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Introduction

Protected areas are the most important tools 
for the preservation of our natural heritage 
(Rodrigues, A.S.L. and Cazalis, V. 2020). In 
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addition to natural settings, the extent and 
location of protected areas are strongly in-
fluenced by historical, political and economic 
considerations as well (Frost, W. and Hall, 
C.M. 2015; Kőszegi, M. et al. 2019). Although 
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Abstract 

Protected areas play a key role in nature conservation but are also crucial for tourism. There are international recom-
mendations in nature conservation (IUCN), and several international conservation conventions exist. Nevertheless, 
the protection categories are different in each country, and the proportion of protected areas also varies. Here we 
compare the nature conservation systems of some countries (Hungary, Slovakia, Romania, Serbia and Croatia) tak-
ing into consideration their nature protection laws. The selection of countries is based on an international project 
dealing with “Karst and National Parks”. For the comparison, national data sources and an international database 
(WDPA) are used. Our results show that the protection categories of the studied countries are largely similar, but 
there are unique characteristics as well (such as “forest park”, “monument of park architecture” in Croatia; “nature 
conservation area” in Hungary or “protected landscape element” in Slovakia, etc.). On the other hand, the internal 
proportions of protection categories are more heterogeneous, like, for example, the proportion of national parks 
within all protected areas which is 57.0 percent in Hungary but 11 percent in Croatia. International protection 
categories (Natura 2000, Ramsar, UNESCO World Heritage natural sites, UNESCO MAB reserves) are more or 
less similarly present in the countries studied (except Serbia, where there are no Natura 2000 areas yet). If national 
categories and Natura 2000 sites are all taken into consideration (and the overlapping areas are counted only once), 
then Croatia has the highest proportion of protected areas (39.1%), Slovakia is in second place with 37.5 percent, 
while Romania (23.5%) and Hungary (22.0%) show a similar proportion, and with the lack of Natura 2000, Serbia 
has 9.1 percent at present. As for the reliability of the WDPA, we found that this varies from country to country, 
with significant deficiencies for certain countries (e.g. Serbia) and very good reliability for others (e.g. Hungary, 
Slovakia). However, the availability of WDPA is in many cases better than that of national data, and since it also pro-
vides GIS data, it can be considered a useful tool for examining international trends and mapping protected areas.

Keywords: protected area, WDPA, national park, karst, IUCN, nature park, World Heritage, Natura 2000

Received February 2022, accepted May 2022.



Mari, L. et al. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 71 (2022) (2) 99–115.100

the IUCN (International Union for Conserva-
tion of Nature) formulates recommendations 
for protected area categories, the system of 
protected areas varies to some extent from 
country to country. Therefore, if we want 
to compare the protected areas of different 
countries, then we have to compare not only 
the territorial extent, but it is also important 
to compare the categories themselves. Thus, 
the number one aim of our article is to make 
a comparison of protected areas by areal ex-
tent and category on a regional scale.

The spatial framework of our study is pro-
vided by an international project („Karst & 
National Parks”), in the framework of which 
we examine national parks established in 
karst areas. First of all, we highlight that na-
tional parks are often set up in karsts because 
of their special hydrological, morphological, 
pedological and biological features (Mari, L. 
and Telbisz, T. 2018; Telbisz, T. and Mari, 
L. 2020). In the above mentioned project, we 
primarily study the relationships among the 
different actors of the national park, the local 
population and tourism (Nestorová Dická, 
J. et al. 2020; Telbisz, T. et al. 2020). With the 
help of historical demographic statistics, GIS 
analyses, interviews and questionnaires, we 
examine how the population and land use of 
the area and its surroundings have changed 
and how the protection of the area and the 
emergence of tourism have affected the 
lives and job opportunities of local residents 
(Telbisz, T. et al. 2020, 2021, 2022b).

As a background of these relationships 
and processes, it is important to acquire 
knowledge on the system of protected areas 
in the studied countries and the role of na-
tional parks within this. Countries included 
in the above project are Croatia, Hungary, 
Romania, Serbia and Slovakia. Accordingly, 
our regional comparison in this paper also 
covers these countries, but naturally, this 
comparison can be extended to other coun-
tries in the future. A comparison of these 
countries is also meaningful in the sense that 
they have many common features in their 
history, but they also differ remarkably from 
each other on certain points. It is, therefore 

interesting to examine the common and dif-
ferent characteristics of their protected area 
systems. Other results of the research car-
ried out in the framework of this project are 
presented in the further articles of this issue 
(Imecs, Z. et al. 2022; Kovačević-Majkić, J. 
et al. 2022; Kőszegi, M. et al. 2022; Telbisz,T. 
et al. 2022a). In addition, the presentation of 
ECOKARST project, which has a similar is-
sue and spatial extent, but the focus is rather 
on ecosystem services was also included in 
this special issue (Gorjanc, S. et al. 2022).

Data on protected areas bear important 
information for all stakeholders and are, in 
principle, publicly available. On the global 
scale, too, a number of studies have dealt 
with the questions of how different cat-
egories of protected areas increased and 
what their spatial distribution is. In prac-
tice, however, it is observed that reliable 
country-level data are not always easy to 
obtain. Fortunately, there is an interna-
tional database, WDPA (World Database 
on Protected Areas, https://www.protect-
edplanet.net/), which is the most widely ac-
cepted, regularly updated database on this 
topic (Hockings, M. 2003; Bingham, H.C.  
et al. 2019; Rodrigues, A.S.L. and Cazalis, V. 
2020). It contains not only aggregated data, 
but also free GIS files, so it is technically 
suitable for comparing protected areas of 
different countries. However, its reliability 
and accuracy need to be tested, so the second 
objective of our article is methodological: 
to compare the data downloaded from the 
WDPA site to data collected from national 
databases of the studied countries.

Data and methods

The protection categories of the studied 
countries were compared taking into account 
the nature conservation legislation of each 
country. The following laws and regulations 
were considered:

 – In Croatia: Nature Protection Act (Narodne 
novine/Official Gazette 80/2013, 15/2018, 
14/19, 127/19);
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 – In Hungary: Act 53 of 1996 on Nature 
Conservation in Hungary, 03.07.1996;

 – In Romania: Government Emergency 
Ordinance No. 57/2007 on the regime of 
protected natural areas, conservation of 
natural habitats, wild flora and fauna (20th 
June 2007, published in Official Monitor nr. 
442 from 29th June 2007);

 – In Serbia: Law on Nature Protection 
(“Official Gazette of RS”, no. 36/2009, 
88/2010, 91/2010, 14/2016 95/2018), Law on 
National Parks (“Official Gazette of RS”, 
no. 84/2015, 95/2018);

 – In Slovakia: Act on the Protection of Nature 
and Landscapes (2002).
National data for the countries studied 

were obtained from several sources. Data 
about Hungarian protected areas were ac-
quired from the Lechner Knowledge Centre 
(https://lechnerkozpont.hu/), the official 
website of Nature Conservation in Hungary 
(https://termeszetvedelem.hu/) and the 
Hungarian Central Statistical Office (https://
www.ksh.hu/stadat_files/kor/en/kor0015.
html). The databases of protected areas in 
Croatia are from the Ministry of Economy 
and Sustainable Development (http://www.
haop.hr/hr/tematska-podrucja/odrzivo-
koristenje-prirodnih-dobara-i-ekoloska-
mreza/ekoloska-mreza) and the Ministry of 
Environmental Protection and Energy (http://
haop.dev.perpetuum.hr/hr/tematska-pod-
rucja/zasticena-podrucja/zasticena-podrucja/
zasticena-podrucja-u-rh, http://www.biopor-
tal.hr/services). The vector files of the pro-
tected areas in Romania are from the LEMN 
Controlat Information Platform on Forest 
Protection (https://lemncontrolat.ro/link-uri-
si-documente-utile/fisiere-descarcabile/) as 
they are not available on the website of the 
Ministry or the State Nature Conservation. 
The data source for Serbia is the Department 
for Information System and Cartography 
Institute for Nature Conservation of Serbia. 
Data for Slovakia are from the State Nature 
Protection of the Slovak Republic (http://
www.sopsr.sk/web/?cl=114) and the Ministry 
of Environment of the Slovak Republic  
(https://www.minzp.sk/spravy/2019/

april/100-rokov-statnej-ochrany-prirody-
slovensku.html, https://www.minzp.sk/
ochrana-prirody/uzemna-ochrana/prehlad-
chranenych-uzemi-slovenskej-republiky/).

The WDPA database contains free data 
from 245 countries. They can be not only 
viewed online but downloaded in shapefile 
format by category, country, or other regional 
bases. The viewer of the database is called 
Protected Planet, which was created as a re-
sult of the collaboration between IUCN and 
the United Nations Environment Program 
(UNEP). The regularly updated database has 
been gradually expanding since 2010 with 
the help of government organizations and 
experts. One of the main goals of the interna-
tional database is to provide a comprehensive 
image of all terrestrial and marine protected 
areas on a global platform, along with catego-
ry classifications, spatial data, and mapping, 
to make it easy for everyone to understand 
and inform. It also intends to provide the best 
possible information to policymakers to raise 
awareness of the importance of protecting 
natural areas and their values. On the other 
hand, it also provides a basis for monitoring 
international environmental goals, the steps 
towards which can be easily documented on 
the basis of this database.

In our study, the GIS data from different 
sources were converted into a unified projec-
tion system, maps were made, and statistical 
calculations were performed. We have calcu-
lated the proportion of protected areas within 
each country and the proportion of different 
categories within the protected areas for each 
country. Furthermore, the relative differences 
between the areal extent values in the WDPA 
and in the national databases were calculated 
as a percentage (the base of the percentage, i.e. 
100%, was the value in the national database).

There is often an overlap between differ-
ent categories of protected areas. Among 
the national categories, the overlap is gener-
ally small, but taking into consideration the 
international categories as well, such as the 
European Natura 2000 network, the overlaps 
are quite significant. In many cases, the in-
ternational protected area categories are also 
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mentioned in the laws on nature protection 
of the studied countries. Thus, we get a false 
picture of the extent of protected areas if we 
simply sum up the areas in each category. 
Therefore, we calculated the sum of the areas 
of the national categories by simple arith-
metic summation (marked as “SUM – with 
overlaps”) first, but also calculated the total 
area after merging the shapes. The merg-
ing and area calculations were performed in 
three steps: first, only for national categories 
(marked as “Real Area without Natura 2000”), 
second, only for Natura 2000 sites (marked as 
“Real Area of Natura 2000”), and third, for the 
merged area of both national categories and 
Natura 2000 territories (marked as “Real Area 
of All”). The merged area values therefore pro-
vide a realistic value of how much proportion 
of each country is covered by protected areas.

Results

Short historical review

The first serious steps towards nature con-
servation in the studied countries were taken 
in the second half of the 19th century. At that 
time, most of the territory of the studied 
countries belonged to the Austro-Hungarian 
Monarchy. The first nature conservation in-
stitution in Croatia was the Croatian Nature 
Society (founded in 1885), and the Laws on 
Bird protection (1893), Hunting (1893) and 
Caves (1900) were issued at that time (Sla-
donja, B. et al. 2012). In Hungary, the Forest 
Act of 1879 was the first law to protect the 
forests of the high mountains. The scope of 
this law included the high mountains which 
now belong to Slovakia and Romania. It was 
also the period when the designation of ar-
eas proposed for protection began, primarily 
with the help of tourist associations. The first 
protected area was declared in present-day 
Serbia in 1874 (Obedska pond), while in the 
other countries, protected areas appeared be-
tween the two world wars. The first national 
parks of these countries were generally estab-
lished after the Second World War (Croatia: 

1949 – Paklenica and Plitvice Lakes; Hungary: 
1973 – Hortobágy; Serbia: 1960 – Fruška Gora; 
Slovakia: 1949 – Tatra Mountains), except in 
Romania, where the Retezat Mountains Na-
tional Park was established in 1935, although 
in fact the organizational framework was still 
very rudimentary at that time (Bleahu, M. 
2019). The gradual increase in the number of 
national parks during the communist period 
was followed by a significant boom in Hun-
gary and Romania in the 1990s. On the other 
hand, since the turn of the millennium only a 
few new national parks have been established 
in the studied countries (except Serbia, where 
two new national parks were set up in 2021).

From the end of the Second World War to 
the 1990s, the communist regime prevailed in 
the region (albeit in different forms), which 
also had an impact on nature conservation, 
and the top-down approach prevailed in the 
foundation and operation of protected areas 
(Kőszegi, M. et al. 2019). After the change of 
political regime, or more precisely after the 
2000s, the bottom-up approach gradually 
began to receive more emphasis (Nastran, 
M. 2015; Telbisz, T. et al. 2020). The first laws 
on nature protection were issued during the 
communist period, but these were later re-
placed by newer laws after the change of re-
gime (see “Data and methods” section; Tardy, 
J. et al. 2018). An interesting fact about the 
Slovak nature conservation system was that 
from 1919 to 1981 (then Czechoslovakia) na-
ture conservation and monument protection 
worked together within the framework of a 
joint institution. As for the recent decades, it 
is true for all countries, but perhaps most for 
Croatia, that the pressure on natural resourc-
es has significantly increased, mainly due to 
the rapid development of tourism, thus the 
establishment and proper management of 
protected areas have become particularly im-
portant (Sladonja, B. et al. 2012; Koderman, 
M. and Opačić, V.T. 2020). An example which 
testifies the need for improving protected area 
management is the recent amendment to 
Slovakia’s law on nature protection (in 2021) 
that strengthens the ownership and legal per-
sonality of national parks. 
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Comparison of protected area categories

Table 1 shows the protected area categories, 
which are defined in each country’s Nature 
Conservation Law, with brief descriptions us-
ing keywords. The similar national categories 
were arranged in the same line and IUCN cate-
gories were also added (https://www.iucn.org/
theme/protected-areas/about/protected-area-
categories). There are three categories which 
are present in each country, and their content 
is broadly similar, these are the followings: 
“national park”, “natural monument” and 
“protected landscape”. The latter have slightly 
different names for each country, and in Ro-
mania, for example, this is called a “natural 
park”. It is a bit misleading because there are 
“nature parks” in Croatia and Serbia as well, 
albeit, with a slightly different content, which 
means more intense social (tourist) utilization. 
Moreover, there are “nature parks” even in 
Hungary, but their legal background is not reg-
ulated by the Nature Conservation Act, so this 
type is not added to the column of Hungary in  
Table 1. The description of the “national parks” 
is the most uniform throughout the countries, 
but it is an interesting fact that the concept 
of biodiversity is literally mentioned only in 
Hungarian and Croatian laws. The definition 
of “strict and special reserves” in Croatia, Ro-
mania and Serbia is in line with international 
practice, while in Hungary and Slovakia, this 
category is missing. There are also specific 
categories in each country (see Table 1). An-
other special feature of Slovakia is that the 
protection zones belonging to each protected 
area (i.e. buffers, which are subject to lighter 
regulations) are registered separately. Cor-
respondence to IUCN categories is vague in 
several cases. For example, five of Hungary’s 
ten national parks can be classified as IUCN 
category II, whereas five as IUCN category V.

Regarding karsts and caves, we note that in 
the case of Hungary, the caves are given great 
emphasis, and the law also mentions literally 
the sinkholes. These karstic phenomena (to-
gether with other objects) are among the so-
called “ex lege” protected sites, which means 
that they are automatically protected, i.e. there 

is no need for a special designation procedure 
to declare them protected. We can highlight 
from the Serbian law that the concept of “geo-
diversity” is mentioned, which is partly due 
to the fact that Serbian nature protection law 
is among the most recent, but also to the fact 
that research on geodiversity plays a signifi-
cant role in this country. The Serbian Law on 
Nature Protection also mentions “geoparks”. It 
is interesting because geoparks in most coun-
tries were generally created on a completely 
different basis than other types of protected 
areas. However, it is noted that most countries 
have both national and global geoparks (Mari, 
L. and Telbisz, T. 2019; Telbisz, T. and Mari, 
L. 2020). A Croatian speciality is a concept of 
“cave park”, of which one exists in the country. 

As for the terrain types, one can observe 
that the protected natural areas of the stud-
ied countries are mostly mountainous areas. 
Karst areas are common among protected 
areas (for example, in Croatia, all national 
parks are in karst terrains, in Slovakia, most 
of the national parks are karstic, while in 
Hungary, Romania and Serbia, about half 
of the national parks are in karsts (Mari, L. 
and Telbisz, T. 2018; Telbisz, T. and Mari, 
L. 2020). Besides, river deltas, floodplains, 
(saline) lakes, and lowlands with different 
features also occur among the protected ar-
eas in these countries.

International protected area categories

In addition to national categories, there are 
also internationally designated protected ar-
eas. The most important of these is Natura 
2000, which is a network of core breeding and 
resting sites for rare and threatened species 
and some rare natural habitat types which 
are protected in their own right. The aim of 
the network is to ensure the long-term sur-
vival of Europe’s most valuable and threat-
ened species and habitats. They have a very 
significant overlap with the national catego-
ries but are much larger in scope in order to 
provide a closely connecting, ecological habi-
tat for the wildlife. They have several catego-
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ries (SPA: special protection area; SCI: sites of 
community importance; SAC: special areas 
of conservation), but these are presented in 
their merged form in the tables and figures of 
this paper. As Serbia is not yet a member of 
the EU, there are no Natura 2000 sites here, 
but Serbia has already started preparing for 
the designation of these sites (Filipović, D. 
2017). Ramsar sites for wetland protection oc-
cur in all countries, but in the largest number 
in Hungary. UNESCO Man and Biosphere 
Reserves are also present in each country, 
usually with 2–4 areas, including cross-
border areas such as the “East Carpathians 
Transboundary Biosphere Reserve (Poland 
/ Slovakia / Ukraine)”. The UNESCO World 
Heritage List does not specifically include 
protected areas, instead, this title can be as-
sessed rather as an award and a responsibil-
ity. Nonetheless, the natural sites on the UN-
ESCO World Heritage List are also worth to 
be mentioned, and they are also registered in 
the WDPA dataset. Among World Heritage 
natural sites, two are found in Croatia (with 
four locations altogether), two-two in Roma-
nia and Slovakia, and one in Hungary. These 
numbers also include those sites, which ex-
pand to several countries, such as the “Caves 
of Aggtelek Karst and Slovak Karst” or the 
“Ancient and Primeval Beech Forests of the 
Carpathians and Other Regions of Europe”. 
The maps presenting the protected areas of 
each country (Figures 1–5) show the national 
categories, which cover more than 1 percent 
of the country. In addition, Natura 2000 sites 
are represented as polygons, and the Ramsar 
and UNESCO World Heritage Sites, which 
generally have a small areal extent are rep-
resented by symbols. Since UNESCO MAB 
Biosphere reserves almost fully overlap with 
other categories, they are not shown on the 
maps to avoid double markings.

Comparison of WDPA and national datasets

Table 2 shows the number and areal extent of 
protected areas in each country by category. 
Further on, aggregate values calculated by 

simple summation and on the basis of merged 
shapes are also provided as mentioned in the 
“Data and methods” section. This table also 
contains the values calculated according to 
the national databases and the WDPA.

In the case of Croatia, we found significant 
differences in four of the seven categories ex-
amined. In the case of the “nature park”, the 
reason for the difference is that the Dinara 
Nature Park, established in 2021, is not yet 
included in the WDPA database. However, 
if we add the area of Dinara Nature Park (629 
km2) to the area included in the WDPA, we 
get closer to the national data, but still, the 
area of this category is about 250 km2 smaller 
in the WDPA. As for the “important land-
scape” category, there are six more units in 
the national database and an area 100 km2 
larger. The number of national parks is the 
same, but the area value is 220 km2 higher 
in the national database. Within the “special 
reserve” category, the national database con-
tains four more units and an area 110 km2 
larger. Among the WDPA categories, there 
is the “horticultural monument”, which re-
ally existed in Croatia but has already been 
abolished and merged into another category.

In the case of Romania, the WDPA data-
set includes one more object in the “natural 
park” category than the national dataset, but 
the size of the area is almost the same. There 
are numerical and minor areal differences 
between the WDPA and national datasets 
for the cases of “nature reserve”, “scientific 
reserve” and “natural reserve”.

The largest differences between the two 
databases are in the case of Serbia. As Serbia 
does not acknowledge Kosovo as an in-
dependent country, the protected areas in 
Kosovo are included in the national database, 
while they are missing from the WDPA data-
set, thus, in order to make the comparison 
applicable, these were cut out of the national 
database. Nevertheless, there are still large 
differences. The main reason for the discrep-
ancies is that the WDPA contains outdated 
and inaccurate data on Serbia. Obsolescence is 
not necessarily old, given that in 2021 several 
new protected areas were created or others 
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Fig. 1. Protected areas in Croatia

reclassified in Serbia that explains several dif-
ferences. For example, in the “national park” 
category, there are six national parks in the 
national database, while only 4 in the WDPA 
database. The difference is due to the fact 
that two new national parks (Stara Planina 
and Kucaj-Beljanica) were established in 2021 
by merging and expanding previously exist-
ing protected areas. The largest differences in 
both number and area are found in the case 
of “outstanding natural landscape” category.

Regarding the data of Hungary and 
Slovakia, there are no significant differences 
between the two databases.

Comparison of proportions

Finally, we got to the point where we can 
compare the countries based on the propor-
tion of protected areas (Figure 6). Based on the 
above evaluation, we use data from national 
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Fig. 3. Protected areas in Romania

Fig. 2. Protected areas in Hungary
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Fig. 4. Protected areas in Serbia

databases to make the comparison. Taking into 
consideration the percentage of protected ar-
eas related to the total area of each country, 
we can observe significant differences among 
the countries studied. 23.5 percent of the ter-
ritory of Slovakia, 14.6 percent of the territory 
of Croatia, 10.5 percent of the territory of Ser-
bia, 9.1 percent of the territory of Hungary and 
only 5.4 percent of the territory of Romania are 
protected by law according to the national cat-
egories. However, adding the non-overlapping 
part of Natura 2000 sites to the nationally pro-
tected areas will significantly increase the pro-

portion of protected areas and even change the 
order of the countries according to this param-
eter. Calculating in this way, Croatia has the 
highest proportion of protected areas (39.1%), 
Slovakia is in second place with 37.5 percent, 
while Romania (23.5%) and Hungary (22.0%) 
show a similar proportion. Finally, this aggre-
gate parameter is the lowest in Serbia that is 
due to the fact that there are no Natura 2000 
sites in this country yet. However, according to 
the estimations, the area of ecological networks 
will cover about 20 percent of the territory of 
the Republic of Serbia (Filipović, D. 2017).
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Fig. 5. Protected areas in Slovakia

Fig. 6. Percentage of protected areas in relation to the 
area of each country

It is interesting to observe how different 
the distribution of the protected area cate-
gories is in each country (Figure 7). “Nature 
parks” are in the absolute majority in Croatia 
and Romania, while in Hungary, “national 
parks” provide more than half of the pro-
tected areas. In contrast, the situation is more 
balanced in Serbia and Slovakia. In Serbia, 
the “national park” is also the category with 

the highest proportion (but not an absolute 
majority), while in Slovakia this is also the 
case if the buffer zones are added to the area 
of the national parks. Croatia has the most 
diverse category system.

Conclusions

Overall, we can state that the nature conser-
vation systems of the studied countries are 
fairly similar, partly as a result of analogous 
historical developments. However, in addi-
tion to similarities, there are also differences 
in their systems, such as the lack of “strict 
reserves” in Hungary and Slovakia, or the ex-
istence of certain specific categories in almost 
all countries (e.g. “forest park”, “monument 
of park architecture” in Croatia; “nature 
conservation area” in Hungary, “protected 
landscape element” in Slovakia, etc.). Despite 
the similarity of the systems, we can find re-
markable differences in the relative propor-
tions of the categories among the countries, 
with Hungary (57%) and Croatia (11%) being 
the two extremes in terms of the proportion 
of national parks. The demand for tourism 
utilization is increasing in each country, and 
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Fig. 7. Percentage distribution of protected area categories within all nationally protected areas. Only catego-
ries with a total area of more than 1 percent of each country are presented, the others are shown as “other”. 
Landscape1 means “Important Landscape” in Croatia, “Landscape Protection Area” in Hungary”, “Outstanding 
Natural Landscape” in Serbia and “Protected Landscape” in Slovakia. Reserve2 means “Special Reserve” in 
Croatia, “Nature Conservation Area” in Hungary, “Nature Reserve” in Romania and Serbia and “National 
Nature Reserve” in Slovakia. CRO = Croatia; HUN = Hungary; ROM = Romania; SRB = Serbia; SLO = Slovakia.

the distribution of protection categories may 
also affect this issue. For example, the title 
of “national park” has a stronger marketing 
value, but the associated restrictions are also 
stricter than in the case of a “nature park”.

International protection categories and ti-
tles (Natura 2000, Ramsar, UNESCO World 
Heritage, UNESCO MAB reserves) are more 
or less similarly present in the countries 
studied (except Serbia, where there are as yet 
no Natura 2000 areas). If we take into account 
the international categories, we can observe 
that several areas enjoy multiple, sometimes 
even five- or six-fold protection. The number 
of protection categories for a given area may 
also play an important role in financing the 
conservation measures of that area. Besides 
the growing role of tourism, the socio-eco-
nomic needs of the local population are also 
increasingly emphasized (Mose, I. 2007), but 
it is important to emphasize that these aims 
should be in line with conservation goals.

Among the elements of the geoheritage, caves 
are literally mentioned in the nature protection 

laws of most countries, but they have a varying 
emphasis. As for the concept of “geodiversity”, 
it is literally mentioned only in Serbian law.

As far as the WDPA is concerned, we have 
found that the accuracy of this database var-
ies from country to country. Where there have 
been no major changes in recent years and the 
protected area system is stable, the WDPA con-
tains data of acceptable accuracy, but in certain 
cases (mainly for Serbia in the present study) 
we found significant differences. Therefore, we 
can state that the database is only partially suit-
able for international comparisons and track-
ing global changes, and before using it for a 
detailed analysis, the checking of the country 
data included in the analysis is necessary. 
However, as WDPA provides GIS files avail-
able free of charge, we highly recommend it 
as an easily accessible database if one wants to 
create maps about protected areas.
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Introduction

National parks are perhaps the best known 
institutions for nature conservation. Al-
though their primary task is, above all, na-
ture conservation, in fact, the 150-year his-
tory of national parks shows that they have 
a number of other responsibilities. Histori-
cally, tourism has played a significant role 
in national parks (Butler, R.W. and Boyd, 
S.W. 2000; Frost, W. and Hall, C.M. 2015) 
from the beginning (Yellowstone National 
Park, USA, 1872), despite tourism (especially 
mass tourism) has many adverse side effects 
(Butler, R.W. and Boyd, S.W. 2000). National 
park as a concept has also been an important 

element of national identity from the begin-
ning, although not equally in all ages and 
countries (Frost, W. and Hall, C.M. 2015). 
The relatively untouched national park ar-
eas are also invaluable areas for scientific re-
search, as well as excellent locations for edu-
cation (primarily in geography and biology) 
to increase environmental awareness (Frost, 
W. and Hall, C.M. 2015). Cultural values 
were less significant in the original concept, 
but during the boom of European national 
parks after World War II, these were also 
incorporated into the national park model 
(Frost, W. and Hall, C.M. 2015).

In many places and times, the relationship 
between national parks and the local popula-

Attitudes and preferences of visitors of Krka National Park, Croatia
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The primary function of national parks (NPs) is nature conservation, but for the majority of them, tourism also 
plays an important role. Tourism generates significant incomes, but the benefits are often unequally distributed 
in space, as are the disadvantages. The karst regions are generally less developed terrains in terms of traditional 
livelihoods, but due to their special morphology, tourism offers great opportunities. Nonetheless, mass tourism 
can also pose increased environmental risks. In this article, we examine the above questions on the example of 
Krka NP, especially from the perspective of tourists, as we conducted a questionnaire survey with visitors. The 
results confirmed that there is a high degree of spatial inequality both in the awareness of attractions and the 
distribution of tourist accommodation. This fact has already been recognised by the management of the NP, 
and serious steps have already been taken to reduce inequality, but their impact is not yet significant enough. 
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considered less significant and even less known. Local products are virtually unknown in the NP palette, so 
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tion has not been conflict-free at all (Kőszegi, 
M. et al. 2019). Stronger restrictive rules in na-
tional parks are often perceived as negative 
by local residents (Trakolis, D. 2001; Mose, 
I. 2007; Telbisz, T. et al. 2020), but a similar 
or even greater problem may be that local 
residents often feel that the national park 
is part of the state administration far from 
their own world, and national park benefits 
(mainly related to tourism) are enjoyed by 
others (Kőszegi, M. et al. 2019; Telbisz, T.  
et al. 2020). Therefore, there is today an ex-
pectation that the national park should sup-
port the socio-economic development of the 
local population (Romano, B. 1995; Mose, I. 
2007), however, many believe that focusing 
on economic development may conflict with 
the primary goals of nature conservation. 
Thus, they emphasize that the management 
should use various tools to maintain the pri-
mary role of conservation if development 
were to conflict with this (Duval, M. 2006; 
Kalisch, D. and Klaphake, A. 2008; Petrić, 
L. and Mandić, A. 2014). The much later con-
cept of geoparks also aims, from the outset, 
to contribute to the sustainable development 
of the local population (McKeever, P.J. and 
Zouros, N. 2005; Farsani, N.T. et al. 2011; 
Lazzari, M. and Aloia, A. 2014). Regardless 
of intent, the direct economic impact of na-
tional parks is difficult to measure in many 
cases (Mayer, M. et al. 2010).

The above issues related to national parks 
are examined from several perspectives in 
the framework of a research project aimed 
at exploring the specificities of karst national 
parks in selected areas of Central Europe. 
Karst terrains are often depopulated areas, at 
least in Europe (Pejnović, D. and Husanović-
Pejnović, D. 2008; Telbisz, T. et al. 2014, 2015, 
2016, 2019, 2022), but due to their special 
natural features (caves, gorges, collapse sink-
holes, stream sinks, etc.), national parks are 
often found on them (Telbisz, T. and Mari, 
L. 2020). Thus, in many places the question 
arises as to what these national parks can of-
fer to the aging and decreasing local popula-
tion. Karst areas can be important targets for 
sensu stricto or sensu lato geotourism (Božić, 

S. and Tomić, N. 2015; Antić, A. et al. 2020; 
Telbisz, T. and Mari, L. 2020).

The project uses a variety of methods: 
semi-structured interviews, questionnaires 
with the local population and tourists, and 
statistical and GIS analyses to answer the 
above questions, of which we now present 
and analyse the results of a tourist question-
naire survey in the Krka National Park.

Study area

Croatia is an area rich in karst terrains, six of 
its eight national parks are located in com-
pletely karstic, two in partly karstic terrain 
(Telbisz, T. and Mari, L. 2020). In Croatia, 
tourism plays a particularly important role, 
and the existence of national parks (and 
protected areas in general) has been shown 
in many places to have contributed to local 
socio-economic development (Koderman, M. 
and Opačić, V.T. 2020). However, in many 
cases the consequence was an increase in spa-
tial inequalities (Šulc, I. and Valjak, V. 2012).

Krka National Park (Figure 1) is located 
in the south-central part of Croatia, in the 
county of Šibenik-Knin. This county is typi-
cally an aging and depopulating area (Lajić, 
I. and Mišetić, R. 2013; Mrđen, S. and Barić, 
D. 2016; Radeljak Kaufmann, P. 2016).  
89 percent of the county is built up from well-
karstified limestones and dolomites (Telbisz, 
T. et al. 2022). Within the county, one can ob-
serve sharply differing population processes 
between the coastal and the interior areas 
(Radeljak Kaufmann, P. 2016; Telbisz, T.  
et al. 2022). The Krka National Park, found-
ed in 1985, belongs to the inner, sparsely 
populated areas, and its elongated stretch of  
109 km2 can also be divided into two sharp-
ly different parts in terms of tourism. The 
part close to the coast (and the motorway), 
where the most spectacular limestone tufa 
waterfalls are visited by the vast majority of 
tourists. On the other hand, the long sections 
along the upper river branches are much less 
visited, although there are also beautiful and 
interesting sights: wide gorges, tufa cascades 
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(albeit with slightly less water) and cultural 
attractions (island of Visovac with monas-
tery, Roman monuments, watermills).

The visitors number of Krka NP increased 
rapidly after the War of Independence in the 
1990s, reaching 1.4 million by 2018 (Radeljak 
Kaufmann, P. 2020), so restrictions had to be 
introduced: on the one hand, the number of 
people in the area of Skradinski Buk water-
falls was limited to 10,000; on the other hand, 
bathing at waterfalls was banned (Gojmerac, 
M. 2018). This second restriction not only 
disappoints many tourists who come here 
(unaware of the new regulations), but a sig-
nificant portion of the local population are 
also dissatisfied with this measure (Photo 1). 
The rapid increase in the number of visitors 
is in line with the global trends that charac-
terise nature-based tourism (ecotourism, geo-
tourism) in most countries on Earth (Kuenzi, 

C. and McNeely, J. 2008; Balmford, A. et al. 
2009). COVID, of course, here as everywhere, 
caused a sharp decline in 2020 (with 423,000 
visitors), but by 2021, that decline has partly 
been compensated (734,000 visitors this year).

Considering the characteristics of the sam-
ple area, we are looking for answers to the 
following questions:

 – To what extent does the spatial inequality 
characterise the Krka NP? I.e. how percep-
tible are the inner areas from the point of 
view of the average tourist? The attractions 
of the inner areas and potential accommo-
dation possibilities?

 – How do tourists rate the sights of Krka NP?
 – What are the motivations of visitors to 
come here? Where do they get information?

 – How satisfied are they with what they are 
experiencing here and what kind of devel-
opment would they support?

Fig. 1. Location and main tourist sights of Krka National Park
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 – From the point of view of tourists, what is 
the order of tasks for the Krka NP?

 – Does it mean something to tourists that this 
is a karst region? And in general, how aware 
are visitors of the geological heritage?
Notwithstanding the more general questions 

above, as the survey was conducted during the 
period covered by COVID, we were also inter-
ested in the local effects of the pandemic, and 
we asked two questions specifically about it.

Methodology

The knowledge about certain objects in nation-
al parks and geoparks, the motivation of visi-
tors, the source of information, and visitors’ at-
titudes to certain issues of nature conservation 
or development ideas are often examined with 
the help of questionnaires (Papageorgiou, K. 
and Kassioumis, K. 2005; Zgłobicki, W. and 
Baran-Zgłobicka, B. 2013; Allan, M. et al. 
2015; Štrba, Ľ. 2019). These can be carried out 
on-site or online. Similar surveys have been 
conducted in several national parks in Croatia 
(Šulc, I. and Valjak, V. 2012; Krpina, V. 2015).

We conducted an on-site questionnaire 
survey in Krka NP from 30th August to 3rd 
September 2021. This was the first week af-
ter the overcrowded summer period, when 
there were still quite a few tourists, but the 
overcrowding was no longer typical, and 
there were relatively few visitors in the early 

morning and late afternoon hours. According 
to the official statistics, there were 28,704 visi-
tors during this week in the Krka NP.

The questionnaires were filled with the 
help of 9 assistants at several resting points 
in the area around Skradinski Buk waterfalls, 
which corresponds to convenience sampling. 
Visitors had the option to complete the ques-
tionnaire themselves or with the help of a 
questionnaire assistant. The questions were 
written on both sides of an A4 sheet. There 
were a total of 28 questions, mostly with 
multiple-choice or Likert scale questions, but 
there were also some open-ended questions. 
Filling the questionnaire was typically a few 
minutes in most cases. The questionnaire was 
available in 5 languages (English, German, 
Croatian, Italian, Hungarian) with the same 
content. Tourists from countries of other lan-
guages could also choose from these options.

The results were evaluated using MS Excel. 
Due to the size limitations of this article, not all 
questions are processed individually below.

Results

Demographic characteristics

In total, 525 people took part in the survey. 
About a third came from Germany, 10–10 per-
cent from France and Poland, 7–7 percent from 
the United Kingdom and Croatia, and more 

Photo 1. Skradinski Buk waterfalls before (left) and after (right) the ban on swimming
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than 1 percent from the Netherlands, Austria, 
Hungary, Switzerland, the USA, Belgium, Ita-
ly, Ireland, Romania and Slovakia. The whole 
sample allows for statistically reliable conclu-
sions (of course only for the given period), but 
the analysis of the differences between tour-
ists from different nations is not really possible 
given the number of items for most nationali-
ties. However, some simple observations can 
be made even if it is not statistically reliable.

According to the age distribution (Table 1), 
young people (18–30 years old) were in the 
majority among respondents (59%), and the 
proportion of respondents decreased with 
increasing age. On the one hand, it is a com-
mon feature that young people are always 
more likely to complete a questionnaire. 
Nonetheless, the lack of the elder genera-
tion (retirees) is particularly striking, which 
can be clearly explained by COVID because 
the pandemic reduced the number of older 
travellers much more strongly. In terms of 
education, the sample was dominated by 
people with tertiary education (72%), which 
is typical for surveys conducted at natural 
sites (Zgłobicki, W. and Baran-Zgłobicka, 
B. 2013; Allan, M. et al. 2015; Štrba, Ľ. 2019). 
In addition, in the national park visitor sur-
vey in 2019, the most numerous respondents 
were those between 21 and 36 years of age 
and 68.5 percent of respondents had univer-
sity degree (Krka National Park, 2019). 

Slightly less than half of those who com-
pleted the questionnaire were men (44%) and 
the majority were women (56%).

Some basic characteristics of tourism in Krka 
National Park

The next group of questions examined some 
general technical characteristics of tourism. 
From these, it can be stated that two-thirds 
(65%) of the respondents arrived at the Krka 
NP by car, a little less than a third (29%) by 
bus (tourist bus or regular bus service). It is 
clear that these rates have also been signifi-
cantly modified by COVID, as tourist bus 
groups have been the most severely hit by 
the pandemic. An insignificant but interest-
ing highlight is that 3 percent of visitors ar-
rived in the national park by boat, which is 
possible because in a deep, ria-type valley 
you can sail from the sea to the gates of the 
national park. In addition, we can mention  
2 percent of environmentally conscious visi-
tors, who arrived here by bicycle.

Consistent with the above, only 10 percent 
arrived organized by a travel agency, the rest 
being independent travellers, either with family 
(43%) or independent group / friends (43%) or 
alone (3%). The vast majority of visitors (92%) 
spend only one day in the Krka NP, while  
5 percent stay for 2–4 days, and even fewer 
(3%) for longer. This is an unfavourable ratio in 
terms of tourism revenues, however, it is typi-
cal for many other karst regions where there is 
a single prominent attraction (e.g. Baradla Cave 
in Aggtelek NP – Telbisz, T. et al. 2020).

Spatial inequalities

We can examine spatial inequalities from two 
sides, on the one hand in terms of sights and 
on the other hand in terms of accommodation. 
It is true that the Skradinski Buk waterfalls 
are the most spectacular within the NP, but 
the rest of the NP also hides beautiful and in-
teresting sites. But when visitors were asked 
“what other attractions do you visit within 

Table 1. Demographic data of respondents

Indicator Number Percentage of 
answers, %

Age, year
18–30
31–50
51–65
over 65

308
139
59
15

59.1
26.7
11.3
2.9

Education
Primary school (or less)
Secondary school
Higher education 
(university)

6
127

349

1.2
26.3

72.4
Sex

Male
Female
Male/Female

225
290

1

43.6
56.2
0.2



Telbisz, T. et al. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 71 (2022) (2) 117–132.122

the NP?”, only a minority (40%) answered, 
and even within that, most of the respondents 
(24%) said “nothing”. As for the remainder, 
many mentioned destinations, which are in 
fact not in the area of Krka NP. So finally, 
only 21 percent of respondents left, who could 
mention destinations (Visovac, Roški Slap) 
and activities (hiking, visiting caves) that are 
possible within the Krka NP (but in fact even 
the latter activities were quite common activi-
ties, which are not necessarily linked to Krka 
NP). Therefore, we conclude, that the spatial 
inequality is extremely strong in this respect.

As far as accommodation is concerned, 
the disproportion is also remarkable. Only 
a minority of respondents (23%) answered 
the question about accommodation, and 
only 14 percent of those respondents men-
tioned accommodations in Krka NP (more 
precisely, next to it), while all other respond-
ents named accommodations along the coast 
(Split, Vodice, Šibenik, Zadar, etc.). It is in line 
with the fact that most of them visit Krka NP 
within a same-day visit that usually takes 
only a few hours and visit the region for other 
motives (e.g. coastal tourism). Therefore, the 
disproportion is significant in this respect 
as well, and we can conclude that the inner 
settlements cannot benefit much from the 
accommodation business related to the na-
tional park tourism. However, although the 
share of visitors who stay in the vicinity of 
the national park is small, the inland settle-
ments still benefit from it, especially when we 
look at it in relative terms. Given how small 
and depopulated these settlements are, these 
numbers are locally significant and growing 
over the last 10–15 years. The national park is 
one of the attractive factors for this, while the 
other one being that tourists look for cheaper 
accommodation in places that are not over-
crowded as an alternative to the coast.

Values of the national park from the point of 
view of tourists

One of the multiple choice (multiple answer) 
questions in the questionnaire examined what 

the values of this landscape are according to 
tourists (Figure 2). As expected, of the pre-
specified response options almost everybody 
chose the “waterfalls” (92%), and the vast 
majority (82%) also marked the “lakes and 
rivers” option. The “forests” option got the 
third place (66%) that is somewhat surprising 
as Krka NP is not a classic “densely wooded” 
area. Nonetheless, it is an unambiguous fact 
that the forest cover of the NP along the valley 
sides of the river Krka is relatively high com-
pared to its surroundings. Half of the visitors 
(51%) also selected the “peaceful landscape” 
option, despite the fact that it may not be so 
easy to experience in an often crowded park. 
The option “animals” are in fifth place (49%), 
although most visitors are likely to meet only 
fish in Krka NP. However, pictures and in-
formation about the animals in the area are 
prominently displayed on the information 
boards, and many people links nature conser-
vation to the protection of animals and plants. 

The option “caves” received few votes, 
which is not surprising as only one cave 
(Oziđana pećina) can actually be visited in 
the NP area, and in fact few people get there. 
Furthermore, there have been few votes for 
“surface karst landforms”, which are less ob-
vious along the main visitor route, and few 
visitors are aware that the waterfalls them-

Fig. 2. Values of the national park according to visitors
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selves and the gorge valley were formed by 
karst processes. Cultural values (i.e. the op-
tions “nice villages”, “monuments”, “tradi-
tional agriculture”, “folk traditions”) are im-
portant for only a small number of people in 
the Krka NP (15–20%), which is understand-
able because these values, although present, 
are really not as significant as they are in 
relatively nearby other areas, such as cities 
along the coast. In addition, most visitors do 
not even experience the cultural values be-
cause they spend only a few hours in the NP.

The following aspect was mentioned in a sep-
arate question, but we write about that at this 
point. In several national parks, the existence of 
local products are also among the values, partly 
due to the preservation of cultural heritage and 
partly as a contribution to the socio-economic 
development of local people. The actual situ-
ation in Krka NP according to our survey is 
that 85 percent of the respondents provided 
an answer to the question “Do you know local 
products with the trade mark of Krka NP?”, but 
only 4 percent of them answered “yes”.

Motivation and source of information

In another multiple choice (multiple an-
swer) question, visitors could answer why 
they chose Krka NP as the destination of 
their visit (Figure 3). The vast majority (73%) 

pointed out that they were interested in natu-
ral attractions. The second most important 
factor was to know the country (“I like to get 
around the different parts of this country”) 
with 38 percent of respondents. Somewhat 
less significant factors were “friends sug-
gested” (27%), “looked for relaxation” (22%), 
“wanted an adventurous tour” (23%). “Inter-
est in karst landforms” is a motivation fac-
tor for only a small minority (6%). As noted 
above, no statistically relevant conclusions 
can be drawn for selected nationality given 
the small subsample size, but here we note 
that “relaxation” and “getting around the 
different parts of this country” were signifi-
cantly more important for Croatians than for 
foreign respondents.

Regarding motivations, it is also mean-
ingful to examine the effect of the title of 
an area (e.g. national park, world heritage, 
geopark) on visitors’ motivations (Reinius, 
S.W. and Fredman, P. 2007; Telbisz, T. et al. 
2020). Therefore, we also asked a question in 
this connection, which revealed that “the fact 
that Krka is a NP” is an important aspect for 
more than half of the visitors (56%), it mat-
ters a little to 31 percent and only 13 percent 
answered that it doesn’t matter at all.

The main source of information (Figure 4) is, 
as expected, the “internet in general” (62%). 
Compared to this, “personal relations” (28%) 
and “social media” (20%) lag far behind, but 

Fig. 3. Motivation of visitors to visit Krka NP
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obviously their role should not be underes-
timated. The classic “tourist marketing and 
brochures”, although slightly less important 
than these (16%), still adds to the information 
of tourists. At this point again, a clear differ-
ence can be observed between Croatian and 
foreign respondents: in the case of Croatians, 
“school studies” (42%) and “TV and radio” 
(35%) are also significant sources of informa-
tion, in contrast to foreign respondents. 

Visitor satisfaction and development ideas

Respondents could answer to the questions 
related to satisfaction that covered five differ-
ent topics on a 4-point Likert scale.

Basically, visitors are predominantly satis-
fied with the services (Figure 5). The highest 
score was given to “accessibility”, which is 
completely reasonable as most visitors ar-
rive here by car (bus) and the two main en-
trances to the Krka NP are close to the high-
way. Although the average scores for the 
other four questions are quite similar, for 
the “eating options” and “accommodation” 
the answer option “3: rather yes” received 
slightly more votes than “4: perfectly” un-
like the questions of “guidance” and “visitor 

information”. So when it comes to services, 
maybe it is worth focusing the development 
on accommodation and eating option – but 
only with maximum consideration of the en-
vironmental aspects!

To some extent, the number of days that 
tourists spend in a given area is also a meas-
ure of satisfaction. As we have seen above, the 
vast majority only come here for one day. In 
the questionnaire, there was another question, 
which asked how many days the visitor would 
spend here if (s)he had more time. 48 percent 
said they would spend here only one day 
to visit the waterfalls. However, 30 percent 
answered that they would spend here more 
days even with the present conditions, and 
22 percent chose the option that they would 
spend here more days only if there were more 
possibilities (sites, programs). Interestingly, 
in the 2019 Krka NP visitor survey 70.3 per-
cent of respondents stated that they would 
have spent several days in the area if they had 
known about other sites and options in the 
national park in advance. Furthermore, 67.5 
percent said that were they to spend more 
than one day in the area, they would opt for 
accommodation in the surrounding rural area 
(Krka National Park, 2019).

Of the tourist development options, the re-
spondents could vote for seven options also 
on a Likert scale 1–4 (Figure 6). The results 
reveal that most of the respondents would 
support the construction of new panora-

Fig. 4. Information sources of visitors

Fig. 5. Visitors’ satisfaction. Average scores on a 4-point 
Likert scale.
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ma points, presumably because, although 
there are already excellent panorama points 
around the waterfalls, they are often over-
crowded. In addition, people in general like 
lookout points. The creation of new educa-
tion trails and tourist paths got similarly high 
popularity. Nevertheless, the actual situation 
is that there are already a relatively large 
number of education trails and tourist paths 
in the NP, but most people do not visit them 
(except for the Skradinski Buk waterfalls) – 
partly perhaps due to a lack of information 
and partly due to the typical 1-day long visit.

The creation of new exhibitions is slightly less 
supported, but much more than the construc-
tion of a new visitor centre. These opinions seem 
slightly paradoxical as visitor centres often con-
tain exhibitions. The “construction of new pub-
lic/NP transport lines within the Park” received 
an average score, which means that it is neutral 
for a large part of the visitors as they visit only 
Skradinski Buk waterfalls. Nevertheless, this 
could be an important element in bringing the 
interior of the park closer to tourists, therefore 
to decrease spatial inequality.

The lowest support in the average score, 
and more importantly, a significant propor-
tion of dismissive opinions exist in relation 
to the establishment of new entertainment 
possibilities or adventure parks. But even for 

these development ideas the proportion of 
supporters is slightly higher than that of the 
opponents. However, the relatively high rejec-
tion rate indicates that many people consider 
this type of development to be incompatible 
with the classic nature conservation tasks.

Tasks of the national park according to tourists

Naturally, the tasks of a national park are pre-
scribed by the relevant law of the given country 
(see Mari, L. et al. 2022 in this issue). Nonethe-
less, an important question is how much visi-
tors are aware of these tasks and which ones 
they consider important. This was measured 
on a 1-5 Likert scale, listing 8 different tasks.

Taking into account the characteristics of 
Krka NP, the visitors placed the protection 
of the “hydrological values” in the first place 
(average score 4.79) (Figure 7). “Biological val-
ues” (4.76) and “landscape” protection (4.7) 
received similarly high average scores. It is 
normal as these goals are almost everywhere 
among the most important tasks in national 
parks. The preservation of “geological val-
ues” (4.59) did not lag far behind the above 
goals, which is a little bit surprising, because 
in many places the experience is that geologi-
cal preservation is significantly behind the 

Fig. 6. Visitors’ support to different development ideas. Average scores on a 4-point Likert scale.
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biological issues (Brilhá, J. 2002; Gordon, J.E. 
et al. 2018; Szepesi, J. et al. 2018). However, in 
Krka NP, it seems that visitors are aware that 
the tufa waterfalls as the main attractions are 
after all geological values. “Cultural values” 
(4.21) are even further down the list, which is 
evident, as this is historically a later task for 
national parks, and the primary responsibil-
ity of national parks is still nature conserva-
tion. However, it is noted here that Krka NP 
is about the coexistence of man and nature/
river for centuries (as especially visible in wa-
termills and the use of hydro energy, but also 
agriculture etc.),, therefore, this should clear-
ly be better presented in the NP. The tasks of 
“scientific research” (3.91) and “education” 
(3.86) have got even lower scores, which is a 
typical result of similar surveys (Nestorová 
Dická, J. et al. 2020; Telbisz, T. et al. 2020), 
although these roles are very important for 
most national parks. However, this opinion of 
visitors is easy to understand as only a small 
proportion of them are in connection with 
these activities. The most surprising result is 
that “tourism” received the lowest average 
score (3.12). The interpretation and signifi-
cance of this fact is explained in more detail 
in the Discussion section.

Awareness of geological heritage and karstification

One of the important issues in our research 
is how well people are aware of karstifica-
tion and the geological heritage in general. 
On the one hand, because karstification is a 
very important practical topic in water sup-
ply in many places, and national parks could 
or should provide education on this topic. 
On the other hand, the role of geotourism re-
lated to either karstic or non-karstic geologi-
cal heritage is constantly growing nowadays. 
Nevertheless, a common experience is that 
people are still less aware of the meaning and 
values of geotourism.

Well, this latter fact was also confirmed 
by the results of our survey. When people 
were asked if they “know the meaning of the 
word karst”, only 18 percent answered “yes”. 
And when the meaning of the word ‘karst’ 
had to be explained shortly, only 30 percent 
of those who answered “yes” could give a 
more or less accurate answer. Another third 
(31%) could wrote only general adjectives 
(like “rocky” or “barren” surface), and the 
remaining more than third part (39%) gave 
no or incorrect answers. We obtained rough-
ly similar proportions when asked if the 

Fig. 7. Importance of the tasks of the national park according to visitors. Average scores on a 5-point Likert scale.
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visitor had already visited other karst areas.  
24 percent of respondents answered “yes”, 
but only a few of them were able to name any 
karst region within Croatia or abroad. In this 
respect, only Croatian respondents differed 
significantly from the average, as more than 
half of them (57%) said that they had vis-
ited other karst areas. By the way, the most 
frequently named karst region among both 
Croatians and foreigners was the Plitvice 
Lakes – which is a correct answer.

When asked about geotourism (“Have you 
ever heard the expression geotourism?”), 
roughly a quarter of respondents (27%) said 
“yes”. And only 14 percent of all respondents 
were able to give a more or less adequate 
description of what the word “geotourism” 
actually means.

The effect of demographic characteristics

The question arises as to how the above re-
sults are influenced by certain demographic 
characteristics such as gender, age, or educa-
tion. In most cases, we found that these fac-
tors did not result in a statistically significant 
difference in responses. However, some cases 
can be highlighted when their effects have 
been observed. The effect of age is the most 
noticeable: the knowledge of young people 
(18–30 years old) about karst and geotour-
ism is significantly lower than that of older 
people (the age group 51–65 is the best in this 
respect). Unsurprisingly, young people are 
much more likely to be adventure-seekers 
than older people. 

Among the information sources, books are 
the most popular among the 51–65 age group, 
while their significance is negligible among 
young people. In contrast, the internet and 
social media are much more important for 
the younger age group. It may be surprising, 
but the level of education has less influence 
on the results, and even where the difference 
is statistically significant, there is no clear ex-
planation either. For example, people with 
university degree mentioned less frequently 
the “animals” among the NP values, but they 

selected the option “I am interested in na-
ture” more often among the motivations. As 
for the information sources, “school studies”, 
“TV and radio” and “social media” are less 
important for those with a higher education 
degree, while the “internet” was mentioned 
in a higher proportion. Gender is even more 
indifferent to the questions examined, but 
we can mention, for example, that among 
the values of the NP, “special plants” were 
selected by a significantly higher propor-
tion of women, and among the information 
sources “social media” was also chosen more 
frequently by women.

The role of COVID

Issues about COVID were not among the 
primary goals of the study, but because “life 
brought it so” that the survey fell by the time 
of COVID (the survey took place in fact at 
the end of a wave trough), we also asked re-
spondents two COVID-related questions. The 
first question was whether COVID motivated 
visitors to visit natural areas (like the Krka 
NP). Behind this question was the idea, that 
in many places during COVID period, it was 
experienced that people visited outdoor natu-
ral places to a greater extent than exhibitions 
or programs in enclosed spaces (either out of 
compulsion or for personal consideration).

In the case of Krka NP, this was not the 
case for 71 percent of the respondents, but for 
19 percent it was slightly important, and for 
10 percent it was a predominant or decisive 
factor in the choice of a natural site as a tour-
ist destination.

The second question was whether COVID 
influenced the choice of Croatia as a desti-
nation for foreign visitors. For Croatian re-
spondents this question was slightly modi-
fied: “did Covid-19 crisis motivate you to take 
your holiday in Croatia”. 34 percent of foreign 
visitors answered “yes”, which is a fairly sig-
nificant proportion. In the related open-ended 
question (“why did you choose Croatia”), re-
spondents generally argued that the number 
of incidence was small in Croatia, or that it 
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was administratively easier to travel here (as 
Croatia was on the “green list” at the time). 
For Croatian respondents, COVID played 
an even more important role with 67 percent 
saying that COVID influenced them to spend 
their holidays in their home country.

Discussion

The above results reflect that in the Krka NP 
both the distribution of visitors and the dis-
tribution of accommodation are highly un-
equal. However, in order for the local popu-
lation to benefit from the NP, it would be 
important to reduce inequality and develop 
the interior. This idea is not new, as the man-
agement of the NP has already recognized 
this fact and started along this line as the 
project “Unknown Krka: the hidden treas-
ures of the upper and middle courses of the 
Krka River” testifies it (Radeljak Kaufmann, 
P. 2020). The reconstruction of lesser-known 
attractions in the interior (development of 
access, new exhibitions, hiking trails, Bur-
num project) has started and these locations 
also appear on the NP’s website and in its 
leaflets. However, this does not seem to be ef-
fective enough yet, as the survey reflects that 
the vast majority of visitors are unaware of 
these opportunities. As for rural tourism or 
simply, accommodation in the interior areas, 
these places obviously cannot compete with 
the attractiveness of the coastal zone, but for 
those who want a bit quieter and more af-
fordable accommodation, they can be a good 
alternative to stay here. So, this can be a very 
important part of the development of the in-
terior areas and the entrepreneurial layer of 
the local population can also be involved in 
its implementation. The creation of Krka NP 
trademark and the marketing and selling of 
local products by the NP could also help the 
local people, especially the local business 
community. However, it seems that this 
trade has not yet really developed here, so 
it is no accident that only a small fraction of 
tourists could name local products. Thus, 
this could be a potential direction for the fu-

ture development of Krka NP in the service 
of the local population.

One of the unexpected results of the sur-
vey was that among the tasks of the national 
park, the role of tourism was rated relative-
ly low by visitors. In several other national 
park surveys (Aggtelek NP, Hungary; Slovak 
Karst NP, Slovakia; Tara NP, Serbia), tourism 
received a higher score in the ranking of na-
tional park tasks and an even higher score in 
the questionnaires completed by local people 
(Telbisz, T. et al. 2020; Nestorová Dická, J. 
et al. 2020). There are several possible rea-
sons for this. Local residents experience the 
“benefits” of the national park most directly 
through tourism, so they understandably 
expect the development of tourism from the 
national park as well. This is especially true 
in the former socialist countries, where the 
entrepreneurial culture is less developed, 
especially in disadvantaged areas (Kőszegi 
M. et al. 2019; Telbisz, T. et al. 2021). Thus, 
people expect that the national park can also 
manage tourism development in the most ef-
ficient way. This approach is deeply rooted 
in people, although in some places (e.g. in 
Aggtelek NP) there is a definite change of 
concept at the managerial level, the NP try-
ing to step back in the development of tour-
ism and entrusting this issue to independ-
ent contractors. To the contrary, in capitalist 
countries, the majority of people consider it 
natural for a long time that the development 
of tourism should be the responsibility of 
the private sector, whereas the national park 
should focus primarily on nature conserva-
tion issues. If tourism development is pre-
dominantly managed by the national park, 
conflicts between nature conservation and 
development occur within the national park 
organization, while if the private sector en-
ters into tourism development, the conflicts 
arise between the national park and the eco-
nomic actors. Both can have advantages and 
disadvantages. In any case, the fact that in 
the case of the Krka NP, tourism received the 
lowest score among the tasks of the national 
park may be the result of the fact that the 
majority of visitors come from countries that 
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have long followed the capitalist economic 
model. In contrast, the proportion of domes-
tic visitors to the above-mentioned national 
parks (Aggtelek NP, Slovak Karst NP, Tara 
NP) is much higher than in Krka NP.

One of the tasks of national parks is to 
“educate” or, more generally, to increase 
knowledge or awareness of people in envi-
ronmental or scientific issues. In our opinion, 
in the case of Krka NP, one of the most basic 
issues of this education would be the pres-
entation of karstification, as karst processes 
created the dominant surface landforms of 
the NP. However, the survey revealed that 
knowledge transfer in this area is not efficient 
enough. However, as the relatively small size 
of Croatian subsample demonstrates, where 
the issue of karstification is more empha-
sized in public education, the knowledge 
of the karst-related concepts and facts may 
be slightly higher. In our previous survey, 
we found that the concept of “karst” was 
significantly better known in the Tara NP, 
Serbia (Telbisz, T. et al. 2021). Nevertheless, 
we must add to the Tara case, that the pro-
portion of teachers among the respondents 
was relatively high, as school groups, and 
consequently teachers, make up a large pro-
portion of the Tara NP’s visitor composi-
tion, and it could significantly increase the 
knowledge about karst in the Tara survey). 
Nonetheless, we feel that the presentation of 
the concept of karst processes and the accen-
tuation of the practical significance of karst 
hydrology should be given more emphasis 
in the knowledge dissemination activities of 
Krka NP. Knowledge transfer in NPs may 
include ‘individual’ learning, but organized 
field education programs can make a major 
contribution to deepening students’ knowl-
edge of both karstification and the specific 
landscape (Sütő, L. et al. 2020).

“Geotourism” is actually a long-standing 
form of tourism, but it actually got its own 
name only in the 1990s and has been on the 
rise ever since. Geotourists are usually divid-
ed into several groups (Hose, T.A. 2008; Božić, 
S. and Tomić, N. 2015), and the vast major-
ity of tourists in Krka NP can be classified as 

general geotourist (or sensu lato geotourist) 
according to our survey. It means that they do 
not come here with a well-defined geological 
interest, however, what they actually visit is a 
(hydro)geological formation. Although Krka 
is not a geopark but a national park, if the 
geological heritage were given a little more 
emphasis, it would help raise awareness of 
the concept of geotourism and possibly help 
do some marketing to other lesser-known 
geotourism sites. And it would be a small 
step forward towards a spatially more even 
distribution of tourism. According to our sur-
vey, the link between Krka and Plitvice is well 
defined in the thinking of visitors, but other 
lesser-known geo-destinations could also be 
better advertised for Krka visitors.

Conclusions

Our survey conducted in Krka NP confirmed 
that there is a high degree of spatial inequal-
ity both in the awareness of attractions and 
the distribution of tourist accommodation. 
This fact has already been recognised by the 
management of the NP, and serious steps 
have already been taken to reduce inequality, 
but their impact is not yet significant enough.

Based on the survey, tourism in Krka NP 
is determined by the one-day long visits. 
Tourists who come here primarily consider 
waterfalls as well as lakes and rivers to be 
the most important values of the landscape. 
Cultural values are considered less important 
and even less known here. Local products are 
virtually unknown in the NP palette, so this 
could be a direction for development.

The main motivation of Krka visitors is “to 
look for natural beauties”, and the internet 
is their main source of information, but per-
sonal contacts and social media are not neg-
ligible either. Visitors are basically satisfied 
with the services (accommodation, eating op-
tions, guidance, visitor information), and the 
accessibility of the area is considered excel-
lent, which can be explained by proximity to 
the highway (or in general, proximity to the 
coast). Among the development opportuni-
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ties, the new panorama points and the educa-
tional trails / hiking paths enjoy the greatest 
support, while the development of enter-
tainment facilities and adventure parks has 
a significant rejection rate (although these 
latter also have supporters). The awareness 
of the visitors in the field of karstification and 
geotourism is not very high, its development 
would be a reasonable goal.

The impact of COVID in the study period 
was manifested in the fact that the propor-
tion of retirees and tourist buses was very 
small, whereas the majority of visitors (90%) 
arrived in the national park as independent 
travelers. For one third of foreigners, COVID 
played a role in choosing Croatia as a desti-
nation (because it was easier to travel here 
and the number of incidence was smaller 
than in other countries). As for the domestic 
tourists, two thirds chose to find a destina-
tion in Croatia because of COVID.

Visitors consider the preservation of hydro-
logical values, biological values, landscape 
and geological values to be the main tasks of 
the NP, whereas they position education, re-
search and the development of tourism as be-
ing less important (naturally, these latter tasks 
are also supported). Based on this, one can say 
that the idea that national parks should (also) 
serve the socio-economic development of the 
local people (cf. Mose, I. 2007) is not really 
reflected in the opinions of visitors.

Of course, the above statements do not 
mean that in the development of the strategy 
of the national park, the managers should rely 
predominantly on the opinion of the visitors. 
These opinions may be overridden on the 
basis of other considerations. Nonetheless, 
these opinions are worth considering when 
answering the questions below.

In fact, the management of the NP (or 
its higher authority, the state) must decide 
whether

 – they want quantitative development in 
tourism? (Because the NP is already ex-
periencing overcrowding for a significant 
part of the year.)

 – they want qualitative development in tour-
ism?

 – they want to adapt the developments to the 
needs of the local population?

 – to what extent is it important to increase 
NP income as a development priority? (To 
what extent is the national park forced in 
this direction from the budget side?)

 – or is the principle of nature conservation 
a decisive factor in contrast to the above 
points?
However, the discussion of these questions 

will be the subject of another article, in which 
the results of the questionnaire survey with 
the local population and the interviews with 
the main actors will be taken into account.
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Introduction

In the framework of an international project 
(Karst and National Parks 2022), we are ex-
amining the attitudes and opinions of peo-
ple living in karst national parks (NPs) and 
of tourists visiting these parks (Mari, L. et al. 
2022). Although Apuseni Nature Park (ANP) 
is “only” a nature park, it is a protected area 
with invaluable bio- and geoheritage, includ-
ing remarkable karst features. It is a popular 
tourist destination and also home to almost 
10,000 people. Thus, it is a perfect location to 
study the attitudes of local people towards the 
protected area, and their relation to tourism.

ANP is situated in the territory of Apuseni 
Mountains, the western part of the Romanian 
Carpathians (Figure 1). In translation “apuse-
ni” means “sunset” referring to the position 
of the mountains relative to the central part 
of the country. 

Nature parks – as IUCN Category V - 
Protected Landscape – have a lot of roles 
(IUCN 2022), among which we now mention 
only the most important ones:

 – to maintain a balanced interaction of na-
ture and culture through the protection of 
landscape and associated traditional man-
agement practices, societies, cultures and 
spiritual values;
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Abstract

Nature parks are protected natural areas whose purposes are the protection and conservation of landscapes 
in which the interaction of human activities with nature over time has created a distinct area, with significant 
landscape and/or cultural value, often with great biological diversity. This is the case of Apuseni Nature 
Park, which includes a significant karst terrain and is a very important tourist destination. In this article, we 
examine the attitude of local people towards the protected area with the help of a questionnaire composed of 
32 questions. After the general questions, the economic situation was examined first. Then the respondents 
had to evaluate the values and the difficulties of their region and their relation to tourism. The answers reveal 
that they are aware of the importance of tourism, which may represent a serious complementary income for 
them. The most intriguing questions were some open-ended questions, which focused on the relationship 
of locals to Apuseni Nature Park. Based on the answers, we can conclude that the negative opinions slightly 
dominate. The dissatisfaction of the locals, the feeling of limitations due to the park are expressed in many 
different ways. But probably the most relevant problems can be linked to the rules and laws. As it is a nature 
park, people in fact, live inside the park, thus, the equilibrium between their lives and the purposes of the 
park should be approached. The administration of the nature park should involve local people more closely 
in decision-making, and maybe certain rules should be changed.
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 – to contribute to broad-scale conservation by 
maintaining species associated with cultural 
landscapes and by providing conservation 
opportunities in heavily used landscapes; 

 – to provide opportunities for enjoyment, 
well-being and socio-economic activity 
through recreation and tourism; 

 – to provide natural products and environ-
mental services; 

 – to provide a framework to underpin active 
involvement by the community in the man-
agement of valued landscapes and the natu-
ral and cultural heritage that they contain; 

 – to encourage the conservation of agrobio-
diversity; to act as models of sustainability 
so that lessons can be learnt for wider ap-
plication. 
Some authors call “protected landscapes” 

as the conservation model for the 21st century 
(Beresford, M. and Phillips, A. 2000). Some 
researchers even call protected landscapes as 
the most effective conservation mechanism in 
some situations (Mallarach, J.M. et al. 2008), 
whereas others discuss whether protected 
landscapes are really protected areas at all 
(Dudley, N. et al. 2010).

Like national parks, nature parks may also 
present serious values but also constraints for 
the local population that may be occasionally 
more severe than in a national park. This fact 
will be emphasised in the conclusions of this 
article. The karst landscapes are often popu-
lar destinations due to their spectacular forms, 
such as caves, gorges, collapsed dolines or spe-
cial vegetation (Cigna, A.A. and Forti, P. 2013; 
Božić, S. and Tomić, N. 2015; Dollma, M. 2018; 
Ruban, D. 2018; Telbisz, T. and Mari, L. 2020; 
Telbisz, T. et al. 2020, 2021). The tourism based 
on these values can be complementary or, for 
some local people, even the main source of live-
lihood and can have a serious impact on the de-
terioration or preservation of the environment. 

Nowadays, the extent to which the man-
agement of protected areas should also serve 
the socio-economic development of the local 
inhabitants is a frequently examined question 
(Mose, I. 2007). In addition, it is also important 
to get to know the relationships between dif-
ferent actors of the park – local people – tour-

ists triangle (Hayes, T.M. 2006). One part of 
these complex relationships is the attitude of 
local people toward the protected area which 
is often examined with the help of question-
naires (Trakolis, D. 2001; Zurc, J. and Udovč, 
A. 2009; Šulc, I. and Valjak, V. 2012; Mika, 
M. et al. 2019; Nestorová Dická, J. et al. 2020; 
Zawilińska, B. 2020).

In this article, we present the results of a 
questionnaire survey conducted among the 
locals from Apuseni Nature Park. We focus 
on the following issues: 

 – What is the priority order of the nature 
park goals according to local people?

 – To what extent do local residents perceive 
that the nature park also serves to their 
benefit?

 – How do local people see the values of these 
landscapes?

 – Are there conflicts in the local people – 
tourism – nature protection triangle?

Brief description of Apuseni Nature Park

Natural conditions

Based on geological maps of 1:200,000 scale and 
our GIS-analysis (Telbisz, T. et al. 2016), it is cal-
culated that in almost half (48%) of the area we 
can find partly or fully karstifiable rocks that 
explains the large number of karst landforms. 
Actually, karst landforms are present in more 
than 24 percent of the territory. Metamorphic 
rocks occupy 30 percent of the area, whereas 
plutonic and volcanic rocks are present in 
smaller amounts. Thus, the diversity of rocks 
ensures the diversity of landscapes, too. 

The mean altitude of the park area is 1,120 m 
with 66 percent of the surface between 1,000 m 
and 1,400 m a.s.l. (Figure 1). The relief is char-
acterised by large plateaux with many deep 
valleys and gorges.

The rivers belong to three main river ba-
sins, Someș in the East, Arieș in the South and 
Criș in the West, all of them are tributaries to 
Tisa and finally to the Danube. Also, from a 
hydrologic point of view, we have to mention 
the presence of a large endorheic area with a 
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surface of 59 km2 (Orășeanu, I. 2016). There 
is also a 7.5 km2 size artificial lake and several 
temporary lakes on the karst surfaces. 

The climate is characterised by an average 
temperature of 4 °C to 10 °C, decreasing with 
the altitude. The highest precipitation val-
ues in all of Romania (more than 1,400 mm 
a year) are measured in the western side of 
the mountains (Badea, L. 1983). A specific 
feature is the fog that can be often seen in 
the karstic depressions especially in autumn.

Based on CORINE Land Cover database, 
forests cover more than 70 percent of the 
park, the rest is covered by pastures and 
grasslands. A very small amount is agricul-
tural land. The forest cover has been seri-
ously modified by human impact since the 
Middle Ages (Jakab, G. et al. 2021).

Socio-economic situation

Being a mountain region, the nature park 
is characterised by small villages. Among 
the 53 settlements, 43 have a population of 
less than 300. The structure of the villages 
is dispersed. The 53 settlements belong to  
17 municipalities (local administrative units), 
and these are parts of 3 counties. It is interest-
ing that none of the municipalities is entirely 
inside the park. The total number of inhabit-
ants is around 10,000. The main economic 
activities are forestry and agriculture, mainly 
farming. As the region represents an attrac-
tive destination for tourists, the number of 
touristic facilities – pensions, restaurants, 
shops – is growing (Cucu, V. 1984; Horváth, 
Gy. 2006; Tempo online 2022).

Fig. 1. Location of Apuseni Nature Park and the extent of karst area (with caves), settlements and survey locations
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Nature protection history

At the beginning of the 20th century, Gyula 
Czárán was the first who created touristic 
trails. Some of them are still used. The famous 
scientist Emil Racoviță suggested protect-
ing large areas in Apuseni Mountains in 
1928. The first protected elements inside the 
park were caves: Scărișoara ice cave – 1938, 
Cetățile Ponorului – 1955. The first scientific 
documentation considering nature protection 
of the area was made in the 1970s. In 1990, the 
area was declared a “national park”, how-
ever, this declaration was not followed by set-
ting up a really working institution. In 2000, 
as part of the National Spatial Planning Plan - 
Section III about protected areas, it was trans-
formed into a “nature park”. It corresponds 
to IUCN Category V - Protected Landscape. 
With a total area of more than 767 km2 it in-
cludes 3 Natura 2000 sites, and further 55 
protected areas, mainly nature reserves and 
natural monuments, 41 of them are karstic. 
The Apuseni Nature Park Administration 
was established in 2004 (Bleahu, M. 2019).

Tourism

The park area is not closed and there is no 
entry ticket, so there is no precise data on 
the number of tourists entering the area. 
The park administration estimates that the 
number of visitors is about 500,000 a year. 
Hiking-type tourism is very typical, and a 
well-developed network of hiking trails is 
available, there are more than 30 trails with 
a total length of over 400 km. 

There are more than 1,500 caves in the 
park. According to legislation (GEO, 2007), 
37 caves are “classified” (i.e. have inter-
national, national or local importance un-
der different categories), that is more than  
28 percent of all classified caves in the coun-
try. There are four “show caves” (Bear Cave, 
Scărișoara ice cave, Vârtop ice cave, Poarta 
lui Ionele Cave), and the number of visitors 
to these caves is registered. In the last decade, 
the number of visitors was 128,000 a year on 

the average, taking into consideration all four 
caves (data from ANP Administration). 

According to National Statistical Institute 
data there are 114 accommodation facilities 
in the municipalities intersected by the park, 
with a capacity of more than 2,500 beds. The 
tourist overnights spent in these municipali-
ties are more than 110,000 a year (Tempo 
online, 2022). We can presume that the real 
number of tourists is higher, because not all 
of them are officially registered. Further on, 
there are some free camp places in the area 
of ANP, where the number of tourists is not 
registered, thus, we can assume that the total 
number of visitors is even higher. 

Methodology

Our questionnaire survey was planned using 
the experiences of similar surveys conducted 
in other protected areas (Trakolis, D. 2001; Pa-
pageorgiou, K. and Kassioumis, K. 2005; Zurc, 
J. and Udovč, A. 2009; Šulc, I. and Valjak, V. 
2012; Zgłobicki, W. and Baran-Zgłobicka, 
B. 2013; Krpina, V. 2015; Mika, M. et al. 2019; 
Zawilińska, B. 2020).

The questionnaire survey that provides the 
basis of the results presented in this article was 
conducted in the summer of 2019 and in the 
summer and autumn of 2021. Questionnaires 
with locals were conducted at 11 locations, at the 
entrances to major tourist caves and other busy 
tourist sites or in villages situated near the park. 
Questionnaires were filled onsite, with direct, 
face-to-face questioning, with the help of assis-
tants (university students). The method of con-
venience sampling was used. Thus, the results 
are not strictly representative in the statistical 
sense, but they are nevertheless suitable for the 
evaluation and analysis of characteristic propor-
tions in the views and attitudes of local people. 

The questions were written on both sides of 
an A4 sheet. There were a total of 32 questions, 
mostly with multiple-choice or Likert scale ques-
tions, but there were also some open-ended 
questions. Filling the questionnaire was typi-
cally a few minutes in most cases. The results 
were evaluated using MS Excel. 
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A further note is that some of the question-
naires were filled in locations that are outside 
the park but in the close vicinity, generally 
where accommodation or other service facili-
ties are present.

We also have to mention that it was very 
difficult to convince some locals to complete 
the survey. There were several cases when 
after finding that there are questions regard-
ing the park, they refused to complete the 
questionnaires.

Results

A total of 139 questionnaires were completed 
during the survey. In the following analysis, 
the percentage is always related to the actual 
number of answers for each question (i.e. not 
counting the forms, in which the actual ques-
tion remained unanswered). The demographic 
data of the respondents are shown in Table 1. 

It can be seen that there is an almost 2/3 to 
1/3 proportion for males. About 1/4 of respond-
ents are of inactive age. As for education, those 
with a secondary education dominated. 

Living place and jobs

The first group of questions refers to the ac-
tual living place and job of the respondent. 
The survey was done in 11 locations, but 
the respondents live in 29 different places, 
including the survey places, of course. The 

other places are very close to the survey loca-
tions. Only 17 respondents mentioned that 
they had moved from their childhood settle-
ment to another one, but even in these cases, 
the movements took place between very near 
settlements. So, we can say that the popula-
tion of the region is very stable. 

For the question “What is your actual job?” 
52 different answers were given, from a total 
number of 136. To better understand the struc-
ture of jobs, they were grouped into 10 catego-
ries, and the result is presented in Figure 2.

Comparison of the attitudes and perceptions of 
local residents

In order to assess the relationship of local 
people to the karst landscape, the nature 
park and tourism, it is important to know 
how they perceive their economic situation; 
therefore, the second group of questions was 
about that. Of course, in addition to local con-
ditions, these views are also influenced by the 
macroeconomic situation. Thus, there were 
three questions about the economic situation, 
which could be answered on a 1-4 grade Lik-
ert scale. The results are shown in Figure 3.

It can be seen that for their own economic 
situation there is an equilibrium between 
“bad” (51.1%) and “good” (48.9%) answers, 
though “bad” is slightly dominant. As there 

Table 1. Demographic data of the respondents

Indicator Categories Percentage of 
answers

Sex male
female

63.8
36.2

Age, years

14–18
19–30
31–50
51–60

over 60

2.9
14.4
32.4
27.3
23,0

Education
primary school
secondary school
higher education

29.1
50,0
20.9

Fig. 2. Job categories of the respondents
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are 139 answers, the difference in absolute 
values is only 3 respondents. Referring to the 
situation of the settlement, the proportions 
are somehow reversed. From the 139 answers 
the “good” has a value of 54.7 percent, while 
“bad” is 45.3 percent. It is interesting to see 
the figures for the “change” question. Again, 
the “better” dominates (58.0%), while “worse” 
is 42.0 percent, which is slightly similar to the 
opinion about their settlement. We can con-
clude that the respondents generally feel the 
positive changes that took place in their re-
gion. But we have to underline that the domi-
nation of positive feelings is very weak, and 
the amount of “very good” or “much better” is 
insignificant (2.9% and 5.8% respectively).

Another question in this group is con-
nected with the opening of the borders. The 
respondents had to say “yes” or “no” for the 
question whether the opening of borders 
had a positive or negative effect on their life. 
(After joining the EU, even if Romania is not 
a member of the Schengen convention, cross-
ing the border became significantly easier as 
it is possible to do it only with an identity 
card.) They were also asked to give some 
reasons for their answer. Of the 126 answers  
92 said “yes” (73.0%) but only 60 respond-

ents gave some explanation. They empha-
sised that travelling became easier (30.2%) 
and only 4.0 percent said that by the opening 
of borders, the number of tourists coming to 
their region will increase. 

In addition to the general questions, we also 
asked some open-ended questions, in response 
to which they had to formulate the “good” and 
“bad” things in the current situation of their 
settlement. As it can be expected the answers 
to the open-ended questions are very diverse 
and therefore difficult to interpret. 

For the question “What is good in your settle-
ment?” 120 answers were given, with 65 va-
rieties. The categorised results are presented 
in Figure 4.

Almost ¼ of the respondents revealed the 
importance of tourism (24.2%). 20.0 percent 
underlined the development of infrastructure, 
mainly the asphalting of the roads (more than 
6.0%) and the connection to water supply and 
waste-water systems (about 6.0%). The answers 
included in “good” group are very different. 
Some examples: “better life”, “everything is good”, 
“we have everything”. The most interesting an-
swers are: “you can feel a small prosperity”, “the 
young went to work abroad bring money to home”, 
“the tractors help the work” or “it is good that we 

Fig. 3. Opinion of the local people about the economic situation. The questions: a) How do you see your per-
sonal (family) economic situation? b) How do you see the economic situation of your settlement? c) How has 

the economic situation changed during the last 10 years?
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do not have to buy food on tickets” – these answers 
recall the sad memory of the communist era. 
All the presented answers are unique in some 
way. The next element is simply “nothing” 
(13.3%). It is strange to give such a categoric 
negative answer to a question which is about 
the good things. The local government is the 
next element with 7.5 percent of the answers. 
Some examples: “good management” (2.5%), “the 
mayor is doing his job”. To some surprise, only 
6.7 percent of the respondents consider nature 
as being a good thing in their settlement. The 
other types represent a small amount. But the 
following answer is also interesting: “it is nice, 
but the young are gone and no one stays…”

We were curious about how often “nature” 
or the “nature park” appeared in these re-
sponses. As mentioned before, “nature” has 
a very low representation (6.7%), while the 
“nature park” does not appear at all among 
the answers to the “what is good…” question.

For the question “What is bad in your settle-
ment?” 127 answers were given, with 86 va-
rieties. We tried to group the answers into 23 
categories, which is still too much. In Figure 5, 
only the categories with more than two answers 
are presented.

The most important element is “unemploy-
ment – no work” (26.8%). In the second place 
is “infrastructure” with 11.0 percent. This is 
interesting because in the previous question, 
20.0 percent of the respondents considered 
the infrastructure to be good. It is also inter-
esting that the same elements are considered 

“bad” by certain people that were considered 
“good” by others in the previous question, 
namely “asphalt roads” or “water supply”. 
Naturally, it is obvious that the respondents 
are from different places. The results clearly 
show that the different villages in the region 
develop in different ways. A more detailed 
analysis of this topic would reveal some inter-
esting conclusions. Outmigration and pover-
ty are in the third place with 9.4 percent each.

A few lines up we were wondering if the 
“nature park” appears as a good thing. In 
fact, it did not, but it appeared as a bad thing 
with 7.9 percent. Some of the answers simply 
mentioned the park as being “bad” (2.4%), but 
there were some other noteworthy answers 
regarding the park: “the park is bothering peo-
ple”; “the park hinders us”; “the park gives laws 
and harsh fines”, “they make fun of people”. 

Local government is also mentioned by 
some people as a bad thing (4.7%). However, 
one should remember that it was also men-
tioned as a good thing in the previous ques-
tion (7.5%). It is similar to the opposite views 
about “infrastructure”. 

Some interesting answers from the less im-
portant categories among the “bad things”: 
“few money”, “small pension” (money catego-
ry); “people do not cultivate the lands”, “devel-
opment is not allowed” (economy category); 
“good, everything is good” (good category); “we 
have no possibilities”, “we are forgotten by the 
world” (nothing category); “there are few places 
for fun, recreation” (events category).

Fig. 4. Good things in the actual situation of the settlement Fig. 5. Bad things in the actual situation of the settlement



Imecs, Z. et al. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 71 (2022) (2) 133–148.140

Finally, some remarkable answers from 
the individual ones: “stopping the economic 
activities of wood processing”; “mafia leader-
ship”; “crowd”; “logging not allowed”. Even 
if these answers are isolated and some of 
them extreme, they raise up some questions. 
However, answering these questions is not 
among the aims of our study.

At the end of this group of economic ques-
tions, we asked local residents if they would 
like to move out from their settlement. We got 
135 answers, of which 74.1 percent were “no”. 
Those who might move out expressed their 
will to move to a city (11.1%) or abroad (7.4%). 
This is interesting because after reading the 
answers for the economic questions one could 
feel that a significant proportion of the locals – 
almost half of them – expressed a kind of dis-
satisfaction. Still, the majority choose to stay.

Connection with the landscape

The next group of questions examined peo-
ple’s relationship to the landscape. First, 
they were asked to select the values of their 
region. Nine elements were listed and they 
could choose several of them. The results 
are visible in Figure 6. “Caves”, “forests” and 
“peace” are the most considered values.

The second question referred to the dif-
ficulties of the region. Five elements were 
listed and respondents could choose several 
of them. The results are visible in Figure 7. 
129 answers were given, it seems that this 
question was less interesting or the options 
less expressive, as generally, the number of 
chosen elements is lower.

In this question, the respondents had the 
possibility to give their own answers, too.  
19 answers were gathered, and their structure 
is very similar to those from the questions 
referring to the bad things of the settlement. 
36.8 percent underlined the lack of jobs again.

The next question in this group refers to the 
direct connection of inhabitants to caves and 
nature. Does anyone who lives here often go 
to the caves or to the nature (the surrounding 
forests)? The responses (Figure 8) show that 
the relationship between local residents and 
caves is rather weak, as the majority of peo-
ple “never” (54.7%) or only “1–3 times a year” 
(37.2%) visit a cave. The proportion of those 
who go to a cave on a monthly or weekly ba-
sis is only 8 percent. 

Visiting nature (surrounding forests), on 
the other hand, is much more significant, 
with more than half of the people (53.6%) go-
ing to nature daily and 21.7 percent weekly. 
These answers can be explained probably by 

Fig. 6. The values of the region according to the respondents
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the fact that locals live in villages, which are 
closely connected to nature. Caves are not 
so interesting for locals, but they represent a 
very important attraction for tourists.

Living in karst terrain is never easy 
(Ravbar, N. 2004; Day, M. 2010), so we also 
asked local people about how they consider 
living in a karst region as a whole: a bless-
ing or a curse? We got 127 answers and the 
absolute majority considered living in a 
karst region a “blessing” (92.1%), while only  
3.1 percent considered it a “curse”. The others 
gave an evasive or mixed answers.

Tourism

The next group of questions deals with tour-
ism through four questions. First, we wanted 
to know how the number of visitors is per-
ceived by locals, whether they perceive mass 
tourism or just stagnant or scant tourism. The 
responses – 135 answers – show that 55.6 per-
cent perceived a high number of tourists (i.e. 
“crowd”), whereas 24.4 percent a small num-
ber of tourists. The remaining 20.0 percent 
believe that the number of tourists is more 
of a transitory nature.

Fig. 7. The difficulties of the region according to the respondents

Fig. 8. Local people and caves / nature
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As can be seen in Figure 9, 91.2 percent of 
the respondents thought that “more tourists 
would be better”. This answer suggests that 
locals have an interest in developing tourism.

The next question tries to detect the person-
al relation of locals to the tourists or tourism 
in general. As it was an open-ended question 
the 128 answers had 26 varieties. It was easy 
to group them into categories as the majority 
of the answers is clearly “no” (Figure 10). 58.6 
percent of the respondents have no relation 
with tourists at all, 14.1 percent offer rooms, 
while 25.0 percent work in tourism services 
including accommodation, catering, guiding 
etc. The remaining 2.3 percent consider them-
selves as “friend of tourists”, which means that 
they have a positive attitude towards tourists 
without any direct involvement.

The fourth and last question of this group 
deals with the topic of geotourism. This 
concept, which has been developing rapidly 
since the end of the 20th century (Dowling, 
R.K. 2011) may open up new opportunities in 
karst tourism. The question was if they knew 
what the term “geotourism” means, and if 
their answer was “yes” they also had to give 
some kind of definition. Only 19.0 percent of 
the 105 answers stated to know the meaning 
of “geotourism”, and only 18 answers were 
given to the open-ended part of the question, 
using the following terms in their definition: 

“nature” (5.0%), “geography” (3.6%), “geology” 
(2.2%) and “caves”, “karst”, “mountain” (0.7% 
each). These results prove the fact that the 
theoretical knowledge is very poor, even if 
practically all of them live in a place where 
geotourism is in fact significant.

Relation to the nature park

One of the key issues is the relationship be-
tween local residents and the nature park. 
Seven questions were formulated in order to 
explore the details of this relationship.

First, we were curious to see if locals were 
aware of the protection category of their 
region. They had to choose from: “nature 

Fig. 9. Perception of tourism by local people

Fig. 10. Personal relation to tourism
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park”, “national park”, “natural monument” or 
“protected area”. From the 127 respondents,  
83.5 percent knew correctly that they lived 
in a “nature park”. However, 7.9 percent 
thought that they were in a “national park”, 
probably confusing the two terms. The rest 
chose the “protected area” or the “natural monu-
ment” category (6.3% and 2.4%, respectively). 

The second question was “Do you have 
any personal connection to the nature park?”  
68.3 percent of the 126 respondents declared 
that they had no relation. Those who pre-
tended to have relations gave 12 different an-
swers, which were grouped in three catego-
ries. The proportions can be seen in Figure 11.

24.6 percent described their relationship as 
“friendship with someone working at the nature 
park”, 5.6 percent had a working relation and 
1.6 percent a relation of respect. It seems that 
the nature park doesn’t have an important 
role in the lives of the majority of inhabitants 
– at least not at the level of personal relations. 

There was also a question for families with 
children about how often their children meet 
nature park programs (in school or other 
ways). This is an important factor in increas-
ing awareness. We got only 90 answers, and 
from these, only 12.2 percent affirmed that 
their children heard about the nature park. 
There were two very clear answers say-
ing that in their child’s school there was a 
thematic competition about the park and 
another parent remembered that the repre-

sentatives of the park attended the classes. 
The distribution of the other answers can be 
seen in Figure 12. 46.7 percent affirmed that 
their children did not hear about the park, 
the others were not sure (28.9%) or they  
simply did not know (12.2%).

The next two questions were open-ended. 
The respondents were asked to specify the 
advantages and the disadvantages of the park 
for the locals. As we saw at the question re-
ferring to the economic situation, the nature 
park appeared rather as a bad thing though 
not in a high frequency. So, one can expect 
that in these open-ended questions, the “rath-
er bad” reputation of the park appears again.

For the question about advantages 123 
answers were given with 50 varieties. We 
grouped them into 19 categories. In Figure 13, 
only the categories with at least three answers 
are presented.

The figure speaks for itself. “Nothing” has 
an absolute majority with 52.0 percent. But 
the next two categories (disadvantage – 7.3%, 
and not many – 6.5%) can also be considered 
as rather negative attitudes. So, altogether, 
the neutral and negative answers have a pro-
portion of almost 2/3 (65.9%). Tourism has a 
value of 4.9 percent, while the further answers 
have less than 4.0 percent. Some interesting 
descriptions for advantages: “for locals abso-
lutely nothing, maybe for nature”; “too little, may-
be some tourists”; “I don’t think the locals feel it”.

For the question about disadvantages 118 
answers were given with 106 varieties. It was 
rather difficult to group the answers. Their 

Fig. 11. Personal relation to Nature Park

Fig. 12. The respondents’ answers to the question 
“Do your children meet nature park programs in the 

school or other ways?” 
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structure can be seen in Figure 14. Those who 
consider that the park has no disadvantages 
represent 13.6 percent of the respondents. To 
better understand the structure of the groups, 
we can highlight some representative opin-
ions from each group. For group “wood cut-
ting” (22.0%): “you can’t cut trees”; “we don’t 
have access to our own forest”; “we can’t collect 
firewood”. In the group “penalty” (13.6%) there 
are some hostile opinions: ”many disadvantag-
es, fines over fines”; “we are fined, we are afraid of 
them”; “they don’t let us sell our products, they 
charge us taxes”. The group “many” has a pro-
portion of 11.9 percent. Some examples: “lot 

of disadvantages”; “many limitations”. Finally, 
some examples from the group “rules” (8.5%): 
“we have stricter laws than other communes”; 
“laws invented by them”.

After considering the detailed answers, we 
can look at the overall opinion of local resi-
dents whether they consider the advantages 
or the disadvantages of the nature park to be 
more important (Figure 15).

The general opinions seem to be more bal-
anced than we would expect based on the 
previous open-ended questions. “Good” 
answers have a proportion of 46.2 percent, 
while “bad” answers of 53.8 percent, i.e. the 
negative opinions slightly dominate.

Learning from past conflicts in the opera-
tion of national parks and other protected 
areas worldwide, there is a strong emphasis 
in many places on involving local people as 
much as possible in the NP decision-making 
mechanism or at least holding frequent con-
sultations with them (Nolte, B. 2004; Hayes, 
T.M. 2006; Mose, I. 2007; Zurc, J. and Udovč, 
A. 2009). When local people were asked 
whether they had any influence on park 
business (e.g. forums, councils), 53.2 per-
cent of respondents answered “no”, and only  
23.0 percent said “yes”. The others did not 
know or were not interested. An interesting 
opinion here: “people have lost their interest, 
they don’t go any more to meetings”. 

Fig. 15. General opinion of local people about the 
nature park

Fig. 13. Advantages of the nature park for the local 
inhabitants

Fig. 14. Disadvantages of the nature park
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Based on the official documents (laws) 
and the literature, we summarised the 
general tasks of the parks in seven points. 
Respondents could express on a 1-5 grade 
Likert scale how much they agreed with 
these goals for the Apuseni Nature Park.

As it can be seen in Figure 16, the results 
show that the protection of geological and 
biological values are the most highly appre-
ciated. At the same time, it should be noted 
that in the daily activities, budget proportions 
and publications about protected areas, bio-
logical conservation is generally given more 
emphasis than geological conservation, but it 
is a worldwide phenomenon (cf. Gordon, J.E. 
et al. 2018). The lowest score was given to “cul-
tural values” followed by “education”. “Scientific 
research” is somehow in the middle; however, 
it should be a very important task for nature 
parks. Tourism is also under-rated. Probably 
locals are not yet aware that tourism – which is 
important for them – can be developed within 
the framework of the nature park. Conflicts 
may arise between tourism and conservation 
(e.g. waste material, etc.), but for the benefit of 
local people, it is important to find ways that 
make sustainable development of tourism pos-
sible while preserving the integrity of nature.

Fig. 16. Mean scores given to the importance of each 
task of the park according to local people (1.00 = not 
important at all, 5.00 = very important). Bio = biological 
preservation; Geo = geological values; Cult = cultural 
values; Land = landscape protection; Sci = scientific 

research; Edu = education; Tour = tourism.

Discussion and conclusions

The most intriguing questions were those in 
connection with the nature park. As we al-
ready mentioned in the Introduction, there 
were several situations when potential re-
spondents refused to fill in the questionnaire 
after realising that there were questions re-
garding the park. As for the economic ques-
tions, we can feel a kind of optimism, and the 
proportion of inhabitants who would like to 
move away from their settlement is equal or 
less than in similar surveys conducted in oth-
er karst areas. For instance, the proportion of 
locals who would move away from the Slovak 
Karst was between 23.0 and 55.0 percent, de-
pending on their attitude cluster (Nestorová 
Dická, J. et al. 2020), 37.0 percent for Aggtelek 
karst (Telbisz, T. et al. 2018), and 36.0 percent 
for Tara National Park in Serbia (Brankov, J. 
et al. 2022). However, when speaking about 
the park, the balance tilts towards the nega-
tive opinions. The dissatisfaction of the locals, 
the feeling of limitation due to the park are 
expressed in many different ways. 

The most relevant problems can be linked 
to the rules and laws. From discussions with 
the park administration, it is revealed that 
they also have difficulties in making the lo-
cals to follow the rules. This may be due to 
the inherited mentality of the communist pe-
riod when the nature protection rules were 
less severe and even they were taken less 
seriously. Or are the rules really too severe? 
This is a question that should be analysed 
based on cooperation and mutual under-
standing. The administration of the nature 
park should involve local people more closely 
in decision-making, as stated by many other 
authors (Hall, D. and Richards, G. 2000; 
Tosun, C. 2006; Jamal, T. and Stronza, A. 
2009; Puhakka, R. et al. 2009). Most dissat-
isfactions are connected with forestry and 
wood. At this point, a strange fact should 
be noted that the administration of the park 
– actually of all national and nature parks 
in Romania – belongs to the state-owned 
National Forest Administration (ROMSILVA), 
which is primarily interested in the economi-
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cal use of forests and less in nature protec-
tions (Băltăreţu, A. and Busuioc, M. 2009).

From the answers, we can conclude that 
tourism is already an important issue for a 
significant part of local people, but it could 
be a complementary or even basic revenue 
for an even higher proportion of them. 
However, keeping the equilibrium between 
tourism development and nature protec-
tion is very important (Williams, P.W. and 
Fennell, D.A. 2002). In this process, the na-
ture park and also the rules – and respecting 
them - have a major role. 

Another question is whether we can talk 
about geotourism in Apuseni Nature Park. In 
the broadest sense of the word, the answer is 
yes (for types of geotourists, see Hose, T.A. 
2008; Božić, S. and Tomić, N. 2015). In par-
allel with this survey a closely similar sur-
vey was made among tourists, the results of 
which will be presented in another article. 
In that survey, more than 400 questionnaires 
were completed, and more than 52.0 percent 
of the respondents affirmed that they heard 
about the term “geotourism”. But when 
asked if they consider themselves as being 
“geotourists” only 29.4 percent answered af-
firmatively. Thus, it seems that the term is 
not well known even to the majority of tour-
ists. Still, their knowledge about geotourism 
is better than that of locals. More intensive 
use of this notion could strengthen the net-
working with other geotourism sites (learn-
ing ideas from each other, promoting each 
other), which could directly or indirectly 
contribute to the development of tourism of 
Apuseni Nature Park.
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Introduction

National parks are special areas of modern 
societies. They are common but very differ-
ent in the conditions of their creation and 
operation (Hill, M.A. and Press, A.J. 1993; 
Glendinning, M. 2003; West, P. et al. 2006; 
Frost, W. and Hall, M. 2009; Gissibl, B. et al. 
2012; Kőszegi, M. et al. 2019; Böhn, D. 2021). 

They were brought to life by a social demand 
arising from modernity (Beatty, R.O. 1952; 
McConnell, 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 (Dunlap, 
T.R. 1999; Hall, M.C. and Frost, W. 2009; 
Nash, R. 2014).
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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 Gömör-Torna / Gemer-Turňa 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 
a need to change the attitudes of local communities more positive towards nature conservation.

Keywords: national park, human environment relationship, preservation protection, presentation
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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 (Kőszegi, M. et al. 2019; 
Telbisz, T. et al. 2020; Telbisz, T. and Mari, L. 
2020). National parks can also be interpreted 
as symbolic spaces for dissolving the dichot-
omy between man and nature (Kőszegi, 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 Gömör-Torna/Gemer-Turňa 
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 (Telbisz, 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; Waugh, F.A. 1918; Kőszegi, 
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 19th 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, J. 
1993; Mayer, M. 2010; Byström, J. and Mül-
ler, D.K. 2014; Dollma, M. 2019; Bollobani, 
E. and Uruçi, R. 2019; Telbisz, 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 (Bishop, 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 Calkoen, 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 
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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 (Selby, 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; Arpin, I. and Cosson, A. 2021; Fienitz, 
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 (Fine, K. 1988; Turner, 
R.W. 2000; Eagles, P.F.J. 2002; Dexler, Sz.  
et al. 2003; Nolte, B. 2004; West, P. et al. 

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

Classification Name
Ia
Ib
II
III
IV
V
VI

Strict Nature Reserve
Wilderness Area
National Park
Natural Monument or Feature
Habitat/Species Management Area
Protected Landscape/Seascape
Protected area with sustainable use of natural resources

Table 1. Actors regulating the operation of national parks

Scales, 
levels Actors Role in regulation 

and enforcement
Impact on the lives of local 

communities
Global
Continental

IUCN
European Union symbolic

indirect
National
Regional
Local

state
national park directorate
municipalities

practical
direct
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2006; Juutinen, A. et al. 2011; Sabo, H.M. 
2012; Zgłobicki, W. and Baran-Zgłobicka, 
B. 2013; Bell, J. and Stockdale, A. 2015; 
Gaynor, A. 2017; Widawsky, K. and Jary, Z. 
2019; Esfandiar, 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; Szalai, K. and Szilágyi, 
Zs. 2007; Puhakka, 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; Trakolis, D. 2001; Anderson M.K. 
and Barbour, M.G. 2003; Mukherjee, A. 
2009; Daim, M.S. et al. 2011; Hidle, 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 (Cohn, J.P. 1992; Habeck, M. 
2004; Petrova, S. et al. 2009). Distrust of the 
state and state-owned areas, including na-
tional parks, is also a post-socialist feature 
(Schwartz, K.Z.S. 2006; Niedziakowsi, 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-Kaszyńska, A. et al. 
2012; Marcel, G. 2013; Getzner, M. and 
Švajda J. 2015; Schamel, J. and Job, H. 2017; 
Gessert, A. et al. 2018; Stemberk, J. et al. 2018; 
Mateusz, 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 Gömör-Torna/Gemer-
Turňa Karst. The peculiarity of both national 
parks is that they were created specifically 
to protect geological values, i.e. karst forms 
and caves (Veress, M. and Unger, Z. 2015; 
Telbisz, T. and Mari, L. 2020). The Aggtelek 

Karst became a national park in 1985 and the 
Slovak Karst in 2002 (Szvoboda, 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; Telbisz, T.  
et al. 2014, 2020; Gálosi Kovács, B. and  
Horváth, 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 (Jakál, J. 1975; Telbisz, 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; Horváth, I. et al. 1979; Cohn, J.P. 
1992; Habeck, M. 2004). Far from the larger 
centres (Košice 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; 
Tózsa, I. 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 Jósvafő within 
the Aggtelek National Park, as well as vil-
lages (Bódvaszilas, Perkupa, Szin, Szögliget, 
Tornakápolna and Trizs) in the immediate 
vicinity of the national park. In Slovakia, the 
mayors of Kecső, located within Slovak Karst 
National Park, and of Rožňava, the largest 
settlement closest to the Slovak Karst, could 
only be interviewed. Interviews were con-
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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 

Fig. 1. The area of the selected national parks and the nearby settlements
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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.” (I9).

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.” (I3), “It doesn’t 
even occur to me; I’ve been living here for over 
50 years.” (I2), “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.” (I10). 
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.” (I4). 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.” (I2).

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.” (I7), 
“As a teacher, it was my duty to go to the caves 
with the kids. As mayor, I don’t go with guests. I 
have no guests who are interested in this. I don’t 
brag about the national park.” (I2), “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” (I9), “It is not the cave that is first, 
but the other values  of the national park that can 
be marvelled at every day.” (I4).

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 Košice.” (I10). 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.” (I5), “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).” (I9), 
“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” (I6), “For a long time, it was 
all about Aggtelek and Jósvafő, 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 Hall, M. 2009; Kőszegi, 
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.” (I3), “Demographic situa-
tion is serious.” (I4), “Ageing is a big problem, 
within 10 years, if no miracle happens, three fami-
lies will live in the village” (I9). 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).” (I2), “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.” (I7). In 
Slovakia, Košice 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.” (I4).

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.” (I2), “The situation is not lucky from 
an agricultural point of view, but it is very good 
wildlife management.” (I3), “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.” (I9), “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.” (I4).

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.” (I5), „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.” (I3), „There are entrepreneurs, mainly 
in services (e.g. shops).” (I10), „There is a lack of a 
suitably qualified workforce.” (I2), „Other job op-
portunities are public utilities and logging.” (I1), 
„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 Ózd, 
Kazincbarcika, Miskolc and Košice. “People 
also go abroad to work as construction workers.” 
(I2), „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.” (I9), „The entrepreneurs 
of Košice 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.” (I2). 
The slowly depopulating Tornakápolna 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.” (I10), „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.” (I8), „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.” (I2).

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.” (I8). 

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.” (I4). 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.” (I7), “Tourism is present, there are 
a lot of visitors on the weekends, mostly by car, but 
they only stop for a short time.” (I10).

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.” (I8). 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, Košice).” (I10), “There should be 
more festivals, events, the attraction is still miss-
ing; cooperation between villages is needed.” (I5). 

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.” (I10). 

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.” (I2).

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.” (I5), “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.” (I3), “National park workers don’t 
necessarily do what they advise people who live 
here. Their negligence is often observed.” (I2). 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” (I10), “When the last director was 
appointed, there was no introduction for local 
leaders. There is no live connection.” (I9), “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.” (I2), “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).” (I3), “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.” (I7), “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” (I7), „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.” (I3), „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.” (I7), “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.” (I1), “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.” (I2), “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.” (I9).

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 they’ve 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.” (I4).

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, J. 1993; 
Wallsten, P. 2003; Szalai, K. and Szilágyi, 
Zs. 2007; Puhakka, R. 2008; Arnberger, A.  
et al. 2018, 2019; Kim, M. and Jakus, P.M. 
2019; Warchalska-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 
(Schwartz, K.Z.S. 2006; Niedziakowsi, 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; Byström, J. and 
Müller, D.K. 2014; Bollobani, E. and Uruçi, 
R. 2019; Dollma, 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 21st 
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 (Schwartz, K.Z.S. 2006; Niedziakowsi, 
K. et al. 2014).

At the same time, every local leader states 
that with a change of attitude, this process 
can be reversed (Repka, P. and Švecová, 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, J. 1989; Arnberger, 
A. and Schoissengeier, R. 2012; Yakusheva, 
N. 2019; Arpin, 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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Introduction

Karst areas are usually considered to have 
harsh living conditions due to scarcity of 
arable land, low level of terrain possibility, 
general lack of surface waters, and uneven 
spatial and temporal availability of ground-
waters (Cvijić, J. 1925). For all these reasons, 
population density is relatively low and de-
population processes are intensive on karsts 
of almost the whole Europe (Habič, P. 1993; 
Ciglič, R. et al. 2012; Telbisz, T. et al. 2015, 
2019, 2020; Lukić-Tanović, M. et al. 2019) as 
well as in Asia (e.g. Han, Z. and Song, W. 

2019, 2020). However, for prehistoric people 
karst caves were significant shelters or tem-
porary habitats and sacred locations, which 
altogether subsequently provided priceless 
data on human evolution to the present sci-
entists (e.g. Mihailović, D. et al. 2022). His-
torically, many karst areas, as being relative-
ly isolated from major communication direc-
tions, had been inhabited as people’s refuges 
from conquerors (De Waele, J. 2009; Day, 
M. 2010). In former communist countries, in 
times of forced industrialisation, emigration 
from villages had a particularly high extent 
in karst (Cocean, P. 2001). In recent times, 
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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to present the results of our research on the knowledge and awareness of visitors and 
residents about karst and protected areas (PAs). The research was carried out in the Tara National Park (NP) 
in western Serbia, which includes karst landscapes. By conducting surveys with visitors, local population, and 
National Park employees, as well as interviews with local key persons, NP key persons and external experts, 
we got a deeper understanding of the issues related to knowledge on karst and PAs. We also investigated 
whether local people or visitors knew the values of karst landscapes in general and how they were informed 
or learned about the Tara NP. In addition, we also analysed the content of these topics in school curricula and 
textbooks in Serbia. We concluded that the awareness about the researched topics is unsatisfactory at present 
thus it should be raised to a higher level, both in the case of local people and in the case of visitors. One of the 
most significant ways to improve the current level is through formal, non-formal, and informal education.
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karst depopulation generally continues, but 
there are also several opposite examples – 
scarce and therefore worth mentioning, 
such as in the Moravian Karst in the Czech 
Republic (Vaishar, A. et al. 2018). However, 
in developing countries, especially in Asia, 
population growth poses certain risks on 
karst areas (Tuyet, D. 2001; Wang, L.C. et al. 
2004). People who live on karst are usually 
aware of both its advantages and limitations 
– their main resource is knowledge on their 
environment.

On the other hand, the general global 
population increase has led to the overuse of 
natural resources, making them endangered 
and triggering the need for their protection 
(Eagles, P.F.J. and McCool, S.F. 2002). At the 
same time, the importance of the human di-
mension of conservation is emphasised, in or-
der to create productive policies and achieve 
effective results and actions (Gössling, S. 2002; 
Sandbrook, C. et al. 2013; Bennett, N.J. et al. 
2017). Necessary legal instruments are being 
enacted, defining the criteria and categories 
of PAs. The sensitivity of karst is very high 
in terms of possible groundwater pollution. 
The capacity of self-purification of this system 
is extremely low. This requires high ecologi-
cal awareness and strict protection rules. To 
be protected, an area needs to be studied in 
detail by scientists and nature conservation 
professionals. In other words, it is the knowl-
edge that triggers the actions and increases the 
awareness of the significance of these areas. 
Subsequently, this leads us to evaluate the role 
of education in understanding our environ-
ment (Figure 1). The loop of knowledge indi-
cates that the process continues. 

The importance of knowledge and educa-
tion process was considered by many experts 
in different fields of science and from numer-
ous aspects. The key role of formal education 
in relation to other forms of education (non-
formal and informal) in the context of natural 
disasters was pointed out by many authors 
(Wisner, B. 2006; Komac, B. et al. 2010; Ćalić, 
J. et al. 2015). All the arguments in favour of 
formal education discussed in the mentioned 
papers are valid in general (majority of the 

population acquire this type of education, 
it is the easiest way to organise knowledge 
transfer, the learning process requires suf-
ficient time, the content is reliable). The im-
portant place and role of other forms of edu-
cation is not disputable. There are examples 
that the efforts related to the education of the 
visitors of the PAs effectively alter visitors’ 
behaviour in a positive direction (Marion, 
J.L. and Reid, S.E. 2007). 

In the system presented in Figure 2, rela-
tions between the selected components are 

Fig. 1. The driving mechanism of knowledge related 
to karst and protected areas

Fig. 2. Selected components of the nature-human system
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complex and can be observed from many 
aspects. In this paper, we deal only with a 
part of these relations in the context of the 
process presented in Figure 1.

The NKFIH project K124497 deals exactly 
with karst areas which are under protection. 
The aim of the project is to identify and ana-
lyse national parks (NPs), while the main aim 
of this paper is to show the high significance 
of public knowledge about these areas. The 
case study used in this paper for the analy-
sis was Tara National Park in western Serbia, 
covering an area of 250 km2, out of which 
approximately 53 percent is karstic, devel-
oped on pure Triassic limestone (Figure 3). 
The mountainous area is mostly forested, has 
high biodiversity, but is also rich in geological 

values (gorges, cliffs, dolines, etc.). We also 
note that the natural conditions are modified 
by the Drina-Lim hydropower plant, which 
is located just next to the NP boundary and 
is in close hydrological relation with the area 
of the NP. It is the most important economic 
stronghold of the area, but the large water 
reservoir, which stretches into the Drina river 
canyon also plays a significant role in tourism 
as well.

Our research includes the following mod-
ules: (1) degree of public knowledge on karst 
and PAs among the local population, NP vis-
itors, NP key persons, NP employees, local 
key persons, and external experts; and (2) of-
ficial educational Curricula contents related 
to karst and PAs. 

Fig. 3. Karstic areas in the area of the Tara National Park
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Methodology

Data and participants

The level of the knowledge on karst and PAs 
is examined within the survey of 433 partici-
pants who were classified into several groups 
(local population 197, visitors 208, NP em-
ployees 28), as well as through interviews 
conducted with 20 respondents (NP key per-
sons 5, local key persons 10, external experts 
5). The sample of local population in relation 
to the total population number in the Tara NP 
is hard to estimate since the data on popula-
tion is published on the level of settlements. 
There are ten settlements which are totally or 
partly within the Tara NP borders with 3,630 
residents (Population Census, 2011). The real 
number is smaller, so we assume that we have 
a sample of 7–10 percent. As reported by the 
Head of the NP Sector of Presentation and 
Tourism Information in Tara NP, the number 
of registered visitors varies between 70,000 
and 80,000 a year, and it encompasses those 
staying in the hotels on the Tara Mt. and the 
hotels in Bajina Bašta and without those who 
use private accommodation. As for the locals 
and visitors, the same sample of participants 
was used as in the paper of Telbisz, T. et al. 
(2021), given that its size is considered suffi-
cient for the application of different statistical 
techniques (Pallant, J. 2010). 

We applied a broad range of modes in the 
survey procedures, such as self-administrated 
questionnaire filling (locals at their homes, 
visitors in visitor centres, and NP employees 
in the building of the Public Enterprise (PE) 
Tara NP), face-to-face questioning (locals at 
their homes), and online surveys set on the 
Tara NP website, and also sent to appropriate 
organisations, institutions, and personal con-
tacts (visitors). The surveys were completely 
anonymous. The questionnaires comprised 
open-ended and close-ended questions with 
multiple-choice answers. The questions were 
grouped into three segments related to: (a) 
knowledge on karst, (b) PAs, and (c) the im-
portance of knowledge and education. Each 
group of respondents, including those inter-

viewed, was asked about these mentioned is-
sues. Interviews with NP key persons were 
done in the building of the PE Tara NP and 
with the local key persons and external experts 
in their offices. In this paper, we have analysed 
only selected questions and answers related to 
our topic. They are presented in Table 1.

In terms of missing data, only a small num-
ber of respondents chose not to answer certain 
questions. In the tourist group the mean value 
of missing data was 1.9 percent with a maxi-
mum of 7.7 percent in the case of the question 
on the meaning of the word “karst”. In the 
NP employees group, the mean value of miss-
ing data was 5.0 percent with a maximum of  
7.1 percent (i.e. 2 of 28 answers).

Curricula and school textbooks analy-
ses were a way to determine whether there 
is enough content about karst and PAs and 
whether that content has the appropriate qual-
ity and is purposeful (Regulations on the Plans 
and Curricula, 2018–2021). 

Research procedure

After data collection, we examined whether 
there was a problem in the education sys-
tem and we proposed measures to solve the 
existing problems. The conceptual frame-
work and methodological procedure of the 
research are presented in Figure 4. 

The descriptive statistics and bivariate anal-
ysis (t-tests and ANOVA) were performed us-
ing SPSS 20.0 for Windows to recognise fac-
tors that affect the particular outcome. In the 
case when the type of data did not meet the 
assumptions on which the classic ANOVA 
is based, Welch’s ANOVA was used instead. 
The interpretation of the effect size was made 
according to Cohen, J.W. (1988).

Results and discussion

Demographic characteristics

The demographic characteristics of the re-
spondents show that the gender structure 
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is balanced; respondents were 14 years and 
above, while the age structure is normally 
distributed with the most frequent age group 
of 31–50. Considering the education level, 
among the local population, participants 
with secondary school predominate, while 
among visitors, NP employees, local key per-
sons, NP key persons, and external experts 
those with higher education predominate.

All of the local people reported live in the 
settlements of Bajina Bašta and Užice munici-
pality. Tara NP extends on the area of these 
two municipalities. NP employees and key 
persons, as well as local key persons reported 
in this survey, reside exclusively in the set-
tlements of Bajna Bašta municipality. The 
majority of visitors are from Serbia (93.0%), 
while foreigners (3.5%) came from Croatia, 
Russia, and North America, and 3.5 percent 
of the respondents did not provide that in-
formation. Considering visitors from Serbia, 
half of them are from Belgrade (the capital), 
10.0 percent are residents from the munici-
palities of Bajina Bašta and Užice, while the 
rest (one-third of the respondents) are from 
the other parts of Serbia. 

Knowledge on karst

This issue was examined by asking the visi-
tors several questions. First, the meaning of 
the words “karst”, “krš” or “kras” was asked. 
These are the various terms used in Serbia 
for the same phenomenon. The results show 
that almost 70 percent of respondents an-
swered that they knew the meaning of that 
word, but analysing the related open-ended 
answers, it is concluded that about 40 per-
cent of the respondents gave a very general 
answer, and a quarter of them gave a partly 
correct answer, another quarter gave a large-
ly correct description, and only 10 percent of 
them gave the perfect answer (for details, see  
Telbisz, T. et al. 2021). Although the local peo-
ple was not asked about karst terminology, 
the external expert who is a retired scientific 
researcher in geography, told an interesting 
story about how well the local people know 
the area they live in. Namely, there is a say-
ing among the villagers that cattle are grazed 
on “white stone” (limestone), but watered on 
“black stone” (serpentinite and diabase). It 
clearly demonstrates that although local peo-

Fig. 4. Conceptual framework and methodological procedure
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ple do not necessarily know how limestone 
is dissolved, but they do know that streams 
flow only on the black rocks. This example 
indicates that functional knowledge is impor-
tant. Another question for visitors and NP em-
ployees was if they see viewpoints and cliffs 
as the values of the landscape. In Figure 5, it 
can be seen that a pretty large number of visi-
tors (76.4% of them) see viewpoints as a value, 
and 43.8 percent see cliffs as a value of this 
landscape. NP employees (82.0%) also marked 
viewpoints as a value and 43.0 percent of them 
also see cliffs as a value. In addition, respond-
ents were asked if they visited viewpoints dur-
ing their staying in Tara NP. 82.3 percent of 
visitors and 100 percent of NP key persons, 
local key persons and experts answered posi-
tively, while one-third of visitors chose Tara 
to visit viewpoints.

As for the geological values, the external ex-
perts confirmed in the interviews that karsts 
were “useful” terrains during wars because 
caves, gorges and canyons were suitable for 
hiding. They also agreed that such terrains 
are harsh for life and that depopulation is an 
inevitable process today. On the contrary, 
there are nature-lovers who promote sustain-
able development and life on the karst. These 
opinions are often related to hiking, which is 
in turn supported by projects such as “Via 
Dinarica” (www.viadinarica.com). 

In the questionnaires, all of the respond-
ents were asked to rate the importance of 
the preservation of the geological values 

(viewpoints, cliffs) on a 5-point Likert-
type rating scale (1 = ‘not important at all’,  
2 = ‘not important’, 3 = ‘neutral’, 4 = ‘impor-
tant’, 5 = ‘most important’). In each group 
of respondents, the geological values were 
rated as ‘most important’ with the highest 
frequency, which means that people in each 
group are aware of the geological values and 
see them as an important task in the Tara NP 
management. In order to illustrate the differ-
ent perceptions of biological and geological 
values, the president of the “Tara“ Mountain 
Club pointed out that although the bear is an 
excellent trademark for Tara NP, it is also a 
problem in certain situations because bears 
sometimes cause damage, while the view-
points “do not ask for anything”. He also 
outlined that the small rock protruding from 
the Drina River with the hut on it, captured 
and made famous as a National Geographic 
photo, is also a geological value.

Welch’s ANOVA was used to compare the 
average results of the observed attitudes in 
specific independent categories of respond-
ents. Statistically significant differences in at-
titudes about the preservation of geological 
values were identified among investigated 
groups, with a small effect size registered. 
Post hoc procedure, using the Games-Howell 
test, revealed differences in the opinions of 
visitors and the local population, with the 
former valuing the priorities of the NP sig-
nificantly higher than the latter (Table 2).

We also examined the influence of socio-
demographic factors on the respondents’ 
opinions. The total sample was subject to 
t-tests and one-way analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) in order to examine the relation-
ship between socio-demographic variables 
(gender, age, education) and the opinion on 
development priorities of NP in the future. 

In the case of gender and age, no statisti-
cally significant differences in attitudes were 
found among members of different groups. 
However, when it comes to the level of edu-
cation, the series of t-tests confirmed that 
those with a higher level of education consid-
er the protection of geological values more 
important compared to the respondents with 

Fig. 5. Viewpoints and cliffs as a value of landscape 
in Tara National Park
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a lower level of education. However, the ob-
tained effect size is small.

Analysing the Plans and Curricula for the 
primary and secondary schools, we found 
that in the primary school, which lasts eight 
years in Serbia (ages 7–15), through the sub-
ject of geography, the pupils learn about karst 
and the relief of the Earth within two topics: 
in “Relief formation by water” (dissolving 
rocks) and “Man and relief” (positive and 
negative influences) during the fifth year. 
Later in the seventh and eighth years, they 
learn about karst areas on the examples of re-
gional and national geography. In secondary 
schools, there are the same topics and pupils 
expand their knowledge on karst landforms. 
In the first year of the gymnasium there is a 
topic on the geomorphological and hydro-
logical characteristics of karst, while in the 
third year, national karst areas are presented. 
In vocational secondary schools, pupils learn 
national geography only in the first year.

The content of the Geography textbooks is 
determined by the Curricula. In Geography 
textbooks, considering a relatively large num-
ber of publishers and authors, the karst topic 
is treated at very different detail levels. Thus, 
as for the many other subjects, the role of the 
teacher is crucial (Kovačević-Majkić, J. et al. 
2014; Ćalić, J. et al. 2015). The formal handicap 
of geography teaching is that there is only one 
class per week in the 5th year of primary school. 

We conclude that even if the topic of 
karst is represented in curricula, the visi-
tors’ knowledge on karst is unsatisfactory. 

Since the visitors are mostly from Serbia, 
they studied according to the mentioned 
Plans and Curricula. On the other hand, the 
knowledge of the local population is func-
tional because it is based on both education 
and experience. The solution may be to im-
prove teaching in terms of enhanced prac-
tical learning for those who do not live on 
karst terrains and also more classes to learn 
about karst because the process of learning 
implies iterations. An example of the non-
formal education on karst is the brochure 
published within the initiative International 
Year of Caves and Karst – Serbia (Ćalić, J. 
2021). In the centre of Tara NP at Mitrovac, 
there is one of the most visited resorts for 
school children that is suitable for education 
in the nature. In addition, the NP also organ-
ises the Junior Ranger Camp, where children 
can get to know the life in the NP, which is 
the best way to learn.

Knowledge on protected areas

The local people were asked about the level 
of nature protection of the area they live in. 
We expected a large number of answers to be 
correct, which was justified because almost 
92 percent of respondents answered that 
they knew that it is a NP. Eight percent of re-
spondents gave an incorrect answer, includ-
ing three people with higher education. Since 
the Tara NP was proclaimed in 1981, it was 
not expected that they do not know that fact.

Table 2. Differences in the attitudes on the importance of the preservation of the geological values*

Variables Average 
value Values Significance 

(p)
Effect size

(est. ω2)

Group of 
respondents

Visitors
Local population
NP employees
NP key persons
Local key persons
External experts

4.68
4.34
4.62
4.80
4.44
4.60

F-value
3.68 0.018 0.03

Level of education Primary/secondary
Higher education

4.35
4.62

t-value
-3.18 0.002 0.02

*Importance values on a 5-point Likert-type rating scale. p = probability of occurrence (p < 0.05)
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The local people were asked to comment on 
the advantages and drawbacks related to the 
NP. The numbers of those who see advantag-
es and those who do not see advantages are 
almost equal (47% versus 53%, respectively). 
Of those who see advantages, only 6 percent 
answered this way because they consider the 
protection of nature as an advantage. Such a 
small percentage indicates that there is a low 
level of awareness about the importance of 
nature protection. The majority of the local 
population considers tourism development 
as the main advantage related to the NP, but 
this topic is discussed in a different paper. 
When it comes to drawbacks, almost 2/3 of 
respondents do not see them, and 1/3 mostly 
state different types of restrictions as draw-
backs. One answer in a negative context was 
“everything is protected”. In addition, one-third 
of the local population feels that there has 
been an economic change due to the declara-
tion of the NP, but they mentioned it both 
positively and negatively. Only one answer 
emphasised the fact that the area of forests 
has enlarged since the foundation of the NP.

All respondents except visitors were asked 
whether it is important for them that “the NP 
is part of our national heritage and we can be 
proud of it”. Of the local population 58 percent 
answered “yes”, 32 percent answered “par-
tially” and 10 percent answered “no”. This 
can be partly explained by the fact that there 

is an opinion among some locals that the es-
tablishment and existence of NP Tara do not 
have any essential influence on the life of the 
local population. This is in accordance with 
the previously mentioned fact that 53 percent 
of locals do not see any advantages of the NP. 
The process of depopulation and the decrease 
of agricultural activities and grazing would 
happen even if the NP were not there. Details 
on stakeholders’ attitudes toward Tara NP 
were elaborated by Brankov, J. et al. (2022). 
Of NP employees, 89 percent responded 
positively, 11 percent answered “partially”, 
and none responded negatively. Among the 
interviewees each person spoke positively, 
which can be explained by their higher edu-
cation and subsequently higher awareness on 
the importance of nature protection (Figure 
6). Head of the Sector of Planning, Design, 
Protection, and Arrangement in Tara NP, 
reminded that one of the most successful 
telecommunication companies in Serbia is 
successfully conducting an advertising cam-
paign using the name of the Serbian spruce 
(Picea Omorika) for one of its service packages. 
This example demonstrates that Omorika is 
related to positive attitudes, thus, it is used 
for marketing (within the “business sphere”). 
Another positive example was mentioned by 
the Assistant Director for the General and 
Legal Affairs in Tara NP, who points out that 
on the billboards at the border crossings to 

Fig. 6. The respondents’ answers to the question “Do you think of NP as a part of our national heritage that 
we can be proud of?”



Kovačević-Majkić, J. et al. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 71 (2022) (2) 163–179.172

Serbia is a photograph of the Banjska Stena, 
the most popular viewpoint of Tara NP. This 
example presents a case, when a viewpoint 
image is used to market “itself”, also to sug-
gest a positive country image.

Visitors were asked if it is important to 
them that Tara is a NP. We used three-point 
response format (1 = ‘not at all’, 2 = ‘slightly’, 
3 = ‘yes, very important’). Among the re-
spondents, 43 percent answered that is im-
portant for them that Tara is a NP, 39 percent 
were neutral, and 18 percent responded that 
for them, the protected status of the area is 
not important at all. Nonetheless, a relatively 
small number of positive answers does not 
necessarily mean that the protection of the 
landscape is not important for the respond-
ent, but it may also mean that it is not crucial 
when it comes to motivations for travel. On 
the other hand, the interviewees, although 
mostly consider tourism as a desirable branch 
of the economy that needs to be developed, 
also mentioned that a large number of visi-
tors leads to increased waste and greater pol-
lution, higher water consumption, and so on.

Considering nature protection, there is a 
further conflict when it comes to building fa-
cilities. Many respondents are aware of the 
problem of illegal construction. The neces-

sity of cooperation in the field of nature pro-
tection is confirmed by the example of Tara 
NP. For example, waste disposal is an issue 
that several institutions are dealing with (the 
municipality, the NP, and the Drina-Lim hy-
dropower plant). Interviewees from the hy-
dropower plant stated that their institution 
takes out the garbage two times a week in the 
tourist season and once a week out of season 
from certain settlements (Mitrovac, Zaovine, 
and Perućac). That is 50–60 m3 of garbage 
per tour. They also give money for floating 
waste removal (plastic bottles, other plastic 
waste, stumps, and branches) from the Drina 
reservoirs. They constructed a chain system, 
which removes 8–10 x 103 m3 of waste per 
year. The waste is transported to a landfill, 
whereas the stumps and branches are used 
for pellet production. The hydropower plant 
also performs anti-erosion works (there are 
gabion dams that retain erosion material). 

As for schools, PAs are included in the 
curricula within several subjects in primary 
and secondary schools. An overview of the 
subject and related topics, which is taught in 
the upper years of primary school and in sec-
ondary school, is presented in Table 3. Besides 
the content presented in Table 3, in the lower 
years of primary school within the subjects 

Table 3. Content related to PAs in Plans and Curricula of primary and secondary schools*

Subjects Topics

Primary 
school

Geography

Biogeography (vulnerability and protection of the species)
Natural and cultural heritage
Economy (the concept of sustainable development)
National geography (examples from Serbia)

Biology
Life in the ecosystem (the protection of species and environ-
ment, endangered species, sustainable development, rare and 
endangered species in Serbia)

Nature keepers “Let’s help them to survive” (endangered species)
“I save the nature” (natural resources, protected natural values)

Let’s save our planet Biodiversity and geodiversity (nature protection and PAs)

Secondary 
school

Biology Ecological and environmental aspect appears in many topics

Geography
Biosphere (biodiversity protection)
Geoheritage (geoheritage protection, spatial aspect – PAs in 
Serbia)

Education for sustainable 
development Laws and standards on sustainable development 

*After Regulations on the Plans and Curricula in the reference list.
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World around us and Nature and society, chil-
dren are also able to develop knowledge and 
awareness on environmental protection and 
human-nature relations.

It can be seen that there are horizontal con-
nections between the subjects. Vertical con-
nections are temporal and imply the connec-
tion within one subject and through all years.

The contents of the textbooks related to 
PAs follow the Curricula, but differences 
depend on the publisher and the authors. It 
is concluded that relative to the topic of karst, 
the topic of PAs is more represented.

We can conclude that although the issue 
of PAs is present in Curricula and school 
textbooks, the survey results show that the 
local population has only a partially affirma-
tive attitude towards the Tara NP. Of all the 
respondent groups, local residents have 
the most negative and the least number of 
positive answers to the question related to 
“Tara NP as part of our national heritage”. 
However, it is difficult to conclude how 
much the local people care about nature 
protection. That is a sensitive issue, and 
certainly, the problems and conflicts that 
exist between the local population and the 
NP should be approached carefully because 

they are also widespread in other types of 
PAs in Serbia (Jojić Glavonjić, T. et al. 2021). 
Improving attitudes towards nature protec-
tion is a process that involves the cooperation 
of all stakeholders in the area.

The importance of knowledge and education

It is an issue we examined through questions 
on the source of knowledge and information 
about the NP, and through the opinion of re-
spondents on the importance of educational 
trails, viewpoints, as well as research activi-
ties and education in general.

The tourist group was asked where they got 
information about Tara NP. Out of them, 47 
percent answered “in school”, i.e. through for-
mal education, and 20 percent “from books”. The 
rest stated that TV/radio, internet, and personal 
contacts were their main source of information 
(Figure 7, a). In order to assess the importance 
of formal education for PAs, we asked the local 
population whether their children got to know 
the NP through school programs. 52 percent 
gave a positive answer, 36 percent a negative 
answer, and 12 percent left this question with-
out an answer (Figure 7, b). This example also 

Fig. 7. Sources of information about Tara NP for visitors (a), and answers by the local population to the ques-
tion “If there are children in the family: Do they »meet« the NP by school programs?” (b)
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shows that to the topic of nature protection is 
less significant for the local population.

Considering the opinion about the im-
portance of educational trails, 58 percent of 
visitors rated them as “very important” and 
40 percent as “slightly important”. In another 
question related to satisfaction with tour-
ist information, about 70 percent stated 
they were “satisfied” or “perfectly satisfied”. 
Furthermore, the majority of visitors would 
support the development of new education-
al trails (88%) and viewpoints (82%). These 
opinions match with the aims of the NP au-
thorities, who, with the “Tara” Mountain 
Club arranged and marked 290 km of walk-
ing trails in the recent years (President of 
the “Tara“ Mountain Club and Head of 
the NP Sector of Presentation and Tourism 
Information in Tara NP). Keeping in mind 
the above-mentioned difficulties of life on 
karst and depopulation, the maintenance of 
these trails is a more serious challenge than 
their creation. This is confirmed by the exam-
ple of the path leading towards the Lađevac 
spring from the Rača Monastery that is en-
dangered by a landslide, as reported by the 
Prior of the Rača Monastery and the Head of 
the NP Sector of Presentation and Tourism 
Information in Tara NP.

A high percent of affirmative attitudes to-
wards education trails and visitor information 
indicate that there is a good basis for improv-
ing knowledge on karst and nature protection. 
As most of the respondents are adults who 
are no longer involved in school education, 
the solution for increasing knowledge is in 
non-formal and informal education. In fact, 
the educational activities offered by Tara NP 
are comprehensive. Education trails and ex-
hibitions in visitor centres are the dominant 
informative and interpretation tools (tech-
niques) in a sense set by Puczkó, L. and Rátz, 
T. (2000). As Tara NP was previously oriented 
to biodiversity protection, the content of edu-
cational trails and exhibitions mainly present 
biology-related information, but there are also 
parts with geo contents. Writing about geo-
tourism as a new aspect of tourism on Tara 
Mountain, Banjac, N. and Rundić, Lj. (2006) 
pointed out that geotouristic paths are one of 
the directions in which geotourism can be de-
veloped. They also proposed a first potential 
geotouristic path. In Telbisz, T. et al. (2021), 
new thematic educational paths for Tara NP 
are also suggested (Photo 1). 

The PE NP specifies the set of goals and 
leads the protection and development pro-
gram of the NP through various activities 

Photo 1. Examples of the visitors’ information: info-board along an education path (left), visitor`s centre in 
Bajina Bašta (right). (Photos taken by the authors.)
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defined by the Law on NP (Law on National 
Parks, 2015, 2018), such as the implemen-
tation of protection zones, management of 
forests, hunting and fishing, the controlling 
of the construction works (by permits), moni-
toring of flora and fauna, the promotion of 
the NP and its resources. One set of activities 
refers to the interaction with the local popu-
lation, education and conducting scientific 
research and participation in international 
projects. In this regard, all of the respond-
ents were asked to rate the importance of 
scientific research and education (Figure 8). 
We used a five-point Likert-type rating scale 
from 1 = ‘not important at all’, to 5 = ‘most 
important’. In each group of respondents, 
education was rated as “most important (5)” 
with the highest frequency, but considering 
the scientific research, the exception was the 
group of the local population where the an-
swer “important (4)” predominated (last row 
in Figure 8 – local people L-Sci). 

Like in the case of geological values, 
Welch’s ANOVA was used to compare the 
average results of the observed attitudes on 
the importance of scientific research (Table 4) 
and education (Table 5) among specific inde-
pendent categories of respondents. In both 
cases, statistically significant differences be-

tween the examined groups were confirmed, 
with a small effect size for the education vari-
able and medium effect size for the scientific 
research variable. The post hoc procedure 
confirmed that the opinions of visitors and 
the local population differ significantly on 
the importance of scientific research and 
that the visitors attribute higher priority to 
scientific research than local residents (see 
Table 4). When it comes to the importance of 
education, it was found that local key per-
sons value this priority much higher than the 
members of the local population (see Table 5).

Regarding the influence of socio-demo-
graphic factors on the opinions of the re-
spondents, neither gender nor age proved 
to be a predictor of the opinions in any of 
these two analysed priorities. In contrast, the 
level of education proved to be a significant 
predictor of attitudes on the importance of 
scientific research, with the series of t-tests 
confirming that those with a higher level of 
education gave higher marks to this priority 
compared to the respondents with a lower 
level of education. The calculated effect size 
is small (see Table 4). No statistical signifi-
cance was found between the level of educa-
tion of the respondents and the opinion on 
the importance of education as a priority.

Fig. 8. Evaluation of the importance of scientific research (Sci) and education (Edu) as a NP task by local people 
(L), visitors (V), NP employees (NP e), local key persons (L kp), NP key persons (NP kp), and external experts 

(E). 1 = not important at all, 5 = most important.
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Figure 9 shows a comparison of the an-
swers of all respondents related to all pri-
orities. It is obvious that scientific research 
and education are also rated as high priori-
ties (with dominant grades 5 and 4), but in 

comparison to other values of the NP (such 
as the preservation of the biological, cultural 
and landscape values), scientific research and 
education are lower-rated.

Table 5. Differences in attitudes on the importance of education*

Variables Average 
value F-value Significance 

(p)
Effect size 

(est. ω2)

Group of respondents

Visitors
Local population
NP employees
NP key persons
Local key persons
External experts

4.26
4.13
4.54
4.60
4.78
4.20

3.44 0.022 0.03

*Importance values on a 5-point Likert-type rating scale. p = probability of occurrence (p < 0.05)

Table 4. Differences in the attitudes on the importance of the scientific research*

Variables Average 
value Values Significance 

(p)
Effect size 

(est. ω2)

Group of respondents

Visitors
Local population
NP employees
NP key persons
Local key persons
External experts

4.22
3.62
4.27
4.40
4.33
4.40

F-value
6.28 0.001 0.06

Level of education Primary/secondary
Higher education

3.78
4.07

t-value
-2.68 0.008 0.02

*Importance values on a 5-point Likert-type rating scale. p = probability of occurrence (p < 0.05)

Fig. 9. Evaluation of Tara NP priorities as rated by all respondents. TOUR = tourism, EDU = education, SCI = scientific 
research, LAND = landscape preservation, CUL = cultural heritage preservation, GEO = geoheritage preservation, 

BIO = biological preservation. 1 = not important at all, 5 = most important.
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Conclusions

All the presented results and facts prove that 
although the knowledge on karst and PAs is 
unsatisfactory at present, and the awareness 
on the importance of the karst and PAs needs 
to be improved, the belief in the importance 
of knowledge is strong enough that the pro-
cess presented in Figure 1 has a potential to 
move on. It is claimed that education has a 
key role in this process.

The results on the issues related to knowledge 
on karst show that visitors have some knowl-
edge on recognising karst landforms, and they 
estimate their natural values, but it is more dif-
ficult for them to give exact definitions or to in-
terpret the karst processes. The local residents 
have a certain practical knowledge, as they live 
on karst terrain. As for schools, the karst topic 
is presented in the Plans and Curricula, as well 
as in the textbooks, but in order to improve 
the level of karst knowledge, it is necessary to 
learn iteratively and in the field.

Considering the results related to knowledge 
on PAs we can conclude that the local people 
have ambivalent opinions about the impor-
tance of the NP status and experience both the 
advantages and drawbacks of the NP. Only a 
small per cent of them see the protection of na-
ture as an advantage brought by the NP, which 
indicates that there is a low level of awareness 
about the significance of nature protection. 
One-third of the local people reported different 
types of restrictions as drawbacks. Considering 
the NP as a part of the national heritage, the 
results indicate that this attitude depends on 
the level of education of the respondents and 
that those who are highly educated have in-
creased awareness on the importance of na-
ture protection. All interviewees agreed that 
the protection of nature is important and that 
mutual cooperation of stakeholders is neces-
sary. The topic of PAs is more represented in 
the Curricula and school textbooks than the 
topic of karst. The fact that the local popula-
tion has only a partially affirmative attitude 
towards the Tara NP is not satisfactory. The 
problems and conflicts that exist between the 
local people and the NP should be approached 

carefully with gradually improving the atti-
tudes and finding the common goals.

The awareness on the importance of 
knowledge and education is reflected in the 
results related to the respondents’ opinion 
on the importance of educational trails and 
other visitor information. The results showed 
that about half of the local population re-
membered that they had learnt about PAs in 
school textbooks, and half of the visitors had 
got information about Tara NP during for-
mal education. It means that there is a good 
basis to improve knowledge about karst and 
PAs through formal, but also other forms of 
education such as non-formal and informal 
education. Although scientific research and 
education are rated as priorities, these got 
lower scores in comparison to other values 
of the NP (the preservation of the biological, 
cultural, landscapes, and geological values).

This research confirmed that the process of 
acquiring of knowledge on karst and PAs is 
alive despite all the existing barriers. Thanks 
to the potentials of natural resources (in this 
case, protected karst areas) and people who 
live there or go for visits, there are reasons to 
believe that the development of knowledge 
will contribute to the general development 
of the area. 
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Introduction

Global biodiversity loss remains one of the 
leading environmental challenges, not only 
for the environment but also for human so-
cieties worldwide (World Economic Forum 
2022). The conservation of nature often re-
quires the protection of vast areas of land. 
These protected areas (PAs) have been made 

part of numerous international and EU poli-
cies, such as the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD), as well as EU Birds and 
Habitats Directives (Natura 2000 Directives), 
among others. It is undisputed that nature 
provides a wide array of ecosystem services 
indispensable to humanity’s survival. Yet, na-
ture conservation is often seen as a hindrance 
to economic development (Houdet, J. et al. 
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Abstract

Protected areas are a leading conservation tool for preserving biodiversity. However, the restrictions on human 
uses often engender resistance of local communities to the idea of living in protected environment. This paper 
describes the preparation of Biodiversity Investment Opportunities (BIO) maps for seven case areas in Central 
and South-Eastern Europe, using participatory methods. BIO maps have been further developed with the in-
volvement of local stakeholders to define areas that can support economic activities while achieving a no net 
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ronments they depend on. PBBs were found to be a viable solution, effective in changing the perceptions of both 
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2012). Particularly, PAs are often perceived 
as severely limiting human economic growth 
and wellbeing, thus creating a potent sectoral 
conflict (Mariki, S.B. et al. 2015). Addition-
ally, the history of PAs is often associated 
with mistreatment of local inhabitants (Han, 
F. 2008; Duffy, R. 2014), lacking stakeholder 
involvement, and consequently mistrust of 
local inhabitants towards nature conserva-
tion, thus introducing further challenges for 
PA managers.

Different approaches exist to conserve bio-
diversity: setting aside PAs (i.e. land spar-
ing) or integrating nature conservation and 
economic development (i.e. land sharing, 
Fischer, J. et al. 2013). While land sparing 
(large PAs, entirely devoid of human activi-
ties) is often seen as being more effective in 
terms of biodiversity benefits (Phalan, B.  
et al. 2011; Nagel, T.A. et al. 2017), such an 
approach also leads to substantial social and 
economic drawbacks and has been linked 
to humanitarian disasters (Duffy, R. 2014). 
Additionally, some of the most recent lit-
erature points towards utilising a matrix 
of land sparing and sharing approaches 
to produce the greatest benefits (Grass, I.  
et al. 2019; Batáry, P. et al. 2020). Moreover, 
in European contexts, land sparing is even 
more challenging to implement due to thou-
sands of years of human alterations of the 
natural environments and high population 
density (Fischer, J. et al. 2013). The European 
Environment Agency (EEA) reports that 
Europe is one of the places where such cul-
tural landscapes are widely protected, both 
through the EU Natura 2000 network and 
national designations (EEA 2019, 2020). It is 
therefore imperative to find solutions that 
reconcile local economic development, needs 
of local inhabitants, and nature conservation. 

Recently, farmland and especially tradi-
tional land-use practices are increasingly 
disappearing in Europe. A gradient within 
Europe can be observed; towards the East 
and South-East of the continent, remnants 
of the traditional land management persist, 
while in the Western parts they have almost 
completely disappeared (Filho, W.L. et al. 

2016; Van der Zanden, E.H. et al. 2017). 
This gradient has considerable environmen-
tal, socio-economic, and landscape impli-
cations (Lasanta, T. et al. 2017). Significant 
biodiversity loss and reduced populations 
of adapted species have also been observed 
in abandoned agricultural areas, as well as 
in areas experiencing agricultural intensifica-
tion (Guerrero, I. et al. 2012). It is therefore 
urgent to find ways to protect biodiversity 
and revive traditional agricultural land-
scapes (Munroe, D.K. et al. 2013).

European environmental policies and regu-
lations often clash with both local communities 
and other sectoral policies, due to the complex 
and sometimes contradictory nature of the 
legislation used to manage and protect the en-
vironment (EEA 2019). Despite the concerted 
efforts of European states, the biodiversity 
targets on land and sea were not met by 2020 
(European Commission 2020). Additionally, 
the new EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030 sets the 
EU Member States on the road to still increase 
the PAs until they cover 30 percent of the EU 
(European Commission 2020). This will likely 
introduce further tensions in the social and 
economic realms. 

Some areas in Europe, particularly in South-
Eastern Europe, which are recovering from 
recent civil unrest and war, are classified by 
the World Bank as developing countries (The 
World Bank 2020). Economic development is 
particularly important in those countries since 
most of the population cannot afford comfort-
able living (Golusin, M. et al. 2011). This is also 
one of the reasons the care for the surrounding 
environment cannot yet be prioritised, there-
fore the natural environment is often overex-
ploited. Incidentally, it is also in this part of 
Europe where karst phenomena are wide-
spread, which due to their surface and under-
ground phenomena produce unique, rich, and 
often very fragile biodiversity, which needs to 
be protected (Golusin, M. et al. 2011; Tanács, 
E. 2016). Therefore, the development of local 
economies that take advantage of the natural 
features and preserve them and improve their 
status at the same time is even more impor-
tant in these regions (Leone, F. and Zoppi, C. 
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2019). These challenges introduce a number 
of problems for PA managers (Defries, R. and 
Nagendra, H. 2017). If PAs are seen as social-
ecological systems, integrating both ecosystem 
resilience and the social systems which have 
evolved in the same areas (Cumming, G. and 
Allen, R. 2017) and they are to be managed 
effectively, it is vital to overcome the conflicts 
between nature conservation and development. 
The increasing complexity of the PA manage-
ment situations has often led to widening the 
gap between the managers, experts, public au-
thorities, and the local populations (Andrade, 
G.S.M. and Rhodes, J.R. 2012).

The ecosystem services (ES) concept has 
been developed as an approach to reconcile 
human aspects with nature conservation 
(MEA 2005). The ES concept aims to represent 
the multi-faceted interdependence of ecologi-
cal and socio-economic systems in a simpli-
fied way (Haines-Young, R. and Potschin, 
M. 2010). As such ES have often been used 
to quantify the benefits that ecosystems pro-
vide in monetary terms in order to gener-
ate a wider and economic rationale for their 
protection (Houdet, T. et al. 2012). However, 
the financial evaluations of nature have not 
been perfected yet and the ways of how to 
integrate economic valuation into nature 
conservation remain problematic and often 
serve as a basis for distrust towards the whole 
ES approach (Ellis, E.C. et al. 2019, Vári, Á. 
et al. 2022). Additionally, the ES approach is 
usually used by managers, public authorities 
in decision-making and for communication 
of conservation or sustainable development 
rationales; however, it has been rarely em-
ployed in order to foster better cooperation 
between the PAs and their local stakeholders. 

In this paper, we present a new way to rec-
oncile seemingly contradictory targets of de-
velopment by using the ES mapping concept 
as a basis for the creation of pro-biodiversity 
businesses (PBBs) in PAs. The approach was 
developed within ECO KARST Interreg pro-
ject (2017–2019) that aimed to contribute to 
the protection and sustainable development 
of karst bio-regions in the Danube region 
based on their valued ecosystem services. A 

PBB is an enterprise that generates financial 
returns and at the same time makes a positive 
contribution to preserving biodiversity, such 
as for example eco-tourism (Houdet, T. et al. 
2012). While the concept of a PBB is not new 
(Keesstra, S. et al. 2018), PBBs have mainly 
been utilised within the context of solely 
green entrepreneurship. This paper presents 
a way to develop PBBs based on ES that PAs 
provide in a particular area. This is a novel 
approach, which sidesteps the often critiqued 
monetary evaluations of ES, and uses the en-
tire ES approach to build connections with 
PAs’ local communities and directly identifies 
possibilities for biodiversity-friendly business 
and development opportunities. Thus, PBBs 
contribute to both the preservation of biodi-
versity and improvement of living standards 
of local people and are fully in line with regu-
lations of the PAs (Lindsey, P.A. et al. 2005). 
Moreover, since the proposed approach 
closely follows the principles of adaptive and 
participatory management, local stakehold-
ers, PA managers, and experts are all equally 
involved in the process of identifying both 
the ES and PBBs. Although even PBBs can 
have unknown effects on the environment 
or can become damaging if not appropriate-
ly controlled (e.g. Lescuyer, G. et al. 2016), 
we argue that PBBs that are based on the ES 
maps generate good opportunities to pro-
vide benefits for people and protect nature. 
We demonstrate on the example of Central 
and South-Eastern European Karst PAs (1) 
how ES maps can be used in a participatory 
approach to create Biodiversity Investment 
Opportunity (BIO) maps; (2) how to use ES 
and BIO maps to identify opportunities for 
the development of PBBs; (3) which ES are 
most commonly used by the local communi-
ties for the creation of PBBs.

Study area

The study area included seven karst PAs 
in the Danube region in seven countries  
(Figure 1). Karst means the terrain with dis-
tinctive landforms and underground drain-

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/landform
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age systems that form as a consequence of 
the solubility of certain rock types, particu-
larly limestone, in water (Simms, M.J. 2005). 
The selected PAs, despite having different so-
cio-economic backgrounds, were chosen due 
to their karstic nature, similar nature con-
servation challenges, and the prevalence of 
traditional land uses. The selection ensured 
that a wide variety of societal concerns and 
different protection regimes could be con-
sidered. The PAs were also selected for their 
diversity of designations, protected habitats, 
and different management regimes. The se-
lected countries, despite some weaker social 
indicators, score quite highly in the 2019 
United Nations Development Programme’s 
(UNDP) Human Development Index Rank-
ings, ranging from 20th place (Austria, 0.914) 
to 75th place (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 0.769) 
out of 189 countries assessed (UNDP, 2019). 
All selected PAs have designated manage-
ments, however the level of detail in their 
management plans, as well as the capacity 
of individual PA managers varied. 

All the pilot PAs are characterised by 
karst features. One of the areas (Kalkalpen 
National Park) lies in the Alps, four in 
the Dinarides (Notranjska Regional Park, 
Žumberak-Samoborsko gorje Nature Park, 

Bijambare Protected Landscape, and Tara 
National Park), and two in the Carpathian 
Mountain Range (Bükk National Park and 
Apuseni Nature Park). All of the pilot PAs 
are also part of Natura 2000 or the Natura 
2000 equivalent Emerald networks, attest-
ing to their high and varied biodiversity 
and European importance, as defined by 
Habitats and Birds Directives and the Bern 
Convention.

Materials and methods

In each pilot area, ES were identified, 
mapped, and used to produce local action 
plans that incorporated both nature protec-
tion and its use, as well as ideas for PBBs. The 
entire process was done in constant collabo-
ration between ES experts, sectorial experts 
(e.g. foresters, nature conservationists, water 
management experts), park managers, and 
local stakeholders. 

Ecosystem services mapping

ES mapping was carried out in line with 
the European Commission’s methodologi-

Fig. 1. Map of pilot PAs. 1 = Notranjska Regional Park (Slovenia); 2 = Žumberak-Samoborsko gorje Nature 
Park (Croatia); 3 = Kalkalpen National Park (Austria); 4 = Bükk National Park (Hungary); 5 = Apuseni Nature 
Park (Romania); 6 = Bijambare Protected Landscape (Bosnia and Herzegovina); 7 = Tara National Park (Serbia)
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cal guidance on how to map and assess ES, 
as required by Action 5 of the EU Biodiver-
sity Strategy to 2020. These guidelines were 
elaborated in comprehensive European co-
operation projects such as the ESMERALDA 
project (Burkhard, B. et al. 2018). For each 
pilot PA, precise boundaries were delineat-
ed to define the area to be considered when 
mapping ES (see below). In cases of strictly 
protected PAs, the mapped areas were ex-
tended to the surrounding buffer zones with 
local villages to represent more of the rele-
vant social-ecological system. The bounda-
ries of buffer zones were set in collaboration 
between the PA managers and local stake-
holders. They were based on the criteria of 
either people living there who can influence 
the conditions within the specific pilot area, 
or people using the proximity of a PA as a 
marketing strategy for their businesses.

After the delineation of the pilot areas, the 
ES mapping started with the identification 
of ecosystem types and creation of ecosys-
tem type maps. These maps provide the 
spatial units and basic input necessary for 
the ES assessment and mapping. We used 
the EUNIS (European Nature Information 
System) habitat classification (Davies, C.E.  
et al. 2004) as standard, mainly relying on lev-
el 3. The EUNIS-based ecosystem type map 
was produced by compiling and transform-
ing already existing datasets (e.g. vegetation/
habitat maps). Some of these original maps 
used local classification systems, others the 
CORINE (Coordination of Information on 
the Environment) Biotope and Palaearctic 
habitat classifications, or Annex I of the 
Habitats Directive. These were converted 
into EUNIS categories and maps with the use 
of crosswalks. In some cases, the underlying 
data only allowed the use of EUNIS level 2 
categories. In others, a few customised cat-
egories had to be included to adapt to the 
regional and geological (karst) specificities 
of the selected pilot areas.

The ES mapping started by overviewing 
the scientific literature to identify karst-
specific and potentially important ES. At 
the same time, a series of semi-structured 

interviews were held with experts from 
each pilot area. The Common International 
Classification for Ecosystem Services (CICES 
v5.1, www.cices.eu, Haines-Young, R. and 
Potschin, M. 2013) was used as a foundation 
for the identification of ES categories and for 
establishing the conceptual basis of the work 
with ES. Based on this, an adjusted list of ES 
was provided (Supplement), which were sub-
sequently mapped in each pilot PA. 

For the actual mapping of ES, we mainly 
used rule-based extended matrix models 
(Tier 2 models, see also Arany, I. et al. 2019). 
The mapping process followed four general 
steps (Figure 2):

1. Customising the ecosystem typology and 
creating an appropriate ecosystem type map;

2. Creating a simple matrix model by as-
signing base scores (relative values) to the 
ecosystem types based on expert decision 
(with the participation of locals and other 
experts, through stakeholder workshops, see 
the next chapter on stakeholder involvement);

Fig. 2. Workflow of modelling and mapping of
ecosystem services

https://ojs.mtak.hu/index.php/hungeobull/search
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3. Extending the model: identifying ad-
ditional spatial variables relevant for the ES 
and integrating these into the ES model in 
the form of rules that modify the base scores;

4. Validating the draft maps at the next 
stakeholder workshop.

Besides the ecosystem type and the maps 
of ESs, the assessment process included the 
mapping of ecosystem condition. Data avail-
ability was a crucial point throughout the pro-
cess, as the existing databases and data qual-
ity varied widely between participating areas. 

Stakeholder identification and involvement

A series of three workshops for the elaboration 
of ES and BIO maps were carried out in each 
pilot area. Each workshop aimed to involve 
the highest possible diversity of stakeholders, 
which were identified using various databases, 
partnerships and NGO networks, supplement-
ed with a survey among local stakeholders. 
Involved land users were categorised accord-
ing to their influence and dependence on ES 
(Felipe-Lucia, M.R. et al. 2015). This approach 
enabled park managers to take into account 
not just various strategies of land use, but also 
power relations, which play a crucial role in 
decision-making on every level. Three posi-
tions needed special attention in the participa-
tory process (see also Kuslits, B. et al. 2021): 
(1) Administration: usually high power and 
low dependence on ES. These actors usually 
make decisions in themselves, while their con-
nection with the landscape is rather abstract. 
(2) Major land users: forestry, water manage-
ment authorities etc. These stakeholders usu-
ally control significant ESs, which highly influ-
ence the whole landscape. Given their high 
leverage in decision-making and direct impact 
both on the regulatory and the ecological level, 
these players sometimes tend to ignore other 
smaller players. (3) Small-scale farmers: this 
was a diverse group with high dependence on 
ES while having virtually no formal decision-
making power. They had the highest stakes in 
the participatory process but limited chances 
to enforce their will. During Stakeholder Net-

work Analysis), four main steps of data collec-
tion and analysis were followed:

A. Identifying stakeholder groups during a 
participatory workshop. Following the frame-
work of Felipe-Lucia, M.R. et al. (2015), stake-
holders were categorised into groups based on 
their decision-making power and dependence 
on ESs (Figure 3).

B. Designing a questionnaire survey to re-
veal relationships within and among stake-
holder groups. As recommended by Prell, C. 
et al. (2011), we used predefined groups in the 
questionnaire and set a limit in the number 
of possible answers in each section. Example: 
”Who do you communicate with regularly 
from restaurant owners in the study. 

D. Data collection was done partly in person 
with paper-based surveys and partly online. 
Paper-based surveys provide higher quality 
responses, especially in communities where 
the basic idea of SNA may be strange or suspi-
cious for respondents. Online surveys, on the 
other hand, make data analysis much easier, 
while also hiding misunderstandings, as ques-
tions and options may be more easily misun-
derstood.

Analysis. SNA has a broad literature focus-
ing on cases and methodologies (e.g. Bodin, 
O. and Prell, C. 2011). In our case, analy-
sis was done at an individual level: looking 
at positions, such as centrality measures. In 
a communication network, the in-degree of a 
node may indicate its power in the network 
or the trust in his views. Betweenness central-
ity may highlight players with a high ability 
to connect distant others, bridging groups in 
case of conflicts etc. Besides analysing indi-
vidual nodes in the network, the structure as 
a whole can be analysed as well. Subgroups, 
strength of connections between groups, and 
external factors influencing the likelihood of a 
connection (such as the role of geographical or 
ecological features) can be all indications of in-
teresting features both for research and policy-
making. The analysis was done by Gephi, an 
open-source software.

The resulting networks were used in identi-
fying and involving the right stakeholders at 
every workshop (see Figure 3).
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Each pilot PA carried out three workshops, 
thus totaling 21 workshops across the region. 
The first workshops focussed on validation 
of ES maps, the second ones on preparation 
and validation of BIO maps, and the last 
series of workshops focussed on PBB iden-
tification and preparation of inputs for lo-
cal action plans. The workshops altogether 
involved 277 people representing a variety 
of different interests (see Supplement), with 
numerous participants engaging repeatedly 
and attending numerous workshops (these 
have been counted only once). 

Creation of BIO maps

Based on the finalised ES maps, an additional 
workshop with local stakeholders was organ-
ised in each pilot area. The participants (PA 
managers, experts and local stakeholders) dis-

cussed which ES were available to them, which 
ones they already utilise, and where they see 
the potential for future development. The BIO 
maps were then created as future development 
potential of the area, by using the ES maps 
and delineating areas where nature-friendly 
businesses – PBBs – could be implemented. 
These newly delineated areas were later dig-
itised, and in this manner, the BIO maps were 
produced. The experts were present at these 
workshops and ensured that the future de-
velopments proposed by the local stakehold-
ers remained within the recognised carrying 
capacity of the area and that they would not 
endanger the long-term and sustainable pro-
vision of ES. For delineating areas for PBBs, 
the zonation of PAs was taken into account, as 
well as special features/species needed to be 
protected, as well as vulnerability as assessed 
by the experts and some aspects of business 
suitability (e.g. closeness to settlements).

Fig. 3. Example for identification of major stakeholder groups and the most important ESs they interact with

https://ojs.mtak.hu/index.php/hungeobull/article/view/8086/7201
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Creation of local action plans and identification 
of PBBs

Taking into account the produced ES and BIO 
maps, inputs from stakeholders, and knowl-
edge of experts, as well as pilot area managers, 
local action plans for every pilot area were pre-
pared by PA managers and then finalised with 
their local stakeholders. These action plans in-
cluded a list of measures and activities each 
PA and its stakeholders could implement, in 
addition to their existing management plans. 
A number of PBBs were identified by the PA 
managers and their stakeholders through 
the above-mentioned workshops, as well as 
through the process of additional gap analy-
ses. These were included in the action plans.

Results

All seven PAs considered touristic attractive-
ness and hay production as important ES 
(Figure 4). Timber production was also rec-
ognised as essential in all but one PA, where 
all logging activities are prohibited. Given 
that all areas are situated on limestone and 
dolomite substrate, it is not surprising that 
most water-related ES were not recognised as 
important, apart from water quality regula-
tion and pollutant removal (57%).

Figure 5 demonstrates a set of BIO maps 
created for Apuseni Nature Park, Romania. 
The maps show the areas where the use of 
the identified ES would be both profitable 
and not harmful to nature. Special PAs or 
most sensitive areas were not considered for 
any kind of economic development. 

Among the PBBs (Figure 6), the develop-
ment of eco-tourism products was identi-
fied in all PAs as important, thus creating a 
bridge between park management and local 
stakeholders. While not a PBB on its own, it 
has been widely recognised that the brand-
ing and marketing of any local product need 
to be improved (86%) in all but one park 
area. Since all of the PAs in this study are 
predominantly forested, it is not surprising 
that sustainable forestry practices (71%) and 
wood processing (43%) were often found to 
be viable economic options for PBB develop-
ment. Similarly, most PAs (57%) identified 
honey production and the development of 
various agribusinesses as important sustain-
able development options.

Figure 7 shows the proportions of individ-
ual local action plans devoted to particular 
topics. The largest parts of the action plans 
were devoted to measures encouraging tour-
istic activities, which followed the sustain-
able tourism guidelines (43.0%). Measures 
linked to sustainable forestry and agricul-

Fig. 4. Number of pilot areas where a particular ES was selected from the suggested list and mapped
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Fig. 5. BIO maps from 
Apuseni Nature Park, 
Romania, showing the 
areas’ potential for pro-
visioning timber (a), 
medicinal plants (b) and 
their touristic attractive-
ness (c) together with the 
areas available for devel-
oping business without 
harming conservation 
goals (featuring in the 
legend as business loca-
tion). Intense colours: 
available/accessible areas 
of high potential; faded 
colours: areas with po-
tential ES (according to 
colour scale in legends), 
but not PBB-compatible 
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tural activities followed with 19.0 percent 
and 22.7 percent of action plans devoted to 
them, respectively. One PA focused most of 
their action plan on agricultural activities, in 
order to reverse depopulation trends, while 
the others focused more on nature conserva-
tion aspects. To better illustrate the types of 
measures included in the local action plans, 
Table 1 presents examples of the measures for 
the three most commonly addressed themes.

Discussion

Ecosystem services for supporting development 
of PBBs

We suggested and tested a method to com-
bine ES maps with BIO maps and develop a 

set of PBBs together with local communities 
in karst PAs in Central and South-Eastern 
Europe. These maps and planned measures 
make the first step towards reconciling two 
aspects that often collide: regional (economic) 
development and nature conservation. In-
volving stakeholders and putting together the 
plans on a basis that shows potential ES de-
livery of the areas in a spatially explicit way 
enhances the understanding and commit-
ment to keep economic development within 
a sustainable range (Wood, S.L.R. et al. 2018).

Our results demonstrate that the manag-
ers of the karst PAs and the local commu-
nities value their natural environments for 
a diversity of ES they obtain from nature. It 
seems that they recognise that the intactness 
of these natural areas holds significant tour-
istic attractiveness and potential for develop-

Fig. 6. Most commonly identified PBBs in seven pilot PAs

Fig. 7. Average proportion of measures including in the individual local action plans from all pilot PAs related 
to a particular topic
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ment. This is clearly reflected in the fact that 
the PA managers decided to map touristic 
attractiveness as part of ES, and that they 
dedicated the largest proportions of their lo-
cal action plans to this topic. New eco-tour-
ism products and different agri-businesses, 
linked with touristic offers, are amongst the 
most prospective PBBs to be developed in 
these areas. However, while the develop-
ment of eco-tourism can provide significant 
economic returns, and if planned correctly, 
it can have a minimal footprint on nature, 
extreme caution still has to be exerted (Han, 
F.L. and Li, C.T. 2019). Overcrowding, even 
in well managed PAs, is particularly danger-
ous (Stronza, A.L. et al. 2019). This is why 
local action plans following sustainable tour-
ism guidelines and coordination of activities 
between park management and local stake-
holders can more effectively address this 
issue, than if tourism management is left 
to develop sporadically and by individual 
stakeholders living within the parks. 

The hay and fodder production ES was 
also considered important in all PAs. Given 
that the meadows are of anthropogenic na-
ture in most of Europe, conserving this ES 
will require continued human management 
in terms of mowing or pasturing. However, 
due to rural depopulation and abandonment 
trends in Europe (Lasanta, T. et al. 2017), the 
habitat mosaics typical for traditional exten-
sive land use are gradually disappearing, 
with their outstanding, valuable biodiver-
sity (Babai, D. and Molnár, Z. 2014). The 
conservation of open meadows in the Alps 
(Lasen, C. et al. 2018), as well as dry karst 
meadows, has gained prominence in recent 
years and encouraging hay production in 
these areas has the potential to both conserve 
biodiversity and generate some economic 
benefits (Lasanta, T. et al. 2015; Akeroyd, J. 
and Page, N. 2020). However, these bene-
fits were not widely recognised by the local 
stakeholders, as extensive agricultural land 
uses did not feature so prominently within 
the suggested PBBs. 

Carbon sequestration was also not rec-
ognised as highly important. Given that a 
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number of pilot areas are in a developing 
part of Europe, the action on the climate 
crisis might not have been prioritised yet. 
Additionally, there could be a widespread 
perception that local action has little meaning 
when addressing global threats. Our results 
also show that apart from the most-developed 
(Austrian) PA, none of the others included 
any measures related to carbon sequestration 
in their action plans. Carbon sequestration 
is not one of the ES that can be exploited di-
rectly by the local population, and therefore 
it was expected that PBBs linked to it would 
be few and the interest low. However, it is 
more troubling that the PA managers and 
other national or regional-level stakeholders 
(who were expected to have a more extensive 
overview) that took part in these activities did 
not discuss it in more depth. 

The vast forests that cover much of the 
Dinarides, the Carpathians and the Alps of-
fer large quantities of timber, which can gen-
erate significant profits. All but two PAs in 
this study recognised forestry to be one of the 
topics that they have to address with their ac-
tion plans. In Croatia, Hungary, and Romania 
many forests are still managed in a conven-
tional rotation system, often even in the pro-
tected parts. As clear-cutting has a temporal 
but strong impact on the local provision of 
the other ESs and the ecological condition of 
the forests, this is a major source of conflict 
between sectors (e.g. between forestry and 
nature conservation). Close to nature forest 
management seems to be the most appropri-
ate way to support biodiversity conservation 
goals and the multi-purpose use of forests in 
karst PAs. Close to nature forest management 
emphasises minimal altering of natural pro-
cesses, while the financial profitability and 
ecological suitability of forest management 
are maintained or even increased through 
other ES (Diaci, J. 2006; Bončina, A. 2011). 
That enables the preservation of the forest as 
a natural ecosystem with all its diverse life 
forms and the relations between them. This 
is particularly true for karstic PAs where for-
ests have important protective functions (see 
e.g. Tanács, E. 2016) and provide a number 

of other ES and marketable products beyond 
timber and firewood. 

More focus should also be directed to the 
use of non-timber forest products, forest 
fruits, and mushrooms, as well as medicinal 
plants. The results suggest that while the po-
tential is somewhat recognised in some PAs, 
there is more that could be done, particular-
ly at a time when consumers are demanding 
more organic, wild, local, and seasonal prod-
ucts (Vári, Á. et al. 2017, 2020; Keesstra, S. 
et al. 2018). For example, the production of 
more organic forest honey, the sustainable 
use of wild vegetables and wild fruits such 
as berries, chesnuts, mushrooms would all 
contribute to the better coexistence of nature 
and people, while minimising the anthropo-
genic disturbance of natural processes in the 
forests (Simončič, T. and Matijašič, D. 2013; 
Shackleton, C.M. et al. 2015; Affandi, O.  
et al. 2017). The boutique production of wood-
en products especially from more exclusive/
minority tree species could be also an im-
portant PBB. On the other hand, if PAs wish 
to conserve and strictly protect larger parts 
of their areas, a firm strategy of concentrat-
ing gathering activities, similar to the visitor 
management for eco-touristic use is needed.

Conclusions

Due to the increasing pressure to preserved 
natural environment, tools that would allow 
both nature and people to thrive together 
are urgently needed. While the approach 
in this paper was applied in karst PAs in 
Central and South-Eastern Europe, the ES 
mapping and subsequent PBB identification 
can be used more widely in any protected 
area that provides diverse ES. The presented 
approach has been shown to be useful in a 
variety of different PAs with different stake-
holder profiles. Through the proposed pro-
cedure, it is possible, in a participatory and 
open manner, to protect nature, generate eco-
nomic returns (through PBBs), and support 
effective participation of local communities 
in the conservation efforts, increasing their 
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effectiveness. Therefore, this method could 
be widely used in developing countries, as 
well as developed countries to improve the 
status of biodiversity and foster local, sus-
tainable, and nature-friendly development 
endorsed by local people.
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Among the distinctive features of borderlands is their 
high vulnerability to changes in international rela-
tions (both interstate and cross-border), along with 
various external shocks and geopolitical tensions. 
The recent past has provided a range of evidence 
in support of this. Border regions were particularly 
affected during the economic crisis in 2008. Western 
sanctions in response to the Russian annexation of 
Crimea and the outbreak of conflict in Ukraine’s 
eastern regions in 2014 further sealed the EU’s eastern 
external border. The migration crisis of 2015 and the 
series of terrorist attacks in Western Europe from 2015 
to 2017 brought about the partial reintroduction of 
internal EU border controls. Brexit and the issue of 
reintroducing customs borders became another chal-
lenge. Finally, the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in 

the almost universal reintroduction of border controls 
and travel restrictions. Currently, Europe is experi-
encing an unprecedented humanitarian crisis related 
to the Russian aggression against Ukraine, which has 
resulted in the opening of the EU’s external borders 
to almost 6 million Ukrainian refugees, as well as in 
further restrictions on citizens and businesses from 
Russia and Belarus. These events have caused borders 
and borderlands in Europe – where the naive, utopian 
vision of a borderless world seemed to be closest to 
becoming a reality – to undergo profound changes 
away from a policy of open borders. 

From the center’s perspective, strengthened border 
securitization is seen as a remedy ensuring state se-
curity vis-à-vis emerging external threats. However, 
the dynamic re-bordering processes, with the con-
struction of border walls and fences in its extreme 
form, constitute additional challenges for border re-
gions and the people who live there. In the body of 
literature, it is generally expected that borderlands 
“are less able to respond positively to shocks and to 
undergo transformative processes” (Pascariu, G.C., 
Kourtit, K. and Tiganasu, R. 2020, p. 750). However, 
it is the border communities, facing constant insta-
bility and uncertainty, that must cope with external 
disturbances in their daily life.

This is what makes the book edited by Dorte Jagetic 
Andersen and Eeva-Kaisa Prokkola particularly topi-
cal and relevant. Its objective is to examine “how dif-
ferent groups of people whose lives are always-already 
entangled with borders and border crossings main-
tain well-being and adaptive capacities in the face of 
border transitions, including reinforced securitization 
as well as new openings” (p. 2). The volume offers a 
broad, conceptually and empirically nuanced study 
of how different societies experience, adapt, and resist 
border reconfigurations and the related uncertainties. 
Following Wandji, G. (2019), the collection adopts a 
broad understanding of resilience, and by treating 
it within the highly complex context of borders and 
borderlands, a new, innovative conceptualization is 
developed over the subsequent portions of the book. 

The volume consists of ten chapters that bring 
together case studies of different borders and bor-
derlands. Empirical chapters are preceded by an in-
troduction (Chapter 1) and followed by an epilogue 
(Chapter 12), the body being divided into three 
sections. Thus, borderlands resilience has been pre-
sented and discussed in differing contexts, and this 

Andersen, D.J. and Prokkola, E.-K. (eds.): Borderlands Resilience: Transitions, Adaptation and Resistance 
at Borders. Abingdon and New York, Routledge, 2021. 210 p.
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clarifies the overall argument, makes it more read-
able, and highlights the main issues.

In the introductory chapter (Introduction: Embedding 
borderlands resilience) Andersen and Prokkola concep-
tualize the notion of borderlands resilience, referring to 
the varied definitions of resilience across disciplines 
and the different meanings of the term ‘borderland.’ 
Taking the concept of social resilience as a starting 
point for further consideration directs the editors to 
explore the adaptive strategies, changes, and resis-
tance of social groups to various stresses, what they 
have termed ‘peoples resilience.’ The editors recognize 
the uniqueness and diversity of borderlands and the 
human communities that inhabit them and therefore 
take a situational approach that analyzes “resilience 
processes in their historical, political and cultural con-
texts” (p. 4). Finally, they debate the role played by 
identities and identity-formation processes in border-
lands resilience, by considering the self-identification 
of people as an important asset and resource that fa-
cilitate dealing with geopolitical changes. The intro-
duction provides an appropriate point of reference 
for the presentation of the individual case studies, 
adequately defining the thematic, theoretical, and 
conceptual framework for further studies. 

Part I provides theoretical and empirical insights 
into borderlands resilience by examining what roles 
borders play in resilience in ‘exceptional circumstanc-
es’ like the implications of the Crimean Crisis, the 
influx of migrants, Brexit, and the COVID-19-related 
border closures. 

In Chapter 2, Eeva-Kaisa Prokkola continues the 
discussion initiated in the Introduction on the complex-
ity of the relationship between national borders and 
processes of resilience. She analyzes the imaginary 
risks in the context of alternative processes of de-bor-
dering and re-bordering and the differentiated nature 
of boundaries on the hard-soft continuum. In doing so 
the chapter highlights the role of the top-down politics 
of resilience in relation to ambivalent approaches to 
border management and security perceptions. The 
chapter then shifts the focus to three recent resilience 
processes in three different border policy contexts: the 
EU neighborhood policy, the response to the immobil-
ity shock at the Finnish-Russian border in the after-
math of the Crimean Crisis in 2014, and the disrup-
tion at the Finnish-Swedish border in Tornio Valley 
as a consequence of the influx of asylum-seekers and 
during the COVID-19 pandemics. These cases have 
been used to illustrate and prove that borderlands 
resilience is highly context-dependent. 

Chapter 3 by Katharina Koch approaches resilience 
from the perspective of mobility by examining the 
impact of Brexit on Irish/Northern Irish university 
cross-border cooperation. This study points to the 
various joint efforts, policies, and negotiations un-
dertaken, ones resulting in the development of con-
tingency plans and mitigation strategies for various 

post-Brexit scenarios – and creating new perspectives 
for cooperation in a transforming cross-border envi-
ronment. In this way, the chapter highlights “the re-
lational aspect of resilience, meaning that borderland 
resilience does not only stem from a bounded region 
or territory but can also be fostered through cross-
border institutional interactions” (p. 47). 

In Chapter 4, María Lois, Heriberto Cairo and 
Mariano García de las Heras explore borderlands 
resilience in relation to the borders at different scales, 
comparing the imaginations and practices about bor-
ders used by the central state and communities in 
borderlands in the context of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. The authors suggest that, while from the perspec-
tive of the state, the border is widely used as a tool 
applicable to the control of the insecurity generated 
from outside, the borderlanders imagine and practice 
the border as ‘enabling’ through “constant negotia-
tion of the meaning of borders for everyday life, re-
lated to memories and experience in the borderland”  
(p. 65). This indicates the possible existence of dif-
ferent border-related resiliencies at different scales, 
which may sometimes be contradictory.

The next part (Part II) entitled ‘Tracing space: Social 
relations and movement as resilience’ broadens our under-
standing of resilience by focusing on the consequences 
of border transitions from the perspective of different 
communities living in the borderlands. The following 
three chapters trace how these groups adapt to ongo-
ing change and renew themselves or resist in often 
ordinary, mundane situations. Chapter 5, authored 
by Sara Svensson and Péter Balogh, gives a relatively 
broad overview of the social resilience practices of three 
cross-border communities in Hungarian borderlands in 
response to border closure practices. First, it describes 
the process of including the ‘other side’ in what is 
considered local by using the example of cross-border 
food producers and customers, for here food becomes 
a link between people in territories spanning borders. 
Second, the chapter addresses cross-border commuting 
that secures livelihoods in thriving agglomerations and 
neglected peripheries. Thirdly, the chapter discusses the 
activities of the action group MigSzol, which has resisted 
the practice of closed borders by providing humanitar-
ian assistance to refugees. This example suggests that 
borderlands resilience may be “understood differently 
depending on ideological orientation” (p. 85). The first 
and third cases are of utmost importance as they cover 
two understudied and, thus, particularly interesting 
topics. All these considerations have been presented 
against the background of an excellently outlined socio-
economic context, often characteristic for other Central 
and Eastern European countries as well. 

In Chapter 6, Olga Hannonen analyzes Russian 
cross-border second-home mobilities to Finland under 
changing mobility regulations since 2013. The author 
examines the capacity for adaptation to the changes 
using an analytical tool based on the open-closed con-
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tinuum in which the open end gives space for resilient 
solutions, whereas a closed-end does not offer such 
possibility. In light of the presented findings, changes 
in visa regime, mobility restrictions, bank policies, 
and new regulations on property purchases in Finland 
forced Russian second-home owners to develop 
various personalized solutions to meet the changed 
circumstances. It demonstrates how situational and 
contextual the resilient practices of borderlanders are. 

The final chapter in Part II (Chapter 7 by Md 
Azmeary Ferdoush) provides the only insight into 
borderlands resilience from outside Europe in the 
book. It outlines the history of a transnational move-
ment of a group of stateless residents of the former 
border enclaves of Bangladesh and India. Through 
seeking to exchange enclaves between the two states, 
the movement became an act of refusal that can be 
located in the analysis of the resilience of border 
populations. The chapter proves that even stateless 
border populations who are not granted citizenship 
rights can act to change a disadvantaged status quo.

The last part of the volume (Part III), consisting 
of four chapters, further explores issues of border-
lands resilience through identity formation and 
cultural representations in historically developing 
border and diaspora communities. In Chapter 8, 
Steen Bo Frandsen discusses borderlands resilience 
from the border region perspective. Using the case of 
Schleswig, the author scrutinizes the historical pro-
cess of transformation of a land-in-between into the 
national borderland of Denmark and Germany. The 
chapter suggests that borderlands resilience remains 
strongly linked to historical memory and the desire 
to preserve identity, which includes also countering 
the influence of another national ideology. 

Chapter 9 by Juha Ridanpää contributes to the 
studies on borderlands resilience by discussing lan-
guage resilience as manifested in a bottom-up ap-
proach in which decision-making concerning the re-
vitalization of endangered languages is given to local 
groups. Drawing on the example of the Meänkieli 
language, an endangered minority language from 
the Swedish-Finnish borderland, the author argues 
that resilience refers to “recognizing and accepting 
the irreversible development of language loss and 
still being able to live with it” (p. 148). 

The following chapter (Chapter 10) by Christian 
Lamour and Paul Blanchemanche offers inspiring 
insights into the cultural dimension of spatial resil-
ience across state borders through investigation of the 
evolving use of space by diasporas. The authors ex-
plore the role of the Italian Villerupt film festival in the 
resilience of a translocality of the Italian community 
within a changing cross-border metropolitan environ-
ment. The chapter underscores the role of ritualized 
practices in space, allowing for a better understanding 
of the importance of culture and identity in resilience. 

The book’s final chapter, authored by Dorte Jagetic 
Andersen, investigates the everyday life of people 
living in Istria facing the constant redrawing of bor-
ders through geopolitical decisions. This context 
leads the inhabitants of the peninsula not to see new 
border closures as problematic, but as a challenge that 
should be overcome. Indeed, in the case of Istrians, 
boundary changes translate into everyday practices, 
becoming a manifestation of differentiation in space.

The collective volume ends with an erudite 
Epilogue written by Jussi Laine. In his text, the author 
confronts the widespread visions of risks, dangers, 
and threats to which border securitization seems to be 
the only appropriate response. The chapter demysti-
fies the unreliability of such practices, suggesting that 
they are not a solution, but rather a typical source 
of additional problems. At the same time, it exposes 
the illusory perception of challenges to borderland 
communities as something purely external, point-
ing out that resilience refers to both domestic and 
international concerns. He concludes his contribu-
tion by arguing that “border communities tend to be 
resilient essentially in terms of adaptation as a form 
of continuity rather than change,” while a resilient 
world “necessitates the transcending of boundaries 
and the binaries of which they are markers” (p. 188).

The book Borderlands Resilience: Transitions, 
Adaptation and Resistance at Borders is an excellent 
contribution to the study of resilience proving that 
this concept holds great potential in relation to bor-
ders and borderlands. It is the first study of this kind 
to offer such a coherent and comprehensive overview 
of the diverse contexts of borderlands resilience. The 
conceptual framework has allowed the editors and 
contributing authors to go beyond simple schemes 
as the volume covers not only resilience towards ex-
ternal threats but also internal stressors and resilience 
vis-à-vis both ‘fast stress events’ and slow crises. 
The individual chapters reveal the different faces of 
borderlands resilience, but still follow the uniform 
theoretical framework outlined in the introduction. 
The book of course has some minor weaknesses. I 
appreciate the authors’ ambition to recognize the 
political and social “components of resilience, eas-
ily overlooked in a field dominated by economic ap-
proaches” (Svensson, S. and Balogh, P. 2021, p. 74), 
although the volume unfortunately goes on to largely 
neglect the economic dimension. Also, there is some 
European bias in the empirical studies. However, the 
chosen cases focus on somewhat less frequently stud-
ied, sometimes peripheral borderlands that require 
more research attention, and this should be consid-
ered a significant advantage. 

In conclusion, this volume is by all means highly 
recommended. The book encourages the reader to 
rethink the concept of resilience in light of the com-
plex social processes that characterize borderlands 
and it provides an opening for a discussion of the 
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various forms of these processes. I am convinced 
that this timely, valuable, necessary, and fascinating 
work will become a source of inspiration for numer-
ous researchers dealing with issues of borders and 
borderlands. 
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This concise study by Gábor Demeter and Zsolt 
Bottlik (with contributions from Krisztián Csaplár-
Degovics) is a rather rare example of a genuinely 
critical history of a discipline written by the repre-
sentatives of the discipline. Contrary to recent publi-
cations by Steven Seegel (Seegel, S. 2018) or Vedran 
Duančić (Duančić, V. 2020), the book by Demeter 
and Bottlik is a voice of geographers on geography’s 
past. This characteristic feature springs to one’s mind 
immediately; not only is the authors’ focus centered 
upon cartographic techniques rather than the biog-
raphies of main actors, or academic milieus of their 
time, but the narrative is intercepted by numerous 
tables and maps. The book is furthermore amended 
with over fifty carefully designed maps aiming at 
an alternative presentation of historical data. There 
are, however, no historical maps reproduced in the 
volume, as they are mostly known to specialists in 
the field. All of them have been made accessible on 
a dedicated website (https://balkanethnicmaps.hu/
originalmaps.html), although their resolution is not 
always satisfying. The outspoken goal of the authors 
is to identify the methods of manipulation with data 

and cartographic visualizations on the one hand, 
and producing a more reliable representation of the 
Balkan’s ethnic structure on the other hand.

The book is divided into four chapters. Chapter 1 
offers a general introduction into the history of ethnic 
mapping and political history of the Balkans. Chapter 
2 is a history of Balkan cartography divided into three 
main phases: (i) the early maps in the first half of the 
19th century, mostly authored by specialists in Slavic 
studies; (ii) increasingly politicized cartography of 
the latter part of the century; and (iii) propaganda 
cartography generated by all sides of the conflict in 
the context of the First World War. Chapter 3 dis-
cusses methodological problems of mapmaking and 
the Balkan censuses while Chapter 4 consists of the 
aforementioned modern maps produced by the au-
thors. The book is amended with lists of maps, tables 
and figures, and a Bibliography.

As it becomes clear from the construction of the 
narrative, Maps in the Service of the Nation consists of 
two elements that rarely coexist within one book. The 
first is the history of Southeastern Europe seen from 
the perspective of ethnic cartography. The authors 
offer a convincingly rich outline of a complicated 
reality, discussing dozens of maps in their histori-
cal contexts. Their knowledge of relevant sources is 
impressive and they skillfully, if sparingly, make use 
of the critical literature on the topic (studies by Justin 
McCarthy and Ipek Yosmaoğlu in the first place). 

The second building block of the narrative is a re-
evaluation of ethnic (i. e. linguistic, denominational 
or combined) statistics. Authors confront 19th century 
patch maps with rarely used Ottoman registers and 
censuses. Their modus operandi is to compare their 
own maps based on the existing statistical data with 
historical cartographic material in hope that, even 
though numbers rarely match, similar proportions of 
ethnic groups would help to identify the most reliable 
among the historical maps. Such an approach partly ex-
onerates cartographers of the past who, biased as they 
mostly had been, still occasionally succeeded in pro-
ducing at least partly proper representations of reality.

Is such an ambitious approach destined to be a fail-
ure? The answer depends on the perspective. There 
can be no doubt that an adequate, even large scale pic-
ture of the ethnic composition in the Balkans during 
the 19th century cannot be achieved. Leaving aside the 
plethora of historical maps and mutually exclusive 
interpretations, the lack of consistent data from any 
longer period of time makes such an undertaking un-
realistic. Authors frequently refer to the Ottoman sta-
tistics but they perfectly realize that ethnic and other 
categories used in them cannot be translated into mod-
ern terms, nor do they cover any region systematically. 

Demeter, G. and Bottlik, Zs.: Maps in the Service of the Nation: The Role of Ethnic Mapping in Nation-
Building and Its Influence on Political Decision-Making Across the Balkan Peninsula (1840–1914). Berlin, 
Frank & Timme, 2021. 310 p.
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Beyond that, mass migrations and border changes sig-
nificantly influenced realities on the ground. In sum, 
the reader of this book will not necessarily feel that his/ 
her knowledge of the ethnic structure of Southeastern 
Europe grew significantly higher. 

In lieu of such an unfulfilled dream of accuracy 
Bottlik and Demeter offer a couple of consolation 
prizes of considerable value. Methodological con-
siderations is surely one of them. The authors do 
not dismiss all historical data altogether. In their 
eyes, through the combination of various sources at 
minimum some general idea of ethnic or religious 
divisions can be achieved. The precondition for fu-
ture historians of Southeastern Europe would be, to 
follow Bottlik’s and Demeter’s advice, not to “fell 
into the trap of considering one of the sources only as 
primary and reliable” (p. 230). In the case discussed 
Ottoman censuses had been such a dismissed source. 
Acknowledging their (be it limited) credibility opens 
the way for a comparison with other statistics. The 
combination of such data results in a considerably 
improved ethnic map. Not an exact one, but meticu-
lously following all available data. 

Cartography and, especially, cartographic tech-
niques are another ‘winner’ of the history told in 
the book. Most of the historical maps that have been 
discussed by the authors (without, however, being 
reproduced in the book) were simple patch maps. 
Their main value, that is their simplicity, was at the 
same time their main vice. Incapable of illustrating 
complicated relations they proved completely use-
less when confronted with the Balkan mix of ethnic 
and religious groups. Deficiencies of patch maps had 
been noticed, even though not seriously challenged, 
by the 19th and 20th century cartographers themselves. 
Some of them, to mention Jovan Cvijić whose oeuvre 
gets a fair but, at times, caustic treatment, excelled 
in generating new mixed ethno-religious categories 
(such as ‘Albanised Serbs’) designed to more precise-
ly express local identities. Demeter and Bottlik see 
this cartographic technique as inadequate and highly 
susceptible to propagandistic manipulations. Their 
alternative is various forms of pie chart maps. Their 
main asset is that they allow to reliably illustrate data 
variability. Given doubts surrounding most (or all) 
of Balkan ethnic statistics such a possibility allows 
cartographers to achieve a considerable level of clar-
ity and credibility.

While the concept of the book and the approach 
of the authors are fascinating in their combination 
of critical history of (politicized) science on the one 
hand, and cognitive optimism on the other hand, 
Maps in the Service of the Nation offers no easy read-
ing. The history of Balkan cartography is narrated in 
an extremely condensed fashion, while the decision to 
exclude historical cartography does not help to visu-
alize the problems discussed therein. It is also a pat-
tern throughout the book that meaningful informa-

tion that should be integrated into the text gets trans-
ferred into the footnotes. Imminently, such a style 
occasionally leads to oversimplifications: at times the 
authors squeeze sophisticated realities into short for-
mulas; a procedure that not always brings fruits. So, 
for example, the references to ‘Slavophilia’ of some 
of the cartographers of the 19th century offer rather 
little substance given the vagueness of the term. In 
this case Bottlik and Demeter seem to fell victim to 
their own oversimplification as they struggle to inter-
pret František Zach’s approach to the region’s ethnic 
divisions (apparently without knowledge of the lat-
ter’s links to Prince Czartoryski’s ‘diplomatic ser-
vice’ in the Balkans – pp. 64–65). There are instances, 
too, where the authors seem to follow the language 
of their sources too closely; hence mention of a map 
that “mutilated North Albania” (p. 95). A more re-
laxed, less condensed narrative would perhaps help 
to avoid such awkward formulations.

Yet another problem related to the concise narra-
tive is weak contextualization. History of cartography 
in general is embedded in the political history, cul-
tural history and history of science. Balkan cartogra-
phy requires even more attention and a larger surplus 
of information in order to be properly understood. 
To name but one example: wavering international 
sympathies and antipathies in Western Europe (pro-
Greek, pro-Bulgarian etc.) occasionally get a mention 
in the narrative but nowhere do they expand beyond 
very short notes. 

These deficiencies of the narrative result in the 
authors’ stepping over the major problem of a com-
plex relation between cartography and propaganda. 
The latter seems to be personalized by Cvijić, whose 
flexible handling of ethnic identities clearly (and un-
derstandably) frustrates the authors. Yet, besides be-
ing politically motivated, Cvijić has been widely ac-
knowledged the best Balkan geographer of all times. 
The challenge faced by historians of geography is not 
necessarily to dethrone the Serbian scholar, nor to 
unmask him as a skillful manipulator, but rather to 
explain how science and propaganda could coexist 
within single high quality cartographic work, how 
they intermingled and influenced each other. Such 
an attempt is absent.

All aforementioned weak sides of the book leave 
the reader not fully satisfied, but not disappointed 
either. The authors deserve credit for their impressive 
knowledge while they not always succeed in making 
this knowledge accessible to the reader. Still, there 
are many wise and thought-provoking fragments 
worth scanning through the whole narrative. Such 
as this short explanation of the meaning of the chosen 
ethnic category for a cartographic representation of 
the region:

“In fact, it was the category of Muslim Slavs who 
were able to shift the balance: if they were counted as 
Muslims, a relative Muslim majority was observable 
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in the Empire; if they were considered Slavs, a Slavic 
majority was the result. As not only the result, but 
the approach was different (one a religious categori-
zation, the other linguistic), the results were incom-
parable and from a certain point of view are equally 
reasonable (or unreasonable). This is the paradox of 
Balkan ethnic mapping” (p. 157).
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Geography as a scientific discipline, as well as the pro-
duction and consumption of geographical knowledge, 
have their spatialities or ‘geography.’ Scholars are 
working at specific locations where a specific scientific 
milieu surrounds them; they have to consider specific 
norms, they need to cooperate with specific actors, 
and they are exposed to specific social, economic, and 
political conditions and interests. Even the very mean-
ing of scientific knowledge “takes shape in response 
to spatial forces at every scale of analysis – from the 
macro-political geography of national regions to the 
microsocial geography of local cultures” (Livingstone, 
D.N. 2003, p. 4). These considerations led to the emer-
gence of a new domain of scientific research, which 
is hallmarked by the notions of ‘historical geography 
of science’ (Livingstone, D.N. 1995), ‘geographies of 
science/scientific knowledge’ (Livingstone, D.N. 2003; 
Meusburger, P. et al. 2010; Mayhew, R.J. and Withers, 
C.W.J. 2020), ‘landscapes of knowledge’ (Livingstone, 
D.N. 2010), and ‘mobilities of knowledge’ (Jöns, H.   
et al. 2017), to name but a few. 

This kind of scholarship has stimulated a critical 
investigation of uneven power relations in global 

science, including international geography. For ex-
ample, the hegemony of the English language, as well 
as the dominance of Anglo-American and British au-
thors, institutions, publication platforms, and even 
scientific theories have been discussed in many 
studies (e.g., Timár, J. 2004; Paasi, A. 2015; Müller, 
M. 2021). Hence, more and more scholars started to 
argue for internationalizing, ‘worlding’ (Müller, M. 
2021), and decolonizing geography (Jazeel, T. 2017; 
Legg, S. 2017; Radcliffe, S.A. 2022), which include 
involving previously “subalternised and silenced 
knowledge” (p. vii) and a reconsideration of authors 
and sources from outside the global core regions of 
scientific knowledge production. 

In recent years, attempts to internationalize and de-
colonize geography and even the history of geography 
have resulted in several projects that aim to explore 
from an internationally comparative perspective the 
history of a specific geographical approach, e.g., radical 
geography (Barnes, T.J. and Sheppard, E. 2019), critical 
geography (Berg, L.D. et al. 2022), and geography’s 
mid-20th-century ‘quantitative revolution’ (Gyuris, F.  
et al. 2022). Furthermore, decolonizing and internation-
alizing the history of geography have been central no-
tions in the latest progress reports in Progress in Human 
Geography (Ferretti, F. 2020, 2021, 2022). 

The current volume can be seen as an essential step 
in the same process, for it presents 11 papers from 
the international symposium of the IGU Commission 
History of Geography, which took place in July 2017 
in Rio de Janeiro. As the four international editors 
make clear in the Introduction, their edited book is 
a programmatic one: “the problem is not merely to 
analyse internationality or decoloniality in geography; 
what we want is to internationalise and decolonise 
our discipline, with all the possible challenges and 
contradictions annexed” (p. v.). I appreciate the edi-
tors’ brave devotion, and in line with it, I will not sim-
ply review the book’s chapters but also refer to their 
relevance for potential research projects in Hungary. 

The chapters of the volume reflect the diversity of 
papers at the 2017 conference in Rio de Janeiro and 
make up a colourful collection of mosaics instead of 
following a linear logic. In order to avoid thematic 
jumps, I will review the chapters not according to 
their actual order in the book but in three thematic 
groups. I will start with chapters telling the stories 
of specific scholars. Then, I will focus on chapters re-
porting about the history of institutions aimed at pro-
ducing and disseminating geographical knowledge. 
Finally, I will scrutinize the chapters on the history 
of geographical imagination.

In Chapter 1, André Reyes Novaes from the State 
University of Rio de Janeiro (UERJ) investigates the 
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works of the leftist Portuguese scholar Jaime Cortesão 
(1884–1960), who was exiled from Portugal in 1926 
and left Europe to Brazil in 1940. Cortesão intensively 
scrutinized the history of Brazilian mapmaking and 
the essential role indigenous knowledge gained from 
indigenous people played in the exploration and map-
ping of vast territories of Brazil, especially from the 
16th to 18th centuries, by explorers representing the 
Portuguese and the Brazilian colonial elites. Novaes 
illuminates that “exploration maps as co-produced 
and hybrid artefacts” (p. 1), and even the writings of 
Cortesão and similarly minded authors in and before 
the mid-20th century may be exciting research subjects 
for contemporary scholars of the history of geogra-
phy. From a Hungarian perspective, the approach 
of Novaes’s chapter could be applied to analyze the 
role of indigenous knowledge in late 19th and early  
20th-century Hungarian expeditions to Africa, Asia, 
and especially the Balkans, which progressively be-
came a target of Austro-Hungarian imperial realms. 
Besides, the increasing literature on foreign (predomi-
nantly ‘Western’) travellers’ and researchers’ journeys 
to Hungary in the 18th and 19th centuries, as well as on 
large-scale mapping projects of the Habsburg elites 
about their empire, including Hungary, could be en-
riched by investigating the role of local knowledge 
stemming from people living in then Hungary. 

Larissa Alves de Lira from the Federal University 
of Minas Gerais in Belo Horizonte writes about the 
French geographer Pierre Monbeig (1908–1987) in 
Chapter 9. Monbeig was a professor of geography 
in São Paulo from 1935 to 1946 when he returned 
to France. Strongly influenced by Paul Vidal de la 
Blache’s geographical and Fernand Braudel’s his-
torical approach, Monbeig developed a ‘geohistory’ 
approach and focused in his research on the long-
term social transformation and territorial develop-
ment of Brazil, embedding the process in the global 
development of capitalism, and stressing its cyclical 
nature (e.g., due to the depletion of tropical soils). 
As Alves de Lira presents, not only did Monbeig’s 
“French geographical epistemology” (p. 97) impact 
how he framed his studies and findings on Brazil. 
Instead, his experience with Brazil, especially with 
the country’s territoriality, tropicality, and periph-
eral position in global capitalism, also actively shaped 
his ‘geohistory’ approach and his understanding of 
late capitalism in more developed countries. From 
a Hungarian point of view, it would be tempting 
to analyse in similar ways how foreign scholars, 
who paid at least more extended research visits to 
Hungary and investigated its social and spatial reali-
ties, integrated Hungary-related findings into their 
general scholarly way of seeing. Likewise, Hungarian 
scholars’ changing understanding of their country’s 
social and spatial dynamics in light of longer stays 
abroad would be a promising research topic in the 
history of Hungarian geography.

In Chapter 2, María Verónica Ibarra García (National 
Autonomous University of Mexico, UNAM, Mexico 
City) and Edgar Talledos Sánchez (College of San Luis, 
San Luis Potosi) report about early leftist geographi-
cal traditions in Brazil and Cuba. They focus on Josué 
de Castro (1908–1973), a professor of geography in 
São Paulo, and the Cuban geographer Nuñez Jiménez  
(1923–1998). The chapter provides an interesting com-
parison of two individual careers through their seminal 
books, The Geography of Hunger (1946) and Geopolitics 
of Hunger (1951) by de Castro and Geography of Cuba 
(1954) by Jiménez. Both authors criticized plantation ag-
riculture, monocultures, the concentration of land in the 
hands of a few, and the poverty of a large part of society. 
In addition, they rejected environmental determinist ap-
proaches in geography, which interpreted these prob-
lems as unavoidable consequences of natural conditions, 
and instead stressed the impact of capitalistic property 
relations, European colonization, and US imperialism. 
de Castro’s 1946 book was translated into 24 languages, 
whereas Jiménez became a leading geographer of Cuba 
after the communist revolution led by Fidel Castro. 
As a remarkable contribution, the chapter highlights 
that genuine critical works had been present in Latin 
American geographies even before the influence of the 
Anglophone ‘critical turn.’ However, it seems to imply 
that all previous geographical approaches, except for 
anarchistic ones, were environmentally deterministic. 
That is a popular claim in many Marxist works, but it 
cannot be justified in this form for some ‘classical’ tradi-
tions (e.g., the Vidalian one) also rejected determinism – 
which does not decrease the merits of pioneering critical 
geographers. It should also be discussed what the term 
‘critical’ means in the case of scholars who started as 
the critics of capitalism, colonization, and nationalist 
autocracies or dictatorships but ended up uncritically 
supporting communist dictatorships. That is a concep-
tual and ethical question with clear relevance for those 
interested in the history of geography in (former) com-
munist countries.

Several chapters of the book focus on the history of 
institutions producing and disseminating geographi-
cal knowledge. One of them is Chapter 7, where 
Maximilian Georg and Ute Wardenga from Leibniz 
Institute for Regional Geography in Leipzig present 
a large-scale research project that is taking place un-
der their coordination. The project aims to compose 
a ‘transnational’ history of geographical societies 
between 1821 and 1914, which were the leading or-
ganizational units of academic geography in those 
decades. Based on an in-depth analysis of 34 societies 
from all continents and in 14 languages, standardized 
methods, and meticulous analysis of their journals’ 
content, this truly pioneering enterprise promises 
to go beyond methodological nationalism and the 
predominantly capital city-centric approach of many 
previous studies. The authors’ goal is to illustrate 
the potential and challenges of their ongoing project. 
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However, they provide many conceptual and meth-
odological ideas that can be efficiently employed in 
any study focusing on geographical societies, even 
concerning more contemporary times. 

Whereas Chapter 7 deals with geographical so-
cieties, Chapter 10 by Mariana Lamego at the State 
University of Rio de Janeiro (UERJ) concentrates on 
geographical congresses. Lamego historicizes con-
temporary debates on the dominance of the English 
language in international geography in genuinely fas-
cinating ways and investigates the 1956 International 
Geographical Congress in Rio de Janeiro – ever since 
the first and last such congress in South America and 
the last truly multilingual one, with papers in 6 lan-
guages. Lamego contextualizes the congress as “a geo-
political event” (p. 115) and scrutinizes the complex 
network of post-WWII geopolitical interests due to 
which Rio de Janeiro got the chance to host the event. 
She painstakingly analyses which countries were rep-
resented and which presenter used which language. 
She concludes that the congress’s multilingual, even 
“babel tower nature” (p. 124) challenged efficient com-
munication in several cases. Nevertheless, the nega-
tive consequences of the congress’s multilingualism 
have mainly been emphasized – and the positive out-
comes de-emphasized – later by “those  who already 
occupy privileged positions” (p. 124) in contemporary 
English-language-centric academia. Moreover, these 
negative consequences, such as “the almost exclusive-
ly sub-group intercommunication” (p. 123), resulted 
from a complex set of sociological factors, not just 
multilingualism and the limited language proficiency 
of the participants. Hence, they have been “not a rare 
phenomenon at international congresses of geography 
until nowadays” (p. 123), despite the emergence of 
English as a hegemonic language. In addition to its re-
markable argumentation, Lamego’s chapter can serve 
as a great starting point for the analysis of conferences 
in future projects on the history of geography. 

The archives of the International Geographical Union 
are the focus of Chapter 11 by Bruno Schelhaas and 
Stephan M. Pietsch from Leibniz Institute for Regional 
Geography in Leipzig. This study traces the organiza-
tional development and geographical location of the 
IGU Archive (eventually some parts of it) from the foun-
dation of the International Geographical Union in 1922 
through places like Winchester, London, Florence, Paris, 
Louvain, Berlin, New York, London again and Rome to 
the Leibniz Institute for Regional Geography in Leipzig, 
which has hosted the materials since 2013. Schelhaas 
and Pietsch also give an overview of the diversity of 
documents handled by the archive. In addition to be-
ing a tempting ‘appetizer’ for everyone considering do-
ing research in the IGU Archive in Leipzig, the chapter 
gives precious ideas for future projects about the history 
of geographical archives.

The third group of studies comprises book chapters 
on imaginative geographies and their transformations 

throughout the last two centuries. Toshiyuki Shimazu 
from Wakayama University takes a landscape-as-
text approach and scrutinizes two locations in late  
19th century Paris: Les Quatre Parties du Monde from 
1874, which comprises four female bronze statues rep-
resenting Europe, America, Africa, and Asia, and Les 
Six Continents from 1878, a group of six female statues 
representing the continents. Shimazu reveals how the 
allegorical presentation of female bodies in a patriar-
chal society promoted “hegemonic internationalism” 
(p. 93), the notion of “a linear progress from the primi-
tive to the civilized” (p. 89), and a Eurocentric and 
even imperial Paris-centric imaginative geography. 

Akio Onjo from Kyushu University in Fukuoka 
presents in Chapter 3 the controversial impact of 
the 1894–1895 Sino-Japanese War and the 1904–1905 
Russo-Japanese war on Japanese national identity. 
As he underscores, the wars “boosted the imperial 
consciousness and geographical imagination of the 
[Japanese] people as a ‘first-rank nation state’” (p. 
31). However, this imagination was intertwined 
with “a normalized body form” (p. 29), which the 
impaired bodies of the roughly 150,000 wounded 
soldiers did not fit. Furthermore, the Hospital for 
Disabled Veterans, which the national government 
established in 1906, separated veterans from other 
people and confined them to a closed space. Hence, 
they were not visible to the rest of society and were 
soon forgotten. Alternative local initiatives aimed at 
providing a meaningful and socially valuable job for 
the veterans, who could thus sustain everyday com-
munication with non-impaired people, proved much 
more efficient in enhancing the social recognition of 
veterans. In my view, similar studies would have 
much relevance in many countries. For example, in 
Hungary, research on the geographies of disability 
has just started recently (Fabula, Sz. and Timár, J. 
2018). These studies could be historicized in valuable 
ways, such as in the case of impaired veterans and 
civilians after the two world wars. 

In Chapter 5, Pascal Clerc from CY Cergy Paris 
University scrutinizes and deconstructs the concept 
of the ‘North/South’ divide and the ways it is being 
used in contemporary discourses. He presents how an 
intellectual construction, initially introduced to avoid 
the stigmatization intrinsic to the previously used 
terms of ‘developed’ and ‘underdeveloped’ countries, 
gradually has become a discriminating concept, re-
inforcing neo-colonial imaginations. Moreover, as 
Clerc highlights, “the question of development can 
be thought [of] as a possibility of change,” but “the 
location in the world does not change.” Hence, the 
‘North/South’ divide as a concept “establishes a spa-
tial hierarchy” that is “impossible to change” (p. 53) 
and creates “a vision of the world as immutable even 
against the facts” (p. 47). Clerc emphasizes that his 
analysis has been made from a French point of view. 
In-depth critical deconstructions of the ‘North/South’ 
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divide have also been provided in the last decade 
by scholars in post-communist Central and Eastern 
Europe, even in English (e.g., Solarz, M.W. 2014, 
2018). Integrating their findings into scholarly dis-
courses in Western Europe could further enhance the 
internationalization of geography.

Marcella Schmidt di Friedberg and Stefano 
Malatesta from the University of Milano-Bicocca fo-
cus on the geopolitical aspects of geographical imagi-
nation in Chapter 4. They scrutinize how the Chagos 
Islands and the Maldives as “unsinkable aircraft 
carriers” (p. 37) gradually transformed from geopo-
litically significant archipelagos of the British Empire 
to a critical element of US military control over the 
region, especially in the light of the current rivalry be-
tween India, China, and the United States. They also 
present how a renewed competition between these 
three powers, or “triangular condominium” (p. 39), 
for the Indian Ocean Region made “ocean space … 
the central object in the construction of the geographi-
cal region” (p. 41).

Last but not least, Verónica C. Hollmann from 
the University of Buenos Aires turns in Chapter 6 to-
wards drone photography and the complex ways it is 
“reshaping the geographical imaginations of nature” 
(p. 57). She underscores that the most widely circu-
lated award-winning drone images tend to “depict 
highly transformed or produced natures” instead of 
“pristine nature” (p. 62). Their visual composition 
is usually dominated by eye-catching colours and 
extraordinary shapes, which are further accentu-
ated through digital image processing technologies 
to maximize their ‘beauty,’ at least in terms of what 
‘landscape beauty’ means in consumption-centric 
contemporary Western societies. Hence, these im-
ages popularize false imaginations of nature and its 
relations to society. After reading this thought-pro-
voking chapter, an embarrassing yet critical question 
is whether digitized drone photography’s obsession 
with ‘produced natures’ may even contribute to the 
(further) devaluation of ‘pristine nature’ in many 
people’s eyes. If it does, it can increase the general 
social acceptance of projects with a devastating im-
pact on nature. That is a dilemma geographers all 
around the world should take seriously.

In sum, the volume is a precious piece of reading 
for everyone interested in the history of geography. 
Moreover, given that it was written by an interna-
tional group of scholars from non-Anglophone 
countries and includes lots of references to academic 
works published in languages other than English, it 
provides a unique insight into several national geo-
graphical traditions from South America to East Asia, 
including French, German, Japanese, Portuguese and 
Spanish-language ones. Hence, the book is an essen-
tial step toward decolonizing and internationalizing 
geography and its histories, which gives precious 
ideas and exciting directions for future research.
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