process 

 

As already discussed, the above figure depicts how to design a participatory process to enforce social 

acceptability. The existing networks of impacted or impacting stakeholders and intermediaries actors are 

associated to a genuine participatory process, in a way of a “Concertation”2, to improve, mitigate, adapt it; 

but civil society as a whole is included in the participatory process. 

 

  

                                                           

2 « Concertation » is a French word and means a participatory process where participants build together 
proposals and where the rationality to include, or not, these proposals into the design of the project is 
transparent to the participants (they have a clear answer on why their proposals are included or not). 
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5 Participatory tools and good practices rules 

Various guides are available worldwide, among which: 

 English language: Lisode’s Guide to public participation and facilitation:http://www.lisode.com/wp-

content/uploads/2019/06/Guide_Lisode_version_finale_EN_publication.pdf 

 English language: King Baudouin Foundation. 2006. Participatory Methods Toolkit: A Practitioner's 

Manual. http://80.65.129.195/en/Virtual-Library/2006/294864 A review of 13 methods that can also 

be downloaded separately. 

 English language: BiodivERsA Stakeholder Engagement Handbook (2014). Best practice guidelines for 

stakeholder engagement in research projects. Guidelines and Additional resources: Practical Method 

Notes, Conflict management Tools, Templates. https://www.biodiversa.org/702 

 Various languages (English, German, Spanish, Italian, Dutch, French, Hungarian, Russian) 

Harmonicop’s Guide: Learning together to manage together: https://www.ecologic.eu/1625 

 French langage: Lisode : Guide de concertation territorial et de facilitation : 

http://www.lisode.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Lisode_Guide_concertation.pdf 

 French langage : Fondation Nicolas Hulot pour la Nature et l’Homme. 2015.Démocratie participative, 

Guide des outils pour Agir. 

http://www.fondation-nature-

homme.org/sites/default/files/publications/130912_democratie_participative-

guide_des_outils_pour_agir.pdf 

 French langage : Fondation Roi Baudouin. 2006. Méthodes participatives. Un guide pour l’utilisateur. 

https://www.kbs-frb.be/fr/Virtual-Library/2006/294864 

https://www.issuelab.org/resources/29723/29723.pdf 

So it would be pointless to make another list of tools which can be used for public participation, group 

facilitation and stakeholder engagement. Rather we will support the designer of public participatory process 

in these depositories. However, there are a few rules to be observed in the use and implementation of these 

tools: 

Rule 1: No improvisation 

Most of the tools for public participation are inspired, or very closely connected to management or 

knowledge engineering sciences. And, as for project management, there are different moments, different 

objectives, different contexts, etc., which should gain advantage to be equipped with the adequate tool. You 

won’t use the same tool for gathering perception about landscape impact with wide public, and for fine 

tuning a technical option with a small group of stakeholders. As for project management, objectives, public, 

contexts, have to been clarified prior to choosing the corresponding tool. 

Rule 2: Consultation and deliberation, extraction and co-building 

Most of the time, public participation is reduced to extracting data from the participants (consultation), for 

diagnosis purpose for instance. For a participatory process to be useful, you have to emphasize the co-

building stages between participants (deliberation). Participation is not about collecting single views, but 

about supporting the building of a collective vision.  

http://www.lisode.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Guide_Lisode_version_finale_EN_publication.pdf
http://www.lisode.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Guide_Lisode_version_finale_EN_publication.pdf
http://80.65.129.195/en/Virtual-Library/2006/294864
https://www.biodiversa.org/702
https://www.ecologic.eu/1625
http://www.lisode.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Lisode_Guide_concertation.pdf
http://www.fondation-nature-homme.org/sites/default/files/publications/130912_democratie_participative-guide_des_outils_pour_agir.pdf
http://www.fondation-nature-homme.org/sites/default/files/publications/130912_democratie_participative-guide_des_outils_pour_agir.pdf
http://www.fondation-nature-homme.org/sites/default/files/publications/130912_democratie_participative-guide_des_outils_pour_agir.pdf
https://www.kbs-frb.be/fr/Virtual-Library/2006/294864
https://www.issuelab.org/resources/29723/29723.pdf
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Rule 3: No limit? The means! 

With the required means (skills, budget, time), it’s possible to make everything participatory. 

Rule 4: Small or large groups? 

There are two ways to handle large groups, the first one, is to make a selection of people (with election, of 

statistic filtering), and to work with them as a small group. That’s the spirit of Citizen Jury for instance.  

Or, you can address large groups directly, with, most of the time, a large group of facilitators, professional or 

specifically trained, and adapted methods (open forum, world café, etc.). 

Rule 5: Stakeholders or citizens? 

Citizen participation is connected to public communication, and most of the time, it’s a mix between 

workshops (in large group or smaller groups, cf. Rule 4), and communication processes, to inform the people 

who don’t participate, to make the project, and the results of the participation, visible.  

Stakeholders participation is easier in the way they are less, more visible, and more connected to the existing 

decision-making processes. But not all of them! 

Rule 6: Eventually, someone will be in charge of facilitating a workshop 

“Facilitation technics” are tools to handle a group during a workshop. This is the minimum skill to acquire to 

keep control on a workshop.  

Rule 7: A rich repository of tools for participation 

Role playing games to explore complexity, participatory modelling, participatory simulation, participatory 

mapping, theatre, post-it, drawing, photo safari, walking diagnosis… a lot of things are already tested, and 

used. You just have to pick one. 
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6 Discussion and General Recommendations 

Can aquaculture, and in particular marine and coastal aquaculture, fulfill the objectives assigned to it or the 

hopes placed in it, both by the Blue Revolution and Blue Growth? 

Probably not in its current form or according to the way aquaculture development is and has been thought. 

After years of assured positivism, mainly based on the fact that World aquaculture production has gradually 

overpassed that of capture, for the first time FAO expresses some doubts about the ability of marine fish 

farming to cope with the “farming more than catch” issue: “despite the increasing output from global 

aquaculture, farming of marine fishes is unlikely to overtake marine capture production in the future” (FAO 

2020, the State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 2020). 

Yes, if development is rethought in a more peaceful and integrated way by taking the time to formulate and 

debate the stakes and objectives of its development. If there are strong drivers and incentives to marine 

aquaculture development, these drivers and incentives also carry with them adverse effects and 

development biases that may question the sustainability of aquaculture development. These effects and 

biases have to be carefully addressed and taken into account through an objective that has to be clearly 

explained, transparent, shared and understandable by all and, above all, correctly formulated. This results 

today in the Social Acceptability issue. 

All along the present document, the importance of assessing Social Acceptability through participatory 

processes has been underlined as key to support aquaculture development in a sustainable way, as well as 

for other maritime sectors of the Blue growth. To that purpose, participatory approaches present a number 

of advantages and benefits. 

First of all, robustness of policy actions is higher when they are supported and legitimized by social groups 

that have a certain critical mass and relays in other social groups. For instance, in the case of onshore wind 

energy in France and after an initial positive growth, the opponents have been able to aggregate around their 

struggle a multitude of other social groups to completely change the vision of wind power by rural territories. 

Secondly, the implementation of programs, plans and projects always fits into a local context that cannot be 

neglected. 

Finally, it is currently a fundamental expectation of European citizens to be involved in the decision-making 

processes concerning projects that affect or impact them. 

The importance of participatory approaches is again more crucial in the context of marine territories and 

marine socio-ecosystems where decision making is currently based on technical and expert paradigms due 

to the historical context of European maritime management. Coastal areas are also socially and economically 

perturbed (collapse of the fishing economy, risks of submersion, questioning intensive tourism, outermost 

maritime regions and often poorer areas, etc.), under strong environmental pressures and at the same time 

have to face huge development projects within the Blue Growth Strategy (wind farms, marine aquaculture, 

etc.). 

To implement such projects and achieve the BG’s objectives, there is a lack of transfer of skills and experience 

from traditional territorial approaches (integration of stakeholders, territorial facilitation, long-term 

consultation bodies, etc.) to the proposed approaches for coastal areas that remain more based on technical 

and engineering approaches driven by external objectives (e.g. developing marine and offshore aquaculture 

without consideration to the territorial demand). As already underlined in the chapter about the 

identification of bottlenecks chapter, there’re still important gaps to manage the social acceptability by 
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spatial planning through the MSP, while good practices and experience from the Water Framework Directive 

could have been of significant help and an inspiring example. 

Figure 8 illustrates some of the benefits when adopting a virtuous approach assessing SA through 

participation vs. costs of the dominant technical approach of projects engineering. 

 

 

 

 

Analysis of local contexts, stakes and social 

issues  
vs 

Projects developed "ex nihilo" without insights on 

local integration (technical, of course, but also social) 

Integration of stakeholders and citizens at 

the right moment of decision-making 

processes (as far upstream as possible)  

vs 

Information campaigns dating from the thirties ("it's 

good for you, do not worry, we take care of 

everything, it's our job") 

Sincerity of concerted action vs 
Processes of ”technical administrative concertation" 

deployed when everything is already decided 

Take the time of the social dialogue vs Accelerate decision-making 

The cost of not realizing projects because of 

their social unacceptability  

vs The cost of an accompanying approach to improve 

the legitimacy of the project 

Figure 8 : Factors influencing SA through integration of the local context and legitimization with stakeholders 

 

After implementing the 3 steps approach over different case studies, a cross-comparison was made between 

the results of the interviews and workshops with materials from the scientific literature. Results of the 

interviews and participatory workshops were about the proposals that have been put forward by 

stakeholders to think about aquaculture development in a different way, i.e. one that would be more socially 

acceptable. These proposals can be cross-referenced with and structured according to four main 

recommendations: 1) Support concertation, 2) Give importance to the adequacy between the territory and 

the project, 3) Value the benefits of the project and promote transparency and 4) Establish a framework 

that support aquaculture development and compliance to the development process. 

The following four sheets present these four recommendations by quoting and synthetizing main proposals 

from stakeholders and illustrating where it fits into the scientific literature. 
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• According to scientific literature, participation is key to social acceptability process. IUCN 

(2009) states that "the participatory approach, as a well-structured and properly 

implemented strategy applied to selection and management of aquaculture sites, 

represents an opportunity to ensure the acceptance and permanence of any aquaculture 

project, since it allows all stakeholders to be involved in the definition and 

implementation of the process". 

• A participatory process allows stakeholders to take ownership of the project and thus be 

more supportive of it, and this promotes trust between actors and allows stakeholders to 

feel more respected and considered. 

• The top-down logic, i.e. "top down" frequently used for the implementation of 

aquaculture projects, should therefore be replaced by a more horizontal process (Fortin 

and Fournis; 2013). 

• There are different forms of participatory processes. Depending on the degree of 

stakeholder participation, it can take the form of information/communication, 

consultation, concertation and co-decision. Concertation and co-decision are the most 

favourable levels for social acceptability, but co-decision seems difficult to apply to 

projects of this scale. To be effective, concertation must respect a certain number of 

conditions:  

 The work of the participants must have an impact on the decision-making process 
 The objectives of the participatory process must be defined upstream 
 All categories of stakeholders must be represented 
 The participatory process must be transparent 
 This should allow the expression of different points of view 
 It must be adaptive in time and space 

 
• It should also be kept in mind that public participation does not always promote a 

positive public response to a project. Thus, a participatory process that would lead to a 

negative response to aquaculture should not be seen as a failure. 

Support concertation 1 

 

From interviews and workshops: 



 

 
 | P a g e  | 31 M e d A I D  D e l i v e r a b l e  N o .  7 . 2  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Give importance to the adequacy 

between the territory and the project 
2 

• An exhaustive diagnosis of the territory, carried out at the beginning of the process, 

makes it possible to check if the territory is suitable to a project and get the necessary 

information to build a project adapted to the territory. To be relevant, it must address 

economic, social and environmental issues, but also governance assets and the values 

that the "public" attaches to places, landscapes, etc. (Batellier, 2015). Ideally, this 

diagnosis should be carried out in a participatory way, it will be richer and will contribute 

all the more to reducing the unacceptability of projects (Wolsink, 2012). Stakeholders 

feel more respected when we do not decide for them what they need and what 

impacts them (Moffat and Zhang, 2014). 

• It is important to pay attention to the different uses present in the area. The coastline 

is coveted by a large number of activities that use common resources, so it is essential 

to think about its management in an integrated way. This approach is particularly 

valued by IUCN in its guide to aquaculture site selection: "As aquaculture is currently 

one of the last sectors to establish itself in a specific area, it is essential that synergies 

and incompatibilities with other sectors be identified to ensure that aquaculture is 

integrated into the local economy and that sites are selected and managed in an 

appropriate manner". 

• Spatial planning is an effective tool for managing a large number of activities. This 

makes it easier to analyse the constraints of the territory and therefore to take them 

into account more effectively. However, it must be built on the basis of an exhaustive 

diagnosis as explained above. 

To address issues related to aquaculture 

development, workshop participants proposed: 
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Value the benefits of the project and 

promote transparency 
3 

Informing the "public" is important because it allows them to assess whether a project is "good 

in itself". But it is important that the "public" be able to react, express their concerns and points 

of view and, above all, that these feedbacks be taken into account. This information, while 

unilateral, is closer to the "utilitarian" vision of social acceptability. Because it means that the 

State does not understand that citizens are opposed to aquaculture and that it is up to it to judge 

which option is the best in terms of the alternatives available. This seems to run counter to a 

good process. 

Secondly, it is essential that communication be done on the impact/fall out of the project. 

Benefits and negative impacts are important elements in the social acceptability of aquaculture. 

Many bottlenecks in case studies revolve around the negative impacts of aquaculture or poorly 

distributed positive impacts. It is therefore important that the project leader discusses these 

aspects with the "public". Because even if it is not possible to erase certain impacts, the fact that 

they are known to the "public" at the beginning of the project facilitates their acceptance. This 

is even more important if the impacts are predictable but there is still considerable uncertainty 

about their nature and magnitude (Yates and Caron, 2012). 

Once these benefits are expressed, it is also important that they are well distributed (Wolsink, 

2012). There must be benefits that balance the impacts and that they are well distributed (Prno, 

2013). Actors will have more difficulty withstanding the constraints of the activity if they do not 

see the positive benefits for their territory. 

In a number of case studies where aquaculture is developing alongside an existing fishing activity, 

fishermen suffer a number of inconveniences with aquaculture, but do not benefit from the 

positive effects on employment. They are doubly penalised, because aquaculture could enable 

some fishermen in difficulty to retrain, but they are not part of the process, and aquaculture 

attracts the most qualified jobs from the fishing industry and thus penalises this sector, which 

lacks this qualified workforce. 

To address issues related to aquaculture 

development, workshop participants proposed: 
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To address issues related to aquaculture 

development, workshop participants proposed: 

Establish a framework that supports 
aquaculture development and 

compliance to the development process 
4 

It is important that the construction process of a project is well framed and that the result 

of this process is respected. Prno (2013) explains that this framework is important because 

for such projects, stakeholders want to be sure that the project will be conducted in a reliable 

and responsible manner. The stakeholders met during the study attach great importance to 

this. Of the 20 concerns mentioned, 5 are directly related to non-compliance with 

agreements/regulations. 

According to IUCN, the State can play the role of administrator and facilitator in this 

process. For instance, the actors of the Bay of Monastir (Tunisia) seem to be waiting for the 

State to take on this role more. But it is important that this be done in the public interest. 

For according to Fortin and Fournis (2013), "for several decades, the State has tended to 

open up as a partner or companion to economic development in the field of natural 

resources, creating confusion with its role as guarantor of the general interest and the 

common good in relation to that of economic enterprises". 

This framework must be adapted to the context of the territory. 
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