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Abstract

This paper investigates the power dynamics and actor interactions shaping the governance of fisheries and marine pro-
tected areas (MPAs) in Senegal, with a comparative focus on two key sites: Saint Louis and Sangomar. Governance in
these areas involves the overlapping mandates of multiple institutions, including conservation-focused policies led by the
Ministry of Environment -and Sustainable Development and fisheries management overseen by the Ministry of Fisheries
and Maritime Economy. Additionally, local governance bodies such as artisanal fishing committees, fishing associations,
and marine protected area management committees add further complexity to the governance landscape. Using qualitative
content analysis, this study explores three central questions: (1) What are the linkages among the various actors involved
in fisheries and conservation collective action? (2) How does power manifest in the relationships between these actors? (3)
How do actors’ positions and decisions influence collective action? The study draws on data collected through interviews,
focus group discussions, and participant observations, offering a rich qualitative perspective on governance dynamics.
Preliminary findings reveal stark differences between the governance structures in Saint Louis and Sangomar. Governance
in Saint Louis is marked by a limited interaction among actors, weak adherence to conservation efforts, and the predomi-
nance of commercial fishing. In contrast, Sangomar displays a stronger community participation, active involvement of
women, and an emphasis on subsistence fishing. Power relations in Saint Louis are hierarchical and rooted in traditional
authority, whereas in Sangomar they are more distributed, driven by cooperative values and collective decision-making.
By empirically operationalizing a multidimensional power framework, the paper shows how institutional coexistence alone
does not explain governance outcomes, and how power relations mediate the effectiveness and legitimacy of fisheries
and MPA governance. Rather than separating fisheries governance from MPA governance, the study examines how actors
navigate overlapping conservation and fisheries institutions across interconnected coastal spaces.
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Introduction

Small-scale fisheries (SSF) are critical for supporting coastal
livelihoods and food security, while Marine Protected Areas
(MPAs) have become central instruments for biodiversity
conservation and marine governance. Globally, initiatives
such as the 30 x 30 conservation goals, which aim to protect
30% of the world’s oceans and land by 2030, underscore the
increasing importance of MPAs as a tool for safeguarding
marine ecosystems while mitigating the impacts of climate
change (Lubchenco and Grorud-Colvert 2015; Dinerstein et
al. 2019). However, achieving these ambitious targets often
entails navigating complex governance challenges, particu-
larly in regions where coastal communities depend heavily
on marine resources for their economic and cultural well-
being (Jentoft and Bavinck 2014; Bennett et al. 2015).

These challenges are especially manifest in Senegal, a
country where fisheries play a central role in livelihoods,
food security, and biodiversity, and where MPAs are
increasingly established with the aim of supporting these
functions, though their contribution in practice remains lim-
ited and contested (Belhabib et al. 2014; Thiao et al. 2019).
Marine resources underpin the subsistence, economic well-
being, and cultural identity of Senegal’s coastal commu-
nities (Chaboud et al. 2008). Yet, the governance of these
resources involves a multitude of actors with competing pri-
orities. These stakeholders operate within overlapping and
sometimes contradictory institutional frameworks, creating
governance challenges that mirror global tensions between
conservation and resource utilization (Berkes 2010; Fabi-
nyi, Evans, and Foale 2014).

In Senegal, the governance landscape for marine
resources is primarily divided between two ministries: the
Ministry of Environment and Sustainable Development,
which oversees biodiversity conservation and the Minis-
try of Fisheries and Maritime Economy, which focuses on
fisheries management. This dual structure reflects broader
global trends of organizing conservation and use in two
separate government units, which often leads to conflicts
between conservation objectives and resource utiliza-
tion priorities (Chuenpagdee and Jentoft 2009; Bavinck et
al. 2013; Senghor et al. 2023). Adding to this complexity,
decentralized governance initiatives including Local Arti-
sanal Fisheries Committees (CLPAs) and MPA management
committees were introduced to strengthen participation
in resource governance (Mbaye, Thiam, and Fall 2018).
The implementation of these frameworks is hindered by
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fragmented governance, unclear jurisdictional boundaries,
and weak coordination mechanisms (Senghor 2025).

Power dynamics further complicate governance process.
State agencies NGOs, customary authorities and local lead-
ers exercise different forms of influence over resource man-
agement, creating overlapping and sometimes competing
sources of authority(Bennett et al. 2021; Fabinyi, Evans,
and Foale 2014). These interactions illustrate that gover-
nance is shaped not only by formal institutions but also by
informal and customary forms of power (Ribot and Peluso
2003; Cleaver 2017; Banikoi 2024). While power is widely
acknowledged in studies of fisheries and marine governance,
it is often treated implicitly or reduced to formal authority
and institutional design. This study advances existing schol-
arship by empirically operationalizing power as a multidi-
mensional and relational concept, examining how different
forms of power (power-over, power-to, power-with, and
power-within) are exercised through everyday interactions
among actors. In doing so, the paper responds to calls within
commons scholarship to better account for power asymme-
tries in the analysis of collective action, moving beyond
institutional design principles to examine how author-
ity, legitimacy, and influence shape governance outcomes
across different institutional contexts.

Senegal represents a particularly revealing case because
marine resources constitute the socio-economic backbone
of coastal communities, and because governance unfolds
within a highly productive upwelling ecosystem that sus-
tains intense fishing pressure and competition over access.
Fisheries are not a marginal sector but central to national
identity, livelihoods, and political debate. At the same time,
governance operates within a socially complex landscape
characterized by strong customary authorities, cultur-
ally diverse fishing communities, migrant networks, and
deeply embedded territorial norms. These socio-ecological
and cultural dynamics intersect with institutional dualism,
donor interventions, and expanding extractive industries,
creating a governance arena where power relations are not
only present but highly visible and contested. In this sense,
Senegal provides a strategic setting to examine how power
mediates the interaction between conservation objectives
and livelihood-based resource use in contexts where fisher-
ies are socially, economically, and politically central. In both
study sites, fisheries activities take place within and beyond
formally designated Marine Protected Areas (MPAs). In
Saint Louis, the MPA coexists with highly commercialized
fishing activities that largely extend outside its boundar-
ies, while in Sangomar, fishing practices are more closely
intertwined with MPA governance structures. This overlap
between protected and non-protected areas reinforces the
need to analyze fisheries and MPAs as interconnected gov-
ernance systems rather than separate domains. Although
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fishing activities extend both inside and outside formally
protected areas, the analytical focus of this paper is not to
compare ecological or regulatory differences between fish-
ing within and beyond MPAs. Rather, the paper examines
how governance actors navigate overlapping fisheries and
conservation institutions within broader coastal governance
systems. MPAs are therefore approached as embedded
within wider fisheries governance dynamics, where actors,
conflicts, and decision-making processes extend across
protected and non-protected spaces. These governance
dynamics must also be understood within the broader con-
text of the Blue Economy, which has become increasingly
prominent in Senegal. Recent offshore oil and gas devel-
opments, including the Sangomar oil field and the Grand
Tortue Ahmeyim (GTA) gas project in Saint Louis, are
reshaping coastal governance by introducing new actors,
competing spatial claims, and shifting economic priorities.
While MPAs are often promoted as conservation tools, they
are also embedded within these broader political-economic
transformations, where conservation, extraction, and live-
lihoods intersect. This context further intensifies power
asymmetries and reinforces the need to analyze governance
beyond institutional arrangements alone. This article inves-
tigates the power dynamics and actor interactions shaping
the governance of fisheries and MPAs in Senegal. Specifi-
cally, it examines (1) the relationships and linkages among
various actors engaged in fisheries and conservation gover-
nance (2) how power manifests in the interactions between
these actors, and (3) how actors’ positions and decisions
influence collective action and governance outcomes. By
addressing these questions, the study aims to contribute
to the growing body of literature on the role of power in
marine governance (Jentoft 2007; Bennett 2019; Hauck
2008), particularly within the context of Sub-Saharan
Africa (Nunan, Hara, and Onyango 2015; Murunga 2021;
Senghor 2025).

While institutional design and co-management arrange-
ments are often presented as key determinants of gover-
nance effectiveness, institutional explanations alone are
insufficient to account for observed outcomes. A growing
body of scholarship in the political economy of institu-
tions and commons governance has shown that similar
institutional arrangements can produce divergent outcomes
depending on how authority, resources, and legitimacy are
distributed among actors (Bavinck et al. 2013; Kashwan et
al. 2019; Cleaver 2017). Building on this insight, this paper
places power at the center of the analysis, treating it not as
a background condition but as an active force structuring
actor interactions, decision-making processes, and gover-
nance outcomes. The four-dimensions of power adopted
here enable a systematic examination of how domination,
agency, collective action, and internalized legitimacy shape

governance practices differently across sites, helping to
explain why similar governance frameworks produce con-
trasting outcomes in Saint Louis and Sangomar.

Theoretical framework

Understanding how governance functions in fisheries (par-
ticularly SSF) and MPAs requires attention not only to insti-
tutional arrangements but also to the power relations among
diverse actors. While governance frameworks often empha-
size rules, participation, and organizational design, grow-
ing scholarship highlights that governance outcomes are
deeply shaped by how authority, resources, and legitimacy
are distributed and contested. This study therefore draws on
insights from three key bodies of literature: commons gov-
ernance, political ecology, and institutional complexity, to
analyze how power and actor relationships shape fisheries
and conservation outcomes in Senegal.

Governance of the commons

This research engages with commons governance scholar-
ship, building on Ostrom’s work, which emphasizes col-
lective action and the role of locally crafted institutions in
resource management. Ostrom challenged the conventional
“tragedy of the commons” paradigm by demonstrating that
that communities are often capable of developing effective
rules for resource use, monitoring, and conflict resolution
(Ostrom 1990). However, subsequent research has shown
that the applicability of these principles is frequently con-
strained by institutional fragmentation, power asymmetries,
and external political and economic pressures that shape
who defines the rules and whose interest are prioritized
(Agrawal 2001; Kashwan, MacLean, and Garcia-Lopez
2019; Schliiter, A., Kluger, L. C., Garteizgogeascoa, M., &
Damonte 2023). This literature shifts attention from institu-
tional form to questions of authority, legitimacy, and con-
trol, highlighting that commons governance is inherently
political. In contexts such as Senegal, MPAs and fisher-
ies governance involve overlapping state, community and
external institutions, raising questions about who defines
the rules and whose interests are prioritized.

Political ecology and co-management

Political ecology and co-management scholarship explicitly
foreground power relations in environmental governance.
While co-management is often presented as a solution to the
failure of both state control and community based gover-
nance (Jentoft 1989; Berkes 2009), empirical studies show
that it can reproduce unequal power relations, particularly
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where state agencies or NGOs retain control over decision-
making and resources (Béné et al. 2009). Political ecology
further emphasizes how historical, political, and economic
structures shape access to resources and governance author-
ity, often privileging political elites or external actors while
marginalizing local users (Robbins 2012). In the Senegalese
context, these tensions are visible in the co-existence of state-
driven governance bodies (such as CLPA and MPA man-
agement committees) and customary institutions. Although
co-management structures formally promote participation,
their implementation often reflects unequal partnerships,
where formal authority often prevails local legitimacy (Sen-
ghor et al. 2023). This highlights the need for an analytical
approach that goes beyond institutional form to examine
how power is exercised, negotiated, and contested within
governance processes. Institutional Complexity.

Institutional complexity

Governance arrangements in Senegal’s fisheries and MPAs
are characterized by institutional complexity, multiple over-
lapping institutions with ambiguous mandates and unclear
coordination (Schliiter et al. 2025). This complexity cre-
ates both opportunities and constraints for actors navigat-
ing governance systems. Governance fragmentation and
the proliferation of institutions often result in exclusion-
ary practices, particularly where formal governance bod-
ies are disconnected from local realities or chosen by elite
actors (Senghor 2025; Senghor et al. 2023). The compari-
son between Saint Louis and Sangomar provides a useful
lens for examining how this Institutional complexity var-
ies across contexts, shaping different patterns levels of con-
flict, cooperation, and conservation legitimacy. Institutional
complexity therefore does not simply create coordination
challenges; it produces multiple arenas in which power is
exercised, contested, and reconfigured, making it a critical
entry point for analyzing governance outcomes.

The four dimensions of power

To analyze these actor relationships, the study adopts the four-

dimensional power framework (Senghor 2025; Partelow and

Manlosa 2023). This framework conceptualizes power as:

e Power-over: Domination or exclusion from
decision-making;

e Power-to: The agency of actors to make decisions and
take action;

e Power-with: Collective capacity developed through col-
laboration and alliances;

e Power-within: Internal confidence, empowerment, and
identity-driven action.

@ Springer

While previous work has examined power dynamics at a
broader Sub-Saharan African scale (Senghor 2025), this
study advances the analysis by providing a fine-grained,
comparative, and empirically grounded examination of
how multidimensional power operates within specific
governance contexts in Senegal. Although institutional
approaches to commons governance have significantly
advanced understanding of collective action and resource
management, they often provide limited explanations for
why similar governance arrangements lead to different
outcomes across contexts. Political economy perspectives
on institutions emphasize that governance processes are
embedded within broader power relations, historical trajec-
tories, and political-economic structures, which shape how
rules are interpreted, implemented, and contested (Clement
2010; Kashwan 2016; Cleaver 2017). Power is understood
as a multidimensional phenomenon encompassing domi-
nation, agency, collective capacity, and internalized legiti-
macy (Ribot and Peluso 2003; Gaventa 2006). By applying
this framework comparatively in Saint Louis and Sango-
mar, the study highlights how different configurations of
power, rather than institutional arrangements alone, shape
patterns of participation, coordination, and governance
legitimacy.

Methods
Study areas and case selection rationale

This study was conducted in two key regions of Senegal:
Saint Louis and Sangomar. These sites were selected based
on a combination of discriminating and similarity criteria
designed to support a comparative case study approach. The
selection criteria included:

® Presence of a Marine Protected Area (MPA) older than
five years.
Importance as major artisanal fishing sites.
Differences in the historical creation of MPAs.

e (Contrasting cultural and institutional contexts.

The rationale was to identify cases that share core ecologi-
cal characteristics while differing in governance structures,
cultural foundations, and historical trajectories, thereby
enabling analytically meaningful comparison. Table 1 out-
lines the comparative rationale for selecting Saint Louis and
Sangomar as case studies, emphasizing their shared signifi-
cance as major fishing sites in Senegal while also under-
scoring their contrasting socio-ecological conditions and
governance arrangements, which provide a valuable basis
for comparative analysis.
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Table 1 Comparative Justification for Case Selection: Saint Louis and Sangomar

Difference

Criteria Similarity

Importance in National Both are major artisanal fishing hubs in Senegal.
Fisheries

Presence of MPAs Both host officially recognized MPAs created over

five years ago.
Governance Structures
CLPAs and MPA committees.
Cultural Background Fishing is central to both communities.
Ecological Challenges
gas development threats.

Fisheries System

Characteristics coastal resource use

Both have co-management systems, including

Both face overexploitation, climate change, and oil/

Both rely on small-scale artisanal fisheries and

Saint Louis is a historic, market-integrated site; Sangomar is
a relatively recent hub, shaped by migrant fishing practices.
Saint Louis’ MPA is a state driven creation; Sangomar’s is a
community driven initiative.

Saint Louis’ CLPA is profession-based and urban; Sango-
mar’s is territorially grounded and community-oriented.
Saint Louis is predominantly Wolof and urbanized; Sango-
mar is largely Serer and rural.

Saint Louis is impacted by the GTA (Grand Tortue
Ahmeyin) gas project; Sangomar by the Sangomar offshore
oil block.

Saint Louis: motorized pirogues, small pelagics, long com-
mercial value chains, strong trader dominance. Sangomar:
smaller-scale gear, shellfish harvesting, shorter value chains,
stronger local embedding.

Both study sites include formally designated Marine
Protected Areas (MPAs), although fisheries activities
extend beyond these protected zones. In Saint Louis, the
MPA, established in 2004 (Decree No. 2004 —1408), cov-
ers approximately 49,600 hectares while the Sangomar
MPA, created in 2014 (Decree No. 2014 —338) and covers
approximately 87,437 hectares. Saint Louis is character-
ized by an intensive and highly commercialized small-
scale fisheries system centered around the Guet Ndar
fishing community. Fishing activities are predominantly
conducted using motorized wooden pirogues targeting
small pelagic species such as sardinella, as well as demer-
sal species depending on the season. Fishing operations
are strongly organized along professional lines, with clear
divisions between boat owners, captains, crew members,
fish traders, and women processors. The fishery is deeply
integrated into national and regional markets, involving
long and competitive value chains dominated by powerful
traders and intermediaries. The presence of migrant and
industrial fleets further intensifies pressure on resources
and governance structures.

In contrast, Sangomar’s fisheries system is smaller in
scale and more locally embedded. Fishing is conducted
using less capital-intensive gear, including non-motorized
or small motorized pirogues, targeting a mix of coastal spe-
cies and shellfish resources. Women play a central role in
post-harvest activities, particularly shellfish harvesting and
processing, often organized through Economic Interest
Groups (GIEs). Fishing and processing activities are closely
linked to local livelihoods, with shorter value chains and
stronger social embeddedness. While migrant fishers are
present seasonally, governance arrangements remain largely
community-centered.

These differences in fishery organization and value-chain
structures shape actors’ strategies, forms of coordination,
and opportunities to exercise power within governance

processes. In practice, actors rarely distinguish governance
interactions strictly according to whether fishing occurs
inside or outside MPA boundaries, as resource use, mobility,
and governance negotiations extend across interconnected
coastal spaces.

Data collection and analysis

To address the research questions, qualitative and participa-
tory methods were employed to capture the perspectives of
diverse stakeholders and analyze power relations and actor
interactions. Data collection was conducted across the two
sites from November 2022 to April 2023. A total of 69 inter-
views were conducted across both study sites: 31 in Saint
Louis and 30 in Sangomar. The remaining 8 interviews were
conducted in Dakar for contextual insights at the national
level. Interview participants included fishers, fish proces-
sors, traders, NGO representatives, state agency officials,
and MPA management committee members. In addition, 4
focus groups were conducted, with 2 in Saint Louis and 2 in
Sangomar. Each focus group comprised 6 tol0 participants
and included stakeholder groups such as women fish pro-
cessors, fishing associations, and NGO representatives. Dis-
cussions explored collective action dynamics, conflicts, and
collaboration challenges. Besides, observations were con-
ducted at key sites, including fishing landing areas, commu-
nity meetings, and MPA management committee activities.
In addition, relevant policy documents, reports, and organi-
zational records were reviewed to contextualize the findings
and understand the formal governance frameworks in place.

To operationalize the four dimensions of power, the inter-
view guide included questions designed to capture different
forms of influence, agency, and legitimacy within fisheries
and MPA governance. Questions addressed decision-mak-
ing authority, actors’ capacity to act, collective strategies,
and sources of social legitimacy. This allowed the four
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dimensions of power: power-over, power-to, power-with,
and power-within to be identified empirically through actors’
narratives and observed practices across both study sites.

Table 2 summarizes how the four dimensions of power
were operationalized in the field and linked to empirical
material.

The collected data were analyzed using qualitative
content analysis (Stemler 2000). The interview data were
examined through thematic coding, following an induc-
tive approach to identify key themes emerging from the
discussions(Stemler 2000; Aubin-auger et al. 2009; Berg
2000). These themes are structured to capture governance
components such as actors, rules, power relationships,
and outcomes in fisheries and MPAs. This approach helps
uncover dynamics of influence, collaboration, and conflict
among key stakeholders. The comparative analysis of the
two study sites highlights variations in governance arrange-
ments, decision-making processes, and power asymmetries,
providing insights into the institutional and social factors
shaping fisheries and MPA governance.

This analytical strategy ensured that dimensions of
power were systematically grounded in empirical material,
enabling comparison of how power operates across the two
governance contexts.

Results

The results are organized into five analytical dimensions that
derive directly from the research questions and theoretical
framework. Actor interactions address the question of relation-
ships and linkages among governance actors (RQ1). Power
dynamics respond to the second question by analyzing how
authority and influence are distributed (RQ2). The third research
question, which focuses on the impact of actors’ positions and
decisions on governance outcomes, is addressed through three
complementary dimensions: strategies of local actors, gover-
nance arrangements, and political economy (RQ3). While some
governance issues discussed by actors relate specifically to
MPA, many governance interactions concern broader fisheries

Table 2 Operationalization of the 4 dimensions of power

management processes that extend beyond MPA boundaries.
The results therefore reflect the interconnected nature of fisher-
ies and conservation governance in both study sites.

Actor interactions in fisheries and MPA governance

Fisheries and MPA governance in both Saint Louis and

Sangomar involve a group of actors operating at different

scales, with varying degrees of legitimacy, authority, and

collaboration. These actors can be grouped into four broad

categories:

e State institutions (Ministry of Fisheries, CLPAs,
Prefectures).

e Community-based actors (fishers, women processors,
traditional authorities, local associations).

e Non-governmental and international
(WWF, IUCN, Dekkal Gued;...).

e Private sector stakeholders (fish traders).

organizations

In Saint Louis, interactions among actors are characterized
by overlapping mandates and contested legitimacy. State-
led structures such as the CLPA and MPA management com-
mittee are often perceived as technocratic and hierarchical.
Their creation and operations are strongly shaped by central
government frameworks, with limited grassroots participa-
tion. Traditional authorities, while respected, are largely dis-
connected from formal governance processes.

The existence of parallel associations predates the estab-
lishment of the CLPA; however, their relationship with the
CLPA has often reinforced institutional fragmentation rather
than coordination. Because the CLPA was structured by
sectors rather than geographically, it created overlaps and
competition with pre-existing associations. As result, repre-
sentativeness varies widely across organizations with some
associations prioritizing access to project funding or political
visibility over collective governance reform. As highlighted in
many interviews, the proliferation of associations has diluted
the collective voice of fishers and added to institutional con-
fusion. This fragmentation is exacerbated by the exclusion

Dimension of Power Example Interview Questions

Empirical Focus

Power-over

Who makes decisions about fishing rules or MPA regula-

Authority, exclusion, control over rules and resources

tions? Have you ever felt excluded from decision-making
spaces? Who has the final say when there is disagreement?

Power-to

Have you or your group initiated projects or actions related

Agency, capacity to act, room for maneuver

to fisheries or conservation? What enabled or constrained

these actions?
Power-with

Do actors work together to influence decisions or resolve

Collaboration, collective strategies, alliances

problems? Can you describe alliances or collective actions?

Power-within

Who is respected or listened to in your community? Why?

Legitimacy, moral authority, empowerment

Have your confidence or influence changed over time?

@ Springer
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of associations critical of public policies from official con-
sultation forums, which further weakens representativeness
in decision-making. NGOs, particularly the WWF, initially
played a bridging role in the creation of the MPA, but their
subsequent disengagement further reduced opportunities for
dialogue between public actors and local organizations.

Table 3 provides an overview of the main actors involved
in fisheries and MPA governance in Saint Louis, summariz-
ing their roles and the nature of their influence within the
governance system.

Actor relationships are marked by recurring tensions
between state-led governance bodies and grassroots actors,
particularly artisanal fishers and women processors. Conflicts
frequently arise around representation and access to decision-
making spaces, especially within the CLPA and the MPA
management committee, where leadership positions are often
perceived as dominated by politically connected individuals,
limiting the inclusion of dissenting voices. As a result, alliances
tend to form outside formal institutions, for example through
parallel fishers’ associations or informal networks mobilized
during conflicts over access restrictions or development proj-
ects. In this context, traditional authorities including respected
elders, religious leaders (imams), and the Barak of Guet Ndar,
a customary authority historically involved in regulating access
to fishing activities play a key mediating role. Although not
formally embedded in state-led governance structures, these
actors retain strong legitimacy among fishers and traders and

are frequently consulted to resolve disputes when conflicts
escalate beyond formal institutional channels. These interac-
tion patterns illustrate how power-over operates through for-
mal institutions, while power-within and power-with emerge
through informal alliances and customary authority.

In Sangomar, key actors include the CLPA, the MPA
management committee, the COGER (community based
resources management committee), traditional leaders, fish-
ers, women processors, and NGOs such as IPC (Coastal
fisheries initiative/FAQO), ICD Afrique (Institute for coop-
eration development), and Dekkal Guedj (USAID). Actor
interactions are more structured and cohesive than in Saint
Louis. The CLPA acts as a legitimate forum for stakeholder
coordination and decision-making. While the COGER is
deeply rooted in local practices and enjoys broad-based
support. The MPA management committee, although estab-
lished by ministerial decree, emerged from local advocacy
for improved conservation, enhancing its legitimacy. Tra-
ditional authorities and village-level leaders are regularly
involved in consultations and conflict resolution, reinforc-
ing the socio-cultural embeddedness of governance. Wom-
en’s groups in Sangomar are formally included through
GIEs (Economic Interest Groups) and benefit from training
and project support by NGOs. However, challenges persist,
particularly in ensuring inclusive access to MPA project
benefits and in balancing external funding priorities with
local needs. Table 4 summarizes the key formal actors and

Table 3 Key Governance Actors in Saint Louis: Roles and Influence in Fisheries and MPA Governance

Actor Category Actor (Saint Louis)

Role and Influence

1. Co-management Institutions CLPA, MPA Management Committee

2. Resource User Groups

3. Traditional Authorities Local Elders, Barack of Guet Ndar

4. NGOs and Donors
CAOPA, ADEPA.

5. Political and State Actors

Fishers (Guet Ndar), Traders, Women Processors

WWF, IUCN, MAVA, Dekkal Guedj (USAID),

Prefect, Ministry Representatives, Inspector, Mayor

State-aligned, often centralized. CLPA is state-domi-
nated; MPA is seen as top-down. Perceived exclusion of
grassroots voices.

Fragmented, many alternative associations. Varying
degrees of representation in governance.

Important for conflict resolution and legitimacy, but not
formally integrated into governance.

Played key roles early in MPA setup; now less central.
Seen as reinforcing formal structures.

Hold decision-making power; involved in CLPA struc-
ture; often distant from daily concerns of resource users.

Table 4 Key Governance Actors in Sangomar: Roles and Influence in Fisheries and MPA Governance

Actor Category Actor (Sangomar)

Role and Influence

1. Co-management Institutions

2. Resource User Groups
3. Traditional Authorities Village Chiefs, Religious Leaders
4. NGOs and Donors IPC, ICD Afrique, Dekkal Guedj

5. Political and State Actors

CLPA, MPA Management Committee, COGER

Small-scale Fishers, Women Processors

Sub-prefect, Technical Services, Fisheries Reps

CLPA is central and inclusive; COGER is influential and
community-driven. MPA perceived as more legitimate
due to local involvement.

More cohesive groups (e.g., GIEs). Fewer parallel asso-
ciations; more integration through CLPA and COGER.
Actively engaged; involved in mediation and MPA sup-
port. Strong legitimacy in governance processes.

Strong collaboration with local groups. Support empow-
erment and conservation efforts.

More supportive and facilitative role compared to Saint
Louis. CLPA seen as bridge rather than control structure.

@ Springer



44 Page 8 of 13

Maritime Studies (2026) 25:44

their roles in Sangomar, where governance appears more
decentralized and inclusive than in Saint Louis (Table 4).

In contrast to Saint Louis, actor interactions in Sangomar
are characterized by more stable alliances and lower lev-
els of overt conflict. The CLPA and the community-based
management committee (COGER) function as key coordi-
nation platforms where fishers, women processors, tradi-
tional leaders, and NGO representatives regularly interact.
Alliances between women’s groups and NGOs have been
particularly important for advancing livelihood and conser-
vation initiatives, such as collective processing activities
and mangrove restoration. While disagreements do occur
especially regarding access rules within the MPA these are
more commonly addressed through negotiated dialogue
facilitated by traditional leaders and CLPA representatives,
reinforcing the legitimacy of local governance arrange-
ments. These arrangements demonstrate a greater balance
between power-over and power-with, as authority is exer-
cised through coordination and negotiated legitimacy rather
than exclusion.

Power dynamics and decision-making

Power relations within the governance of fisheries and
MPAs in Saint Louis and Sangomar manifest in varied
ways across the two contexts. In Saint Louis, power rela-
tions are characterized by a combination of top-down state
authority and strong informal influence exercised outside
formal governance structures. State-led bodies such as the
CLPA and the MPA management committee concentrate
decision-making authority, often without meaningful con-
sultation with grassroots actors. Decisions regarding proj-
ect selection, spatial regulation, and institutional leadership
are frequently filtered through coordinators aligned with
government representatives, reflecting a dominant form of
power-over grounded in legal mandates rather than commu-
nity endorsement. Conflicts related to access to fishing space
and infrastructure illustrate this dynamic. For example, fish-
ing leaders from Guet Ndar opposed the construction of a
modernized landing site that would have introduced new
hygiene and access regulations, fearing increased state con-
trol over fishing practices. Through their influence within
the community and alliances with political actors, they were
able to delay or block the project, demonstrating how infor-
mal power can reshape formal planning decisions.
Alongside these formal structures, significant power
is exercised informally through customary and socially
embedded authorities. Traditional leaders, including elders,
religious leaders (imams), and the Barak of Guet Ndar (a
council of respected elders drawn from dominant fishing
lineages) play a central role in mediating conflicts, regulat-
ing access, and legitimizing leadership decisions. Although
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not formally embedded within state-led governance institu-
tions, these actors retain strong moral authority and commu-
nity recognition. Young leaders have also gained influence
through media engagement, public advocacy, and grass-
roots mobilization rather than formal elections, illustrating
forms of power-within rooted in legitimacy and reputation.
Together, these dynamics reveal how power-within and
informal power coexist with, and at times counterbalance,
formal power-over in Saint Louis.

In contrast, the power landscape in Sangomar reflects
more inclusive and decentralized governance dynamics.
While state actors retain formal authority through fisher-
ies laws and MPA decrees, their role is widely perceived
as facilitative rather than dominant. The CLPA functions as
a legitimate forum for decision-making and conflict reso-
lution, while the community-based resource management
committee (COGER) plays a central role in coordinating
local governance. Conflicts over access to MPA resources
or benefit-sharing are typically addressed through delibera-
tion within these bodies, where traditional leaders and wom-
en’s representatives actively participate. This contributes to
a more distributed form of decision-making and limits the
escalation of disputes into open resistance.

Power-to, power-with, and power-within are particularly
visible among community actors in Sangomar. Women’s
groups organized as Economic Interest Groups (GIEs) have
initiated conservation activities such as mangrove restora-
tion, oyster farming, and collective labor arrangements,
often without direct institutional support. These initiatives
reflect both agency and collective capacity, strengthened
through collaboration with NGOs and local authorities. Tra-
ditional authorities, including village chiefs and religious
leaders, are directly embedded in governance processes and
consulted on access rules, sanctions, and enforcement, rein-
forcing legitimacy. However, some actors remain marginal-
ized, particularly migrant fishers operating seasonally in the
area, who report limited representation despite the overall
inclusiveness of governance institutions.

Strategies of local actors in negotiating power

The strategies adopted by local actors to navigate gov-
ernance structures and assert influence differ markedly
between the two study sites. In Saint Louis, governance
fragmentation and exclusion have driven many actors to
adopt confrontational or bypass strategies. When excluded
from formal structures such as the CLPA or MPA commit-
tee, fishers and processors often create parallel associations
some motivated by inclusion efforts, others by personal or
political ambitions. Prominent actors use media platforms
and public critique to challenge the legitimacy of state-led
governance while others disengage entirely from formal
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arenas and rely on informal networks of influence. Young
leaders have gained moral authority through grassroots
mobilization and public visibility, rather than formal elec-
tions or technical credentials. One fish trader explained how
WhatsApp groups connecting traders across different land-
ing sites are used to coordinate prices, share information,
and mobilize collective responses to perceived injustices,
illustrating a strategic use of social networks as a source of
power-with.

In contrast, actors in Sangomar tend to pursue inclusion
rather than resistance. Women, in particular, have strategi-
cally engaged with governance institutions through formal-
ized groupings such as GIEs (Economic Interest Groups),
enhancing access to training, funding, and decision-making
spaces. Even when local actors feel sidelined in certain pro-
cesses especially within the MPA framework they generally
seek alliances with recognized institutions like the CLPA
rather than establishing alternative structures. Collective
labor arrangements among women processors, including
rotating harvesting and processing activities to stabilize
income, strengthen both economic security and confidence
in public participation. Legitimacy in Sangomar is closely
tied to moral authority and community trust, with leaders
selected for their social standing and ability to represent
collective interests. Although fishers and processors have
raised concerns about the ecological impacts of gas extrac-
tion, these concerns are channeled through formal consulta-
tions and stakeholder meetings facilitated by the CLPA and
NGOs, reflecting a pattern of negotiated power rather than
open confrontation.

Governance coherence and institutional
architecture

The governance architecture of Saint Louis is marked by
fragmentation, contested authority, and overlapping insti-
tutional mandates. The coexistence of multiple structures
such as the CLPA, MPA committee, and a multitude of
associations often leads to duplication of roles, competition
for resources, and inconsistent implementation of policies.
Institutional boundaries remain poorly defined, and many
actors question the legitimacy of the structures meant to
represent them. As a consequence, conflicts related to lead-
ership, access, or project allocation are frequently resolved
outside formal institutions through elders’ mediation or
political negotiation rather than through the CLPA or MPA
committee, which many interviewees perceive as distant
and technocratic. This institutional incoherence undermines
collective decision-making and weakens accountability.
In contrast, governance arrangements in Sangomar appear
more streamlined and coherent. Clear functional distinc-
tions exist between the CLPA, the COGER, and the MPA

committee, enabling complementary roles in resource man-
agement and conflict resolution. Traditional authorities are
actively involved in consultations alongside state agents and
NGOs, reinforcing the cultural and procedural legitimacy of
governance processes. The sustained engagement of NGOs
has contributed to institutional stability by supporting par-
ticipatory mechanisms and aligning local priorities with
policy objectives. Although challenges remain including
reliance on external funding and occasional opacity in MPA
decision-making the overall governance system in Sango-
mar is more cohesive and widely respected than in Saint
Louis.

Political economy and external influence

Despite differences in institutional arrangements and actor
strategies, both Saint Louis and Sangomar are shaped by
broader political-economic forces that constrain local auton-
omy and influence governance outcomes. In Saint Louis, the
offshore gas extraction project has introduced new layers of
complexity to an already fragmented governance environ-
ment. Initial state narratives minimized the project’s impact,
but local actors particularly the CLPA have since raised con-
cerns about spatial restrictions, declining fish stocks, and
exclusion from decision-making. Although forums have
been established to discuss compensation and adaptation,
these remain limited in scope and influence. Parallelly, inter-
national NGOs such as WWF and IUCN played central roles
in the design and launch of the MPA, often bringing in exter-
nal funding and frameworks. However, these interventions
have sometimes clashed with local ecological knowledge or
failed to ensure long-term engagement, resulting in disap-
pointment and disengagement among community members.

In Sangomar, external influence is similarly present but
often more aligned with local interests. NGOs such as IPC,
ICD Afrique, and Dekkal Guedj have collaborated with
community actors and traditional leaders to build partici-
patory governance structures. However, donor-driven pri-
orities can still create tension, particularly when funding
cycles do not match the timelines of local needs or when
technical approaches overlook socio-cultural dynamics.
Moreover, the area’s relative remoteness and homogeneity
may shield it from some of the more aggressive political
competition seen in Saint Louis, but it does not render it
immune to national-level pressures especially as offshore
projects expand.

In both sites, a key challenge remains the lack of sus-
tainable public financing for co-management bodies such as
CLPAs and MPAs. Their reliance on NGO support and spo-
radic government allocations undermines their long-term
viability and reinforces external dependency. The intersec-
tion of local governance with international conservation
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goals and extractive industries thus highlights the tensions
between autonomy, legitimacy, and global political-eco-
nomic dynamics.

The following table (Table 5) summarizes the key find-
ings across the five analytical dimensions used in this study.

Discussion

The governance of fisheries and marine protected areas
(MPAs) in Senegal reflects broader global patterns in
which formal institutions coexist with informal and cus-
tomary systems, generating both complementarities and
tensions in marine resource management (Jentoft 2000;
Fabinyi, Evans, and Foale 2014). However, rather than
treating this coexistence as merely descriptive, our find-
ings demonstrate that governance outcomes depend less
on institutional design alone and more on how power is
configured and exercised across actors. The comparison
between Saint Louis and Sangomar shows that similar
co-management arrangements can produce significantly
different outcomes depending on the distribution of
authority, legitimacy, and collective agency.

This finding speaks directly to ongoing debates
in commons scholarship. While early institutional
approaches emphasized the role of locally crafted rules
and collective-choice arrangements in enabling sustain-
able resource governance (Ostrom 1990; Gelcich et al.
2009), subsequent work has highlighted that institu-
tional effectiveness cannot be understood independently
of broader political and economic structures (Agrawal
2001; Clement 2010; Cleaver 2017; Kashwan 2016).
Political economy perspectives argue that institutions
are embedded within historically shaped power rela-
tions that determine whose interests are prioritized and
whose voices are marginalized (Kashwan, MacLean, and

Garcia-Lopez 2019). The Senegalese case illustrates this
dynamic clearly: although both Saint Louis and San-
gomar possess co-management bodies such as CLPAs
and MPA committees, their functioning and legitimacy
diverge due to contrasting power configurations rather
than formal institutional differences alone.

In Saint Louis, the dense institutional landscape and
historical entanglement with industrial fisheries have pro-
duced a fragmented governance context characterized by
overlapping mandates, political interference, and exclusion-
ary practices. Formal authority is concentrated within state-
aligned structures, generating expressions of power-over
that marginalize grassroots actors. This confirms political
ecology scholarship emphasizing domination and exclusion
within environmental governance (Gaventa 2006; Ribot,
2003; Fabinyi, Evans, and Foale 2014). The proliferation
of parallel associations and informal resistance strategies
reflects contestation over legitimacy and representation,
illustrating how marginalized actors attempt to reclaim
agency in response to institutional exclusion. This is illus-
trated, for example, by conflicts over the modernization of
landing infrastructure, where local fishing leaders mobilized
their influence to resist state-imposed changes perceived as
threatening their autonomy.

In contrast, Sangomar demonstrates how more bal-
anced power configurations can enhance governance
legitimacy. Although state authority remains formally
present, power is exercised more through coordination
and negotiation than through hierarchical imposition.
Community-based institutions such as COGER oper-
ate alongside the CLPA in ways that reinforce social
legitimacy. These dynamics resonate with scholarship
suggesting that decentralization and local ownership
can strengthen compliance and conservation effective-
ness (Gelcich et al. 2009). However, our findings refine
this argument by showing that decentralization alone is

Table 5 Comparative Summary of Key Findings in Saint Louis and Sangomar

Analytical Dimension Saint Louis

Sangomar

Actor Interactions

management structures.
Power Dynamics

Fragmented, overlapping mandates (CLPA & MPA);
tensions between grassroots actors and formal co-

Dominance of state-appointed actors; exclusion of

Coordinated interaction between CLPA, COGER,
MPA committee; stronger local legitimacy and
clearer institutional roles.

Power more distributed; CLPA acts as mediator;

critical voices; parallel associations form in response to inclusion of women and local leaders in decision-

top-down control.
Strategies of Local Actors

Creation of alternative associations; public criticism;

making through formal channels.
Engagement through formal GIEs and recognized

use of media and informal networks to resist exclusion. associations; emphasis on inclusion via partner-

Governance Arrangements

Political Economy and External
Influence

Highly fragmented; blurred boundaries; weak coordi-
nation; contested legitimacy of AMP.

Strong NGO and state influence (e.g., WWF, IUCN);
gas extraction raises concerns but little coordinated
action; perceived imposition of external agendas.

ships (CLPA, NGOs).

Relatively cohesive; CLPA central to coordina-
tion; MPA seen as more legitimate but still faces
issues of access and consultation.

External actors (IPC, Dekkal Guedj, ICD Afrique)
support inclusive governance; co-management
seen as locally relevant; actors concerned by
offshore gas impacts.
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insufficient; what matters is whether decentralization
redistributes power meaningfully rather than reproduc-
ing elite control (Clement 2010; Kashwan 2016). Simi-
larly, women’s collective initiatives such as mangrove
restoration and oyster farming demonstrate how local
actors mobilize collective agency to strengthen both
livelihoods and conservation outcomes.

Across both sites, the four-dimensional framework
of power helps illuminate forms of influence that institu-
tional analyses often overlook. While power-over is visible
in formal authority structures, power-to, power-with, and
power-within shape governance outcomes in less visible but
equally consequential ways. In Sangomar, collective man-
grove restoration initiatives and women’s group organiza-
tion illustrate how power-with and power-within contribute
to agency and governance legitimacy. In Saint Louis, cus-
tomary authorities and grassroots mobilization reveal how
informal legitimacy can reshape formal decisions. These
findings extend political ecology debates by demonstrat-
ing that domination and resistance coexist with embedded
forms of moral authority and collective capacity that shape
everyday governance practices (Gaventa 2006; Pansardi
and Bindi 2021).

The comparison also reinforces network governance
research suggesting that the quality of actor relation-
ships influences collective action and rule compliance
(Bodin 2009; Crona and Parker 2012). Yet, the Senegalese
case adds nuance by showing that cohesive networks are
insufficient when institutional mandates remain politically
centralized or contested. In Saint Louis, fragmented rela-
tionships undermine coordination despite the presence of
formal co-management bodies. In Sangomar, stronger rela-
tional trust supports more coherent governance outcomes.
Thus, governance effectiveness emerges from the interac-
tion between institutional design, relational dynamics, and
power distribution.

Finally, the findings highlight the role of broader polit-
ical-economic forces in shaping local governance. Off-
shore extractive projects and donor-driven conservation
agendas introduce additional layers of power asymmetry,
influencing whose knowledge counts and whose priori-
ties prevail. This aligns with political economy analyses
emphasizing that environmental governance is embedded
in larger structures of capital, state authority, and global
conservation discourse (Kashwan, MacLean, and Garcia-
Lopez 2019; Cleaver 2017). Senegal therefore offers not
merely another example of protection/extraction tension,
but a strategic case demonstrating how institutional dual-
ism and external intervention interact with local power
relations to produce divergent governance trajectories.

Taken together, the study contributes to commons and
political ecology scholarship by showing that governance

effectiveness and conservation legitimacy depend less on
institutional form than on how multidimensional power is
distributed, negotiated, and embedded within actor relation-
ships. By empirically operationalizing the four dimensions
of power across two contrasting yet comparable contexts,
this analysis advances understanding of how everyday gov-
ernance practices mediate the intersection between con-
servation objectives and livelihood-based resource use in
small-scale fisheries.

Conclusions

This study demonstrates that the governance of fisher-
ies and marine protected areas (MPAs) in Senegal is
shaped less by institutional design alone than by how
power is distributed, negotiated, and exercised among
actors. The comparison between Saint Louis and San-
gomar shows that similar co-management structures
can generate divergent outcomes depending on config-
urations of authority, legitimacy, and agency. In Saint
Louis, institutional fragmentation and concentrated
power-over dynamics undermine coordination and con-
servation legitimacy. In Sangomar, more embedded and
negotiated forms of authority characterized by stron-
ger power-with and power-within contribute to greater
trust, coordination, and compliance, although inclusivity
remains uneven.

By operationalizing a four-dimensional framework of
power, this study contributes to debates in political ecol-
ogy and commons governance by demonstrating that power
asymmetries, rather than institutional form alone, are cen-
tral to explaining governance effectiveness in small-scale
fisheries. The findings highlight the importance of analyz-
ing how formal mandates interact with customary authority,
network cohesion, and external political-economic forces in
shaping conservation outcomes.

From a policy perspective, governance reforms must
move beyond formal co-management templates and instead
address underlying power imbalances. In Saint Louis, this
requires reducing institutional fragmentation, improving
transparency in leadership processes, and strengthening
meaningful participation of grassroots actors and women
processors. In Sangomar, sustaining legitimacy entails rein-
forcing inclusive practices while expanding participation
for migrant fishers and ensuring equitable partnerships with
external actors.

More broadly, achieving both livelihood security and
conservation objectives in Senegal’s coastal governance
depends on fostering balanced, context-sensitive power
relations that recognize and integrate the multiple forms of
authority operating within marine governance systems.

@ Springer
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