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Connecting for Change: Intermediary Actions 
to Incentivize Marine Conservation Transitions 
in Chilean Patagonia

Abstract: Intermediary actions play a crucial role in promoting the tran-
sition towards marine sustainability. Recent research on marine conser-
vation suggests that innovation emerges from collective actions led by 
institutional entrepreneurs embedded in action networks. This article 
illustrates how collective efforts were mobilized to promote inclusive 
marine conservation in northern Patagonia, Chile, departing from past 
exclusionary practices. Using mixed methods –including semi-struc-
tured interviews, social network analyses, and ethnography– the study 
underscores how institutional entrepreneurs connect diverse actors and 
convey a unified framework to guide collective action. This research 
contributes to current discussions on marine transformations by pin-
pointing key intermediary actions that can accelerate global progress 
towards marine sustainability.
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1. Introduction

Globally, Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) serve as the forefront of ocean sus-
tainability (MAESTRO et al., 2019). In regions with diverse interests and competing 
economic pressures, MPAs play a crucial role in conserving biodiversity and promoting 
human well-being, in addition to implementing protective measures that benefit a variety 
of local livelihoods, including indigenous and traditional communities, rural populations, 
and small-scale fisheries (BAN; FRID, 2018). Moreover, MPAs enhance ecosystem ser-
vices such as food security, climate regulation, coastal disaster resilience, and cultural 
significance (RASHEED, 2020).

In recent years, Chile has emerged as a marine conservation leader in the Americas. 
With over 40% of its Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) designated as protected areas, the 
country has met international targets such as those set by the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) and the Kunming-Montreal Biodiversity Framework (https://mpatlas.org/). 
Currently, Chile has 36 MPAs covering a total surface area of 1,501,555 km2 (https://
simbio.mma.gob.cl/). More than 90% of these areas are expansive conservation zones 
encompassing oceanic islands and offshore waters, including the Rapa Nui Marine Pro-
tected Area, established in 2018 (580,000 km2) and the Nazca-Desventuradas Marine 
Park, established in 2015 (300,000 km2) (ABURTO et al., 2020). 

However, the coastal zones of Chile remain inadequately protected, with limited 
coverage restricted to specific MPAs located in areas subject to multiple economic in-
terests and environmental impacts (ANBLEYHT-EVANS, 2019). For example, in the 
Chilean Patagonia, recent progress in marine protection is threatened by the unchecked 
expansion of industrial aquaculture, fishing, and potential future seabed mining (AN-
BLEYTH-EVANS et al., 2020). Additionally, marine conservation efforts in Chile are 
predominantly supported within a fragile and fragmented institutional framework char-
acterized by top-down decision-making processes and minimal incentives for bottom-up 
local conservation initiatives (ARAOS; THER, 2017). Therefore, Chile’s MPAs serve as 
a significant example of the challenges facing global sustainability transitions, dealing with 
the structural pressures of the blue growth paradigm (ANBLEYTH-EVANS et al., 2024). 

Recent studies highlight several successful initiatives where local communities 
have played a pivotal role in protecting threatened marine ecosystems in Chile. With 
bottom-up decision-making processes, initiatives such as Multiple Use Marine Protected 
Areas (MU-MPAs), artisanal fishers’ Natural Sanctuaries, and Marine and Coastal Areas 
of Indigenous Peoples have reshaped the institutional marine conservation landscape in 
Chile. These efforts prioritize the protection of local livelihoods and human well-being 
(ARAOS; FERREIRA, 2013; GELCICH et al., 2015; OYANADEL et al., 2016; ARAOS, 
2018; HIRIART-BERTRAND et al., 2020; ARAOS et al., 2020; ABURTO et al., 2020; 
ARAOS et al., 2023), and the underlying conservation movements involve small-scale 
fishers’ organizations, indigenous communities, local activists, municipal governments, and 
NGOs. These diverse action networks bridge local demands with national-level policies 
and global conservation targets (ARAOS et al., 2023), and their analysis highlights the 
critical role of intermediary actors –particularly institutional entrepreneurs– in organizing 
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collective action and driving institutional change (ARAOS; THER, 2017). 
The literature on sustainability transitions identifies intermediaries as key actors 

in their ability to articulate new visions, demands, and expectations (KIVIMAA, 2014), 
assigning them a crucial role in connecting stakeholders, facilitating knowledge exchange, 
and building networks that help scale sustainable innovations. They link emerging niches 
with established regimes, fostering the dissemination of new technologies, practices, and 
policies. Through their actions, intermediaries can either support or challenge existing 
systems, depending on their agency, objectives, and position within the socio-political 
landscape (KIVIMAA et al., 2019). 

This article examines the action networks of institutional entrepreneurs who 
were responsible for establishing a bottom-up MPA: the Pitipalena Añihué Multiple 
Use Marine Protected Area in Northern Patagonia, Chile. Drawing on mixed methods 
(ALEXANDER et al., 2015), this study discusses their intermediary roles as well as the 
context conditions that enabled their agency. Adopting a relational and functional ana-
lytical lens, the paper offers empirical insights that contribute to advancing the literature 
on sustainability transitions.

2. Theoretical Framework

Contemporary social theory increasingly rejects dichotomous perspectives between 
structure and agency, favouring relational approaches to understand the construction 
of social order. Scholars advocating relational approaches view the evolution of the 
social world as a non-linear process involving interactions between social structures and 
agency within specific historical and territorial contexts (DELANDA, 2006; DONATI; 
ARCHER, 2015). In the context of environmental sustainability, this approach implies 
a shift towards posing new questions and objectives (ARAOS et al., 2020), seeking to 
explore the connections and configurations of diverse agents that emerge within specific 
socio-environmental pathways, and how such heterogeneous configurations sustain their 
influence and functionality amidst internal tensions (LI, 2007; BRIASSOULIS, 2017; 
REYERS et al., 2018).

Thus, the concept of sustainability transitions can be understood as a relational 
phenomenon which fosters the emergence of new groups and institutions that influence 
the stability of various socio-environmental configurations (WESTLEY et al., 2013). 
According to the literature on sustainability transition, these changes often originate in 
“niches” –spaces of institutional innovation and experimentation–and scale up to trans-
form “regimes” and “landscapes” encompassing practices, institutions, and socio-technical 
knowledge (GEELS; RAVEN, 2006; GEELS; SCHOT, 2007).

Intermediary action plays a crucial role in catalysing changes by bridging bottom-
up innovations with the broader institutional landscape (GEELS; DEUTEN, 2006). 
Intermediaries fulfil various functions such as systemic, regime-based, niche, process, 
and user intermediaries, depending on the type of action and the level at which they 
facilitate change. These roles range from structural contexts, such as intermediaries like 
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governments or industrial players, to localized settings, such as user intermediaries like 
grassroots organizations or local activists. The role of intermediaries can vary significantly, 
prompting the development of multiple classifications (KIVIMAA et al., 2019).

This paper specifically examines the intermediary action carried out by Institutional 
Entrepreneurs (IEs) embedded within action-networks. These actors connect bottom-up 
innovations with the broader institutional environment, creating potential “niches” for 
experimentation and transformative change. Institutional entrepreneurship responds 
to windows of opportunity and resource flows within specific contexts. Often, these op-
portunities arise from internal or external crises within socio-ecological systems, where 
the diversity and varying degrees of institutionalization among organizational forms play 
a crucial role in driving socio-ecological system transformation and fostering adaptive 
governance. IEs employ mobilization and sense-making strategies to unite organizations, 
creating shared interpretations, meaningful narratives, visions, and goals that serve as 
focal points for collective action and resource allocation. Additionally, IEs facilitate the 
continuous emergence of innovative ideas and the transformation of partnerships into 
viable alternative configurations. Once established, these platforms allow IEs to leverage 
resources and harness political support for integrated ideas, laying the foundations for the 
emergence of new institutional contexts. Successful institutional entrepreneurship agency 
involves facilitating connectivity among actors and mediating relationships, information, 
and resources (WESTLEY et al., 2013). 

IEs can operate systemically, aligning with the notion of systemic intermediaries 
as defined by KIVIMAA et al. (2019): actors who operate across every level of the socio-
technical system (niche, regime, landscape), advance an explicit transition agenda, and 
drive across the board systemic changes. Building on this perspective, KANDA et al. 
(2020) propose three levels of systemic engagement based on the functions of intermedia-
tion, the scope of potential benefits, and the types of entities involved: (i) Among actors 
within a single network; (ii) among distinct networks; and (iii) across actors, networks, 
and institutions. This typology provides a conceptual framework to analyse the scale and 
nature of systemic influence, as well as its enactment mechanisms.

3. Methods

The research resorted to a mixed methods approach, integrating social network 
analyses, semi-structured interviews, and direct observation. This methodology was 
utilized to identify and analyse the key structural attributes of the action-network and 
the social dynamics associated with intermediary actions during the establishment of the 
Pitipalena-Añihué MPA.

3.1 The Study Area

The Pitipalena-Añihué MPA was officially established in 2014 under Supreme De-
cree No. 13, issued on February 18, 2014, by the Ministry of the Environment. Located in 
the Aysén Region, Northern Patagonia, Chile, the MPA covers a surface area of 237,3564 
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km2, encompassing the Pitipalena fjord and its adjacent marine areas. 
The MPA is located within the Chiloé-Taitao marine ecoregion, specifically in the 

Patagonian channels’ ecosystem. This ecoregion encompasses a diverse range of habitats, 
including riverine, estuarine, and marine ecosystems. The MPA is located within the 
coastal basin of the Palena river and is surrounded by areas of high biodiversity value, 
including a network of public and private parks and reserves that hold significant po-
tential for nature-related travel in the Aysén Region. To the north, the area is adjacent 
to Corcovado National Park, renowned for its diverse landscape featuring over 80 lakes 
surrounded by native forests. The park also encompasses the Corcovado and Tictoc 
estuaries, which flow into the Corcovado Gulf. 

At the mouth of the Palena river, commune of Puerto Cisnes, is the town of Raúl 
Marín Balmaceda, home to approximately 300 residents mostly devoted to artisanal 
fishing, tourism, and public services; next to it lies the Añihué private reserve and the 
Tic Toc Marine Park.  Heading south, the MPA borders Melimoyu National Park, which 
is characterized by a complex network of channels and fjords, numerous islands, and a 
landscape dominated by the Valdivian temperate rainforest extending to the sea. The park 
is also home to the Melimoyu volcano, adding to the area’s natural diversity and ecologi-
cal significance (HUCKE-GAETE et al., 2010). All these areas contribute to this region’s 
biodiversity and conservation efforts. Notwithstanding, despite its ecological wealth, the 
region has also attracted significant economic interests, notably aquaculture and industrial 
fishing, which have been extensively discussed in the literature (ANBLEYTH-EVANS 
et al., 2019).
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Figure 1. The Pitipalena-Añihué Multiple Use Marine Protected Area 

Source: Elaborated by the authors, 2025.

3.2. Data Collection

The fieldwork for this study was conducted between December 2014 and January 
2017. Ethnographic research included visits to Raúl Marín Balmaceda in February and 
September 2016, as well as in January 2017. 30 in-depth interviews were conducted with 
key actors involved in the establishment of the MPA, along with individuals engaged 
in the Gulf of Corcovado’s overall conservation efforts. 20 of the 30 interviewees were 
recorded and used in the social network analysis, namely: three public managers from 
the Aysén and Los Lagos regions; five members of domestic and international non-
governmental organizations (NGOs); five scientists; and seven local community leaders. 
The interview consisted of 20 questions on the following topics: characterization of the 
natural resource system; use conflicts; motivations for the creation of the MPA; support 
and information during the creation process; associated conflicts; resources mobilized; 
governance system; participation in the management plan; MPA threats and challenges; 
and overall assessment. The potential over-representation of certain actors was regulated 
through information triangulation with the semi-structured interviews and fieldwork. The 
research followed national ethical procedures and was approved by the Universidad de 
Los Lagos ethics committee (Audit No. 2/2017, Project No. 3150341).

From 2018 to 2023, the MPA’s Management Plan was monitored holding infor-
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mal conversations with the stakeholders involved in the MPA’s governance network 
(e.g. WWF, Pitipalena-Añihué Foundation, Aysén Mira el Mar Foundation). It is worth 
mentioning that the political scenario was more favourable to conservation initiatives 
during those years. This situation has changed in the past two years, mainly after conser-
vation initiatives led by indigenous peoples through the establishment of the Marine and 
Coastal Spaces of Indigenous Peoples (ECMPO in Spanish), a new institutional marine 
conservation and sustainability arrangement implemented across Patagonia (Araos et 
al. 2023). This political environment has created a highly conflictive setting between 
conservation initiatives and the salmon industry –the most important economic activity 
in the area– influencing other MPAs. In this sense, the study’s conclusions and recom-
mendations should be considered in the light of this context, which is also useful to as-
sess how institutional scenarios constrain or encourage the development of an inclusive 
marine conservation paradigm. 

The methodological design included a closed questionnaire applied to 20 key ac-
tors during the in-depth interview for the purpose of network analysis, during February 
and September 2016, as well as in January 2017. The questionnaire had two questions: 
i. With which of the following actors have you been involved in terms of receiving or 
providing support during the Pitipalena-Añihué MPA creation and management process?; 
ii. How often (how many times) have you been in contact with actors associated with the 
Pitipalena-Añihué MPA creation and management process?

Sample selection was conducted using snowball sampling, a method where initial 
key informants recommend additional actors within their network for interviews (Huber-
man; Miles, 2002). The sampling process began with members of the Pitipalena-Añihué 
Marine Protected Area Foundation (PAMPAF) directly involved in the conservation 
initiative, and expanded to include other indirect stakeholders such as NGOs, artisanal 
fishers from Raúl Marín Balmaceda, and scientists from several Chilean universities. 
The questionnaire focused on understanding how members of the MPA’s governance 
network perceived their roles, support, and participation during the MPA establishment 
and implementation process.

3.3. Social Network Analyses

Governmental and publicly available data were analyzed using Social Network 
Analysis methods to identify actors involved in providing or receiving support during the 
establishment of the Pitipalena-Añihué MPA. This data includes ministerial-level reports 
such as the “Technical Report for the creation of the Pitipalena-Anihué Multiple Use 
Marine and Coastal Protected Area (MU-MPA)” (Ministerio de Medio Ambiente, 2013) 
and the Pitipalena-Añihué Management Plan (Ministerio de Medio Ambiente, 2020); 
publications by the Melimoyu Foundation such as the “Tictoc-Melimoyu Marine Protected 
Area Project” (Melimoyu Foundation, 2009); WWF reports; the database of the Fisher-
ies Undersecretariat; reports authored by Ballena Azul NGO; and social media reports 
by the Pitipalena-Añihué Foundation, such the Pitipalena-Añihué Multiple Use Marine 
and Coastal Protected Area booklet, among others. The analysis used Gephi (BASTIAN 
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et al., 2009) and UCINET (BORGATTI et al., 2002) software, applying algorithms to 
derive metrics that are crucial for understanding this research’s social network dynamics.

The analysis focused on identifying key players within the actor–actor relations 
network. These actors play pivotal roles in catalyzing, accelerating, and disseminating 
best practices, technologies, and innovations. They are essential for maintaining network 
cohesion; without them, the network could fragment, hindering relevant stakeholder 
connections. Typically, these key actors occupy central positions within the network and 
wield influence over directly or indirectly connected players. Their influence is reflected 
in their high “in-degree or out-degree centrality”, “closeness centrality” in facilitating 
quick access to resources, and “betweenness centrality” in mediating information flow 
(BORGATTI et al., 2018, SCOTT, 2000; FREEMAN et al., 1991).

Moreover, their significance may stem from their roles within sub-networks or com-
munities. A community denotes a subgroup of actors more closely linked to each other 
than to outsiders. Two community measures are of interest: 1) Centrality of communities 
crucial for network cohesion (Kp-player neg) and expansive connectivity (Kp- player pos) 
(BORGATTI, 2006), and 2) Modularity class, measuring network division into distinct 
cohesive groups (NEWMAN, 2006). High modularity indicates strong intra-group con-
nections but sparse inter-group connections.

We measured influential attributes at the node level, including centrality measures 
(in-degree, out-degree, closeness, and betweenness), and at the community level, identi-
fied k-players crucial for community centrality within the network and assessed network 
modularity. These analytical tools elucidated influential actors and cohesive groups within 
the governance network of the Pitipalena-Añihué MPA, offering insights into their roles 
and interactions during the MPA’s establishment and ongoing management.

4. Results

4.1. The Northern Patagonia Marine Conservation Route: Describing a 
Window of Opportunity for a New Governance System

Over the past three decades, two major structural forces have significantly trans-
formed this region. Firstly, and playing a pivotal role is the development of the salmon 
industry in southern Chile. Secondly, there has been a growing interest in biodiversity 
conservation, which has shaped sustainable development models for Patagonia (ARAOS, 
2018).  Salmon farming in the area has become a central discussion topic around the 
establishment of MPAs and serves as a common thread in narratives highlighting the 
disruption of Patagonia’s pristine natural landscapes and related environmental impacts 
on local ecosystems. The creation of the Pitipalena-Añihué MPA was influenced by 
these territorial tensions stemming from the expansion of industrial aquaculture across 
Patagonia and the emergence of marine conservation efforts aimed at mitigating salmon 
farm-driven environmental impacts.

The collective action leading to the creation of the Pitipalena-Añihué MPA was 
the culmination of over two decades of social mobilization and advocacy involving vari-
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ous stakeholders. These included domestic and foreign NGOs, public officials, scientists, 
and local activists engaged in diverse marine conservation projects aimed at protecting 
northern Patagonia. One outstanding initiative was the Chiloé-Corcovado MPA project, 
which began in the early 2000s and initially focused on whale conservation (HUCKE-
GAETE et al., 2010). The Corcovado Gulf was identified by scientists who led the proj-
ect as a crucial feeding and nursing ground for blue whales in the southern hemisphere 
(HUCKE-GAETE et al., 2004). However, despite its scientific importance, local support 
on behalf of artisanal fishers and other NGOs was weak, leading to fragmentation within 
its backing network that hindered MPA declaration (ARAOS, 2018). Concurrently to 
this initiative, other conservation projects were underway in northern Patagonia. Some of 
them focused on protecting fjords within the coastal zone, while others aimed at preserv-
ing habitats critical for marine resources. These parallel efforts underscored the complex 
landscape of marine conservation in northern Patagonia, highlighting both successes and 
challenges in mobilizing diverse stakeholders towards the sustainable management and 
protection of marine ecosystems.

Therefore, to grasp the complexity of marine conservation efforts, the multitude 
of actors, environmental challenges, goals, and perspectives that have converged over 
the past two decades need to be crucially acknowledged. Figure 2 shows four key marine 
conservation projects in northern Patagonia, including the Pitipalena-Añihué MPA. These 
initiatives display different ways of framing threats, targets, stakeholders, and the MPA 
institutional framework, reflecting how conservation approaches have evolved in the re-
gion. Beginning with the first marine park supported by private donors, the conservation 
model progressively incorporated local stakeholders and their concerns. The institutional 
framework also developed with the introduction of co-management strategies to MPA 
governance (ARAOS, 2018).
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Figure 2. Timeline of the marine conservation pathway in northern Patagonia.

Source: Elaborated by the authors using figures from http://thenounproject.com; Pitipalena-Añihué 
MPA website, and publicly-available reports.

The conservation projects in northern Patagonia were framed differently based on 
the key stakeholders involved in the collective action, guided by distinct conservation 
priorities such as pristine seas, biodiversity conservation, protection of flagship species, 
and the preservation of the local socio-ecological system. These diverse conservation 
frames influenced how threats were identified and addressed. For example, the Tic-Toc 
/ Melimoyu Marine Park project –aimed at establishing a restrictive marine protected 
area– originated from private donors concerned over the expansion of salmon farming 
throughout Patagonia’s pristine fjords who highlighted the importance of preserving un-
touched marine environments. For its part, the Pitipalena Marine Reserve was established 
under Government conservation plans and objectives, which recognized the Pitipalena 
fjord as a biodiversity hotspot, emphasizing the need to protect its unique ecological 
features and marine resources.

Despite the presence of agents with political power and sufficient financial re-
sources to officially create an MPA, all of the initiatives prior to the Pitipalena-Añihué 
MPA failed to materialize. Unlike previous projects, the Pitipalena-Añihué MPA was 
established through community participation, acknowledging the shared threat posed 
by salmon farming and overfishing, with conservation objectives specifically focused on 
safeguarding local livelihoods and sustaining natural resources.

Additionally, the Pitipalena-Añihué MPA successfully brought together all stake-
holders and coordinated the resources involved in previous initiatives. Notably, this was 
achieved through the establishment of the Pitipalena-Añihué Marine Protected Area 
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Foundation (PAMPAF), a local institutional framework that unified key actors identified 
in this study’s social network analysis: Fishermen’s union representatives, the Ministry 
of the Environment, and NGOs. As detailed in the following section, these and other 
IEs played a critical role in facilitating intermediary actions by networking actors and 
fostering interactions across different scales.

4.2. Institutional Entrepreneurs (IEs)

Networking was one of the main intermediary actions observed in Pitipalena-Añi-
hué MPA establishment process. The results of the social network analysis have yielded 
a network composed by a total of 25 actors (20 legal organizations and five individuals) 
and 243 relationships among them, in a single component (Table 1). 

Table 1. Agents in the Social Network Analysis

Agents Abbreviation Group Type

1. Raúl Marín Balmaceda Neigh-
borhood Board

RMB_NB Community organization

2. Raúl Marín Balmaceda Fishing 
Union

RMP_FU Community organization

3. Raúl Marín Balmaceda Associa-
tion of Tourism

RMB_AT Trade association

4. Ministry of the Environment. 
Aysén Region

MMA_A
National Government 

Agency

5. National Fisheries Service Sernapesca
National Government 

Agency

6. Undersecretariat of Fisheries Subpesca
National Government 

Agency

7. Marine government MG
National Government 

Agency

8. Investigations Police Depart-
ment (PDI)

PDI
National Government 

Agency

9. Melimoyu Foundation MF NGO

10. World Wildlife Fund WWF NGO

11. Wildlife Conservation Society WCS NGO

12. Meri Center MeriC NGO
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13. Huinay Foundation HF Research Center/ University

14. Blue Whale Center CBA Research Center/ University

15. Austral University UA Research Center/ University

16. Patagonian Ecosystems Rese-
arch Center

CIEP Research Center/ University

17. Concepción University UdeC Research Center/ University

18. Añihué Reserve RA
Private conservation initia-

tive

19. Municipality of Puerto Cisnes CM Local Government

20. Aqua Chile Aquachile Salmon farming company

21. Member of PAMPAF A1 Local agent

22.Member of PAMPAF A2 Local agent

23.Member of PAMPAF A3 Local agent

24.Member of PAMPAF A4 Local agent

25.Member of PAMPAF A5 Local agent
Source: Elaborated by the authors.

The results regarding betweenness centrality indicate that the four most significant 
actors are the Ministry of the Environment (38.56), WWF (33.78), RMB Fishermen’s 
Union (29.97), and Añihué Reserve (28.80). While these are remarkable players in 
terms of intermediation, their degree and centrality distribution –although higher– ap-
pear relatively balanced (15 to 20). Their closeness centrality is intermediate (28 to 48). 
On the other hand, Subpesca, Sernapesca, PDI, the Marine government, Aqua Chile, 
Universidad Austral, Universidad de Concepción, and CIEP exhibit higher closeness 
centrality values (58 to 96), compared to the Ministry of the Environment, WWF, RMB 
Fishermen’s Union, and Añihué Reserve.

In terms of community centrality, actors with higher betweenness centrality were 
found to collectively play a significant role in maintaining overall network connectivity. 
The network suffers a fragmentation of more than 80% when the set including the Min-
istry of the Environment, RMB Fishermen’s Union, Añihué Reserve, WWF, RMB_NB, 
and local agents 1 and 5 is removed (kp-player 7; figure 3). On the other hand, the 
change in coverage analysis shows that the Ministry of the Environment, RMB Fisher-
men’s Union, and Añihué Reserve are the agents reaching to most of the other network 
agents (100% coverage). It should be noted that the kp-player 7 group comprises most 
of the PAMPAF agents.



Connecting for Change: Intermediary Actions to Incentivize Marine Conservation Transitions in Chilean Patagonia

Ambiente Soc  •  São Paulo. Vol. 29, 2026  •  Original Article 13 de 22

Figure 3. (a) Kp-players, set 7. (b) Fragmentation kp-players 7. 

(a)

(b)

Source: Elaborated by the authors, 2025.
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The group formed by RMB_FU, AR, WWF, A1, A5, MMA_A, RMN_NB is crucial 
for maintaining the connectivity of the entire network.

Notably and regarding inter-actor mediation, these prominent actors (in bold in 
table 2) are present in the four modules, which complements the previous analysis.

Table 2. Network Modularity

MODULARITY 0 MODULARITY 1 MODULARITY 2 MODULARITY 3

RMB_NB MF RMB_AT MMA_A

RMB_FU WWF WCS Sernapesca

RA HF CM A4

UACh CBA A1 Subpesca

CIEP MeriC A2 MG

UdeC Aquachile A3 PDI

- - A5 -
Source: Elaborated by the authors, 2025.

Additionally, it is worth noting that local agents who are members of the PAMPAF 
exhibit high degrees of in-degree and out-degree centrality. They are also part of different 
modules, linking both local and national-level public and private organizations, as well as 
NGOs. For example, local agents 1, 2, 3, and 5 belong to Module 2, which includes the 
tourism association, the Municipality of Puerto Cisnes, and WCS NGO. Agent 4 connects 
with MMA_A, Sernapesca, the Subpesca, Marine Government and PDI (Module 3). In 
essence, these actors connect nodes with high closeness centrality, facilitating indirect 
connections in the network and enabling resources and information exchanges. While 
this pattern may point to the extent to which the administrative process has been insti-
tutionalized within the coordinating body of the Pitipalena-Añihué MPA, in our view it 
is evidence that the functional role of the innovation intermediary was that of a systemic 
intermediary, primarily connecting actors within a single network.

5. Discussion

MPAs are critical tools for advancing towards marine sustainability (WORM, 2017). 
However, their weaknesses in promoting social inclusion and embracing social justice in 
decision-making processes is a significant limitation, undermining their effectiveness in 
supporting sustainability transitions (BENNET et al., 2019). While recent progress in the 
marine protection of the Chilean Patagonia faces threats from expanding unregulated 
industrial aquaculture, fisheries, and potential seabed mining (ANBLEYTH-EVANS et al., 
2020), marine conservation efforts rely heavily on a fragile and fragmented institutional 
framework characterized by top-down decision-making and limited incentives for local 
bottom-up conservation initiatives (ARAOS; THER 2017).

The case of the Pitipalena-Añihué MPA, however, is a potential shift in marine 



Connecting for Change: Intermediary Actions to Incentivize Marine Conservation Transitions in Chilean Patagonia

Ambiente Soc  •  São Paulo. Vol. 29, 2026  •  Original Article 15 de 22

conservation approaches, featuring significant local engagement in decision-making 
and the inclusion of socio-ecological goals in its conservation strategies (e.g., support 
for fishers’ livelihoods, among others) (ARAOS, 2018). This transformative potential 
was facilitated by IEs who bridged diverse actors and multiple knowledge systems, creat-
ing an integrative framework that addresses the complexity of the marine environment 
(RUDOLPH et al., 2020). In this context, IEs capitalized on the window of opportunity 
presented by socio-environmental challenges arising from salmon farming in the region. 

Indeed, in Pitipalena-Añihué, none of the actors who had previously led three 
conservation projects (NGOs, the State, and scientists) prevailed in the action network. 
Instead, different IEs played intermediary roles at various stages of the initiative, driving 
collective action. From the outset, IEs like the Melimoyu Foundation acted as cross-scale 
connectors, linking local organizations with national environmental agencies. Concur-
rently, local leaders fostered political alliances within the community and as the project 
progressed, other players –such as WWF NGO, MMA Aysén, and RMB Fishermen’s 
Union– undertook intermediary roles, particularly at niche levels, serving as user or 
process intermediaries (KIVIMAA et al., 2019). As leaders of their respective network 
modules (NGOs, State, local organizations) they operated as bridging nodes, integrating 
social complexity.

Following the three system intermediation levels proposed by KANDA et al. 2020: 
(i) Level 1: In-between actors in a network; ii. Level 2:  In-between networks; (iii) Level 
3: In-between actors, networks, and institutions, we can understand IEs actions as an 
innovation process that starts with niche collaborations at the core group to establish the 
first coastal protection agreements and commitments (level 1), and expands through verti-
cal networks (e.g., with government agencies acting at the national level) and horizontal 
networks (e.g., with other NGOs such as WCS or CBA), through to the official MPA 
establishment (levels 2 and 3). The activities at these two higher levels are responsible 
for the creation of new infrastructure (e.g. a visitor center); the gathering of technical 
and financial support; the collection of funds to implement the management plan; and 
the development of socio-environmental monitoring, fostering innovations at the regime 
level (GEELS; RAVEN, 2006).

Thus, despite the diversity of actors and interests involved, as illustrated in figures 
2 and 3, a management model was established that integrated local perspectives through 
the creation of the Pitipalena-Añihué Marine Area Foundation in 2015. This multisectoral 
foundation became the central hub where all the connections of the broader governance 
network converge, involving actors with significant intermediation levels such as the 
Ministry of the Environment and the Raúl Marin Balmaceda Fisher Union, and position-
ing it as a leader in MPA implementation. In 2017 and 2018, the PAMPAF collaborated 
with WWF NGO and the Ministry of the Environment to develop the MPA Manage-
ment Plan. Subsequently, they engaged the local community of Raúl Marín Balmaceda 
through education and outreach activities, thereby increasing local awareness about the 
MPA and its implications for natural resource use.

Undoubtedly, a critical success factor will be the implementation of fishery and 
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aquaculture management restrictions, and how effectively managers can handle arising 
conflicts. Establishing new intermediary actions and scaling up innovations to other social 
and political arenas will be crucial. The participatory approach achieved by the Pitipalena-
Añihué MPA, facilitated through intermediary actions by IEs embedded in the action 
network, represents the major innovation of this conservation initiative. Following this 
argument, we observe that the deployment of conservation action networks in northern 
Patagonia is the main mechanism for promoting marine conservation and sustainability, 
including indigenous peoples’ action networks that promote the establishment of EC-
MPO (ARAOS et al., 2021; 2023). Both experiences prove that the presence of dense 
networks composed by autonomous governance cores, communicated by key actors or 
IE, are the main governance mechanism that sustains conservation in the Chilean blue 
Patagonia. This movement could play a pivotal role in supporting a potential transition 
to inclusive and participatory marine conservation at landscape levels (KIVIMAA et 
al., 2019), promoting a transformation of the whole Chilean conservation system. The 
implementation of the new biodiversity conservation policy framework –composed by 
a new biodiversity agency and protected areas system enacted in 2023– could be the 
window of opportunity to do so. 

The study highlights a potential shift in the Chilean marine conservation institu-
tional framework, from “recreating the wilderness” to a more “people-oriented approach” 
(MACE, 2014). Subject to conflicts and regressions, the process requires permanent efforts 
by the initiatives’ advocates, as well as adjustments to the action networks based on the 
region’s new political and economic scenarios. This process underscores the importance 
of integrating and supporting bottom-up, multi-agent network approaches into environ-
mental governance for the future of Chilean conservation policies.

Finally, the study shows the local and regional effort led by multiple-agent net-
works to advance in the implementation of the global biodiversity agenda, including the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity 
Framework, or the recent UNOC Nice Commitments for the Ocean, demonstrating the 
capacity of local agents to generate innovations with the potential to promote systemic 
transformations.

Conclusions

Research on marine conservation intermediary actions indicates that innovation 
increases its success when developed through horizontal and vertical networks integrating 
bottom-up and top-down approaches. The case of the Pitipalena-Añihué MPA highlights 
the crucial role of Institutional Entrepreneurs in fostering the transition towards marine 
sustainability. These entrepreneurs facilitate interaction among diverse actors and promote 
a shared framework to guide collective action. In addition, the size and orientation towards 
the sustainable use of the area’s marine resources also bears an impact on the initiative’s 
success, creating synergy with the governance structure based on the action networks.

The study emphasizes that networking and framing are key intermediary actions 
of institutional entrepreneurship, undertaken by various agents at different stages of the 
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conservation process. The establishment of people-oriented marine protected areas in the 
Chilean Patagonia may be pointing to the emergence of a niche for equitable transitions 
towards sustainable futures. Further research is necessary to explore the expansion of this 
shift and its potential implications for systemic transformation. Designing conservation 
policies that support inter-scalar interactions and encourage intermediation actions is a 
key measure to achieve long-term ocean sustainability.

Funding: This work was supported by ANID/FONDECYT Project N. 1220430, 
ANID/FONDECYT Project N. 3150341, CITEC NCS2024_006.
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Conectando-se para a mudança: ações 
intermediárias para incentivar transições na 
conservação marinha na Patagônia chilena

Resumo: As ações intermediárias desempenham um papel crucial na 
promoção da transição para a sustentabilidade marinha. Pesquisas re-
centes sobre conservação marinha sugerem que a inovação surge de 
ações coletivas lideradas por empreendedores institucionais inseridos 
em redes de ação. Este artigo ilustra como esforços coletivos foram 
mobilizados para promover a conservação marinha inclusiva no norte 
da Patagônia, Chile, afastando-se das práticas excludentes do passa-
do. Utilizando métodos mistos – incluindo entrevistas semiestrutura-
das, análises de redes sociais e etnografia –, o estudo destaca como os 
empreendedores institucionais conectam diversos atores e transmitem 
uma estrutura unificada para orientar a ação coletiva. Esta pesquisa 
contribui para as discussões atuais sobre as transformações marinhas, 
identificando ações intermediárias fundamentais que podem acelerar o 
progresso global em direção à sustentabilidade marinha.

Palavras-chave: Ações intermediárias; empreendedores institucionais; 
rede de ação; conservação marinha; transições para a sustentabilidade 
marinha.
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Conectando para el cambio en la Patagonia 
Norte, Chile: Acciones intermediarias 
que promueven transiciones hacia la 
sostenibilidad marina

Resumen: Las acciones intermedias son un factor clave para incentivar 
la transición hacia la sostenibilidad marina. Investigaciones recientes 
sobre conservación marina revelan que la innovación surge de accio-
nes colectivas lideradas por emprendedores institucionales integrados 
en redes de acción. Este artículo muestra cómo se movilizaron accio-
nes colectivas para promover una conservación marina inclusiva en el 
norte de la Patagonia, Chile, cambiando la trayectoria excluyente que 
caracterizó los años anteriores. Utilizando métodos mixtos que incluyen 
entrevistas semiestructuradas, análisis de redes sociales y etnografía, los 
resultados destacan cómo los emprendedores institucionales conectan 
a diversos actores y comunican un marco común para guiar la acción 
colectiva. El documento contribuye a los debates actuales sobre trans-
formaciones marinas al identificar la acción intermedia clave que puede 
catalizar transiciones hacia la sostenibilidad marina a nivel global.

Palabras-clave: Acciones intermedias; emprendedores institucionales; 
red de acción; conservación marina; transiciones hacia la sostenibilidad 
marina
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