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ABSTRACT

National Parks: awareness and actions of local communities

The interest of the author is one of the key research questions of geography,
namely the relationship between humans and the environment. The problem
addressed in the paper concerns the relationship between a national park and a local
community. Its essence is to seek answers to the question how people who live
in national parks and in their surroundings (i.e. in the gminas spatially associated
with national parks and their buffer zones) see their relations with the nearest
national park.

In the area of a national park and in its surrounding there are a variety
of relationships. These are the interactions between the subject, i.e. "people” (man)
and the entity, i.e. the "natural environment", often referred to as the "man-
environment" relationship. There are also interactions between different groups
of people (the "man-man" relationship), and the interdependencies within the natural
environment (the "environment-environment" relationship). In this study of key
interest are the "man-environment" relationships that are those whose subject is an
individual person or a group of people.

National parks, which are an integral part of the protected areas, are seen both
as a space for the protection of wildlife, as well as objects useful for achieving social,
economic and cultural objectives. Currently, in the international arena national parks
as models of sustainable development are in the forefront. They are to combine the
protection of valuable ecosystems and the reproduction of the totally or partially
destroyed ecosystems with the socio-economic development, possibly the least
harmful to the nature and driven by the existing natural and landscape values.

What is emphasised is the important role of the cooperation of various entities
in the management of conservation areas: the government, local and regional
authorities, private companies and NGOs. According to the new concept of protected
areas, local communities cease to be treated as passive recipients of top-down
guidelines and prohibitions, and are more and more seen as economic and cultural
beneficiaries of protected areas and active partners intervening in the operation
of such areas.

The awareness of the need to preserve the balance, as declared by the governing
authorities, between the protection of natural and landscape values and the socio-
economic development of park gminas, is an important prerequisite for the
verification of the current development of the relationship between this form of
protected areas and local communities in Poland. No national park can be operated
under total isolation from the gmina in which it is located, or from its population.

In the project it was decided to explore the perceptions of residents of park
gminas on the relations between the local population and the national park, and at the
same time look for the answers to questions concerning the causes of variation
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of these relationships. For the first time in this kind of the research it wag attem

to develop a comprehensive approach to the issue. What was examined wa P
attitude of residents of communities spatially and functionally linked wit}i p
national parks in Poland. !

The background to these considerations is the paradigm shift in relati
to protected areas, which is based on including the socio-economic needs of 10::)1;
communities in the objectives of the protected areas, and integrating thesa
communities in the management of the protected areas. In the wake of nature
protection crisis affecting some national parks, as well as the increasing Conflic(z
in land management in the park buffer zones and some parks, the results of the
research can help understand more fully the specific nature of the relations in the
gminas which contain a national park. The results should also help the organisers
of nature conservation to take measures to improve the social conditiong
of realisation of the idea of nature protection in Poland.

The main goal of this paper is to identify the structure of the relations between
local communities and a national park, in the context of the paradigm shift
of protected areas, to indicate the practical importance of these relationships in local
politics of the gminas with a national park.

The specific cognitive objectives of the research were as follows:

1. Identifying the diversity of the ecological awareness of local communities
related to national parks and the factors shaping it.

2. Understanding and comparing the views of the different groups
of respondents (managers of national parks, local authorities of park gminas
and the residents of these gminas) referring to the relationship between the
national park and the local community.

3. Understanding and comparing the views of the different groups
of respondents on the instruments shaping the relationship between the
national park and the local community.

The following research questions were formulated:

1. Do the place of residence, age, education and professional status of the
respondents determine their relationship to the national park?

2. Does the character of the relationship of the respondents to the nature or the
use of the offer of the broadly understood environmental education conducted
by the national park affect the perception of benefits or barriers (constraints)
and losses related to the existence of a national park in the vicinity of the
residence?

An important element of the research is to understand the opinion of the local
community about the anthropogenic threats to the national park, collisions and
conflicts arising from these threats and their solutions and prevention, as well as the
desired directions and forms of cooperation with the national park. The assessment
of the relation between the park and the local population, made by the respondents,
is compared with the opinions of directors of national parks. A broad comparative
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analysis of the views of different parties enables you to show the spatial diversity
of the relationship between the national park and the local community.

In the research the following hypotheses were put forward:

1. The environmental awareness of the population living in the vicinity
of national parks and its diversity is derived from age, education, occupational
status and the place of residence in relation to the park, and is a reflection
of participation in environmental education carried out by the national parks.

2. The perception of threats to the national park, the advantages and
disadvantages associated with its existence in the vicinity of the place
of residence, and conflicts between local communities and the national park
depends on the relation to nature, the professional status of the population,
the place of residence in relation to the boundaries of the park and the
possession of land in the national park by the respondent's family.

3. The perception of the relationship betwwen the local community and the
national park and its assessment by each group of respondents (managers
of national parks, authorities of gminas with national parks, local communities)
varies spatially and depends on the social and economic factors.

4. The selection and evaluation of instruments shaping the relationship between
a national park and local communities are dependent on belonging
to a particular group of respondents.

In order to identify and assess the relationship between the local population
and the national park three main groups of respondents were delimited: managers
of national parks, authorities of gminas with national parks and the residents of these
gminas. Among the local population several categories of respondents were
delimited: due to the attitude towards nature, age, education, professional status,
place of residence in relation to the national park, residence in a specific type
of gmina, ownership of land in the national park and participation in the
environmental education. Such categories allowed to look at the issue from the
spatial, social and economic point of view. In the assumptions of the research, the
basic division of the inhabitants into the local community and the gmina authorities
was to show the diversity of attitudes and assessments in relation to the national
park, including the power relations.

The aim of distinguishing between adult respondents and junior high school
students was to show the diversity of attitudes towards the national park, resulting
in both the length of life experience, as well as a potentially promising behaviour
towards the national park (according to many studies it is usually young people who
have a more idealistic perception of the relationship with nature). An important
justification for including school students in the research is that the perception of the
relation between the inhabitants and the national park by the younger generation
may have important implications for the future behaviour in relation to the national
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park. In a democratic society public opinion is increasingly important and it often
becomes the deciding vote on many issues.

The main research method was a quantitative diagnostic survey in which
a questionnaire was the research tool. Three questionnaires were developed: one for
managers of national parks, one for representatives of local authorities and one for
local residents.

The survey among the residents of gminas with national parks was carried ot
mainly in towns located in national parks, in their buffer zones and in the vicini
of the park boundaries. The studies were conducted using mail survey with the help
of local management of schools and teachers. During the target survey conducted
among the local population the statistical assumptions of the Central Statistical Offjce
(Gléwny Urzqd Statystyczny - GUS) regional research were followed. The research
included people over 14 years of age. The choice of schools was conditioned by their
position in relation to the border of the national park and guided by the "proximity
of the park". This choice guaranteed to reach people living in the park or in its
immediate vicinity. The proper survey was carried out from March to November
2009 in the directorates of all 23 Polish national parks, 112 gminas spatially associated
with national parks and 137 schools located in those gminas.

The quantitative analysis was performed using the statistical package SPSS14
for Windows. In order to show the relationship between the variables cross tables
were produced by the proper procedure of the SPSS14.

Considering the assumptions of the research, it was examined how individual
factors differentiate the opinions of the surveyed respondents. The information about
the views of the respondents stored in the database was confronted with three
groups of factors, which include:

1. social factors — belonging to the group of "students/youth" or "adults",
education, professional status, relationship to nature, participation
in educational activities,

2. spatial factors — living in a national park, in different areas of the gmina
in relation to the national park and in different types of park gminas,

3. economic factors — possession of land in the park and living in gminas
of different wealth status (the adopted criterion was the gmina’s income per
1 inhabitant).

The results presenting the views of the selected groups of respondents are
shown in choropleth maps and diagrams, prepared with the use of various software
tools, including ArcGIS.

The studies lead to the conclusion that in Poland there are different
relationships between national parks and the people living in their surroundings.
This is reflected by the different perceptions of anthropogenic threats to parks
expressed by different groups of respondents, various causes of conflicts in national
parks and the ways of solving them, varied assessment of the advantages and
difficulties arising from the vicinity of the national park for the local community;
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as well as the varied assessment of the relationship between people and the national

park.

The verification of the hypotheses allows us to draw the following conclusions:

1. In the light of the results on the perception of the national parks by local
communities, it can be stated that the environmental awareness of the population
living in the vicinity of national parks and its variations correspond to the
respondents’ relation to the nature, their age, education, occupational status, and
the place of residence in relation to the park boundaries, and reflect their
participation in the educational activities provided by the national parks. In
individual parks there is a diversity of perception of the very idea of a national
park, and the assessment of its assets.

The authorities of gminas spatially associated with national parks assess the natural
and landscape values of the national parks much higher than their residents.
However, among the inhabitants of the gminas with national park the appreciation
of the values of the national parks is due to environmental responsibility, it is
associated with higher education, professional work, residing inside the park and
in urban gminas, as well as the participation in educational activities conducted in
the national park.

The opinion of the vast majority of all groups of respondents that the national parks
are primarily "the areas to protect valuable nature and landscape”, in the context
of communities of gminas with national parks believing that the number
of national parks in the country is currently sufficient, and in the light of the
provisions of the Law on Environmental Protection, there are small opportunities
to establish new national parks in Poland.

The authorities of gminas with a national park, more than the inhabitants of these
gminas, see both positive and negative effects of the existence of a national park
within the gmina. On this basis, it can be concluded that the exercise of power
in the gminas with national parks helps sharpen the ratings of the social aspects of
the national parks. Unfortunately, the statements of representatives of the local
authorities of the need to protect wildlife in the national park, and the
appreciation of the natural and landscape values are not followed by the decisions,
let alone actions, to put parks among the priorities of the gminas” development.
There is a widespread belief, though, in the need for and the use of natural assets
for economic goals, such as through the further development of tourism in the
park gminas.

2. The perception of threats affecting national parks is influenced by the place
of residence of the respondent in relation to the border of the national park, the
type of the gmina the respondent lives in, and to a lesser extent, the professional
status of the respondents. A local community, regardless of the relation to the
nature, age, education, functions, or participation in educational activities
conducted by the park is convinced that the natural environment in the gmina
where there is a national park, is in a very good condition, and the main sources of
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risk are seen among the external factors (this opinion especially refers to the
people living inside the parks). The similarity of opinion of inhabitants and the
gmina authorities on anthropogenic threats in national parks clearly differs from
the opinion of the directors of national parks.

Encouragingly, the fact that both the local authorities of gminas and their inhabitants
(both adults and young people) in the vast majority declare pro-environmenta]
stance (for them the nature is important or very important), they accurately
perceive the main threats to the local environment, which affect the national park
and - most importantly - they can submit proposals for the development
of relations between the nearest national park and the local community. As some
of these ideas are demanding, their potential implementation could raise concerng
from the point of view of the conservation objectives of the parks.

The respondents' opinions about the advantages and disadvantages of the existence
of the national park are significantly different from each other. What
is predominantly seen among the directors of national parks and the authorities of
gminas with a national park is a wide variety of benefits, the development of agro-
tourism and jobs, while among the inhabitants - the development of agro-tourism
and accommodation rental. However, the main difficulties associated with the
presence of the national park by all groups of respondents are problems related
to the construction or expansion of homes in the park and its surroundings.

A big threat to the protected wildlife in national parks is the potential realisation of
special interests that are in conflict with the objectives of nature protection. Seeing
solely difficulties arising from the vicinity of the national park may lead to
conflicts of interest with the park, or at least the indifference to nature. Awareness
of the values of national parks and awareness of the potential benefits of living in
their surroundings may be helpful in achieving their conservation.

Considering the problem of conflicts in national parks, it can be stated that different
groups of respondents differ in the actual knowledge of the disputes between the
park and the local community and the perception of their causes. The perception
of conflicts depends on where the respondents live in relation to the borders of the
park and the private ownership of land in the park, as well as the participation
in educational activities carried out by the national park.

3. The relationship between the population of the park gminas and the park,
represented by its directors, evaluated from the position of that population are
equally perceived as positive and neutral. However, the assessment of these
relations from the point of view of representatives of authorities of gminas with
national parks and the park management is much more favorable. In most parks
it is positive. The highest rating, certainly proving complacency with the state of
the relationship between a national park and the local community, are among the
directors of the national parks. In the group of representatives of the gmina
authorities only one in ten respondents believes that the relationships between the
park and the local population are bad.
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Similar to the above is the assessment of the relationships between the park and local
authorities. In this case, the directors of parks express the highest ratings. Among
the gmina authorities the assessment is mostly good or very good. For the local
population, however, in the vast majority these relationships are neutral.

In individual national parks the opinions of the main groups of respondents
(managers of parks, local authorities and the local population) show very
differently. Only in a few cases, the evaluation of the relationship between the
national park and the local community is the same in all groups.

It has been shown that in the evaluation of the relationships between the national
park and the local population, and between the national park and the local
authorities, the greatest impact is exerted by: a. positive or neutral attitude of the
respondent to the nature, b. the possession of land in the national park, and c. the
place of residence in relation to the border of the national park. In addition,
an important element is the age of the respondents and their participation in
educational activities conducted by the park.

Belonging to a group of junior high school students and a group of participants
of educational activities translates into higher ratings of the relationship between
the national park and the local community. However, factors such as the
education of the respondents and their professional status, as well as the gmina
type and its wealth expressed in revenue per 1 inhabitant, have a much lesser
impact on the evaluation of the relationship between the national park and the
local community and between the national park and the gmina authorities.

4. Environmental education is an important element of the activities carried out by
national parks. It is an instrument, widely recognised by all groups
of respondents, for shaping the relationships between the national park and the
local community. All participants of educational activities in national parks have
a higher environmental awareness; see much more benefits of a national park in
the neighbourhood, as well as the related barriers. People using environmental
education taking place in the park see conflicts in relations between the national
park and the local community.

Conducting educational activities by the national parks among as large as possible
group of the local community is an important and valuable role. This should
include not only schoolchildren, but also a wide range of adults. Training
organised by parks can be used to acquire funding from various sources
(including the EU), which could benefit the local community. Such activities may
not only contribute to improving the relations between the residents of gminas
with national parks and the national park, but also enhance the care of the
common heritage, i.e. the natural and cultural values of the national park.

5. The national parks are to preserve the natural heritage of small areas
of outstanding natural beauty and landscape. Although the process of conferring
a national park protection to valuable areas in Poland cannot be considered closed,
the current legislation does not favour the establishment of new national parks or
the enlargement of the existing ones. Thus, it is important for the residents of the
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parkow narodowych
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Tabela 97. Doznawanie osobistych utrudnien zwigzanych z istnieniem parku
narodowego w sasiedztwie w zaleznosci od kryterium posiadania przez
rodzine gruntéw w parku narodowym

Tabela 98. Doznawanie osobistych korzysci z istnienia parku narodowego
w sasiedztwie w zaleznodci od kryterium posiadania przez rodzine gruntéw
w parku narodowym (n = 1733)
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narodowym a mieszkanicami, wtadzami samorzadowymi lub innymi
podmiotami w zaleznosci od wyksztatcenia petnoletnich respondentow

Tabela 111. Opinie na temat konfliktéw w sasiedztwie parku migdzy parkiem
narodowym a mieszkaiicami, wtadzami samorzadowymi lub innymi
podmiotami w zaleznosci od statusu zawodowego respondentéw
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Tabela 113. Opinie na temat konfliktéw miedzy parkiem narodowym a miejscowq
ludnoscia w zaleznos$ci od zamieszkania respondentéw w réznych typach
gmin

Tabela 114. Opinie respondentoéw na temat konfliktéw w sasiedztwie parku
narodowego migdzy parkiem a mieszkaricami, wltadzami samorzadowymi lub
innymi podmiotami w zaleznosci od zamieszkania w réznych miejscach gminy
parkowej wzgledem granic parku

Tabela 115. Opinie na temat konfliktéw w sasiedztwie parku narodowego miedzy
parkiem a mieszkancami, wtadzami samorzadowymi lub innymi podmiotami
w zaleznosci od typu gminy, w ktérej mieszka osoba ankietowana

Tabela 116. Opinie na temat konfliktéw miedzy parkiem narodowym a miejscowq
ludnoécia w zaleznosci od kryterium posiadania przez rodzine respondenta
gruntow w parku narodowym

Tabela 117. Opinie na temat konfliktéw migedzy parkiem narodowym a miejscowq
ludnoéciq w zaleznosci od zamieszkania respondentéw w gminach o réznej
zamoznosci
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parkiem a mieszkancami, wladzami samorzadowymi lub innymi podmiotami
w zaleznosci od posiadanych przez rodzine gruntéw w parku narodowym

Tabela 119. Opinie na temat konfliktéw w sasiedztwie parku narodowego miedzy
parkiem a mieszkanicami, wtadzami samorzadowymi lub innymi podmiotami
w zaleznosci od zamoznosci gminy, w ktorej mieszka osoba ankietowana
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miodziezy i petnoletnich mieszkancoéw gmin parkowych
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pelnoletnich mieszkancéw gmin parkowych wedtug wyksztalcenia

Tabela 122. Gtéwne przyczyny konfliktow w parkach narodowych w opinii
ludnosci gmin parkowych wedtug statusu zawodowego

Tabela 123. Gtéwne przyczyny konfliktow w parkach narodowych w opinii
ludnosci gmin parkowych w zaleznosci od typu gminy, w ktdrej mieszka
osoba ankietowana

Tabela 124. Gléwne przyczyny konfliktéw w parkach narodowych w opinii
ludnosci gmin parkowych w zaleznosci od zamieszkania w réznych miejscach
gminy parkowej wzgledem parku

Tabela 125. Gtéwne przyczyny konfliktow w parkach narodowych w opinii
ludnosci gmin parkowych w zaleznosci od posiadanych przez rodzing
gruntéw w parku narodowym

Tabela 126. Rozktad odpowiedzi mieszkancow gmin parkowych na pytanie
o najlepsze sposoby rozwigzywania konfliktow park narodowy — miejscowa
ludnos¢ (n =5290)
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Tabela 127. Rozklad odpowiedzi pelnoletnich mieszkanicow gmin parkowych na
pytanie o najlepsze sposoby rozwigzywania konfliktéw park narodowy —
miejscowa ludnosc¢ (n = 5527), (kryterium oceny: wyksztalcenie respondentdw)

Tabela 128. Rozklad odpowiedzi mieszkanicdw gmin parkowych na pytanie
o najlepsze sposoby rozwigzywania kontliktéw park narodowy — miejscowa
ludnos¢ (n = 5308), (kryterium oceny: status zawodowy)

Tabela 129. Rozklad odpowiedzi mieszkancéw gmin parkowych na pytanie
o najlepsze sposoby rozwigzywania konfliktéw park narodowy — miejscowa
ludnos¢ (n = 5292), (kryterium oceny: stosunek do przyrody)

Tabela 130. Rozklad odpowiedzi mieszkanicow gmin parkowych na pytanie
o najlepsze sposoby rozwiazywania konfliktoéw park narodowy — miejscowa
ludnosé (n = 5332), (kryterium oceny: zamieszkanie respondenta w réznych
typach gmin).

Tabela 131. Rozklad odpowiedzi mieszkancéw gmin parkowych na pytanie
o najlepsze sposoby rozwigzywania konfliktéw park narodowy — miejscowa
ludnos¢ (n = 5314), (kryterium oceny: zamieszkanie respondenta w réznych
miejscach gminy parkowej wzgledem granicy parku)
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