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Mimicry of Scarcity: Reproducing Shortage 

as Educational Practice 

Elena BouglewcC1) 

Abstract 

Water molecules are the main actors of a Summer 

School dedicated to Heritage and Environment 

realized on board of a boat in navigation, by 

a community of international and 

multidisciplinary students and teachers. During 

the last few years (2022-2024) the narrow 

spaces of a small wooden gulet have been acting 

as a floating classroom, meeting point and hostel 

for all School participants, while the limited 

spaces, power supply and fresh water available 

were shared among all. Sharing the scarce 

resources has represented the core 

educational texture of the Summer School on 

board. 

O.Premise

It is a difficult educational challenge that of finding a 

catchy key concept+keyword in Environmental 

Anthropology able to trigger the interest of students 

and keep it high and engaged in a productive way. I 

am referring to the continuative kind of interest 

that lasts longer than the few hours of an 

academic course, and survives beyond a seasonal 

volunteering campaign. Sometimes it is difficult to 

maintain the interest and engagement active for even 

less than a campaign; it is also quite a challenge, on 

the other hand, to convey feelings of environmental 

worry and sense of responsibility in relation to the 

multiple disasters we are provoking on the planet 

as a specie, and sensibilize about the risks we 

are running, without transferring to the students 

also feelings of fear and anxiety, or even worse, 

helplessness and despair. 

In the context of environmental education, 

when dealingwith the well-known conceptual 

couple 'problem-solution' related to crises 

pervading all anthropized spaces as well as 

remote unspoiled hideouts, one simple 

convincing conceptual element is missing, 

which  would keep the learners' interest high: a 

credible strategy-out. The loss of grip, of interest 

and the vanishing long term engagement
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performed by students, and by citizens in general, 

can be read within an easy conceptual framework: 

disengagement as self-defense against fear, 

anxiety and helplessness.

After many years of educational activities as 

intensive labs, cooperative projects and applied-

kind of papers, as a teacher I decided to bet on 

the committing keyword of 'scarcity': an unusual 

concept to promote in the educational discourse, 

and an uneasy concept to handle in the super-

prevailing rhetoric of the global north, which 

strives to defy all kinds of scarcities at 

whatever level and definition, in all contexts of 

life and research. Scarcity is unpleasant as we all 

as intriguing, familiar as well as unknown.

The idea of scarcity servers in these pages as 

conceptual strategy-out and as polysemantic tool: 

a) rhetoric device, b) material construct, c)

provocative descriptor ( of objectively not-scarce

scenarios). Before articulating in details about the

three semantic levels of scarcity, let's introduce

the space-time location where our mimicry of

scarcity unfolded.

1. The context

The location of this analysis is the eastern cost of 

the Adriatic Sea, from the Italian northern end 

characterized by historical Venetian legacy to 

the southern end of Albania. Running or 

rather, sailing along the thousand kilometers 

of the Adriatic Balkan cost is like making an 

estranging travel in time: only thirty-five years 

ago this coastline was entirely following 

Yugoslavian territory: nowadays sailing the same sea 

route entails the crossing of four national borders: 

Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia 

again, Montenegro. Among the many historical 

and political upheavals, the crucial element I want 

to stress here is the discontinuity in the status of 

environmental protection affecting this sea, and 

the variety of meanings attributed to the (anyway
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vaguely defined) spots known as Marine Protected 

Areas, MPAs. 

Italy and Slovenia, recently joined in UE by Croatia, 

necessarily interpret the MPA definition in the 

framework of UE legislation, despite each country 

applies such legislation with different limitations 

and enforce it with different level of control 

(Carreno and Lloret 2020). Bosnia doesn't really 

develop any marine regulatory law, while Albania 

and Montenegro have national local regulations. But 

sea waters and fish don't respect any border nor 

acknowledge any marine regulations. The juridical 

fragmentation in the watery material continuum 

produces a demoralizing picture of double scarcity for 

Adriatic sea Marine Protected Areas: scarcity of 

coherence, scarcity of relevance. 

The Mediterranean Sea is crisscrossed every year by 

350 million leisure boats (better would be to say 

every summer); as a pale balancing measure it also 

hosts 1215 MPAs, almost all of which are small or very 

small, and scattered along the northern side, i.e. 

along the European coasts (for a detailed account 

of the historic evolution of MPAs in the 

Mediterranean, see MedPAN 2023). Croatia, the 

main action theatre for the present paper, has 

dedicated over the 9% of its national territory to 

natural parks, both terrestrial ad marine, and this 

farsighted choice played a relevant part in the 

successful process of joining the UE; but being 

Croatia so small, the overall extension of the 

Croatian MPAs is anyway minimal. 

In most MPAs across the Adriatic Sea, from the UE 

protected to the self-managed ones, some form 

of unregulated fishing is still allowed, and quite 

often leisure navigation isn't restricted nor 

regulated either. Leisure navigation is worth a 

special mention here since paradoxically it is the 

most environmental impacting anthropic activity: 

non-professional sailors are the least experienced 

and the most unaware of the damage they 

provoke by simple everyday actions like anchoring, 

lighting up underwater lights at night, producing 

unnecessary noises. Considering their 

numerosity and the difficulty in enforcing small 

scale control, leisure boats are a major and 

increasing threat to marine environment. Definitely 

the Mediterranean Sea MPAs, and in particular the 

Adriatic ones including those located in one single 

country, suffer an overall scarcity of surface, and as 

a consequence a scarcity of effectivity.

Unfortunately, both scarcities mentioned
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in this paragraph belong to what the 'worst' 

level of our polysemantic tool introduced 

before, the b) material constructs: as they are 

tangible, they have a legal status, they produce 

material effects on the sea. 

2. The Core Concept

The environmental education experience we have 

set up in the Croation seas and based on the 

concept-keyword of scarcity consists in a Summer 

School entirely in navigation, conducted for three 

years, from 2022 to 2024 (wishing to continue 

every year) along the coasts of former Yugoslavia: 

always navigating and never docking if not 

occasionally at night, never disembarking if not for 

fieldwork, especially and above all never using the 

facilities of marinas. 

The choice of the eastern Balkan coast as 

our Summer School location is highly 

symbolical and entangled with one clear 

definition of scarcity: the fragmented political 

picture offered today by the small countries 

that once constituted Yugoslavia is a metaphor 

of a newly achieved condition of scarcity: 

scarcity of political relevance, scarcity of effectivity 

in environmental  action. The condition of 'small 

and young country' doesn't represent a limit per 

se, of course: the constraint on relevance is rather 

posed by the controversial political relations 

characterizing the region, causing a lack of 

integration in environmental planning and the 

lack of shared visions on the future. A persisting 

centrifugal force is still lingering among the 

once united national actors, and this is 

dramatically reflecting on the sea conservation 

policies. But despite all such on-land mix-up, the 

sea still connects the coastlines in the same way it 

did in historical times. Water keeps blending and 

mixing in a watery scenario what recent history has 

scattered in pieces. Sea waters produce a 

continuity that luckily resist to this particular 

production of scarcity. 

Actually the production of scarcity from former 

Yugoslavia young countries expands beyond the 

sphere of sea regulations: archeological sites in 

each new nation are logically fewer in total 

numbers, and such condition of 'archeological 

scarcity' doesn't make any site more relevant nor 

protected: on the contrary, the lack of an 

integrated and autonomous archeological narration 

renders each site an exception, an isolated 

item, harder to treat and interpret. The
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scarcity of historical coherent reconstructions of 

archeological sites isn't once more an issue per se, 

but scarcity of shared narrations make other 

elements belonging to the same context appear like 

scarcities: sites are isolated and hardy reachable, 

while imaginaries around them are poor or 

lacking, making them weakly protected, little 

appropriated by local communities and eventually 

tending to invisibility. 

Similar is the case of historical heritage from the 

recent past of Tito's times and from the 20th 

century in general: when dealing with Yugoslavian 

memories it is hard to find shared interpretations, 

each of them rather reflecting from the polarized 

political perspectives that each young country has 

assumed with respect to their own common past. 

The interpretation of recent historical heritage 

suffers the strong constraints of todays' opposite 

political positioning, and for the time being it is 

going to be unavoidably so. Therefore the issue of 

scarcity enters the interpretation of recent history via 

the first level of the polysemantic tool I have 

introduced: the level a) rhetoric device.  Rhetoric 

rather than material device, because it emerges 

from failing narratives rather than being due to a 

materially scarce state of things. Such rhetoric-kind 

of scarcity could be easily overtaken by bringing 

into light  all non-scarce elements well existing 

and available, but the prevailing rhetoric of 

political divergence makes such  scarcity – the 

lack of a shared narration of the recent past –  at 

the moment quite concrete and binding. 

Turning an eye on former Yugoslavia industrial 

development, another striking element of potential 

scarcity appears: new industrial plants and industry 

dedicated areas have to be boosted almost 

everywhere, either starting from scratch in 

new born countries, or re-developing the 

partial remains of Yugoslavian larger 

infrastructures, so putting a strong pressure on 

land exploitation and soil consumption. In the 

case of Croatia, land means coasts, and implies 

the exploitation of the the sea. Scarcity of land, of 

(new) industrial plants, of interpretation tools and 

normative frameworks are the most visible scarcities 

of type a) and b) of our experiential context. 

The experience of navigation is placed exactly at the 

center of the described entanglement, intending to 

highlight and at the same to mock the arbitrariness of 
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the scarcities just described, watching them from 

the sea. Every day on our boat it is necessary to face 

every day localized yet challenging scarcities, like that 

of fresh water, power supply, and personal space: 

sharing these vital assets, all scarcely available on 

board, has metaphorically and materially promoted 

the awareness of reciprocal need and mutual 

interdependence among all members of the crew, no 

matter if sailors, students, teachers. Indeed when 

talking of mimicry we intend it in a sort of 

manufactured feature: we intentionally made fresh 

water and power scarce, by deciding never to dock 

in marinas to fill the tanks (marinas being some 

of the most polluting and impacting coastal 

infrastructures). We faced an intentional scarcity as a 

consequence of a collective responsible decision. 

Never refilling the tanks implied that the quantity of 

water available was known since the beginning: 

collective decisions were taken about how to consume 

it, what  to give up onto, what the water consuming 

priorities where. Such material scarcity produced by 

the navigating community could be dealt with thanks 

to a collective decision process.

The scarcity of power supply is also a consequence of 

the collective decision to switch off the boat 

engine at nights, while being off the power grid 

provided on land; from dusk to dawn our boat 

was just off. Indeed, darkness was partially 

compensated by the solar generated power, as we 

installed a solar panel and accumulator portable 

system, removable and separated from the boat 

engine supply. The boat didn't become self­

sufficient per se, nor had fully renewable power 

sources, but we brought it and installed it, proving it 

feasible, easy and efficient. The management of the 

solar power system (4 AC plugs, 4 USB plugs) was 

fully in the hands of students, who had to focus on 

their individual energy needs, most of them for the first 

time ever. Both scarcities described in this 

paragraph enter in the b) category defined above, 

being material constructs: we made them being so, 

avoiding all behavioral shortcuts -like docking in a 

marina -that could have easily solved them. This was 

part of the essential bet: checking how long and how 

far this mimicry of scarcity could be pushed.

The scarcity of space on a 24 meters gulet where 24 

people are living together for 24 hour a day doesn't 

need to be explained in detail, but it's worth pointing 

out that the numerosity of the crew on board was 

once more the outcome of a collective choice. 
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We could have been fewer participants, but we 

choose not to. Sharing cabins, outdoor space, tables 

for eating and working, sockets for the cell phones and 

centimeters along the clothesline, all these 

manufactured though real scarcities - all of them 

provided with a clear  deadline, the end of the 

Summer School - made the navigating community 

strong and unite, behaving as a single body and a 

unique entity, marking and claiming its quality of 

'being different'. Despite knowing well that on-

board scarcities were mimicked, the metaphorical 

effect worked well, producing a high level of 

reciprocal interdependence and acting as 

magnifying lens to observe the other major, dramatic, 

awful scarcities around. Most relevant, the 

production of scarcity and its management kept the 

level of engagement high, during the School and after.  

3. A Few Geologic-historic­

Anthropological Details
Among all the intense days of in our itinerary in 

navigation, I choose to describe only one in

Img. 1: The itinerary in navigation around the Krk northern 
peninsula, from the harbor of Omisalj (blue dot at the center 
of the picture), to the LNG-ship, visibly docked in the center 
bottom of the picture (Elaboration on G-Maps by the author).

detail in this paper, as it represents at best the 

density of interpretative layers we experienced, 

the complex interdependencies between ancient 

and recent past, the all-scale environmental and 

political implications, and multiple scarcities     

(Img. 1).

The archeological site of Fulfinum Mirine sits on 

the western site of a narrow peninsula off the 

coast of the Croatian island of Krk. In an area less 

than one square km, it's easy to catch in a single 

113 

glance: the remains of Fulfinum, a roman village 

from the first century BC; the remains of a paleo­

Christian basilica of Mirine, from the IV century BC 

(Img. 2); the remains of Dina Petrokemija, an 

industrial plant of the late XX century which 

produced polyethylene until it was closed down in 

2011 (Hydrocarbon-Technology.com 20241) to 

become object of multiple post-bankruptcy market 

operations aimed at setting it in function again, with 

adverse fortunes (Ministry of Economy 20242); the 

twenty shining white oil tanks owned by Janaf (the  

Croatian national oil company) towering the

Img. 2: The Mirine paleo-Christian basilica dating back to 
the IV Century (Photo by the author). 

Img. 3: Five of the twenty oil tanks owned by Janaf, the 
Croatian national oil company (Photo by the author). 

landscape with their majestic cylindrical bodies 

(Img. 3); finally, last and least, the brand new LNG 

floating re-gasifier plant, looking like a navigating 

tanker but actually a permanent infrastructure, 

named LNG-Hrvatska, docked at the new facility 

built onpurpose for it in the last few years and 

facing the Roman ruins (Img. 4). 

Such a complexity and amount of contradictions 

can easily escape the gaze of the not expert 

observer, because of the geographic features of

(1) Last access on June 2024

(2) Last access on May 2024
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the peninsula, narrow and hilly therefore hiding 

most of its internal features, and because the 

largest part of the coastline is not accessible to the 

public, nor walking nor driving nor swimming, being 

private property of the oil company Janaf. A good 

glance over the scenario of Janaf tanks and the 

LNG floating plant can be taken from above, from

Img. 4: The construction of the docking facility for the LNG-
Hrvatska, in 2019-2020. In the background, on the hills, the village 
of Omisalj (Photo by Balkan Insight). 

the historical Venetian village of Omisalj located 

on the top of the hill surmounting the peninsula. 

Once reached the nice and cozy superelevated 

village of Omisalj, the sight from the top towards 

the sea is beautiful and kind of disquieting but 

the village is 'safe', far from the coastline and far 

Oust enough) from the LNG re-gasifier plant noises. 

The Venetian toponym of the place still remaining in 

modern Italian is Castelmuschio, a late derivative of the 

Latin Castrum ad musculos. Castle over the muscles, 

referring to the once abundant muscles growing 

ion the sea at the bottom of the cliffs. No need 

to say that nowadays there is no muscles 

growing nor fishing activity thriving in Omisalj. By 

the way, no one uses the old Venetian­Italian 

toponym anymore. 

Another nice way to grasp the full sight of the place is 

offered by the sea, thus requiring a boat and 

therefore performing a “water-scaping” activity, as it 

was planned for the whole Summer School 

activities. At first we docked our gulet in the small 

harbor of the peninsula on the opposite site of the 

archeological remains. From the small harbour, a

short walk in the little pine forest brings us in sight of 

the Roman basilica, perfectly restored: as we get 

closer, the basilica emerges in front of us like a 

sunrise. When climbing downhill towards the 

archeological site along the easy walking track, also 

the yellow lights of the floating LNG plant rise in 

front of us. It's full day, yet the plants' lights are 

bright and striking. 
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The LNG ship is just out of scale in this landscape: we 

know that this re-gasifier can provide much more gas 

than Croatian consumers all together will ever 

need, so it is openly serving a different scope: it is as 

a large hub to supply politically reliable gas to 

eastern Europe (Gerebizza 2019): Omisalj happens to 

play a little part in the larger political framework 

designed to subtract eastern Europeans countries like 

Bulgaria, Hungary and Serbia from the dependance of 

Russian gas supply (Prtoric 2020, toskot-Strachota 

2023). Indeed the LNG-ship is owned by a 

Norwegian company, the LNG gas company is based 

in Luxembourg, the financing dedicated to 

development of the docking site arrived to Zagreb 

government directly from the EU. Croatia provides 'just' 

the location. 

Such a large plant anchored in this delicate 

archeological scenario, next to the little village once 

sitting on a lot of muscles, has been imposed on the 

local community of Omisalj by the national Croatian 

government, after a harsh confrontation lasted over a 

decade between the local mayor and his 

administration on one side, ministers and investors on 

the other, as witnessed by countless newspaper and 

media accounts. While the hard talks were going on, a 

group of archeologists started to dig around the 

Roman and paleo-Christian ruins, finding more 

and more evidence of the enduring relevance, 

lasting up to the Middle Ages, of the ancient site of 

Mirine as a harbor, as natural ship shelter and as 

a commerce hub (Causevic-Bully 2024). 

Unfortunately such precious researches produce only 

a scarce echo outside the circles of specialists, and the 

silence around archeological research is not helping to 

strengthen the policies of protection at a national level. 

On the other hand, this is the ideal context to propose 

the of setting up an archeological park, both on land 

and in the sea, dedicated to ancient navigation, cross 

cultural encounters and commerce in the Late 

Antiquity. The project exists, despite at the moment 

the project is just an idea on paper. 

The images from drones and satellites suggest a 

scarcity of relevance, mainly due to a scarcity of 

size, of the archeological area compared to the 

industrial area: hydrocarbon plants visually 

overcome the ruins, no matter what. On the other 

hand, when considering also the buffer zones of both 

activities, a different perspective and a better balance 

appear and develop (cfr. lmg. 5 and 1mg. 6): the 

hypothetical ArcheoPark would be so large as to 

compete in size with the industrial area. 
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Img. 5, 6: Aerial view of the peninsula area, with 
highlights on the anthropic settlements and diverse 
activities, as the camping site and the plants. 
The photo below shows the hypothetical areas 
dedicated to archelogy and industry, obviously mutually 
excluding each other (Photo elaboration on G-fv1aps by the 
author). 

Therefore in this case scarcities in size and in 

relevance are relative matters, depending on the 

adopted point of view: they are observer-dependent 

kinds of scarcity, entering the third type of the 

polysemantic tool: c) provocative descriptors. 

4. Conclusion

Let's now analyze the three levels of meaning 

of the polysemantic tool of scarcity according 

to the definitions suggested at the beginning of the 

paper, applied to the specific case study of 

Omisalj. The level a) scarcity as rhetoric device, is 

clearly visible in the rhetoric construction 

generated by the political sphere, which 

narrates a condition of energy scarcity for the people 

of Croatia. Behind the claimed emerging need of 

gas from (to be necessarily produced by the LNG 

plant) for Croatians familyhood and not only, lay 

other needs and drivers, not explicated and much 

less open: another attempted   green rhetoric 

describes the supply of gas from LNG as ‘cleaner than

oil’, substituting the more polluting traditional refinery,

but this is just impossible to propose given that LNG 

(liquid natural gas) is still a fossil fuel. Moreover the
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‘clean energy’ topic fades when it is proposed in the

very same area where oil tanks owned by the oil 

company Janaf store crude oil, waiting to be refined in

the traditionally polluting way.

The level b) material construction of scarcity, is 

mainly unfolded through the manipulation of 

images. Pictures representing ruins and antiques are 

always framing them in small scales, very zoomed 

in, so never showing any context around the 

archeo-objects. Ruins seem to be standing alone in 

clear and empty space, a timeless no-place with 

nothing contrasting nor challenging them. On the 

contrary, the images of industrial plants are always 

large aerial views, wide and impressive large scales, 

well contextualized and fully understandable within 

their geographic location. Their relevance emerges 

evidently even at the eyes of the not expert: big is 

beautiful, big is technological, and technology is the 

future; plants mold the landscape, whatever was 

already there.

Our slow navigation around the peninsula 

approached the LNG ship and refinery where in 

theory is forbidden to sail, and allowed a 

comprehensive vision of the full scenario with the 

real proximities between objects, reciprocal 

interactions and clashes. The dimensional scarcity 

is interestingly fought by archaeologists, who are 

trying to expand the size of the archeological 

site not only in space but also in time, proving clues 

of the long(er) history of Fulfinum, long(er) duration

of the settlement, a deep(er) past. As said before the 

future of the archeological area is still unwritten, and 

rhetorics play a big part in shaping such future.

As a final comment using the scarcity polysemantic 

level c) provocative descriptor, I wish to state that 

scarcities can be built, undone, mimicked, suffered, 

used and bluffed, as educational key concept 

and as a strategy-out. Water related 

issues and environmental commitments are 

proven to be able to overtake the rhetoric of artificial 

scarcities drawn by legislation, and the material 

scarcities in language, representations and money. 

Water intended as a common is never scarce, and it 

provides a decentered and unifying gaze over conflicts; 

water intended as overarching material and 

metaphorical concept – therefore at the same time 

scarce and not scarce – allows the articulation of a 

wide global perspective over environmental education 

that open up constructive discussions on the 

stewardship of the contemporary, that go well beyond 

the borders of environmental education. 
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