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The indigenous Kuna people of Panama are in a period of change. With the resource pressures incurred 

from the export market on lobster and other marine stocks in the waters of the Comarca Kuna Yala (the semi-

autonomous area the Kuna control), and a lack of marine resource management strategies, there is growing 

concern about the sustainability of marine resource extraction in Kuna Yala. Concurrently, globalization 

pressures are increasingly being felt on Kuna culture. These changes have the potential to greatly impact both 

the Kuna and their environment. Appropriate cultural organization and environmental management is needed in 

order to direct this change in a manner that is positive to the communities and their stakeholders. The Kuna are 

considering and implementing a variety of marine resource management strategies, although little research has 

been done on community perception of such activities. The success of development projects is synonymous with 

the support of the implicated individuals. In our research, we use two modern environmental management 

decision-making techniques focused on public participation, with the goal of providing useful information for 

future development of policies that will be both appropriate and effective.  

To achieve the goal of assessing community perceptions, we have used modified versions of the public 

participation process outlined by a Millennium Ecosystem Assessment subgroup with Evans and others in “Field 

Guide to the future: Four ways for communities to think ahead”. We interviewed four groups of stakeholders in 

the community of Ukupseni: Older Women, Youth (Young mothers, Young women, Young men), Western-

educated Individuals (Doctors, NGOs, Teachers), and Fisherman/Lobster-catchers. These interviews were 

conducted over three visits between January and April 2007. The perspectives of these groups were analyzed to 

construct five figurative representatives of results: a Group Vision Summary, a Vision Composition 

Comparison, a Developed Scenario Matrix, a Developed Scenario and Associated Visions Matrix, and a 

Stakeholder Influence Analysis.  

We found much variability in the issues highlighted by different interviewed groups. Some groups 

focused a vision towards a return to a more traditional lifestyle, while others positively emphasized a mass 

exodus. Most stressed an importance on cultural continuity alongside education, however there was significant 

divergence how either the environment and external market should be implicated in their community.  

The interview responses from each group were used to construct what we are referring to as Developed 

Scenarios. These scenarios are displayed in a matrix of the interacting factors “Management Strategy” and 

“Community Focus”. The matrix allows for comparison scenario features. These four resulting scenarios were 

labeled: “Self-sufficient Eden”, “Global Kuna”, “Return to the Past”, and “Business as Usual”. Different groups’ 

ideal visions were then categorized into the scenarios which best represented their views. We found that the 

older women desired the “Return to the Past” scenario; young men, young women with children and western-

educated individuals desired the “Global Kuna” scenario, and fisherman/lobster-catchers preferred a “Business 

as Usual” path.  

These results demonstrate the divergence and convergence of perspectives on the future of development 

in the community. They emphasize how different community groups would like to see management strategies 

and community efforts change. Our research suggests that the community is at a crossroads in terms of deciding 

how to develop strategies for the future that work for and with it most coherently. A notable divergence was 

found between how most of the community sees environmental problems and how those implementing resource 

management plans, such as NGOs, see these problems. The community focused on the social dimension 

whereas decision-makers emphasized a biological dimension. While there were certainly conflicts in visions of 

desirable futures, there were also significant commonalities between all stakeholders. 

Decisions regarding resource management are most effective when the hopes, fears, and aspirations 

those affected are included in development. The community is in a period of change. The majority of 

interviewed groups described ideal futures different than the present situation, implying a desired shift from a 

reactive management strategy to one that is more proactive. There is community motivation for change, which 

will support initiatives that develop paths towards their ideal visions. The first step towards achieving 

management strategies that are effective and appropriate is to consider the results of a process such as the one 

we have undertaken in Ukupseni.  
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Executive Summary 

 
The indigenous Kuna people of Panama are in a period of change. With the resource pressures incurred 

from the export market on lobster and other marine stocks in the waters of the Comarca Kuna Yala (the semi-

autonomous area the Kuna control), and a lack of marine resource management strategies, there is growing 

concern about the sustainability of marine resource extraction in Kuna Yala. Concurrently, globalization 

pressures are increasingly being felt on Kuna culture. These changes have the potential to greatly impact both 

the Kuna and their environment. Appropriate cultural organization and environmental management is needed in 

order to direct this change in a manner that is positive to the communities and their stakeholders. The Kuna are 

considering and implementing a variety of marine resource management strategies, although little research has 

been done on community perception of such activities. The success of development projects is synonymous with 

the support of the implicated individuals. In our research, we use two modern environmental management 

decision-making techniques focused on public participation, with the goal of providing useful information for 

future development of policies that will be both appropriate and effective.  

To achieve the goal of assessing community perceptions, we have used modified versions of the public 

participation process outlined by a Millennium Ecosystem Assessment subgroup with Evans and others in “Field 

Guide to the future: Four ways for communities to think ahead”. We interviewed four groups of stakeholders in 

the community of Ukupseni: Older Women, Youth (Young mothers, Young women, Young men), Western-

educated Individuals (Doctors, NGOs, Teachers), and Fisherman/Lobster-catchers. These interviews were 

conducted over three visits between January and April 2007. The perspectives of these groups were analyzed to 

construct five figurative representatives of results: a Group Vision Summary, a Vision Composition 

Comparison, a Developed Scenario Matrix, a Developed Scenario and Associated Visions Matrix, and a 

Stakeholder Influence Analysis.  

We found much variability in the issues highlighted by different interviewed groups. Some groups 

focused a vision towards a return to a more traditional lifestyle, while others positively emphasized a mass 

exodus. Most stressed an importance on cultural continuity alongside education, however there was significant 

divergence how either the environment and external market should be implicated in their community.  

The interview responses from each group were used to construct what we are referring to as Developed 

Scenarios. These scenarios are displayed in a matrix of the interacting factors “Management Strategy” and 

“Community Focus”. The matrix allows for comparison scenario features. These four resulting scenarios were 

labeled: “Self-sufficient Eden”, “Global Kuna”, “Return to the Past”, and “Business as Usual”. Different groups’ 

ideal visions were then categorized into the scenarios which best represented their views. We found that the 

older women desired the “Return to the Past” scenario; young men, young women with children and western-

educated individuals desired the “Global Kuna” scenario, and fisherman/lobster-catchers preferred a “Business 

as Usual” path.  

These results demonstrate the divergence and convergence of perspectives on the future of development 

in the community. They emphasize how different community groups would like to see management strategies 

and community efforts change. Our research suggests that the community is at a crossroads in terms of deciding 

how to develop strategies for the future that work for and with it most coherently. A notable divergence was 

found between how most of the community sees environmental problems and how those implementing resource 

management plans, such as NGOs, see these problems. The community focused on the social dimension 

whereas decision-makers emphasized a biological dimension. While there were certainly conflicts in visions of 

desirable futures, there were also significant commonalities between all stakeholders. 

Decisions regarding resource management are most effective when the hopes, fears, and aspirations 

those affected are included in development. The community is in a period of change. The majority of 

interviewed groups described ideal futures different than the present situation, implying a desired shift from a 

reactive management strategy to one that is more proactive. There is community motivation for change, which 

will support initiatives that develop paths towards their ideal visions. The first step towards achieving 

management strategies that are effective and appropriate is to consider the results of a process such as the one 

we have undertaken in Ukupseni.  

Resumen Ejecutivo 

 
El pueblo indígena Kuna de Panamá está en un periodo de cambio. Con los presiones resultando de la 

exportación de langostas y otros recursos marinos de la Comarca Kuna Yala (la área semi-autónoma controlado 



por los Kunas), y una falta de estrategias de gestión medio ambiental, hay una preocupación creciente con 

respeto al uso no sostenible de recursos marinos en la Comarca. Al mismo tiempo, se sientan todavía mas los 

presiones mundiales sobre la cultura Kuna. Esos cambios tienen la potencial de afectar mucho a los Kunas y su 

medio ambiente.  Organización cultural y gestión de recursos apropiadas son necesarias para hacer de este 

cambio algo de positiva para el pueblo y los varios tenedores de apuestas. Los Kunas consideran e implementan 

ahora varias estrategias de gestión de recursos marinos, pero no hay estudios sobre la percepción de las 

comunidades sobre esas actividades. En nuestro estudio, usamos dos técnicas modernas para tomar decisiones 

de gestión del medio ambiente con un foco en la participación pública. Eso sirve a ayudar la construcción futuro 

de políticas que serían apropiadas y efectivas.  

 Para realizar la meta de determinar las percepciones de la comunidad de Ukupseni, usábamos versiones 

modificadas del proceso de participación publica esbozado para un grupo secundario del “Milliennium 

Ecosystem Assessment” por Evans y otros en el documento “Field Guide to the future: Four ways for 

communities to think ahead”. Entrevistábamos cuatro grupos de tenedores de apuestas en la comunidad de 

Ukupseni: Mujeres mayores, Jóvenes (mujeres con hijos, sin hijos, y hombres jóvenes), Personas con educación 

occidental (Doctores, ONGs, Maestras/Maestros), y Pescadores/Buscadores. Realizábamos esas entrevistas 

durante tres visitas a la comunidad entre Enero y Abril de 2007. Las perspectivas de la comunidad fueron 

analizadas para construir cinco figuras representando los resultados: Un Resumen de Visiones Grupos, una 

comparación de la Composición de Visiones, una Matriz de Escenarios Desarrollados, una Matriz de Escenarios 

Desarrollados y Visiones Asociadas, y un Análisis de Influencia de Tenedores de Apuestas. 
 

 Al dentro de la comunidad de Ukupseni, encontrábamos mucha variabilidad en las preocupaciones de 

diferentes grupos. Algunos grupos centraron sus visiones en un regreso a estilos de vida tradicionales, mientras 

otros enfatizaban positivamente un éxodo masivo. La mayoría acentuaron la importancia de continuidad cultural 

al lado de la educación, pero no había acuerdo sobre el papel que el medio ambiente o la economía externa 

deberían tener en la comunidad.   
 Usábamos las repuestas de entrevistas en un análisis más formal de escenarios posibles. Esos escenarios 

fueron construidos como una matriz de los factores claves de “Estrategia de Gestión” y “Foco de la 

Comunidad”. La matriz facilita la comparación de las características de escenarios. Los cuatros escenarios son 

“Edén Autosuficiente”, “Kunas Globales”, “Regreso al Pasado”, y “Continuación como Ahora”. Las visiones 

ideales fueron clasificadas dentro del escenario desarrollado que mejor representa sus característicos. 

Descubríamos que las mujeres mayores deseaban el “Regreso al Pasado”; jóvenes (hombres y mujeres con 

niños) y personas con educación occidental deseaban el escenario “Kunas Globales”, y los 

pescadores/buscadores una “Continuación como ahora”. 

 Estos resultados demuestran la divergencia y convergencia de perspectivas sobre el futuro de desarrollo 

en la comunidad. Sugerían que la comunidad esta a una cruce en cuanto de decidir cómo desarrollar estrategias 

por el futuro que trabajan con y por la comunidad coherentemente. Encontrábamos una divergencia entre la vista 

de la mayoría de la comunidad y la vista de personas quienes implementan planes de gestión de recursos sobre 

problemas ambientales. La comunidad enfocaba sobre la dimensión social mientras las personas tomando 

decisiones enfatizaban la dimensión biológica. Mientras hay seguramente conflictos en las visiones de futuros 

deseados, hay también unas convergencias importantes entre todos los tenedores de apuestas.  

 Decisiones sobre la gestión de recursos son más efectivas cuando las esperanzas, miedos, y aspiraciones 

de las personas afectadas están incluidos en su diseño. La comunidad está en un periodo de cambio. La mayoría 

de grupos entrevistados describieron futuros ideales diferentes de lo que hay en el presente, lo que implica un 

cambio de una estrategia de gestión reactiva hasta una estrategia más preactiva. Hay motivación en la 

comunidad para cambiar, que apoyará iniciativas que ofrecen senderos a sus visiones ideales. La primera etapa 

para alcanzar estrategias de gestión efectivas y apropiadas es de considerar resultados de un proceso como lo 

que emprendimos en Ukupseni. 



Internship Details 
 
The host institution facilitating this project was the Fundación Dobbo Yala. 

Address: 

Urb. Linares, Nvo. Reparto El Carmen, Casa Nº 13 -B-  

Apartado Postal Nº 0816 - 04014, Zona 3, Panamá, Rep. de Panamá  

Telephone: (507) 261-7229 

Fax: (507) 261-6347  

Email: dobbo@cableonda.net 

 

Dobbo Yala is an indigenous-run not-for-profit non-governmental organization whose mandate 

is to “encourage initiatives within indigenous communities in order to implement development and 

conservation projects, to strengthen and consolidate social structures and traditions, and to work 

towards alternative, autonomous economies. We strive to conserve the cultures and traditions of the 

indigenous people of Panama, as well as the environments that make that possible.”
1
 They have a 

history of activity throughout the semi-autonomous Comarca Kuna Yala ranging from land-claims 

activity to conservation of traditional medicinal plant knowledge to ethnoecotourism projects. They 

have also hosted interns from McGill University for the past 9 years. 

 

Number of equivalent full days spent on the project in Panama: 44 total 

 

Of which full days spent in the field: 21 

 

We would like to thank the following people who were indispensable to the success of our research 

project: 

Sr. Luis Layans and his wife, for unfailing energy and logistical aid in the community of Ukupseni; 

Ms. Ciara Raudsepp-Hearne for help with analysis and structure of the paper. 

 

 

Who McGill should send a thank you note to: 

La Fundación Dobbo Yala (see contact information above) 

Sr. Luis Layans: Playón Chico, San Blas, Republica de Panamá. 
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Introduction 
 

The indigenous Kuna of Panama find themselves in a period of change. With the resource 

pressures caused by the export of lobster from the waters of Kuna Yala (the semi-autonomous province 

of Panama they control), and a lack of environmental management strategies, the livelihoods of many 

community members are threatened. Concurrently, globalization pressures are endangering the 

conservation of their culture. This transition has the potential to impact both the Kuna and their 

environment. Appropriate cultural organization and environmental management is needed in order to 

direct this change in a manner that is positive to the community and its stakeholders. The objective of 

our research is to formalize community visions with clear diagrammatic representations. We use two 

modern environmental management decision-making techniques to aid future policy construction that 

would be both appropriate and effective. This paper involves an opening literature review to situate the 

importance and purpose of our research. We will address the methodology used, our results, and then 

proceed into a discussion of our results and analyses along with their possible implications. In our 

discussion we will also present certain considerations for decision-makers, and possible 

recommendations from our research. We will conclude by considering the role that this type of 

research has in both indigenous management and in the future, and the importance of such findings.  

 

 

Literature Review 
 
Situating Kuna Adaptation in a Modern, Global Context 
 

Panama is a developing country of diverse indigenous communities across a small area. It is 

geographically a small country located in the isthmus which connects Central and South America with 

a population just over 3 million people and a land area of approximately 76,000 km
2
 (CIA 2007). Of 

the nearly 3.2 million people living in Panama close to 250,000 people belong to an indigenous group, 

although only 160,000 indigenous people live on their respective Comarcas (Wagua 2006; CGR 2005).  

 

The Kuna are an indigenous group in Panama who collectively own and run the Comarca Kuna 

Yala (Kuna Land District). All natural resources in the Comarca are communally-owned. The 

population of Kuna is uncertain due to census difficulties and due to the uncertain numbers of Kuna 

living outside the Comarca. The number of Kuna in the Comarca in 2000 was approximately 32,500 

(Panama Census 2000). The study site is a small island called Ukupseni. The population of Ukupseni 

went from 1178 to 1898 people from 1960-1996 (Sandner, 2000). In 2000 the population was 1886 

people but these numbers can be deceiving based on the number of Kuna that leave temporarily to do 

work in the city (Panama Census 2000).  

 

The Comarca Kuna Yala is a long, thin strip of land located on the coastal Caribbean side of 

Panama (Figure 1, Appendix). See Figure 2 for the location of the island of Ukupseni in the Comarca 

Kuna Yala. 

 

Kuna in Panama hold a double-edged sword in their autonomous control over their Comarcas. 

In effect the Kuna have had control over the province of San Blas since the 1920s (EIU 2006). While it 

is regarded as beneficial for indigenous groups throughout Latin America to have political autonomy 

of their land, communities and resources, “to a very great extent being indigenous [remains] 

synonymous with poverty” (Wolf et al 1994). Panamanian indigenous peoples, in the Darien and Kuna 



Yala in particular, experience exceptional rates of malnourishment and infant mortality, alongside a 

slowly climbing rate of literacy, with almost all indigenous people in Panama (95%) falling below the 

poverty line (Vakis & Lindert 2000; World Bank 2000). In a 1995 study in the community of 

Ukupseni, Alvarado refers to data from the “Instituto de Nutricion” that identifies 70% of the 

population of Ukupseni as undernourished (p. 32). While the Kuna have power over their Comarca, 

their quality of life in relation to human development standards is low. 

 

The Panamanian government, despite World Bank recommendations, has been resistant to 

provide investment support to its indigenous populations. There is little motivation to providing funds 

or plans to such politically powerless groups (Snow 1998). This lack of implementation is leaving 

indigenous communities in a situation of having to pursue supportive means. This most commonly 

involves engagement in the open market (Snow 1998). Whilst this has proven disastrous for the 

cultural strength of indigenous groups in the past, modern development strategies are attempting to 

harmlessly integrate indigenous groups into the motions of globalization without threatening 

disintegration (Snow 1998). The political autonomy of the Kuna Comarca provides this group with the 

opportunity to make appropriate decisions on all levels, including the influence of world trade and the 

impacts of human development.  

 

The effects of globalization are being experienced among all of Latin America’s indigenous 

groups. Those in Central America tend to live in areas rich in natural resources and are therefore often 

in the midst of globalization pressures from outside interests (Bell 2004). Some communities are 

willingly integrating into the global market economy (Snow 1998), while others are being forced to 

participate in it by what is described as a “Second Conquest” (Houghten & Bell 2004). Whilst 

indigenous ancestors faced the struggle of western colonization in centuries past, they currently 

confront a threat of assimilation under the guise of globalization (Houghten & Bell 2004). The Kuna 

face the challenge of both incorporating the beneficial aspects of globalization while retaining what 

they consider to be integral parts of their culture. 

 

 

Ecosystem Service Management 
 

Humanity is ultimately dependant on ecosystem services. Food from the land and ocean are 

examples of services that we receive from the processes of the biosphere (MA 2005). Yet strategies to 

render ecosystem services often leave environments vulnerable towards their collapse and loss 

(Holling & Meffe 1996). Methods of management tend to overlook the interconnections of ecosystems 

and typically focus on one service at a time (Tscharntke et al 2005). Augmenting the productivity of 

one ecosystem, tends to cause the decline in the health of others by decreasing adaptability to 

disturbance (Holling & Meffe 1996; Tscharntke et al 2005). Present Adaptive Management strategies 

which incorporate both scientific and social contributions hold promise in creating sustainable resource 

use, but remain very novel (McLain & Lee 2005).  

 

 While strategies to manage ecosystem services in and of themselves are challenging in their 

novelty, decision-making that is both democratically and scientifically solid is perhaps even more so. 

Good environmental decision-making relies on complicated interactions between different social, 

economic and ecological factors (Antunes et al 2000). While in the past, environmental policy-making 

did not focus on public participation, present strategies intend to establish stronger linkages between 

stakeholder participation and science (Gregory 2000). Approaches to initiating this process, however, 

are still in development and testing.  

 



 Often when faced with complicated issues based on factors ranging from ecological dynamics 

to social conditions, it can be very difficult for individuals or small groups such as communities to 

make well-informed and thoughtful decisions on their own. Consequently, external facilitation in 

decision-making is necessary, although such a process can remain challenging even for experienced 

facilitators (McDaniels et al 1999). Nonetheless, despite logistical and conceptual challenges, public 

participation is regarded as a fundamental part of the evolving process of environmental decision-

making.  

  

 In the past, consensus construction was considered the epitome of success for citizen 

participation in policy making. Any consensus which reduced the potential for stakeholder conflict was 

seen as resulting in the most legitimate decision. This decision was reached by researchers who took 

the role of decision-maker after inquiring into the concerns of those involved (Gregory 2000). Often 

such decisions were made using quantitative valuation methods. The current construction of 

environmental policies is seen as needing to have improved communication about all stakeholders’ 

concerns and patterns of thinking. Such methods work towards multidimensional environmental 

policies which consider a diversity of perspectives (Gregory 2000). Despite the complications of public 

involvement, it is ethically justified. Fiorino (1990) delineates three fundamental rationales that justify 

incorporating public participation in decision-making: normative, substantive, and instrumental. 

Normative rationale stresses the principle that policy-makers need to obtain the consent of citizens, 

who have the right to meaningfully participate in the decision-making process. Substantive regards 

wisdom relevant to decision-making as not limited to scientists. Finally, instrumental participation 

considers the increased policy efficacy when it involves broad public support (McDaniels 1999). Based 

on all these rationales, public participation is increasingly being incorporated in environmental 

decision-making processes. 

 

 Methods or means of public involvement are as diverse as the perspectives that they are 

intended to reflect. In the community of environmental decision-making, public participation 

methodology often incorporates value-focused thinking (Gregory 2000). These strategies 

constructively consider a myriad of possible futures so as to determine their value and the valuation of 

different factors which affect these futures. A recently developed method is the one outlined by Kristen 

Evans and others in “Field Guide to the Future: four ways for communities to think ahead”. This 

methodology involves community stakeholder group participation in a process of constructing possible 

futures and considering their implications. In this methodology, which was used in the Millennium 

Ecosystem Assessment (MA), coordinators work with communities to construct scenarios, projections, 

visions, and pathways to aid in visualization of possibilities. This can contribute to better-informed 

decision-making. Regardless of the specific methodology used, the purpose of public participation is to 

contribute to the development of management strategies which will be adaptive, sustainable, and both 

culturally and economically appropriate.  

 

 

Management in the Indigenous Context  
 

Indigenous communities dependant on natural resources often face specific problems when 

confronted with the development of environmental management plans. There are many stakeholders in 

such circumstances (Evans et al 2007). They often feel the pressure of outside markets on their 

resources (Snow 1998) and are in a state of cultural response to these influences (Evans et al 2007). 

Such communities tend to be particularly vulnerable to changes in the health of the environment upon 

which they depend. Concurrently, they most often have little formal education, situated in isolated 

areas with high rates of poverty. Despite this vulnerability, the concerns and perspectives of local 



communities are often not considered in environmental policy-making. Community-centred policy-

making and management often results in the most accepted and sustainable situation (Evans et al. 

2007). Another factor in management in the context of indigenous groups is that many indigenous 

groups collectively own and manage natural resources, a situation which western management policies, 

traditionally focused on private ownership, are not necessarily suited to deal with. 

Environmental conservation and indigenous rights have long been linked in western 

conceptions of management. Indigenous people have often been portrayed in anthropological literature 

as “ecologically noble savages”. In this view, indigenous people act to preserve the environment out of 

some noble although irrationally-based urge. This view has been questioned, not just for its discredited 

and offensive perception of indigenous peoples as incapable of rational action, but more for the fact 

that it has become clear that indigenous methods of resource management are not always sustainable 

(for more discussion see Krech, 2000 & Krech, 2005). The issue remains a debated one. Aside from 

cultural fundamentals to resource management, indigenous groups often lack the logistical resources to 

enact the most appropriate and accepted management plan. This issue is definitely relevant in the case 

of the Kuna people in the Comarca Kuna Yala (Kuna Land District), Panama, who own and manage all 

their resources with relatively little federal government influence. While the Kuna have undeniably 

enacted many successful natural resource management initiatives, in a 2000 study on marine resource 

use in Kuna Yala, Sandner concluded that the Kuna “do not have an effective system of sustainable use 

of marine resources” (translation, p.84). Sandner suggested that marine resources in Kuna Yala were at 

risk of suffering the “tragedy of the commons” since the Kuna do not have the cultural basis nor the 

physical means to regulate use of their marine resources to ensure sustainability (2000).  

 

 

The Kuna and Marine Resources 
  

Cultural view of marine resources 

 

The Kuna have not always lived in the area that is the current Comarca Kuna Yala. In fact, their 

movement to the coastal area and islands only began in the mid-nineteenth century (Ventocilla et al., 

1995). Wassén, in 1949, classified the Kuna as “not originally sea-minded” (p.25) while Ventocilla et 

al. asserted that Kuna culture remains strongly rooted in terrestrial environments and subsistence 

activities such as agriculture as recently as 1995. While the Kuna see what westerners call “natural 

resources” as items inextricably tied to certain spiritual and cultural values, marine resources have 

much less spiritual and cultural significance than terrestrial ones (Sandner, 2000, p.15). In Kuna 

mythology, “The ocean was […] formed when Tad Ibe cut the “tree of salt” […] and [as part of this 

mythology] the ocean is present in certain taboos. But its presence seems distanced from the woods, 

the rivers and the mountains of the mainland and there are no or almost no “kalumar” [sites inhabited 

by specific spirits] in marine areas” (translation, Sandner 2000, p.15). Alvarado, in a 1995 study in 

Kuna Yala, found that resources were seen as given by God and thus not exhaustible. More 

specifically, Sandner describes a Kuna legend in which a tube exists by which God puts animals into 

the ocean from the land, thus implying that the creatures of the sea are inexhaustible (2000, p.85). This 

view applies not only to what humans take from the ocean but also what they put into it: in an 

interview, a Kuna teacher described how in the view of the Kuna, “the ocean is infinite and will take 

away the garbage, for this reason they do not see any problem with contamination” (translation, 

Sandner, 2000, p.78). This view has no doubt contributed to an awareness of terrestrial ecosystem 

vulnerability which has led to more careful management than that applied to marine resources. 

 

Social dimension of the extraction of marine resources 

 



Marine resource extraction among the Kuna is almost exclusively the domain of men (Sandner, 

2000, López, 2007, personal comm.). This was not necessarily always the case. While Sandner quotes 

Tice (1995) as asserting that women used to be more involved in fishing, she also mentions that in 

1957 Torres de Ianello described fishing as being exclusively the domain of men (quoted in Sandner, 

2000). Sandner concludes that there is insufficient information to determine whether women were 

traditionally more active in marine resource extraction or not (2000, p. 31). The available literature 

offers no additional clarification and the issue remains debatable. 

 

Current social problems related to marine resources 

 

Problems with marine resources are not limited to the biological dimension. Social problems 

centered about marine resource use are also manifesting themselves. Fish is the main source of protein 

in Kuna diet. Sandner found that it was less present in many peoples’ diets in 1994 than it had been in 

the past. This is not only an environmentally instigated problem. Many of those interviewed identified 

“reduced efforts of men as the principal problem in the decrease of food and only secondly comes the 

reduction in fish catch” (translation, 2000, p.31). This opinion was expressed by many people: by 

women, by men as a self-critique, and by the older generation regarding the youth as having 

supposedly lost their work ethic to “pereza” (laziness).  

 

The market integration that has occurred with respect to certain marine resources, most 

importantly lobster but also turtle, octopus, crab and fish, has had definite social implications. Due to 

their significantly greater income than other community members, lobster catchers have a different 

social standing. Sandner, in 2000, found that community perception of lobster catchers was negative. 

Many people stated that lobster catchers would spend their money on watches, clothes, or drugs (which 

they supposedly take to deal with the dangers and difficulties of their occupation), rather than their 

families. There was thus a sentiment that export of lobster from the Comarca did not help either the 

nutrition or social life of the Kuna (Sandner, 2000). 

 

Sandner asserts that the “occidentalization” of Kuna culture in integrating into the market with 

the outside demand for turtle meat and shells (which fetched a very high price) was the principle cause 

for the gradual loss of the traditional value placed on turtles. It is believed that this traditional 

detachment allowed increased turtle exploitation (2000, p.45). The fact that the younger generation 

was ignoring the chants and stories about yauk and only thinking of them as a commodity likely 

contributed to the disconnect felt between generations of Kuna. 

 

Current ecological problems with marine resources 

 

As mentioned, the Kuna were traditionally farmers, and have only relatively recently become 

more involved in harvesting marine resources. There have been numerous ecological problems 

becoming apparent as a result of this process. The more pressing ones, as determined by outside 

researchers and Kuna decision-makers, are discussed. 

 

There is contradictory information in the available literature on historical fish stocks in Kuna 

Yala relative to current levels. Nonetheless, in a 2000 study for which the fieldwork was done in 1994, 

Sandner found that 29 out of 38 Kuna interviewed said that there were less fish available in the present 

time than in the past; the other 9 said there were less fish, but only around the islands (2000, p.27). She 

does assert that one large species which used to be heavily fished, “mir” in Kuna (sábalo in spanish, 

Megalops atlanticus) has disappeared from the waters of Kuna Yala.  
 



In Kuna Yala, lobster fishing pressure is almost exclusively concentrated on one species, 

“dulub” (spiny lobster, Panulirus argus). There are currently many indications of population decrease. 

In interviews from 1994, Sandner found that lobster catchers said they had to go deeper to get the same 

amount of lobsters at the present than in the past (Sandner, 2000). While it is not clear when this 

commercial export started (in the 1960s according to Herrera 1972, mid-1980s according to Ventocilla 

et al 1995) it has been linked to the disappearance of dulub from Kuna diet and from the shallow 

waters close to the inhabited islands (Sandner, 2000, p.37-8). Yadibaler López established that capture 

of juveniles and females with eggs is a common practice in the Comarca (“Dulub” documentary film, 

2006). In fact, Castillo and Lessios, in a 2001 study on lobster fishing by the Kuna, found that slightly 

less than half the lobsters harvested were of pre-reproductive age. With such a large proportion having 

never reproduced before being harvested, the lobster population is clearly at risk.  
 

Of the four marine turtle species present in Kuna Yala, only “yauk” (Hawksbill turtle, 

Eretmochyles imbricate) and “morro” (Green turtle, Chelonia mydas) are hunted (Sandner, 2000). 

Yauk has a special place in Kuna mythology because it was born from the same beings that gave life to 

man and is therefore a brother-being. There used to be a strict taboo on killing yauk because eating its 

flesh would be like eating human flesh, and the eggs were also never consumed (Sandner, 2000, p.43). 

Over time these taboos lost their power. Killing of the preferred commercial species, yauk, reached its 

peak in the 1980s and since then there has been a great decrease in turtle numbers. The eating of eggs, 

as well as the killing of turtles for the shell, have left the species to the point of near extirpation in 

Kuna Yala (Sandner, 2000). All four species of turtle found in Kuna Yala are at risk of extinction in 

the Caribbean (Meylan 1987, Acuña Mesén 1994 quoted in Sandner 2000), although this is clearly not 

solely due to Kuna exploitation. Given the migratory nature of these turtles, their disappearance must 

be placed in the regional context of over-hunting, habitat destruction, and the contamination of water 

and beaches where they lay eggs.  

 

In a 2003 study on coral reef deforestation in Kuna Yala, Guzman and others found that “coral-

mining and land-filling practices to accommodate population expansion and mismanagement of 

resources have significantly modified the reef ecosystem and will have serious long-term 

consequences”. They found that living coral cover had declined by 79% in the period from 1970 to 

2001 (Guzman et al., 2003). This is clearly not due solely to Kuna use of coral reefs, as indeed a 2006 

study concluded that the most important factors in reef bleaching in the Caribbean are aerosol cooling 

and el Nino effects, which are in turn linked to an increase in sea surface temperature as a result of 

global climate change (Gill et al., 2006). Coral reefs sustain an incredible diversity of marine life upon 

which the Kuna rely for consumption and export, along with other valuable ecosystem services. Their 

destruction will have impacts throughout the food chain, on coastal erosion rates and on tourism 

potential. 

 

Few communities in Kuna Yala have an organized waste disposal system (Sandner, 2000 p. 63-

4). In Ukupseni we observed that all waste was deposited directly into the ocean, from human fecal 

matter to batteries to food waste. The increased presence of non-biodegradable products (plastics, 

glass, metals) means that waste has become more visible and dangerous (Sandner, 2000, p. 65). While 

strong ocean currents takes away some of the waste from the community, some remains. All this waste 

impacts ecosystem health, with disproportionate effects on more vulnerable components (such as 

corals).  

 

 

Kuna Responses to Current Marine Resource Problems 
 



In 2002 Guzman et al. published a study on coral reefs in the Comarca and suggesting steps for 

marine management. The following management steps were proposed: 1). Create 8 protected areas 

(with different levels of management) and begin monitoring programs as soon as possible, 2). Focus on 

environmental education, 3). Enforce Kuna and national laws that prohibit extraction of corals, and 4). 

Begin long term planning for the orderly relocation of island communities back to the mainland 

(Guzman et al., 2002). This strategy is a good example of the types of responses Kuna decision-makers 

are considering in response to contemporary marine resource problems. 

 

Laws 

 

Comarca-wide response to change is impacted by the fact that the power of the ultimate 

governing body, the Congreso General Kuna, is limited. As an example of the legal incongruities in the 

Comarca, Hawksbill turtles are protected under CITES and Panamanian law prohibits their hunting, 

but in 2000 Sandner asserted that no hunting ban or even veda during reproductive periods had been 

implemented. She also states that the powers of the Congreso were weak compared to the economic 

self-interest of local people (Sandner, 2000). However, in 2004 the Congreso General instituted a 

fishing registry in 7 communities where fishing is significant, to allow monitoring of catch quantity 

and ensure compliance with certain norms (CGK 2007). This project continues with expansion of the 

registry into a further 19 communities underway. The Congreso General also recently implemented a 

5-year complete veda on turtle hunting and established a 3-month veda on lobster and some other 

species (octopus and conch) from March-July when reproduction is underway (CGK 2007). While this 

is encouraging, Muller and others highlight that the effectiveness of such measures, and the possibility 

of taking further steps to protect marine resources, are hindered by the weakness of the Congreso 

General. With respect to local activities, and sailas that are not accustomed to coordinating decision-

making across the 49 communities, the Congreso General does not have much power (2004). A vivid 

example of this in Ukupseni is the fact that, while the veda is technically on any extraction of the 

protected species according to the Congreso General, the sailas of Ukupseni have declared that 

extraction for personal consumption is not prohibited (anonymous personal communication). This 

outright conflict has not been addressed. 

 

Protection and Monitoring 

 

The Indigenous NGO Balu Uala (associated with the Lighthouse Foundation) has, since 2002, 

established six marine reserves in communities in the Comarca (Lighthouse Foundation 2007). One 

was recently instituted adjacent to the island of Ukupseni, it is about 1 square kilometer in a popular 

fishing area. Fishing is permitted in this reserve, but neither is the use nor damaging of corals, which 

are major factors in local environmental degradation (Morgan, 2007, personal communication). There 

has been resistance to its implementation. The ANAM representative in Ukupseni is developing a 

volunteer program to get local people involved in monitoring compliance with local laws (personal 

comm.).  

While local management is necessary to implement respected restrictions, there is a lack of 

resources in the community to enforce certain regulations. The fact that ANAM is trying to get 

volunteers to catch rule-breakers points to this. Sandner recognizes the importance of “from within” 

management, but also notes that support from the Panamanian government and outside agencies could 

be very useful since the Kuna/Congreso lack monetary resources, capital, and human resources to 

implement high-impact conservation projects (p.91). The most effective regulatory management may 

have to involve outside participation. 

 

Education 

 



Many initiatives have been undertaken and new ones are being developed to promote Kuna 

environmental awareness. Some such initiatives have been outsider-led and more or less culturally 

appropriate, and some have been Kuna-led. The lasting impact of any of these programs has not been 

systematically analyzed in the available literature. In terms of recent examples of education activity, 

there are numerous examples. A German-funded tourism initiative conducted participatory workshops, 

including one in Ukupseni on December 6,7 2004 on “Objectives of Protection and Conservation as 

well as Tourism Objectives” (Muller et al 2004). These workshops were intended to raise awareness on 

the interaction between environmental conservation and beneficial tourism opportunity. The Congreso 

General Kuna implemented in 2002 a project of environmental education with a focus on marine 

resources. In the summer of 2006, the Congreso General engaged in a program of environmental 

education for 66 teachers from different communities across the Comarca. Activities continue with a 

diverse program of activities directed towards fishermen, community leaders, and other key people in 

the period January 2006-December 2007 (CGK 2007).  

 

Develop a coherent management plan 

 

Based on the 2004 Muller et al study, the Kuna NGO AEK/PEMASKY began working towards 

an “Integrated Management Plan for the Sustainable Use of the Marine Resources of Kuna Yala”. 

They put into place several programs under the umbrella of this plan. It is not clear whether this plan is 

still active, has survived in modified form, or has been forgotten. In January 2007 the Congreso 

General formed an environmental consulting commission whose goal is to develop a proposal for a 

Comarca-wide plan for resource management, ensuring the widespread compliance with certain norms 

(CGK 2007). This commission is formed exclusively of Kuna, and includes representatives from the 

Congreso General, ANAM (the National Authority of Environment), politicians, hotel owners, NGOs, 

and individual communities. This commission is currently still in the training and planning stage. 

 

Cautiously accept market integration 

 

The Kuna have many options in terms of which types of market integration they choose to 

allow in the Comarca. There has been discussion on which types might be beneficial and thus 

desirable. For example, in 2001 there were 18 small hotels in the Comarca owned and operated by 

Kuna who received 2505 visitors (Congreso General Kuna, 2001, cited in Muller et al., 2004). It is 

important to note here that in the Comarca Kuna Yala, non-Kuna people are prohibited by law from 

owning land or enterprises. The number of tourists coming to the beautiful archipelago is predicted to 

only increase. In response to this plans such as that outlined in the Muller et al Biodiversity & Tourism 

study are being developed (2004). These aim to control the development of tourism in the area, which 

has been pushed as a good source of income by outsiders, but which the Kuna have so far resisted as a 

threat to their cultural integrity. There has also been informal talk of cooperatives to unite Kuna in the 

face of market pressure although those that exist remain very small-scale and are not generally export-

oriented (Ramirez, 2007, pers. comm.).  

 

Move out? 

 

In a 2003 study on coral reef deforestation Castillo et. al add that in the face of information 

about serious future consequences of this deforestation, “The Kuna people and their leaders are 

considering a cultural change, which may include a gradual and organized migration to the mainland, 

and have optimistically accepted our results.” Such a relocation would be an enormous undertaking 

and we have not established that it is in fact to occur or that this is an option the Kuna are still 

considering. Such a migration would not likely remove pressure from marine resources unless it was to 



land far removed from the coast and accompanied by the aforementioned “cultural change”. It 

nonetheless remains one possible response to the current problems with marine resources. 

 

 

Community Involvement: Are People Feeling Implicated and Being Heard? 
 

For all the responses being considered and undertaken with respect to problems with marine 

resources on the part of Kuna and non-Kuna researchers and organizations, community-level 

involvement in these issues remains questionable. For example, Sandner found that on the topic of 

risks to marine resources, “the majority of interviewees did not mention the contamination or pollution 

of the ocean” (translation, 2000, p. 77). Finding this surprising, she asked directly about it, and 18 out 

of 22 respondents said it was or would become an environmental problem. Their responses, however, 

lacked an awareness of the ecological impacts of the pollution problem. Concern was limited to areas 

close to the islands seen as being visually unattractive because of the garbage. There was no awareness 

of environmental implications (Sandner, 2000, p. 79). In accordance with the research conducted by 

Sandner, a 1995 study by Alvarado in Ukupseni found that of 40 people interviewed, half the men and 

some of the women mentioned ocean pollution as a problem. However, again there was no 

consideration of the consequences of this fact in terms of health risks to people using the waters or 

ecosystem health. This suggests that management programs based on an “ecological crisis” view of the 

current state of marine resources do not approach the problem with the same perspectives as Kuna. 

 

It seems clear that the Kuna intend to pursue a variety of strategies to improve the sustainability 

of their use of marine resources. However, any management plan which fails to take into account the 

perceptions and visions of the people directly affected will most likely fail (McDaniels 1999). 

Alvarado found in Ukupseni in 1995 that women were happy to be asked for their opinions because 

they felt that they should be involved in resource management planning even though they weren’t the 

ones directly exploiting the resources, and had not so far been asked for their input. This is an 

indication that not all perspectives have been considered thus far. Management plans which are 

implemented with sensitivity to the different agendas of groups within communities and make use of 

creative input are likely to have better chances of long-term success (Gregory 2000). As is widely 

discussed in environmental management research, Sandner asserts, “a fundamental condition for any 

lasting solution is that the local communities are involved in the concepts of integrated sustainable 

resource management” (translation, 2000, p. 91). Not only must the Kuna feel implicated in the 

concept of sustainable management, their perspectives must be heard and integrated. 

 

 

Importance of this Research 

 
It appears that in the past, decision-makers in Kuna Yala have put the cart before the horse in 

developing management strategies. Although decision-makers in Ukupseni have recognized a problem 

with the state of marine resource use, there has been little attempt to incorporate the visions of 

community stakeholders into the proceedings. It is acknowledged that progress plans are ineffective 

when neither understood nor supported by stakeholders. Consequently, in this period of change for the 

Kuna of Panamá, it is of great value to decision-makers to consider not only how groups perceive the 

challenges of their community, but also what visions they have for their future. The goal of this study 

is to formalize community visions, and to construct possible scenarios for the future of the community 

which reflect the input of villagers as well as the spectrum of factors which affect a communal future. 



This understanding is important to provide a concrete perspective for policy-makers to construct the 

most appropriate and effective plans. 

 

 

Methodology 
 

We confined our investigation to a sampling of the adult population of Ukupseni, which we 

defined as individuals over 15 years old. We omitted investigation into children’s perceptions not only 

due to constraints of time and resources, but also because we felt this could be an entirely separate 

investigation. Adults influence present decision-making and it was their perceptions we wanted to 

reflect. The total population of Ukupseni is approximately 1889 people, of which about 724 are above 

the age of 15 (unpublished survey data, 2007, Ramirez personal communication). Of these adults, we 

sampled 102 individuals. Due to the nature of our study, the selection of these individuals was not 

random, nor did we obtain quantifiable results. These factors mean we cannot statistically justify 

whether the sample is representative. In order to maximize the reliability of the results, we presented 

these results to the community and asked for comments if people thought they were unrepresentative. 

 
Our research was conducted in four phases: Preparation, Interview, External Analysis, and 

Validation (Figure 3). Within the four phases, eight stages were followed and which are described in 

Table 1. All of the research was conducted in stakeholder-specific group interviews with the use of a 

male Kuna translator from the community between January and April of 2007 with the peoples of 

Ukupseni, in the Comarca of Kuna Yala, within the country of Panama. 

 

Framework of four public participation strategies 
 

The framework of our methodology was similar to that which was determined by Evans and 

others in “Field Guide to the future: Four ways for communities to think ahead”. However, we tailored 

the methods to the situation of Ukupseni. For initial data collection, we used four public participation 

strategies to gather information on the concerns and considerations of a community through group 

interviews: Scenario-building, Visioning, Pathways, and Stakeholder Influence (Evans et al 2007). The 

functioning of and intent of each strategy is described in detail in Table 2.  

  

Ethics Process 
 

There were three component steps to the process of ethics followed in this research. The 

process is outlined in Figure 4. The ethic steps will also later appear in the description of the 

methodological stages in which they appear. The first step to the ethics procedure was to attain 

permission from the community leaders (Saila) of Ukupseni to conduct our research. We did this each 

time we visited the island, describing the implications of our project and how long we would be 

present in the community. This occurred before three Sailas in the community Congreso. Throughout 

the course of the research, we repeatedly appeared before the Sailas to report on our progress thus far 

and our future plans. By this method, the community was kept fully informed of our activities. Upon 

each attainment of approval, we conducted our research.  

 

The second step in the ethics process was that at the beginning of each interview we clearly 

stated the conditions under which we were conducting the research. The statement is included in the 

appendix as Figure 5. Doing so, we thus obtain proper oral consent from everyone to use their 

responses in our project. Each interview began with a statement of ethics which assured anonymity, the 



freedom to participate or not, the consent of individuals to use comments made during the discussion if 

they participate, and the assurance that results of the research would be returned to the community 

(Figure 5). All ethical considerations were made in accordance with the “Guía para Realizar Estudios e 

Investigaciones en los Pueblos Indígenas de Panamá” published in 2006 by Cansarí et al.  

 

Result validation and dissemination was the last phase in our research. We presented the results 

of our study to the community leaders and those individuals present in the Congreso at the time. 

Copies of the final product of research were also sent to the host NGO Dobbo Yala, to the Congreso of 

Kuna Yala, and to the translator.  

 

Phases of our Research 
 

Four phases comprised our research. Each phase and the subsequent associated stages are 

connected and described in Figure 3 and Table 1. 

 

Phase 1: Preparation  

 

Preliminary research was conducted prior to entering the community to assess the scientific 

literature for published perceptions of the environmental and social situation of Kuna Yala, as well as 

previous public participation scenario-building, visioning, or  

pathway research has been conducted with indigenous communities.  

 

Stage 1 involved the construction of questions tailored to prompt discussion in group 

interviews for each of the four strategies. The intention of each question is outlined in Table 1. The 

final six open-ended questions were developed to address each of the strategies: 

 

1). Do you feel that there is a problem with marine resources? 

 

2). What concerns do you have for your community in the future? 

 

3). In regards to education, cultural, the local economy, marine and terrestrial resources, how 

would your ideal future look?  

 

4). What do you wish for your children and grandchildren? 

 

 5). How do you feel that this ideal future can be achieved? 

 

6). Who do you feel are the most influential parties to the functioning of the community? With 

regards to the Congreso, or outside governmental and market influences, NGOs or 

Development agencies, or members of the community. 

  

The second stage of our research, as described under Ethics Process, was to attain approval of 

the Congreso governing body of the community of Ukupseni. Upon receipt, in Stage 3 we conducted 

three preliminary interviews before the onset of our research with individuals and then with a group of 

15 women to assess the appropriateness, effectiveness, and accuracy of the questions designed. After 

conducting these, the questions were re-evaluated and adapted in a minor way. The means discussion 

were also adapted to be culturally appropriate to Ukupseni. The terms of discussion were changed 

because consensus-based discussion to be more culturally appropriate. The Kuna normative of 

speaking in a hierarchical structure was then respected in the framework of a discussion. Views 



expressed by different participants were considered reflective of parts of the larger the community, and 

similarly expressed views were cumulatively weighted in representing the community at large.  

The final stage of Phase 1 was to determine groups in the community to be interviewed. These 

were decided in discussion with community representatives (NGO leaders and our translator) in order 

to determine interview groups which would be both culturally appropriate and scientifically 

comparable. It was decided that the groups to be interviewed separately would be Women over 25 

years old, Youth (Women 15-25 with children, Women 15-23 without children, Men 15-25 years), 

Fishermen/Lobster-catchers, Western Educated (Doctors: Medical or with PhD, NGO leaders, 

Teachers). We wanted also to interview the Sailas of Ukupseni, however they proved to be an 

inaccessible group to include in the research.  

 

Phase 2: Interviews 

 

All individuals interviewed were recruited by our translator. Interviews took between 20 and 30 

minutes, and participants were served refreshments of food and drink. The time of day in which the 

interviews should be conducted were determined based on what was felt to be most appropriate for the 

needs of each group. For example, women were interviewed in the mid-morning, once families were 

fed, and fishermen were interviewed in the late afternoon after having returned from sea. As was 

previously described, at the beginning of each interview we clearly stated the conditions under which 

we were conducting the research so as to acquire oral consent of participation and the use of results.  

 

Nine interviews in total were conducted among the four stakeholder groups. Questions were 

asked to prompt discussion. Responses to these questions, under the strategies earlier discussed, were 

textually recorded and later analyzed. Stage 6 of Phase 2 is divided into three sections (a,b, & c). 

Questions were asked to collect preliminary response data for each group under the strategies 

previously discussed. This data was collected to form what we are referring to as Preliminary 

Scenarios, Group Visions, and Stakeholder Influence which would later be externally analyzed and 

used to construct representatives of community perspectives (Table 1). As addressed earlier, the 

function and intent of each strategy (Scenario-building, Visioning, Pathways, and Stakeholder 

Influence) is described in detail in Table 2. 

 

Phase 3: External Analysis 

 

Upon the completion of all the interviews, the data was compiled and analyzed outside of the 

community. We created four illustrative figures for the community of the perspectives described in the 

previous phase. The four figures are a Vision Composition comparison, a Developed Scenario matrix, 

a Characteristic-labeled Scenario matrix, and a Stakeholder Influence analysis. Each figure is 

explained: 

 

Vision Composition Comparison 

 

The visions determined by each community group in Phase 2 are first compared. Five 

transcending themes were then identified in the visions and compared between community groups. 

These themes are: Cultural Continuity, Education, Farming (work on land), Market presence, & 

Pollution. The emphases in the visions are compared in terms of Increasing emphasis, Decreasing 

emphasis, The same, Not mentioned, Adaptive, and Environmental education which is not necessarily 

formal. They are categorized in colour to represent visually the mosaic of comprising emphases. 

 

Developed Scenario matrix 

 



The perspectives discussed in the determination of preliminary scenarios for each group were 

consolidated outside of the community and used to design a representative summary matrix which 

included four possible scenarios. The developed scenario matrix revolves around two components: 

Community Orientation & Management Strategies (Table 3). These are divided into two factors. 

Community Orientation is divided into the two opposing factors: Inward focus and Outward focus. 

Similarly, management strategies are divided into to factors: Proactive and Reactive. For the structure 

of our scenario development we make use of the MA scenario development methodology, which we 

adapted to the situation of Ukupseni. The scenario analysis is organized in a matrix that looks at two 

key factors that will determine the shape of possible scenarios. These are used to construct four 

possible and internally consistent scenarios for the community based on their perspectives and 

researcher-observed trends.  

 

1. Management Strategy 
a. Proactive: the community management focus is on anticipating events and changes 

to the environment, economy and social dimension, and developing response 

strategies in advance. As such, social organization is an important characteristic of 

this situation. 

b. Reactive: the community management focus is on reacting to events and changes in 

the environment, economy and social dimension as they arise.  

 

2. Community Orientation 
a. Inward Focus: the focus of the community is within its own boundaries. There is 

an emphasis on self-reliance and less interaction with the outside world.  

b. Outward Focus: the focus of the community is outside of its boundaries. Most 

community institutions (ex. Cultural, economic, education) are focused on greater 

integration with the larger world. 

 

Within the matrix, one Community Orientation focus overlaps with one Management Strategy 

focus to form a resulting scenario: scenario 1, 2, 3, or 4. In such, there are four different possible 

scenarios within this matrix. The characteristics of each scenario are demonstrated in the context of 

eight scenario components: Market integration, Management, Cultural Continuity, Education, 

Governance, Equality, Environmental State, and Climate Change Responsiveness. These components 

were determined from the deconstruction of visions collected in interviews in Phase 2. Each scenario 

will have uniquely combined approaches to or perspectives towards these eight characteristics which 

reflect the nature of the scenario and the Community Orientation & Management Strategy foci with 

which it is comprised.  

 

Characteristic-labeled Scenario matrix 

 

As mentioned, the composition of group visions were compared, and four scenarios were 

developed in the Scenario matrix described. To observe where the desired visions for an ideal future 

for each group of the community related to scenarios which arose in the matrix, we connected the 

developed scenarios with the vision of each group. To do this, we first labeled each of the four 

Scenarios to describe the situation that they represent and then attached the vision of each group to the 

scenario which most closely adhered to the perspectives of the group.  

 

Stakeholder Influence 

 



The intention of question 6 was to target how different groups value community stakeholders 

and how their influence is regarded. Based on the emphasis described by each group, the valuation is 

qualitatively represented, resulting in a hierarchy. 

 

Phase 4: Validation 

 

The final phase of our research was to validate our results with the community. This phase 

corresponds with Stage 8 in the methodology (Table 1) and Step 3 of the ethics process (Figure 4). We 

presented our results to the Sailas of Ukupseni and to those who were present in the Congreso at that 

time. The Sailas said that they were content with what we found, and there was no opposition to the 

results. 

 

 

Results 
 

The results are divided into four sections: Preliminary Scenarios, Visions, Developed Scenarios 

and Associated Visions, and a Stakeholder Analysis. Preliminary Scenarios are those independent to 

each interviewed group and reflect the hopes and fears expressed by each group. Visions are the ideal 

futures that each group developed individually. Developed Scenarios are the four internally coherent 

scenarios that we developed as a focus for analysis which incorporated factors expressed by all groups 

in vision development. The Stakeholder Analysis shows community perception of the importance of 

different groups that affect marine resource use. 

 

 

Section 1: Preliminary Scenarios 
 

 The preliminary scenarios are the result of the discussion based on very open-ended questions 

regarding hopes and fears for the community. They highlight key concerns of community groups 

(Table 4).  

 

 Older women 

The older women outlined a scenario which described a disaffected generation of lazy people 

who had no connection to the land. Their other scenarios involved women with larger roles in the field, 

a generation which is both formally educated and knowledgeable in the field.  

 

Young men 

Young men described scenarios focused on a lot of interaction with the outside world (through 

export, people leaving to work in the city). They felt that there could be environmental problems, but 

that fishing would continue to be an important practice in the community. They saw the possibility of 

educated people returning, which, coupled with the continued presence of fishing, could prevent 

cultural degradation. 

 

Young women with children 

 Younger mothers described a possible scenario involving a cultural disconnect between an 

urban youth and Comarca-residing elderly. They described a possible mass exodus of everyone leaving 

and not returning. An alternate scenario described an export market in the Comarca with a lot of people 

farming and fishing because education is inaccessible. 

 



 Young women without children 

 The only scenario described by young women who are not mothers was that everything would 

continue as presently is, with the reason that the future cannot be considered because only God could 

determine the future. 

 

 Fishermen and Lobster-catchers 

 Fishermen and lobster-catchers saw no possibility of present or future environmental 

degradation. They saw the possibility of more people fishing because education will be too expensive. 

The group could also see that education could become more widespread creating a cultural duality 

where young people both leave to study and return. Alternatively, they see a possible cultural 

breakdown which would hinder the family structure and how it functions with agriculture. 

 

 Western-educated individuals 

For those who were western-educated, scenarios described situations of environmental crisis 

and social degradation. There was much concern about a lack of education and awareness, leading to 

social problems such as theft and alcoholism. There was some discussion of positive integration of 

outside forces (with tourism and Kuna-owned export businesses) and the possible of a future in which 

solidly managed resources allow the community to feed itself without degrading the environment. 

 

 

Section 2: Visions 
 

Responses from the six interviewed stakeholder groups are tabularized (Table 5) to compare 

visions (Table 6) between each. No two groups voiced identical ideal visions, and resultantly, no two 

identical pathways. Common visions are discussed and emphases in pathways are compared. 

 

Cultural Continuity 

 

 Most groups expressed either a maintained or increased cultural continuity. Women particularly 

emphasized their desire to increase the retention of Kuna culture. Older women proposed bringing 

university education to the Comarca which would reduce outside cultural influence and prevent a mass 

exodus of youth for education and opportunity, establishing agricultural cooperatives to support 

education, and increasing the number of people working the land, to help preserve the culture. Younger 

mothers similarly described a vision which incorporates a strong remaining Comarca community, 

although they see children leaving for the city to pursue education and opportunity. They describe an 

importance for the Comarca to remain strong in order for children to return if need be. They also 

wished to see women working alongside men in more equal gender roles, as they described having 

happened in the past working in the ocean and on the land. Western-educated individuals presented a 

pathway involving the education of youth in environmental awareness and sustainable management 

which was culturally relevant. They describe a generation remaining on the Comarca working the land 

and sea in a sustainable fashion with effective regulation and education. 

 

 Neither the young men nor young women without children mentioned an element of cultural 

continuity in their visions. The young women distinctly remarked that only God can create either a 

vision or pathway. It was simply not an issue of foremost concern for these groups. 

  

 The fishermen/lobster-catchers expressed a vision where the culture remains as it is. They 

outlined pathways involving a maintenance or increase of work in the land and sea which they 

described as being key elements to the Kuna way of life. 



 

Education 

 

 All groups except for western-educated individuals and young women expressed an increase in 

formal education in their visions. Older women did not wish to see future generations having to leave 

for education, and instead that a university would be brought to the Comarca. All others described a 

pathway for education as leaving the community for Panama City, with some returning (depending on 

the group). The group of western-educated individuals focused on an increase in environmental 

education, which could be incorporated in formal education, although some felt that more formal 

education was not necessary. 

 

Farming 

 

There were a range of visions in regards to people working in the field. Older women and 

western-educated individuals expressed a need to increase the emphasis on this factor and encouraged 

it with agro-environmental education and the establishment of cooperatives. The younger generation 

wanted a drastic decrease in dependency on working in the field. The group of fishermen/lobster-

catchers felt that the current level of emphasis on farming was appropriate.  

 

Market Presence 

 

 As with farming, visions and pathways were very divergent with to what degree there should be 

a market presence in the community. Older women wanted the omission of the export market from the 

Kuna way of life, and felt that this would be best done by stopping all planes from flying in, and 

stopping global interactions. They did not mention the omission of Colombian ships which frequent 

the islands to buy and sell goods. Young men conversely desired the presence of the market. They 

expressed a wish to increase trade among those who stayed in the Comarca, although they mostly 

stated that the majority of people will leave to pursue better economic opportunities elsewhere. 

 Young women with children and fishermen/lobster-catchers stated that they felt the amount of 

export/global interaction was appropriate and that it need not change. Again, young women without 

children did not express any thoughts on this factor. 

 The group of western educated individuals felt that market influence should be selective. It 

should be controlled by the community, which would determine how to effectively incorporate it while 

keeping the strength of the community. They felt that this would be more possible if there was a strong 

network of cooperative micro-businesses in the Comarca. 

 

Pollution Control 

  

 Increased pollution control was only discussed by those who were western-educated. They 

described associated problems with pollution and garbage to the health of individuals, the water and 

marine species. The group felt that proper environmental education would change the behaviour 

patterns of individuals in order to prevent further problems. No other group mentioned a problem with 

pollution or garbage.  

 

 

Section 3: Developed Scenarios and Associated Visions 
 



Four scenarios arose that reflected the potential situations under Proactive-Inward focus, 

Proactive-Outward focus, Reactive-Inward focus, and Reactive-Outward focus circumstances (Table 

7). They are labeled to reflect character.  

 

1. Proactive Inward Focus: “Self-sufficient Eden” 

 

In this scenario there is little market integration, or in the least it is significantly low. The 

community emphasizes self-sufficiency in regards to physical and social needs. There is no influence 

from the outside, and it implies an inward communal focus on the future such that the motions in the 

community are not merely a return to the past. Cultural continuity would be important, yet the focus as 

a culture is towards the future. A strong governing body is central to this situation which exercises 

social responsiveness and cohesion. These institutions would be strong enough to both mold and 

manage the use of resources. The situation involves proactive management strategies in terms of 

marine resources whose extraction is only for internal consumption.  

Similarly, in this scenario there would be high inequality in terms of global human 

development indices. The community would have poorer health and education, there would be little 

emphasis on assets, and high rates of poverty. However, within the community equality would be quite 

strong. There would be community cooperation in which fewer outside symbols of status would have 

influence, which encourages social and economic inequality within the community. 

 The environment is anticipated to be better off due to more evenly distributed demands on 

resources between terrestrial and marine ecosystems. There will be more local pressure on the 

environment because villagers are depending on them rather than receiving food and goods from 

import, yet this pressure would be better managed. Resource use would be more sustainable. There 

would synchronously be lower levels of pollution because there wouldn’t be the import of plastics, 

batteries and potentially toxic materials. 

 The ability of the community to respond to possible catastrophes of climate change would be 

low in terms of communication and warning from the outside. 

 

2. Proactive Outward Focus: “Global Kuna” 

 

In this scenario there would be selective integration of the market in the functioning of the 

community. There will be social organizations to manage market forces, for example agricultural 

cooperatives, which would have the capability to proactively select the best level of integration. There 

will be very strong local political networks to manage the intrusion of outside economies and power 

would be shared among small groups. 

 Education in this scenario will be prevalent, or at least a strong presence of educated 

individuals within the community. Young people will have the ability to be educated locally, to leave 

to continue their education, and then have the incentive to return because of economic promise in the 

Comarca as a result of a well-managed export market. There could be the founding of a Kuna 

university which would educate local people in management, science, culture and economics. 

 There will be less emphasis on traditional Kuna culture, and the community will experience a 

strong cultural evolution. Change in cultural continuity, however, will occur responsively within the 

community. As a result of an integration of markets and western ideology, equality in the terms of 

human development will be higher in respect to the rest of Panama. There will also be a potential for 

higher equality within the community, but that will be dependant on market pressures and the demand 

for certain products. Proactive management will mean that the environment will be better off, but if 

market export fetches better prices for only one resource commodity, then there may be difficulties in 

maintaining equality. 



 The focus of management would be on sustainable adaptability which would integrate both 

scientific knowledge and traditional ecological knowledge. There would a large presence of 

researchers in the community to monitor management strategies.  

 Responsiveness to climate change would be best in this scenario due to communication with 

the outside world and to proactive, forward thinking. Education in this scenario would allow 

understanding of climate change to be more widespread, and the community may be better able to 

mitigate environmental disasters. 

 

3. Reactive Inward Focus: “Return to the Past” 
 

 In this scenario there would be an absence of a large governing body, and what would be 

present would not be particularly strong. There would be an emphasis on locally held power. Lifestyles 

would be subsistence-based without modern resource management strategies. The emphasis of this 

scenario involves a return to the past circumstance where the community reacts by methods that have 

always worked in the past. Cultural survival would be strong and would be very conservative, focusing 

on remaining as it had been in the past. There would be no external communication. 

 In relation to global human development indices, the community would be very unequal in 

literacy, health, and poverty, and even within the community, with less social organization there will 

be less buffering of inequality locally. Even with a reactive inward managerial approach, the 

environment will be less easily degraded with pressures only internally generated. It would perhaps be 

better off without market influence on resource use or extraction. The lack of importation of plastics, 

batteries, and other potentially toxic materials would reduce pollution in the community. 

 This scenario would render the community unable to mitigate effects of climate change as a 

result of having little to no external communication.  

 

4. Reactive Outward Focus: “Business as Usual” 

  

This scenario would see the absence of a strong governing body to mitigate either the social or 

economic pressures from the outside world. Power would be held and determined more individually. 

There would be the presence of education, yet it would be available to those who can afford it because 

of the absence of social structures to make it available to all. Communication with the outside would 

be high, and social, economic, and cultural influences would be present. Although the Kuna would 

overall have relatively high equality with Panamanian standards of human well-being, there would be 

high inequality among the Kuna. The community would be feeling cultural survival threatened because 

lack of organized control over change. 

 The emphasis of resource extraction would be for export, although communication would 

render modern management strategies available to the community. 

There would be high environmental degradation from high pressure and poor management. High 

external communication would allow the community to anticipate potential disasters from global 

climate change, but a lack of organization and management strategies to best respond.  

 

Vision Association 

 

The ideal visions of each group are compared with the four developed scenarios (Table 8). The 

scenario which most closely adhered to by the majority of group visions was a Proactive-Outward 

focus, labeled “Global Kuna”. Other scenarios reflected in ideal future visions were: “Return to the 

Past” and “Business as Usual”. 

 

 



Section 4: Stakeholder Analysis 
 

Based on the open-ended questions about the relative influence and importance of various 

groups who affect marine resource use and management, a ranking of these groups was determined 

(Figure 6).  

 

The community sees the Congreso General Kuna as the most important and influential body. 

Fishermen and lobster catchers are also widely recognized as being very important given their position 

as extractors of the resources in question. Indigenous NGOs and foreign researchers were seen as 

moderately important, as was the export market. Tourism and the Panamanian government were hardly 

mentioned at all. 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 
 

The discussion is divided into four sections: discussion of the developed scenarios and their relation to 

group visions, important considerations for policy-makers, possible alternatives for action, and 

research reflections. 

 

Section 1: Developed Scenarios and Group Visions 
 

 In our analysis section, we have identified community visions and developed internally 

coherent general scenarios. The interaction of these two shows which scenarios different stakeholders 

in the community identify as desirable (Table 8).  

 

The scenario in which the community of Ukupseni and, we believe, Kuna Yala as a whole, 

currently exists, is that of “Reactive Management, Outward Focus” (see introduction for discussion of 

contemporary Kuna management foci and social as well as economic focus). For this reason we have 

termed this scenario “Business as Usual”. In the development of visions, only the fishermen and 

lobster-catchers identified this scenario as desirable. This is not surprising, since this group does not 

suffer from the current lack of proactive management of the market integration implied by an outward 

focus. Export of marine resources is the most monetarily profitable practice in Ukupseni available to 

many people (service jobs such as tourism and teaching may be more profitable but are limited in 

number and the qualifications required to do them). However, it seems likely that over time this group 

will feel the impacts of a reactive management strategy as they fall victim to the vagaries of exterior 

demand and increasing resource stress.  

 

The majority of groups identified the “Global Kuna” scenario as desirable, suggesting that they 

desire a shift in focus from reactive management to proactive management, but that the current 

outward focus is desirable. Indeed, it seems that it would be very difficult and in many ways not 

beneficial for the Kuna to cut ties with the outside world - globalization is a powerful force that has 

brought many benefits to the community (healthcare, material products, etc.). In this situation it makes 

sense to manage the impacts of integration with the larger world to the best of their capabilities, 

making use of outside knowledge and experience as well.  

 

One group, older women, identified the “Return to the Past” scenario as desirable, suggesting 

that they see a shift from an outward focus to an inward one as an ideal change. Their support of a 



reactive management strategy is interesting. It implies continuing the historical and current 

management regime whose effectiveness many now question. This suggests that this group does not 

feel that current problems need to be looked at in new ways to facilitate their resolution, but rather that 

what has always worked in the past will continue working, as long as the Kuna turn their focus inward 

and resist pressures from the outside world. This is certainly reasonable although, as mentioned above, 

it seems unlikely that the Kuna will in the future be able to successfully distance themselves from the 

larger world without an immense effort and significant short- and perhaps longer-term negative 

consequences to themselves.  

 

 



Section 2: Considerations for Policy-Makers 
 

Several considerations that arose in our research are presented and discussed. 

 

Current problems have much historical precedent 

 

Issues that are perceived as being current have been lingering in the community, and 

conversely, there is not a consensus among members of the community that problems exist. Older 

women in the community expressed a recent concern in a chronic laziness among the present 

generation, however, this problem was mentioned in a study conducted by Sandner for which the 

fieldwork was conducted over ten years ago (Sandner, 2000). Likewise, the concerns voiced by NGOs 

and other people with advanced formal education regarding market integration and pollution were 

discussed in detail in the same study. Management strategies should take into consideration the 

historical context of perception of the problem.  

 

Perception of problems varies 

 

NGOs working the Comarca focus on the biological ecosystem view of problems, whereas 

individuals within the community tend to focus on the social dimension of environmental problems. 

Aside from the western-educated members of the community, no one mentioned pollution as a 

problem. Yet it is one that the western-educated individuals most emphasized in discussion with us. 

There are also very different perceptions of the severity of environmental problems. 

 The basis for these different perceptions is perfectly logical but requires an understanding of 

local context. Among the fishermen and lobster-catchers there is a perception that fish stocks are fine, 

that there are still a lot of fish to eat. This is contextualized by the fact that people in Ukupseni eat a 

variety of fish that range in size but are often extremely small. A fisherman we spoke to identified 

species as small as 3.5” in length that are commonly consumed. Fish presence in the local food supply 

has not altered very much although older fishermen did describe a decrease in stocks of some larger 

species (such as the sábalo). Thus we see that the perception is both justified and does not preclude a 

problem with larger species. 

   

Lack of constructive independent solutions 

 

There was a marked sense of apathy among many members of the community, especially the 

younger generation. They seemed at a loss or disinterested in discussing or developing methods for 

achieving ideal visions.  

 

“Others can solve our problems” 

 

In addition to a sense of apathy, we also found a focus on outsiders as those who could and 

should resolve community problems. Frequently it was expressed that McGill and other outside 

institutions need to send funds and operate management strategies and systems to both identify and 

solve problems. Formal (western) education was almost universally touted as a good solution to 

community problems, although there was a concern for cultural disintegration expressed concurrently. 

In addition to these views expressed in interviews about marine resources, several personal experiences 

confirmed this as a prevalent community focus. We were frequently offered young children to 

informally adopt and take with us to a better life in Canada. We were also frequently, often without 

context, requested to send money or supplies of clothing and school materials. While this certainly 

reflects perception of our role as researchers or an undirected effort to mitigate some of the extreme 



poverty present in Ukupseni, we also felt that many community members saw outsiders, not 

themselves, as problem-solvers. 

 

Different stakeholders, different agendas 

 

NGOs have focused attempts at environmental protection through prohibition such as is the 

case with areas of controlled marine access. Likewise, NGOs express desire to change community 

behaviour through environmental education.  

Members of the community whose lives involve basic subsistence strategies express the 

preference in being able to purchase versus grow or gather food, if given the choice. There is a clear 

dichotomy here that may imply that decision-makers and community members are not “on the same 

page” when considering solutions to resource and cultural problems. 

 

Resistance, innovation and adaptation 

 

While presented as a single category in our research, cultural continuity does not imply cultural 

immobility. Community members expressed a desire for flexibility and dynamism in the future 

evolution of their culture. The future of Kuna culture will be determined by many factors. We can see 

in this a process concurrent with that described by anthropologist Guillermo Bonfil Batalla. He 

proposed that indigenous cultural evolution is defined by continuous, interlinked processes of 

resistance, innovation, and adaptation, emphasizing “the active manipulation of the domination 

process by the members of the subordinate or dominated culture” (Young and Bort, 1999). It is 

important to consider indigenous groups in their state of constant change and adaptation to outside 

forces and not as stagnant cultural relics. 

 

Decision-makers´ condescending view 

 

There was a notably condescending perception of the community held by many western-

educated individuals we interviewed (all of whom are in fact Kuna). Community members and 

fishermen in particular were sometimes described as backwards or even "uncivilized". Since western-

educated individuals are generally in a position of greater power in terms of decision-making, this 

perception is a concern, since it will affect policy-making. Policies which are focused on understanding 

and changing peoples´ rational resource use patterns are bound to be very different in content and 

effect than those aimed at educating backwards people.  

 

The effectiveness of protection through prohibition 

 

There was a frequent expression that there was neither a problem with marine resources nor 

their use. Similarly, the actions taken by the Congreso in implementing the veda on lobster, turtle, and 

octopus fishing, seemed ineffectively managed for we were served lobster twice in the course of our 

four day stay on Ukupseni during the veda period in March. And likewise, if a resource shortage is not 

considered to be present, what is the applicability of conservation strategies which focus on a crisis 

which is locally perceived to be non-existent? 

 

Thinking of the future  

 

Both younger and older women expressed that men, whose role in community decision making 

was stronger than women, are perceived to not consider the future. They said that as a result of the 

nature of the role of women, in caring for the needs of children and the home, the thoughts of women 

always involve the future. Men do not. However, in our group interviews, men discussed at least a 



consideration for the short-term future in that they regarded the veda as a savings bank for lobster 

stocks and other species included in the short-term moratorium. It seems that at least some men are 

thinking of issues of sustainability. We will not be able to know, however, if these responses were as a 

result of researcher bias.  

 

Community view of stakeholders and groups with power 

  

The feeling that the Congreso is “by and for the Kuna” was frequently expressed to us as a 

justification for its position of highest importance and influence. No-one we spoke to had strong 

disagreement with the Congreso´s current or future marine resource management plans.  

Fishermen and lobster catchers are widely recognized as being very important given their 

position as extractors of the resources in question. There was also some sentiment that this group lacks 

education or awareness of ecological issues, suggesting it is particularly important to focus on this 

group in a marine resource management plan. 

Indigenous NGOs and foreign researchers were generally regarded as important in terms of 

their resources and efforts to engage in positive action. There was, however, the feeling that these 

groups do not have that much power. 

The export market was recognized as a presence with some influence but since it is controlled 

by the Congreso is not seen as having much importance as an independent actor.  

Groups did not mention tourism when interviewed, despite the fact that it is a growing presence 

on the island (with two hotels directly adjacent to Ukupseni) which presents many opportunities and 

potential risks. Direct inquiry yielded little additional information, suggesting the community of 

Ukupseni does not see tourism as an important or influencial force in the community. 

We found it interesting that no group mentioned the Panamanian government as an important 

or influential body. While the Comarca largely autonomous, it is still under federal jurisdiction in 

many ways. We inquired directly in many instances about perception of the federal government, and 

peoples´ responses were the opposite of feelings about the Congreso General Kuna, namely “it is not 

by or for us”. 

 

 

Section 3: Possible Alternatives 
 

The purpose of this section of the discussion is to suggest viable alternatives for positive 

change. This study is not involved in the act of policy-making, but our research has provided insight 

that we feel could be useful to policy-makers. The scope of these suggestions is necessarily broad due 

to our limited understanding of the complex dynamics governing Kuna decision-making. 

 

Most people want a shift from the current reactive management strategy to a more proactive one. 

Numerous steps could be undertaken to engage in this shift.  

Firstly, one major pressure which is currently dealt with in a largely reactive way is the market 

integration. If the Kuna consciously recognize their dependence on the outside world they will be in a 

better position to develop proactive plans for managing this interaction. For example, the Kuna already 

have laws on land ownership in the Comarca which prevent outside companies from developing 

businesses. These were probably developed in a reactive situation, as a response to immediate threats 

of undesirable developments by non-Kuna. Without waiting for immediate threats to present 

themselves, laws regulating the passage of boats and airplanes and the character of their cargo could be 

developed.  

Another step towards a more proactive-outward situation is engaging in active networking with 

outside information, logistical and financial aid sources determined by the Kuna to be of use to them. 



There is a great wealth of expertise and other types of aid available which could be of benefit to the 

Kuna. Instead of dealing with whatever comes along, they can actively seek out desired contributions 

to their management planning. 

Several stakeholder groups mentioned cooperatives (agricultural, for molas, etc.). Cooperatives 

create a communal interest in economic resources that can help them develop proactive management 

strategies with a view to the long-term in a way that individuals acting separately can often have 

trouble doing.  

These are only a few examples of concrete actions which could help a shift from a reactive to a 

more proactive management strategy. The mere act of talking explicitly about ideal future situations 

helps develop a more proactive approach. 

 

Changing the Use of Influential Groups 

 

 As part of moving towards a proactive management strategy, the many different actors who can 

influence marine resources in Ukupseni and in Kuna Yala in general should be considered in detail. 

How the communities manage these actors´ interactions can help them achieve their ideal management 

strategy. 

  

Women certainly need to be considered in the decision-making process despite the fact that they 

are often not directly involved in resource extraction. As primary care-givers to children, women are 

instrumental in the education of children and are very much focused on the future. They can thus have 

a very positive role in achieving positive change long-term, but only if they are implicated in the 

process. 

Strengthening the Congreso and the links between the Congreso and individual communities will 

improve coherence in management strategy and thus effectiveness. As long as the Congreso General is 

contradicted by local leaders, it will be difficult to achieve common goals. 

The Kuna could also make better use of foreign researchers. Many researchers come to Ukupseni 

and Kuna Yala in general, mostly to do projects which interest them and do not necessarily benefit the 

community. The sailas and general population of Ukupseni frequently asks these researchers for 

monetary contributions in order to get some benefit from their presence (Layans, personal 

communication). We feel that this dynamic could be changed by the community only permitting 

research tailored to community needs or at least including an aspect with a very practical application. 

Most researchers do come in good faith and would be happy to provide scientific knowledge and help 

with networking (i.e. with outside NGOs or scientific institutions) while conducting their research. We 

feel that this could benefit the Kuna much more than the one-time monetary contributions in varying 

amounts that they currently receive. 

The future impacts of tourism should not be ignored. Tourism is likely to only continue growing, 

and plans should be made to make positive use of this fact as part of a proactive management strategy. 

Otherwise, examples from other areas across the globe suggest that the Kuna may be surprised by the 

negative impacts tourism could quite rapidly have on their communities. 

One possible change which could help in the move towards a proactive management strategy is the 

increase in Kuna control of transport infrastructure. Regulation of planes and boats has already been 

mentioned, but the Kuna could focus on developing greater interior control of airplanes and boats (by 

individual or communal ownership), which would increase their capacity to manage resources how 

they would like to. 

The Kuna could also engage in increasing networking with other indigenous groups for common 

goals. While our project was focused on common goals and divergences within one community, we 

feel that there are common problems and goals with resource use not only across the Comarca Kuna 

Yala but also with other indigenous groups in Panama and Central America. Networking can increase 

the knowledge and resources available for developing positive strategies for change. 



 

Increasing Public Participation 

 

The Kuna are at a point of change. They have many issues facing them, and the decisions that are 

made regarding these situations will have long-term impacts. The challenge with this situation is that 

there is no single concern to be addressed, but rather a transition in very intangible characteristics such 

as “community focus”. In light of the difficulties inherent in separating the problems individually and 

the inappropriateness of collapsing them into one, decision-making methods which allow for continual 

review and adaptation are essential. 

Public participation can help increase the degree to which people feel implicated in decision-

making. Making this a focus in Ukupseni and Kuna Yala will help counter the already visible apathy 

felt by many community members which contributes to the continued disempowerment of certain 

groups or the community as a whole. Disempowerment contributes to a continued reactive 

management strategy since people do not have access to forums for future planning.  

 

 

Section 4: Reflections on Research and Case Study 
 

Some of the major concerns we had as researchers in this study regarded several factors beyond 

our direct control. We were not able to statistically determine the necessary sample size and so cannot 

quantify the reliability of our results. Furthermore, it was not possible for us to control the number of 

attendees present at each meeting and as such the number varied quite a bit depending on the demands 

on peoples’ time. The largest number of participants by group was in interviews with the older women, 

who perhaps had the most flexible schedule and perhaps fewer demands on their time, and so were 

easiest for us to interview in great numbers. It is our hope that, despite unequal numerical 

representation of individuals, the perspectives of these groups remain representative of the 

stakeholders. As mentioned, the results were presented to the community in order to assess any 

disagreement about how representative they were in order to minimize this problem. 

We also encountered an insuperable difficulty in interviewing the sailas. They were simply 

never available for us to interview, despite repeated requests and much advance planning. We were 

unable to determine why this was so or how to gain access to them. We were thus not able to include 

the vision of community leaders in this investigation, which we felt would have been an extremely 

interesting addition. 

In addition, the translator made available to us within the community was an older man who 

occupies a position of some importance within the community. He is an argar, one who translates the 

chants of the sailas (which are in a highly metaphorical language unfamiliar to most Kuna) into 

common language. His involvement in the governing structure of the community was thought to 

perhaps be a barrier to certain types of discussion, for example on the perceived role and effectiveness 

of the sailas within the community. It is conceivable that to express the view that the sailas should have 

less influence over decision-making with respect to marine resource management would have been 

difficult for some individuals with Luis present. Furthermore, due to our position as outsiders, we had 

only limited understanding of gender and age dynamics in Kuna society and Ukupseni in particular. 

We were thus not sure if Luis’ status as an older man also influenced openness of discussion in 

interviews.  

This leads to the issue of our position within the community. As mentioned, we were 

repeatedly asked for varying forms of aid, from adopting children to sending school supplies. It is 

possible that responses to our questions were based on a certain perception of us as bringers of aid. 

One the other hand, we also remarked some community resentment towards researchers, who, people 

felt, came to do their studies but never benefited the community in any way. This could also have 



impacted the responses we received. It should also be noted that we are two young white women and 

response to us and our questions, especially in interviews with men, was certainly influenced by the 

local perception of white women as wealthy and desirable partners. 

Lastly, as is the case in all research done outside the language of the researcher, we could not 

assure, in translating between English, Spanish and Kuna, that ideas were adequately represented 

(either our own or the interviewees). More than once in an interview, the response that we received to a 

question was not directly related to the question asked. Clearly things were getting lost between the 

stages of translation. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

 

The role of public participation in environmental decision-making continues to grow as it 

becomes apparent that it can improve the effectiveness of management policies.  Specifically, these 

processes could be of direct importance in Ukupseni as it is a  

community in a period of significant change.   The methodology used in this project can facilitate the 

formalization of community visions of the future which can assist appropriate community-centred 

change.   

 There are many efforts in Kuna Yala to make the use of marine resources more sustainable.  

These efforts could be significantly improved if they involved the understanding and support of 

community members. Our research ascertained both how the community sees its present situation and 

what future changes are desired. Ukupseni, and possibly Kuna Yala as a whole, are in a reactive and 

outwardly focused management situation.  However, most people desire a future in which the 

management practices are more proactive, although the outward focus is deemed either desirable or 

unavoidable.  While we determined that there is a lot of common ground, there is not unanimity. We 

feel that all of these findings should be relevant  to future resource management planning in the 

community, and perhaps Comarca.  We are reluctant to generalize our findings to other communities, 

but nonetheless feel that the findings are very pertinent in the context of resource management in the 

Comarca.   

The Kuna have a history of past unity and action to achieve common goals.  They are largely 

autonomous in the Comarca and also have small interconnected communities with existing social 

structures that lend themselves to public participation.  These specific characteristics present enormous 

opportunity for positive change. While the Kuna are facing many challenges in this period of 

transition, they have the power to achieve their visions of a better future. 
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Figure 1: Political map of Panama. In this map from 1995 the Comarca is labeled in its colonial name, San Blas.   It is 

located on the northeast coast of Panama, on the Caribbean Sea. CIA 1995. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 2: Map of the location of Ukupseni in the Comarca Kuna Yala.  

Congreso General Kuna and University of California, Santa Cruz 2002. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

Phase 1: 
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Phase 4: 

Result 
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Phase 3: 

External Data 
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Phase 2: 
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Figure 3:  Research Phases of Methodology.  The diagrammatic representation of the four methodology phases used in this 

study which included: preparation, data collection in interviews, external analysis of data, and the validation of results from 

the community.  Together they are comprised of eight stages as described in Table 1.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                 
                   
 

 

Figure 4:  Three-step process of ethics followed in our research.  The three steps were to attain community approval, 

declare an interview statement at the beginning of each interview, and final validation of results.  All ethical considerations 

were made in accordance with a published guide to indigenous research in Panama (Cansarí R et al  2006) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 1: Community approval 
Community leader (Saila) approval to 

conduct research in the community. This 
occurred at the beginning of each visit 

with the community 

Step 2: Interview statement 
Ethics statement before interviews 

Step 3: Result validation 
Result presentation and validation by 

Community leaders (Saila) & 
dissemination of results to NGO, Kuna 

Congreso, and translator 



 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 5:  Guideline text used as for oral consent process.  It was clearly stated at the beginning of each interview to inform 

individuals of the parameters of their participation. All ethical considerations were made in accordance with a published 

guide to indigenous research in Panama (Cansarí R et al  2006) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Gracias por han venidos este mañana/tarde.  Me llamo Annelise, y mi compañera se 

llama Andrea.  Estamos estudiantes de la Universidad McGill y trabajamos con la 

fundación Dobbo Yala. Estamos en nuestro último año estudiando Medio Ambiente, 

gestión de Recursos naturales y Antropología. El objetivo de nuestro proyecto es 

[CR1]conocer las perspectivas de diferentes grupos en la comunidad sobre el futuro 

del uso de recursos marinos aquí en Ukupseni.  Esperamos que eso sea útil para que 

todo programa de gestión de recursos marinos tenga en cuenta sus visiones del 

futuro. 

Ahora queríamos entrar en una discusión abierto.  Queremos oír tantos perspectivas 

y voces como posible.  No vamos a usar sus nombres a menos que tenemos su 

permiso.  Por supuesto ustedes no tengan que participar, pero en hablando ustedes 

dan su consentimiento de participar en el proyecto. 

Regresamos en abril para presentar todos nuestros resultados a la comunidad.  

Dejaremos  un ejemplar del proyecto en español con la Fundación Dobbo Yala.” 

 

“Thank you for having come this morning/afternoon, my name is Annelise and my  

partner’s name is Andrea. We are students of McGill University, working with the 

Dobbo Yala Foundation.  We are in our final year of study in Environment, Natural 

Resource Management and Anthropology.  The objective of our project is to know the 

perspectives of different groups in the community on the future of marine resources 

here in Ukupseni.  We hope that this work will be useful so that future resource 

management programs will consider your visions. 

We would like now to facilitate an open discussion.  We want to hear as many 

perspectives and voices as possible.  We will not use your names without having your 

permission.  You of course do not need to participate, but in speaking, you give your 

consent to participate in the project. 

We will return in April to present the results of this project to the community.  We will 

be giving a copy of the project in Spanish to the Dobbo Yala Foundation.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    
 

 

 
Figure 6: Valuation of influence among community groups of stakeholders. Diagrammatic conception of relative 

importance of various power groups. Groups or influencing factors towards the apex of the triangle are seen as less 

important. 
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Tables 

 

 

 

 
Table 1:  Detailed description of phases of research methodology and the associated stages.  The purpose and intent of each 

of each stage is described.  The results of each stage are identified. 

 

      

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

  Phase Chronology Description Results 

Stage 1: Question 

Construction 

We used in interviews six open-ended questions with the intention:  

• Question 1 to see what perceptions of the marine resource situation is.   

• Question 2 to develop preliminary scenarios in each group. 
• Questions 3 & 4 to develop a group vision for the future. 

• Question 5 to consider pathways to achieve this vision as community members see 

them. 
• Question 6 to consider how community groups perceive the role and influence of 

local and external stakeholders.  

Stage 2: Community 

Approval to Research 

Research approved by the governing body (the Congreso of Ukupseni) from community 

leaders (Sailas) before beginning. 

Stage 3: Question 

Trial 
Conducted pre-research trials of the methodology 

Stage 4: Question 
Re-evaluation & 

adaptation 

Methodology adapted after trials.  
The terms of discussion were changed to be more culturally appropriate.  

  
Phase 1: 

Preparation 

Stage 5: Group 

Selection 

• Women over 25 years old  

• Youth (Women 15-25 with children, Women 15-23 without children, Men 15-25 

years)  
• Fishermen/Lobster-catchers/Farmers  

• Western Educated (Doctors: Medical or with PhD, NGO leaders, Teachers)  

NA 

  Stage 6 Groups of 11-28 people per group were interviewed  

  Stage 6a: Preliminary 
Scenario Discussion 

We asked Question 2 
Preliminary Scenarios 

(Table 4) 

  Stage 6b: Vision 

Discussion and 

Pathways 

We asked Questions 3 & 4 
Group Visions (Table 

5) 

  

Phase 2: 

Interviews 

Stage 6c: Stakeholder 
Influence 

We asked Question 6  

  Stage 7 External analysis of interview results  

  Stage 7a: Developed 

Scenario 
Construction 

Constructed a scenario matrix. The hypothetical developed scenarios were then named. 
Developed Scenarios 

(Table 7) 

  
Stage 7b: Vision 

Comparison 
Compared the emphases of vision components, attached each group vision to appropriate 
scenario in the Developed Scenario matrix.  

Vision Composition 
Comparison (Table 6) 

& Developed Scenarios 

and Group Visions 
(Table 8) 

  

Phase 3: 

External 

Analysis 

Stage 7c: Stakeholder 

Analysis 
Constructed a diagrammatic representation of valuation of influence of stakeholder groups.   

Stakeholder Analysis 

(Figure 1) 

  Phase 4: 

Validation 
Stage 8: Community 

Validation 
Results were presented to the community to be validated.  
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le 2:  
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Strat
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s.  
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cript

ion 

of 

strat

egie

s 

used 

to 

focu

s the 

ques

tioni

ng 

of different groups for their intended analysis.  Scenario-building was used to open brainstorming about the future. 

Visioning was strategy to identify different ideal futures envisioned by different groups in the community.  Pathway 

construction was used to collect ideas on how the community would approach realizing their vision if given the 

opportunity.  Strategy influence questioning was targeted at understanding how community plans might most effectively be 

executed by considering how different influential groups in the community are valued. 

 

       

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Strategy Description 

Scenario-building 

Community stakeholder groups discuss together to construct possible scenarios in the future of their 

community.  Open-ended questions are asked to a group to provoke discussion within a certain time frame. 

This were used to open the process of brainstorming about the future.   Participants were asked what their 
fears and hopes etc were for the future in their community. For our research, the time frame was 25 years, 

and three to four scenarios were determined for each interviewed group. 

Visioning 

A vision represents an ideal future as seen by the group interviewed, and reflects their hopes.  Discussion 

around the vision allows for the identification of a community agenda in order to work towards this. The 
purpose of this strategy was to allow community groups to formulate an ideal future vision which could be 

later compared to that of another group in the community and externally analyzed. 

Pathway Construction 
Once an ideal vision is identified, pathways to how to work towards this vision are considered.  It is a means 

of brainstorming how to achieve an envisioned future.  Pathways allow identify how a community should 
rebalance in order to better attain this common desired vision. 

Stakeholder Influence 
During group interviews, the influence of various stakeholder groups are identified and their significance 

weighted.  The perspectives are used to create an influence hierarchy to represent how effectiveness of 
project implementation might be improved with respect to this valuation structure. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 
Table 3:  Framework of Developed Scenario matrix.   The combined factors are used to create four scenarios:  Proactive-

Inward, Proactive-Outward, Reactive-Inward, Reactive-Outward.  Interview results are used to describe how these two 

combining factors would be reflected in the community of Ukupseni and what they would represent in this situation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Table 3:  Framework of Developed Scenario matrix.   The combined factors are used to create four scenarios:  Proactive-

Inward, Proactive-Outward, Reactive-Inward, Reactive-Outward.  Interview results are used to describe how these two 

combining factors would be reflected in the community of Ukupseni and what they would represent in this situation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 
Management Strategy:  Reactive 

 
Management Strategy: Proactive 

 

Scenario 1: 
Proactive-Inward 

Scenario 2: 
Reactive-Inward 

Scenario 3: 
Proactive-Outward 

Scenario 4: 
Reactive-Outward 

Community 
Orientation: 

Inward 
Focus 

Community 
Orientation: 
Outward 
Focus 

Eight components of scenario 
Market integration, Management,   
Cultural continuity, Education, 

Governance, Equality, 
Environmental State, Climate 

Change Responsivenes 



                  

Interviewed 

group 
# Preliminary Scenarios 

  Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 3 Scenario 4   

Women 

(older, above 

25 yrs.) 

28 

A generation both educated 

under Western standards and 

knowledgeable about farming. 

Women have stronger decision-

making power (as they once did 

in the past) and a labour role in 
the field. 

Disaffected generation of lazy 

people with little connection to 

the land. 

    

Youth    

Male (18-25 yrs 

old) 
12 

Selective integration of market 

economy to both sell and eat 

lobster.  Export is important. 

Mass exodus to the city. Returning educators, some 

fishermen. 

Community suffers as a 

result of environmental 

degradation (pollution 
and stock depletion). 

  

Female (18-25 

yrs old) with 

children 

25 

Cultural disconnect: Younger 
generation in the city, Older 

generation staying in the 

community. 

Mass exodus to the city: No 
opportunity in the community, 

people leave to find a good life. 

Market economy coexists with 
many fishers and farmers.  

School is too expensive for some 

families, so their children will 
work in the field or ocean. 

    

Female (15-23 

yrs) without 

children 

13 

Everything will continue as it 
presently is. 

Everything will continue as it 
presently is. 

Everything will continue as it 
presently is. 

Everything will continue 
as it presently is. 

  

Fishermen & 

Lobster-

Catchers 

11 

No stock shortages or pollution.  
The environment will continue 

as is, and there will not be any 

problems for there are not any 
presently 

There will be more people 
fishing than there are presently 

as a result of children not having 

any use for their education. 

Education becomes more 
widespread, and will result in 

field-education duality in the 

community where young people 
both study and return. 

Breakdown of traditional 
family structure of past 

hinders farming and leads 

to enhanced dependence 
on market economy. 

  

Western-

Educated 

Community 

Members 

13 

Uneducated, unaware Kuna 
cause environmental crisis from 

pollution and overfishing. 

People stop farming (impractical 
education, more money from 

fishing). Money not managed 

well, social problems ensue 
(alcoholism, theft). Inability to 

support selves. 

Education reduces pollution 
problems, and educated people 

come back to the community to 

help. 

Strong institutions 
(Congreso, ANAM) 

control resource use and 

to enable people to feed 
themselves without 

serious environmental 

damage. 

  

 

 
 

 

Table 4: Preliminary Scenarios. Possible future situations described by stakeholder groups.  They were determined with the 

strategy of Scenario-building as described in the methodology to open the exercise of brainstorming for the future.  These 

preliminary scenarios are then used in external analysis to construct developed scenarios. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Healthy environment with pollution under control.  Selected 

community market integration, assured cultural continuity, enough 

food for all. Education is practical and not necessarily formal.

Western-Educated Community 

Members 

A community that is both educated and culturally strong.  All 

community members will be educated and working on the land or 

ocean.

Fishermen & Lobster-Catchers

Future determined only by God*Female (15-23 yrs) without children

Youth leave to be educated, to receive guaranteed income in the 

city.  The Comarca community remains strong, so that they will 

come back to opportunity, or if they are unsuccessful in the city.  

Women are working alongside men in more equal gender roles.

Female (18-25 yrs old) with 

children

Educated community, next generation working for community but no

one fishing.
Male (18-25 yrs old)

Youth

Balanced community where people are farmers, fishers as well as 

having received a formal education. Fewer outside pressures.

Women 

(older, above 25 yrs.)

VisionInterviewed group

 
 

 

Table 5: Group Visions. The ideal future vision of each of the stakeholder groups.  Compiled with the strategy of 

Visioning. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     



 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 6: Vision factors. Influential factors in the community and the desired direction of change in the ideal future vision 

of each stakeholder group. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     
Western-
educated 

people 

     
Fishermen & 
Lobster-

Catchers 

     
Women 

 (15-23 yrs) 
without 

children 

     
Women 
(18-25 yrs 
old) with 

children 

     
Men  

(18-25 yrs 

old) 

     
Women  

(older, above 

25 yrs.)  

 
Pollution 

Control 

 
Market 

presence 

 
Farming  
(work on 

land) 

 

Education 

 
Cultural 

Continuity 

Influential Factors 

 

Community 
Groups 

Increasing 
environmental 
education 

 

Adaptive  
 

Not mentioned  
 

The same  
 

Decreasing 
emphasis 

 
 

Increasing 
emphasis 

 
 

Represents Symbol 

Symbol Key 



 

 

 

 

 

   

 

                

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7: Developed Scenario Matrix. Four internally coherent scenarios developed based on the perspectives of all of the 

interviewed groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                   

 

 

Market Integration:  High, but the result of chance and 
interest of outsiders. 
Management:  Little management, although some 
outside influence.  Limited ability to implement good 
strategies. 
Cultural Continuity:  Threatened.  Lack of organized 
control over changes, very high external communication 
and weak social cohesion. 
Education: Fair but uneven, available to who can afford 
it. 
Governance: Absence of strong governing body. 
Equality: Higher equality with the rest of the world.  High 
inequality among the Kuna (depending on access to 
outside). 
Environmental State:  Poor.  High degradation from 
market pressure and lack of management. 
Climate Change Responsiveness:   Fair.  Awareness 
to climate change but lack of appropriate management 
responses.  

Market integration: High, but selected by local interests 
to benefit community.   
Management:  Adaptive, including outside science and 
traditional ecological knowledge. Presence of 
researchers. 
Cultural Continuity: Strong. Focus towards the future 
as culture evolves. 
Education:  High, many Kuna go away to be educated. 
Governance:  Strong local political networks to manage 
market presence.  
Equality:  Higher equality with rest of world.  Potential 
for higher equality within the community, but depends on 
management of market pressures. 
Environmental State: Good.  Management would 
reduce pollution. 
Climate Change Responsiveness: Very good. Better 
ability to mitigate effects.  

 

Market Integration: None to low. Self-sufficiency (food,      
materials, education)   
Management: Focus is on very short-term planning or 
reacting to changes as they occur. 
Cultural Continuity:  Strong. Conservative return to 
past. 
Education:  Low formal education. 
Governance: Absence of large governing body.  Small-
scale local power structures are emphasized. 
Equality:  Very high inequality with the rest of the world.  
Fair equality locally.  Reactive stance means less 
management of effects of negative events, which affect 
groups within the community differently.  
Environmental State:  Fair. No market pressure on 
resource extraction but uncoordinated local management 
leads to problems. Low pollution. 
Climate Change Responsiveness:  Poor.   

Market integration: None to low.  Self-sufficiency (food,      
materials, education). 
Management:  Planned managerial strategies of 
resource use, response to cultural change, etc. 
Cultural continuity: Strong. Focus towards the future 
as culture evolves. 
Education:  Prevalent but all local. 
Governance:  Strong institutions to develop and 
manage resources, reliant on social responsiveness and 
cohesion. 
Equality:  Marked inequality with the rest of the world.  
High local equality. 
Environmental State: Good.  More evenly distributed 
demands on resources.  More local dependence, but 
pressure better managed.  Environmental use is more 
sustainable.  Decreased pollution. 
Climate Change Responsiveness: Poor. 

 

Reactive Proactive  

Inward  
Focus 

Outward  
Focus 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Table 8: Developed Scenarios and Group Visions. Scenarios are labeled based on their nature and ideal visions of 

stakeholder groups are categorized by the most closely corresponding developed scenario. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

‘Business as Usual’ 
• fishermen & lobster catchers 

 
 
 

‘Global Kuna’ 
• western-educated 
individuals 
• young women with children 
• young men 

 

 
 
 

‘Return to the Past’ 
• older women 

 
 
 

‘Self-sufficient Eden’ 
 

 

Reactive Proactive  

Outward 
Focus 

Inward 
Focus 

Young women without 
children: “God will decide 

what is desirable” 



 

 

 


