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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

Tactical action has been spreading around the world as a way for Received 11 January 2024

citizens to make significant changes in their environment without Accepted 23 June 2025

much need for materials or external support. Whether it is

considered relatively radical, or relatively mainstream, or even Tacti . . .
. R X actical action; rural; urban;

pol.ltlcally co—opte_d, thls process seems to motivate people to heritage; ownership;

actively shape their daily environments, including when they are collaboration

seeking ways to revive local heritage. Through the action and

research project “Minante,” with the explicit aim to connect

values of sustainability, participation, and aesthetics in line with

the EU’s New European Bauhaus initiative, a form of tactical

action has been supported in a rural area of northern Portugal.

This has raised questions about the potential specificities of the

rural context (while tactical action has been studied mostly in

urban areas), and about the related questions of heritage and

ownership in such locations. This article discusses these themes

with recourse to theory and to the empirical findings of the

Minante project. Ultimately, the article proposes a move toward

tactical collaboration that does not focus much on the urban

versus rural dimension but rather on how collaboration occurs,

and what kinds of (material and immaterial) ownership play a

role here, co-determining the impact in terms of natural and

cultural heritage.

KEYWORDS

1. Introduction

Tactical action can be described as a relatively radical form of public participation in
shaping public space, often arising from frustration with perceived inactivity or inade-
quacy on the side of politics or public administrations (Brenner 2015; Lydon and Garcia
2015; Silva 2016). Tactical actions emerged as ways for citizens or residents of a given
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area to take matters into their own hands and change the public space they use on a daily
basis to better match their collective needs and wishes. Cycle lanes are drawn onto car-
lanes on busy streets. Car-parking spaces are converted into bicycle-parking or seating
spaces with benches and chairs. Flowers are planted along sidewalks. Bookcases are
placed along streets or in small parks to encourage book exchange between neighbors.
And so on. Some of these actions go by different names and slightly different inclinations,
such as tactical urbanism, DIY urbanism, grassroots urbanism, guerilla urbanism, hand-
made urbanism and more (see Hou 2010; Rosa and Weiland 2013; VanHoose and Savini
2017 for some alternatives). In this article, these are brought together as tactical
actions to highlight the aspect of usually low-cost and low-effort interventions in
public space to allow that space to better meet the needs of its users, ideated and
implemented by at least some of those users themselves (Gregory 2023; Lydon and
Garcia 2015). Some of these initiatives may later be either removed or formalized
through some form of government intervention, some may simply never be noted by
formal governance.

In 2023, the Minante project was implemented in northern Portugal, applying several
principles of tactical action in a rural setting. This project, funded through the European
Union’s New European Bauhaus Initiative (European Commission n.d.) (see Section 3 for
more information on this initiative), explored how co-creative, tactical action combining
insights from Arts, Design, History, Planning and Environmental Studies, can help bring
new and lasting life to a rural area, in concert with the local population’s wishes and
expectations. The Minante project is based at the Minante watermill area alongside the
Neiva River, in northern Portugal (see Figure 1). The watermill has a vibrant history, and

Figure 1. Minante watermill and surrounding environment, Summer 2023. Photo: Clara Roberti.



HERITAGE & SOCIETY e 3

the small stone bridge crossing the river at that point has a special role for the community
by connecting two municipalities: Esposende and Viana do Castelo. However, as the
watermill lost its function to larger industries and the rural area lost its younger popu-
lation to surrounding cities, the natural and cultural heritage of this place is threatening
to sink into oblivion and deterioration. The Minante project emerged first based on a
desire expressed by the local population for re-enlivening this heritage and was then for-
malized and actualized in collaboration between the local population, a local NGO, the
two municipalities, and an academic research center, to help concretize the wish for safe-
guarding this area and its cultural as well as natural heritage. To do so, the project helped
support and trigger some tactical action by local artists and schools, and encouraged dia-
logue between the local population’s various generations, and between these and the
municipalities.

As it progressed, the project revealed a number of underexplored themes concerning
tactical action: what differences, if any, exist when engaging in tactical action in urban
versus rural settings? Is tactical action able to function in synergy with long-term social
and environmental heritage? And finally, how does tactical action navigate the tension
between collective and individual ownership?

In what follows, this article uses previous literature and the Minante project’s process
and results to reflect on the above-mentioned three underexplored questions. The article
is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the literature on tactical action, most notably in
relation to the urban-rural divide, heritage, and ownership. Section 3 presents the
Minante project’s background, methods, and results, with the latter divided along revel-
ations about the past, the changes made by interventions in the present, and the imagin-
aries created for the future. Section 3 thus provides various insights to inform the themes
under discussion, which are then more explicitly connected and discussed in Section 4.
The conclusions in Section 5 bring together the insights garnered and briefly reflect on
limitations and future research.

2. Tactical “Ruralism,” Heritage, and Ownership: Challenges and
Paradoxes of Tactical Action

The term “tactical” refers to “temporal, improvised, and opportunistic [action], grounded
in everyday practices of living and dwelling” (Sara, Jones, and Rice 2021, 495) and is
understood in contrast to “strategic” action that is thoroughly planned in advance and
with an abstracted purpose (Gregory 2023; Sara, Jones, and Rice 2021). Tactical action
is a form of public participation, frequently bottom-up, i.e., initiated by citizens outside
their formal work, high up in Arnstein’s ladder of participation, meaning that it is not
usually tokenistic (Sara, Jones, and Rice 2021). Tactical actions are frequently described
as, “tools for residents to adapt the streets themselves and create new forms of social
space tailored to their own needs” (Sund 2019, 44). As indicated in the introduction,
they can take a myriad of shapes, from paint on streets, to spontaneously planted trees
along sidewalks, or replacing parking space with seating and or miniature parks (see
Lydon and Garcia 2015; Rosa and Weiland 2013; Sund 2019). It can be summarized that
the key characteristics that make an action “tactical” are that they are not planned out
in detail in advance, they are creatively ideated and, if physical, installed by at least
one of the intervention’s users, and that they are relatively cheap and easy to install.
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They are usually physical interventions, but can be quite minor in scale, and can (more
rarely) even aim at the activation of a space and triggering of future policies through
more ephemeral means (Lydon and Garcia 2015). As Stevens, Awepuga, and Dovey
(2021, 262) write, tactical and temporary action promises “to increase the agility and inno-
vation of planning and design, broaden civic engagement, and enhance the character,
diversity and resilience of open space.” Yet, the same authors are not alone when they
go on to point out that these actions can also contribute to “a proliferation of low-
quality urban design in times of austerity, and the co-opting of [Tactical / Temporary]
urbanism to further neoliberal deregulation, privatisation and gentrification” (Stevens,
Awepuga, and Dovey 2021, 262; see also Brenner 2015).

Tactical actions have most frequently been studied in urban settings, as tactical urban-
ism (Lydon and Garcia 2015), but also in terms of urban placemaking (Gonsalves et al.
2020; Gregory 2023; Sara, Jones, and Rice 2021), DIY-Urbanism (Douglas 2018), grassroots
urbanism (e.g., Gonzalez et al. 2012), handmade urbanism (Rosa and Weiland 2013), and
so on. Suburban (Sund 2019) and rural tactical actions (Gyiméthy 2019; Mattsoff 2021)
have also been studied, though much more rarely. A book chapter called “Tactical Rural-
ism: a commentary on Nordic place-making practices” (Gyiméthy 2019) for example dis-
cusses how the urban association with the “tactical” terminology served to elevate certain
rural initiatives that branded themselves as “tactical ruralism.” A 2019 Bachelor thesis
entitled “D8i M&i Diy: Tactical Ruralism And Tangible Modeling In The Mekong Delta”
[sic] by Phillip John Fernberg at Louisiana State University in the USA uses the concept
of a tactical ruralism “design approach” to “inform the design and fabrication of a concep-
tual Tangible Landscape model for the Mekong Delta” (Fernberg 2019, viii). This author
defines tactical ruralism as, “Scalable, short-term interventions meant to inspire long-
term change in the management of the rural landscape. Features include: a deliberate,
phased approach to instigating change; a practice of knowledge sharing for informing
local planning challenges; low risks, with realistic expectations and possibly a high
reward; and the development of social capital between citizens, public/private insti-
tutions, non-profit/ NGOs, and their constituents” (Fernberg 2019, 25), referring much
of his definition to that of tactical urbanism by Pfeifer (2013). The thesis puts emphasis
on planting practices in rural fields which could encourage climate resilience. The term
“tactical ruralism” also surfaces in a study recommending e-bike uptake in the UK to
encourage more environmentally-friendly transportation, with both tactical urbanism
and tactical ruralism as ways to begin the implementation (e.g., to create cycling infra-
structure) (Philips, Anable, and Chatterton 2020). What is clear from these examples, is
that they do not seem to study tactical interventions in rural settings so much as
recommend their application or see the terminology as a place-branding strategy. The
study of tactical suburbanism (Sund 2019) similarly is more of a recommendation.
Research on rural placemaking (Rofe 2013; Tietjen and Jergensen 2023) and on grassroots
action in rural environments (Ng, Wong, and Santos 2022) is more revealing, also in ways
that can inform tactical action in rural settings. Rofe (2013), for example, warns of the pro-
blems that can arise from placemaking interventions with the aim of creating touristic
areas, namely by increasing dependence on competition between many rural areas for
large urban populations to choose a given rural destination. But this is precisely what tac-
tical ruralism as understood by Gyiméthy (2019) and Mattsoff (2021) is being used for in
the rural areas of Scandinavia that they studied. Tietjen and Jergensen (2023) on the other
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hand, study rural placemaking strategies with a focus on the local population’s own
needs, and discover the potential of this for increasing quality of life, specifically in
rural areas. Literature on these subjects remains scarce, however, and the empirical con-
tribution and discussion in this article aims to address this gap. This will include a descrip-
tion of tactical actions in a rural setting, and a discussion of the existence and relevance of
the urban-rural distinction when it comes to such interventions.

In some anticipation of what follows in the empirical part of this article, it can be noted
that in the application of tactical action in rural settings, two themes appear to stand out
with particular strength: that of social and environmental heritage (and the synergies and
tensions between these two) and that of ownership (in terms of the shifting ownership of
the space under consideration, the question of ownership of any given intervention, and
the impact of shifting generational ownership of heritage, including memory). Since these
themes arose with such force during the empirical work, the article now turns to a brief
exploration of the existing literature on those topics in relation to tactical interventions,
before turning to describe and then discuss the empirical findings and relating them to
the existing literature.

Heritage is a slippery concept. In its most simple form, it can be defined as anything
that is “acquired from the past” (see the Merriam-Webster Dictionary online). Heritage
can be “natural” and or “cultural” (Harrison et al. 2020; Olwig and Lowenthal 2015), if
the distinction between human-made artifacts and nature without human intervention
is seen as meaningful (for contestations of the nature-culture and urban-rural divide
see e.g., Domingues 2009; Harrison 2015; Keskitalo 2023). Heritage is highly dependent
on memory and conservation, which means that it is vulnerable to the effects of time
and to changing values and perceptions across generations. Despite fluctuating interpret-
ations of what constitutes the specific heritage of a given place or people, however, heri-
tage in itself is usually held in high esteem as a connector of people and generations over
time, as a reminder of the past that can inspire the future (in its image or in contrast to it),
and frequently also as economically valuable as an incentive for tourism, visiting
museums, and so on. As Stegmeijer, Veldpaus, and Janssen (2021, 4) write, “Economic
interests, cultural value and social vitality are now inextricably linked to contemporary
notions of heritage planning.”

In the rare occasions when heritage is studied in the field of tactical interventions and
placemaking, it is usually to assess the capacity of these interventions to safeguard a given
heritage, usually of some built environment or structure (Jelenski 2018; Rofe 2013; Salehi,
Taheri, and Shabani 2023). Salehi, Taheri, and Shabani (2023) for example highlight the
need for cultural sensitivity and social responsibility when applying tactical urbanism to
regenerate historical areas of a city. Connections between heritage and placemaking or
heritage and planning tend to focus on touristic valuation, but also try to look for a con-
nection with populations living in these areas (Salehi, Taheri, and Shabani 2023; Stegmei-
jer, Veldpaus, and Janssen 2021). Studies on heritage in other, but related areas, show that
involving populations with local memories in what can be referred to as the co-creation of
heritage can significantly aid the identification as well as safeguarding and re-enlivening
of local heritage (e.g., von Schonfeld et al. 2023).

The importance of some form of involvement or participation by local populations is
also related to the need to maintain or create a sense of ownership at the local level,
which also helps to encourage maintenance and endurance of the meaning of a given



6 K. C. VON SCHONFELD ET AL.

action (e.g., Sara, Jones, and Rice 2021; Skogheim et al. 2018; von Schonfeld et al. 2023).
But the question of ownership is more complex. Ownership is about whose (public) space
is involved, and whose action is being implemented. But when heritage is involved it is
also about whose past is being represented, and for whom it is being preserved or re-enli-
vened (Ashfina, Garg, and Chani 2022; Nicholas et al. 2009; Woodham et al. 2017). Family
archives become relevant (Woodham et al. 2017), as well as asking local populations to
recall and share their memories (Skogheim et al. 2018), and it does also become a ques-
tion of “intellectual property” (Nicholas et al. 2009) as well as responsibility for both intel-
lectual and physical “property” when heritage is engaged and sought to maintain.
Additionally, when a natural environment is involved, socially just ownership also
needs to include a consideration of future generations and of the natural environment
itself for purposes of, for example, biodiversity (Harrison et al. 2020).

3. The Minante Public Space and Project

The Neiva river mouth forms the dividing line between two northern Portuguese munici-
palities: Esposende and Viana do Castelo. However, rather than dividing the local popu-
lation, the river's small scale operates as a bonding element for the two sides, for instance
via small bridges crossing it. Along the river, several out-of-use water mills can be found,
testifying to times when this was a lively pre-industrial area, processing wood and produ-
cing olive oil, flour and linen. The Minante watermill is one such mill. It, and the surround-
ing public space, became a symbol for the local community, which worked there, bathed
in the surrounding waters, learned to swim there, and hosted local celebrations, singing,
meeting partners and so on. According to families living in the area for generations, the
Minante bridge dates back to the nineteenth century (for an impression of the bridge, see
Figure 2). Since then, with rapid evolutions in industrial manufacturing processes, water-
mills have become increasingly obsolete. Over time, the structures deteriorated, and as
younger generations moved to other areas for work, activity at the Minante became
less common and less well-known among those generations. The related heritage is
thus struggling to survive, though it remains very important to many.

The Minante watermill was described as such during an action and research project led
by the local Rio Neiva NGO, called “Stories from both sides” (Roberti 2021). This project
was funded by the New European Bauhaus Initiative (just like the later Minante
project), a policy by the European Commission emerging within the context of the Euro-
pean Green Deal and which aims to consolidate the connections between the dimensions
of sustainability, aesthetics and inclusion (European Commission n.d.). This initiative also
supports continuity, so when the theme of the Minante emerged as key in the “Stories
from both sides” project, recurring to the same funding policy for support for engaging
with this follow-up project emerged as a significant opportunity. The Environmental
NGO took this opportunity to engage in the multidisciplinary challenge of mobilizing
the local community’s participation to (re)connect to this particularly valuable natural
and social heritage. Ultimately, this led to the funding of a New European Bauhaus
(NEB) Initiative grant by EIT, called “Minante: Prototyping a natural and cultural experience
for public space co-creation,” or in short Minante project, supporting the debating and
implementing of tactical actions (events, workshops and interventions) with the local
population and institutions, in collaboration with local artists and schools and via the
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Figure 2. Minante in Winter 2023, emphasizing the bridge. Photo: Clara Roberti.

NGO itself. This strongly rooted engagement of the project with the location, and the
NGO’s connections with the local owners of the watermill and lands, as well as with
the local municipalities and schools, meant that access to the location for the various
actions was relatively easy to obtain. Public space came in here as an important factor
because, although the mills are private, they make use of public waters and pathways,
and access to these is practically and legally public. Additionally, in this location, there
is @ municipal trail that passes several water mills, and which forms an important path
for locals and visitors for walks (mostly leisurely). For local private owners, including
those of the watermill and those of some of the grounds in the surrounding area, the
engagement with public interests is also recognized as crucial for their own capacity to
keep their land valuable and usable. This close interweaving of the public and private
uses has meant that public and private actors, as well as public and private interests,
both had necessarily to play a role in the project and in any action taken in this space.
The Minante project thus helped address this interplay between public and private
spaces and actors. The engagement of actors with diverse interests and age-groups in
the area aligns not only with the NEB objectives, but also with the format of tactical
actions as discussed above - allowing a form of participation that enables taking owner-
ship and deepening engagement with a given area and its heritage.

3.1. Methods

The Minante project was followed by the academic team to capture and further dissemi-
nate any insights that could be shared with a broader, transdisciplinary audience through
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photography, film and academic writing. The tactical actions were carried out between
June and December 2023. An overview of the actions by type, date(s), implementers,
and participants is given in Table 1. The implementers were on one occasion the research-
ers themselves, and on all occasions the local NGO (leading the project) was involved at
least to the extent that they helped guide and follow the process to align it with the
project objectives, while giving much freedom of creativity for each implementer
(group). Invited implementers were four local or locally involved artists (some doing
more than one intervention), as well as five local schools (some with more than one
group), all invited specifically by the local NGO (leading the Minante project) to contribute
with an action. Participants for workshops and events were recruited both by personal
invitation and through social media posts. Participation in those actions was generally
high, probably also due to the local population’s previously known interest in and attach-
ment to the area — most participants tended to be local, but occasionally someone from
surrounding areas or municipalities would also join. The Rio Neiva local NGO's positive
reputation and strong network in the community also helped garner participants. Repre-
sentatives of the two local municipalities were involved in the project as partners, and par-
ticipated in the major events, as well as sometimes in the minor ones. Figures 3-6 give a
visual impression of some of the actions’ processes; the physical results of many of them
are shown further throughout the article. The project website provides some further infor-
mation: https://rioneiva.com/minante/.

For the purposes of this article, the Minante project was followed from the beginning
via participant observation at most of the interventions and through immersion as part of
the academic team. Data specifically for this article and to evaluate the project was fur-
thermore collected via seven semi-structured interviews with organizers of diverse
events (including the teachers and local artists), and via a short survey with the participat-
ing students and teachers, to which 35 responses were received, 3 from teachers and the
remaining 32 from students. In terms of consent, the participation in the project as imple-
menters included a voluntary and informed participation also in the research part of the
project. The interviews and surveys were participated in only with informed consent (with
explanations provided by researchers and teachers), and permission for recording for
research purposes (and, in some cases, for the documentary film) was given. Consent
for taking photos and researching the actions was secured via forms at the beginning
of events and via the image consent the schools secure from parents as a standard pro-
cedure. Some participants did request not to be included in visual materials and this was,
of course, respected.

The interviews focused on the description and motivation for the tactical action each
respondent had contributed to, the reactions among participants, and the extent to
which participating in this project and its specific set-up and location had been meaning-
ful for participants. The questions used in the survey were (translated from the Portuguese
original): 1. Which school did you participate with?; 2. Are you a teacher or student?; 3.
Should the Minante look different in future? (independently of the action the school
made); 4. What do you see in the Minante’s public space that you didn't see before? Or
that now calls more attention? Please share one to three keywords; 5. What elements
would you like to see in the Minante's public space in future? (something that is
already there, or something that would have to be added) Please share one to three key-
words; 6. Did your participation in the Minante project change your perception of the
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Table 1. Overview of actions at the Minante public space during the Minante Project. Compiled by

authors.

Type of action Date(s) Implementers Participants Chief contribution

Minante identity 28 July 2023 Rio Neiva NGO with 100 participants of all Gathering and sharing
workshop local artist and ages, mostly local immaterial heritage

design company population but also and calling attention
some from further away to the project

Minante memories 10 August Research Centre 60 participants of all ages, Gathering, sharing, and
and stories 2023 CITCEM mostly local population co-creating immaterial
workshop but also some from heritage among

Margins of Production
workshop

A flag for Minante
workshop

Postcards, images and
film based on
immersive visit

Trash bin decoration

Painting tree and roots

Installation of two
signposts

Video and audio QR
code based on
immersive visit

Wood structure
construction on site
(two modular
structures, both
functional and
artistic)

Practices of recording
and sharing based
on immersive visit

Common ground

Artistic constriction of
exhibition structures
for final event

9 September
2023

30 September
2023

September-
November
2023

September-
November
2023

September-
November
2023

September-
November
2023

September—
November
2023

3 December
2023

December

2023

December
2023

January 2024

Local artist Miguel
Teodoro

Local artist collective
NICE

Escola Secundaria
Henrique Medina
School

Anténio Rodrigues
Sampaio School
Group 1

Anténio Rodrigues
Sampaio School
Group 2

Monte da Ola School
Group

Santa Maria Maior
School Group

Local artist collective
NICE and nearby
city artist collective,
Colectivo FEBRE

IPVC - Polytechnical
Institute of Viana
do Castelo

Local artist Miguel
Teodoro

Colectivo FEBRE in
collaboration with
Portilame

further away

30 participants of all ages,
mostly local population
but also some from
further away

60 participants of all ages,
mostly local population
but also some from
further away

25, 16-18 years old

25, 12-14 years old

25, 12-14 years old

15, 14-16 years old

25, 16-18 years old

40, 15-70 years old

10, 25-35 years old

Individual artist
installation, presented
at final project event

Artist collective
installation, presented
at final project event

participants and with
organizers of the
project
Material and immaterial
co-creation and re-
connecting of heritage
among participants
Material and immaterial
co-creation and re-
connecting of heritage
among participants
Material and immaterial
co-creation and re-
connecting of heritage
among participants
Material and immaterial
co-creation and re-
connecting of heritage
among participants
Material and immaterial
co-creation and re-
connecting of heritage
among participants
Material and immaterial
co-creation and re-
connecting of heritage
among participants
Chiefly immaterial co-
creation and re-
connecting of heritage
among participants
Material and immaterial
co-creation and re-
connecting of heritage
among participants

Chiefly immaterial co-
creation and re-
connecting of heritage
among participants

Chiefly material creation
and re-connecting of
heritage among
participants

Material and immaterial
co-creation and re-
connecting of heritage
among participants

(Continued)
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Table 1. Continued.

Type of action Date(s) Implementers Participants Chief contribution
Final celebration event 3 February Rio Neiva NGO with 120 participants, between Material and immaterial
and presentation of 2024 local artists 10-60 years old, mostly co-creation and re-
all results children that connecting of heritage

participated in the among participants
previous actions and
their families.

Note: The two events carried out in 2024 took place after the key part of the project and were only intended to contribute
to the closing event in February 2024.

Figure 3. Tactical actions in or for the Minante area by schools and local artists. Photos: Clara Roberti.

location’s public space?; 7. Please briefly describe the reason for your response to the pre-
vious question. Questions 3 and 6 made use of Likert scales to indicate the extent to which
participants thought the space of and around the Minante should change (should change
very little to should change very much) and to find out to what extent the participants
thought that participation in the project changed their perception of the space
(changed very little to changed very much). The workshop and intervention results them-
selves also inform the article (see overview in Table 1, and further descriptions in the pres-
entation and discussion of the results below). Details about the workshop set-up and each
tactical action are recounted below, as the results from each are presented. The article
now turns to an analysis of the findings the project delivered in terms of the Minante’s
public space’s past, present and future.
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Figure 4. Tactical actions in or for the Minante area by schools and local artists. Photos: Clara Roberti.
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Figure 5. Tactical actions in or for the Minante area by schools and local artists. Photos: Clara Roberti.
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Figure 6. Tactical actions in or for the Minante area by schools and local artists. Photos: Clara Roberti.

3.2. Minante’s Memories

The Minante watermill and its surrounding public space have played a key role in the local
history and heritage formation. This was first made clear to the authors in relation to the
above-mentioned project “Stories from both sides,” intended to gather stories about the
local water heritage and environmental change. For that project, a series of protagonists
of the local fishing, sargassum-catching, bread- and linen-making industries, among many
others, were interviewed. The Minante watermill surfaced in almost everyone’s stories as a
place of significance (for an impression of its former look, see Figure 7), and the explicit
wish was voiced for that space to be revitalized - even if it could not be brought back
to its former function, since the watermill had become obsolete in view of large-scale
production enterprises and new technologies, the local population clearly wished to
keep the memories alive, pass them along from older to younger generations, and
create new, positive memories associated to the place. This wish inspired the creation
of the Minante project and also meant that one of the first events of this new project
needed to be one that invited the sharing and identification of diverse local memories.

The Minante stories and memories workshop took place on the 10th of August 2023
and counted 60 participants (see Figures 8-12). The workshop was organized by the
researchers involved in the project, and most notably by the historian researchers of
this group, with some help from the designer and participatory research expert of the
group to help in making the event attractive and engaging. Participants were asked to
share their memories verbally and show photos if they liked. Voluntary observers
engaged by the Rio Neiva NGO recorded experiences and memories they heard on
pages that represented the dispersion of positive and negative experiences, and hopes
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Figure 7. Historical image of the Minante watermill and bridge, around 1925. Archival photo provided
by Anténio Azevedo.

and expectations for the future, along themes like leisure, work, and more. The most
active participants were of the older generations, those who had still witnessed the
mill when it worked and the generation immediately following that one. One of the
oldest participants was a woman of the family of owners of the mill, who had still
worked in the mill, doing much of the hard work there. As is discussed in more detail
below, the mill had recently been sold by this family — and as was found out only after
the workshop had been held, the new owner (not yet known by the public) had been
there, and had been one of the people to ask what it was that the participants would
like to happen with the mill. Some children and younger adults were present, but did
not interact much. One group of children was clearly coming along with their grandpar-
ents, and listened as they shared their stories. Another group of children had come along
from abroad, only their mother having grown up in the area of the Minante, now keen to
show them the place, and those children were running in and out of the workshop space,
exploring the surroundings.

The shared memories could be classified into two main categories: memories about
work, and memories about emotional/affective experiences. In terms of work, there
were memories about milling cereals for bread-making, and about the treatment of
linen, both of which happened at this location. These memories of work were enmeshed
with both a sense of empowerment and responsibility, especially for women, who in other



14 K. C. VON SCHONFELD ET AL.

Figure 8. Impressions of Memory workshop — set-up and participants. Photos: Clara Roberti.
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Figure 9. Impressions of Memory workshop — set-up and participants. Photos: Clara Roberti.
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Figure 11 Sharing memories at the Memory workshop. Photos: Clara Roberti. Black and white photos
from the archive of Anténio Azevedo.
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Figure 12 Sharing memories at the Memory workshop. Photos: Clara Roberti. Black and white photos
from the archive of Anténio Azevedo.

areas of life felt less empowered at the time (e.g., men dictated the times at which women
would be allowed to bathe in the river), and a sense of hardship and risk, as the work was
difficult, heavy and could be physically dangerous (one woman told a story of having her
fingers stuck in the linen treatment machine, which was extremely painful). Despite the
undertone of hardship, however, this same feeling also seemed to bring connotations
of heroism and empowerment, as the women endured despite the hardship. These mem-
ories of work were also intertwined with memories of day-to-day life in general, very early
mornings, family life and time with friends.

The memories about emotional and affective experiences were also frequent and
clearly meaningful — they elicited widespread laughter and shining eyes among various
participants. The Minante area had been a space for many to learn to swim, but also to
meet future partners, have first kisses (and second, and third...), and for clandestine
encounters. It seemed everyone could tell some story, of their own or friends or family.
Even younger generations had such associations, the Minante bridge was and still is a
place where locals like to take wedding photos, for example. While the memories of
work seemed firmly lodged in the past — and although they felt nostalgic, most partici-
pants did not seem to wish those times into the present or future — the emotional and
affective memories seemed to be more easily shared across generations.

Interestingly, most of the shared historical memories were related to the built or
human-made environment, that is, to the mill and the bridge especially, and to the rel-
evance of the river water for human activities like the use of the mill, and for swimming.
Complex technologies and human capacities for making them work and for repairing
them were especially mentioned. Trees, bushes, paths or animals were not really
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mentioned, except briefly as access points or as a context that created privacy. But
reading between the lines of what was being said, the natural environment of the area
did seem important, helping to provide a calm and quiet space, secluded areas,
comfort for relaxing after swimming, a romantic atmosphere, etc. And much of the
valued technical expertise was clearly linked to a strong knowledge and understanding
of the natural environment, such as how the river would develop silting, and how this
could be removed for certain processes. Many of the older people of this region are
also involved in the local environmental NGO for protection of the river, either as
occasional participants or more permanent volunteers, which demonstrates their
concern for the natural environment and the health of the river.

Notably, workshop participants that had lived and stayed in this rural setting, focused
quite strongly on these aspects of work and surmounted hardship. Families that had been
elsewhere, especially in urban areas, were the ones who brought up other topics, like one
younger woman who highlighted that a certain older woman present had been the first
to use a bikini in the area — the woman in question herself seemed rather embarrassed,
but confirmed the memory.

What became clear during the workshop as well as during other interviews on the topic
is that the Minante area has very strong meaning for the older generations, and the magic
of this is not lost on the younger generations, though they are not necessarily able to
create their own memories with equal strength. An involved young artist described
that as a child playing there, he used to think of the Minante mill’s ruin as an enticing
secret, and as the “star” among the local mills, namely because of the interplay
between the natural and human-made aspects he saw there. These themes are what
the Minante project then sought to address, and several of these themes will come
back in the following sections.

3.3. Minante’s Now

Nowadays, the Minante watermill and its surrounding public space are in varying states of
abandon (see Figures 1 and 2 above). The mill lies in ruin and is strongly overgrown. The
family did not have the means to maintain it after it was no longer in use as a mill and
recently sold the building and land (at the time of the writing of this article, it is still
unclear what this recent change in physical ownership will mean). Part of the charm of
the area today, however, can be found in the building and bridge, in spite of, or
perhaps partly because of, their state of relative disrepair. As part of the same public
space, there is also the area under a large highway bridge, which also adds a layer of
traffic-noise to the otherwise quiet area with only the sounds of the river and birds.
The area forms part of a local trail implemented by the Rio Neiva NGO. As such, both
locals and tourists often pass by the area, and might choose to stop here to rest as
well. There is no specific infrastructure for this, however, except for a rough path and
the bridge. In Summer, and especially in dryer times, the river allows a small beach to
appear on one of its banks, and a small island has been appearing in the middle of the
river due to silting. All these conditions inspired the interventions and activities of the
Minante project, ranging from calling attention to the biodiverse lives supported by
trees (Figure 13), to providing seating possibilities (e.g., Figure 14), and installing a sign-
post for the Minante area (Figure 15) made and stenciled in a wood construction class.
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Figure 13. Color and figures installation by students from the Anténio Rodrigues Sampaio School
Group, where the red is meant to highlight the veins of life provided by the tree, the figures the
diverse lives it supports.

A trash bin was highlighted through decoration, to make sure the location wouldn’t have
so much trash in future. Musical performances and immersive walks created new mem-
ories and portable reminders (e.g., postcards, see Figures 16-19, but also QR codes for
short films and audio files), even without leaving a physical imprint in the space.

As mentioned before, besides inviting people to participate in the project’s work-
shops and events, the project organizers also specifically invited local artists and
schools to participate with some form of intervention in the space. One participating
local artist has personal roots in the Minante area and along the river, and was partly
motivated to participate because of the location’s meaning to him - despite
being from a relatively young generation and not having seen the mill at work.



HERITAGE & SOCIETY 19

Figure 14. Seating intervention with natural materials (“Chdo Comum”), by Miguel Teodoro (local
artist). Photo: Miguel Teodoro.

Figure 15. Signpost intervention, by Escolas Darque, from Monte da Ola School Group. Photo: Clara
Roberti.
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Figure 16 Postcards of superimposed images from the immersive walk by students of Escola Secun-
déria Henrique Medina. Figure 16 by Mathilde Azevedo; Figure 17 by Luana Carqueij6; Figure 18 by
Vania Oliveira; Figure 19 by Raquel Costa.

Most of the other artists and even the students at the schools, however, had either
never been there before, or not did not come there frequently. It is important
to note that this is likely also related to the remote location and lack of public trans-
port accessibility of the area. Walking or cycling here is possible, but for locals without
access to a car (or someone to drive them) it is unlikely they would visit on a whim -
this would have to be part of a daytrip or long walk. While the remoteness is con-
sidered an asset in terms of the quiet and wide natural environment it enables, it
does make it difficult for young people to independently access it, which also threa-
tens the safeguarding of this heritage and the sense of ownership of the place among
younger generations.

When asked what they thought of the place when visiting with the school, all the
students participating — irrespective of age groups — mentioned that they liked it, that
it is a beautiful place. Interestingly, when asked in the survey whether the space
should change in comparison to how the space was when they visited, their
answers tended toward no changes or only slight changes (see Figure 20). This was
confirmed during interviews with other participants as well. The wished-for changes
will be discussed in the next subsection, but it is clear that many found that the
current reality of the space is already desirable and beautiful in itself. Figures 21-22
show the work of one of the student groups, for example, who superimposed
various photographs made at the location and show their fascination with this
environment - several of these have been turned into postcards by the group (such
as those shown in Figures 16-19 above).
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Figure 17. Postcards of superimposed images from the immersive walk by students of Escola Secun-
daria Henrique Medina. Figure 16 by Mathilde Azevedo; Figure 17 by Luana Carqueijo; Figure 18 by
Vania Oliveira; Figure 19 by Raquel Costa.

3.4. Minante’s Future

The Minante project had a key focus on what local populations and the spaces’ visitors
more generally would like this place to be and to look like in the future. Combining
insights from the memories workshop, at which mostly older generations participated
actively, the interviews with and observations of local artists (generally of much
younger generations but no longer adolescent), and the surveys and conversations
with students and teachers of school-going children and adolescents of various ages,
there seems to be a quite broad consensus that the place does not warrant a lot of phys-
ical change. Rather, there seems to be a wish for valuing what is there, for calling more
attention to it, and encouraging more care for it. Some seating options, trash bins and
perhaps some toilets (mentioned by a few younger participants) were wished for,
clearly in an effort to diminish pollution and encourage contemplation. One student
noted they would like to see a “plaque that describes its importance, for example” (this
and all subsequent quotes translated from Portuguese by authors). The rehabilitation
of the watermill itself is a wish for some participants, especially if it could have some
kind of public use. But even this would not be a large intervention in changing the
space but rather strengthening that which is already there. Much love from varied gener-
ations went into making a “flag” for the Minante, including words from the past often as
wishes for what should continue to be there (see Figure 23). The flag was placed symbo-
lically between the two sides of the river to highlight the fact that the Minante united the
two municipalities on either side of the river (see Figure 24).
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Figure 18. Postcards of superimposed images from the immersive walk by students of Escola Secun-
déria Henrique Medina. Figure 16 by Mathilde Azevedo; Figure 17 by Luana Carqueij6; Figure 18 by
Vania Oliveira; Figure 19 by Raquel Costa.

When asked what participants noticed about the place because of their participation in
the project, most referred in some sense to nature: to tree roots, or the variety of plants or
nature more generally. An occasional mention of the nearby highway, of the trash bin and
of artistic installations (of the project) was also made. A teacher recounted that they
noticed the place invites slowness. When asked if the project changed their perception
of the place and in what ways, most students answered that it very strongly changed
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Figure 19. Postcards of superimposed images from the immersive walk by students of Escola Secun-
daria Henrique Medina. Figure 16 by Mathilde Azevedo; Figure 17 by Luana Carqueijo; Figure 18 by
Vania Oliveira; Figure 19 by Raquel Costa.

their perception, and many said this was because they gained more awareness of the
natural environment there, or because they now got to know the place (for the first
time, or in more depth). One student wrote, “Before | saw the Minante as an abandoned
thing, now | see it as a touristic place”; another student wrote, “I saw more variety in
Nature and understood more about communitarian Art”; and yet another, “I had never
been there and | think we managed to make that place become more beautiful, with
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1. O futuro do Minante devia ter um aspeto diferente ao que tem agora? (independentemente da

interveng&o que a escola fez)
35 responses

15

13 (37.1%)

1 10 (28.6%)

9 (25.7%)

1 (2.9%)

2 (5.7%)

1 2 3 4 5

Figure 20. Answers of 32 students and three teachers across three participating schools about
whether the Minante area should look different from the way it does “now,” independently of the
intervention of the school. A Likert scale was used — see the methods section for details about the
survey. Answers by 12 December 2023.

Figure 21 Superimposed artistic photos by the student group from Escola Secundaria Henrique
Medina, later used to make the postcards shown in Figures 16-19. Photos: Clara Roberti.

more life.” Overall, several of the teachers interviewed mentioned that they saw affection
for the space grow in themselves and their students throughout their participation in the
Minante project, and they expect that the students will try to go back to visit, show off
their interventions to friends and family, and relive the place.
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Figure 22 Superimposed artistic photos by the student group from Escola Secundaria Henrique
Medina, later used to make the postcards shown in Figures 16-19. Photos: Clara Roberti.

Figure 23. Flag of Minante, being lovingly filled with words like “laughs,” “kiss,” “love,” “baths,” “ours,”
and “saudade” (a form of missing). Photo by Clara Roberti.
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Figure 24. Flag of Minante, placed in the little island surfacing in the middle of the river during
summer months. Photo by Clara Roberti.

A series of factors will co-determine the future of the Minante area. The new owners of
the mill itself will decide how to give it shape, and depending on how open or closed this
is to the local public, whether it is more or less tourist oriented for example, private or with
a public function, will be highly influential to the public that will be using the Minante
area as well as which activities will be possible there. The change in formal ownership
of the private area will therefore be key. At the same time, the public space and
owners of surrounding land including on the other side of the river may still go in
other directions and will also shape the space. Furthermore, users of the public space
may continue to claim ownership of it for their preferred uses irrespective of surrounding
landowners. However, questions of accessibility, if not addressed via, for example, public
transportation provision, will likely limit such use and development of ownership. The
student and younger visitors to the Minante project’s activities, however, may now be
more likely to seek out opportunities for visiting and continuing to use the space. The
project does seem to have given a sense of co-ownership to participants as well as orga-
nizers of diverse interventions and activities.

4, Discussion: Toward Tactical Collaboration?

The Minante project raises several interesting questions concerning tactical action. This
section will explore the results in relation to the three key questions identified in the intro-
duction: is it relevant to explore what differences, if any, exist when implementing tactical
action in urban versus rural settings? Are tactical actions able to function in synergy with
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long-term social and environmental heritage? And how can tactical actions navigate the
tension between collective and individual ownership (which may or may not be a special
challenge in a rural context)?

The rural setting in the case of the Minante public space and watermill has some
characteristics that set it apart from urban counterparts in the area. One is the already
mentioned issue of accessibility — the location is strongly car-dependent, unless one is
focusing on long walks. The surrounding urban areas are not entirely free of car depen-
dence, but even if public transport is limited in the city, it is at least available to some
degree. This makes it unlikely for people to find the Minante area by chance - a conscious
effort to reach it, or at least to be in that general area, will almost invariably precede the
visit. Another characteristic is the changing demographics — most young people are
choosing to live in urban areas, creating an ever further ageing demographic in the
rural area surrounding the Minante. The vast natural space and lacking edification is of
course also a key factor differentiating this area from more urban ones. This relates to
the impressions the project team as well as participants clearly had of the space being
beautiful as it is, without additional interventions needed. A project member noted
about the impressions at the start of the project, that, “everything seemed too delicate
and, at the same time ‘full of its own landscape,’ that it was almost complete in itself,”
invoking a quietness that seems specific to rural settings. By contrast, cityscapes
usually have a backdrop that already includes an everyday bustle consisting of various
artificial colors and sounds: advertisements, motor vehicles, the flow of people, buildings,
and sometimes artistic interventions. Even the small surrounding towns near the Minante
do not generally encourage interaction with nature in the way that is inevitable when vis-
iting the Minante area. The youngest students participating in the Minante project, aged
around eight, go to a school not very far from the Minante area and yet seemed unused to
being among bugs and moist soil, avoiding at first to sit down for fear of this. They quite
quickly got used to the space, and the teacher pointed out that there were probably more
spiders inside their homes than in this location of the forest, but it was clear that being in
such an environment was quite foreign to them at first. Finally, heritage here seems to
have a specific quality, possibly, though not necessarily, different from urban questions
of heritage. Miguel Teodoro, one of the local artists interviewed, said that in his view
the strong historically bound community feeling around a specific place was quite
unique in rural areas, and especially a relatively conservative sense in northern Portugal,
with all the positive and negative aspects that this entails. Trying to avoid change in an
area such as the Minante is difficult and perhaps not even desirable (Harrison et al.
2020; Holtorf 2018), and processes of museumification can end up attracting external
tourism but may not in fact bring great satisfaction to the local population, who fre-
quently value the societal function of a space more than the objects representing it
(see e.g., Rofe 2013). Still, in this area, as might be quite common in rural areas, even
the creation of a tourist attraction, or maintaining the mill structure for touristic purposes,
is not financially viable, or financially dependent on externally defined criteria and prefer-
ences of donors and funders (Skogheim et al. 2018; Tietjen and Jergensen 2023). A case in
point is the sale of the Minante mill by the local family owners to an external private party
for financial reasons, even when the previous owners long hoped to keep the mill either
themselves or sell it to the municipality, to maintain its heritage as much as possible. As in
many other cases, a well-embedded local NGO can make important contributions (see
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e.g., Ng, Wong, and Santos 2022), as was the case with the Rio Neiva NGO at the Minante.
The importance of maintaining and re-enlivening the heritage of the Minante area across
generations and into the future seems to be perceived by all participants in the project,
irrespective of age or other factors. But this does bring questions of ownership into
sharper focus.

The Minante project brought at least three questions concerning ownership with it:
literal ownership of the space (Is it public or private? Who pays for what, and who has
the rights to do what due to this ownership?); figurative ownership of the space (Is it
“owned” by those older generations that lived the space in its “former glory”? Can it be
“owned” by the younger local populations? What about tourists? What about visitors
from surrounding cities or extended families of people who used to live here but no
longer do?); and ownership of the interventions and activities (Is the artist or the NGO
organizing an intervention or activity somehow more of an “owner” than those participat-
ing? How s0?). The local artist Miguel Teodoro noted that co-creation and such terminol-
ogies are frequently used just for show. He said,

I'm not saying that’s the case here. But | think — | prefer something participated, but not
necessarily participative; something that opens space for collaboration, but that isn’t necess-
arily collaborative. [Because in the end there is still] an artistic or individual intention, of
authorship, that is quite present.

Notably, these questions seem to become especially important because the other side of
a coin of “ownership” is associated with responsibility.

In terms of the literal ownership of space, that is, one legally binding according to
property law, the Minante mill and the land across the river are privately owned, but as
front-river lands, national law mandates that passage access is open and public. Moreover,
the complexity of responsibilities of management of the area, the financial requirements
for proper maintenance, and the previous and current owners’ lives already disconnected
from the area, have meant that the land was left in nearly complete disuse, and the muni-
cipalities of both sides of the river became involved in the designation and - to a small
degree — maintenance of a trail along the river. This is already a complex situation for
planning, and for aligning interests, and is made no simpler by the shifting river con-
ditions (e.g., silting, varying water height, etc.), which’s quality is under jurisdiction of a
national authority for environmental issues that has not been easy to mobilize for the
Minante project’s cause, although there is an project intervention planned along this
River Neiva area to maintain and manage the margins especially. Any lasting, planned
change in this space therefore requires coordination between various formal stake-
holders, and this itself is not normally easy (see for example extensive participation litera-
ture debating various angles of this issue in Rydin and Pennington 2011; von Schonfeld et
al. 2023; Zandbergen and Jaffe 2014). This is a key reason why tactical interventions were
chosen for the Minante project, allowing participants to play with possibilities without
determining more definitive outcomes a priori (though problems with such temporary
approaches are also well-known, see e.g., Von Schonfeld (2024)). And although there is
good will from the municipalities toward the Minante area, there is little funding available
for physical or lasting care.

The figurative ownership of the space calls on the intergenerational and experiential
heritage that has formed in the Minante area over time. It became clear during the
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project that all involved generations had an interest in allowing each-other to co-own this
space, to share memories and make new ones. However, it was also made clear that this
sharing and making hinges on the physical availability and accessibility of space, and on
the purposeful creation of opportunities for encounter. Following summers will tell if
warmth and sunny skies will bring some of these people into contact again on their
own. There does not seem to be a sense of exclusion of particular groups — neither
between generations (living locally or not) nor between locals and tourists for example
- at the moment the relative quiet of the space seems important to all but also not threa-
tened. There does seem to be a strong hope among the older generations that the
younger ones will develop ownership of the space to the extent that they will also
seek and honor the responsibility for the space that comes with it — keeping it clean, visit-
ing it, learning about it. A certain fear does persist that lack of care or respect for the place
and its heritage by either the lawful owners of the space or its users will end up damaging
it beyond repair (such as allowing the bridge to break due to silting and rising water
levels, allowing trash to accumulate, or making the space too exclusive to paying visitors).

Finally, the tactical actions seemed to be quite easily accepted as jointly owned
between organizers, artists and participants. However, as mentioned above, one local
artist did remark that it is never quite simple nor desirable to remove more narrow
forms of ownership and authorship. The mark of an artist is likely to be noticed and
felt by others. This may also be something that increases tensions about responsibility
for care and impact of a piece - in the positive sense (who gets to shine in relation to
the brilliance) and less so (what if something deteriorates, for example?).

Whether or not these characteristics can be said to be specific to a rural context, as
opposed to an urban one, reinforcing the differences between tactical urbanism and tac-
tical ruralism may not be the most interesting or relevant categorization. Instead, it seems
that the form of collaboration was crucial, in which one could speak of a tactical spirit, in
the sense that all participants seemed to want to engage step-by-step with the space,
explore possibilities for it and in jointly doing so also gaining joint ownership of the
place. Therefore, perhaps “tactical collaboration,” whether rural or urban, might be the
concept that best captures the value of the kinds of interventions and activities the
Minante project provided. Tactical collaboration might also be a concept that could be
further studied across urban and rural cases to identify ways that collective activities
(material or immaterial) can help revive heritage and increase the liveability of places.

Indeed, the Minante project highlighted the importance of terminology, as was made
apparent for example in the emerging need to refer to the project as a “living gallery”
rather than referring to “interventions” in some cases, as the ephemeral nature of some
activities was important, as was the creation of a sense of arts, visitors, but also change
over time and the viewing of spaces and objects but not necessarily as a fixed or unchan-
ging museum. In this sense, the terminology was also about managing expectations,
which was another important process during the project. Given the complex relationship
between lawful, physical and access-based ownership and figurative ownership, it was
not possible to promise lasting physical impact. However, the bringing together of
many generations and engagement of people for the place have certainly been
secured. This marks another important insight from the project: the role of the relation-
ship between the material and the immaterial in heritage, in co-creation, in making
and valuing a place and its people. It was clear that not all had to be material to have
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shared immaterial value, but that the physical space, its nature and its built environment,
are important to invoking the immaterial collectivity.

5. Conclusions

This article has set out to explore the potentials and drawbacks of rural tactical action for
co-creating heritage. In this context, three topics were highlighted: the interest in rural-
urban distinctions when speaking of tactical action; the synergies such action can have
with long-term social and environmental heritage; and the issue of collective and individ-
ual ownership surrounding such actions. Potentials emerged on all counts, though of
course potentials are not guaranteed. Important knowledge and steps must be included
for the positive potentials to be harvested.

Regarding the first theme, of rural-urban distinctions, this article proposes to focus
less on this distinction per se in discussing tactical actions. Though differences
between urban and rural tactical action exist, whether socially constructed or real,
greater potential seems to be found in focusing on extents and forms of tactical collab-
oration already in place, required, and/or to be created. Taking the other two themes
together, giving life to long-term social and environmental local heritage emerges as
strongly intertwined with both the lawful and experienced ownership of the physical
spaces involved, of the immaterial heritage, and of the tactical actions themselves. It
appears that questions of ownership — and the related questions of responsibility -
are key for tactical collaboration, though they certainly go beyond the physical and/
or lawful ownership and into figurative and emotional heritage ownership. Heritage is
revealed as a key topic that is little explored in relation to tactical action, while it
seems very impactful for the desirability, acceptance, continuity and meaning that a tac-
tical action can hope to achieve. If these themes are carefully picked up with a local
population that has an interest in its heritage, working with diverse age-groups and
artistic approaches, tactical action has the potential to enliven and embrace local heri-
tage for the future.

The Minante project is a specific context, and the findings here should further be
explored in other contexts. The involvement of a locally well-established NGO was cer-
tainly helpful in reaching and gathering people and raising their good-will to consider
this project. There was also a well-established community in place, though not so well
spread across generations — something that was addressed through the explicit engage-
ment of schools, in this case. In a context in which these factors vary, the results of
attempting such a project might be very different. However, the authors hypothesize
that the principles described will most likely matter in any scenario attempting a
revival of local natural and cultural heritage through tactical action. If successful, both
local community-building and awareness for sustainability have high potential to be
strengthened.
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