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Abstract

This paper analyses the discourses of two movements opposing National Park pro-
jects in Switzerland, focusing on their strategies and the political causes of their ac-
tions. Five in-depth qualitative interviews were conducted with the leaders of the op-
ponents of Adula Park and Locarnese Park. The results reveal a cultural war between 
nature conservation advocates and park opponents. The existence of this radical 
opposition prevented bottom-up schemes from working. Further studies should aim 
to better understand the causes of this malaise in order to facilitate greater accept-
ance of new Protected Areas.
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Introduction

This paper is the last of  a tryptic of  studies I have 
carried out on the rejection of  two Swiss national park 
projects (Cometta, forthcoming 2020). It aims to un-
derstand the broader ideological links between two 
groups of  opponents, highlighting their shared values. 
In doing so, it paves the way for a broader understand-
ing of  issues related to the implementation of  Pro-
tected Areas (PAs).

The hypothesis of  a second or reflexive modernity 
(Beck & Lau 2005; Zuboff  2018) is fundamental for 
understanding the drive for personal, individual, de-
velopment in contemporary society. Such personaliza-
tion generates tensions at the political level (Flanagan 
2003), which translate into an increasing difficulty for 
the state to fully satisfy individual needs, and hence 
into a loss of  political legitimacy (Bobbio 1995). Some 
scholars, to define the tensions between the expecta-
tions of  different social groups and the clash between 
their ontologies, have referred to “culture wars”. This 
notion applies in particular to the battles between uni-
versalism and multiculturalism in the United States in 
the 20th century, although it tends to simplify the his-
torical process (Singh 1998). I suggest that the concept 
can help shed light on some aspects of  the contro-
versies around the creation of  PAs. The impossibil-
ity of  establishing fruitful dialogue and reciprocal un-
derstanding – that is, discursive asynchrony (Cometta 
2020) – and the increase in aggressiveness in commu-
nication to strengthen intra-group unity at the expense 
of  social unity (Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2009) are in 
fact common to both culture wars and the debates on 
the creation of  new PAs. Within this framework, the 
study of  social polarization underlines the causes of  
the rejection of  PAs. The repeated failures of  some 
PAs’ negotiations in Western Europe (Depraz & La-
slaz 2017; Michel & Bruggman 2019) point up the 

failure of  arbitration and negotiation as democratic 
instruments (Mouffe 2013). 

The notion of  culture wars hints at the attempt by 
white middle-class males to regain possession of  the 
hegemonic media space – their privileged position. I 
suggest that a parallel can be made with discussions on 
PAs in Switzerland, where the centrality of  mountain 
villages is at stake. They have long been at the centre 
of  Swiss identity (Diener et al. 2006; Salomon Cavin 
& Marchand 2010), but the neoliberal socio-territorial 
paradigm (Haughton et al. 2013; Häussermann 2005; 
Ranci 2017) has increasingly eroded their historical 
privileges: pre-neoliberal anti-centralist and anti-urban 
policies had higher per capita expenditure for moun-
tain villages. The reaction against the proposals for 
the creation of  PAs can be understood as the will to 
counter the new institutional paradigm, defending tra-
ditional values and privileges: an example of  the con-
flict between city and country. As in culture wars, the 
creation of  PAs provokes disagreement about how to 
express the founding values of  a nation (Jensen 1995); 
thus, the disagreement should not be understood sim-
ply as a punctual opposition to a territorial project.

In this paper I will be using this framework to an-
alyse the motivations of  the group leaders who op-
posed two National Park projects in Switzerland. I will 
try to show how anti-PA groups emerged, organized 
themselves and communicated, and how the political 
causes of  this phenomenon can be interpreted.

Study area

This paper focuses on the rejection of  two Nation-
al Park projects in Ticino Canton, Switzerland. Both 
projects competed to be the second Swiss National 
Park, under IUCN category II; in accordance with 
the Ordinance on Parks of  National Importance, they 
were put to the vote in the municipalities involved. 
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Adula Park (Mount Adula’s central peak is located 
at 46° 29’ N, 9° 2’ E) was an inter-cantonal project (Ti-
cino and Grisons) comprising 17 municipalities from 
three different linguistic areas, with a population of  
around 16 000 people; just three of  the municipalities 
and almost 6 000 people in the Ticino valley were in-
volved. The project was rejected in November 2016. 
For additional context, there is an extensive body of  
literature on this case (Cometta 2020; Michel 2017, 
2019; Michel & Backhaus 2019; Michel & Bruggman 
2019).

Locarnese Park, which is centred roughly on the 
village of  Mosogno (46° 11’ N, 8° 38’ E), was a Ti-
cinese project, which, after a difficult initial phase and 
the withdrawal of  a number of  municipalities, finally 
included 8 municipalities with a population of  about 
19 000 people on the outskirts of  the city of  Locarno. 
In June 2018 the project was rejected by 6 of  the 8 mu-

nicipalities by a narrow majority. Currently, there is al-
most no literature on this case (Cometta, forthcoming).

Methodology

This research is based on 5 qualitative semi-direc-
tive interviews with leaders of  the anti-PA groups. To 
identify them, a preliminary search was carried out in 
the cantonal Digital Archive of  newspapers and peri-
odicals. The two most important cantonal newspapers 
– Corriere del Ticino and laRegione – were searched using 
the following keywords: Parc Adula, PA, Parco, Parco 
Nazionale del Locarnese, PNL, Parco del Locarnese. 
The results were skimmed to identify only those arti-
cles and letters from readers that were relevant to the 
topic (Figure 2). Reading the 464 texts (334 items pub-
lished between 01.01.2004 and 31.12.2017 for Adula 
Park, and 130 items published between 01.01.2000 

Figure 1 – Proposed extents of  Adula Park and Locarnese Park, and the Ticino urbanized areas. The white lines within the green 
areas indicate the municipalitie borders.

Table 1 – Biographical data of  interviewees.
Interviewees

Adula 
Park

Town council member and later village 
mayor (referred in the results as TC1)

Cantonal MP, hunter (MP2) Former town council member, resides 
outside the proposed Park area (TC3)

Right-wing populist party Liberal party

Locarnese 
Park

Emeritus Professor and former senior cantonal official, resides 
outside the proposed Park area (EP4)

Member of a local civic corporation that owns public land in 
the proposed Park area, resides outside the proposed Park 
area (P5)

Self-defined former left-wing sympathizer; set himself against 
political fair-play

Identifies himself with right-wing values
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and 31.12.2018 for Locarnese Park) led to the iden-
tification of  the eight leaders of  the movements op-
posing the two parks: 3 for Locarnese Park and 5 for 
Adula Park. This paper focuses mainly on the leaders’ 
perspectives and narratives (Ferreira 2014; Robinson 
2014), which are important for understanding local 
people’s opposition to the projects (Moscovici 1988, 
p. 224). 

Five in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews 
(Duchesne 1996; Mercuri Chapuis 2015; Pekarek 
1993; Torkar et al. 2011) were carried out, in accord-
ance with the saturation criterion (Bowen 2008; Guest 
et al. 2006) – 3 interviews for Adula Park and 2 for 
Locarnese Park. Repetitions across the answers, espe-
cially in the case of  Locarnese Park, suggest that little 
information about the anti-park leadership perspective 
had been omitted, demonstrating the soundness of  
the choice of  leaders who were interviewed (Marshall 
et al. 2013). 

The interviews lasted approximately an hour and 
a quarter, and followed a protocol covering various 
aspects but leaving the interviewee ample freedom 
of  answer. The interviews were recorded, and the an-
swers received were partly transcribed. Every aspect 
of  the analysis was discussed by a group of  3 research-
ers to ensure its reliability (Sykes 1991) without falling 
into excessive quantification (Stenbacka 2001).

Results

The questions posed in the semi-directive inter-
views focused mainly on two aspects: the organization 
and communication of  the groups opposing the Parks, 
and the causes and consequences of  their victories. 
According to their leaders, the organization of  the 
movements was mostly spontaneous, and their com-
municative approach used agressive tactics including 
insults, mockery and spreading rumours about PA’s 
board of  directors. Almost everyone pointed out that 
the vote split local communities deeply.

The birth of dissent
TC3 argues that during the 16-year gestation period 

of  the Park project, he was repeatedly urged by other 

citizens to organize some form of  opposition to the 
Park, because they were afraid to expose themselves 
publicly. TC1 maintains that the movement arose 
spontaneously from a small group of  like-minded 
people, and that it took root particularly in Blenio. She 
says that there have been only sporadic contacts with 
Park-opponents from other language regions (particu-
larly those of  Surselva), while MP2 suggests that there 
were good relations with this German-speaking group. 

In the Locarnese case, P5 claims that dissent was 
already present, but its organization started when he 
opened a Facebook page against the Park. The page 
allowed EP4 to get in touch with P5 and form a small 
group of  three activists. Both argue that other oppo-
nents, who were living in places where the Park was 
to be established, were afraid of  retaliation if  they ex-
posed themselves publicly. 

All interviewees state that there have been hardly 
any contacts or alliances between the opponents of  
the two Parks, despite all expressing mutual sympa-
thy. EP4 claims that being few in number allowed the 
core group of  Locarnese opponents to be more agile, 
speeding up decision-making and allowing continu-
ous internal discussion. TC3 argues that the Locarnese 
group was significantly more structured, while Blenio’s 
group was less organized. While all five interviewees 
maintain that they were not directly inspired by any 
particular political movement, EP4 concedes that sup-
port came mostly from the right wing. Furthermore, 
MP2, TC3 and P5 argue that the vote on Adula Park 
(November 2016) influenced the vote on Locarnese 
Park (June 2018): the dissenting local voices surround-
ing Adula raised doubts about the validity of  a Na-
tional Park project for the Alpine territories in general.

The communication battle
Regarding Adula Park, TC1 claims that the Park’s 

promoters had a huge budget and the support of  
communications professionals to articulate their mes-
sage. By contrast, those against the Park had only im-
provised means (newspaper articles, banners, social 
media posts). According to MP2, the promoters were 
looking for a consensus at grass-roots level across the 
canton, while opponents focused on the local com-
munity that was eligible to vote. Where Locarnese 
Park is concerned, EP4 claims that the promoters 
spent around 700 000 francs on promoting the pro-
ject, while those campaigning against the Park spent 
only 20 000. To counter this capital difference, oppo-
nents focused on direct, provocative messages, using 
irony and emotive language. All respondents indicate 
that the public debate was aggressive and quite emo-
tional. EP4 highlights the difficulty that opponents felt 
in being able to participate in the debate. Both lead-
ers of  those who were against the Locarnese project 
perceived an attempt to censor them, especially by the 
newspapers, which in their view were supportive of  
the Park. In the Adula Park debate, on the other hand, 
the opponents felt less ostracized by the newspapers, 

Figure 2 – Number of  newspaper texts analysed, based on year 
of  publication.
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except for TC3, who claims to have had to publish 
some letters under false names. Everyone points out 
that social media played a key role in communicating 
the opinions of  opponents, especially to young peo-
ple. In the Locarnese case, both leaders insist on the 
absence of  censorship in social media and the possi-
bility of  communicating via video as an effective way 
to quickly present strong arguments against the pro-
ject through evocative images. In the case of  Adula 
Park, MP2 stresses that social media acted as catalysts 
for confrontation, encouraging aggressive language 
and personal verbal attacks.

According to the Bleniese leaders, their greatest 
communicative victory was to present concrete argu-
ments against the project, disproving what they be-
lieved to be the lies of  the promoters and insisting on 
ideas of  autonomy and freedom. For the Locarnese, 
their greatest success was being able to contradict the 
promoters using irony and sarcasm – through videos 
and photos on social networks, and through a printed 
pamphlet addressed to all the inhabitants of  the vil-
lages involved.

In the opinion of  Adula Park’s opponents, the pro-
moters’ major mistakes were the vagueness of  their 
plans and the abstract nature of  their promises, while 
they also tried to gain the support of  prominent po-
litical personalities instead of  attempting to convince 
local people of  the benefits that the Park would bring. 
Another problem reported relates to the longev-
ity of  the Park. The continued existence of  any PA 
that was created would be subject to a vote after ten 
years, but the Park’s opponents were convinced that 
it would not be dismantled even if  a majority of  local 
people voted against retaining the area. Opponents, 
however, had no factual evidence for any such strat-
egy, and their claim was repeatedly refuted by cantonal 
and federal authorities. The fact that the project was 
promoted mainly by environmental organizations and 
was therefore not perceived as being aimed at local 
development but at nature conservation is reported as 
a further major mistake.

As for Locarnese Park, opponents of  Adula Park 
argue that the promoters’ worst faults were their ar-
rogance, their confidence that they would win, and 
their lack of  preparation for the public debates. The 
constant negotiations between various stakeholders 
and the attempt to find compromises that would suit 
everyone, which were presented by the promoters as 
evidence that the Park would respect the local popula-
tion and their needs, were instead interpreted by its 
opponents as a lack of  consistency.  

The consequences of the vote
When asked whether the local community came 

out strengthened or weakened by the vote, almost eve-
ryone admits a deep split within the population. MP2 
points out that the older generation is the most bound 
to the ideals of  the municipalities’ autonomy and free-
dom. P5 indicates how the vote reflected the existence 

of  two opposing but internally very cohesive groups 
among the population. TC3 argues that the vote led to 
the breaking of  relations of  friendship, and EP4 main-
tains that these enmities, in such a small social context, 
will last at least a generation. Finally, TC1 mentions 
tensions in the collaboration between the municipal 
councils that voted for and against the project. 

Imagining the enemies
The last section of  the interviews focused on how 

the leaders of  the Parks’ opponents imagine their po-
litical opponents – i. e. the Parks’ promoters, support-
ers and their values – and what broader significance 
they attribute to the vote. For TC1, their direct op-
ponent was the world of  environmentalism and “ex-
treme nature conservation”. TC3 points to Adula Park’s 
board of  directors as their main adversary, followed 
by municipalities and town councillors, “who in small 
villages are all relatives”. Opponents accused such figures 
of  trying to buy the support of  local people, notably 
farmers, by emphasizing the grants and subsidies that 
the Park and other authorities would make available 
to them. MP2 states that the Park’s proponents have a 
very visible media presence and a considerable amount 
of  money at their disposal, and continue to pursue “an 
excessively abstract idea”. For EP4 the promoters of  the 
Locarnese Park were a few people in good faith and 
about 200 who were seeking enrichment and public 
subsidies, while the general public who supported the 
project was basically in good faith. P5 points out that 
the Park’s management did not believe sufficiently in 
their project or its goals. According to P5, the man-
agement therefore refused to engage in public discus-
sion to defend the Park, and left their communications 
vague so as to avoid confrontation with local interest 
groups. The Canton was another direct opponent – 
one politically interested in the creation of  National 
Parks to be used as a bargaining chip with the Federal 
Office for the Environment. Globally, however, P5 
identifies their enemy as a “new ecological ideology with the 
aim of  moving people away from nature” and of  resettling 
the population in large urban areas.

In general, all the leaders recognized that their bat-
tle was not against the project of  a National Park per 
se, but against a broader political strategy that they 
considered harmful to the inhabitants of  the Alpine 
valleys. Those who were against the Locarnese Park, 
being considerably more organized, had a very struc-
tured overall vision of  the enemy, which they identified 
as an ideology and labelled “fundamentalist” (common, 
in their opinion, to both the OECD and the IUCN), of  
environmental protection that wants to separate man 
and nature. In the analysis of  EP4, former employees 
of  international “mega-rich environmental organizations” 
have started working for the Federal Office for the 
Environment, radicalizing Swiss environmental policy 
towards a rewilding of  Alpine areas. According to this 
interpretation, Adula Park and Locarnese Park would 
be followed by other PAs, to the point of  transform-
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ing the entire Alpine region into a nature conservation 
area that would drive out its inhabitants. The leaders 
against Adula Park express similar feelings, albeit in 
a more general way. TC1 fears that such projects will 
turn the area into a living museum, expelling its inhab-
itants and restricting human activities. TC3 reiterates 
that the inhabitants of  the valleys want to continue to 
be free, and that the Confederation must understand 
that it cannot turn the Alps into a Park.

Discussion

First, it is important to emphasize how the oppo-
nents represent themselves as spokespersons for a 
population frightened by censorship. In small villages, 
where, despite democratic rules, semi-oligarchies are 
in force and key power players seem immutable (RCT 
1998, p. 45), it is difficult to oppose the plans of  the 
municipalities without being ostracized. The attempt 
by the two Parks to ally themselves with local authori-
ties in order to show their closeness to the population 
seems to have had the opposite effect, alarming some 
of  the residents. In turn, this allowed the opponents 
to set themselves up as heroes of  the censored people, 
exploiting the communication mechanisms of  victimi-
zation (Samet 2013), blame (Gerodimos 2015) and of-
fensive language. Indeed, “the politics of  resentment and 
victimization, so typical of  populism, might resonate well with 
ethno-regional minorities that perceive a lack of  recognition or 
fair treatment of  their region by the state elites” (Heinisch et 
al. 2018, p. 928). The victory by the opponents sug-
gests that a proportion of  the population experienced 
the Park projects as an imposition by the central state 
despite bottom-up processes put in place by the pro-
moters.

The example of  the Locarnese, in particular, shows 
how the action of  a tiny and well-coordinated group 
can frustrate the actions of  a whole set of  local and 
national institutions. To understand this surprising 
reversal, it may be useful to resort to the notion of  
the struggle for cultural hegemony. From a Gramscian 
perspective, society is divided into groups with con-
flicting interests and visions of  reality (Gramsci 1971). 
Institutions, guarantors of  social functioning, defend 
and propagate the vision of  the hegemonic group, 
while non-hegemonic groups try to gain power and 
change the population’s perception of  reality. 

In the two cases that interest us, we can observe 
how there are (at least) two distinct perspectives on 
PA projects: that of  promoters and local institutions, 
who see them as proactive and democratic projects, 
and that of  PA opponents, who see the projects as 
an imposition from above, by interests external to 
the valleys. This can also be described as a polemical 
representation of  reality influenced by local identity 
requirements (Breakwell, 2001; Moscovici, 1988), and 
it is here that the notion of  culture war can be useful. 

During the second half  of  the 20th century, the 
Ticino valleys received a great deal of  aid to combat 

depopulation and ensure the survival of  their villages. 
Numerous improvements to infrastructure were built, 
ample economic resources were guaranteed, and all 
this was carried out by local authorities themselves, 
who had decisional autonomy (Carloni 1998; Diener 
et al. 2006; Toppi 1998). Overall, therefore, the fragile 
position of  the Alpine valleys has guaranteed them a 
privileged position with regard to public policies. Since 
the 1990s, however, with the advent of  neo-liberal ide-
ology within federal and cantonal institutions, a new 
paradigm has taken hold. More emphasis has since 
been placed on the profitability of  public investment 
(Gunder 2010; Haughton et al. 2013; Ranci 2017). 
From this perspective, it therefore became absurd to 
continue to invest in the infrastructural development 
of  areas that were too peripheral. Category II National 
Park projects – following the so-called neoliberal turn 
in nature conservation (Büscher & Arsel 2012a, b) – 
were a good alternative to redirect the development 
of  Alpine valleys.

The shift in status and the loss of  historical privileg-
es fostered the emergence of  a sense of  victimhood. 
In the eyes of  the population, it became possible to 
interpret the PA project as an expression of  a wider 
strategy of  transformation of  the Alpine areas. EP4 
and TC1 have emphasized how, in their opinion, this 
new ideology, which is carried out on a global scale 
by nature protection organizations, wants to erase the 
historical links between the inhabitants of  the Alpine 
valleys and their territory, making all traces of  human 
presence above 700 m a.s.l. disappear.

We can see a culture war developing before our 
eyes. For those opposed to them, National Parks im-
ply submission to a strategy akin to the half-earth hy-
pothesis (Vettese 2018; Wilson 2016). They stress that 
this kind of  nature conservation is carried out at the 
expense of  the most fragile communities, for example 
in Switzerland’s poor and remote Alpine valleys, and 
therefore constitutes an injustice and prevarication by 
the wealthiest urban population. As Lele puts it with 
reference to the Global South: “the willingness to sacrifice 
concern for justice on the altar of  global climate sustainability 
has been a hallmark of  green growth thinking” (Lele 2020, p. 
50; see also Büscher et al. 2017).

Hence, the two National Park projects possess 
a complexity of  meanings that goes far beyond the 
concrete set of  rules that each abides by. For instance, 
they may represent the loss of  privileged status of  the 
Alpine valleys, or even the sacrifice of  peripheral com-
munities by virtue of  an unfair ecological realpolitik 
(see Pollin 2018, p. 21). This in turn demonstrates well 
how National Parks imply much more than might ini-
tially be thought: they can become pawns in the cul-
tural war between ways of  conceiving the relationship 
between humans and nature, or cities and the coun-
tryside. If  a project for a new PA is not to be hijacked 
by controversy and populism, if  the project is to be 
implemented, these are all aspects that need to be con-
sidered before embarking on the design of  a new PA.



10
Research

Conclusion

Although they did not have close contacts with 
each other, the two opposition campaigns analysed 
here have many features in common. In particular, 
their ability to exploit victimization in their discourse 
and to use potentially offensive tactics results in the al-
most complete frustration of  the promoters’ attempts 
to construct bottom-up approaches. Another funda-
mental point in common is the existence of  a culture 
war between advocates of  nature conservation and 
those who see the creation of  the new national parks 
as entailing the destruction of  the human-nature rela-
tionship and the erasure of  the history of  Alpine com-
munities. To constructively overcome these challenges 
is likely to take a long time, as well as considerable 
effort to better include those who feel excluded and 
marginalized. The first step towards this is an assess-
ment of  the quality of  public debate: understanding 
whether the conditions for constructive discussion ex-
ist is a fundamental prerequisite for enabling bottom-
up processes to succeed. Thus, the social sciences can 
contribute significantly to the creation of  new PAs. 
For example, additional qualitative as well as quantita-
tive studies exploring the feelings of  the population 
towards both concrete territorial projects and broader 
territorial policy over a sufficient time span could re-
veal possible changes in attitude more clearly and new 
opportunities for the creation of  PAs. Furthermore, 
efforts should be made to include opponents of  PAs 
at an early stage through working groups, so that dis-
sent does not manifest itself  only in a destructive form 
at the end of  the process.
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