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Summary: The article deals with the issue of regional development and the use of protected 
areas in the process of management – their value and role in space as such. The need to 
address the mutual macrosystem of economy-society-environment served as the beginning 
for the implementation of the principles of eco-development and the simultaneous analysis 
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of national parks in space has been enhanced through the empirical example of the Tatra 
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1. Introduction

Regional development as a category is subject to permanent transformations. It is a 
process which evolves mostly as a result of changes in the economy, the development 
of knowledge, technological progress, as well as changes in the definition of 
prosperity and the expectations of local and regional communities, especially 
regarding the way their members perceive the determinants responsible for the 
quality of life. The ubiquitous idea of sustainable development involves formulating 
a brand new role for the natural environment and working towards the simultaneous 
realisation of economic, social and ecological goals. It is inseparably related to space 
– including the use of ecosystem resources – and employing a long-term perspective 
regarding the consequences of human activity. National parks are elements of space 
in any region. The economic potential of each park is restricted through requirements 
resulting from the obligation to protect the most valuable elements of nature. Parks 
are commonly viewed as static areas guarded by statutory restrictions regarding the 
use of terrain, yet this image is seriously lacking. National parks are not only an area-
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based form of environmental protection, but also an organisational unit maintaining 
its own budget, realising its own investments, providing a variety of services, 
managing the area under its authority, and – as a result – influencing human activity 
both within the parks’ border and in neighbouring areas.

The aim of this article is to show the consequences related to the existence and 
activity of national parks, which are essential in fostering the sustainable development 
of a region. In order to fulfil this goal, an analysis of the subject literature dealing 
with the concept of regional development and the process of ensuring sustainable 
development has been conducted, with the use of data from the Central Statistical 
Office and source data from the Tatra National Park.

2. Regional development in the context  
of sustainable development

Regional development refers to both social and economic issues related to a given 
territory. It manifests itself in extending regional economic potential, in increasing 
competition with regard to other areas and upgrading the life quality of its inhabitants. 
While analysing definitions of regional development presented in professional 
literature, major components, decisive about regional development level, may be 
distinguished. Among them the following may be listed: regional human capital 
created by regional inhabitants; regional ecosystem and space; technical and 
technological progress; infrastructure management level and the regional economy.

The only indisputable issue in the discussion of regional development is 
the fact that regional development requires capital. With reference to the capital 
division method typical for ecological economics, two types of capital may be 
distinguished: capital resulting from human activity and capital provided by nature. 
“Anthropogenic capital established by a human being covers capital goods, financial 
resources, human capital or human knowledge (information) but also, in a sense, 
social relations (social capital). (…) Natural capital refers to all components and 
elements of the natural environment which are indispensable in supporting a human 
being’s biological existence and the overall civilization (including the economy) 
[Czaja and Becla 2007, p. 61].

A full understanding of the role played by natural capital in regional development 
is facilitated by the division of regional development factors into those located inside 
and outside a given region. Among the factors stimulating endogenous development 
a crucial role is played by the local ecosystem, the implementation and value of 
which is influenced by: “components and resources of natural environment, level 
of environment pollution and devastation, ecological infrastructure development 
potential and ecological awareness” [Brol 2006, p. 16].

Depending on whether the sustainable development theory is accepted or 
rejected, natural capital may be enriched or damaged by anthropogenic capital. The 
advantage of the sustainable development theory thus becomes its universal nature 
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allowing for its implementation in any dimension of management – at the level of 
global, national, regional and local economy. The currently promoted, long-term 
perspective and multidimensional character of regional development also supports 
the necessity of implementing sustainable development principles in stimulating 
regional development, which manifests itself in “political, economic, cultural, 
technological and environmental aspects present in such development. Sustainable 
development requires not only the harmonious cooperation of the listed above 
dimensions, but also maintaining the strategic advantage by the given region and 
planning its future in the inter-generation perspective” [Klasik 2002, p. 12]. A region 
which keeps developing in line with the sustainable development theory aims at the 
cohesive accomplishment of goals representing three levels:
 • ecological level (among others: atmosphere protection, preserving biodiversity, 

sustainable implementation of renewable and non-renewable resources, provi-
ding healthy conditions for human existence);

 • economic level (among others: economic stability, meeting basic needs by offe-
ring sustainable products, cooperation between economic organisms);

 • socio-cultural level (among others: following democratic standards, social safety, 
managing conflicts, health care and human life quality protection) [Rogall 2010, 
p. 47].
Natural environment represents the system of connected vessels – therefore 

the phrase used to describe it is: “think globally, act locally”. The local community 
should support, to the utmost, the implementation of sustainable development with 
social capital playing the role of an indirect factor stimulating transformations. 
[Evans, Joas, Sundback and Theobald 2004, pp.18-20]. It is worth investing in 
ecology oriented education in order to take advantage of, and also strengthen, 
the existing community relations – the modification of social capital by means of 
educational activities presents attributes typical for evolution and therefore stands 
a bigger chance of winning overall acceptance and support. An opportunity for 
supplying the local community with information on issues referring to corporate 
social responsibility presents another aspect of the background for sustainable 
development introduction obtained in this way [Jonker, Stark and Tewes 2011, p.11]. 
Sustainable development represents the processes referring to all aspects of human 
life – therefore the successful implementation of this concept requires long-lasting 
operations spread over time. 

3. National park – its role within a given space

The category of a national park is recognizable all over the world – this nature 
conservation form was certainly popularized by the oldest national park worldwide, 
Yellowstone Park in the USA. Polish legislation, apart from national parks, also 
provides for other nature conservation forms, such as: nature reserves, landscape 
parks, protected landscape areas, Nature 2000 areas, nature monuments, 
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documentation stations, ecological grounds, nature and landscape complexes and 
also plants, animals and mushrooms species preservation[Article 6, point 1 of the 
Act dated 16th April 2004 on nature conservation (Journal of Laws 2004 no. 92, item 
880, with later amendments). National parks, however, constitute the most important 
form of nature conservation areas in the territory of Poland. In accordance with 
legislation provisions, a national park area must not be smaller than 1000 hectares 
and has to cover an area distinctive because of special natural, scientific, social, 
cultural and educational values. The reason for which national parks are established 
is the need to protect the overall nature and landscape values in a given area. The 
above intention is carried out by striving to maintain biodiversity, as well as the 
protection of resources, the creation and components of inanimate areas, and also by 
regenerating distorted habitats and restoring the proper condition of nature’s 
resources and components. 

From the perspective of regional economic development, it is crucial that the area 
covered by a national park is provided only in a way which does not exert any adverse 
influence on the nature within the park’s borders. Establishing the above condition 
is the direct consequence of nature conservation requirements and indirectly results 
from changes in the perception of space. Having considered space limitations, it 
has become indispensable to manage it in a well thought-out manner and work out 
long-term directions for planning it. With reference to protected areas, among others, 
the Rapid Assessment and Prioritization of Protected Area Management (RAPPAM) 
may be applied as an auxiliary method. This allows for the quick specification of 
priorities in activities aimed at the studied space accompanied by the possibility of 
making comparisons with a different protected area [Stoll-Kleemann 2010, pp. 377-
-382].

23 national parks have been established in the area of Poland and cover, in the 
highest form of nature conservation, as little as 1% of the country’s area (the overall 
area of national parks in Poland is 316 748 hectares). This confirms the unique 
character of national parks areas, including their tourist attractiveness.

As has already been mentioned above, the leading task of national parks is focused 
on nature conservation. In national parks this not only consists in defining orders and 
prohibitions regulating visitors’ behaviour within the boundaries of protected areas – 
the legislator indicates specifically that environment protection goals are carried out, 
among others, by: conducting educational, information oriented and promotional 
activities (Article 3, point 5 of the Act dated 16th April 2004 on nature conservation, 
Journal of Laws 2004 no. 92, item 880, with later amendments). The involvement 
of national parks in ecological education results in the fact that they do not exist just 
as an authentic fragment of regional space, but also by means of the knowledge that 
they constitute some part of national conscience. All the projects aimed at promoting 
pro-ecological attitudes represent the only method for eliminating a social values 
system focused on unsustainable consumption which results from a low level of 
ecological awareness. Additionally, these activities allow for changing the attitude 
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that individual actions exert a marginal influence on global issues. Ecological 
education carried out as an on-going programme facilitates the gradual deactivation 
of habits conflicting with the requirements of nature conservation. It is worth 
emphasizing that just passing on knowledge is not sufficient – community members 
also have to be encouraged to choose and follow behaviour in line with appropriate 
indications. In the above presented perspective, ecological education performed in 
national parks is combined, to some extent, with ecological marketing.

The popularity of national parks, not always in its positive sense, results from 
spatial conflicts occurring, most often, between their nature conservation and tourist 
oriented functions. The anthropopressure power is confirmed by the number of tourists 
visiting national parks – for example the Tatra National Park is annually visited by 
about 2,5 million people. Owing to different indications regarding space management 
in line with nature conservation requirements, as well as instructions put forward in 
accordance with tourism development stipulations it seems that these conflicts are 
unavoidable, in particular if it becomes a commonly shared awareness that tourism 
means for the environment not just physical land occupation for the purposes of 
tourism infrastructure facilities, but also the resulting landscape degradation, air 
and surface waters pollution, soil degradation, noise and in consequence threats to 
biodiversity.

Meanwhile the idea of sustainable development refers to all areas of human 
activity – tourism included. The spreading of sustainable development principles 
by means of ecological education may change (and indeed changes) the patterns of 
consumption also within the framework of tourism services. This happens due to the 
fact that a tourist is just a consumer and like any other consumer becomes susceptible 
to certain forms of influence, such as: price, earned income, quality, fashion, 
major trends in lifestyle, advertising, etc. Sustainable development in tourism has 
become even more significant since many areas in which tourism constitutes the 
basic source of income have reached their natural environment degradation level, 
which discourages tourists from visiting them. Due to an over-extensive interest and 
absence of skills in taking advantage of space the factor of competitive advantage 
has been completely mishandled there, which results in tourism’s disappearance and 
the devastation of tourism oriented infrastructure. The above discussed situation 
cannot occur in any national park area – it is ruled out by the legislation in force 
which regulates the usage of protected areas.

4. The activity of the Tatra National Park and the sustainable 
development of the Tatra powiat (county) municipalities

The Tatra National Park (TNP) is considered one of the oldest and largest national 
parks in Poland. It was founded in 1954 by virtue of a regulation of the Council of 
Ministers (Journal of Laws 1995, no. 4, item 23). Despite it having been established 
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almost 60 years ago, its borders have not been subject to significant change-initially 
the area of the Park equalled 21 400 hectares, with the regulation of the Council of 
Members from April 1 2003 regarding the Tatra National Park (Journal of Laws 
2003, no. 65, item 599, currently in force) indicating that the TNP area equals 21.164 
hectares.

The Tatras are the only high mountain area in Poland. The TNP contributes 
to the economic development of the Tatra powiat (county) municipalities mainly 
through modifying the factors determining the possibility for the realisation of 
functions related to tourism. This function plays a major role in the development of 
municipalities connected with the Park through their territory, i.e. the Kościelisko, 
Zakopane, Poronin, Bukowina Tatrzańska municipalities, as well as the Biały Dunajec 
municipality which is located in their vicinity. The Defert indicator has been shown 
in Table 1 in order to characterise the tourist function in the Tatra municipalities – 
additionally pointing out the importance of the Park’s activity which modifies it. 
The indicator in question shows the number of overnighting tourists per km2 of each 
area, and thus it includes a spatial reference. The indicator has been estimated for 
both the municipalities in question and for areas used for the sake of comparison, 
i.e. the małopolski region and Poland as such. The decision regarding the choice 
of the research period was guided by the intention to represent the development of 
the tourist function from a long-term perspective – thus the year of the accession 
of Poland into the European Union has been chosen as the starting point for the 
research.

Table 1. The Defert indicator for the Tatra powiat (county) municipalities, the małopolski region  
and Poland in the years 2004-2012

Area/Year 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
Commune 
Zakopane 4 121 4 245 4 433 4 497 4 730 4 167 4 272 4 594 5 254
Commune 
Kościelisko 207 227 232 199 149 208 208 266 309
Commune 
Poronin 124 130 126 124 123 137 143 224 383
Commune 
Bukowina 
Tatrzańska 282 326 346 358 362 381 347 526 898
Commune 
Biały 
Dunajec 111 100 102 84 111 114 52 33 180
The 
małopolski 
region 152 164 173 186 179 179 189 207 229
POLAND 50 53 56 61 63 62 65 69 72

Source: own elaboration using CSO data.
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The Defert indicator in the research period for each Tatra ‘powiat’ community 
was lower than the value calculated for the małopolski region only in the case of 
the Biały Dunajec commune (in the entire research period), the Poronin commune 
(between 2004-2010) and, incidentally, the Kościelisko commune (in 2008). The 
Biały Dunajec commune achieved lower results when compared to the entire country 
twice in 2010 and in 2011. The unquestionable leader when it comes to realising the 
tourist function in the entire research period is the Zakopane commune.

In order to clearly show the elements within the activity of the Tatra National 
Park which are significant from the point of view of implementing the theory of 
sustainable development, the author believes one should distinguish between two 
groups of activities: activities related to ecological education and activities related 
to TNP space.

An important element when it comes to ecological education in the TNP is a 
range of services offered by the Environmental Education Centre in Zakopane, 
which organises practical courses, exhibitions, competitions etc. The TPN’s didactic 
activities are constantly growing. In 2004 the local museum was visited by five 
thousand people, while the Park organised 262 didactic events [Environmental 
Protection 2005]. In 2011 the museum was visited by 146 thousand people and 
the number of didactic events grew to 666 [Environmental Protection 2012]. TNP 
employees form an Environmental Circle and broadcast programmes providing 
information about the Park in cooperation with the Alex local radio station. Both the 
above-mentioned activities are addressed mostly to the residents of Tatra communes, 
while broader audiences are reached through publications. Depending on demand, 
a dozen or more items are published (the circulation of e.g. a single edition equals 
about 1500-3000 copies). The publications are prepared in accordance with the theme 
of popularising science and pursue the idea of a complex and trans-border perception 
of the Tatra mountains. The newsletters, folders, concise book publications, the Tatry 
quarterly and the post-conference materials on the Tatras combine environmental 
subjects with issues related to history, culture, tradition and art in the entire region. 
Four didactic routes have been delineated as part of the educational activity within 
the Park. Ecological education is aimed at providing information and changing the 
approach and motivation of the public.

The set of actions aimed at modifying elements of space within the TNP is very 
complex. Three areas of activity have been distinguished for the sake of order: those 
dealing with infrastructure, those related to forest and non-forest ecosystems and 
those focusing on economic functions.

Activities related to the infrastructure include creating, managing and 
maintaining infrastructure facilities. The 275 km long tourist routes are the most 
significant element of the TNP infrastructure. Activities related to their maintenance 
include: marking, maintaining safety gear (such as ladders, chains etc.), maintaining 
bridges and culverts, preventing surface corrosion, placing reference poles on the 
routes for orientation in the winter season, cleaning and setting up sanitary cubicles. 
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Additionally, the TNP is responsible for delineating ski routes with the use of 
poles and securing areas susceptible to erosion with nonwoven geotextiles. It is 
worth pointing out that it is the Polskie Koleje Liniowe (Polish Cableways) that is 
responsible for the maintenance of the ski runs. It is essential that there is a complete 
snowmaking restriction within the TNP. Since entering the TNP requires an entry fee, 
seven entry gates have been set up (in Łysa Polana, Dolina Jaworzynki, Goryczkowa, 
Kalatówki, Dolina Białego, Dolina Strążyska, Dolina Kościeliska) which are opened 
all year round, with a number of places available for the purchasing of tickets during 
the season (Wierch Poroniec, Dolina Filipki, Sucha Woda, Cyrhla, Dolina Olczyska, 
Nosal, Dolina Małej Łąki, Staników Żleb). The TNP decides upon the rules behind 
the use of buildings and other tourist infrastructure facilities located in its area. The 
most important facilities in this group are eight hostels made available by the Polskie 
Towarzystwo Turystyczno-Krajoznawcze (Polish Tourist and Sightseeing Society).

The second group, i.e. activity related to forest and non-forest ecosystems, 
includes actions concerned with managing the forest, i.e. sylviculture and forest 
protection, as well as maintaining meadows and clearings. The TNP constantly 
performs the regulation of the species composition and the spatial structure of lower 
mountain forest sections transformed by humans – working towards eliminating 
spruce monocultures and increasing participation of fir and beech trees. Maintaining 
the non-forest state of meadows and clearings requires mowing (manual or 
mechanical). The actions described above directly influence the retaining of tourist 
attractions (e.g. crocus habitats) and allow for the restoration of the desired state 
within the ecosystems.

Activities dealing with economic functions are related to monitoring the tourist 
function, managing the harvesting of timber and cultural sheep grazing. The 24 hour 
Eco-counter equipment is used for monitoring the tourist function. The Eco-counters 
allow for counting the number of people on tourist routes. They cost about 10 000 
PLN each, which is why establishing an entire monitoring system required a large 
financial investment. However the data retrieved by the system is very important 
when it comes to managing the protected area, e.g. delineating didactic routes, 
camping sites and similar areas aimed at modifying the tourist flow and other actions 
related to the previously described tourist infrastructure. Timber harvesting involves 
spruce exclusively. Each year about 40 000 m3 of timber is harvested by the TNP 
in areas owned by the State Treasury, with an assortment of large-size wood being 
dominant. Spruce logging supports the reconstruction of the wood stand structure 
and is also a source of income for the Park – in 2012 it brought in about 6343 
PLN of revenue. Cultural sheep grazing is conducted on the basis of a contract 
between the head shepherd and the TNP, with regulations concerning not only the 
use of meadows but also indicating the species of animals, introducing obligations 
regarding the retaining of customs and traditions (attire, dialect). Cultural grazing is 
currently performed by seven head shepherds with a total of 1500 sheep in an area 
of 120 hectares. The economic functions described above require constant control 
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by TNP employees – this is aimed firstly at preventing any negative impact on the 
environment and secondly at supporting the processes of sustainable development 
for the entire area in question.

It needs to be stressed that the division used in the study is only a method of 
making it easier to represent the tasks undertaken by the TNP – it is not an exclusive 
division, nor can it serve as a basis for the fragmentary perception of the terrain or 
the Park’s activities. The consequences of the above-mentioned actions are apparent 
not only when it comes to environmental protection, but also in the context of tourist 
flow which functionally binds the area of the Park with the remaining municipalities 
and the Slovak part of the Tatras. TNP activity makes it possible for the simultaneous 
realisation of ecological, economic and social goals. Summing up the influence of 
the TNP on the economic processes occurring in the Tatra ‘powiat’ municipalities, 
it is worth pointing out its scale of activity: the TNP created 26 097 PLN worth of 
income for the year 2012, with 13 124 PLN of income being subject to the Corporate 
Income Tax. Expenditure in 2012 equalled 22 956 PLN, out of which 10 700 PLN 
was subject to CIT tax deductible expenses. Due to organisational changes within 
national parks in recent years – e.g. the shutting down of auxiliary enterprises and 
changes in the organisational-legal form from a budget entity to a state legal person – 
the data gathered from previous years is inexpedient. Since TNP tasks are not subject 
to change and are independent from the organisational-legal form, the information 
showcasing the scale of activity in 2012 is insufficient to confirm that the Park is a 
significant member of economic life and can influence the ensuring of sustainable 
development processes in the Tatra municipalities.

5. Conclusion

Regional development theories have evolved throughout the ages, just like the 
approach towards the role, use and protection of the natural environment in the 
process of management. The existence of national parks should be explored by 
evaluating space not only in the context of ensuring its legal protection, but also by 
retaining its role as an element of local and regional layout. The park is not an alien 
organism – it remains part of the municipality and the ‘powiat’ (county) where 
certain economic functions are being carried out. Despite their relatively small area, 
national parks influence the functioning of neighbouring territories – mostly through 
their constant and long-term modification of the principles of terrain use, as well as 
infrastructure investment fostering tourism and ecological education. National parks 
are recognised world-wide as areas of protection and are thus legally equipped with 
instruments used to promote the theory of sustainable development. Ecological 
education is a basis for representing and accepting alternative methods of 
management. Also, the proper preparation of space for tourist flow is fundamental 
for the development of sustainable tourism.
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PARK NARODOWY JAKO ELEMENT WSPIERAJĄCY 
RÓWNOWAŻENIE ROZWOJU REGIONU –  
PRZYKŁAD GMIN TATRZAŃSKICH 

Streszczenie: Artykuł porusza kwestię rozwoju regionalnego oraz wykorzystywania 
obszarów chronionych w procesie gospodarowania – ich wartości i roli w ogólnej przestrzeni. 
Konieczność łącznego rozpatrywania makrosystemu gospodarka-społeczeństwo-środowisko 
stanowiła początek wdrażania zasad ekorozwoju i jednoczesnego analizowania aspektów 
ekonomicznych, ekologicznych i społecznych wszelkich procesów gospodarczych. 
Doprowadziło to również do zmian w zakresie modelowania rozwoju regionalnego. Analizę 
roli parków narodowych w przestrzeni wzbogacono empirycznym przykładem Tatrzańskiego 
Parku Narodowego i gmin tatrzańskich.

Słowa kluczowe: obszary chronione, ekorozwój, edukacja ekologiczna, rozwój regionalny i 
lokalny.




