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Abstract

This paper discusses systemic aspects of protected area research with a particular focus on systemic governance. Protected 
areas are embedded within a dynamic system of socioeconomic-ecological interactions on various geographical, value-ethical, 
cultural and political scales. For example, recent energy politics exacerbates existing pressures on land use for renewable energy 
generation and challenges the goals and objectives of protection categories. The category or classification of a protected area 
according to the IUCN framework is influenced by the regional political and cultural differentiations, which concern all as-
pects of protected areas in their social, ecological and economic interactions. The category has an influence on how the local 
population is affected or benefits from the protection of an area, and what kind of visitors are coming to or engaging with the 
protected area. The category is also influenced by the acceptance of the local population and visitors or tourists. Protected areas 
increasingly operate as multifunctionally managed areas where visitors and inhabitants are integrated into the management 
concept. Category groups have a decisive and inverse influence on visitor management and protected area governance, which 
itself is steered by political and cultural characteristics. Changing value ethics of visitors affect the governance of protected areas 
and new partnerships need to be built for their sustainable management. This paper synthesizes such systemic aspects in a 
mountain context and concludes with an outline for future research.  
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Protected areas in a systemic context

Protected areas have evolved from sanctuaries of  
pure conservation in the early days of  their first es-
tablishments, with the Yellowstone National Park in 
North America or the Swiss National Park (SNP) in 
the European Alps, into today’s complex socioeco-
nomic-ecological systems (Scholz 2011), embedded 
within various interactions and conditions at interna-
tional, national, regional and local geographical, politi-
cal, value-ethical and cultural levels (Lockwood 2011; 
Jentoft et al. 2007). Changing cultural and value-ethical 
demand by the (local) population and by visitors, ex-
pressed more strongly in public discourse and par-
ticipative processes, climate change, sociographic and 
demographic change, politically enhanced pressure on 
land use for renewable energy generation, and overall 
pressure on land use for population growth and in-
creased leisure time add further layers of  complexity 
to the sustainable management of  protected areas. 
This complex system of  protected area management 
is shown in Figure 1. 

Categories of  protected areas are central deter-
minants within the interactions between a protected 
area management and its stakeholders. The category 
is defined and shaped partly by the interactions of  the 
protected area governance model, including visitor 
management, by the participation and the support of  
the local population, and by the consideration of  the 
demand and needs of  different visitor segments. The 
consideration of  stakeholder needs (visitors, residents, 
local businesses and organizations) and the manage-
ment actions determine whether the protected area 
can be managed effectively within the mandate of  the 
assigned category. The reverse influences in the trian-
gular relation of  the park category on the governing 

body, on the acceptance and / or participation of  the 
population, on cultural and value-ethical aspects and 
on natural and social changes, are framed and regu-
lated by public regulations and politics. These inter-
relations can be understood from different conceptual 
viewpoints, such as conservation, education or sustainable 
development, that are interpreted differently in different 
societies worldwide. 

The geographical context of  protected areas is 
another important factor influencing these values as 
different population densities lead to different prem-
ises on which protected area categories are defined, 
managed and accepted. Mountain regions are areas of  
highly conflicting aims as these regions are hotspots 
of  biodiversity protection worldwide, providing eco-
system services for human use, such as recreation, 
tourism and hydro-power energy production, while 
enabling the preservation of  important (natural and 
cultural) landscapes. The influences of  current de-
velopments (such as an increase in renewable energy 
demand) on protected areas worldwide may be de-
tected earlier in sensitive mountain areas, underlining 
the need for research on protected areas in mountain 
regions. The systemic relationships described here are 
illustrated in the following chapters.

Approach within this paper

This paper discusses systemic interrelations of  pro-
tected area governance in the relational framework 
shown in Figure 1 with the current state of  research in 
the literature. Following a general literature review on 
systemic aspects of  protected areas, the paper discuss-
es the potential influences that different cultures, val-
ues and related interpretations of  concepts may have. 
The paper compiles actual developments in protected 
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areas worldwide, providing examples from different 
regions (especially from Europe and North America) 
with a focus on mountain regions, supporting the ar-
gument for comparative discussions of  protected area 
governance in different cultural and political contexts. 
The paper concludes with a synthesis of  such aspects 
and provides an outlook for future research on sys-
temic aspects of  governance in protected areas.

Evolving categories of protected areas

A new paradigm of  protected areas and their man-
agement emerged with the World Parks Congress 
in South Africa in September 2003 (Phillips 2003). 
“The opening plenary sessions at the Congress featured several 
speakers who advocated for IUCN protected area categories V 
(protected landscape) and VI (managed resource areas) as the 
main focus for protected area activity in the future,” (Locke & 
Dearden 2005: 1). The definition of  new categories, 
such as category V, Protected Landscape / Seascape, 
aimed at opening the categories to land, “where the in-
teraction of  people and nature over time has produced an area 
of  distinct character with significant aesthetic, ecological and / or 
cultural value, and often with high biological diversity,” (IUCN 
1994: 22). While not explicitly stated, the definition in-
corporates notions of  well-being: “contentment, satis-
faction, or happiness derived from optimal function-
ing” (McDowell 2010). Natural ecosystems perform 
both fundamental life-support services and services 
that enhance our subjective happiness. The UN Mil-
lennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005), for instance, 
emphasizes the significance of  ecosystem services 
for human well-being and, as a wider research pro-
gramme, presents case studies for a number of  differ-
ent ecosystems as a way of  understanding the complex 
social-ecological system. The importance of  material 
and non-material ecosystem services for human well-
being is increasingly being accepted and used as an ar-
gument for protecting cultural and natural landscapes. 

The two new categories, including cultural land-
scapes, respond to the fact that in Europe and in 
developing countries many areas that should be pro-
tected are cultural landscapes with high biodiversity but 

depending on extensive non-industrial land use, which 
are important for ecosystem services and human well-
being. As the preservation and protection of  ecosys-
tems health, and therefore the ecological integrity, is 
the main goal in national parks, the idea of  strict pro-
tection is stronger in societies with a very low popu-
lation density, such as North America, Oceania and 
Scandinavia, than for example in Central Europe. It 
is documented by the number of  national parks and 
designated wilderness areas and the early importance 
attached to these protection categories in those socie-
ties. The designation of  wilderness areas plays an im-
portant role in the development process of  the USA as 
a nation. In between these geographical contexts with 
a similar situation we can identify some differences in 
the public and cultural understanding of  wilderness. 
In Scandinavia, for instance, maintaining a wilderness 
character includes the protection of  the Sami culture 
and livelihoods and so for instance, the possibilities of  
hunting in protected areas (Saarinen 2007). 

The new categories focus more on sustainable de-
velopment and consider the conservation of  wild bio-
diversity to a lesser extent (Locke & Dearden 2005): 
“The focus of  management of  category V areas is not conserva-
tion per se, but about guiding human processes so that the area 
and its resources are protected, managed and capable of  evolving 
in a sustainable way,” (Phillips 2002: 10). As the manage-
ment of  categories V and VI can, for instance, make 
sense in distinct areas of  Europe and Asia with impor-
tant intact cultural landscapes, it poses some problems 
for areas with a higher percentage of  wilderness areas: 
Locke & Dearden (2005) criticize this new paradigm 
as recasting protected areas as tools for social plan-
ning and income generation instead of  strict conser-
vation. These new categories are a problem, especially 
for protected areas in North America and Scandinavia; 
for example, the USA named all its national forests, 
including areas that were heavily logged and used for 
mining and oil and gas extraction, as category VI ar-
eas. As a result the US has almost 40% of  its forest 
area classified as protected, which does not reflect real-
ity (Bishop et al. 2004; Locke & Dearden 2005). On 
the other hand, many of  the sites worldwide desig-
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Figure 1 – The relational framework of  protected areas as complex socio-economic-ecological systems. 
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nated to meet the Convention on Biological Diversity  
Aichi Target 11 will be located within IUCN categories 
V (Protected Landscapes / Seascapes) and VI (Man-
aged Resource Protected Area) (McCool et al. 2012).

Current discussions about the sustainable produc-
tion of  energy in protected areas in Europe (e. g. at 
the Rheinfall or in the Naturpärke in Europe) show that 
there are diverging ideas about the aims of  protected 
areas across societies and about what visitors expect 
from a protected area. The debate about conserva-
tion of  landscapes and the use of  renewable energies 
shows that sustainability is interpreted very differently 
by different stakeholders. In the Alps and in parts of  
Northern Europe, especially in Iceland (Sæþórsdóttir 
2010), power plant development is perceived as reduc-
ing the naturalness of  places and may affect nature 
conservation and the development of  nature-based 
tourism. A rising production of  renewable energies in 
the Central European landscapes results in new indus-
trial uses of  peripheral and natural landscapes, thus 
endangering biodiversity and naturalness. Questions 
arise in the context of  current debates about sustain-
ability. In Germany and Switzerland, for instance, the 
argument for CO2 reduction and therefore the protec-
tion of  abiotic factors currently seems to be more im-
portant than landscape protection. In North America 
this debate takes on a different turn where the con-
servation of  landscapes and therefore biotic factors is 
considered more important than their use in terms of  
renewable energies. The geographical situation and the 
historic role of  protected areas seem to be a major 
reason for these differences. This results in stricter 
conservation in the many national parks in America 
and Scandinavia, whereas in Central Europe natural 
parks are seen by society as particularly appropriate 
for renewable energy production. Protected areas in 
mountain regions are especially affected by new hy-
droelectric power plants, which are important con-
tributors to the production of  renewable energies but 
at the same time reduce the naturalness of  places and 
diminish landscape and biodiversity protection goals 
of  protected areas in these sensitive mountain regions. 

As indicated before, remoteness and population 
density play a major role in protected area categories, 
as building new roads and upgrading the accessibility 
of  peripheral regions can lead to more intensive use 
of  these areas. Mountain regions show a mosaic of  dif-
ferent accessibilities as the topography leads to very 
different accessibility situations within a region. This 
point has to be better reflected, as improving acces-
sibility to protected areas in terms of  travel time can 
make them more vulnerable. An example of  a hiking 
destination in the Caucasus in Georgia shows how new 
roads in formerly very peripheral regions can weaken 
the sustainable development of  nature-based tourism; 
as these new roads may lead to new business mod-
els (largely owned by external interests) in the region 
which strongly compete with the guesthouses owned 
by the local population (Voll et al. 2011; Voll 2012).

These regional natural contexts and the regional 
social contexts greatly influence the existence of  dif-
ferent categories of  protected areas. To strengthen 
the different types of  protected areas, also for future 
developments, more research needs to be undertaken 
on the relations within these different categories and 
their systemic governance (including visitor manage-
ment), the needs, segments and acceptance of  tourists, 
the acceptance of  the local population, and the mutual 
impacts within different political, cultural and ethical 
contexts. 

Visitors in protected areas 

Visitor management in the context of  changing de-
mands, values and expectations of  tourists (and of  the 
public), the affected population and other stakehold-
ers has increasingly become a new challenge for the 
management of  protected areas. In general, visitors 
have traditionally been understood as customers, while 
the literature calls for a visitor-management partner-
ship, where tourists are seen as partners in designing 
joint services (e. g. Fuchs 2004; Michel 2001). More re-
cent trends in adopting such an understanding can be 
observed, for example with Parks Canada who imple-
mented a new approach for visitor management: “In-
stead of  viewing the issue as a dichotomy of  people versus parks, 
a cohesive management approach integrates three elements. From 
here the Agency can achieve its expressed objective of  ensuring 
that Parks Canada programs are representative of  and relevant 
to Canadians,” (Jager et al. 2006: 19).

Questions arise, such as what do park visitors these 
days expect of  infrastructure, of  the level of  protec-
tion, of  park categories, and (how) do they differ from 
tourists visiting unprotected destinations? How can the 
visitor become integrated as a partner in meeting the 
complex and overlapping objectives of  protected areas – 
for ecological preservation, social well-being, cultural 
integration, but also become integrated in an economic 
business model, dependent on the willingness-to-pay 
of  visitors. In meeting the needs of  a worldwide in-
crease in tourism to protected areas, protected area 
managers must increasingly pay attention to the type 
and quality of  visitor experience offered and at the 
same time must protect the ecological integrity of  the 
park (Priskin & McCool 2006). 

Respecting the needs of  park visitors is important 
for funding and acceptance in society as well as for a 
successful park management, especially as “domestic and 
international funding for protected areas development has been 
declining since the 1990s. The global financial crisis that started 
in 2007 has resulted in increasing public debt and austerity meas-
ures in even the more developed countries, with forecasted adverse 
impacts on protected areas staffing and operations,” (McCool 
et al. 2012: 98 – 99). In addition to the financial aspects 
of  staffing and operating protected areas, the aspect of  
cultural change in society and changing visitor needs 
seems to play a more important role in the demand of  
nature-based tourism in protected areas. For example, 
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visits to Canadian national parks dropped by 3% from 
2001 to 2005 while the overall Canadian population 
grew by almost 4% and visiting historical and cultural 
attractions is one of  the fastest growing niche tourism 
markets (Jager et al. 2006). It is therefore clear that 
a greater appreciation of  tourists’ characteristics must 
underpin any attempt at developing a park’s tourism 
potential (Cochrane 2006). Cochrane (2006) therefore 
developed a typology of  national and international 
protected area visitors on demographic and behav-
ioural characteristics and / or preferences for facilities 
and experiences. More information on the acceptance 
of  parks by tourists and the needs of  tourists is es-
sential for successfully managing and marketing pro-
tected areas, since the greatest challenge related to the 
visitor experience in protected areas is linked to the 
management of  expectations: “Visitors to protected areas 
have expectations about what they will see and the level of  in-
frastructures, such as the trails and information facilities, that 
often have no link to reality. Visitors tend to develop the same 
expectations about the quality of  services available, particularly 
in relation to education and viewing opportunities no matter 
which protected area they visit, from a national park in the US 
to a small protected area in a mountain region in Asia. In the 
visitors’ imagination a protected area is one type of  recreation 
product,” (Carbone 2006: 56). To integrate these qual-
ity expectations of  tourists in the management of  a 
distinct protected area with particular regional settings 
is a difficult challenge where research has to support 
protected area management: “While the science of  identify-
ing what visitors seek has strong conceptual foundations, the art 
of  managing these opportunities is less well developed. One of  
the challenges for the future is for closer collaboration involving 
social scientists and protected area managers,” (Priskin & Mc-
Cool 2006: 9). For instance, Luthe et al. (2012) did a 
behavioural study in the Swiss National Park on expec-
tations, willingness-to-pay and behaviour of  protected 
area visitors. Tourists are visiting the SNP mainly out 
of  their interest in nature, while specifically consider-
ing social and ecological aspects both in holiday and in 
daily life behaviour. About 75% of  SNP visitors in this 
study have a higher willingness-to-pay for sustainable 
tourism services, in accordance with their generally 
higher social and ecological awareness and behaviour 
during holidays and at home. This so-called green tour-
ist, of  above average age and education, is visiting the 
SNP more frequently and staying longer than tourists 
without this level of  integrated sustainability demand 
and behaviour. Visitors are willing to pay more for sus-
tainable service provision, such as a visit to a protected 
area, but there remains a need for communicating the 
concept and implications of  sustainable development 
in protected areas better. 

Acceptance and participation of the local 
population

In addition to integrating the needs and expecta-
tions of  tourists in the form of  a partnership, there 

should be a similar focus on the needs and expecta-
tions of  the local population. Especially in protected 
areas with a strict conservation mandate, the regional 
development possibilities can hardly be fully developed 
without integrating the population in the tourism sec-
tor (Forster & Siegrist 2009). In protected areas with 
a stronger orientation towards sustainable develop-
ment, the local population has to be integrated in use 
and protection strategies. In realizing new protected 
areas there still exist fears of  the local population that 
the economy could be negatively affected, especially 
in Europe (Mose & Weixlbaumer 2003). Therefore 
Weixlbaumer (2009) refers to two processes where 
integration is a main success factor for a protected 
area: the participation of  the local population in the 
management even after a protected area has been es-
tablished, and at the same time a region-based govern-
ance model independent of  community politics. This 
argument is very important in mountainous regions 
with a long tradition of  agriculture and intact cultural 
landscapes, where extensive farming provides impor-
tant ecosystem services. Here protected areas have 
to be managed by integrating the needs of  the local 
population to strengthen the systemic interactions be-
tween adapted sustainable use and protection. Forster 
& Siegrist (2009), for instance, name the integration 
of  the local tourism industry and the participation of  
other stakeholders from agriculture, forestry, nature, 
landscape and local culture as being critical for the suc-
cess of  a protected area. Therefore the development 
of  new touristic options should include the ideas and 
needs of  the local population (Forster & Siegrist 2009). 

Especially in Central Europe the research on lo-
cal acceptance of  protected areas is a relatively new 
research field, as the foundation of  most national 
parks and other protected areas in Central Europe 
only started in recent decades (Mose 2009; Job 1996). 
This shows that more research has to be undertaken 
to integrate the needs of  the local population into pro-
tected area governance. 

Governance of partnerships

The interaction between the needs of  tourists and 
the local population, and the categories of  protected 
areas is more or less determined by the status and 
regulations of  the particular protection category. But 
there is room for progress by better involving the visi-
tors, the local population and other stakeholders in the 
management of  a protected area within their mandate, 
organized and facilitated by a systemic governance ap-
proach. The needs and expectations of  visitors and 
the local population must be aligned with management 
standards of  protected areas, such as limits of  accept-
able change, visitor impact management or the visitor activity 
management process. For example, in Finland the pro-
tected area authority of  Metsähallitus Natural Herit-
age Services applied the concept of  Limits of  Acceptable 
Change, and at the same time created two progressive 
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quality programmes in tourism: Green Destination 
Quality Net (Green DQN™) and Green Destination 
Management Net (Green DMN®), which effectively 
bring together local actors from the tourism industry 
and the nature conservation field to promote sustain-
able tourism (Tapaninen 2010). 

The state-of-the-art in visitor experience manage-
ment concentrates on helping managers to make deci-
sions in management frameworks as Recreation Opportu-
nity Spectrum or Tourism Opportunity Spectrum or Limits of  
Acceptable Change (McCool 2006). Implementing suc-
cessful management requires first a regular monitoring 
of  visitor experiences and a careful interpretation of  
the resulting data, which must be set against specific 
management and performance indicators and objec-
tives. The findings should be then integrated with oth-
er strategic site planning information (Cessford & Mu-
har 2003; Bushell & Griffin 2006). “Routine monitoring 
of  such things as visitor characteristics, expectations, satisfaction 
and experiences can contribute to this understanding. Manage-
ment decisions can then be based on tangible information, not 
rough judgment,” (Bushell & Griffin 2006: 31). Ideally 
this information should be collected in a consistent 
way over time, comparable with other sites and service 
providers so that benchmarking is possible. It needs 
to be easily and efficiently collected, and readily and 
conveniently analysed so that the data is current and 
reliable, with clear implications for planning and man-
agement; and physically and intellectually accessible to 
all parks agency staff  whose management roles could 
be enhanced by this knowledge about visitors (Bushell 
& Griffin 2006). Globally there is a need for integrat-
ing these data with the UN List of  Protected Areas 
(Sheppard 2006).

A contemporary visitor experience management 
would also benefit society: “These benefits may involve re-
duced family divisiveness, greater worker productivity, increased 
personal incomes or reduced crime. Benefits from experiencing a 
high quality opportunity might include additional support for a 
protected area, increased labour income in the local area or an 
accelerating interest in conservation,” (McCool 2006: 4 – 5). 
But even today only one quarter of  existing protected 
areas are managed with a high degree of  effectiveness 
(McCool et al. 2012). There are many actors involved in 
managing tourism in protected areas: local businesses, 
community and destination marketing, organizations 
promoting the protected area, planners, architects, 
engineers and construction workers, scientists and 
management, which holds the legal responsibility to 
protect an area’s natural heritage (McCool et al. 2012). 
As Siegrist (2004) among others shows, nature park 
protagonists and tourist protagonists in nature park 
tourism in the Alps are suspicious of  each other’s pro-
tection aims. Therefore governance plays a key role, 
since public interests can be identified, debated and 
legislated upon via governance processes (McCool et 
al. 2012). In addition to integrating the stakeholders 
in governance processes of  protected areas, it could 
be especially promising to include the visitors in the 

governance as well in order to manage protected areas 
according to more adjusted particular needs of  visitors 
in each regional context, thus developing a partnership 
with tourists (Luthe et al. 2012).

Participatory and multi-level, scale-adapted govern-
ance are current responses to the missing effectiveness 
of  environmental policy in Europe and other mod-
ern democracies (Newig & Fritsch 2008). Dearden & 
Bennett (2005) found that the management of  IUCN 
protected area categories I-III has become more par-
ticipatory and that the developing countries have made 
more progress than the developed ones in ensuring 
decentralized and participative protected area manage-
ment. But it is important to consider, that “[…] im-
proved governance can follow multiple pathways. The challenge 
is to understand the particular context of  the protected area 
systems, globally, nationally, and locally and the various path-
ways and their advantages and disadvantages. Every situation 
is unique yet has commonalities that can be better understood 
through a structured series of  case studies at the national and 
regional levels,” (Dearden & Benett 2005: 98 – 99). In 
terms of  protected area management and governance, 
Eagles (2009: 244) compared different protected area 
management models and governance criteria: “[…] 
according to standard governance criteria, the combination of  
government ownership of  the resources and non-profit manage-
ment comes close to the ideals of  good governance.” But this 
management concept is often related to a particular 
financial configuration, “In wealthy localities, with a public 
that accepts the principle of  paying higher taxes in order to gain 
equity in public services, the national park model prevails. All 
of  Scandinavia fits into this situation. Conversely, in countries 
where the ability of  government to use tax income for conserva-
tion is restricted, a parastatal model or the public for-profit mod-
el predominates. Most of  Africa fits into this situation. This 
indicates that financial efficiency may be a pivotal criterion, one 
that underlies all the others. Unless one has financial efficiency, 
the fulfilment of  the other criteria is problematic,” (Eagles 
2009: 243). When implementing governance struc-
tures in national parks it is vital to establish them on 
the two overarching, interrelated and well recognized 
goals of  conserving natural and cultural resources and 
providing education and recreation services (Eagles & 
McCool 2002). Implementing governance structures 
in protected areas with a stronger objective on sus-
tainable development, such as IUCN category V and 
VI, can bring a wider range of  decision making but 
should respect the fundamental idea of  protection in a 
specific way to avoid some protected areas becoming 
protected areas for an industrial production of  energy, 
tourism or agriculture. 

Synthesis and aspects for future research

The discussed challenges and opportunities in pro-
tected area management and recreation tourism de-
scribed within the framework of  Figure 1 indicate the 
need for further research that should focus on system-
ic governance of  protected areas embedded in society. 
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In the first paragraph we placed protected areas in 
a systemic context of  complex socio-ecological-eco-
nomic interrelations. Recent developments, like the 
proposal for expanded renewable energy production 
in protected areas, add further layers of  complexity 
which need to be considered more in future research 
on protected areas. 

The category and the geographical situation (popu-
lation density, accessibility) of  a protected area play an 
important role in this context (see paragraph Evolving 
categories of  protected areas). A promising line of  research 
would be to analyse how findings from different cul-
tural, regional and geographical contexts could be im-
plemented better in a systemic governance model in 
which the visitor and the local population are actively 
involved in the form of  a partnership but at the same 
time respect the overall goals of  the particular pro-
tected area category. Especially in mountain regions 
with a long tradition of  agriculture and intact cultural 
landscapes, where extensive farming provides impor-
tant ecosystem services and the landscape character 
is defined by an adapted family farming system, pro-
tected areas have to address the interrelations between 
protection, agricultural use and tourism.

In paragraph Visitors in protected areas we outlined 
the importance of  visitor integration into governance 
structures. As recent trends in outdoor recreation in 
the United States and worldwide show, public interest 
in nature-based recreation and appreciation of  natu-
ral areas continues to grow. “Participation in most outdoor 
activities has increased significantly since 1960, with activi-
ties such as camping, bicycling, canoeing and skiing increasing 
as much as tenfold during this time,” (Christopher et al.  
2009: 1). 

More research has to be undertaken on expecta-
tions of  protected area visitors in different regions, so-
cieties and cultures, and how these expectations can be 
met by involving the visitor as a partner in governance 
and management. A first step would be to find out 
more about visitor needs and characteristics in differ-
ent cultural and ethical contexts through case studies 
of  protected areas in North America, Europe (Scan-
dinavia, Central and Eastern Europe), Africa, Oceania 
and Asia. Such insights open new opportunities for 
governing protected areas, a transition from purely ac-
cepting visitors to a real partnership, if  the relation 
of  the management with visitors is increasingly under-
stood as a joint partnership for sustaining a park in an 
economic context as well. So-called green tourists, will-
ing to pay more for ecological and social sustainable 
services and products, both on their holidays and in 
their daily life, could positively influence the sustaina-
bility of  protected area governance (Luthe et al. 2012). 
Besides the changing understanding of  visitor expec-
tations, a new interpretation of  the demand and the 
willingness-to-pay for sustainable tourism in protected 
areas is needed in a multicultural context and in vari-
ous political and value-ethical surroundings, reflecting 
the different categories of  protection. 

Consequently, the local population has to be better 
involved as well (see paragraph Acceptance and participa-
tion of  the local population) while respecting the aims of  
protected area categories within their mandate at re-
gional / national level. In mountain regions it is impor-
tant to analyse both the expectations of  visitors and 
local stakeholders in a particular geographical setting. 
This becomes even more important with proposed 
renewable energy production in some protected area 
categories in certain geographical regions. Do stake-
holders prefer renewable regional energy production 
which leads to new power plant infrastructure or do 
they prefer adventure tourism like rafting and nature-
based tourism based on ecological integrity in a pro-
tected area? Do visitors want to experience wilderness 
and strict sanctuaries within a protected area, or do 
they prefer a cultural landscape provided by family 
farming, which preserves historically and culturally 
important landscape elements and provides high-qual-
ity local products at the same time? Conflicts like these 
have increased as new categories of  protected areas 
have been implemented, value ethics and demands of  
visitors and the local population have evolved, and 
changes in energy politics have led to further pres-
sure. Therefore it is fundamental to understand opin-
ions and needs of  stakeholders of  a specific protected 
area, in particular in sensitive mountain regions, to ad-
equately integrate them in governing protected areas. 

The integration of  visitors and local communities 
into the management of  protected areas is vital for a 
future governance model of  protected areas, adopt-
ing the changing demand of  politics, population and 
visitors. A better integration of  all stakeholders is es-
sential as most protected areas are funded with public 
money, while even privately funded parks need to inte-
grate society in the management of  the commons. In 
publicly funded protected areas this integration will be 
an important argument for the society of  a country to 
provide future financial support. Protected areas can 
then better integrate differing needs and valuations of  
ecosystem services in specific regional, geographical 
and cultural settings. 

The new protected area categories V and VI allow 
for enhanced management possibilities, while even 
the classic categories I to IV require new management 
methods and governance (see paragraph Governance 
of  partnerships). Governance structures in protected 
areas with a stronger focus on sustainable develop-
ment open up a wider range of  decision-making pro-
cesses and aims; more research has to be undertaken 
on governance and management in these categories, 
while respecting the fundamental idea of  protection in 
a contemporary way. The definition of  contemporary in 
this context needs to arise from such future research.

The discussed socioeconomic-ecological elements 
of  protected area governance are interrelated in a 
complex way, and the goal of  developing a contempo-
rary governance model, where population and visitors 
are integrated in a strategic partnership, calls for a sys-
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temic transdisciplinary research programme, identify-
ing systemic leverage points for intervention, mapping 
dynamics of  developments in a geographical context, 
and integrating cultural and ethical differences while 
embracing their complexity. Emphasizing practical 
relevance, research in the systemic governance that in-
tegrates quantitative (natural) with qualitative (social) 
sciences data can lead to a better understanding of  
how protected areas should be managed in a sustain-
able way. 
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