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Social assessment of national parks through the example
of the Aggtelek National Park

Marcit KOSZEGI!, ALena GESSERT?, Janerra NESTOROVA-DICKA?,
Perer GRUBER? and Zsor BOTTLIK*

Abstract

Karst areas, which are less involved in productive activities are often declared protected areas that can have a
positive impact on the lives of the local communities. To verify this hypothesis, we examine karst areas, where
national parks have been established to preserve mostly geological but also biological values. According to the
threefold system of objectives in national parks, not only protection and conservation, but also the presentation
of the natural values to the outside world is important. Thus, tourism and related services are essential and often
exclusive economic activities in these protected areas. Our questions are how national parks appear in the daily
lives of the local communities and how much locals perceive the beneficial effects of national parks. The selected
area of our study is the Gomor-Torna / Gemer-Turna Karst on the Hungarian-Slovak border, where national
parks have been established on both side of the border (Aggtelek National Park in Hungary and Slovak Karst
National Park in Slovakia) to preserve karst landforms and caves. We conducted structured interviews with
leaders of settlements in and around the national park. Interviews reveal the ambivalent system of everyday
relationships. Local communities are experiencing multiple conflicts with national parks. The conflicts stem
from the contrast that usually occurs within the threefold system of objectives of national parks (the tension
between the practice of protection/preservation and presentation). Locals are negatively affected by the presence
of national park as an authority, which limits to some extent their economic activities. They perceive national
parks as barriers that prevents them from building a more diversified economy, so the existence of the national
park is seen by the majority as a disadvantage rather than an advantage. Some people even question the need
to protect nature, which can be seen as a legacy of the former socialist regime. Thus, we conclude that there is
aneed to change the attitudes of local communities more positive towards nature conservation.
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Introduction They were brought to life by a social demand

arising from modernity (Bearry, R.O. 1952;

National parks are special areas of modern
societies. They are common but very differ-
ent in the conditions of their creation and

McConnNeLL, G. 1954; CronoN, W. 1995). As
an alternative to their way of life, communi-
ties away from nature, determined by arti-

ficial conditions, want to keep areas where
natural situations can still be found (Duntrap,
T.R. 1999; HarLr, M.C. and Frost, W. 2009;
NasH, R. 2014).

operation (HiLL, M.A. and Press, A.]. 1993;
GLENDINNING, M. 2003; WEsrT, P. et al. 2006;
Frost, W. and Hart, M. 2009; GissisL, B. et al.
2012; K6szear, M. et al. 2019; Boun, D. 2021).
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Our research group, which has been study-
ing the relationship between man and the en-
vironment for many years, focuses on national
parks in karst areas (K6szeci, M. et al. 2019;
TeLBisz, T. et al. 2020; TeLBisz, T. and MaRri, L.
2020). National parks can also be interpreted
as symbolic spaces for dissolving the dichot-
omy between man and nature (K6szec1, M.
et al. 2015). As a basic idea of our research, we
suggested that the utilisation of limestone areas
(that are less involved in productive activities) for
touristic purposes can have a positive impact on
the communities living there.

One of the sample areas of our investi-
gations is the Gomor-Torna/Gemer-Turnia
Karst on the Slovak-Hungarian border. On
the Hungarian side, the Aggtelek National
Park, on the Slovak side, the Slovak Karst
National Park. These are connected protect-
ed areas, separated by a border (TeLsisz, T.
et al. 2014, 2020). The questions in our re-
search presented here are as follows. How
do national parks appear in the daily lives of the
communities? What is the assessment of national
parks? Do locals perceive the beneficial effects of
national parks, which we assume? We sought
answers through interviews with local com-
munity leaders.

Theoretical background — the national
park as a social actor

From the very beginning, the existence of
national parks has been determined by a
threefold system of objectives (ComsToCK,
T.B. 1874; WaucH, F.A. 1918; KészEear,
M. et al. 2019). The basic idea of the na-
tional park, the need to keep the stun-
ning landscape, was first articulated by
CatLiN, G. (1844) in the 19" century.
CATLIN says pristine places are treasures of
special beauty that must be protected and
preserved for future generations and shown
to the rest of the world (NasH, R. 2014). Pre-
serve, protect, and present — basic terms for
discourses related to national parks. In ad-
dition to the preservation of the “wilderness”,
and in connection with this, the protection of

the natural values found in the demarcated
area also appears. At the same time, the third
pillar is influenced by the intention to make
protected nature accessible and open to people
for their recreational activities (ANFIELD, ].
1993; MaYER, M. 2010; BysTROM, J. and ML-
LER, D.K. 2014; DoLLMmA, M. 2019; BoLLOBANT,
E. and Urugr, R. 2019; Tersisz, T. et al. 2020).

The national park is present in our study
as a social construction that has an impact
on the local communities associated with
it (WHATMORE, S. 2006). We looked for the
actors of power that play a role in shaping
these effects, in creating and operating the
frameworks. Regulatory actors appear at dif-
ferent levels, i.e., different scales. The formed
hierarchy is shown in Table 1.

A special organisation, the IUCN (Internati-
onal Union for Conservation of Nature and
Natural Resources), was set up in 1948 to or-
ganise nature conservation worldwide. The
associated WCPA (World Commission on
Protected Areas) has classified protected areas
according to management objectives (Table 2).
The IUCN and WCPA do not provide a bind-
ing classification and regulatory system. The
guidelines set out in their documents can help
individual countries to organise nature conser-
vation (Bisuor, K. et al. 2004). They also have
an impact on the laws of individual states,
which is why we called the role of the IUCN
symbolic in the first table.

At the international level, continental fac-
tors also play a role in shaping the rules for
national parks. Among them, the European
Union’s nature conservation directives are
the most important in the national parks we
have examined (Van Beeck Carkoen, S.T.S.
et al. 2020). The best known is the European
ecological network, Natura 2000, whose
main goal is to preserve and protect natural
values and biodiversity.

The formal definition of national parks as
social actors is primarily a matter of state-
level regulation. In Hungary, for example,
the protection of nature is regulated by a
law enacted in 1996 (Act LIII of 1996 on the
Protection of Nature). The introductory text
of the law mentions the general objectives in



Kdszegi, M. et al. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 71 (2022) (2) 149-162. 151

Table 1. Actors regulating the operation of national parks

Scales, Role in regulation Impact on the lives of local
Actors "
levels and enforcement communities
Global TUCN symbolic
Continental | European Union Y indirect
National state
Regional national park directorate | practical ;
Local municipalities direct

Table 2. The classification of protected areas according to the WCPA

Classification Name

Ta Strict Nature Reserve

Ib Wilderness Area

11 National Park

III Natural Monument or Feature

v Habitat/Species Management Area

\% Protected Landscape/Seascape

VI Protected area with sustainable use of natural resources

line with international guidelines, including
the protection of natural areas and the three-
fold system of objectives for national parks
(these are highlighted in the text):

“Recognising that natural values and natural
areas are a special and irreplaceable part of the
national wealth, their maintenance, management,
improvement of their condition, preservation for
present and future generations, ensuring the
economical and rational management of natural
resources, the protection of natural heritage and
biological diversity and the establishment of a
harmonious relationship between man and na-
ture, in accordance with our international obliga-
tions, as an essential condition for the survival of
mankind, requires the establishment of effective
protection of nature and therefore constitute the
following law:... ”

With the increase in the social distance
between the local community and the actors
belonging to the national park, a symbolic in-
terpretation can be observed in public think-
ing. In the absence of a direct connection, the
state as an actor becomes an abstract concept
and symbol for local communities. The same
goes for the national park directorate. At the
same time, employees of the national park or
local leaders (mayors, municipal employees)

are more of a direct experience for the local
population (SeLsy, A. et al. 2011).

In this paper, we focus on the relationship
between national parks and local communi-
ties, specifically from the community side. In
line with the research questions, we exam-
ine how the symbolic role of national parks
and the interpretation of their international
and national system of objectives occur at
the local level. On the other hand, we also
explore the image that is formed by gaining
direct experience. It also provides informa-
tion on the specifics of the operation defined
by the different actors. The threefold system
of objectives in national parks and the local
representatives of the current state power
must cooperate in everyday life in such a
way that they can even balance conflicting
interests (CARRUTHERS, J. 1989; ARNBERGER, A.
and ScHOISSENGEIER, R. 2012; YAKUSHEVA, N.
2019; Arrin, I. and Cosson, A. 2021; FientTZ,
M. et al. 2022).

Based on the literature, we can assume that
the contradiction between protection/preser-
vation and demonstration works here at the
local level as well (Fing, K. 1988; TURNER,
R.W. 2000; Eacres, P.F.J. 2002; DEXLER, Sz.
et al. 2003; Novrte, B. 2004; WEsT, P. et al.
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2006; JuuTINEN, A. et al. 2011; Saso, H.M.
2012; Zcrosicki, W. and BARAN-ZGLOBICKA,
B. 2013; BeLL, J. and Stockpairg, A. 2015;
GAYNOR, A. 2017; Wipawsky, K. and Jary, Z.
2019; EsraNDIAR, K. et al. 2021).

The protection of values is opposed by the
economic interests associated with services, es-
pecially tourism, which can generate conflicts
in the lives of communities (ANFIELD, ]J. 1993;
WaLLsTEN, P. 2003; Szavral, K. and SziLAGyi,
Zs. 2007; Punakka, R. 2008; ARNBERGER, A.
et al. 2018, 2019; Kim, M. and Jakus, P.M.
2019; WarcHALskA-TroLL, A. 2019). At the
same time, official activities restricting tra-
ditional economic activities in communities
are often at the root of conflicts (AAGESEN,
D. 2000; Trakouis, D. 2001; AnpersoN M.K.
and BarBour, M.G. 2003; MUKHERJEE, A.
2009; Damv, M.S. et al. 2011; Hipeg, K. 2019).
Another factor is the contrast between the
nihilistic environmental mind set of nature
in the former Eastern Bloc and the protec-
tion of nature (Comnn, J.P. 1992; Haseck, M.
2004; PeTrROVA, S. et al. 2009). Distrust of the
state and state-owned areas, including na-
tional parks, is also a post-socialist feature
(Scuwartz, K.Z.S. 2006; N1EpZIAKOWSI, K.
et al. 2014). These factors are also reflected in
the attendance at the national park, which we
also expected in the interviews (ARNBERGER,
A. et al. 2012; PieTrzYk-KaszyNska, A. et al.
2012; MarceL, G. 2013; GeTzNER, M. and
Svajpa J. 2015; Scuamey, J. and Jos, H. 2017;
GEsseRT, A. et al. 2018; STEMBERK, ]. et al. 2018;
MartEeusz, R. 2021).

Study area and research methodology

Our research area is the Aggtelek National
Park and the Slovak Karst National Park
(Figure 1). The protected areas were established
in the Aggtelek Karst and the Slovak Karst.
Both are part of the Gomor-Torna/Gemer-
Turna Karst. The peculiarity of both national
parks is that they were created specifically
to protect geological values, i.e. karst forms
and caves (Vergss, M. and UNGER, Z. 2015;
TeLs1sz, T. and Magri, L. 2020). The Aggtelek

Karst became a national park in 1985 and the
Slovak Karst in 2002 (Szvosoba, L. 1998). The
Aggtelek and the Slovak Karst caves have been
a World Heritage Site since 1995. The protected
karst areas on the Hungarian-Slovak border
are adjacent to each other. Due to their border
situation, they are peripheries in both countries
(PotteR, R.B. and Beynon, B. 2000; Tersisz, T.
et al. 2014, 2020; GArost Kovacs, B. and
HorvArts, G. 2018).

The natural endowments of the karst areas
posed challenges before modernity, but even
after the Industrial Revolution they did not
have the economic potential to change the
situation of the periphery due to the natu-
ral endowments (JakAr, J. 1975; Tersisz, T.
et al. 2015, 2016). Mining, which was linked
to forced industrialisation during the period
of socialism, was loss-making. The mines
were closed, leaving only environmental
damage and unemployment (Geraszimov,
I.P. 1978; HorvATH, 1. et al. 1979; ConN, ].P.
1992; HaBeck, M. 2004). Far from the larger
centres (Kosice on the Slovak side, Miskolc
on the Hungarian side), the villages of the
regions with poorer infrastructure, located in
the shadow of traffic, are ageing communi-
ties, and there are many commuters among
their inhabitants. Locally, there are few job
opportunities for them, and their livelihood
as entrepreneurs and employees is directly
or indirectly linked to the tourism of the
national park, the municipalities, and the
institutions they maintain (such as schools;
Tozsa, 1. 1996; TeLBisz, T. et al. 2014).

In our research, we conducted guided con-
versations with the leaders of the local gov-
ernments. We were more successful on the
Hungarian side in conducting the interviews.
On the Hungarian side, the selected settle-
ments included Aggtelek and Jésvafé within
the Aggtelek National Park, as well as vil-
lages (Bodvaszilas, Perkupa, Szin, Szogliget,
Tornakapolna and Trizs) in the immediate
vicinity of the national park. In Slovakia, the
mayors of Kecsd, located within Slovak Karst
National Park, and of RozZnava, the largest
settlement closest to the Slovak Karst, could
only be interviewed. Interviews were con-
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Fig. 1. The area of the selected national parks and the nearby settlements

ducted in 2018 and 2019. There is only one
woman among the respondents. According
to age, the range of interviewees ranged from
23 to 70 years. The conversations took place
along pre-defined questions. Everyone was
given the same set of questions (structured
interview). Audio recordings and notes were
also made of the interviews. The questions
were as follows (beyond the basic data):

The social situation of the settlement:

How do you see the situation of the set-
tlement where you live? How has the situa-

tion changed in recent decades (if you have
lived here for a long time)? Has there been
any change since the “abolition” of borders
(Schengen, 2007)? What future do you see for
the settlement? If you got money for develop-
ment, what would you spend the most on?

Karst landscape:

What does it mean to live in a “karst re-
gion”? What are the values of the landscape?
To what extent are traditional forms of farm-
ing still present? Is it important to maintain
or possibly recreate them? Is it good to live
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here? Is karst more a blessing or a curse? Do
you visit the sights of the national park? With
what regularity?

Connection to the national park:

Is it more advantageous or a disadvantage
for the people living here? What are the posi-
tive benefits of the national park for the lo-
cals? What is more of a disadvantage? What
are the most common conflicts? What are the
relationships with the national park? Of the
settlement, approximately how many peo-
ple work directly at the national park? How
many are indirectly affected?

Tourism:

Are the impacts of tourism felt in the set-
tlement? Where do tourists come from? Does
the municipality itself strive to develop tour-
ism? Would it be nice if more tourists came
to the settlement? Are there any harmful
effects of tourism? Which form of tourism
should be developed? What is the proportion
of holiday homes in the settlement?

Summary, evaluation questions:

Overall, does the national park contribute
to the development of the settlement? Is it im-
portant to you that “the national park is part
of our national heritage, and we can be proud
of it”? Which title do you feel more important:
part of a national park/world heritage site?

Using the answers to the above questions,
we present the assessment of the selected
karst national parks based on the opinions
of the local community leaders. Respondents
are distinguished by codes in the text. As we
only had two interviewees from the Slovak
side, we do not indicate the country sepa-
rately in the text to avoid identification.

In the next subsection, we explore the sym-
bolic, value-bound interpretation of the nation-
al park as a social actor through conversations.
Afterwards, we present the practical side, the
everyday experiences, and the challenges of
coexistence. Thereafter, we examine the pos-
sibility of merging the two, the assessment of
tourism (which was also considered useful
from an economic point of view). Finally, we
devote a separate subchapter to the peculiari-
ties that make people distrustful of the national
park as a legacy of the socialist past.

Results

Social perception of the national park as a
symbolic actor

Leadership conversations agree that it is a
pride for a local person to live in or near a
national park. The term “glory” was used in
several interviews. The landscape is a value
that the state and the world appreciate. It is
difficult to separate the love of the birthplace
from the values of the national park. “This is
my home; I can’t put it into words.” (I1), “This
place is beautiful; I don’t want to live anywhere
else.” (I5). Compared to other landscapes, the
emotional attachment also appears: “Coming
home from the Great Plain or the coast, I think:
well, that’s beautiful.” (19).

However, it is difficult to relate to the com-
mon value as a local. Locals don’t necessar-
ily see what others are willing to travel for
(from other parts of the country, from dif-
ferent parts of the world). “It doesn’t mean
much to those who live here.” (13), “It doesn’t
even occur to me; I've been living here for over
50 years.” (12), “I was born here, it’s natural for
me.” (I8), “The value of this does not appear to
the local population. The thinking of those who
live here should be shaped in this. In the forest
they see not the beauty but the firewood.” (110).
Leaders agree that locals do not visit the na-
tional park’s main attraction, the caves.

A sign of mistrust is that the existence of
the national parks is seen as a construction of
power. The operation of national parks is not
a local initiative. “Others are pointing out that
it’s worth something.” (14). One leader traced
the reason for this back to decades of party-
state dictatorship: “In the period of socialism,
man is accustomed to everything belonging to
the state, so he does not realise that this is a na-
tional value. The cave belongs to the state in the
consciousness of the people.” (I9). One mayor
said of protected birds: “They are like fairy-tale
dragons. The national park only guesses them,
but no one has seen one yet.” (12).

The locals distance themselves from the
caves and barely visit them. Even mayors
only go there for representation purposes.
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They mentioned the caves in the interviews
only if the question is specifically about the
caves. They do not see them as their own,
they are not bound by them, and they see
in them the property of the state. “Many of
the seniors haven’t even been to the cave yet. The
former miners don’t really appreciate it.” (17),
“As a teacher, it was my duty to go to the caves
with the kids. As mayor, I don’t go with guests. |
have no guests who are interested in this. I don’t
brag about the national park.” (12), “For locals,
the national park is the cave.” (I8). One of the
mayors listed the values of the area at length
and then concluded: “the caves may be addi-
tional values” (19), “It is not the cave that is first,
but the other values of the national park that can
be marvelled at every day.” (14).

The surface landscape is an integral part of
life. Locals talk about it as their own. The pic-
turesque backgrounds of the positive home
image and the basis of their economic activi-
ties. “The limestone, the karst waters, the forest,
including old stone roads that connected this re-
gion to Kosice.” (I110). The beauty and treasure
of the landscape is the primary source of at-
tachment. “I don’t tie the natural environment,
the mountains, the waters, the forests, the wild-
life to the national park, because I grew up in the
woods, I played in the stream.” (15), “Values here
are mountains, trees, heights, waters (springs),
flora and fauna. One of the most beautiful places
in Hungary and in the world (I've been to a couple
of places; I've seen a lot). It is also a value from a
health point of view (such as karst water).” (19),
“The wilderness is a value. Locals used to live better
with nature. It was much better in terms of health.
Now our world is shrinking. Today, children are
also frightened by the boundless nature. We need
good professionals who show nature in an expe-
riential way, for both children and adults.” (I1).

Recreational interpretation of the national
park is essential in local communities. “Beauty
alone is not enough, it could be better utilised,
filled with content” (16), “For a long time, it was
all about Aggtelek and Jésvafd, but it’s already
opening up so that tourists can stay as long as
possible.” (I8). The importance of tourism is
also related to the situation of settlements,
which is presented in the next chapter.

Life in the “shadow” of the national park — the social
assessment of the situation of the settlements

The possibility of preserving untouched na-
ture is possible in landscapes that provide
less favourable conditions for human activi-
ties (GLENDINNING, M. 2003; WEsT, P. et al.
2006; Frost, W. and HaLt, M. 2009; K&szeai,
M. et al. 2019). Thus, only small communities
are connected to national parks. Communi-
ties that are far from urban centres emerging
through modernisation. They do not offer the
economic potential to deploy an economic
activity that involves significant environmen-
tal transformation. Careful transformations,
on the other hand, lag people’s demands. The
world of the city and its level of comfort is
becoming more attractive. This is reinforced
by the labour requirements of the centres.
Local communities are lagging behind the
demand levels of the rising generations, and
emigration is intensifying.

“The most important issue is population. Only
4-5 children are born each year.” (I1), “There are
few children, the village is ageing, the elder are
already 50 percent.” (13), “Demographic situa-
tion is serious.” (14), “Ageing is a big problem,
within 10 years, if no miracle happens, three fami-
lies will live in the village” (19). There was no
town leader who did not mention the prob-
lem of population.

The reason for the population decline is
seen as a lack of job opportunities. “Jobs are
rare locally and nearby.” (I3), “Young people
do not stay here due to lack of work. They mi-
grate to the surrounding larger cities (mainly
Miskolc).” (I8), “There are few job opportuni-
ties in the area. In addition, it requires underpaid
and unskilled labour.” (I1), “1990 was a break.
The limestone quarry was closed, where 200 peo-
ple worked (skilled workers, managers, clerks).
Producer cooperatives have been wound up (some
200 people have also been affected).” (12), “The
mine has been operating for a long time, unem-
ployment began a generation later.” (I5), “Young
migrants don’t necessarily go to nearby cities. If
so, towards Kazincbarcika and Miskolc.” (17). In
Slovakia, KoSice and the capital, Bratislava,
have absorbed the rising generations. “There
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is no regular salary, people are migrating from
the area to the capital city and even abroad.” (14).

Local infrastructure and related public
services are considered satisfactory by local
leaders and are not cited as a reason for youth
emigration. In addition to the school and the
doctor’s office, pharmacies and general stores
were highlighted. In some settlements, sewer-
age is waiting for public services. The devel-
opment of telecommunications infrastructure
is considered an important task for the future
everywhere (the stagnant internet service in
mountainous areas could be eliminated by us-
ing more modern technologies, but due to the
small population, service providers are not
interested in making costly developments).

Traditional farming methods are disappear-
ing. “There are about ten farmers, the others have
already given up. But families still keep animals
(10-15 families deal with it). They prefer pigs, less
poultry, but the former cattle and sheep herds are
missing. The national park first drew boundaries,
but now it would support animal husbandry, but
there is no one to deal with it anymore.” (I1), “We
are starting to urbanise; animal smells and sounds
disturb your neighbours. There is confusion in
the heads; they only keep dogs. The dog walk has
started, it is the beginning of the end in the vil-
lage. There are no cattle, there are three or four
goats. People mow the grass, but there is nothing
to eat it.” (12), “The situation is not lucky from
an agricultural point of view, but it is very good
wildlife management.” (13), “Animal husbandry
is fashionable again. Not in the backyard, but on a
large scale. It would be important because it should
be an integral part of rural life.” (19), “The plant
should not be grown on karst because the soil is
not good. Ruminants should be grazed here. You
don’t have to cut the grass, you have to graze the
animals.” (14).

Most of the local workers are public em-
ployees who are employed by either the mu-
nicipality or the national park. “Most people are
employees of the municipality and state institu-
tions.” (15), , The main employer is the municipal-
ity.” (I7). ,Many people work at the national park.
That’s why we're glad the national park is here.”
(I3), , The national park is also a state-owned com-
pany. They have a headcount; they can’t employ

more people and their budgets are tight.” (I8),
There are two restaurants that employ at least 10
people, two shops, a national tobacco shop, a pub, a
post office. All because of the national park, which
is positive.” (13), , There are entrepreneurs, mainly
in services (e.g. shops).” (110), , There is a lack of a
suitably qualified workforce.” (12), , Other job op-
portunities are public utilities and logging.” (11),
»The church is also an employer here locally.” (I5).

Those who do not provide a local service
work as commuters nationwide. The pri-
mary destinations of the commuters are Ozd,
Kazincbarcika, Miskolc and Kosice. “People
also go abroad to work as construction workers.”
(I12), , There are a lot of commuters: seasonal male
workers who work abroad, those who work three
shifts in Miskolc, and those who work in smaller
businesses in neighbouring settlements. Even agri-
cultural work is typical.” (19), , The entrepreneurs
of Kosice also come for the workforce.” (I5).

There are also newcomers to the settlements
(in recent decades) who are primarily at-
tached to the national park. However, among
those working in the national park, there are
several who have moved out after a few years.
Another characteristic is that urban dwellers
try to adapt to the rural way of life as a farmer
but give up after a few years. Real estate ac-
quisitions are also common, but this does not
necessarily mean population growth. ,Non-
locals buy local properties as holiday homes.” (12).
The slowly depopulating Tornakdpolna is in
a special situation, where there has been a
significant increase in recent years due to the
previously low population. Along with the
mayor and his family moving to the village,
another family arrived and took a job in the
national park. They were followed by a few
more families. They are private entrepreneurs
who have a job in the city but have settled
down because of the quiet village and the
beauty of the landscape.

Synthesis of the symbolic role and practical aspects:
the importance of tourism

Every local leader wants to stop and reverse
the decades-long declining trend in popula-
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tion. The solution is seen in tourism. This re-
quires infrastructural developments, the costs
of which cannot be extracted by local com-
munities. They are waiting for help from the
national park, which represents the state, but
are not exactly interested in the investments
involved in the environmental transformation.
At the same time, increasing the number of
visitors is also in the interest of the national
park and the local population, but the imple-
mentation poses difficult dilemmas for society.
Services would also address job shortages.
“The key to the future in the workplace, improv-
ing working conditions, developing tourism. The
old traditions should be supplemented with some-
thing else.” (110), , The number of tourists is in-
creasing. It also helps the locals indirectly: they
bring benefits, they provide jobs.” (I3), ,We hope
that people will come here to rest.” (18), , Tourism
is the future. It has no tradition, the livelihood was
different, and the locals do not perceive the beauty
and attractions of the place. This requires a change
of attitude, which is only just beginning. Quality
tourism needs to be developed, there is much to
be done” (I5), There are also sceptical voices:
“There is nothing to do. No one in the country has
been interested in the countryside for decades, and
the change of regime has not helped either.” (12).
Mayors see potential in tourism. “Tourism
is developing more and more. The cars fit last
year. Parking is already a problem this year.”
(I3). However, they also express their doubts
about this. A more diversified supply of jobs
is seen as an ideal state. In addition to or-
ganic farming and food processing to meet
urban needs, assembly plants would also be
set up. These provide a livelihood for the
low-skilled workforce. However, this is not
compatible with the threefold system of ob-
jectives of the national park, so they can only
think of the only economic sector that does
not harm the symbolic principles and related
rules. Local and national (and international)
interests can meet in tourism and catering.
In tourism related to the national park, locals
see opportunities primarily in accommoda-
tion. “It can be felt that accommodation is run-
ning out at certain events. There is always move-
ment at the accommodation on the weekends.” (I1).

Municipalities also see it as a source of rev-
enue. They are trying to use their properties to
increase accommodation. The capacity of small
settlements is characterised by the following
answer: “10-15 families can make a living from
it, but there are some families that specialise in pro-
viding the widest possible range of tourists.” (18).
However, barriers were indicated in all set-
tlements. “The national park is best suited for
active tourism, but it’s declining, people prefer
comfort.” (I5). According to the mayors, the
national park is not attractive enough. There
are not enough tourists according to the special
features of the place. “It would be nice if more
people came.” (14). Visitors are only in the caves.
There are no attractions that can still be attrac-
tive to them. “Tourists just go to the cave, the rest
is negligible.” (17), “Tourism is present, there are
a lot of visitors on the weekends, mostly by car, but
they only stop for a short time.” (110).
According to the mayors, investments
would be needed that would encour-
age visitors to stay and spend more time.
“Investments could keep people here for several
days.” (18). The different ideas do not neces-
sarily agree with the principles of the nation-
al park. “We wanted an adventure park, but the
national park didn’t allow it because it didn't fit
in.” (I3), “It should be developed to spend more
days here. Not with accommodation, but with a
program. For example, you need wellness accom-
modation because it's an extra service.” (I1). The
development of the spa and water tourism
was mentioned as potential by all mayors.
This is where they see the greatest opportu-
nity to attract tourists. The need for coopera-
tion was also expressed. “There aren’t many
accommodations, but the guest doesn’t even stay
local. The programs should be given priority, and
this would require cooperation, even across the
border (Betlér, Kosice).” (I10), “There should be
more festivals, events, the attraction is still miss-
ing; cooperation between villages is needed.” (15).
In addition to larger investments, they
would also build on local specificities. “To
present local specialities. Garden, backyard, walk-
ing in the forest. To build on quiet village life.
Local products, interactive country house. Local
market and local product. Local gastronomy,
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typical dishes. Beekeepers’ good quality honey.
Preservation of traditions.” (110).

The costs of the plans would be passed on
to the state. In return for restricting the lives
of locals with a set of rules related to the na-
tional park. , I need government help. Call for a
state tender for the development of an amusement
park.” (I3), , There is no room for improvement.
We would try to strive for it, but they say we
would rather not submit to the tenders.” (12).

Coexistence with the national park

How does the national park appear in the
everyday lives of the locals? Not as their own.
Rather as the “other”, whose presence must
be endured. They must live with it because
there is no other choice. The organisation of
national parks is separate from the local ad-
ministration. There is no overlap in budget
or staff. The national park directorate, which
operates the national park, is present as a for-
eign body in the lives of the locals.

Leaders say the population disapproves of
the practical existence of the national park.
“People don’t see the benefits of the national
park. People who live here experience it more as a
negative.” (15), “Those who live here and haven’t
worked at the national park say it’s not good.”
(I1), “Locals see that national park workers are
not using the things at their disposal wisely.
For example, workers go to the same place in a
separate car.” (13), “National park workers don’t
necessarily do what they advise people who live
here. Their negligence is often observed.” (12). In
addition, the workers in the national park of-
ten come from elsewhere and are not locals,
so they are seen as strangers.

The lack and inadequacy of contacts is
mostly revealed by local leaders. “Residents
of the settlement have no connection with the na-
tional park” (110), “When the last director was
appointed, there was no introduction for local
leaders. There is no live connection.” (19), “We
live on the edge of the national park (in fact, a
piece of it is in the village), but we have no expe-
rience with it. It is neutral for us here.” (12), “I
need a personal network. As a local mayor, I don’t

even get to know what programs the national park
organises.” (I5), “In the first cycles, the leaders
of the national park withdrew. That is changing
now. They have to adapt to the people who live
here. A common goal would be for the country-
side to flourish, so the national park should also
be helped (as a public institution).” (13), “At first,
they didn’t even want to talk to the locals. For
example, for the barn I wanted to fix, I got the
answer that it wasn’t mine, nor the national park
workers. Don’t worry about it if it collapses.” (I1).

As a positive factor in the direct existence
of the national park, leaders highlight the
job-creating effect. “It would be positive if more
people could be employed in the national park, but
at normal wages.” (17), “They don’t pay anything
to the town, but it allows for a visit and gives a
lot of people a job.” (I1).

The sources of revenue for the national
park are often growing to the detriment of lo-
cal communities. “Entrepreneurs at the bazaar
pay the national park for the right to sell.” (I3).
The national park is in contact with non-local
entrepreneurs to carry out site-related works.

Acting as an authority is a sensitive issue
for the local population. , The workers of the
national park practice punishment by the local
inhabitants” (17), ,They are abusive to farmers.
They show that they are the national park work-
ers.” (I8), “There are conflicts with park rangers
who want to punish immediately, are unwilling to
compromise, to cooperate.” (13), , Behind the ten-
sion between the countryman and the park rang-
ers is the pride of the national park. Everything is
seen as a controversy between distracted villagers
and educated national park workers.” (I1).

The main source of conflict with the na-
tional park is the strict regulation of farming.
“Locals can’t get dry wood out of the woods to
ignite it. Bugs are more likely to eat.” (17), “The
pines in the office yard had to be cut down because
of the wires. As they were cut down, the guardian
of the national park appeared, and reported the
new mayor for the felling.” (11), “The farming
was regulated, but at first they took official ac-
tion, only later did they come to explain the rules
to the people living here, to understand how to
cooperate with them.” (12), “Locals had previ-
ously laid a stone wall on the side of the creek to
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protect against flooding. But this is not allowed
now. There is nothing to do with the stream, the
properties of the people living here are endangered
by the flood.” (I3).

The rules often seem ill-considered in the
eyes of the locals. “The locals feel the rules
for mowing are unnecessary because they give
mowing dates randomly, not on a regular basis.”
(I8), “Protecting the birds would be more effective
without the rules. If farmers mowed in May, the
bird would not go to the meadow to brood. It is
nesting in pristine grass right now. A week later
we already have a permit to mow in the nesting
area.” (19).

At the same time, it has been expressed as
a general trend that attitudes on the part of
the national park are changing. They are less
reluctant that local leaders are very happy
about. “It's a good thing theyve let go off the
austerity, now it’s better to live together.” (I5)

Only two cases were positive about co-
habitation. “The national park is an advantage,
there are professionals out there who protect the
world. They have a say in everyday life, but it is
important that there are places like this. At least
in these places, the values to be protected remain.”
(I6), , It preserves the natural values in our envi-
ronment. Opportunity for municipalities to get
involved in tourism. The landscape is one, like the
endowments, it ensures the survival of the small
village as well.” (14).

Discussion and conclusions

How do national parks appear in the daily lives
of the communities? What is the assessment of
national parks? Do locals perceive the beneficial
effects of national parks, which we assume? In
our research, we sought answers to these
questions in connection with the Aggtelek
National Park and the Slovak Karst National
Park. We chose a karst landscape that is di-
vided into two countries, but in both coun-
tries, a national park has been established in
its territory. The responses got during the
structured interviews with the leaders of the
local settlements confirmed the preliminary as-
sumptions we made based on the literature.

The interviews revealed an ambiva-
lent network of contacts (ANFIELD, ]. 1993;
WaLLSTEN, P. 2003; Szavral, K. and SziLAGyi,
Zs. 2007; PuHAkkA, R. 2008; ARNBERGER, A.
et al. 2018, 2019; Kim, M. and Jakus, P.M.
2019; WarcaALSKA-TROLL, A. 2019). The sym-
bolic significance of the national park and the
coexistence in everyday life are separated.
In practical experience, the focus is on the
strict set of rules that provide a framework
for the activities of those who live here. In
addition to the difficult coexistence with the
rules, there is also a lack of trust in the state
(Scuwartz, K.Z.S. 2006; Niepziakowsi, K.
et al. 2014). The state is represented locally
by the national park in the eyes of those who
live here. Locals perceive the presence of the
national park and the activities of those who
work there as foreign bodies. Mayors lack
closer cooperation. Everyday problems ob-
scure the threefold system of objectives of
the national parks.

From a practical point of view, the recrea-
tional interpretation is the most important
for the locals because it can give them a liveli-
hood by receiving guests coming to the na-
tional park (MaYER, M. 2010; BystrOM, J. and
MUuLLER, D.K. 2014; BorLoBaNg, E. and Urugr,
R. 2019; DorLLma, M. 2019; TeLBisz, T. et al.
2020). Due to the regulations, this is almost
the only job opportunity, in other economic
sectors, they cannot think about the threefold
goal system of the national parks. In the 21+
century, due to limited opportunities, the
biggest problem for settlements is emigra-
tion. According to local leaders, the process
cannot be stopped due to the national park.
The presence of national parks strengthens
emigration, the process of depopulation of
rural areas. It can be interpreted as a post-
socialist peculiarity that the entrepreneurial
attitude and the opportunities inherent in
services and tourism are not perceived by
the communities or they cannot live with
them (Scuwartz, K.Z.S. 2006; N1EDZIAKOWSI,
K. et al. 2014).

At the same time, every local leader states
that with a change of attitude, this process
can be reversed (Rerka, P. and SvECOVA, M.
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2012). People need to be made aware of the
value that is present in the national park’s
triple target system. For this, however, it is
essential that the national park approaches
the locals: there should be an overlap in both
local and national park regulations, as well as
in staffing (CARRUTHERS, ]. 1989; ARNBERGER,
A. and SCcHOISSENGEIER, R. 2012; YAKUSHEVA,
N. 2019; Arrin, I. and Cosson, A. 2021;
Fienitz, M. et al. 2022). It would therefore be
important for locals to feel the symbolic sig-
nificance of the national park and to do so in
their daily lives.

The results of our present work reveal how
the target system of national parks can get
into the crossfire of different social interests
and how the protection of values can be rela-
tivised in everyday life. The practical imple-
mentation of the social/national interest may
involve conflicts. All actors involved have an
essential role to play in resolving this.
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