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Abstract | Heritage processes and the consequent tourism development of territories are often subject

to discordant ambitions and interests, which result in intense social disputes. In this article we propose

to analyze these contentions in the Côa Valley, Portugal. The valorization of the Paleolithic heritage

(and tourism) in detriment to the construction of the hydroelectric dam has been the main subject of

local disputes in recent decades over which is the best development path to follow. We begin from a

stated emic perspective, trying to understand the tense diversity of opinions, experiences, and narratives

of the natives in relation to the preservation and tourist exploitation of archaeological heritage. The

empirical data that informs the analysis derives predominantly from ethnographic �eldwork carried out

in Côa Valley and 15 semi-directed interviews with local inhabitants.
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Resumo | Os processos de patrimonialização e consequente desenvolvimento turístico dos territórios es-

tão sujeitos, amiúde, a aspirações e interesses incompatíveis, de que resultam intensas disputas sociais.

Neste artigo propomo-nos a analisar estas dissensões no Vale do Côa, tendo em conta que, neste con-

texto, a valorização do património paleolítico (e do turismo) em detrimento da construção da barragem

hidroelétrica tem sido nas últimas décadas o grande dínamo das disputas locais quanto aos caminhos

de desenvolvimento a seguir. Para tal, partimos de uma perspetiva declaradamente emic, procurando

compreender a diversidade tensional de entendimentos, experiências e narrativas dos autóctones no âm-

bito da preservação e da exploração turística do património arqueológico. Os elementos empíricos que

sustentam a análise resultam, predominantemente, do trabalho de campo etnográ�co realizado no Vale

do Côa e de 15 entrevistas semidirigidas a habitantes locais.
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1. Introduction

Heritage processes and the (possible) appropri-

ation of heritage as a tourism product are almost

always subject to multiple and dissonant expec-

tations, interests, and projects, which can result

in profound social fractures (Sánchez-Carretero,

2012). In this context, distinct protagonists stand

out (technicians, policymakers, NGOs, academics,

and some economic agents) who, in many cases,

are in a position of relative socio-territorial exte-

riority concerning the context that is the object

of their dispute. Studies of tensions and disputes

around heritage tend to focus on these social ac-

tors with greater visibility, especially in the media,

and due attention is not always given to ordinary

people who live close by or in the very locations

that are the target of heritage and tourism proces-

ses.

The analysis developed here considers the case

of palaeolithic engravings in the Côa Valley (Por-

tugal) from a declaredly emic perspective, seeking

to understand the participation, opinions and ex-

periences of the locals in archaeological site heri-

tage preservation and exploitation processes. At

the same time, we seek to understand the disputes

and contentions present in these processes and the

rationales that many people still use today to ex-

press their disappointment at the preservation of

archaeological heritage at the expense of the dam

construction originally planned for the Côa Valley.

The data that informs the analysis derives pre-

dominantly from the ethnographic �eldwork and

15 semi-directed interviews that we conducted

with Foz Côa municipality inhabitants, with di�e-

rent socioeconomic pro�les and linked to di�erent

spheres of activity, namely: commerce, local po-

litics, heritage, education, agriculture, and small

wine production. It was possible to ascertain the

diversity of narratives associated with the heritage

process of the palaeolithic engravings and to un-

derstand the ideas and disputes that are produ-

ced there in relation to past collective options and

other paths that have been followed since then.

2. Heritage, tourism, and dams: a di�cult

coexistence of multiple pursuits

Cultural heritage is generally understood as a

signi�cant element in the transmission of values

and norms from one generation to another or even

from one group to another. In the same context,

it functions as a depositary of historical memo-

ries and identities in which the subjectivity and the

actions of individuals are inscribed (Settis, 2012).

Patrimonialization is a process that ascribes the

status of heritage (material or immaterial) to a gi-

ven cultural asset, and by doing so, it conditions it

since, in order not to lose that status, it must be

preserved or maintained according to the criteria

de�ned by public institutions. In general, patrimo-

nialization is socially desirable when the heritage

is scarce, obsolete, or the values associated with

this practice must be representative of characteris-

tics relevant to the idea(s) of national culture and,

therefore, relevant to its history and identity. This

process is also followed by �ve moments: interest

recognized by the object; production of knowledge

about it; declaration of heritage status; creation

of measures to publicly access it; and ensuring the

transmission of knowledge via formal infrastructu-

res (Davallon, 2018). In other words, patrimoni-

alization requires the choice of an object or cul-

tural manifestation that is de�ned as interesting

or politically relevant, which, in turn, is the target

of scienti�c investigation that proves its authen-

ticity. Once the political status or certi�cation is

formally given, o�cial ways of access to this he-

ritage are de�ned and created, whether physical,

pedagogical-educational, or with �nancial support.

Heritage elements and tourism development

can cooperate in preserving spaces and knowledge

(democratizing their consumption) and in conser-
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ving cultural heritage through elitist or minority

practices (Santana-Talavera, 2003). Tourism can

also use this type of heritage as an identity show-

case to attract consumers, especially those looking

for cultural tourism (Mathieson & Wall, 1982).

Tourist activity can commercialize places, ideas,

spaces, and subjects, bringing social dividends by

contributing to education, social cohesion (invol-

ving communities) and identity (di�erentiating va-

lues and practices). It can also generate negative

e�ects from the start through the commoditiza-

tion and consumerist appropriation of local culture

(Santana-Talavera, 2010). At the same time, it gi-

ves rise to a formal patrimonial discourse (Smith,

2006), promoting fabricated nationalism, sanctio-

ning the displays and arguments of people about

each other. Such fabrication is ensured by experts,

who strengthen their �elds internally and establish

a legitimate relationship that is reciprocal, and that

is reproduced globally, following the example and

contribution of international institutions such as

UNESCO, that end up suppressing the develop-

ment of alternative discourses (Hollinshead, 1997).

Patrimonialization is a sacralizing process, te-

chnically and scienti�cally sustained, which re-

quires the involvement of a determined, or self-

determined community, and creates the need to

reintegrate the sacralized object into public space

(Davallon, 2018). For example, UNESCO's �Ope-

rational Guidelines� set out rules and principles on

how states should act so that their assets can be

certi�ed by the organization, as well as de�ning

how they can lose that same certi�cation. Such

rules motivate states to protect their assets since

the �nancial support of this organization depends

on the ful�llment of those very same rules.

On the other hand, it can also make it di�-

cult or even impossible to continue the dynamics

of adaptation and transformation that characterize

a given culture. Cultural �uidity may be replaced

by norms and idealizations that emerge to boycott

innovation and the interpretation of objects, for-

cing communities to take a passive stance in their

creation and symbolism. Heritage management of

a destination depends on clear communication and

the involvement of the local population, including

a continuous socialization between locals and the

planned heritage cultural contents (Carbone et al.,

2014). This requires a political strategy that allows

for the implementation of such principles. In this

case, the institution Turismo Porto e Norte de Por-

tugal is responsible for implementing the national

strategy de�ned by Turismo de Portugal. It has a

key role in developing a plan to achieve the goals

of the national Tourism Strategy 2027 document.

One of which is adding value to the territory, spe-

ci�cally by preserving and using historic-cultural

heritage (Turismo de Portugal, 2017). Amongst

the possible strategies are the creation of parks,

museums and events.

The creation of an archaeological park creates

tensions between the local community and the new

institution, given the imposition of a single idea of

what is archaeological which ignores communities

and alternative discourses (Franco, 2019). This vi-

sion is characterized by a representation of heritage

based on archaeology and in alignment with a po-

litical narrative. In his case study, Franco (2019)

gives the example of the archaeological park of

San Andrés de Pisimbalá where the state used the

economic precariousness of local communities and

their lack of political capital to take advantage of

them. Heritage and tourism are geopolitical is-

sues as they are dependent on disputes over space

appropriation. These disputes become internatio-

nal with awards such as those of UNESCO's world

heritage, and there are 3 main axes of dispute:

protection or conservation, local development, and

economic dividends (usually related to tourism).

In their article, Bondaz and colleagues (2012)

compiled several contributions that discussed the

uses of heritage and resistance. They highlight,

on the one hand, the increasingly determining and

in�uential role of organizations such as UNESCO,

and on the other, the recognition of heritage as

a new social space for negotiation, con�ict, ac-
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commodation and collective expression in a global

context of media coverage. In the speci�c case of

UNESCO Global Geoparks, Girault (2019) recalls

that, despite the intentions to promote transparent

management and implementation of these parks

from the bottom-up, using tools and governance

policies, several case studies went in the opposite

direction. Girault highlights the weak involvement

of local communities in the creation and mana-

gement of geoparks that are recognized as world

heritage, which are invariably led, proposed, and

implemented by external experts. This lack of lo-

cal involvement tends to be related to the fact that

there is a dominant patrimonial discourse that im-

poses a unique idea of heritage, contributing to the

exclusion of alternative interpretations from other

groups in the processes of discussion and imple-

mentation of heritage (Smith, 2006).

The social tension surrounding heritage and its

tourism potential gains even greater dimension and

intensity whenever the development of large in-

frastructures are considered, which collide direc-

tly or indirectly with the cultural elements exis-

ting in the territory, jeopardizing its heritage pro-

cess and respective mobilization of resources to

attract tourists. We cannot forget that the cons-

truction of large structural enterprises always im-

plies a set of negative impacts, such as the de-

territorialization processes of native communities

(Sieben, 2012). Sometimes these are promoted

politically by strong economic interests and do not

always consider the development needs of bene�-

ciary populations � such as in the case of the Al-

queva dam (Veiga, Duarte & Vasconcelos, 2008).

Additionally, there is a set of symbolic or immate-

rial impacts (Sigaud, 1988), since the construction

of a dam can completely change traditional forms

of relationship between communities and nature,

as well as jeopardize their cultural practices and

their emotional and a�ective relationship with the

territory.

These construction projects tend to be impo-

sed by power centres which neglect communities

and territories, precipitating the emergence of re-

sistance movements for the preservation of nature

and heritage, of community rights, and cultural

diversity. According to Le� (2004), this transla-

tes into disputes over access and control of re-

sources attempts at reappropriation permitted by

democratization processes and the ideological prin-

ciples that support them. For instance, the cons-

truction of dams always implies some kind of re-

sistance, whether motivated by ecological, socio-

economic, technical, or symbolic reasons (Wateau,

2003). Wateau (2010) reminds us of the case of

the Alqueva dam, considered a success despite lo-

cal resistance. It did not have the same media co-

verage as other cases, such as the Côa dam, partly

due to the way it involved di�erent stakeholders

and most importantly, the local community.

This struggle does not appear to focus on the

use or recognition of the importance of techno-

logy and the use of energy, but rather, on the de-

cision, planning, and vertical execution processes

that the state development projects tend to adopt.

The struggle repeatedly opposes associations or ci-

vil movements to governments, their institutions,

and private companies that exploit dams under

construction, and force communities and their ter-

ritories to adapt to the inevitable transformation

that arises (Santos, 2000). These resistance move-

ments are characterized by a struggle established

by unequal power relations that sometimes form

a discourse and practice incited by a new collec-

tive identity of resistance (Castells, 2000). In this

struggle between rights over heritage, be it mate-

rial or immaterial, there is a set of underpinned as-

sumptions. Right from the start, the legitimacy of

the public utility argument is attributed to heritage

or a cultural manifestation that overrides the inte-

rests and needs of private individuals, or those of

other equally relevant public needs. The opposite

may also occur. For example, to what extent does

the public utility attributed to a great public work

or private intervention prevail over the a�ected en-

vironmental heritage or ecosystem? The concept
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of public utility is vague (Murphy & Fox-Rogers,

2015), thus it is vulnerable to manipulation, and

media, political and economic opportunism.

3. A tense context: from a dam to an archa-

eological park

The municipality of Foz Côa is in the north

of Portugal (NUTS II) and is an integral part of

the Douro sub-region (NUTS III), in the district of

Guarda. Its administrative centre is the city of Vila

Nova de Foz Côa. The population of the munici-

pality is around 6.500 inhabitants (INE, 2019) and

the local economy is based on agricultural produc-

tion (e.g., vineyard, olives, �gs, almonds, oranges),

and shale extraction also constitutes a relevant in-

dustry. In the service sector, tourism activity is still

discreet, with a total of 4.473 guests and 5.985

overnight stays in its modest 4 establishments in

2018 (INE, 2019) (1 hotel, 1 local accommodation

and 2 residential tourism units). Even so, its visi-

tor rate per museum (31,385) is only surpassed in

the Douro by Peso da Régua (53.756) and Lamego

(38.467), exceeding the regional capital Vila Real

(23.688) (INE, 2019). Despite the small number

of tourist arrivals, this illustrates the signi�cance

of the Côa museum.

In 1944 the Estado Novo initiated a national

policy with the Law n. 2: 002 (https://files.

dre.pt/1s/1944/12/28500/13111314.pdf). It

a�ected the municipality and almost the entire re-

gion of northeastern Portugal, which underwent

a transformation, based on a productive revolu-

tion that involved the production of hydroelectric

energy, reducing international dependency. For

this purpose, several companies were created, in-

cluding Hidro-Elétrica do Douro (HED) responsi-

ble for Douro's river water project and its tribu-

taries � Côa and Sabor � considered the largest

potential hydrographic reserve in the country (Fi-

gueira, 2012). The HED was founded on July 7,

1953, and in 1959 it was announced on television

as an �event of extraordinary importance for the

country's economic life�. The announcement was

referring to the construction of a set of 20 dams

along the international Douro.

The �rst of these dams was inaugurated in the

same year in Picote and the economic importance

for these regions was signi�cant. As a reference,

�Electricity, the new wealth of the Douro� (1959)

tells us how, in the case of Miranda do Douro, the

dam construction saw the arrival of 6.000 workers,

to which we can add families and necessary ser-

vice providers (health, education, trade, etc.). In

the case of the Côa dam, the expectation was even

higher, as the structure was signi�cantly larger and

more imposing, which would represent the need

for more workers. Although we have not found

references that show consensus on the dam cons-

truction, the absence of opposing evidence seems

to indicate at least some indi�erence towards its

construction, at least political or in the media.

On November 22, 1992, the archaeologist who

followed the dam construction, Nélson Rebanda,

discovered in Canada do Inferno just 400 meters

from the building site, the �rst rock art engraving

when scouting the dam's reservoir area for the Ar-

chitectural and Archaeological Heritage Institute

(HIAA). It is important to highlight that, before

this �o�cial discovery�, the local population had

always lived with rock art engravings. However,

they lacked the technical and scienti�c knowledge

to understand its extraordinary antiquity and its

priceless heritage value: "We went there to wash

our clothes in the summer and we already saw the

rock art, but nobody cared about it. Even the mil-

lers (there was a mill there) did not care about

it� (Women, retired, 76 years old). Some of the

engravings at Canada do Inferno had already been

mentioned by Francisco Sande Lemos in a study for

the University of Minho in 1918 (Ferreira, 2013),

but this new and exhaustive survey would reveal

the size and importance of the existing cultural

heritage at play.

https://files.dre.pt/1s/1944/12/28500/13111314.pdf
https://files.dre.pt/1s/1944/12/28500/13111314.pdf
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The dam's environmental impact assessment

report from 1992 already recognized the dam's ne-

gative impacts on historical and archaeological he-

ritage and, as such, suggested corrective measu-

res, speci�cally the transfer of engraved stones,

something that would prove to be impractical. In

February 1993, the then Prime Minister Cavaco

Silva, in an RTP interview, stated that the cost

of the largest national dam would be 45 billion es-

cudos, something like 431 million euros today and

that the construction was moving forward. Howe-

ver, on November 8 of that year, the archaeologist

Emília Simões de Abreu called the media, alerting

both the scienti�c and political communities of the

existence of the engravings, thus precipitating a

public and political dispute creating social tension

and forcing a response from both the government

and EDP.

Still, in December 1994, EDP and the go-

vernment denied having been aware of the exis-

tence of the engravings and established an agre-

ement to safeguard them that would be executed

while the dam continue under construction. At

this time, national projects based on the construc-

tion of infrastructure were central to the policies

of Cavaco Silva's government since they suppor-

ted the premise of job creation and modernization

of the country. In opposition, António Guterres'

PS tried to di�erentiate itself by introducing a dis-

course of valuing culture that was defended above

national economic interests. This constituted a

rupture that would set the stage for the 1995 le-

gislative elections. However, in that same month,

the dam construction and the next construction

adjudications were suspended by the government,

while an international commission recommended

by UNESCO accompanied the research on the Côa

valley's engravings.

The commission reinforced the importance of

the �ndings and recommended their urgent pro-

tection and study, given their scienti�c relevance.

The fear that the engravings would be submerged

and lost was reinforced by the experience of what

had happened with others found in the Pocinho

dam construction in 1983. Some local inhabitants

even informed these scientists where they could

�nd some of these rock art drawings that have

long been known by some locals. At the same

time, some archaeologists and some locals organi-

zed to protect the engravings and prevent the dam

construction, associating themselves with students

from the municipality in public rallies and protests.

The protection of the rock art for the locals was

by no means consensual, and there were moments

of tension reported in the media. This, as menti-

oned by Wateau (2010), is expected in processes

of this nature. Part of this tension was because

several locals and their businesses were already in-

vesting to take advantage of the thousands of wor-

kers that would arrive, namely local businessmen.

Likewise, some local owners hoped to receive go-

vernment compensation for the state's land ap-

propriation: a capitalization that promised to be

a crucial economic addition in an economically li-

mited territory, mainly dependent on agricultural

production:

At the time of expropriation, some neigh-

bours received [compensations], and

others did not, and this created animosity

between neighbours. One of these cases

was a man who had many rocks and re-

ceived nothing from EDP because the

dam was not built. This man would not

even look at the archaeologists (Female,

35 years old).

Here [Muxagata], there was a father who

beat his daughter because she went to

the students' demonstration "in favour

of the engravings". At noon, he saw

his daughter on television demonstrating.

When she got home, her father turned o�

the light, and told her �go to the engra-

vings they will illuminate you"and gave

her a "beating". And for more than two

months he did not let her leave the house.



JT&D | n.º 38 | 2022 | 75

He wanted the dam. There were a lot

of lands down there, in Ribeira dos Pis-

cos, and everything was more or less sold.

(...) In Muxagata, no one was compen-

sated. They were still under negotiation

when the dam was suspended (Male, re-

tired, 75 years old).

In favour of protecting the engravings were also

the local �cultural elite� � for whom the economic

bene�ts of building the dam seemed to be indi�e-

rent � as well as a small external scienti�c commu-

nity involved in the process, and �nally, the local

student community encouraged by their teachers:

a situation that in many cases divided families.

At the time, when the construction star-

ted (there were still about 2 years to go),

about 1.000 people came to work here. It

was round the clock. EDP was accelera-

ting. And then there was even some in-

vestment in houses for renting and restau-

rants, and suddenly it all stopped. And

many of these people had to migrate.

Archaeologists were threatened. At the

time, only high school students were in

favour of [this at the local level]. "The

engraving can't swim", at the time, they

were even parents against children. And

many promises were made around the

supposed tourism development. The vil-

lage became a town in 1997, with the pro-

mise that everything here would develop

quickly (Woman, 35 years old).

Bellmunt (2014) recalls that, in 1995, there

were several marches of students and some locals

in favour of protecting the rock art; moments im-

mortalized by the media and showcased internati-

onally as local resistance to the dam construction

under the slogan �as gravuras não sabem nadar�

[the engravings can't swim]. In that same year,

these protesters were backed by the public support

and view of the President of the Republic Mário

Soares.

Cavaco Silva's government, already ending its

term, was confronted with this social movement

which was inherited by the next government of An-

tónio Guterres, who took o�ce in October 1995.

In the following year, the new government announ-

ced the suspension of the dam construction justi-

�ed by the recognized importance of the archae-

ological heritage. It also created the Archaeolo-

gical Park of Vale do Côa institution, since then

considered the world largest group of exterior pa-

laeolithic art, and that foresaw the construction

of the museum built between 2007-2009. It was

the Ministers' Council Resolution nº. 42/96, of

22 March, that proposed the creation of the park

�as a way of generating investment and wealth�

and the drawing of a special spatial planning do-

cument that would also de�ne the economic rules

and urban planning that would regulate cultural

tourism in the park.

The protection of engravings was not only a �-

eld of political dispute in an election year but also

a dispute over di�erent development models: one

centred on the construction of large infrastructure

and public works; and the other centred on re-

gional development via cultural and archaeologi-

cal conservation. This tension ignited a struggle

for control over the engravings � a resource (Le�,

2004) disputed politically between opposing forces

(Bailoni, 2016) �ghting for governance in their op-

posing ideological development proposals. One of

them valued structuring public works above cul-

tural interests, and the other prioritized cultural

interests over economic need. This dispute was

ultimately centred on public utility, a concept that

includes a normative legal framework but, at the

same time, is open to debate and social practi-

ces that generate some ambiguity and uncertainty

(Murphy & Fox-Rogers, 2015).

It is also important to note that the political

experience that followed from this case, as well as

from later ones (ie., the Alqueva, Ferreira, 2013),

resulted in new political strategies, by di�erent go-
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vernments, to circumvent or control information

about new archaeological discoveries in future ma-

jor public works (Bednarik, 2004). Santos (2001)

suggests that Foz Côa was an example of how dif-

ferent models clash: industrialist and culturalist.

It highlighted the �mobilizing function of the me-

dia� and, at the same time, the importance of �ba-

sing political decisions on scienti�c certainties� (p.

171). As Gonçalves (2019, p. 2) claims, �The

case evidenced the inadequacy of formal decision-

making procedures tending to be closed and based

on a technical evaluation to give due account of

the social values at stake when these are immate-

rial in nature, as is the case with cultural values

and environments�.

Mediation and the subsequent public debate

eventually subverted the procedures for assessing

environmental impacts and marked a moment of

change, even for the Portuguese archaeological

community itself whose public and political value

and recognition became more prevalent (Gonçal-

ves, 2019). Ultimately, the case seems to demons-

trate the importance of technical but also political

rationality, where stakeholders, including commu-

nities, would have a voice and a role to play in

decision-making processes (Ferreiro, Gonçalves &

Costa, 2013).

Two passionately held perspectives were at

stake on how the region's future should be thought

about and executed. One was inspired in the in-

dustrialist strategy, based on capitalist principles

such as productivity, e�ciency, economic oppor-

tunity, and characterized by the construction of a

steel and concrete superstructure which imposed

itself over the landscape, with immediate bene�t

to the communities; The other was culturalist, ba-

sed on principles such as heritage, culture and en-

vironment, characterized by a discreet and static

presence in the landscape with long-term econo-

mic bene�ts.

Ferreira (2013) considers that the Côa dam

case represented a turning point in the way in

which heritage was valued in Portuguese society,

causing changes in the ways in which surveys of

the impacts of major public and private works in

the country were conducted. Lessons emerged

that would prove valuable in other cases, such as

that of the Alqueva dam, where governments and

stakeholders quickly adapted to the new require-

ments and managed to circumvent these obstacles

to their developmental strategies, which suggests

there is a role for independent monitoring agencies

(Arcà, Bednarik, Ja�e, & Abreu, 2001).

In December 1998, UNESCO added the Côa

Valley to the list of world heritage sites. In the

same year, Zilhão (1998) argued that the Côa Ar-

chaeological Park was already a success, with some

economic bene�ts already evident and even more

was expected in the future. The success the author

refers to is due to the increment of tourism, which

increases the number of visitors and jobs created.

Additionally, Zilhão highlighted the involvement

and participation, particularly of high school stu-

dents, in the park's promotion and protection ac-

tivities. In 2011 the Côa Parque Foundation was

established to manage both the original archaeo-

logical park and the museum, opened since 2010.

Likewise, Xavier (2000) argued that the creation

of the Côa archaeological park is an example of

the construction of a natural landscape in a hu-

manized landscape, using the rhetoric of cultural

valorization that justi�es and imposes itself before

the natural landscape. This rhetoric shifted from

the need to protect the engravings to the need to

protect the valley, something that should be un-

derstood as "a strategy aimed at controlling the

territory where archaeological �ndings are inser-

ted"(p. 115).

At the beginning of the creation and mana-

gement of the archaeological park, the Council of

Ministers sought a Management and Conservation

of Heritage that would meet the most recent stra-

tegies that pointed to the importance of the invol-

vement of stakeholders, in particular the commu-

nities. These strategies were based on the ideas

of sustainability and local development where pe-
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ople and their needs would be at the centre, in a

logic of empowerment and participation of all the

actors involved (Friedman, 1996). This participa-

tion involved, above all, the re-education of the

communities about the importance of the engra-

vings and their conservation (Coimbra, 2008), as

well as the in�uence of and on local leaders to rein-

force this protectionist narrative, whilst simultane-

ously, avoiding tensions (Franco, 2019). This pro-

cess was particularly relevant given that the non-

construction of the dam was seen by the commu-

nity as something negative imposed by the urban

elites and made direct economic dividends unfeasi-

ble for the local populations (Gonçalves, 2001). As

an aggravating factor, the delays in public invest-

ments in infrastructure and the limitations crea-

ted to visit the engravings sustained the animosity

from communities towards the government(s).

Amid the described political-ideological dispu-

tes, many locals feel they have been twice defrau-

ded. At �rst, the dam construction promised be-

ne�ts, in addition to the potential contribution to

local agricultural production, but this would never

be �nished. Secondly, they feel defrauded by the

promise of an economic injection based on cultural

tourism that would bring thousands of tourists to

the municipality. For Fernandes and Pinto (2003)

what has brought about change in the attitude of

these communities towards conservation is the va-

lorization of the Vale do Côa brand and the use of

it by the locals in promoting their products (wine,

olive oil, honey, souvenirs, etc.). However, for the

locals, the tourism �ow is below what was pro-

mised, and those who arrive say they do not go

beyond the Côa Museum, bene�ting only a few lo-

cal businessmen; a perception that we address in

the next section. It should also be noted that ever

since the park was created even the locals cannot

move freely in the park and, in some cases, this

limiting of their rights heightens the negative per-

ception of the heritage process.

4. Rock art: between hope and the dam's

ghost

In addition to the di�erent views on how to de-

velop the territory, an expectation was created by

the non-construction of the dam: that the protec-

tion of the engravings could attract a new �ow of

tourism. This expectation was further reinforced

by the promise of investment, such as the cons-

truction of the museum, enhanced access, and new

services, public and private, and almost simultane-

ously, by the UNESCO Award of Distinction for

the Alto Douro Wine Region. The future seemed

inseparable from tourism, viewed as the new stra-

tegy for territorial development. Twenty-�ve years

after the Côa Archaeological Park creation, several

testimonies recognize its contribution to the local

economy, particularly those that bene�t from the

park, be it directly or indirectly:

Now they already accept the tourists, but

at �rst, it was complicated. They see

movement, there has never been van-

dalism and they accept it. But, in the

beginning, they said "Oh, now tourists

are coming..."and that caused fear. (...)

Tourism gave hope. There is a restaurant

and cafes here and that generates some

movement. And it is all for the tourists.

Today, there is a group from Douro Azul

that left Pocinho. In the morning they go

to the museum and in the afternoon, they

bring them here to Penascosa (Woman,

employed, 50 years old).

The wine is also often made based on he-

ritage. The winemakers, before selling,

provide buyers with a visit to the engra-

vings and these people end up buying

them wine and oil. The heritage of the

engravings ends up adding value. With

the association with wines, cultural heri-

tage is also o�ered to tourists (Male, em-

ployed, 60 years old).
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There is then a recognition that although the

tourist �ow is lower than expected, it is su�ci-

ently impactful to contribute to, or complement,

local economic activities. This reveals underlying

economic and social impacts which are common

in tourism studies such as job creation (Gu &

Ryan, 2008) or infrastructure development (Shar-

pley, 1994), promotion of local products � in par-

ticular in the region's agricultural production and

souvenirs � (DeKadt, 1979; Liu and Var, 1986), or

even, an increase in local pride (Ap & Crompton,

1998), especially in the town:

Everyone likes to host tourists. As long

as they don't hurt us, everything is �ne.

You always see a car passing by and some

movement. We feel more accompanied

(Woman, retired, 76 years old).

With the engravings, some tourists came,

and we became known. We appeared in

the New York Times a few years ago. We

weren't even on the map before! (...)

The engravings are still giving and it's not

just for us. I really like having the rock art

here. There are plenty of dams!!! (Wo-

man, employed, 63 years old).

Some recognize that tourism activity alone is

not the only way for local territorial and economic

development; nor can one just depend on it, but

still, they argue that the non-construction of the

dam was the best option.

Those who spoke out most were living

and depending on the workers during the

initial construction phase. Now, the mu-

seum alone has more permanent workers

than the dam would have. In water terms,

the dam would also be important. Now,

in terms of economic dynamism, the mu-

seum is preferable! (Male, employed, 32

years old).

In addition to these positive perspectives re-

garding the tourism activity based on the heritage

of the archaeological park strategy, some criticize

tourism activity in the communities, or rather, the

fact that it does not meet their expectations, and

rea�rm the dam strategy � the �dam's ghost� �

even among those that in the past defended the

rock art protection:

The dam had bene�ts. It would bring

irrigation and everything. Now, tourists

don't bring anything to us. They come

and go straight to the engravings. They

don't even come here, or to the cafe

below. And in all this, they even "pul-

led"more tourists to Castelo Melhor than

to here [Muxagata]. They �pulled� more

over there than over here on the river

(Woman, employed, 44 years old).

I was at school when the engravings were

discovered and, at that time, I took part

in demonstrations against the dam. But,

if it were today, knowing what I know and

that tourism has brought nothing, I would

be in favour of the dam (Woman, em-

ployed, 44 years old).

In recent research, Pereira (2018) concluded

that Pinhel residents' perception of the importance

of the UNESCO distinction is more positive than in

Vila Nova de Foz Côa. This seems to line up with

some discontent discourses with the tourism acti-

vity, partly because tourists visit mainly the mu-

seum that is located away from the village, redu-

cing their footprint in the communities and the city

itself:

Tourists. . . we don't even see them.

They come here (to Foz Côa), they go

to the museum, they go to see the en-

gravings and they leave. It is very rare to

see them here. And the case of the tou-

rists who come by boat, for me, it's even

worse. We don't even see them! They

pass down there, in Pocinho, but they
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don't get o� the boat (Male, employed,

60 years old).

Tourists can't get here. There will be one

or two... more in the summer. When

everything is centralized in the museum,

people go there, see the engravings and

end up not coming here to the centre.

In the past, everything came here to the

reception centre, but now it's all in the

museum; everything is concentrated there

(Male, employed, 65 years old).

This pessimistic stance results from the percep-

tion that concentrating visitor reception strategies

around the museum has siphoned o� an impor-

tant source of income for the local population to

the public institution that manages the park. Bes-

tard and Nadal (2007) explain that the greater the

proximity of the locals to the tourism activity, the

better their attitude towards it tends to be.

For example, in Muxagata the tourism recep-

tion centres used to be in the parish council head-

quarters, close to local businesses. Some members

of the community even graduated as tourist gui-

des with the expectation of working in tourism in

their community. But the concentration of visitor

reception strategies around the museum, including

the construction of new access infrastructures, as

well as the lack of investments in other opportuni-

ties in Muxagata, reinforced the discouragement of

the locals. Even the fact that the Côa engravings

brought visibility and notoriety to the territory is

questioned by some: �We knew that there was so-

mething culturally important there, but we knew it

was not going to bring bene�ts to the village. (...)

The engravings only came to put Muxagata and

Foz Côa on the map, that's all!� (Male, retired,

75 years old). Interestingly, Braz (2019) conclu-

ded in a survey with students of di�erent levels of

education on the Côa engravings, that almost two-

thirds of the respondents had never heard of the

rock art engravings of the Valley. The place of he-

ritage in question revealed a discrepancy between

the investments made and the performative tou-

rism which had justi�ed such �nancing (pp. 921).

These conclusions seem to contradict the general

perception that engravings are heritage elements

commonly recognized on a national level in Portu-

gal.

Regarding the job creation and new compa-

nies associated with the tourism activity, opinions

are equally critical regarding the current situation

in relation to the expectations that were created:

�The engravings brought life to the village [Muxa-

gata] only for the �rst four or �ve years. Not after.

In the beginning, we used to have 40/50 tourists

here. There were nine jeeps, and they were almost

always on the road. (. . . ) Then, the State stopped

giving money. And then the crisis came� (Male, re-

tired farmer, 75 years old). For some of the locals,

the main bene�ciaries of the park and the tourism

activity were some local elites and others coming

from outside the communities:

There is another problem: most people

connected to rock art [commercial use]

are not from here. And the senior sta�,

the archaeologists, are all from outside.

This also contributed to the local feeling

that the rock art had nothing to do with

the residents (Woman, business owner,

35 years old).

The engravings are worthless! They are

good for the rich of Erva Moira and Vale

Meão. We have two world heritage sites

in the municipality, but that is only for

half a dozen companies that have set up

shop there (Male, farmer, 46 years old).

This view is aggravated by the fact that seve-

ral members from the communities considered that

they did not receive the desired support to create

and develop services related to tourism activity:

We were deceived! Procôa (project �nan-

cing entity), for example, approved pro-
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jects without having funds to assist in

their implementation. A lot of people did

projects. They were accepted, approved,

but ended up not being �nanced! Many

of these projects were in tourism. This

started in 1997, more or less, until 2001.

They fooled everyone. We even promo-

ted meetings of City Councils [Associa-

tion of Municipalities of Vale do Côa] to

create comprehensive tourism circuits and

to scale the o�er and host tourists for a

few days (Male, teacher, 60 years old).

Among promises and unful�lled expectations,

it is common for discourses to continue to emerge.

This reveals a longing for the construction of the

dam and dream of a possible compromise:

I think we lost a little bit due to bad orga-

nization. In the beginning, expectations

were high. EDP proposed to create a mu-

seum, remove the engravings, and build

the dam. That would have been better.

If you had the dam and the engravings,

the dam would also bring bene�ts (Wo-

man, souvenir shop owner, 63 years old).

The locals wanted the dam so they would

have water, but others wanted the engra-

vings for tourism. At the time, they could

have done things di�erently and put the

two together. But, as it was not possible,

only the engravings remained. The older

people, more attached to the land, also

wanted the dam. (...) There is a bad re-

lationship here between the rock art, the

park and the local community (Woman,

business owner, 35 years old).

The unful�lled promises of a compensatory

tourism �ow seem to feed ideas of an alternative

present where hydroelectric energy is seen as an es-

cape from the social and economic precariousness

of the territory. They inevitably promote discour-

ses of social devaluation of rock art and tourism.

Given that the impacts of the construction of the

dam will never manifest themselves, this ghost will

always be impervious to its negative or unforeseen

consequences.

Taking into account the dam versus heritage

dichotomy, it was possible to ascertain the diversity

of narratives associated with the process of patri-

monialization of Paleolithic engravings, and have a

deeper understanding of the ideas and disputes in

relation to collective past options, to further com-

prehend the paths which have been followed since

then.

5. Conclusion

Territories and their resources are the subject of

multiple understandings. They are associated with

incompatible aspirations and interests, which often

result in intense social disputes that the demo-

cratic mechanisms of participation, dialogue and

negotiation are not always able to resolve. The

case of Côa Valley park exempli�es in a particu-

larly acute way the tensions and dissensions that

accompany the political processes of management

and con�guration of territories. In this speci�c

case, the appreciation of the Paleolithic heritage,

to the detriment of the construction of the hydro-

electric dam, has been the great dynamo of local

disputes over the development paths to follow in

the last decades.

The rock art patrimonialization and the subse-

quent international recognition of the Côa Valley

as a world heritage site continue to be a factor

of incomparable relevance in the quali�cation of

the territory for many, especially municipal policy-

makers, traders and members of the educational

community. Its attractiveness and distinctive af-

�rmation of an identity is valued both nationally

and internationally. Although the local population

recognizes the intrinsic value of the Paleolithic he-

ritage and its preservation, residents still express
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a certain disappointment concerning initial expec-

tations and the political promises made. Rock art

heritage promotion was assumed to be the key ele-

ment for tourism success and local development.

One of the most recurrent expressions of this

disappointment, manifested in particular by the

small traders in the city of Foz Côa, concerns the

fact that the tourism exploitation of the Paleolithic

heritage occurs predominantly in "closed-circuit�.

It provides fewer economic bene�ts than expected:

the majority of tourists travel on the tour opera-

tors' buses, visit the Côa Museum and, eventually,

the rock art sites. The visitors stay only a couple

of hours in the territory and don't visit the town.

The discontent regarding tourism development

among those who recognize the many virtues of

preserving the Paleolithic heritage does not, howe-

ver, compare with the marked disregard for the

engravings and the social resentment still expres-

sed by some people, especially those working in

agriculture in the villages closest to the archaeo-

logical sites. Among these, the developmentalist

understanding tends to persist that building the

hydroelectric dam would have been more advanta-

geous for the territory. They consider the heritage

process as a course of action of elites for the elites

that did not bring explicit bene�ts, nor generate

a relevant tourism �ow or stop the demographic

deserti�cation with which their communities con-

tinue to struggle. Since they do not perceive any

signi�cant e�ects in their daily lives resulting from

the preservation of rock art, the dam continues to

�gure nostalgically in their discourse as the option

that should have been taken. After two decades,

the underlying tensions of the patrimonialization

of Palaeolithic engravings in Foz Côa have not yet

been completely resolved.

More than the preservation of the engravings

to the detriment of the dam construction, what re-

ally generated (and generates) discontent among

many of the region's inhabitants has been the mar-

ked inoperability of public policies and pseudo-

development plans for the Côa Valley. Preserving

heritage without a truly broader and more integra-

ted strategy of socio-economic sustenance of the

territory inevitably generates imbalances that end

up compromising territorial development and the

very same strategies of heritage promotion.
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