
Summary of Narratives, Trust and Natural Gas 

 Narration, or storytelling, is one prominent way that people organize information and make sense of 

events in their lives.  As different people often have different stories to tell about the same events, narrative 

can play a major role in the communication about environmental controversies, such as the Corrib natural 

gas project.  In this paper, I looked at the stories that community members in Erris (and a few beyond) had to 

tell about the project.  I also examined their levels of trust in other community members and the institutions 

involved in the project. 

 To carry out my study, I interviewed 33 community members, including active objectors, active 

supporters, non-local objectors, uninvolved residents, and the Shell representative.  I analysed these results 

by making a list of common themes and then counting the number of times each theme appeared in the 

interviews.  I organized the themes by frequency to determine which themes were most common in people’s 

stories. 

 I found two major narratives – a supporter narrative and an objector narrative.  In general, people in 

each group expressed the themes for their respective group, but some individuals expressed themes from 

both groups. 

 The supporter narrative focused on a series of events, beginning with an initial positive reaction 

towards the project announcement.  After the original reaction, the most commonly recalled past event was a 

negative interaction with objectors.  Other frequently mentioned past events included the Garda “doing their 

job,” Shell making mistakes and the project passing through all of the government processes.  Some 

supporters also said that they disapprove of the continuing protests and the form that they have taken.  In 

terms of the future, the supporters said they believe that the project will bring both economic and social 

benefits to the region.  The supporters also made several characterizations, particularly of objectors.  While 

some said they believed objectors had legitimate concerns, others thought that some objectors were selfish or 

against any form of development.   

 The objector narrative focused on a slightly different series of events.  Although most objectors had 

an initial uninterested or ambiguous reaction, they became actively opposed after receiving more information 



on it.  Most of the events objectors described reinforced this negative evaluation, including a negative 

interaction with the Garda and experience with government processes that they saw as undemocratic/corrupt.  

Most objectors wanted the project’s location to be moved offshore, while some also wanted the government 

to renegotiate their financial agreement with Shell.  In terms of the future, the objectors believed that the 

project poses significant, negative environmental and human health risks, while bringing little or no benefit 

to the local community.  The objectors also characterized the supporters, describing them as having “vested 

interests” or being uninformed/misled.  Some objectors also characterized the non-local activists, often 

describing them as genuine in their beliefs and sacrificial with their time.   

 People on both sides of the debate saw the community as once close-knit, but now broken by the 

Corrib controversy.  Despite this split, people on both sides said that they still generally trusted community 

members that disagreed with them.  However, even though they still expressed trust in each other, the two 

groups varied greatly in their trust in institutions.  While the supporters generally expressed trust in the 

Garda and the government, the objectors had high levels of distrust for both.  Both sides expressed some 

cynicism towards Shell, although objectors had a much higher level of distrust. 

 From these results, I made a series of recommendations.  My first set of recommendations was for 

mediators who may work with communities in similar situations in the future, based on the negotiation 

described in the Peter Cassells report.  I recommended that mediators in similar situations might want to 

utilize negotiation techniques that do not rely upon trust in institutions, as closed-door techniques do.  Also, I 

recommended that they draw upon local knowledge more in their conversations, instead of mainly relying 

upon governmental evaluations.  Lastly, I recommended that resolution recommendations may want to 

include a shift to public participation processes that are more radical than simple consultation. 

 My second set of recommendations was for the community members currently in the Erris area.  This 

set of recommendations focused not on coming to an agreement on policy, but rather on fostering 

reconciliation between local people.  This reconciliation will be particularly important and may not be truly 

possible until the Corrib project is no longer under construction.  The process of “retelling” the community 

narrative is designed to help community members who seek to rebuild interpersonal ties.  This process would 



have to be led by local people, as they are the only ones with the trust and knowledge necessary for this role.  

The first step would be for people on both sides to meet in small groups to tell and listen to each other’s 

stories.  The second step would be to “re-frame” the issues surrounding the conflict.  People hold a certain 

set of assumptions and understandings – or “frames” – that influence how they think about an issue.  As 

holding opposing frames makes communication very difficult, reframing the issue is necessary for 

reconciliation.  First, people on both sides must empathize with the opposing sides’ concerns, in terms of 

both safety and economics.  Secondly, both sides must see that they believe in the importance of democratic 

values and want to see the Irish government carry those through, even if they differ on how that can be done.  

The last step of “retelling” is for the community to formulate new narratives based on these “re-framings” 

and use them in everyday interactions.  To formulate these new narratives, residents may want to consider 

questions like, “What constitutes a ‘good’ community?” and “What kind of relationship should our 

community have to the land?”  These new narratives can draw on shared history, local and scientific 

knowledge, and democratic ideals.   For more details on the community recommendations, please read pages 

57-60 of the full paper. 

 

Thank you again to everyone who has assisted me with my dissertation research!  I definitely appreciated 

your honesty and hospitality, despite the difficult circumstances.  If you find the results or recommendations 

in this paper do not match your own experience, please feel free to ignore them, or even e-mail me with 

suggestions (although the paper itself has already been handed in).  However, if you have found it interesting 

or helpful, please also feel free to pass it along to anyone else who might want to read it.  If you have only 

received a paper copy of the summary and would like the full paper, please e-mail me and I can send you a 

full electronic version (67 pages).   Thank you again for all that you have done! 

 
Sincerely, 
Shannon Brescher Shea 
shannonbshea@gmail.com 


