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“The n◦1 country”? A critical investigation of the booming designation of 
biosphere reserves in Spain 
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H I G H L I G H T S  

• 60 semi-structured interviews are practised in 5 biosphere reserves in Spain. 
• Tourism attains a prominent role in justifying the studied biosphere reserves. 
• The studied biosphere reserves are not considered protected natural areas. 
• The local population tends to reject the studied biosphere reserves. 
• In Spain, the biosphere reserves have been the object of a geopolitical clash.  
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A B S T R A C T   

Spain is the country with the most biosphere reserves (BRs) in the world. The aim of this paper is to investigate 
why BRs have come to proliferate to such a degree in Spain and why there is a gap between UNESCO’s 
framework and the practicalities observed in Spain. After outlining how a BR is conceived according to UNESCO 
and reviewing the large volume of research published to date in this respect, Spain’s BRs are characterised. The 
study here is based on an empirical research undertaken in five BRs located in north-western Spain by making 
use of 60 semi-structured interviews. The results are the outcome of the coding, categorization and interpretation 
of these conversations with the interviewees, obtaining three large semiotic clusters: the perceptions held of the 
BR tool; the development or application of the BR concept; and the reasons for their designation. Two specific 
underlying motives are detected for the prodigious momentum acquired by Spain’s BRs: one is geopolitical, in 
the context of the constant conflicts between the Spanish Government and the devolved autonomous commu-
nities; the other is the prominent role conceded to tourism in justifying the BRs. Hence, the paper reveals how 
BRs are political and economic products that have little in common with the theoretical environmental and 
sustainable development dimensions described in the UNESCO framework on BRs.   

1. Introduction 

In 2021, on the 50th anniversary of the Man and the Biosphere 
(MAB) Programme, a total of 727 biosphere reserves (BRs) have been 
designated throughout the world. Of these, 53 are in Spain, making it the 
country with the most BRs in the world, more than the 49 in Russia and 
the 34 in China. This means that almost 1 in every 14 BRs on the planet – 
or 7.3% of the world’s BRs – are to be found in Spain, a country with an 
area that accounts for just 0.3% of the earth’s land surface. According to 
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
(UNESCO) website, BRs are supposedly designated because they 

“[promote] solutions reconciling the conservation of biodiversity with 
its sustainable use”. However, in Spain the buoyant figure of BRs seems 
unrelated to UNESCO’s avowed goals. All in all, the situation raises the 
questions as to why BRs have come to proliferate to such a degree in 
Spain and why there is such a gap between UNESCO’s framework and 
the practicalities observed in Spain. 

Somewhat surprisingly, despite having the most BRs in the world, 
little research has been conducted comparing Spanish BRs with those 
designated elsewhere in the world (Kratzer, 2018a). This paper seeks to 
go some way to rectifying this by reporting five case studies of BRs, 
based on intensive research centred around interviews with their 
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stakeholders. This paper aims to inform international policymakers so 
that they might undertake a careful review of the practicalities of the 
implementation of the UNESCO framework. At the same time, it should 
also serve as a wakeup call for the academic community, most of whom 
seem to take BRs “for granted” as the most appropriate device in the 
fight for the conservation of biodiversity. Indeed, most of the research 
devoted to BRs fails to question them and assumes they are appropriate 
per se. A significant stream of the literature reviewed in the theoretical 
section below adheres to this mindset (e.g. Moreira-Muñoz & Borsdorf, 
2014), above all when the work has been conducted by UNESCO itself, 
which tends to be somewhat self-indulgent and rather complacent (e.g. 
UNESCO, 2019). 

It should be stressed that the work presented here was not pur-
posefully undertaken in an effort to address the specific research ques-
tions identified above. Rather, between 2013 and 2020, three rounds of 
qualitative research were conducted in order to understand how two 
transboundary biosphere reserves (TBRs), straddling Portugal and 
Spain, and three BRs on the borders between the Spanish regions of 
Galicia, Asturias and Leon were actually implemented (see sections 3 
and 4 below) in terms of their cross-border governance. This is a line of 
research that has resulted in a number of specific publications on 
transboundary and cross-border BRs (Trillo-Santamaría & Paül, 2016, 
2018; Vila-Lage, Paül, & Trillo-Santamaría, 2020). However, in these 
three rounds of research, the contrast between the particular way of 
understanding these BRs and that which emerges in the international 
literature as reported by UNESCO itself and academia (e.g. Bordsorf & 
Araya, 2014; Kratzer, 2018; Unesco, 1996) became increasingly evident. 
These differences in thinking struck us as being of such relevance that in 
this article we have opted to leave aside, for the time being, our specific 
concern for cross-border governance and to undertake a new analysis 
that can address the goals as identified above. 

The paper begins by outlining how a BR is conceived according to 
UNESCO and reviews the large volume of research published to date in 
this respect. The methodology employed in our study is then described. 
The central section of the paper presents the results obtained from the 
interviews carried out in the five case studies addressing the afore-
mentioned research aims. The final section discusses the results obtained 
in relation to the theoretical framework deployed. 

2. The conceptualisation of the biosphere reserve 

2.1. Evolution 

The conceptualisation of the BRs has evolved notably in the course of 
their history (Bridgewater, 2016; Ishwaran, 2012; Ishwaran, Persic, & 
Tri, 2008; Job, Becken, & Lane, 2017). However, we can identify two 
phases (Bordsorf & Araya, 2014; Depraz, 2008; Reed & Massie, 2013): i) 
from their creation until the drawing up of the Seville Strategy (1995) 
and ii) from 1996 to the present. 

The origins of phase one lie in the UNESCO Biosphere Conference 
(Paris, 1968), where work on the Man and the Biosphere (MAB) pro-
gramme was first begun. The initiative developed rapidly and was 
officially presented two years later at the 1970 general conference 
(Batisse, 1982; Bridgewater, 2016; Matysek, Stratford, & Kriwoken, 
2006). The programme provided the first definition of the BRs (Batisse, 
1982), conceived basically as “undisturbed natural areas for scientific 
study” (UNESCO, 1970, p. 23). 

Based on this seminal definition, in 1974, a MAB working group 
further developed the conceptualisation of the BR, identifying its main 
goals as follows: conservation, ecological research and education and 
training, and highlighting that “conservation is a major objective” 
(UNESCO, 1974, p. 12). The actual creation of the BRs themselves did 
not in fact occur until 1976, when the World Network of Biosphere 
Reserves (WNBR) was founded with the designation of the first 57 BRs 
(Job et al., 2017). Just five years later, this figure had already risen to 
208 (Price, 2002). In the years that followed, the WNBR continued to 

grow, promoting a vision that remained clearly environmentalist 
(Depraz, 2008); indeed, in phase one, the priority was attached to eco-
systems and their protection. A clear indication of this was the fact that a 
large number of the BRs designated were simply superimposed on 
existing protected natural areas – many of which were uninhabited – in 
their respective nation-state frameworks (Bridgewater, 2016; Price, 
Park, & Bouamrane, 2010). 

Phase two was ushered in with the celebration of the 2nd Interna-
tional Conference on Biosphere Reserves (held in Seville in 1995), from 
which two key documents emerged: the Seville Strategy and the Statu-
tory Framework. At this time, the WNBR comprised 325 BRs in 82 
countries (UNESCO, 1996). This phase has been characterised by the 
introduction of the concept of sustainable development among the goals 
of the BRs, which have gone from being seen as “field laboratories” to 
“learning sites” (Reed & Massie, 2013). In this way, in addition to the 
previous BRs’ goals, an explicit human factor in the recognition of their 
aim to “foster sustainable economic and human development” 
(UNESCO, 1996, p. 4) emerged. 

A key undertaking in fulfilling these functions is that of the zoning of 
the reserves. In line with the Seville Strategy, all BRs now needed to 
constitute three clearly defined zones: a core area, a buffer zone and a 
transition zone. From the outset, this meant the size of many of the BRs 
had to be increased to incorporate areas that were not exclusively 
assigned to protectionist practices (Price, 2017). To oversee the correct 
development of the BRs, the periodic review was introduced (Price et al., 
2010). This took the form of a report, filed every ten years, by each of the 
BRs in which they have to demonstrate how they met with the general 
criteria to be designated as such. 

In the 21st century, two new action plans have been drawn up for the 
BRs: the Madrid Action Plan (2008–2013) and the Lima Action Plan 
(2015–2025). These represent a continuation of the vision fostered by 
the Seville Strategy, but introduce a number of new variables, including 
local participation, climate change and the application of the 2015 
Sustainable Development Goals (Bridgewater, 2016; Kratzer & 
Ammering, 2019; Reed & Massie, 2013; Stoll-Kleemann & O’Riordan, 
2018). 

2.2. A protected area? 

Just six years after the first designations, Batisse (1982) had already 
identified the presence of confused and contradictory thinking in rela-
tion to the BRs, stressing a considerable degree of ambiguity. Moreover, 
the changes introduced by the Seville Strategy have served merely to 
exacerbate this confusion: “the network operates in relative obscurity. 
Scientists, policy and decision-makers, and even local communities 
where they are situated, remain unaware of the purpose, activities and 
potential benefits of BRs” (Reed, 2016, p. 449). 

One of the main debates here concerns whether BRs may or may not 
be considered protected natural areas. Initially, the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) included the BRs within its typology 
of protected natural areas (IUCN, 1978). However, following an internal 
review of this typology in 1994, they were excluded on the grounds that 
the protection of biodiversity was no longer the main objective of the 
BRs (Price, 2017; Stoll-Kleemann & O’Riordan, 2018). The debate on 
this point remains open to discussion, above all following the recent 
incorporation of the concept of other effective area-based conservation 
measures (OECMs) as promoted by the IUCN (IUCN/WCPA, 2018; 
IUCN-WCPA Task Force on OECMs, 2019) and which form part of the 
global Convention on Biological Diversity as conceived at the 1992 Rio 
Earth Summit. The OECMs are not designated protected natural areas, 
per se, but are understood as areas that are governed and managed with 
the aim of achieving the effective in-situ conservation of biodiversity 
(IUCN/WCPA, 2018; IUCN-WCPA Task Force on OECMs, 2019). Despite 
this development, it is possible to identify three main stances as regards 
BRs and their objectives: 
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• the BRs are not protected natural areas (e.g. Reed & Massie, 2013);  
• the BRs are protected natural areas (e.g. Gillespie, 2007; Hammer, 

2007); and  
• in line with this second stance, while the BRs are deemed to be 

protected natural areas, they constitute an innovative concept that 
seeks a shift towards a more inclusive vision of protection (Bordsorf 
& Araya, 2014; Kratzer, 2018b). 

Despite the fact that their legal recognition is officially recom-
mended within their respective countries (UNESCO, 2008), the actual 
inclusion of BRs within national or sub-national legislation is quite 
mixed (Cuong, Dart, Dudley, & Hockings, 2017a; Schliep & Stoll- 
Kleemann, 2010). In addition, the concept of the BR is not always 
clearly distinguished from that of other protected natural areas. There 
are two main reasons for this:  

• The frequent overlap with other designations, especially in the core 
area: “Spatial, administrative, and thematic overlaps between BRs 
and other designations like the National Parks hamper a clear 
distinction” (Winkler, 2019, p. 178).  

• Different interpretations of the term "reserve", a word that gives rise 
to tension in the management of the BRs (Elbakidze et al., 2013) and 
one that has a restrictive connotation in many countries. Indeed, the 
IUCN understands a "reserve" to be the strictest of its categories of 
protected natural area (Dudley, 2008). Thus, the BR might be asso-
ciated both with an area in which a human presence is totally 
excluded as well as the existence of restrictions (Hernes & Metzger, 
2017; Pool-Stanvliet, 2014; Wallner, Bauer, & Hunziker, 2007). For 
this reason, Pool-Stanvliet (2014) and Schultz et al. (2018) report 
that in South Africa one BR has eliminated the word "reserve" from its 
logo, while another has decided to replace the term in its official 
name with "region". A similar situation has been recorded in Austria 
(Stoll-Kleemann & O’Riordan, 2018), its BRs being known as 
"biosphere regions". UNESCO, however, continues to recommend the 
use of the term "biosphere reserve" (UNESCO, 2008), but respects the 
use of alternative names such as "biosphere landscapes" as proposed 
by Stoll-Kleemann and O’Riordan (2018). 

2.3. From theory into practice 

Kratzer (2018a) and (Ferreira et al., 2020) make it very evident that 
the development and application of the concept of the BR has received 
considerable attention from within the academic community given that 
“conceptually the Biosphere Reserve model is attractive, yet the prac-
tical reality is likely to be challenging” (Coetzer, Witkowski, & Erasmus, 
2014, p. 83). Indeed, the "gap" between the concept itself and its 
implementation is frequently commented on (Coetzer et al., 2014; 
Cuong et al., 2017a; Price, 2017; Schultz et al., 2018; Stoll-Kleemann & 
O’Riordan, 2018). 

The BRs designated prior to the Seville Strategy are often identified 
as the least successful (Cuong et al., 2017b) because of, among other 
reasons, their exclusively protectionist nature (Price, 2017; Schultz 
et al., 2018). Although more successful, the BRs designated post-Seville 
also present serious problems, including the lack of funding, ineffective 
management, the little participation registered by the local population if 
not outright rejection, the absence of political support and the lack of 
cooperation between the different governments or authorities (Durand, 
2010; Kratzer, 2018b; Matysek et al., 2006; Pool-Stanvliet, 2014; Stoll- 
Kleemann & O’Riordan, 2018). These problems should be brought to 
light when implementing the periodic review, but, in practice, this re-
view process has been found to be far from adequate (Ferreira, Zim-
mermann, Santos, & Von Wehrden, 2018). If the problems cannot be 
addressed and the BR fails to meet its goals, the MAB Council (UNESCO, 
2014) can instigate its so-called “exit strategy”, a process by which the 
reserve is withdrawn from the WNBR. However, not all is negative: 
Cuong, Dart, and Hockings (2017b), for example, identify several BRs 

that can be considered successful, the case of the Rhön Biosphere 
Reserve (Germany) which stands out above all the others (Behnen, 
2011; Cuong et al., 2017b). 

In addition to the problems associated with their actual operation, 
perceptions of the BRs are also highly variable. Schultz et al. (2018), for 
example, following their analysis of 11 BRs in six countries (Australia, 
Ecuador, Israel, Paraguay, South Africa and Spain), report that: “Within 
the distinct social-ecological histories recounted by BR participants, the 
"meaning" of each of the eleven BRs took on very different forms” (p. 
79), with the authors identifying BRs that are considered "collaborative 
platforms", "figures of protection" and "cultural organizations", as well as 
others that are somewhat uniquely seen as "marketing brands" or "social 
enterprises". Other studies, including Elbakidze et al. (2013), Schliep 
and Stoll-Kleemann (2010) and Wallner et al. (2007) similarly discuss 
perceptions of BRs in different countries (Switzerland, Ukraine, Czech 
Republic, Hungary and Poland). For Schliep and Stoll-Kleemann (2010, 
p. 925), the perception of the BR designation as a “cosmetic add-on 
without content” stands out. 

The perception of this designation as a mere label is closely related to 
others identified in the literature: a) a simple overlapping with other 
protected areas (Coetzer et al., 2014; Schliep & Stoll-Kleemann, 2010); 
b) the search for tourist destination brand differentiation (Ryan, Sil-
vanto, & Seitz, 2013; Schultz et al., 2018); and c) a tool for attracting 
national or international investment for the region designated as a BR 
(Elbakidze et al., 2013). 

3. Spain’s biosphere reserves 

As described above, Spain leads the world’s ranking in terms of the 
number of BRs, with a total of 53 (Fig. 1). Indeed, it boasts more BRs 
than Germany, France and Italy combined (n = 52). 

In Spain, responsibility for nature conservation lies with the Auton-
omous Communities (ACs) (Aja, 2014; Mulero, 2002; Troitiño et al., 
2005), the main internal political and administrative divisions. How-
ever, Spanish legislation has been drawn up to regulate such concerns in 
the form of Act 42/2007 on the Natural Heritage and Biodiversity. BR 
designations are included in this Act given that they are understood as a 
tool derived from international agreements, which is the specific re-
sponsibility of the Spanish Government. Nonetheless, the ACs may 
include the BRs within their respective legislations. Thus, in Spain the 
BRs are non-statutory, their zoning being the only aspect regulated as 
such by Act 42/2007, which establishes that the core area must neces-
sarily correspond to a legally designated protected natural area. Act 
42/2007 also identifies the need to draw up an action plan or strategy 
and, in each BR, to set up two bodies, one to oversee its management and 
the other to promote public participation. 

The management bodies of BRs include different solutions: the ACs, 
provincial councils, island councils, municipalities, associations of mu-
nicipalities, rural development associations, foundations, NGOs, etc. 
(Oñorbe, 2018). Our study here is based on an empirical research pro-
gramme undertaken in five BRs located in the northwest of Spain (see 
Fig. 2). Basic descriptive data for each can be consulted in Table 1. 

4. Methodology 

Our study is based on the use of qualitative techniques, specifically 
semi-structured interviews. This approach does not seek to be repre-
sentative but rather is concerned with understanding those latent issues 
that typically remain unaddressed when other approaches are adopted 
(Kvale, 2011; Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). Between 2013 and 
2020, a total of 60 people were interviewed in the five BRs identified 
above. The interviewees can be classified into six broad categories (see 
Table 2). 

Fig. 3 shows the distribution of the 60 interviewees across the BRs 
studied. In the case of the Ancares Leoneses BR and the Ancares Lucenses 
BR, we opted to consider them as the same BR (Ancares), given the 
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Fig. 1. Countries with ten or more BRs (2021). Source: Based on UNESCO data.  

Fig. 2. Location of Spain’s BRs and our five case studies (2021).  

Table 1 
Case studies.  

Biosphere reserve Year of 
designation 

Size (ha) Resident 
population 

Management body or bodies 

Ancares Leoneses 2006 56,786 6,330 Ancares Leoneses BR Consortium 
Os Ancares Lucenses e Montes de Cervantes, 

Navia e Becerreá 
2006 53,664 3,254 Provincial Council of Lugo 

Río Eo, Oscos e Terras de Burón 2007 159,379 30,413 Galician Government and Asturian Government 
Gerês-Xurés 2009 330,874 76,301 Galician Government and Institute for Nature Conservation and Forests 

(Portuguese Government) 
Meseta Ibérica 2015 1,132,606 169,745 ZASNET EGTC* 

*According to European Union (EU) Regulations, a European Grouping of Territorial Cooperation (EGTC) is a voluntary entity for cross-border cooperation with legal 
personality, consisting of a coalition between authorities in at least two Member States. 
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difficulty of dealing with the interviewees from the same mountain 
range separately. Due to the cross-border character of two of the BRs 
analysed, 13 individuals were interviewed in Portugal. The evidence 
they contribute is especially insightful, as can be seen in both the results 
and discussion sections below. 

During the interviews, we employed open-ended questions as they 
offer respondents with a broad margin of freedom in which to formulate 
their answers. Note, the term “biosphere reserve” was avoided at all 
times. We only asked interviewees directly about BRs at the end of the 
interview if the subject had not previously arisen. In so doing, our aim 

was not to "contaminate" the interviewees, but rather to analyse how 
and when the subject emerged in their responses (Cameron, 2016; Kvale, 
2011). 

With the interviewees’ prior consent, the interviews were recorded 
and subsequently transcribed. The information thus collected was 

Table 2 
Classification of the persons interviewed.  

Group Description N◦

Local politicians Mayors, deputy mayors and local councillors 
of the municipalities lying within the BRs 

15 

Public servants People employed in the local and provincial 
councils and ACs Governments, including 
associations of municipalities and other 
similar (semi-)public bodies 

13 

Civil society representatives Activists and/or representatives of cultural, 
environmental, neighbourhood or 
development associations 

11 

Biosphere reserve managers 
and staff 

People employed by or who form part of the 
organisational structure of BRs 

10 

Managers and staff from 
protected natural areas 

Personnel working in protected natural 
areas located inside the BRs 

6 

Entrepreneurs and 
representatives of private 
entities 

Firms, typically with links to the tourism 
sector 

5 

Total  60  

Fig. 3. Number of interviewees by BR.  

Fig. 4. Clusters of meanings associated with BRs as employed by the 
interviewees. 

Table 3 
Factors identified by the interviewees as impeding the operation of the BRs.  

Factor n Description Representative quotes 
taken from the interviews 

Disinformation of 
the local 
population 

16 The local population has 
no perception of the 
existence of the BR. 
Residents are 
uninformed and the 
designation as a 
“reserve” is an added 
obstacle. Their role in 
the management of the 
BR is small. 

“It makes no difference if 
we are one or not, we don’t 
notice any advantages” 
(GE_21). 
“The word ‘reserve’ itself 
gives rise to 
misinterpretations and 
people believe the 
[Biosphere] Reserve to be a 
new Park” (MI_2) 

Lack of funding 13 The lack of funding 
impedes the satisfactory 
operation of the BR (e.g. 
carrying out its activities 
or hiring staff) 

“Now we have the BR 
action plan, […] but it is 
not being implemented 
[…] because there’s no 
money” (GE_22) 
“There’s virtually no 
budget assigned to the BR” 
(AN_43) 

Questioning the 
process of 
designation 

14 Designation as a BR 
leads to its being 
rejected, people are 
especially reluctant to 
accept it. Top-down 
approach, government 
imposed. 

“When it was rumoured 
that the whole county was 
going to form part of the 
BR, it made everyone 
seethe” (MI_7) 
“The philosophy behind the 
BRs is they should emerge 
from […] among the 
people… […] In the case of 
the BR of Os Ancares 
[Lucenses] […] it didn’t 
happen like that” (AN_42) 

Administrative 
and political 
obstacles 

12 The involvement of 
politicians is 
inadequate. Cooperation 
and coordination 
between the various 
tiers of government is 
deficient. 

“There are other 
institutions that should 
perhaps make an effort to 
coordinate their activities 
better with the BR. […] We 
continue to send out letters, 
but sometimes we don’t 
even get a reply” (AN_46) 
“As far as running the 
[Biosphere] Reserve is 
concerned, […] we are 
light years away from 
achieving good results. The 
Regional Governments 
need to get much more 
involved in its work” 
(EO_53) 

Insufficient 
managers and 
staff 

11 The managers do not 
dedicate their time 
exclusively to the BR 
and belong to local, 
provincial or ACs 
Governments, with a 
wide portfolio of 
responsibilities to 
oversee. Sometimes the 
manager has to manage 
several BRs and doesn’t 
work in the BR area. 
Long periods without 
anyone directly in 
charge. Constant 
changes of managers. 
Lack of trained 
specialists and other 
staff. 

“You have just one 
manager, who gets help 
every now and again, not 
even full-time, to manage 
two BRs” (AN_37) 
“A manager […]: I’ve 
known one, two, three in 
three years. And they’ve 
been without a manager for 
more than a year now…” 
(EO_54)  
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analysed using computer-aided qualitative data analysis software 
(CAQDAS), specifically ATLAS.ti and NVivo software. Each fragment of 
the interviews included in the results section below is accompanied by 
an alphabetic code, which provides information identifying the BR to 
which it corresponds (see Fig. 3) and a number (from 1 to 60) identifying 
the respondent. In this way, we are able to safeguard the anonymity of 
the interviewees. Although the fragments are reproduced here in En-
glish, the original interviews were conducted in either Galician, Spanish 
or Portuguese. 

The information in the results section represents the outcome of the 
coding, categorization and subsequent interpretation of our conversa-
tions with the interviewees (Cope, 2010; Crang, 2005). The three sub-
sections reflect the organisation of the codes obtained into three large 
semiotic clusters: i) the perceptions held of the BR tool; ii) the devel-
opment or application of the BR concept; iii) the reasons for their 
designation. 

5. Results 

5.1. “The Biosphere Reserve is a title, a stamp of quality” (MI_2) 

Our analysis revealed that on 40 separate occasions, a specific 
meaning was attached to the term "Biosphere Reserve". These 40 occa-
sions correspond to 29 different interviewees, from which it can be 
inferred that some of the respondents provided more than one meaning. 
In Fig. 4, we systematize these 40 meanings by grouping them into four 
large clusters. Note that 31 of the interviewees did not generate a spe-
cific meaning that could be included in this systematisation. 

The cluster that sees the meaning of power to attract attached to the 
BRs is the dominant one: almost three of every five meanings identified 
by the interviewees fall into this category. However, they take different 
forms centred around the perception that the designation of a BR rep-
resents a simple “prize” (EO_57), the bestowing of a “title” (GE_16, MI_2) 
on the designated area. The respondents understand that the area 
designated as a BR differs from others in terms of its positioning for 
tourism: “it is an exclusive brand, that you get given for free” (MI_7). In 
this cluster, we find a great wealth of strongly denotive keywords: brand, 
title, name, publicity, prize, gloss, honour, tourist magnet, mere sheen, 
accolade, seal of quality, label, stamp of quality, blue ribbon or medal. 

The meanings attributable to the other three clusters making up 
Fig. 4 are less frequent and not as dominant as the first category, two 
visions standing out: integrative tool and catalysing agent. The former, 
integrative tool, brings together those conceptions that perceive the BR as 
a harmonious instrument that seeks a balance between people and na-
ture: “The [Biosphere] Reserves are like laboratories for conducting 
social and rural experiments, […] laboratories for exploring the rela-
tionship between man and earth” (EO_55). The latter, catalysing agent – 
which presents a certain overlap with the first cluster, especially with 
regards tourism – is used by those who see the BRs as a tool, the main 
function of which is to revitalise the areas designated as such: “MAB 
means just that, the economic development of an area that’s also 
endowed with significant natural wealth. To show that businesses can 
exist…” (MI_3); “So, this designation was seen as a perfect tool for 
revitalising the area” (AN_48). 

The fact that two of the BRs analysed herein are managed jointly by 
Spain and Portugal accounts for the last of the categories: political in-
strument. In this instance, the concept of BR verbalized by the in-
terviewees refers to the ties established between the two countries, but, 
above all, to the mechanism for attracting EU funding: “And there [in the 
BR] they’ve created a formal lobby between Spain and Portugal” 
(MI_12). 

5.2. “I think it is significant that I’d forgotten about the Biosphere 
Reserve. As if it didn’t exist!” (MI_9) 

In the course of the interviews, we detected that those respondents 

not directly involved in the management of the BRs (n = 50) have 
apparently little or no knowledge of them. They typically failed to 
mention them, even when specifically asked to list the existing protected 
natural areas in their area. From this, it can be inferred that the in-
terviewees are unaware of the presence of the BRS and attach no 
importance to them whatsoever. Indeed, in many cases, they only 
mentioned the BRs when explicitly asked about them (see the method-
ology section above). These interviewees consider the BR designation as 
being irrelevant to the work of the previously designated protected 
natural areas (Natural Parks, Natura 2000 Network,1 etc.): “my opinion 
is that it does very little, and if it does anything, the general public isn’t 
aware” (EO_58). Indeed, being designated a protected natural area is 
seen as having an impact in environmental terms, while the BRs are 
considered pointless or, at most, as having very minimal benefits: “When 
an area is designated a Natural Park, or part of the Natura Network… 
this always means introducing certain restrictions. […] But a 
[Biosphere] Reserve doesn’t have this effect. I mean, the [Biosphere] 
Reserve only brings benefits, […] but no losses” (EO_60). 

Even the interviewees directly involved with the BRs (n = 10) 
recognize their invisibility, largely because the designation has no wider 
implications: “The BRs of the province of Leon are known for being as 
good as dead, except for those of Pola de Gordón and Ancares Leoneses. 
The rest do very little mainly because they have no one working on 
them” (AN_48). 

Our analysis of the responses from the 60 interviewees shows they 
believe that matters such as poor funding, the absence of political 
involvement, the lack of staffing and the low degree of participation of 
the local population mean that the impact of being designated a BR is 
limited, if not non-existent: “We are not getting to see what the role of 
the [Biosphere] Reserve in the territory should be” (AN_47). Table 3 
reports the main factors impeding their success according to the in-
terviewees. However, these limiting factors change over time. Indeed, 
the interviewees report that there are periods when their effects are 
minimized, referring specifically to two of them: the years immediately 
following their designation as a BR and when a UNESCO audit looms: 
“The document was drafted because it was mandatory for completing 
the BR application, and it was to be evaluated, […] the work was done 
quickly in the preceding year” (GE_23); “[The action plan] was drawn up 
at full speed because ten years had gone by and UNESCO was due to visit 
and they didn’t have an action plan or a management body” (EO_55). 

The case of Los Ancares Leoneses BR is worth highlighting at this 
point. Here, despite the factors identified above, all the interviewees in 
this area hold the work of the BR in high esteem. Thus, while 
acknowledging the limited funding, they consider this to be offset by a 
management programme that is locally-grounded and which takes into 
account the particular needs of the people: “In other [Biosphere] Re-
serves, I’m told they’re still in the management plan phase or they 
haven’t even been able to get it up and running. That’s why in some 
places we are considered a model” (AN_44). 

5.3. “They’re all the Ministry has today [the BRs], because the National 
Parks, which were the jewel in the crown, have long gone” (GE_24) 

The interviewees report the idea that the five BRs studied here were 
designated following a top-down process, and that they were, in the 
main, rejected by the local population. The application process was 
characterised by political decision-making, lacking any public partici-
pation, and in one instance the application was an exclusively personal 
initiative: “[Ancares Lucenses BR] has been designated […] following a 
process that involved, well… very little participation and very little 
information, the people of the area didn’t even know of the existence of 

1 According to EU Directives, Natura 2000 constitutes the EU network of 
protected areas. Despite the official discourse guaranteeing consistency across 
the EU, protection in practice is dependent on the actions of each Member State. 

V. Paül et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     



Landscape and Urban Planning 222 (2022) 104375

7

the BR” (AN_48); “At that meeting there must’ve been about 100 people 
and […] 90% didn’t even know the BR existed and the other 10% – made 
up of the mayor, the deputy mayor and the secretary – knew it existed, 
but they didn’t know what it was” (MI_9); “As for the BR… you know it 
was thanks to me that the BR got set up, don’t you?” (GE_19, the 
interviewee acknowledging that it was his/her personal initiative that 
had led to the BR being created). 

Several of the interviewees with links to the BRs stressed the 
important role played by the Spanish Government in their designation. 
This perception was common among respondents on the Portuguese side 
of the BRs: “The BR owes a lot to the will of the Spaniards. […] Their 
[National] Parks were no longer managed by the central [Spanish] 
Government… and […] [then] the Spanish Government wanted to 
believe in the potential of the BRs” (GE_28). Similarly, a number of in-
terviewees point out that the Spanish Ministry of the Environment has 
sought to promote the designation of BRs after losing its powers to 
manage the National Parks: “The great promoter of the BRs […] was the 
Government of Zapatero [in office 2004–2011]. […] Zapatero’s Gov-
ernment facilitated all the paperwork, studies and applications that had 
to be presented to UNESCO” (AN_51). 

This interest was exploited by a number of private consultants. The 
interviewees stress that the latter not only took responsibility for 
resolving any technical issues, but they also proposed the projects to the 
local government bodies (primarily, the provincial councils). Hence, 
private consultants instigated the designation of the BRs as a means of 
obtaining contracts to carry out the required studies: “She’s a consultant 
[…] and she’s used to working with BRs, they have a highly intrinsic, 
well worked, carefully internalized concept of the BR […]; and they 
made this proposal because they thought this area would make a 
fantastic candidate” (MI_11). 

Apparently, the Spanish Government’s interest in promoting the 
creation of BRs is not to the liking of the ACs Governments who see it as a 
way of interfering in their powers to manage protected natural areas: 
“Since the designation of the BRs, the Government of Castile and Leon 
has become our enemy. […] The Regional Government […] saw the 
creation of the BRs as a means of meddling in its network of natural 
areas. It was like a Trojan horse that the [Spanish] Government had 
infiltrated into the region” (AN_51). 

6. Discussion 

As discussed in the introduction to this paper, our aim here has been 
to examine the reasons that account for the proliferation of BRs in Spain 
based on the responses of our interviewees, hypothesizing that their 
practical implementation has somehow come detached from UNESCO’s 
original framework and suggesting that the understanding of the BR 
concept in Spain differs from the perception held internationally. The 
findings that emerge from the interviews conducted allow us to decipher 
that the designation of a BR is associated in the main with tourism 
marketing. This result is consistent with the outcomes reported by Ryan 
et al. (2013) and Schultz et al. (2018), with the latter highlighting the 
fact that other individual Spanish BRs act as a mere "marketing brand" 
(p. 83). 

Although BRs, within a fairly elastic conception of sustainable 
development, can provide economic benefits via their exploitation for 
tourism and other activities (Becker, 2020; Bordsorf & Araya, 2014; 
Hernes & Metzger, 2017; Kratzer & Ammering, 2019), the findings of 
this paper call into question the way in which the BRs have proliferated 
in Spain to satisfy this sole need to promote tourism. In that regard, the 
Spanish BRs do not meet the expectations raised by the literature on the 
BRs reviewed herein, confirming previous critical research that con-
cludes that BRs are indeed sometimes designated for mere economic 
reasons (Bordsorf & Araya, 2014; Reed & Massie, 2013; Schultz et al., 
2018; Winkler, 2019). 

It seems probable that one of the causes of this bias in favour of 
tourism is that all levels of government have tended to direct their 

policies inexorably towards this sector of the economy. This reflects the 
fact that, in Spain, tourism is considered strategic for economic growth 
and that the public sector has a key role to play in its promotion 
(Cànoves, Blanco-Romero, Vera-Rebollo, & Prat, 2017). Moreover, and 
as evidenced above, Spanish local and provincial councils have 
demonstrated a tendency to "buy" the discourse of various consultancy 
firms that can offer a "BR product" package. Given the prevailing 
competition that exists between territories, the BRs appear to represent a 
differentiated product. This package includes the drafting of the BR 
documents and the management of the dossier in the corresponding 
office in Madrid, which is happy to endorse the bid and submit it to the 
UNESCO headquarters in Paris. 

The evidence acquired in our study also calls into question the 
constant appeal to the concept of "sustainable development". In line with 
conclusions drawn by Potter et al. (2008) and Toledo (2015), it would 
appear that the BRs studied here are helping to strengthen a superficial, 
almost cosmetic, image of sustainable development. In this regard, the 
BRs act as one of the instruments that are constantly seeking to legiti-
mize the concept first introduced at the end of the 1980s and which has 
been subject to continuous opportunistic reconfigurations on the part of 
the institutions. As Bridgewater (2016) and Stoll-Kleemann and 
O’Riordan (2018) point out, the BRs today are now seen as “learning 
sites” for – to quote Reed and Massie (2013) – the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals drawn up in 2015. 

Interestingly, our study reveals that the BRs examined here are not 
perceived as being associated with the additional implementation of 
restrictions in the designated areas. In the broader debate as to whether 
BRs can, in fact, be considered protected natural areas, our findings are 
in line with the claim that they cannot (Reed & Massie, 2013) and 
support the stance taken by the IUCN to exclude them (IUCN, 1978, as 
cited in Dudley, 2008). As such, our results contradict the argument that 
the BRs can be understood as protected natural areas (Gillespie, 2007; 
Hammer, 2007). In Spain, moreover, the problem is not simply an issue 
of transposing the UNESCO concept into the national legislation as the 
literature suggests (Cuong et al., 2017a; Schliep & Stoll-Kleemann, 
2010; UNESCO, 2008), given that, as discussed, a specific Act of the 
Spanish Parliament regulates the country’s BRs and many ACs have 
passed legislation in this same direction (e.g. Act 5/2019 of the Galician 
Parliament). However, in this legislation the BRs are, for legal purposes, 
deemed to be "other protection devices" and, as such, are excluded from 
the statutory list of "protected natural areas". Thus, our study adds to the 
earlier evidence reported by Coetzer, Witkowski, & Erasmus (2014), 
Cuong, Dart, Dudley, & Hockings, (2017a), Price (2017), Schultz et al. 
(2018) and Stoll-Kleeman and O’Riordan (2017) regarding the gap be-
tween "the theory" as applied to BRs at the world scale and their 
development in each specific case. Moreover, the practicalities of the 
implementation of the BRs studied here, as evidenced in the results 
section of this paper, might match the emerging notion of OECMs as 
developed by the IUCN/WCPA (2018, 2019). However, it is too early to 
empirically verify this potential correspondence given the novelty of 
their conceptualisation. 

Furthermore, our findings call into question the assumption made by 
Cuong et al. (2017b) that the BRs designated post-Seville tend to 
perform better than those designated pre-Seville. Indeed, all five of our 
case studies correspond to BRs designated post-Seville and none satisfies 
the conditions proposed by Stoll-Kleemann and Welp (2008) for 
considering a BR to be successful. Potentially, this conclusion is trans-
ferable to all Spanish BRs, if we consider that 73% were designated post- 
Seville. 

Our results suggest, among other reasons, that the local population 
tends to reject the BRs because they contain the name "reserve" in their 
title. As Wallner et al., 2007 and Pool-Stanvliet (2014) report, a "reserve" 
can be considered the highest-rank of nature protection in the interna-
tional arena in terms of the restrictions it imposes (see also Depraz, 
2008, and Dudley, 2008). Our findings, as such, call into question the 
suitability of the "biosphere reserve" label and strengthen the idea of 
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Pool-Stanvliet (2014), Schultz et al. (2018) and Stoll-Kleemann and 
O’Riordan (2018) that alternatives, such as "biosphere landscape", 
"biosphere region", or even "sustainable region", are more appropriate. 
In fact, the goals of the post-Seville BRs are more closely aligned with the 
idea of a "region" as a social construct (Paasi & Metzger, 2017), while the 
current conceptualization of "landscape", incorporating the local people 
and their impact (Mitchell, 1996), would appear to be a more pertinent 
notion to capture in any label applied to these territories today. Thus, we 
believe that the conceptual transformation ushered in with the Seville 
Strategy (UNESCO, 1996) should have been accompanied by a broad 
reconfiguration of the BRs, including an appropriate name change, 
especially as we currently face a very different set of circumstances to 
those associated with an outdated name that responds to the hopes and 
desires of the 1970s. 

Many of those interviewed herein understand that the BR is a 
designation that has been imposed from above – the local population 
having little say –, thus confirming Stoll-Kleemann and Welp (2008, p. 
168) claim that BRs frequently entail “outside intervention”. Yet, this is 
not a practice unique to Spain, as Winkler (2019) has reported. How-
ever, our paper makes a notable addition to this literature by reporting 
evidence of the fact that in Spain the BRs have been the object of a 
particular geopolitical clash. Although, in theory, the ACs have admin-
istrative responsibility for environmental protection and management 
(Aja, 2014; Mulero, 2002; Troitiño et al., 2005), the Spanish Govern-
ment has been reluctant to relinquish its powers in this domain and so 
have resorted to the designation of BRs, among other strategies. This is 
evident in the responses of the interviewees, especially those of Portu-
guese origin, who observe these practices as outsiders, although it is also 
apparent in some of the metaphors used to describe the ACs Govern-
ments’ perception of the BRs (a “Trojan horse” AN_51 in the words of 
one). Clearly, the clash in this policy area is consistent with Spain’s 
internal geopolitics today, which are in increasing turmoil and the 
subject of growing research attention (see Paül & Trillo-Santamaría, 
2022 for a state-of-the-art in this respect). Indeed, Aja (2014) warned 
that the ACs’ competences in relation to environmental policies could 
easily be blurred with those of the Spanish Government. Additionally, 
Casado (2018) recognises that the country is undergoing a general 
process of “recentralisation” of its environmental policies and, as we 
have shown here, the BRs are a specific instance in this respect. 

Another geopolitical body of interest here are the provincial coun-
cils: a tier of government that has found its powers compromised 
somewhat since the devolution of responsibilities to the Governments of 
the ACs in the early 1980s (Burgueño, 2011). These councils have ten-
ded to make up for their formal absence of competences – beyond, that 
is, their generic powers for supra-municipal cooperation as recognised 
under Spanish legislation (Act 7/1985) – by investing in new ambiguous 
devices such as the BRs, understood, as discussed above, as a means of 
boosting tourism. In this way, the BRs have come to constitute another 
means by which the provincial councils can justify their own existence, 
in what becomes a kind of self-feeding spiral. Moreover, the provincial 
councils are funded by the Spanish Government which, in this way, 
acquires a presence in the territory that can act as a counterweight to the 
power of the ACs (Burgueño, 2011), reinforcing further the ideas dis-
cussed above. It is evident how the Provincial Council of Lugo has 
created and maintains the Ancares Lucenses BR, but also how the Pro-
vincial Council of Zamora involves itself in the Meseta Ibérica BR via the 
ZASNET EGTC and the Provincial Council of Leon concerns itself with 
the Ancares Leoneses BR (annual lines of funding and cooperation with 
the municipalities and the County Council of Bierzo). In Leon and Lugo 
there are other BRs (another three in Lugo and six in Leon) – not studied 
empirically here – but managed by the same provincial councils in the 
case of the six in Leon and of one of those in Lugo, as well as in several 
other provinces of Spain (Fig. 2). The case of Lugo is especially notable, 
since today almost the entire province has been declared a BR (81,3 % of 
its territory). According to the interviewees, these BRs, ironically, tend 
to be better financed than those administered by the devolved ACs 

Governments, who, despite their powers of environmental protection 
and management (Aja, 2014; Mulero, 2002; Troitiño et al., 2005), do not 
embrace them so enthusiastically for the reasons outlined above. 

Finally, our study highlights the precarious situation of the BRs 
studied. The deficiencies identified in the case studies are in line with 
those previously pointed out by Durand (2010), Kratzer (2018b), 
Matysek, Stratford, & Kriwoken (2006), Pool-Stanvliet (2014), and Stoll- 
Kleemann and O’Riordan (2018). However, some of the dysfunctions 
identified here are notable because of their particular severity, above all, 
the lack of managers for long periods or the fact that some of these 
managers cannot dedicate all their time to a given BR. This situation 
contrasts with that described by authors such as Kratzer and Ammering 
(2019) who identify successful BRs with dozens of people on their 
payroll. Moreover, the interviewees’ appreciation of the work under-
taken by the BRs falls well short of the lines of action established in their 
respective action plans or strategies. From the outset, as we highlight in 
the results section, the interviewees are generally unaware of the exis-
tence of the BRs, or they consider them to be irrelevant. Ironically, this 
perception contrasts with the written statements making up each of the 
five documents (Consorcio de la Reserva de la Biosfera de los Ancares 
Leoneses, 2011; Gobierno del Principado de Asturias & Xunta de Galicia, 
2017; Ramil et al., 2013; Reza & Pereira, 2009; ZASNET AECT, 2015), in 
which a broad agenda of actions, proposals and even specific in-
vestments is set out, including how they propose disseminating their 
work among the local population and ensuring their active participa-
tion. In the specific case of the Río Eo, Oscos e Terras de Burón BR, the 
comment of one respondent – “We have no money to begin to do any-
thing” (EO_54) – stands out, if we contrast it with the actual budget for 
the action plan contracted by the AC Governments of Asturias and 
Galicia Gobierno del Principado de Asturias & Xunta de Galicia (2017: 
34-81), which amounts to 66,417,655.36 euros. Thus, somewhat ironi-
cally, policymakers in this area seek to create BRs but, once they have 
been designated, they fail to provide them with adequate resources. 

7. Conclusions 

This study has provided valuable insights into the prodigious mo-
mentum acquired by Spain’s BRs, for which two specific underlying 
motives have been detected: one is geopolitical, in the context of the 
constant conflicts between the Spanish Government and the devolved 
ACs, and is particular to Spain; the other, related to the prominent role 
conceded to tourism in justifying the BRs, is shared with other countries, 
but in Spain it attains a particular intensity. As a result of these two 
factors, Spain’s BRs remain largely consigned to the rhetorical dimen-
sion, being ambiguous devices, very different, that is, from what 
UNESCO and the academic community would have us believe them to 
be. In this regard, this study enables us to incorporate a new, critical 
perspective, one that is quite distinct from that afforded by the 
descriptive, and on many occasions self-indulgent, publications pro-
moted by the Spanish Network of Biosphere Reserves (e.g. Ramírez- 
García, 2018; RERB, 2015, 2019) as constituted under Act 42/2007, and 
as such dependent on the Spanish Ministry of the Environment. This 
article also complements publications that, although interesting, focus 
their attention on analysing numerical indicators (Castaño-Quintero, 
Gil-Cerezo, Galán, & Domínguez-Vilches, 2019). Indeed, our study 
employing qualitative techniques allows more profound questions to 
emerge as a result of the analysis of personal testimonies directly related 
to the processes that operate in particular contexts. 

In short, this paper concludes that the BRs are simply political and 
economic products that have little in common with the theoretical 
environmental and sustainable development dimensions described in 
the UNESCO framework on BRs. In this sense, and despite the theoretical 
appropriacy of the tools of the WNBR at the global scale, there is a clear 
need for more detailed research on how BRs with such different char-
acteristics can form part of the same world network. 

More specifically, future research needs to focus on other Spanish 
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case studies, beyond the five examined here, in order to determine if the 
conclusions reported in this paper are fully transferable to Spain’s BRs as 
a whole. Having said that, our five case studies appear to be fairly typical 
of the overall set of 53 Spanish BRs and, moreover, all five were desig-
nated post-Seville (in common, that is, with 73% of Spanish BRs), which 
suggests our findings are potentially transferrable. Indeed, our five case 
studies constitute a creditable addition to previous academic research on 
Spanish BRs, which includes essentially the work reported by Schultz 
et al. (2018), who focused their attention on a National Park (Doñana) 
and three island BRs, all being designated pre-Seville, whose respective 
island councils have shown great commitment to sustainable develop-
ment (Minorca, El Hierro and La Palma, the latter also including a Na-
tional Park). 

In addition, the research reported here allows us to make a number of 
recommendations that might be of potential use to the MAB Programme. 
We believe they should i) seek to stem the indiscriminate proliferation of 
the BRs, and prioritize quality; ii) monitor the more than 700 BRs that 
currently exist, and verify their real impact on the ground in terms of 
sustainable development; iii) consider seriously the need for a change of 
name so as to disassociate the concept of the BR from the notion of a 
"reserve", as discussed in this paper; and iv) reorganize and consolidate 
the resulting WNBR, providing all BRs with a degree of coherence and 
regulating their functions at the global scale. Only in this way will it be 
possible to ensure that BRs can serve as a useful device and face the 
major challenges posed by climate change, sustainability and the loss of 
biodiversity. 

To conclude, the boast that Spain is “currently […] the number one 
country in BRs” (MI_2) should not be read as positive per se, but rather, 
as we have shown, it highlights an extremely problematic set of cir-
cumstances. Indeed, we believe there is sufficient evidence in this paper 
for UNESCO to think twice before accepting any more bids originating 
from Spain. Moreover, the effectiveness of the checks and controls that 
UNESCO operates – specifically, the periodic review (Ferreira et al., 
2018; Price et al., 2010) – needs careful examination. Perhaps mecha-
nisms such as the mid-term self-evaluation, the process of excellence and 
the exit strategy, all of which were the subject of recent discussions at 
the 33rd session of the International Co-ordinating Council of the MAB 
Programme (held in Abuja in 2021), will, in the future, provide greater 
control and enhance the credibility of the WNBR. We have also 
confirmed a general disengagement between the BRs and the local 
arena. Reed (2016, p. 46), for example, refers to the fact that BRs operate 
in relative “obscurity”, in the sense that they are out of kilter with the 
aspirations of local communities. But quite possibly we can also 
conclude that this “obscurity” of operations extends to other political 
levels beyond the local scale and includes both national and interna-
tional institutions. 
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Caracterización y dinámicas de los sectores productivos en el territorio: evolución, 
cambios y nuevas realidades en el modelo turístico. In J. Farinós, & J. Olcina (Eds.), 
Geografía Regional de España. Espacio y comunidades (pp. 233–290). Universitat de 
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Reservas de la Biosfera. Informe socio-económico 2012-2015. Organismo Autónomo 
Parques Nacionales. Retrieved from http://rerb.oapn.es/images//PDF_publicaciones 
/socioeconomia_RERB_2012-2015.pdf Accessed December 20, 2021. 

Reza, J.B., Pereira, H.M. (Dirs.) (2009). Propuesta para la creación de la Reserva de la 
Biosfera Transfronteriza Gerês/Xurés. Xunta de Galicia/Instituto da Conservação da 
Natureza e da Biodiversidade. 

Ryan, J., Silvanto, S., & Seitz, V. (2013). The promotion of UNESCO biosphere reserves as 
tourist destinations: A preliminary examination of trends and implications. 
International Journal of Business and Globalisation, 10(3), 309–324. https://doi.org/ 
10.1504/IJBG.2013.052990 

Schliep, R., & Stoll-Kleemann, S. (2010). Assessing Governance of Biosphere Reserves in 
Central Europe. Land Use Policy, 27(3), 917–927. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
landusepol.2009.12.005 
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protegidas: un análisis de tres reservas de la biosfera en la interfaz entre Galicia, 
Asturias y León. Boletín de la Asociación de Geógrafos Españoles, (86)https://doi.org/ 
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