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Summary
Marine ecosystems are degrading at an accelerating rate, and knowledge alone does not reliably change 
how people treat the sea. Ocean literacy research identifies emotional connection as a central condition 
for change, yet a prior question has received little attention: whether the sea is recognised as a living 
ecosystem at all. This study asked how such recognition is shaped through municipal planning and 
community-based regenerative ocean farming in Swedish coastal municipalities. It took a qualitative 
approach with two empirical components, examined through Schlosberg’s pluralist theory of justice 
and Fraser’s account of status-based recognition, extended here to marine nature. Framing analysis was 
applied to the comprehensive plans of Malmö, Helsingborg and Simrishamn, and seventeen interviews 
were conducted with members of two ocean farming associations, marine professionals and municipal 
actors, supported by participant observation. Recognition in planning language operates on a scale rath-
er than as a dichotomy. The three plans ranged from rendering the living sea largely invisible, through 
cataloguing species without connecting them to human wellbeing, to framing ecological health as the 
precondition for other values connected to marine environments. In community practice, recognition de-
veloped through direct engagement, as participants built ecological knowledge, a sense of responsibility 
toward the sea and the habit of communicating about it in their own networks. The two registers proved 
mutually reinforcing but asymmetrical: community practice can inform parts of municipal planning, 
while municipalities hold a stronger position to enable practice. Recognition of the sea in official lan-
guage creates the conditions under which individual connection can develop and deepen, which places 
ocean literacy as a societal outcome partly in the hands of municipal planning. Recognition is not a given 
state of affairs but something actively produced, and therefore open to deliberate change.
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municipal planning documents are a prominent 
example, and it is shaped in the everyday prac-
tices of those who engage with the sea directly. 
Community-led regenerative ocean farming is 
one such practice: ecologically promising and in-
creasingly present, yet still poorly recognised and 
supported within institutional frameworks.

How cities relate to non-human life is a grow-
ing concern in urban studies, where attention 
has turned to the conditions under which urban 
residents can develop meaningful relationships 
with nature (Colding et al., 2020). That attention 
has largely remained terrestrial, while coastal 
municipalities concentrate both the pressures on 
marine ecosystems and the governance structures 
through which the sea is officially defined.

This study addresses that question by exam-
ining two registers together: the framing of the 
sea in municipal comprehensive plans, and the 
relationship to the sea that develops through com-
munity-based regenerative ocean farming. It asks 
not only how recognition is produced in each, 
but how the two relate. Examining them together 
makes it possible to identify the specific forms 
that misrecognition of the sea takes in municipal 
language, and the conditions under which prac-
tice generates a fuller relationship with the ma-
rine environment. Recognition is thereby treated 
as something produced in language and practice, 
with consequences for what forms of engagement 
with the marine environment become possible.

Research question: How is recognition of the 
sea as a living ecosystem shaped through offi-
cial municipal language and community-based 
regenerative ocean farming in Swedish coastal 
municipalities?

Sub-question 1: How is the sea recognised or 
misrecognised as a living ecosystem in municipal 
comprehensive plans?

Sub-question 2: How is the sea recognised or 
misrecognised through community-based regen-
erative ocean farming?

Sub-question 3: How do municipal planning 
and community practice interrelate in producing 
recognition of the sea as a living ecosystem?

1. Introduction

1.1 Background

Marine ecosystems are under unprecedented 
pressure despite decades of protection efforts, 
while human dependence on healthy oceans 
remains systematically underestimated (Claudet, 
2021; Depledge, 2024). Ocean heating, acidification, 
sea-level rise and shifts in species distribution 
compound one another, and most of the global 
ocean now experiences increasing cumulative 
impact from climate change, fishing, pollution and 
shipping (Halpern et al., 2019). Without funda-
mental change in thinking and political commit-
ment, these pressures are projected to intensify 
(Depledge, 2024). 

The Baltic Sea is subject to compounding an-
thropogenic drivers including hypoxia and dead 
zones from agricultural runoff, acidification from 
industrialisation, and the decimation of commer-
cial fish species through overexploitation (Recker-
mann et al., 2021). 

1.2 Problem Statement

Human activity is degrading marine ecosys-
tems at an accelerating rate (Claudet, 2021; Halp-
ern et al., 2019), and the Baltic Sea is among the 
most acutely affected, with almost all measurable 
environmental change in the region attribut-
able to human activity (Reckermann et al., 2021). 
Addressing this requires more than improved 
management of human uses of the sea. It requires 
a changed relationship between people and the 
marine environment. Knowledge-based interven-
tions alone do not reliably produce more sustain-
able behaviour, and while emotional connection 
to the sea has emerged as a significant condition 
for it, this connection remains among the least 
studied dimensions of ocean literacy (Stoll-Klee-
mann, 2019; McKinley et al., 2023; Shellock et al., 
2024). 

Beneath the question of connection lies a 
more fundamental one that has received little 
attention: whether the sea is recognised as a 
living ecosystem whose ecological functioning 
is inseparable from human wellbeing in the first 
place. This recognition is produced - or withheld - 
in more than one place. It is shaped in the official 
language through which societies define their 
relationship to the marine environment, of which 
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Sustainable Development, identifying ten prior-
ity challenges to be addressed by 2030 (UNES-
CO-IOC, 2021). The tenth, restoring society’s rela-
tionship with the ocean, reframes ocean threats 
not as external problems to be managed but 
as outcomes of human behaviour - shifting the 
question from how to manage the ocean to how to 
manage ourselves (Glithero et al., 2024). It holds 
that conventional science and data alone cannot 
bring about the scale of societal change required, 
and positions ocean literacy as a societal out-
come rather than an educational instrument. The 
accompanying white paper identifies four drivers 
of this change - knowledge systems, communica-
tion, education and cultural connections - with 
the shared aim of building physical and emotional 
connection to the sea and catalysing diverse cul-
tural relationships with it (Glithero et al., 2024).

Across this body of work, emotional connec-
tion emerges not as a supplementary consider-
ation but as a central condition for the kind of 
relationship with the sea that ocean literacy aims 
to foster. Yet the research tends to measure or 
describe such connection rather than examine 
the conditions that generate it, and qualitative 
approaches remain underrepresented (Shellock 
et al., 2024). How emotional connection to the sea 
is actually produced - particularly through every-
day practice in urban settings - remains largely 
unexamined.

2.2 Community-nature relations in 
urban settings

Urban studies has increasingly attended to the 
conditions under which city residents can de-
velop and sustain relationships with non-human 
nature. Cities do not simply contain less nature 
than other environments; their design, gover-
nance and land-use decisions actively enable or 
foreclose the everyday encounters through which 
such relationships form (Colding et al., 2020). This 
shifts the question from how much nature a city 
holds to what kinds of contact with it are made 
possible.

Community-based approaches are one of the 
clearest empirical cases. Urban gardens have 
been shown to counter the disconnection of 
urban dwellers from nature through exposure, 
understanding and interaction (Lin et al., 2018). 
They are not automatically inclusive, howev-
er, and Murphy et al. (2023) identify the role of 
municipalities, in supporting network and spill-

2. Previous Research/State 
of the Art

2.1 Human-ocean relationship and 
ocean literacy 

The concept of ocean literacy (OL) emerged 
in the early 2000s, developed by ocean scientists 
and educators to bring ocean-related content into 
formal education after recognising how little of 
it existed in standard curricula (UNESCO, 2018). 
Early definitions described an ocean-literate per-
son as someone who understands the ocean’s im-
portance, can communicate about it meaningfully, 
and is able to make informed and responsible de-
cisions regarding it and its resources (Cava et al., 
in McKinley et al., 2023). This early model rested 
on an assumption that education and awareness 
would translate into more considerate behaviour 
toward the sea. That assumption has since been 
questioned, as only a limited share of pro-envi-
ronmental behaviour can be linked directly to 
knowledge and awareness (McKinley et al., 2023). 
Stoll-Kleemann (2019), synthesising over a hun-
dred studies across the behavioural and marine 
sciences, found that knowledge and awareness 
alone are insufficient drivers of behaviour change, 
and identified emotional involvement - the capac-
ity to feel an emotional response when engaging 
with the ocean - as one of its central conditions.

In response, ocean literacy has been reframed 
from an educational tool into a societal outcome 
(UNESCO-IOC, 2021; Shellock et al., 2024). Rather 
than a body of knowledge to be transmitted, it is 
increasingly understood as a relationship be-
tween people and the sea. McKinley et al. (2023) 
capture this in a model of ten dimensions: knowl-
edge, awareness, attitude, behaviour, activism, 
communication, emotional connection, access 
and experience, adaptive capacity, and trust and 
transparency. Within this expanded understand-
ing, emotional connection - sometimes termed 
Emoceans - is recognised as an equally import-
ant driver of behaviour as knowledge or interest 
(O’Halloran, 2025; Guazzini et al., 2025; Wang et 
al., 2025), yet remains one of the least studied 
dimensions (McKinley et al., 2023; Shellock et al., 
2024).

This shift is reflected at the level of inter-
national policy. In 2021, UNESCO launched the 
United Nations Decade of Ocean Science for 
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these core characteristics (Bradford et al., 2020; 
Kirstein, 2025). Following Wenger (1998, p. 45), 
such groups can be understood as communities of 
practice, engaged in a “process of collective learn-
ing in a shared domain of human endeavor”.

The ecological case rests on several docu-
mented benefits. Bivalves and seaweed reduce 
eutrophication by absorbing excess nutrients 
such as nitrogen and phosphorus, including from 
agricultural runoff (Kotta et al., 2020). Cultivation 
sites can provide habitat and shelter for other 
species, an effect found to be particularly valuable 
where structured habitats such as seagrass mead-
ows and shellfish reefs have historically been lost 
(Barrett et al., 2022). Seaweed farming in particu-
lar is widely regarded as one of the more environ-
mentally sustainable forms of aquaculture (Visch 
et al., 2020), with potential contributions to local 
biodiversity and carbon removal (Pessarrodona et 
al., 2024), though the scale and reliability of these 
effects remain debated (Yong et al., 2022).

Beyond ecological function, the community 
dimension is central to the significance of these 
practices. Community-based approaches to ma-
rine aquaculture have been found to strengthen 
participants’ connection to their cultural and 
ecological heritage and to offer arenas for partici-
pation and environmental stewardship (Bradford 
et al., 2020; Kirstein, 2025). Direct participation 
deepens ecological awareness among those 
involved, with ripple effects into the surrounding 
community through shifts in attitudes and ev-
eryday behaviour toward the sea (Bradford et al., 
2020). Extending the community-garden model 
into the marine environment, blue community 
gardens have been identified as holding potential 
for building social-ecological resilience and ocean 
literacy, but only where certain social conditions 
are met, including inclusive participation, shared 
responsibility and locally grounded knowledge. 
Research remains scarce: the only study exam-
ining their social dimensions in a Scandinavian 
context is a master’s thesis from the University of 
Gothenburg (Kirstein, 2025).

Governance frameworks have largely not 
kept pace with the emergence of these practices, 
leaving a gap between what happens on the water 
and what is recognised or supported institution-
ally. This is felt especially by small-scale projects, 
as regulatory frameworks are designed around 
large commercial operations (Bradford et al., 2020; 
Krause et al., 2019; Yong et al., 2022). The Baltic 
Sea region shows low readiness for ROF develop-

over effects and in regulating conflicting uses, as 
central to making them work as inclusive public 
spaces. Relations with urban nature are also not 
uniformly positive: aversion to particular spe-
cies and environments is well documented and 
shaped by the degree of prior contact (Jensen et 
al., 2025), which matters for environments whose 
living constituents are unfamiliar.

Extending this attention to the water raises 
further questions. Urban waterfronts are contest-
ed spaces where competing claims over access 
and use are negotiated (Illes et al., 2024; Teschner, 
2019), and coastal and marine areas are unequally 
accessible more generally (Hein et al., 2024). That 
inequality is not simply a matter of physical prox-
imity. Research on aquatic environments suggests 
it is social and cultural capital that shapes who 
actually engages with them (Haeffner et al., 2017). 
In Sweden, blue environments have been exam-
ined for their significance to health and wellbeing 
in urban development (Axelsson, 2022), though 
attention to the marine environment specifically 
remains limited.

Taken together, this literature has developed a 
detailed account of urban community-nature rela-
tions that remains largely terrestrial. The sea has 
been considered mainly as space, amenity or con-
tested resource rather than as a living environ-
ment with which urban residents might develop 
a relationship, and the conditions enabling such a 
relationship are correspondingly underexamined.

2.3 Community-based marine 
practice

Low-trophic aquaculture (LTA) refers to the 
farming of species low in the food chain, primari-
ly bivalves and seaweed, which require no addi-
tional feed and instead draw nutrients directly 
from the surrounding water (Krause et al., 2022; 
Stuchtey et al., 2023). Regenerative ocean farming 
(ROF) extends this logic, coupling the cultivation 
of low-trophic species with an explicit aim to gen-
erate positive ecological effects in the surround-
ing habitat (Yong et al., 2022). Community-led 
regenerative ocean farming (clROF) applies this 
approach at a grassroots level, embedding culti-
vation within community organisation and local 
engagement rather than commercial production. 
Across the literature, the terms clROF, commu-
nity-based marine aquaculture, sea gardens, 
blue community gardens and marine allotments 
(havskolonier) describe social practices that share 



9

ment, with weak regulatory frameworks and low 
public awareness named as key barriers (Loite 
et al., 2026). A study on the Swedish west coast 
reached a similar conclusion, finding that higher 
awareness of and education about aquaculture 
led to greater acceptance of new developments 
(Thomas et al., 2018).

2.4 Toward a recognition perspective

Taken together, this body of research leaves 
a gap. Emotional connection has become central 
to ocean literacy without its production through 
everyday practice being well understood, ur-
ban studies has developed a detailed account of 
community-nature relations that remains largely 
terrestrial, and community-based marine prac-
tices hold ecological potential while remaining 
institutionally under-recognised.

What this literature largely treats separately, 
ecological function, emotional connection, urban 
access, community practice and institutional 
support, can be drawn together by asking a more 
fundamental question: whether and how the 
sea is recognised as a living ecosystem in the 
first place, both in official municipal language, of 
which planning documents are a prominent ex-
ample, and in the practices of those who engage 
with the sea directly. The degree to which the sea 
is acknowledged as a living system with its own 
value shapes what kinds of relationships, respon-
sibilities and practices toward it become think-
able, legitimate and possible. This question of 
recognition, and its place within a broader theory 
of justice that extends to the non-human world, 
provides the theoretical lens for this study.
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she describes call for “remedies based in cultural, 
symbolic, and [...] institutional change” (Schlos-
berg, 2007, p. 16). Fraser identifies three examples 
of status injury, namely cultural domination, 
nonrecognition and disrespect, and presents them 
as injuries produced through institutionalised 
patterns of representation, interpretation and 
communication (Fraser, 1998, p. 7).

Schlosberg draws on two accounts of recog-
nition. Honneth identifies three kinds of disre-
spect: violation of the body, denial of rights, and 
denigration of ways of life (Honneth, as cited in 
Schlosberg, 2007, p. 17). These operate at the level 
of individual psychology and self-perception. 
Fraser’s status-based account instead locates mis-
recognition in institutional patterns and public 
culture, and this study follows her, since both 
empirical registers examined here operate at that 
level rather than in individual self-perception.

The extension that makes this study possible 
concerns the scope of justice. Liberal justice theo-
ry attends almost exclusively to individuals, while 
Schlosberg insists that justice applies to groups 
and communities as well, since many environ-
mental injustices are experienced collectively and 
communities can be misrecognised, excluded and 
have their functioning undermined. Building on 
this, he argues for the inclusion of non-human 
nature as a subject of justice, holding that the four 
dimensions can be applied to individuals, com-
munities and systems alike, and that this shared 
language would strengthen both movements 
(Schlosberg, 2007, p. 8). The argument is ground-
ed in the language of Indigenous environmental 
groups, food security movements and climate jus-
tice movements that already treat human commu-
nity survival and the integrity of natural systems 
as inseparable; for Indigenous communities in 
particular, the separation between justice for their 
communities and justice for the land, water and 
non-human beings they depend on does not exist 
(Schlosberg, 2007, pp. 93-95).

Schlosberg then applies Fraser’s patterns to 
nature directly. Discussing global climate change, 
he sees nature “maligned and disrespected” in 
all three forms of status misrecognition, namely 
representation, interpretation and communica-
tion, manifesting as “the domination of nature by 
extractive industries, the invisibility of nature in 
political planning [...], and the disparaging of the 
natural world in discussions of the mitigation of 
impacts on human communities at the expense of 
nature” (Schlosberg, 2007, p. 140). This passage is 

3. Theory and conceptual 
framework

3.1 Recognition as a dimension of 
justice

In Defining Environmental Justice, David 
Schlosberg (2007) bridges two fields that had 
developed largely separately: environmental 
justice, concerned with justice among humans 
on environmental issues, and ecological justice, 
concerned with justice toward non-human na-
ture. His argument is that both can be addressed 
within a single pluralist theory of justice, across 
the dimensions of distribution, recognition, par-
ticipation and capabilities.

The starting point is a critique of distribution. 
Environmental justice at the time was rooted 
almost exclusively in the unequal allocation of 
environmental goods and bads across society, 
particularly along lines of race, class and indige-
neity (Schlosberg, 2007). Distribution remains a 
crucial part of justice, but Schlosberg argues it is 
insufficient on its own, because it does not ex-
plain the social, cultural and institutional process-
es through which maldistribution is produced. 
Participation and capabilities extend the account 
further: participation concerns whether all affect-
ed parties are included in decisions, which Fraser 
holds requires both respect in institutional pat-
terns of cultural value and the resources to take 
part (as cited in Schlosberg, 2007, p. 27), while the 
capability approach of Sen and Nussbaum directs 
attention to how distributions affect wellbeing 
and functioning rather than to allocation alone 
(Schlosberg, 2007, p. 30).

Recognition is the dimension this study takes 
up. It concerns who and what is seen as a legiti-
mate subject of justice in the first place. Iris Mar-
ion Young argues that patterns of maldistribution 
are not coincidental but come “directly out of 
social structures, cultural beliefs, and institutional 
contexts” (Young, as cited in Schlosberg, 2007, p. 
15), so that any adequate theory of justice must 
take “the reality of domination and oppression” as 
its starting point (Young, as cited in Schlosberg, 
2007, p. 14). Nancy Fraser, a political philosopher 
whose work centres on justice, redistribution 
and recognition, develops this into an account 
of misrecognition as a cultural and institutional 
form of injustice, which is why the movements 
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3.3 Conceptual framework
The framework developed here builds on the 

dimension of recognition within Schlosberg’s 
(2007) theory of justice, and specifically on his 
extension of recognition to non-human nature. 
The three dimensions along which recognition is 
assessed are Fraser’s (1998) patterns of represen-
tation, interpretation and communication. Work-
ing from the patterns rather than from her three 
named injuries follows Schlosberg’s own use 
of them and keeps analytical attention on how 
recognition is produced, which is what an analy-
sis of planning language and community practice 
requires. Fraser developed the concept for hu-
man status groups, so the manifestations differ 
when the subject is an ecosystem: invisibility and 
framing operate differently from stereotyping in 
public representation. How each dimension is 
operationalised across the two empirical registers, 
municipal planning documents and communities 
of practice, is my own, developed in dialogue with 
the empirical material.

Representation concerns the patterns through 
which a subject is made present in cultural and 
institutional life, and applied to the sea, whether 
it appears as a living subject. In planning doc-
uments, misrecognition occurs when the sea’s 
contributions remain unnamed, when it appears 
only as an economic asset, a recreational amenity 
or a risk zone while the living system beneath 
remains invisible. Recognition involves giving the 
sea concrete ecological presence, naming spe-
cific species, habitats and functions and making 
visible how they underpin the benefits humans 
derive from the marine environment. In com-
munities of practice, misrecognition is evident 
where the sea is absent from everyday cultural 
life, where traditional relationships to marine 
resources have been lost or stigmatised and the 
sea figures as a seasonal backdrop. Recognition 
occurs where the sea enters cultural life through 
social and cultural practice and everyday habit, 
present in ways that do not depend on specialist 
knowledge or institutional framing.

Interpretation concerns the patterns through 
which a subject is understood and framed, and 
whose interpretive logic prevails. In planning doc-
uments, misrecognition occurs when the sea is 
framed exclusively as a resource to be managed, a 
risk to be controlled or an object to be regulated, 
with ecological and economic frames kept sepa-
rate and the sea’s own dynamics subordinated to 
human priorities. Recognition involves framing 

the point of departure for the framework devel-
oped below.

The four dimensions are mutually constitu-
tive, and Schlosberg is explicit that they condition 
one another rather than any one holding general 
priority: “one must have recognition in order to 
have real participation; one must have participa-
tion in order to get equity; further equity would 
make more participation possible, which would 
strengthen community functioning” (Schlosberg, 
2007, p. 74). This study takes recognition as its 
starting point, and partly as a condition for the 
others, in the specific context of the human-ocean 
relationship. Whether the sea is acknowledged 
as a living system with its own standing shapes 
what there is to distribute, who is admitted to 
participation, and whose functioning is consid-
ered at all.

3.2 Recognition and ocean literacy

Recognition is not one of the ten dimensions 
of ocean literacy. It relates to them, and the re-
lation runs in a particular direction. Since ocean 
literacy has been reframed as a societal outcome 
rather than an individual attribute (McKinley et 
al., 2023), it already operates beyond the level of 
the individual, which makes it possible to ask 
how a concept located in institutions and public 
culture bears on it.

The connection is one of conditions. Where 
local species are named and their functions ex-
plained in official language, that language adds to 
the publicly available material from which knowl-
edge and awareness can form. Official language 
is not the only source of such knowledge, since 
museums, marine centres and educational organi-
sations do this work too. What planning language 
does distinctively is set the default: it establishes 
what counts as a self-evident way of describing 
the sea, and thereby the baseline against which 
other accounts are read. Interpretation condi-
tions attitude, since how the sea is framed shapes 
which attitudes toward it are readily available to 
hold. Communication connects most directly to 
the dimension of the same name, in that whose 
knowledge about the sea circulates, and in what 
form, determines what can be passed on. Emo-
tional connection, identified across this literature 
as a central condition for behaviour change, 
depends on all three.



12

the sea as a living system whose ecological health 
is the precondition for other values, one in which 
non-human life holds standing alongside human 
interests. In community practice, misrecognition 
is evident where the sea is understood primarily 
as a seasonal amenity or an untapped resource. 
Recognition occurs where participants under-
stand the sea as a complex living system of 
interdependencies of which they are themselves a 
part, and toward which they feel responsible.

Communication concerns the patterns 
through which knowledge about a subject circu-
lates and which accounts of it become publicly 
available. In planning documents, misrecogni-
tion occurs when human activities that threaten 
the marine environment are obscured through 
passive constructions, when species are named 
without explanation of their significance, and 
when the connections between ecological health 
and human wellbeing remain unstated. Recog-
nition involves naming specific human practices 
as sources of harm, explaining why particular 
species and habitats matter, and making the sea’s 
ecological significance legible to a broad public. In 
community practice, misrecognition occurs where 
knowledge about marine ecosystems remains 
confined to specialist communities. Recognition 
occurs where communities translate ecological 
knowledge into accessible forms, through social 
and cultural practice, conversation, public out-
reach and education, making a different under-
standing of the sea available to those who would 
not otherwise encounter it.

Together, these three dimensions provide a 
framework for assessing the degree and quality of 
recognition extended to the sea as a living eco-
system, in the institutional language of planning 
and in the knowledge that emerges from direct 
practice with the marine environment.
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4.2.1 Case selection

Three sites in Skåne were selected: Kivik in 
the municipality of Simrishamn, Helsingborg and 
Malmö, with approximately 20,000, 150,000 and 
370,000 inhabitants respectively (SCB, 2026a). 
All three are coastal municipalities in the same 
region, with the sea making up a significant 
share of their respective municipal areas - 53% 
in Malmö, 18% in Helsingborg, and 69% in Simr-
ishamn - which means the marine environment 
is not a peripheral concern but a constitutive 
part of the municipal landscape in each case 
(Figure1; SCB, 2026b). Beyond this, each site was 
chosen because it represents a different relation-
ship to regenerative ocean farming: in Kivik, the 
first community-led regenerative ocean farm in 
Sweden was initiated as a grassroots project with 
scientific support. In Helsingborg, the first munic-
ipally initiated project of this kind in Sweden was 
established. Malmö, as the largest city in Skåne, 
represents a different context, one where no 
comparable project exists yet, making it a rele-
vant site for understanding the conditions under 
which such initiatives do or do not emerge. The 
three sites are not a controlled comparison; differ-
ences in size and marine conditions would make 
that inappropriate. Instead, the variation between 
them is what makes them useful. By examining 
how recognition of the sea is produced across 
cases that differ in scale, marine conditions and 
relationship to regenerative ocean farming, the 
study identifies a set of conditions that enable or 
constrain recognition, which no single case would 
reveal on its own.

4.2.2 Policy document selection

Comprehensive plans were selected as the 
primary documents for analysis. The comprehen-
sive plan, as the primary spatial planning instru-
ment, offers a view of how the sea is positioned 
in relation to other planning concerns: economic, 
social, cultural and others. Other municipal doc-
uments were considered and deliberately exclud-
ed, including Naturvårdsplan (Environmental 
Protection Plan) för Malmö and Havsplan (Sea 
plan) för Simrishamns kommun, as these focus on 
dedicated environmental planning rather than the 
broader framing of the sea within urban planning 
as a whole.

Initially, the municipal websites were con-
sidered as a second source to capture how topics 
connected with the sea are communicated to the 
broader public. However, the websites varied too 

4. Method

4.1 Research design and approach

This study takes a qualitative approach, 
grounded in an interpretive research design. 
Qualitative methods are suited to research ques-
tions concerned with meaning, representation 
and social processes rather than quantifiable out-
comes (Bryman, 2016). Given that this study asks 
how recognition of the sea is fostered or hindered 
in official planning documents and community 
practice, a qualitative approach is appropriate. It 
does not seek to generalise across a larger popula-
tion but to develop a grounded, contextually rich 
understanding of the phenomenon in question.

The study has two empirical components: an 
analysis of municipal comprehensive plans and 
a series of interviews with association members, 
experts and municipal actors. Schlosberg’s (2007) 
justice framework, in particular the dimension 
of recognition, serves as the overarching analyt-
ical lens across both. For the policy documents, 
framing analysis provides the specific analytical 
method. Framing analysis is suited to this mate-
rial because it treats language as consequential 
rather than descriptive: how an issue is framed 
advances some interests and undermines others, 
and includes or excludes particular actors from 
policy debate (van Hulst et al., 2025). This makes 
it well matched to a study asking what municipal 
language makes visible and what it leaves unsaid. 
For the interviews, thematic analysis is used to 
identify if and how recognition of the sea as a 
living ecosystem is expressed and fostered in 
practice. Each component is described in detail in 
the sections that follow.

4.2 Data sources and selection

Many activities bring people into contact with 
the sea, but few involve learning about marine 
species through shared, practical work. This is 
what distinguishes clROF, and it parallels the 
urban garden, where food and community togeth-
er produce a particular relationship with nature. 
clROF was selected as the closest marine equiv-
alent. Its limitation in Sweden is that such asso-
ciations are only now emerging and remain few 
in number, which means the cases are small and 
recently established. 
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Figure 1. The three municipalities in Skåne, southern Sweden, with land and marine areas

Note. Map by author, based on administrative boundaries from Lantmäteriet and naturalearthdata.com.



Person Role Date Interview mode Place of Activity

Maria Bodin  
(GM)

Project coordinator, Department of Ma-
rine Sciences, Gothenburg University 
and Country Facilitator for Cool Blue 

Future in Sweden 

12.02.2026 Videocall Gothenburg

Sara Hansson  
(MS)

Founder of and seaweedguide for Tång 
Tång 13.02.2026 In Person Malmö

Michael Palmgren (MM) Director and Founder of Marine Peda-
gogical Center Malmö 08.04.2026 In Person Malmö

Josefine Larsson  
(SJ)

Research and innovation coordinator at 
Marint Centrum in Simrishamn 04.03.2026 Videocall Simrishamn

K1 Member Kivik Tång 26.03.2026 In Person Kivik

K2 Member Kivik Tång 26.03.2026 In Person Kivik

K3 Member Kivik Tång 27.03.2026 In Person Kivik

K4 Member Kivik Tång 27.03.2026 In Person Kivik

K5 Member Kivik Tång 27.03.2026 In Person Kivik

K6 Member Kivik Tång 10.04.2026 Videocall Kivik

K7 Member Kivik Tång 10.04.2026 Videocall Kivik

Annelie Eckeskog (HA)
Environmental strategist/marine biol-
ogist at the environmental administra-

tion Helsingborg
21.04.2026 Videocall Helsingborg

H1 Member Helsingborg Havskolonilotter 15.04.2026 Videocall Helsingborg

H2 Member Helsingborg Havskolonilotter 16.04.2026 Videocall Helsingborg

H3 Member Helsingborg Havskolonilotter 25.04.2026 Videocall Helsingborg

H4 Member Helsingborg Havskolonilotter 27.04.2026 Videocall Helsingborg

H0 Member and steering committee 
Helsingborg 30.04.2026 Videocall Helsingborg

Table 1. Overview of conducted Interviews
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tour of the lab and a visit to the cultivation site. 
In Helsingborg, the researcher joined two week-
ends working alongside members to maintain the 
platform. Field notes were taken during and after 
each visit. The primary purpose of this partici-
pant observation was not to collect empirical data 
but to develop a grounded understanding of the 
associations and their practice, and to build the 
contacts that made the interviews possible.

Interviews with association members were 
conducted in Swedish, allowing participants to 
express themselves freely in their own language, 
particularly given the personal and reflective 
nature of the questions. As Swedish is not my first 
language, nuances may occasionally have been 
missed in the moment, despite all interviews be-
ing recorded and revisited in transcription. These 
interviews were guided by a thematic interview 
guide covering participants’ story, their practice, 
their perspective of and relationship to the sea, 
their motivations and any challenges they per-
ceive for their engagement (Appendix A). Inter-
views lasted between approximately thirty and 
sixty minutes.

Expert and professional interviews were 
conducted in English, as interview partners are 
more used to talking about their topics in English, 
which allowed for more flexible interviews. These 
were more individualised: rather than a standard 
guide, questions were tailored to each person’s 
role and expertise, covering their practice and 
background, ocean literacy, marine cultivation 
and people’s relationship to the sea. Three profes-
sionals answered follow-up questions by email: 
Maria Bodin and Annelie Eckeskog to clarify 
points from their interviews, and Sara Hansson to 
ask more precise questions as the analysis devel-
oped.

The policy documents were accessed via the 
respective municipal websites in April 2026.

4.4 Analysis of empirical material

Document analysis proceeded in three passes. 
The first involved an initial reading to identify 
passages relating to marine environments. The 
second involved inductive coding of the ma-
rine-related passages, guided by the recognition 
framework and attentive to how the sea is rep-
resented, interpreted and communicated across 
the documents. The third pass applied framing 
analysis, examining how framing accomplishes 
particular understandings of the sea and rules out 

significantly in quality and content across the 
three municipalities to yield meaningful ana-
lytical material. It also became clear during the 
process that comprehensive plans are not purely 
internal planning instruments but also directed 
toward private actors and the broader public, 
making the websites redundant as a second 
source.

The three documents analysed are Helsing-
borg’s ÖP 2021 and Malmö’s ÖP 2023, both adopted 
plans, and Simrishamn’s ÖP 2025, a pre-consulta-
tion draft at the time of analysis. The Simrishamn 
document therefore represents the municipality’s 
planning intentions ahead of public consultation 
and potential revision, rather than final adopted 
policy.

4.2.3 Interview participants

Seventeen interviews were conducted in total, 
with a mix of association members and marine 
experts or professionals (see table 1). Recruitment 
for association members followed a similar pro-
cess for both associations in Kivik and Helsing-
borg. The researcher approached the associations 
directly, spent time with them through participant 
observation, and from there participants either 
provided contact details directly, were forwarded 
by other members, or reached out themselves 
after hearing about the project. Other interview 
partners were approached directly. The mix of 
participants was intentional. Association mem-
bers offer insight into the lived practice of en-
gaging with the sea through regenerative ocean 
farming: not the stated aims or plans of an associ-
ation, but the experience of people actually doing 
the work. Experts and professionals, including 
marine biologists and municipal actors, bring a 
different perspective, one shaped by professional 
engagement with the sea and, in several cases, by 
an explicit commitment to spreading ocean liter-
acy. Together, these two groups allow the study to 
examine clROFs as place of connection to marine 
environments from different perspectives.

4.3 Data collection

Before conducting interviews with association 
members, the researcher spent time with both as-
sociations to understand their practice and make 
contact with potential participants. In Kivik, this 
involved joining a study visit for a group inter-
ested in starting their own cultivation project, 
including a presentation of the association, a 
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institutional processes, they represent official 
municipal positions rather than individual opin-
ions, and their content is stable and verifiable. 
More broadly, comprehensive plans are politi-
cal artefacts of the moment in which they were 
produced, reflecting the priorities and framings 
of a particular time. Analysing them as such is a 
deliberate methodological choice: the aim is not 
to evaluate current policy but to examine how the 
marine environment was framed at a given point 
in time, and what those framings reveal about 
the degree of recognition extended to the sea as a 
living ecosystem. 

Interview accounts may be subject to social 
desirability bias, with participants tending to 
foreground positive aspects of their practice in a 
research context. This risk is partially mitigated 
by the participant observation conducted before 
interviews, which provided a more grounded ba-
sis for interpreting what participants said. Anony-
misation of association members further aimed to 
encourage candid accounts (Kvale & Brinkmann, 
2009, p. 93).

4.6 Ethics and positionality

Formal consent was obtained from all par-
ticipants and all were informed of the topic and 
purpose of the research beforehand. Professionals 
and experts are named with their consent; associ-
ation members are anonymised.

The researcher had no prior connection to 
regenerative ocean farming, comes from a back-
ground in southern Germany far from the sea 
and is not a native Swedish speaker. The personal 
relationship to the sea shifted over the course of 
the two-year master’s programme in Malmö, from 
appreciation without ecological awareness to 
active interest in the marine ecosystem, and this 
shift is one of the reasons the topic was chosen as 
the subject of this research. This developing re-
lationship to the topic is acknowledged as poten-
tially shaping the analytical sensitivities brought 
to both the documents and the interviews. Per-
sonal data collected during interviews, including 
recordings and transcripts, was stored securely on 
a password-protected personal device and will be 
archived in accordance with Malmö University’s 
guidelines for research data management follow-
ing completion of the study.

others (van Hulst et al., 2025, p.80). Passages used 
in the analysis were translated from Swedish to 
English using Claude.ai, with accuracy checked 
by the researcher.

All interviews were transcribed using Klang.ai 
and then analysed manually. Codes were devel-
oped inductively from the material in an iterative 
process and subsequently organised in themes in 
relation to the recognition framework. Themes 
were identified by for example repetitions, meta-
phors and analogies, transitions, similarities and 
differences and linguistic connectors, as suggest-
ed by Ryan and Bernard (Ryan & Bernard, as cit-
ed in Bryman, 2016). Quotes from Swedish inter-
views were translated to English using Claude.ai, 
with accuracy checked by the researcher. Original 
Swedish formulations were retained where the 
specific wording was analytically significant.

Throughout the analysis, interviewees are 
referenced by a two-part code: the first letter in-
dicates the city (H for Helsingborg, M for Malmö, 
K for Kivik, S for Simrishamn, G for Göteborg), 
and the second identifies the person. Association 
members are anonymised using numbers (for ex-
ample K1, H2), while professionals and experts are 
identified by their initials and named with their 
consent. The relationship between the two regis-
ters was examined by reading the findings from 
both analyses against one another, attending to 
where practice appears in planning language and 
where institutional conditions appear in accounts 
of practice. 

4.5 Scope and limitations

This study focuses specifically on the dimen-
sion of recognition within Schlosberg’s (2007) 
justice framework. Recognition is treated here as 
a starting point, and partly as a condition, for the 
other dimensions of justice: without acknowledg-
ment of the sea as a living system with its own 
value, questions of distribution, participation and 
capabilities in relation to it are difficult to address 
meaningfully. The other dimensions are therefore 
not dismissed but are secondary to the specific 
focus of this study. Questions of environmental 
justice, including access to the sea and to marine 
knowledge and practices, are equally interesting 
and important but lie beyond the scope of this 
study.

The municipal comprehensive plans are high-
ly reliable primary sources. As formally adopted 
planning instruments produced through regulated 

http://claude.ai
http://claude.ai
http://klang.ai
http://klang.ai
http://claude.ai
http://claude.ai
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as an attractive coastal city and regional engine 
of growth” (p. 95), protection against rising sea 
levels is called for in the future outlook and in 
the strategies (p.27). Cultural values in this frame 
are constructed around what is visible above 
the surface - the harbours, quays and maritime 
skyline - rather than any recognition of the living 
ecosystem beneath it. 

The Öresund is characterised as having “a rich 
marine flora and fauna which is both unique and 
sensitive” (p. 27), with big connected mussel beds 
and eelgrass meadows that are “important nurs-
ery areas for fish, crustaceans and other marine 
organisms that need to be protected” - the passive 
construction leaves unstated what these environ-
ments need to be protected from, obscuring the 
human activities that pose a threat. The guide-
lines formulate three specific aims regarding the 
sea: i) protection of “marine environments with 
high natural value” for instance through nature 
reserves, ii) creation of new areas for eelgrass, 
blue mussels and macroalgae through shallowing 
non-commercial harbour basins, and iii) “consid-
eration for ongoing activities and existing marine 
biological values” in the construction and design 
of the planned metro between Copenhagen and 
Malmö (p. 51). The document describes what 
should be protected and created but not why 
these specific species or areas matter ecologically 
or what threatens them. The section on national 
interests designates much of the southern marine 
area as national interest for nature conservation: 
“The City of Malmö does not intend to take mea-
sures that significantly jeopardise the values of 
the national interest” (p. 84), and a nature reserve 
has been established “to support this position”. In 
the national interests for highly exploited coast, 
two areas are named as “so-called core value ar-
eas” (p. 86) and linked to nature reserves and the 
Nature Conservation plan for the City of Malmö 
(2012), again flagged as valuable without explana-
tion of what that value consists of.

Economic perspectives dominate the framing 
of marine environments in the document. In the 
prioritised direction on green growth and em-
ployment, the harbour is positioned as a major 
city asset (Malmö stad, 2023, p. 12), with important 
industries located within port operations (p. 21). 
Together with fishing, port operations “have been 
of great significance for the city’s development 
and Öresund is one of the world’s most heavily 
trafficked waterways” (p. 27). Beyond current 
exploitation, the sea and coast provide “opportu-

5. Analysis

5.1 Policy Documents

5.1.1 Malmö Comprehensive Plan 2023

Malmö’s comprehensive plan moves from 
three overarching strategic priorities into strat-
egies covering life in the city, the physical and 
cultural environment, green and blue environ-
ments, traffic, climate adaptation and technical 
supply, followed by specific guidelines, national 
interests and a forward-looking section. It is 
described in the introduction as “a governing 
document for the city and its companies, [...] as 
support for actors who wish to invest and work 
in Malmö. [...] it is a plan that aims to - together 
with residents of Malmö, civil society and the 
business sector - build Malmö wholly and sustain-
ably” (Malmö stad, 2023, p. 6). It is thus directed 
towards officials, private actors and the broader 
public, making the ways in which the sea is repre-
sented and interpreted within it relevant not only 
as planning policy but as public communication 
about the marine environment.

The sea and its coast in Malmö are described 
as of “great importance for recreation and nature 
experiences, physical activity and education, 
while also being important for the business sec-
tor” (p. 27). The guidelines set the aim to improve 
the “[a]ccessibility to water […] for recreation, 
leisure activities, small-scale business operations 
and temporary events” (p. 52). The guidelines 
also aim to preserve small-boat harbours (p. 53). 
The overarching aim is to increase general ac-
cessibility for inhabitants through the creation of 
“meeting places, urban development, recreation-
al activities and natural environments” (p. 23). 
Across these aims, accessibility is the organising 
concept, positioning the sea primarily as a space 
to be reached and used rather than as a living 
environment. 

The identity of Malmö is strongly connected 
to being a port city that “has always been con-
nected to the wider world” (p. 6). Elements such 
as “beaches, quays and harbour environments” 
(p. 24) characterise the urban landscape and are 
described as invaluable. The proximity to the sea 
in particular is described as quality of the city (p. 
17), that is “one of the attraction factors for inhabi-
tants, visitors and a diverse business community” 
(p. 13, p. 27). To be able to “continue to develop 
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Malmö’s comprehensive plan acknowledges 
the sea as valuable but consistently renders it 
as a passive planning object of municipal ad-
ministration rather than a living system with its 
own dynamics and relational complexity. The 
dominant interpretive frame is economic - the 
sea appears primarily as a site of transaction and 
extraction, with ecological considerations framed 
as constraints. The document misrecognises the 
sea across all three of Fraser’s patterns. Repre-
sentation: the sea’s ecological contributions are 
rendered invisible through the systematic associ-
ation of ecosystem services with terrestrial rather 
than marine nature. Interpretation: the economic 
frame prevails throughout, and ecological consid-
erations enter as constraints on use rather than 
as conditions for it. Communication: where ma-
rine species are named in connection with a con-
crete action, no explanation of their significance 
follows, and the agentless passive constructions 
leave the human practices that threaten the ma-
rine environment unstated, so that the extractive 
logic goes unnamed. The absence of acknowl-
edged conflict between extractive and protective 
uses of the same marine environment further 
suggests that the document’s framing naturalises 
exploitation while gesturing toward protection.

5.1.2 Simrishamn Comprehensive Plan 2025 
(pre-consultation draft) 

Simrishamn’s new comprehensive plan (ÖP 
2040) was still in preparation at the time of 
this study. The document analysed here is the 
pre-consultation draft, which formed the basis for 
a public consultation period running from Feb-
ruary to April 2025. The analysis focuses on the 
chapters addressing marine environments in the 
municipal area, with sections specific to individ-
ual inland villages apart from Kivik excluded. 
Although no target groups are explicitly specified, 
the accessible language, the explanation of plan-
ning concepts and procedures, and the general 
design of the document suggest it is directed 
towards private actors and the broader public in 
addition to serving as an internal planning instru-
ment.

The most pervasive frame positions the sea 
mainly as a provider of value to humans in an 
economic sense. The document states explicitly 
that “The sea area is an important part of Simr-
ishamn municipality, delivering significant values 
and ecosystem services to residents, businesses 
and visitors.” (Simrishamns kommun, 2024, ch. 

nities for important industries that shall be given 
space to develop sustainably” (p. 26). The guide-
lines carry this through, aiming to secure local 
fishing, improve marinas and boat tourism, devel-
op a new deep-water quay and enable “expanded 
marine energy production, communications, 
fairways and port operations” with the least pos-
sible environmental impact (pp. 52, 57, 61), while 
the national interest sections designate naviga-
tion channels, port development and industrial 
fishing (pp. 90, 92, 93). Across these uses, the sea 
is interpreted as a site of economic transaction in 
which environmental considerations appear as 
constraints to be managed rather than values to 
be protected. The qualifier “with the least possible 
environmental impact” (p. 52) captures this logic: 
the question is not whether to exploit but how 
much damage is acceptable.

The sea also poses a risk, as rising sea levels 
increase the risk of floodings in parts of Malmö, 
which could also potentially impact the ground-
water level and lead to saltwater intrusion (p. 35, 
p. 60, p. 95). While climate adaptation develop-
ments are intended to protect Malmö from risks 
of rising sea levels, they are also framed as con-
tributing to “creating a continued developed and 
attractive coastal environment” (p. 10). What goes 
unacknowledged is that the impacts of climate 
change threaten not only human infrastructure 
but the very marine ecosystems the document 
elsewhere describes as valuable - a connection 
the document doesn’t make, keeping the risk 
frame of changing environmental conditions and 
the ecological frame separated. 

In the chapter on Malmö’s conditions, a cru-
cial ecosystem service is described in the context 
of climate change. “Temperature increases can 
only be limited through a rapid, significant reduc-
tion in emissions combined with the protection 
of ecosystems that can absorb and store carbon 
dioxide” (p. 10). It remains unclear however what 
kind of ecosystems provide such services, or what 
hinders or supports them. Explicit examples of 
ecosystem services are mentioned more generally 
later: “The diversity of species and natural envi-
ronments provides us with vital ecosystem ser-
vices such as pollination, various types of recre-
ation and pest control” (p. 28). The document fails 
however to give concrete examples of ecosystem 
services that are provided by marine ecosystems, 
associating ecosystem services almost exclusively 
with “green”, terrestrial nature.
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amn (ch. 7, p. 107). This framing recognises the sea 
as constitutive of local identity, yet renders the 
relationship in the past tense, with fishing com-
munities appearing as historical artefact rather 
than living practice. The seabed itself becomes an 
archive within this frame: “within the municipal-
ity’s sea area there are also many marine cultural 
heritage sites with traces from the Stone Age, 
including settlements, fishing installations and 
remains of warfare” (ch. 6, p. 37), with some land-
scape fragments dated to approximately 11,000 
years ago, well preserved by the brackish water of 
the Baltic (ch. 6, p. 37). The sea is thus culturally 
present in two ways - as a scenic backdrop in the 
present and as a repository of human history in 
the past - but in neither register does the living 
marine environment itself come into view. 

The Baltic Sea is described as “an extra 
sensitive and unique ecosystem” (ch. 6, p. 36), its 
vulnerability rooted in both geological conditions 
and human activity. The document is explicit 
about the severity: “The Baltic Sea is one of the 
world’s most polluted seas, and this together with 
eutrophication, overfishing and increased ship-
ping traffic has placed the Baltic Sea in a critical 
situation” (ch. 6, p. 36). Its enclosed location, shal-
low waters and long retention time mean that pol-
lutants remain in the system, and species decline 
is documented in concrete terms: “Herring and 
cod have critically low stocks, eel is red-listed and 
harbour porpoises remain critically endangered 
with only around 500 individuals remaining” (ch. 
6, p. 36). The ecosystem is also described as fragile 
because there are few species within each func-
tional group, so the loss of one may leave noth-
ing to fill its function in the system (ch. 6, p. 36). 
Three new marine nature reserves are proposed 
to preserve marine cultural values, seabird hab-
itats, submarine forests and “marine-biological 
values” (ch. 3, p. 7). While the document covers 
the marine landscape and names species present 
in the municipal area, from eelgrass and bladder 
wrack to cod, grey seal and white-tailed eagle, the 
description does not go beyond a stock assess-
ment, and no species is connected to an ecosys-
tem service or to human dependence on it. The 
sea is thus catalogued and the human activities 
that threaten it acknowledged, but what the sea 
provides to people remains unclear: the ecologi-
cal condition of the marine environment and the 
economic, recreational and cultural values the 
document attributes to it are presented in sepa-
rate frames rather than as mutually constitutive.

6, p. 35), and that “proximity to the sea, together 
with the business sector and the municipality’s 
public services, provides good conditions for 
a good life” (ch. 6, p. 1). The harbour in Kivik 
is described as being a “popular meeting place 
with many restaurants” and potential for further 
development as visitor destination (ch. 5, p. 57). 
Together with the local apple orchards, the fishing 
culture has “made [Kivik] a well-known desti-
nation” (ch.5, p.55). Beyond its role in the fishing 
industry, the sea is thus interpreted as scenic 
attractor for businesses that depend on tourists. 
A new “important part of sustainable transforma-
tion of the food sector” is seen in “extractive or 
regenerative aquaculture [because it] draws nu-
trients from the sea without adding feed, and in 
most cases contributes to increased biodiversity 
and improvement of the local environment” (ch. 
6, p. 38), thereby bridging economic and ecologi-
cal interests. The document gives examples from 
practice elsewhere in Sweden, including cultiva-
tion of “species such as mussels, oysters, algae 
and sea squirts” using the “longline system” as 
the most common cultivation method in Swed-
ish waters, and notes that both a havskolonilott 
and sea-based seaweed cultivation already exists 
within the municipality (ch. 6, p. 38). It is worth 
noting that the 2015 comprehensive plan con-
tained no mention of aquaculture or small-scale 
cultivation (Simrishamns kommun, 2015). Kivik 
Tång, founded in 2022 and the first association of 
its kind in Sweden, gained considerable public 
attention in the years following its establishment, 
and it is plausible that this visibility contribut-
ed to the inclusion of a dedicated paragraph on 
sea-based cultivation in the draft. While causal 
claims cannot be made on the basis of this study, 
the timing suggests that grassroots community 
practice may have shaped the planning agenda 
rather than simply responding to it. Within this 
economic frame, the sea-based cultivation pas-
sage represents a notable expansion - ecological 
health and economic use are here presented not 
as competing interests but as mutually reinforc-
ing, with regenerative cultivation offering a model 
in which productivity and biodiversity go hand in 
hand. 

The sea is also presented as a source of 
identity and cultural memory. The municipality 
is characterised by its “long coastline and varied 
topography”, and its history is inseparable from 
the sea, with fishing communities named as one 
of the defining historical experiences of Simrish-
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ture marine reserves - an acknowledgment that 
low-impact practices may actively support ecolog-
ical protection while fostering the direct engage-
ment that can generate broader recognition.

Simrishamn’s comprehensive plan operates 
across four distinct frames - economic resource, 
cultural heritage, ecological vulnerability and 
planning risk - that coexist without being fully 
integrated. The ecological vulnerability frame 
is the most striking, naming the Baltic Sea’s 
critical situation with notable directness and 
documenting species decline in concrete terms. 
Yet this urgency does not translate into an equiv-
alently forceful planning response - species are 
catalogued rather than connected to the human 
practices that depend on them or threaten them. 
The explicit ambition to spread ocean literacy 
and the proposed marine reserves gesture toward 
a broader recognition of the sea’s value, but the 
dominant interpretive pattern remains one of cat-
aloguing rather than connecting - naming species 
and problems without establishing the relational 
significance that fuller recognition would require.

5.1.3 Helsingborg Comprehensive Plan 2021 

Helsingborg’s ÖP 2021 sets out a development 
strategy for the municipality, guidelines for land 
and water use, urban area proposals, national 
interests and consideration areas, and a con-
sequences section including an environmental 
impact assessment. The document explicitly 
addresses private actors at the outset: “We want 
to facilitate coordination for private and public 
actors by showing how and where we want the 
city to grow and what is required to develop a 
specific location” (Helsingborgs stad, 2021). The 
explanation of concepts such as the SDGs, the 
inclusion of an FAQ section and the document’s 
overall design all contribute to making it acces-
sible to private actors and the broader public, 
which means its framing of the sea operates not 
only as internal planning policy but as public 
communication, shaping how residents, busi-
nesses and visitors are invited to understand and 
relate to the marine environment.

The sea is described as a multidimensional 
space shared by different species and interests. 
This is specifically stated in multiple sections 
of the document: “The sea provides conditions 
for several interests to coexist, such as shipping, 
tourism, recreation, and plant and animal life” 
(Helsingborgs stad, 2021, p. 14, p. 250, p. 274). The 
concept of coexistence is significant here because 

A fourth frame positions the sea as planning 
challenge requiring regulatory management. 
Rising sea levels and coastal erosion are recur-
ring concerns - “along the coast, consideration 
must be given to rising sea levels, coastal erosion 
and shore protection” (ch. 5, p. 56). The document 
dedicates several sections to scenarios for future 
climate change, sea level rise and erosion (ch. 7, 
pp. 27, 32, 35). This frame focuses on the aspects 
of the sea that pose potential threats to human 
life and infrastructure - the sea appears as a set of 
external conditions to be controlled. 

In the end of the chapter on the sea and 
marine resources, the municipality’s aims are 
formulated as follows: to achieve “healthy and 
productive seas with biologically viable popu-
lations” by management, protection and resto-
ration; to “reduce all kinds of pollution in the sea” 
from current activities and “previously uncon-
trolled discharges from sediment”; to “strive for a 
safe and sustainable coexistence of activities at 
the sea”; and finally to “work towards increased 
knowledge-building and knowledge dissemina-
tion about the marine environment, key ecosys-
tems, marine geological conditions, the effects of 
climate change and archaeologically important 
sites within the municipality’s sea areas” (ch. 6, p. 
38). In other words, Simrishamn is not just aim-
ing for a peaceful coexistence of different human 
activities at the sea, but wants to improve the ma-
rine environment and explicitly intends to spread 
ocean literacy and local knowledge about the sea. 
This commitment is significant for recognition: 
it positions the municipality as a communicative 
actor for the sea, responsible not only for protect-
ing the marine environment but for making its 
significance visible to residents.

The sustainability assessment introduces the 
perspective of competing interests that must be 
explicitly weighed against each other. In investi-
gations for offshore wind power, an examination 
of the “park’s impact on marine life” (ch. 8, p. 7) is 
demanded “in an environmental impact assess-
ment” and “small-scale fishing and algae culti-
vation” need to be “permitted within the future 
marine reserves” to secure local fishing. This ac-
knowledgment sits uneasily with the coexistence 
language elsewhere: “safe and sustainable coex-
istence” (ch. 6, p. 38). Naming a specific conflict 
between economic development and ecological 
health goes further than the planning language 
does. Equally notable is the requirement to permit 
small-scale fishing and cultivation within fu-
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shark (p. 94). Yet shallow seabeds are simultane-
ously noted as sensitive to “exploitation and dis-
charge” (p. 195), and a potential conflict between 
recreational use and the interests of animal life is 
acknowledged due to the coast’s good accessibili-
ty (p. 239) - two moments where tension between 
human and non-human interests is articulated. 
The specificity - naming particular species, hab-
itats and functions rather than gesturing toward 
biodiversity in the abstract - represents a form of 
interpretive recognition: the sea is understood as 
a living system of named, concrete constituents 
whose functioning is the precondition for all the 
cultural, recreational and economic values at-
tributed to it.

This ecological picture underpins a clear 
responsibility framing. Protection of marine 
environments from exploitation is formulated as 
a central goal (p. 33), securing also both residents’ 
access to “the recreational and health-promoting 
values of the sea” and “conditions for fishing and 
tourism” (p. 33). Two marine reserves protect the 
core biodiversity areas where the horse mussel 
and small-spotted catshark are found (p. 33), and 
future developments such as the planned Helsing-
borg-Helsingør connection require consideration 
for “the high natural values in the area” (p. 33, p. 
95). Beyond protection, restoration is framed as a 
necessary condition rather than an optional mea-
sure - to “strengthen and restore nature in the sea 
[...] by replanting eelgrass or by constructing artifi-
cial reefs” (p. 94), increasing “the prospects for our 
sea area to retain high biological and recreational 
values” (p. 94), and building resilience so the 
ecosystem can “withstand and cope with change, 
recover and continue to develop” (p. 94). The 
horse mussel, already identified as threatened, is 
singled out as a species of “special responsibility 
for Helsingborg”, with Knähaken nature reserve 
protecting “one of the last major occurrences of 
the species in Sweden” (p. 94) - marking a shift 
from valuing the sea in general terms to recog-
nising specific living constituents as subjects of 
municipal obligation, and positioning the munici-
pality not as a passive steward but as accountable 
for the condition of the living system itself.

The document continuously uses the concept 
of ecosystem services, which “is an international 
concept for making visible, valuing and taking 
into account nature’s free services” (p. 237). These 
are divided into four categories: supporting 
services (biodiversity with different habitats), 
provisioning services (food, drinking water, and 

it implies an active limitation of the negative 
effects that one interest may have on another, 
including on non-human life. This is stated more 
explicitly in the chapter on small-boat harbours, 
where the aim is formulated as to “ […] protect an 
accessible and rich boating culture with a sustain-
able harbour operation that consciously works to 
reduce negative impacts on the marine environ-
ment […]” (p. 101). The importance of preserving 
good living conditions for animal and plant life in 
the sea is also mentioned in the chapter on shore 
protection, and positioned as equally important 
as human needs (p. 203). Across these formula-
tions, plant and animal life are granted standing 
alongside human interests - a form of recognition 
in which non-human life becomes a legitimate 
subject of planning consideration.

The marine environment around Helsingborg 
is framed with both ecological specificity and an 
explicit dependency logic - the document estab-
lishes early that the cultural, recreational and 
economic values connected to the sea all depend 
on basic ecological functions such as nutrient 
cycling: “a precondition for this is healthy hab-
itats with dynamic food webs and biodiversity” 
(p. 33). Notably, the plan references dynamic food 
webs - a concept from ecosystem ecology describ-
ing the complex networks of feeding relation-
ships between species through which energy and 
nutrients flow and on which ecosystem stability 
depends (de Ruiter et al., 2005) - without expla-
nation, as though the term can be assumed to be 
familiar. Specific areas are described as “nurseries 
and pantries of the seas”, with eelgrass, macroal-
gae and “deep seabeds and their animal commu-
nities [that] serve as foraging grounds for adult 
fish and spawning areas for, amongst others, cod” 
(p. 33). The area’s position connecting Kattegat 
and the Baltic Sea creates “varying depth, current 
and salinity conditions” that make it particular-
ly species-rich (p. 33): home to “one of the finest 
eelgrass meadows on the Scanian coast” and to 
“so-called biogenic reefs” where eelgrass and blue 
mussel communities occur together, described as 
“particularly productive and important places for 
both marine animals and seabirds” (p. 94). Deep 
seabeds are noted as species-rich with unusual 
plant and animal communities, shallow seabeds 
as important nursery and regeneration areas for 
fish (p. 195), and the shore zone as important for 
birdlife (p. 239). This rich environment is also 
home to several threatened species, including the 
red-listed horse mussel and small-spotted cat-
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ic and recreational dimensions. Port activity, 
shipping and commercial fishing are identified 
as key economic values: the Öresund is “one of 
the world’s most heavily trafficked straits” (p. 33) 
and the area holds national interest status for 
commercial fishing due to “important spawn-
ing grounds” for certain fish species (p. 171). The 
chapter on marine values acknowledges that “[t]
he combined economic value that the sea contrib-
utes to Helsingborg is significant” (p. 33). Beyond 
industry, the sea and coastal zone offer a wide 
range of recreational experiences, from kaya-
king and surfing to sport fishing, birdwatching 
and three cold-water bathhouses (p. 32, p. 94), all 
directly connected to the area’s natural values. On 
the question of energy production and resource 
extraction, the sea area is described as unsuitable 
due to its “important recreational areas” (p. 221) 
and its cultural significance as a landmark (p. 34, 
p. 221). Across these uses, the document frames 
ecological health as the precondition of economic 
and recreational activity rather than a constraint 
on it: “[t]he protection also secures the conditions 
for fishing and tourism” (p. 33). That recreation-
al use and cultural significance are sufficient 
grounds to rule out energy production entirely 
signals that the sea’s value here is relational, 
rooted in how residents experience and relate to 
it rather than in what can be extracted from it. 

The sea also carries cultural value: Helsing-
borg’s identity is “strongly linked” (p. 32) to the 
sea, which makes up “20 percent of Helsingborg’s 
area” (p. 32). This is evident in the city’s many 
industrial ports and small-boat harbours (p. 25, p. 
101) and the view towards Öresund and Denmark, 
considered a landmark (p. 34, p. 221). Natural and 
cultural environments are depicted as “important 
for people’s well-being and quality of life; they 
provide a sense of context and can increase resi-
dents’ pride in their local community”(p. 233). This 
social dimension extends the cultural value of the 
sea beyond history and industry - the sea is part 
of what residents feel connected to and proud of, 
implying a relationship of belonging rather than 
merely one of use. 

Helsingborg’s comprehensive plan constructs 
a distinctly relational understanding of the sea. 
Rather than treating ecological, economic and 
recreational values as separate or competing 
frames, the document integrates them through 
an explicit dependency logic - ecological health 
is the precondition for human flourishing, and 
protecting the sea is framed as securing rather 

others), regulating services (erosion protection, 
flood protection, pollination, and others) and 
cultural and social (recreation, outdoor activities, 
cultural heritage, and others). While fishing is 
explicitly connected to the provisioning services 
of the sea (p. 33) and recreation and tourism to 
cultural ecosystem services (p. 33), regulating 
ecosystem services are addressed more implicitly, 
with eelgrass and macroalgae as significant for 
carbon sequestration (p. 33), the former acting 
also as natural erosion protection (p. 33, p. 40, p. 
211). The concept, popularised by the Millennium 
Ecosystem Assessment, highlights human depen-
dency on ecosystem functioning and stresses that 
“people are integral parts of ecosystems” (MEA, 
2005, p. 9). The Assessment also recognises that 
“the actions people take […] result […] from con-
siderations of the intrinsic value of species and 
ecosystems” (MEA, 2005, p.9) besides concerns for 
human well-being. 

Risk in Helsingborg’s comprehensive plan 
runs in both directions: the sea threatens human 
infrastructure, and human activity threatens 
the sea. A prominent risk is seen in the “conse-
quences of rising sea levels” (p. 40) and connected 
floods that endanger “important infrastructure, 
natural and recreational areas including build-
ings” necessitating strategies for how to respond 
(p. 40). The document notes that “Shipping causes 
emissions to the air and aquatic environment, 
as well as underwater noise that can negatively 
affect wildlife” (p. 33). Even small boats contribute 
to “underwater noise, the spread of environmen-
tal toxins from boat antifouling paints, impact on 
erosion from propellers and waves, damage to 
vegetation and bottom communities from anchor-
ing, emissions of exhaust gases, and the occu-
pation of the seabed” (p. 101). Heavy metals and 
PCB occur in “moderately high concentrations” 
(p. 33) in sediments around a sewage treatment 
plant and other industries, negatively affecting 
animal and plant life. “Öresund does not achieve 
good status” (p. 190) according to eutrophication 
indicators, and the strategy is to improve water 
quality of terrestrial runoff and protect coastal 
and deep-water seabeds. Naming shipping, recre-
ational boating and industrial discharge as sourc-
es of harm is communicatively significant: the 
document identifies specific human practices as 
threats to the living system it elsewhere describes 
as valuable.

The sea’s value for human use is prominent 
throughout the document, spanning econom-



24

Kivik Tång, and the municipal initiation model 
as represented by Helsingborg’s Havskoloni - as 
both are more directly concerned with communi-
ty practice. Bodin also points to structural con-
ditions that shape the creation of clROF: finding 
suitable locations with adequate water quality, 
salinity and public transport access is challeng-
ing. Furthermore, the current permission process 
in Sweden, which involves several departments, 
is complex and requires financial resources (Ap-
pendix B). As she notes, “cooperation with [the] 
municipality is really important to create equita-
ble access”. These structural conditions - location, 
permits and access - shape clROFs in Sweden 
and point to the importance of support structures 
in making community engagement with the sea 
viable. 

5.2.1 Malmö 

Unlike the two cases that follow, Malmö 
currently has no community-led project. The 
perspective presented here is that of marine bi-
ologist Michael Palmgren, director of the Marine 
Pedagogical Center in Malmö, who actively works 
to spread ocean literacy. His driving concern is 
the disconnection between people and the ocean: 
“we people tend to have a small relationship with 
the ocean, it tends to be in June, July, August - the 
rest of the year we have no relationship. And we 
are so depending on the ocean, that’s the engine 
for the planet.” This seasonal relationship is 
compounded by an aversion to the natural ap-
pearance of the marine ecosystem: “People don’t 
like algae, they don’t want to smell it and swim in 
it. Eelgrass that ends up on the beach is disturb-
ing people - they want to have a clean beach only 
with sand.” The visible signs of a healthy marine 
ecosystem are experienced as nuisance rather 
than value, a form of misrecognition operating 
through interpretation, in which what eelgrass on 
a beach is taken to mean is stigmatised. Against 
this, Palmgren emphasises the historical uses of 
marine species, seagrass for roofing and algae 
for fertiliser, and sees potential in participatory 
projects: “How can we make people care for it? So 
citizen engagement - that could be crucial!”.

His position on an actual community cultiva-
tion project in Malmö is therefore notable. The 
idea is not new to him: he and the environmental 
department explored it over a decade ago, and 
more recently the Left Party proposed kolonilotter 
for Malmö. Palmgren turned it down, and his rea-
soning turns on what the term implies. A koloni-

than limiting economic and recreational value. 
The coexistence framing, which includes plant 
and animal life alongside human interests, grants 
non-human life a form of standing that goes 
beyond a purely extractive logic. The language of 
special responsibility for a named, red-listed spe-
cies and the restoration framing go further still, 
positioning the municipality as accountable for 
the condition of the living system itself. In terms 
of recognition, the document names the sea’s 
constituents concretely (representation), grounds 
human value in ecological health (interpretation), 
and through the restoration and special responsi-
bility framings acknowledges that the condition 
of the living system itself matters.

The differences between the three documents 
reflect different states of recognition, with di-
rect consequences for planning logic. Where the 
sea’s ecological contributions remain unnamed 
or disconnected from human wellbeing, as in 
Malmö, conservation ambitions appear as gen-
erous gestures toward nature. Where ecosystem 
services are made explicit and connected to 
economic, recreational and cultural value, as in 
Helsingborg, protecting the marine environment 
becomes a planning imperative, one that entails 
being honest about the activities that threaten 
it, considering restoration where damage has oc-
curred, and creating conditions for practices that 
support marine health. Misrecognition, whether 
an unintentional structural pattern or a more 
active avoidance of responsibility, places ecologi-
cal protection in a secondary position: important 
in principle, but not constitutive of the planning 
logic itself. The following section turns to people 
who engage directly and practically with the ma-
rine environment, and whose relationship to the 
sea has been shaped by that engagement.

5.2 Communities of practice

According to Maria Bodin, three models of cl-
ROF currently exist in Sweden: (i) farms that sell 
shares to community members and distribute the 
harvest among them; (ii) small associations that 
cooperate with academic or educational institu-
tions to combine cultivation practice with public 
education and knowledge sharing; and (iii) proj-
ects initiated by municipalities that establish the 
infrastructure and then invite residents to take 
over as an independent association. The analysis 
that follows focuses on the latter two models - the 
community-organisation model as represented by 
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contributing to a project that provides a sense of 
purpose and social connection (K4) - this sense of 
community contributes to well-being (K7, K1) and 
is seen as important for staying young (K5). Their 
senior advisor Josefine Larsson agrees: “What 
makes Kivik Tång so special and successful is 
the meeting rather than the actual farming part” 
(SJ). Beyond the social factor, the motivation to 
be active varies between members. Some like the 
idea of being part of something new and mean-
ingful (K6, K4): “It is the right thing to do, it feels 
right for the times” while it felt like “one was 
really a pioneer and that is also a little exciting” 
(K1). Some are more interested in the possibility 
to produce food in a sustainable manner (K3, K5) 
or are interested due to their passion for cooking 
(K1, K6, K7). For others, the concern for the envi-
ronment plays an important role (K5) or there is a 
more general interest in learning more about the 
Baltic Sea and its ecosystem (K3) and the cultiva-
tion of seaweed: “I find it theoretically interesting. 
[…] Both regarding the cultivation of seaweed 
and how the sea and the water work and so on” 
(K7). Then there are others that find motivation 
in practical or structural challenges: “my driving 
force is sort of trying to come up with something 
you know - solving a problem” (K4) or “I find it 
interesting to see how you get people to work 
together and achieve results. It is not the easiest 
thing” (K7).

5.2.2.2 Reconnecting to cultural practices with 
seaweed

Some members connect their practice to a 
traditional, forgotten use of algae in Sweden that 
is being rediscovered as a sustainable food source. 
“we have used [algae] for [...] several hundred 
years back in time. But in modern Swedish soci-
ety it has just been nothing. And suddenly seeing 
that resource as something we can develop and 
that can help us obtain nutrition from the sea in 
a wise, renewable, sustainable way” (K1). Another 
member attributes the loss of this practice partly 
to its association with poverty and low status: 
“we have actually been harvesting seaweed in 
Sweden, but it has not had very high status. […] It 
is just not very well documented because it was 
seen as something of an emergency food” (K2). 
The association established a lab to research, 
understand and control the reproductive cycles 
of certain seaweeds (K2) with the aim to recreate 
this natural process and to share it with others - 
“it should not be some secret that someone is sit-

lott means growing and eating what you grow, 
which is not currently viable in Malmö’s waters 
given pollution and water quality: “we cannot 
have a kolonilott, because that means you grow 
and eat, and that is not going to happen” there. 
His objection is to the grow-and-eat framing that 
the havskolonilott (sea cultivation plot) label 
carries into an urban harbour, not to community 
engagement with the sea; he points to Lernack-
en, outside the city, where “there is no [sewage] 
outlet, the water is fresh”, as a site where an 
actual havskolonilott could work. For the harbour 
itself he favours a project focused on education 
and experience: “having one in the new harbour, 
that could be a thing that could actually open 
the mindset of people”, functioning as a show-off 
space “also regarding ocean literacy”. Sara Hans-
son, a seaweed guide and founder of Tångtång 
in the Malmö area, describes an educational 
platform for seaweed cultivation as valuable but 
dependent on an external driving force that small 
actors cannot provide alone. 

5.2.2 Kivik Tång

Inspired by the Danish association Havhøst, 
Kivik Tång was initiated in 2022, by two individu-
als from Kivik and marine biologist Josefine Lars-
son from Simrishamn, with the aim of cultivating 
seaweed. In 2025, the association had 70 paying 
members and around 20 active participants. The 
association is today organised into several work-
ing groups that members are invited to engage 
with, such as a general cultivation group, a tech-
nical group focused on developing the rigs and 
frames needed for cultivation, a lab group focused 
on reproduction processes, a beach cultivation 
group that experiments with use of seaweed for 
cultivation on land, a hydroponic group exper-
imenting with cultivating land-based plants on 
the sea and finally an event group that engages in 
public events, organises outreaches and organises 
social gatherings of members with for example 
seaweed tastings. While some groups meet more 
irregularly, the lab group convenes weekly. 

5.2.2.1 Motivations for engagement

Nearly all interviewees mentioned a sense 
of community as a big driver and motivation 
for their engagement. This is captured well by 
one participant: “Kivik Tång, it is really social 
togetherness” (K7). Coming together to cook (K2, 
K7), experiencing progress together (K6) and just 
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but to reframe formerly dead, polluted, concrete 
spaces, that once displaced the sea, as potentially 
productive environments through the agency of 
non-human species: “this has been done quite a 
lot, [to use] both plants and animals to remediate 
areas” (SJ). The unused resource framing should 
not be read as purely extractive - participants 
describe not a new form of exploitation but a 
rediscovered relationship with what the sea nat-
urally produces, one that implicitly requires the 
sea to function as a healthy ecosystem. Larsson’s 
spatial argument makes this connection explicit 
in an urban context: degraded harbour spaces 
could become sites of food production through 
the presence of non-human species, but that pro-
ductive use is inseparable from the restoration of 
a functioning marine environment - food produc-
tion and ecological health go hand in hand rather 
than being in tension. 

5.2.2.4 Learning about the sea as living ecosystem

Through engagement in the project, partic-
ipants gain new knowledge and understanding 
of the sea as living ecosystem and the complex 
relations within it and with other systems. One 
participant noted “I had no idea about the fauna 
and environment we have here at the shoreline” 
and “it has really been quite a surprise to see how 
complex it is here” (K1). Members developed a 
deeper understanding of the Baltic Sea’s ecosys-
tem and its challenges, ranging from the impact 
of industrial fishing practices (K3), the effect of 
different salinity levels (K4) to the complex repro-
ductive processes of seaweed and impact of stress 
on spore formation (K2). “I look at the seaweed. 
I try to identify it. I am learning about different 
plants in the sea. I also understand this connec-
tion between, let’s say, seaweed, fish, other life 
forms in the sea” (K6). What she learned about 
practices in industrial salmon farming made one 
interviewee change her consumption habits: “It 
was when I found out that ninety-five percent of 
all herring caught out in the Baltic Sea is bottom 
trawled. It is sent to Denmark and turned into 
fish meal which goes to Norway and then they 
feed the salmon there, the salmon farms. And 
then the salmon is exported to Sweden and we 
buy it in the frozen food counter. I did not know 
that it was such a large percentage and that it was 
that circular. So I do not like buying that kind of 
farmed salmon anymore” (K3). Through learning 
about the sea as ecosystem, different species, 
their relations and other aspects, members don’t 

ting on” (K4). Cooking with seaweed has become 
both a personal interest for individual members 
(K1, K6, K7) and an important social activity with-
in the association (K2). The gatherings at the boat-
house in the harbour, where they sometimes cook 
and eat or have a beer, have been named “AW 
- and that is not after work but after weed” (K7; 
see Figure 2). Thus, the members of Kivik Tång 
not only connect to once more common knowl-
edge, but re-represent the sea through socio-cul-
tural practices and the human relationships built 
around them. This re-representation is both a 
cultural and a communicative act - reclaiming a 
practice that was rendered invisible through its 
association with poverty and low status, and ac-
tively working to make a different understanding 
of the sea and its resources publicly accessible.

Figure 2. The Kivik Tång boathouse in Kivik harbour

5.2.2.3 The sea as unused resource

One motivation for engagement in the asso-
ciation is to make use of the “very unused re-
sources in the sea”, “a dimension that you had no 
knowledge of. That there is a vast ocean on this 
planet that is so little used” (K5). Concern about 
possible food shortages in the future and the 
need for sustainable, alternative food production 
(K3, K5) is formulated - “we must think about our 
children’s future and how we are going to use 
the earth’s resources in a good way” (K5). Josefine 
Larsson adds a spatial consideration: “I wish that 
we could use old harbours for food production. I 
mean, that would be the best way for using this 
urban space”. For her, it is not just about using 
more marine areas to produce food in general, 
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sailing, swimming and fishing to a “more theo-
retical knowledge behind it all, which is giving” 
and changed the perspective of the sea from 
being “a natural part of my youth” to a deeper, 
“mental […] connection” (K7). Another participant 
describes a similar starting point: “For me, the sea 
has been something you swim in” (K6). Another 
interviewee expressed a desire to help improve 
the conditions for the sea: “I respect the sea. I am 
concerned about the sea, about how I can contrib-
ute so that the sea might be a little better off” (för 
att havet ska ha det lite bättre) (K3). The formu-
lation is interesting - to be better off is a phrase 
normally reserved for people or animals, posi-
tioning the sea as a subject with a condition or 
wellbeing rather than an object of management, 
and recognising it as worthy of moral consider-
ation. Furthermore, one interviewee goes even 
further: “I consider myself a friend of the sea and 
hope that the sea is my friend” (K7) - the sea is 
not just an object of the speaker’s friendship but 
a potential friend in return, describing a fully 
mutual relationship. While it is unclear if those 
latter attitudes emerged or deepened through the 
engagement in the association, it does represent 
a variety of ways of relating with the sea, coming 
together in a social setting. There, they converge, 
challenge or reinforce preexisting perspectives. 
Together, these shifting perspectives trace a spec-
trum of recognition - from the sea as backdrop, 
through the sea as complex ecosystem, to the sea 
as a subject of moral consideration and mutual 
relationship - reflecting different degrees of recog-
nition of the sea as a living subject rather than a 
passive object.

5.2.2.6 Algae as potential to reconnect to ocean

One member connects the disappearance of 
fishing boats with the disappearing of interest in 
what the sea can provide, and sees a potential 
in the engagement with seaweed to spark this 
interest again: “There are no fishing boats here 
anymore. And so the interest in what the sea can 
provide just disappears. Maybe that is where al-
gae can come in instead” (K4). “When we reduce 
the number of boats, we also reduce the number 
of eyes on the sea”, Josefine Larsson adds that 
these eyes on the sea are important “both when 
it comes to security [...] I mean, we’re not alone 
in the Baltic Sea and also [...] when it comes to 
climate change and other biodiversity change, 
when it comes to oil spill and contaminants”. 
From her perspective the practice of seaweed 

just gain a deeper rational understanding of 
their cultivation efforts, but also discover new 
dimensions and ways of relating to and engaging 
with the sea, impacting personal behaviour and 
consumption choices. Through this process of 
learning members develop an understanding of 
the sea not as a backdrop to human activity but 
as a complex living system of interdependencies, 
of which they themselves are a part. 

Beyond learning about the sea themselves, 
the association creates learning possibilities for 
others. The association collaborated with the 
Marint Kunskapscenter in Simrishamn and host-
ed educational activities for children aimed at 
fostering “a greater interest in the sea” (K3). One 
member emphasised the importance of teaching 
young people about the environment and the sea, 
“what exists in the sea and that you can cultivate 
in [it], you can eat seaweed” (K5). They also invite 
to lectures in the association, open to both mem-
bers and the wider public (K7). In doing so, the 
association operates as a communicative actor - 
actively making a particular understanding of the 
sea as a living, accessible and productive environ-
ment visible to audiences who may not otherwise 
encounter it. 

5.2.2.5 Changing perspectives of the sea

For many, the relationship to the sea is shaped 
by its dominant public image, as one interview-
ee observes: “The first thing very many people 
think of is pollution, extinct herring [...] There is 
no salmon left, there is no cod. The sea is dead. 
There are environmental toxins in [high] con-
centrations. [...] There is a very strong [...] nega-
tive environmental association” (K1). While she 
agrees with the problem, marine biologist Josefine 
Larsson argues that this precise image is actu-
ally misleading: “it’s the most lush and beautiful 
ecosystems with a lot of small fish and mussels 
and shrimps that are bright orange and blue legs, 
and the blue mussel banks with all the red algae, 
and it’s super, super beautiful. [...] Like, this is way 
better than I ever expected” - it is precisely that 
narrative of the Baltic Sea that ‘has really been 
problematic for the change’ in how people relate 
to it (SJ).

Through the engagement in Kivik Tång, the 
relation that interviewees have with the sea was 
affected on multiple levels. For some, the sea 
really changed from a place “to bathe in more or 
less or something nice to look at” to something 
surprisingly complex and interesting (K1), from 
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presents the association, seaweed in general 
and ways of consumption on local markets and 
garden fairs (K1, K3, K5, K7). One member creat-
ed “seaweed-based recipes that the association 
published” and uses in their public outreach (K6). 
The communication with various actors suggests 
that the association and its members position 
themselves as communicative actors for the sea - 
working to make a different understanding of the 
marine environment publicly accessible - rooted 
in care, possibility and sustainable use. 
Where Kivik Tång developed organically through 
grassroots initiative, Helsingborg’s Havskoloni 
represents a different model - one where munici-
pal initiative created the conditions for communi-
ty practice to emerge.

5.2.3 Helsingborg Havskoloni

Helsingborg’s Havskoloni is a project initiated 
in 2023 by the City of Helsingborg with two pri-
mary goals: first, to test whether it is possible to 
run a sustainable marine cultivation in an urban 
harbour that yields an edible harvest, and second, 
contingent on the success of the first, to use the 
lessons learned to inspire further marine culti-
vation in Helsingborg, increase urban harbour 
biodiversity, and raise public awareness of the im-
portance of a balanced marine ecosystem, accord-
ing to the project’s final report (Jeppsson et al., 
2026). The city was responsible for constructing 
and installing the platform, obtaining the required 
permits, and testing whether the cultivated 
mussels were safe to eat. The project coordinators 
also organised gatherings for the havskoloni with 
different themes and provided support in plan-
ning the operation of the swimming cultivation 
platform. The participants were responsible for 
the practice of cultivation itself, which involved 
primarily maintaining the platform and redistrib-
uting the mussels into socks. These socks are ap-
proximately 150 cm long cylindrical nets that are 
sealed and suspended from the platform into the 
water. During omstrumpning (resocking), socks 
are emptied, roughly cleared of seaweeds and oth-
er unwanted species, and the mussels sorted by 
size before being redistributed into socks of vary-
ing diameter and mesh density for the mussels to 
be able to grow properly (Figure 3). Mussels are 
not stationary and relocate themselves within 
and outside of the socks. The project officially 
became an independent association by the end of 
2025 and has been fully self-organised since. The 
association is organised in smaller groups that 

cultivation could be crucial to be able to detect 
changes and dangers in the sea, now that there 
are fewer fishermen regularly on the sea who pre-
viously filled this role. The observation points to 
a form of non-recognition that operates through 
physical absence - when fewer people are regu-
larly present on the sea, changes to the marine 
environment go unnoticed and unrecorded. While 
urban cultivation develops an attentive local 
presence, Larsson’s point is directed more broadly 
at the loss of open-water fishermen whose regu-
lar observation of the sea seaweed cultivation in 
more exposed offshore locations could partially 
restore. On the question of connecting to the sea 
through seaweed as food, one interviewee is more 
optimistic about younger generations: “It is more 
the older ones who often say, we cannot eat that. 
So the young ones are very open, open-minded 
and curious and positive” (K5). The relative open-
ness of younger generations to seaweed as food 
suggests that this reconnection may find fertile 
ground - not through nostalgia for a lost practice 
but through curiosity about a new relation with 
the sea.

5.2.2.7 The sea in everyday life 

Participants reported an impact in their 
cooking practice. “my everyday life also consists 
to a very large extent of cooking. I have focused 
considerably more on cooking with seaweed” 
(K6). Another member described his attempts to 
make classic Swedish dishes with seaweed, for 
example fried Baltic herring [...] or biff à la Lind-
ström, which you call biff à la tång instead” (K7). 
Coming together to meet, discuss and cook “good 
food” together is described as one of the high-
lights of association life by one interviewee (K2). 
In this way the sea enters everyday domestic life 
through food - a form of recognition that operates 
through practice and habit rather than knowledge 
or reflection, making the marine environment 
present in the most ordinary of contexts.

5.2.2.8 Communicating about the sea 

Participants talk about their engagement in 
the association with friends, new acquaintances 
(K1, K6) and people in other associations (K5). 
One participant expresses a clear communica-
tive ambition: “the message that seaweed is good 
and that we should take care of the sea” should 
“spread to everyone” (K7), reaching beyond the 
local community through the many tourists who 
visit the area. A dedicated public outreach group 
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Figure 4. Cultivation platform in Helsingborg harbour

5.2.3.2 Motivations for engagement 

The motivations for engagement vary be-
tween participants yet most share one common 
motivation: making a positive impact on the 
environment (H1, H2, H3, H4, H0). “My personal 
motivation for continuing with havskolonister is 
that I am doing good for nature” (H3). The aspect 
of the mutual relationship is described as deep-
ly rewarding: “it gives such a wonderful feeling 
that you give something back to nature and that 
you do not just take all the time. That, for me it 
is a very satisfying feeling” (H4). Engagement is 
also framed as providing a sense of self-efficacy, 
countering feelings of helplessness in the face of 
environmental crisis: “to be able to be part of a 
solution is just wonderful when you otherwise 
mostly just walk around with your climate anxi-
ety. And do not feel that you can have any influ-
ence. But here we can actually have an impact” 
(H2). The framing is significant - engagement with 
the sea is not just environmentally motivated but 
psychologically grounding, offering a concrete, lo-
cal response to the diffuse helplessness of climate 
anxiety. In the context of the former industrial 

look after the platform based on a schedule and 
led by a five-person steering committee. 

Figure 3. Attaching mussel socks to the cultivation platform

5.2.3.1 Environment of the cultivation platform

The location for the mussel cultivation plat-
form might be surprising: it sits in direct sightline 
of the ferry that crosses between Helsingborg 
and Helsingør every twenty minutes, just a few 
hundred metres away. Yet it is precisely this con-
tinuous shipping activity in the sheltered harbour 
that supports the association’s aim. Firstly, the 
ferries run fully electrically, meaning there are no 
emissions or fuel residues that would otherwise 
pollute the water, and secondly the ferries are 
“one of the main drivers for the strong currents 
or speed up of water flow as the ferries go in and 
out of the harbour” (HA). These currents create a 
strong water exchange which is crucial for many 
species, including the cultivated mussels. Here, 
human activity improves the conditions for some 
species to repopulate the former industrial area, 
which in turn clean the water and enable other 
species to return to the urban waters (Figure 4).
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(H0). The municipal project coordinators were 
aware of the social dimension’s importance from 
the beginning: “that’s one of the [reasons] why we 
invited for these sort of social gatherings where 
we had food and snacks and stuff - as a way of 
making them stronger as a group and connecting. 
[...] If we wanted the project to be a success and 
continue, that sort of moulding needed to take 
place”(HA).

5.2.3.3 Deepening the relationship with the sea

Through lectures held by the project coordi-
nators (H2), participants gained knowledge about 
the sea as ecosystem and different species. One 
participant describes a particularly memorable 
lecture: “When they had a wonderful lecture 
about mussels and coral reefs and all the mys-
teries of the sea and so on, and then we were up 
at a place in Helsingborg and we stood in awe 
[vi var förundrade] together. That was big” (H2). 
Interviewees learned about the role of the mussel 
- “that mussels are such a helpful organism. That 
they filter water and of course they also contrib-
ute nutrition to other animals” (H4) - as well as its 
anatomy: “for example that the mussel has a foot. 
[...] I did not know that mussels took nitrogen 
and turned it into their little body and absorbed 
nutrients from the sea” and “I did not know that 
you hang out a rope and then the mussel attaches 
itself there on the little rope”(H2). Some partici-
pants realised how little they actually know about 
the sea - “now I have started to be able to under-
stand how much I do not know about it” (H2).

One interviewee describes getting a new 
perspective on the possible relations with the sea, 
from an extractive practice to a reciprocal one: 
“a philosophy with [regenerative] sea farming in 
general is that you give back more than you take 
from the ecosystem. [...] And that I have learned. 
I did not really know that before” (H4). A connec-
tion is also drawn between rediscovering the sea 
as a source of food and developing a broader cu-
riosity about the marine ecosystem: “If you think, 
well damn, can you eat the mussels? Can you 
eat something else? [...] Can you sort of embrace 
this a little more? If I can pick mushrooms in the 
forest, can I pick seaweed there? [...] what can you 
do with it? [...] You become a little more curious 
about what is there” (H0; see Figure 6).

The relation to the sea is described as one of 
responsibility: “That we must take care of it in the 
same way as we do with the rest of the environ-
ment we find ourselves in”(H4). Being with the 

harbour, members share a sense of excitement 
at seeing species return: “this is a positive thing 
to get back what should be in the sea. So that 
it is not a dead sterile surface” (H3). Several 
members describe the transformation they have 
witnessed: “there has not been seaweed there for 
long. Before we started, there were sharp cement 
edges and now it looks much more alive. But it 
was completely sterile when we started” (H2, see 
Figure 5). Other members described the same 
transformation, noting returning fish, crustaceans 
and mussels colonising the harbour walls (H3, 
H4). Experiencing this process - “that is what is 
exciting”(H1).

Figure 5. The seabed beneath the cultivation platform, col-

onised by mussels and algae

Other motivations include fascination and 
more theoretical interests in the sea and sustain-
ability issues (H1, H2),  “I like that the mussels 
clean the sea and it is a climate-smart alternative 
to meat” (H2). Beyond ecological motivations, the 
production of mussels as food for the members is 
mentioned as important as well: “I think for many 
of the members it is important that the mussels 
are actually edible” (H0).

The social dimension is also identified as an 
important driver: “the other thing that is also big, 
meeting people and yes, talking a little and eating 
some mussels together”(H1) and “there are really 
lovely people [...] who we probably would never 
have met otherwise. So there is a social func-
tion as well which is entirely positive” (H4). This 
aspect is mentioned as something “that perhaps 
not so many people expected from the beginning” 
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case - in conversations with older people or those 
who have lived by the sea for generations, “they 
say: ‘Oh yes, we always pick mussels.’ Or you get 
to hear: ‘Yes, yes I have some socks with mussels’ 
[…] but it is not something you really talk about” 
(H0). The unawareness of many people is not only 
a matter of the practice not being normalised 
and shared, but also to low literacy about species 
and legal concerns, especially in comparison to 
terrestrial species: “You pick mushrooms and you 
pick berries in the forest and you pick all sorts of 
things. But specifically, I experience that people 
are a little more cautious with the sea. [...] the 
knowledge level is perhaps a little lower when 
it comes to what you can and cannot eat” (H0). 
With the allemansrätten (right of public access) 
to forest and land in Sweden, people know what 
they can do which does not apply to the sea. An 
explicit example is given with oysters - “You are 
not allowed to pick those [...] without the land-
owner’s permission” (H0) - something that is per-
mitted in Denmark. Together, these barriers de-
scribe a layered form of non-recognition - the sea 
as a living, productive environment with which 
one can have a direct and reciprocal relationship 
has become largely invisible in everyday Swedish 
culture, obscured by ecological pessimism, the 
loss of traditional knowledge and uncertainty 
about legal access.

5.2.3.5 Communicating about the sea 

Members come from different backgrounds 
and bring varying levels of experience and knowl-
edge of the marine ecosystem. While some just 
begin to learn about the complex life under the 
surface and its interrelations, others learn more 
about the practicalities of sea farming. “I had 
more pure biological knowledge about mussels 
and algae and other things that exist in the sea. 
But this practical side - how you actually cultivate 
mussels, that is of course new” (H1). This diversity 
of knowledge is shared when members meet and 
circulates within the group: “some things have 
come through talking about it in the group. That 
when you are standing there working away you 
talk to each other” (H4). Another interviewee de-
scribes this mutual learning enthusiastically: “you 
hear it all the time, that people enthusiastically 
start telling about something they have learned 
and something they have heard. That is great”(H1).

The interviewees are actively communicative 
about their practice and aims. This communi-
cation serves a greater purpose than personal 

sea is connected to a deep sense of belonging: 
“it feels good, it is sort of like home” (H1). Some-
one else associates the sea with a bouquet of 
emotions: “there is a lot of love, there is a lot of 
wonder, inspiration, peace, change” (H2). Since 
being active in the havskoloni, change is noticed 
in relating to the sea: “ I have been very attached 
to the sea since I was little. But I have not looked 
at it as an ecosystem in an active way as much 
before. [...] I have not had that direct relation to 
it before. That I feel I have now”, “I feel more re-
sponsible for it. And I think about it more active-
ly” (H4).

Through practice and the shared experiences 
built around it, participants discover new di-
mensions of the sea that fundamentally reshape 
how they relate to it, suggesting that embodied 
engagement generates a form of recognition that 
abstract knowledge or occasional proximity to the 
sea alone cannot produce. 

Figure 5. Mussels from the harvest, prepared and served at the 

harbour

5.2.3.4 Cultural and legal barriers to engaging 
with the sea 

One interviewee reflects on how relationships 
to harvesting food from the sea as an individual 
differ across countries: “It seems here in Sweden 
to be very unusual that you can just go and pick 
mussels”. To “pick snails and mussels and such on 
the beach, just like, for food” was totally normal 
when they were in Italy, “and apparently they do 
that in Denmark, too - to a much greater extend 
than here in Sweden. But here, people seem to 
be a little cautious”(H0). This was not always the 
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do we need for this small scale when it’s not for 
commercial [use]”(HA). The Administrative pro-
cess however, was easier for them, because they 
“haven’t actually made any sort of applications [...] 
but it’s also different because we are the munic-
ipality, so if you are a private person or a group 
of people that wanna start, you have to get the 
permit from the municipality” (HA). Furthermore, 
in dialogue with länsstyrelsen (County Adminis-
trative Board), they used an exemption in the law: 
“We interpreted the legislative proposal (Mil-
jöbalken 11 kap. 12§) as meaning that our impact is 
so negligible that we did not need to file a notifi-
cation.” The know-how of interpreting the law, es-
tablished channels to administrative boards, and 
the fact that certain application obligations do not 
apply when the municipality is itself the initiator, 
together make it considerably easier for munic-
ipalities to start small-scale regenerative ocean 
farming projects than for private actors. The 
conditions that enable community engagement 
with the sea - regulatory navigation, practical 
knowledge and social infrastructure - can emerge 
without institutional support, but municipalities 
and other institutions are uniquely positioned to 
lower the barriers significantly, making this kind 
of direct engagement with the marine environ-
ment more widely accessible. 

The three cases represent different starting 
points. In Malmö no community project exists, 
though the need is clearly articulated. Kivik was 
initiated by community members with scientific 
support, developing practice, knowledge and so-
cial structures over time. In Helsingborg the mu-
nicipality built the infrastructure, navigated the 
regulatory framework and brought people togeth-
er, and the association emerged from that effort 
rather than preceding it. In both established cas-
es, the need for institutional support decreased as 
social structures and practical routines took hold, 
shifting from existential to a useful fallback.

5.3 Recognition in planning and 
practice

The two analyses answer the first two 
sub-questions separately. In planning, the three 
documents differ considerably in how far they 
recognise the sea as a living ecosystem: Malmö 
leaves its ecological contributions largely invisi-
ble, Simrishamn names the critical status of the 
Baltic and catalogues species without connecting 
them to human dependence on them, and Hels-

sharing: “when you tell people about it they be-
come very curious and think it is really exciting. 
So that is what we try to do as much as possible 
- to spread awareness about it” (H4). Members 
report spreading enthusiasm about both mussels 
and seaweed (H2). The current extractive mode 
that dominates human-sea relations is framed as 
problematic: “if you just take and take and take 
and take. I do not think it will last in the long run. 
And it is so easy to think that someone else will 
solve it, but there is no one else doing it. So I try 
to live a little more like that. So trying to get peo-
ple to think a little more in that way” (H0).

Looking ahead, the association aims to “func-
tion as communicators towards an interested 
public” (H4). They have already “invited speak-
ers from both the environmental side and from 
other mussel farms” (H4) which they want to do 
more often in the future. Furthermore they plan 
to host educational workshops in which they 
explain their practice and mussels as ecologically 
valuable species: “So perhaps you bring school 
children who come down and get to see what it 
looks like. Perhaps get to take part in the restock-
ing. And have it explained what the mussels do 
in life. Because they are really a water treatment 
plant”(H3). They already had visits from school 
classes, which “have been super positive” (H4).

5.2.3.6 Institutional conditions for engagement 

Interviews consistently emphasised the 
importance of the municipal project coordinators 
in the start-up phase. Their support extended be-
yond practical and financial assistance to building 
the knowledge base and social structures that 
enabled the group to function: “it is not enough to 
just throw up a raft and start cultivating mussels, 
but it is a process that must be actively set in mo-
tion by people who have the ability to do it” (H4). 
Barriers to engagement are particularly signifi-
cant in the early stages, when it is unclear wheth-
er the effort invested will lead to anything: “I 
think that affects the willingness to get involved 
enormously. So you have to guarantee a long-term 
perspective and that can probably only be done 
with third-party support” (H4). The current regu-
latory framework poses a particular challenge, as 
“the rules are not written for small-scale cultiva-
tion [...] but for that giant, large-scale”(H0), mak-
ing institutional guidance crucial in the start-up 
phase. Annelie Eckeskog acknowledges that even 
for them, it has “been one of the hardest things 
[...] to figure out what the rules [are] and what 
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ingborg positions ecological health as the precon-
dition for all other marine values. What separates 
them is how far each makes the connections 
between the marine ecosystem and human ac-
tivities, values and wellbeing visible. In practice, 
recognition develops through direct engagement 
across several dimensions at once: members build 
knowledge of the sea as a living system, contrib-
ute to local marine health through cultivation, 
recover cultural uses of marine resources that had 
largely disappeared, and come to feel responsible 
for the sea. This develops through shared work 
and conversation, without ecological interest 
being the reason people join.

Read against each other, the two registers 
point to a relationship that runs in both directions 
but not with equal force. Community practice can 
enter planning language. The dedicated section 
on sea-based cultivation in Simrishamn’s 2024 
draft, absent from the 2015 plan, appeared after 
Kivik Tång had gained public attention, and the 
draft points to existing local cultivation as an ex-
ample of the model. The stronger influence runs 
the other way. Both associations describe institu-
tional support as decisive in the start-up phase, 
and municipalities hold financial, organisational 
and above all legal advantages that allow them 
to lower the barriers facing small-scale actors 
considerably.

The evidence for these two directions is itself 
unequal. That practice can shape planning lan-
guage rests on a single temporal correspondence, 
which this study cannot establish as causal. That 
institutions shape the conditions for practice rests 
on accounts from both cases and on the permit 
process itself. The study can therefore say more 
about the second direction than the first, and the 
asymmetry in the finding is partly an asymmetry 
in what the material allows.

A further condition qualifies both. Access 
to this kind of practice is unequally distributed, 
and how an association is structured shapes who 
finds a way in. Associations offering many entry 
points can attract people with no initial interest 
in marine ecology, among whom a relationship 
to the sea then develops through everyday social 
interaction. Both cases nevertheless remain small, 
and their members extend their reach mainly by 
acting as communicators in their own networks.
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coast that greater awareness and education about 
aquaculture led to greater acceptance of it.

One caution belongs here. The environmental 
philosopher Barbara Muraca (2016) distinguishes 
between valuing nature’s own interdependent 
functioning and framings that use ecological 
language while still treating nature as a means to 
human ends. Simrishamn’s aquaculture passage 
sits on this line: ecological health enters the plan, 
but partly as a vehicle for economic transforma-
tion. Naming the sea as valuable is not yet the 
same as recognising it as a living system.

The ocean literacy literature identifies emo-
tional connection as a central condition for a 
changed relationship with the sea, yet mostly 
measures such connection rather than examining 
how it comes about (Stoll-Kleemann, 2019; McKin-
ley et al., 2023; Shellock et al., 2024). My findings 
address that gap by arguing that recognition - 
how the sea is represented and acknowledged 
in public life and official language - is one of the 
conditions that makes meaningful emotional con-
nection possible. Most people already have some 
relationship with the sea: seasonal enjoyment, 
aesthetic pleasure, a general fondness. But where 
the sea as a living ecosystem is not reflected 
anywhere in public life - where local species go 
unnamed, their roles unexplained, their contribu-
tion to food, water quality and cultural identity 
unmentioned, their place in a wider network 
invisible - that relationship tends to stay thin. 
Activities that recognise the sea as a living eco-
system, then, do two things: they can deepen an 
existing connection into something that carries 
responsibility, and for some people they make a 
meaningful connection possible in the first place. 
This is where the associations matter, because 
they work on both levels at once. Many members 
joined for reasons that had little to do with eco-
logical interest - growing their own food, solving 
technical problems, social contact, curiosity. Once 
inside, recognition and a deeper relationship with 
the sea developed through shared work, conver-
sation and regular presence on the water. And as 
members speak about the sea publicly and act as 
informal educators in their own networks, that 
individual development feeds back into public 
life, making sustainable use of the sea a visible 
and socially legitimate part of coastal life which 
is recognition in Fraser’s communicative sense, 
while planning recognition shapes conditions 
from the top down.

6. Discussion

Both registers concern recognition: the official 
recognition expressed in planning language, and 
the publicly expressed recognition that grows 
through the practice of the associations. They 
are not alternatives but work at different levels. 
Planning is where recognition can be established 
institutionally; the associations are where a 
recognised relationship with the sea is lived out 
and carried into the wider community. A societal 
reconnection to the sea, as called for in the Ocean 
Decade, needs both.

The governance literature has described the 
gap between clROF and institutional support 
mainly in regulatory terms - whether frameworks 
exist, whether readiness is high or low (Bradford 
et al., 2020; Loite et al., 2026). My analysis points 
to something underneath the regulatory question. 
A sustainable, regenerative practice with the sea 
presupposes that the sea is acknowledged as a 
living system in its own right - complex, dynam-
ic, still only partly understood, and connected to 
human life in many ways. Comprehensive plans 
differ in how far they make the living sea visible 
- whether they name species in an ecological con-
text, explain what those species contribute, and 
connect the condition of the marine ecosystem to 
human wellbeing and to the other values attribut-
ed to marine environments. Official communi-
cation that fails to show the interconnectedness 
between humans and marine ecosystems and 
its constituents represents in Schlosberg’s (2007) 
terms a form of structural misrecognition. The sea 
in current planning however is not deliberately 
disparaged - it is rendered invisible, or catalogued 
without relation, which places its protection sec-
ond to whatever the plan does make visible. The 
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, the leading 
international body assessing how nature is valued 
in policy, makes a similar point at the global level: 
institutions play a decisive role in which values 
of nature become visible in decision-making and 
which remain unaccounted for (IPBES, 2022). And 
how the sea is represented is not merely sym-
bolic - it shapes whether residents, businesses 
and developers see the marine ecosystem at all, 
how they weigh it against other priorities, and, 
ultimately, what they are prepared to support. 
Thomas et al. (2018) found on the Swedish west 
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ops or does not. Where the sea’s significance is 
reflected in planning language, public communi-
cation and cultural practice, individual feelings 
toward it have somewhere to grow. Where it is 
institutionally invisible, those feelings tend to 
stay thin and seasonal - there is nothing in the 
wider culture reinforcing or reflecting them back. 
Palmgren’s observation that people’s relationship 
with the ocean runs from June to August and 
lapses for the rest of the year describes exactly 
this. At the same time, when individual connec-
tion is expressed collectively - through associa-
tions that speak about the sea publicly, through 
members who become informal educators in their 
own communities - it contributes, over time, to 
shifting what is culturally normal and institu-
tionally legible.The two directions differ in kind: 
institutional recognition conditions whether in-
dividual connection can develop, while collective 
expression shifts what is culturally normal over 
time.

Community practice can inform planning - 
grassroots engagement with the sea can find its 
way into planning language and inspire greater 
attention to marine cultivation. While this in-
fluence may be limited, it is an important first 
step. Municipalities, in turn, are positioned to 
support recognition in two ways that are distinct 
but mutually reinforcing. The first is through the 
language of planning and public communication: 
by making the connections between marine eco-
systems and human wellbeing visible in official 
language, municipalities shape how the sea is 
understood across all the decisions, conversations 
and priorities that flow from a plan - communi-
cative work that a permit or a protection zone is 
not designed to do. The second is through direct 
support for community practice: through their 
legal position in permit processes, their financial 
capacity and their ability to provide infrastructure 
and organisational support, they can lower the 
barriers that would otherwise prevent small-scale 
actors from getting started. Under current regu-
lation it is considerably easier for a municipality 
to initiate a clROF project and hand it over to an 
association than for an association to start one 
itself. The two are linked. Where a municipality 
recognises the sea in this fuller sense, supporting 
such practice is not a peripheral extra but follows 
from the planning commitment itself: if ecolog-
ical health underpins the values a plan attaches 
to the sea, then practices that improve marine 
health and build public understanding of it serve 

What develops through this practice maps 
closely onto the dimensions of ocean literacy 
(McKinley et al., 2023). Members build knowl-
edge, awareness grows through regular presence, 
behaviour changes as cultivation and cooking 
enter everyday life, and access and experience are 
what the association provides. Emotional connec-
tion develops through all of it. The same holds for 
the four drivers of Ocean Decade Challenge 10, 
knowledge systems, communication, education 
and cultural connections (Glithero et al., 2025): the 
associations combine scientific and local knowl-
edge, communicate outward, educate through do-
ing, and reconnect members to cultural practices 
with the sea that had largely disappeared. In this, 
the cases give empirical substance to both frame-
works and echo what Bradford et al. (2020) and 
Kirstein (2025) found: participation deepens eco-
logical awareness and connection to cultural and 
ecological heritage, with ripple effects beyond the 
membership. Even the ecological observations fit 
the literature, with species returning to a formerly 
industrial harbour in Helsingborg, consistent with 
cultivation sites providing habitat where struc-
tured habitats have been lost (Barrett et al., 2022), 
though the scale and reliability of such effects 
remain debated (Yong et al., 2022). Practices that 
bring people regularly on the sea, could addition-
ally become more important to observe dangers 
and changes that would otherwise go unnoticed.

One alternative reading must be taken seri-
ously: perhaps these associations simply attract 
people who already recognise the sea, so that 
practice deepens a recognition that was already 
present. The diversity of entry motivations counts 
against a strong version of this objection, but the 
study’s design cannot rule it out entirely; longi-
tudinal research, following members over time, 
could.

When I began this study, I expected emotion-
al connection to be its centre. As the analysis 
developed, recognition took that place, and it 
left me with a question about how the two re-
late. They are not the same thing. As set out in 
chapter 3, this study follows Fraser rather than 
Honneth: status-based misrecognition is located 
in institutions and public culture, not in individ-
ual self-perception. Emotional connection, by 
contrast, happens in people. Studying recognition 
in planning documents and in the public-facing 
practice of associations is therefore a way of 
studying the institutional and cultural conditions 
within which individual connection either devel-
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non-human nature from harmful human influence 
is not an act of goodwill; it is in our own interest. 
A plan that makes these connections visible is not 
going beyond its mandate - it is fulfilling it.

Several questions open from here. The rela-
tionship between recognition in official language 
and how people actually relate to and act toward 
the sea deserves closer study, as does the broader 
question of how people in Scandinavian coastal 
cities relate to the sea in the first place, and what 
that relationship is made of. The same question 
could be asked of other marine practices - surfing, 
kayaking, diving, fishing - which also bring people 
into repeated contact with the sea: what kind 
of relationship do they foster, and under what 
conditions might that relationship develop into 
something that carries recognition of the sea as a 
living ecosystem - turning participants into advo-
cates rather than users? How recognition of the 
sea as a living ecosystem relates to ocean literacy 
as a societal outcome - and how both vary across 
municipalities with different planning cultures 
and levels of community engagement - would be 
a valuable direction for further research. Perhaps 
the most pressing question concerns people who 
live far from the coast: the sea affects them and 
they affect it just as much, yet awareness of that 
mutual relationship is likely even lower than near 
the water - and this study shows that even prox-
imity does not produce recognition on its own.

Taken together, these questions point beyond 
the scope of this study, but they follow directly 
from its central finding: that recognition of the 
sea, in official language and in community prac-
tice, is not a fixed state but something actively 
shaped - and therefore something that can be 
shaped deliberately.

the plan’s own aims. In a conceptual review of 
environmental stewardship Bennett et al. (2018) 
describe governance as a form of capacity - insti-
tutions equip or constrain those who might care 
for an environment - and add a caution worth 
carrying along: heavy formalisation or incen-
tives can crowd out the intrinsic motivation that 
drives such practice in the first place. Support 
that lowers barriers is not the same as support 
that manages and directs. Beyond municipalities, 
both cases point to the importance of third-party 
support more broadly: academic and scientific in-
stitutions played a crucial role in establishing the 
knowledge base and practical expertise that nei-
ther association could have built alone. Whether 
that support came from a municipality or from a 
research institution, it was described as essential 
in the start-up phase. 

Access to the sea depends less on physical 
proximity than on social and cultural capital, as 
Haeffner et al. (2017) showed for aquatic environ-
ments generally - in plain terms, living near the 
water does not mean one engages with it. Murphy 
et al. (2023) found for urban gardens that active 
municipal engagement - supporting connections 
between groups and managing competing uses 
- was central to making them work as inclusive 
public spaces. The associations studied here soft-
en this barrier through their many entry points, 
but they do not remove it: both remain small 
relative to the populations of their cities, and the 
conditions that make participation possible are 
not equally available to everyone. This study was 
not designed to answer the distributive question, 
and I do not claim to. The finding stands as a 
reminder that who is afforded a relationship with 
the sea remains an open problem in practice.

The study covers three cases in one region, so 
the patterns identified are grounded, in-depth ac-
counts rather than claims about Swedish coastal 
municipalities in general. The implication for mu-
nicipal planning is straightforward: whether and 
how the sea is recognised as a living ecosystem 
in a plan has direct consequences. Sustainability 
aims cannot be meaningfully pursued without 
understanding the connections between human 
activity and marine ecosystems. The sea supports 
human life in ways that are often invisible in 
planning, and human activity shapes the sea in 
return - with the potential to harm or to strength-
en. Recognising both directions of that relation-
ship is the foundation for planning that takes 
the sea seriously as a living system. Protecting 
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Taken together, these findings speak to the 
societal reconnection to the ocean that the UN 
Ocean Decade calls for (Glithero et al., 2025; 
UNESCO-IOC, 2021). I argue that this reconnec-
tion requires recognition at institutional, munic-
ipal and governmental levels. Official language 
that makes the sea visible as a living ecosystem 
creates the conditions for people to connect to it 
meaningfully. It is also a first step toward doing 
justice to nature in the sense Schlosberg (2007) 
intends: recognition determines what counts as a 
subject of moral and political consideration in the 
first place. This study has shown that recognition 
of the sea is not a given state of affairs but some-
thing actively produced, in planning documents 
and on cultivation platforms alike - and what is 
actively produced can be deliberately shaped. 
Humans and non-human nature are not opposites 
- we are part of the global ecosystem, and the 
health of that ecosystem is inseparable from our 
own. The practices described here recover some-
thing that has largely been lost in the modern 
western world: a relationship with marine nature 
that is reciprocal rather than extractive, carrying 
responsibility toward other species and future 
generations. Language is the first step into that. 
When the sea is made visible as a living system, 
the groundwork is laid for practices to follow.

7. Conclusion

This thesis asked how recognition of the sea 
as a living ecosystem is shaped through munici-
pal planning and community-based regenerative 
ocean farming in Swedish coastal municipalities.

Recognition in comprehensive plans is not a 
question of dichotomy but rather one of scale, and 
where a plan sits on that scale depends on more 
than naming species or listing habitats. Language 
that genuinely recognises the sea shows what 
it contributes to human wellbeing, how human 
activity affects it, and how these two systems are 
bound together. The sea then appears as a living 
system rather than a passive resource. What 
matters here is not whether nature is recognised 
in documents dedicated to nature protection. It is 
whether the sea is explicitly recognised in realms 
that are connected in any way to marine envi-
ronments. Comprehensive plans are particularly 
significant in this regard precisely because they 
are not sectoral. They represent a municipality’s 
general approach, making visible what is priori-
tised through framing, connections of topics and 
depth of detail. Where a plan recognises the sea 
in a fuller sense, supporting communities of prac-
tice that engage with the marine environment 
follows not as a generous extra but as a logical 
planning commitment.

Recognition in institutions, however, does not 
automatically translate into a changed relation-
ship with the sea. The ocean literacy literature 
identifies emotional connection to the sea as a 
central condition for behaviour change (McKinley 
et al., 2023; Stoll-Kleemann, 2019), yet how that 
connection actually develops through everyday 
practice has remained largely unexamined. My 
findings suggest it needs places to grow. Without 
them, the relationship with the sea tends to stay 
superficial and seasonal. Communities of practice 
can be such places with ClROF as one example 
among many possible forms. Through shared 
work and learning, regular presence on the water 
and conversation, participants develop knowl-
edge of the sea as a living system, a sense of 
responsibility toward it, and the habit of speaking 
for it in their own networks. These associations 
work on two levels at once: they give individuals 
conditions in which a personal relationship with 
the sea can deepen, and they express recognition 
of the sea publicly, carrying it into wider cultural 
life.
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Appendix B: Processkarta tillstånd vattenbruk Sverige

Note. Provided by Maria Bodin, Department of Marine Sciences, University of Gothenburg.
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Appendix C: Consent form interviews
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