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Figure 1 — Nature Park Silktaler in Styria. © 1 alerie Braun

all types of protected area is often articulated (CIPRA
2002; Ketterer & Siegrist 2009), because only with the
appropriate financial support can NaPs become mod-
el regions for sustainable development (Gamper et al.
2007). The same is true for Germany, where NaPs are
less well funded and have fewer human resources than
other types of protected areas (Weber & Weber 2015),
even though the tasks of NaPs are manifold (Lisen &
Weber 2018).

Regional governance

Regional governance is the transdisciplinary coop-
eration of actors from politics, administration, busi-
ness and civil society. This cooperation began with
the establishment of the first NaPs in Austria, when
various working groups were founded before the crea-
tion of the Association of Austrian NaP in order to
coordinate different interest groups and activities with
other NaPs (see Table 3). Until today NaPs depend on

cooperation with other actors in order to achieve their
goals and to carry out a variety of tasks. They combine
various functions, such as nature conservation, tout-
ism, environmental education, regional development,
and managing renewable energies, agriculture and for-
estry (Mehnen et al. 2018). Yet the quality and intensity
of regional cooperation is greatly influenced by the
natural environment, location, history and previous
experience in regional development (Piitz & Job 2016).

The four objectives and their development
from the first establishement to the present

The four objectives of the Austrian NaPs

In order to facilitate the future position of the
Austrian NaPs within the framework of nature con-
servation legislation and to distinguish them from the
various categories of protected areas a coordination
group consisting of representatives of the NaPs and
the nature conservation departments of the provinces

Table 3 — Working groups in Austria founded before the creation of the Association of Austrian Naturpe Parks (NaPs) in order
to facilitate the coordination of different interest groups and activities.

Working group Foundation | Participants Obijectives Source
NaP Working Group 1968 Representatives from economic organiza- Preparation of guidelines for the creation Anonymous
(Arbeitsgemeinschaft tions, municipalities, agricultural and for- of NaPs; public relations and recreation 1970
Naturparke) estry enterprises, hunting, tourism, spatial in rural areas; cooperation with govern-
planning, car clubs, alpine associations and | ment agencies and public corporations;
nature conservation landscape conservation; financial support
of concrete projects
Working group 1981 NaPs Péllau, Sélktéler and Grebenzen, Coordination of common goals; exchange | Anonymous
for NaPs Nature Conservation Department, Tourism of experience; elaboration of common 1981
(Arbeitsgemeinschaft Department of the federal state of Styria, Agri- | documents for information and education;
fur Naturparke) cultural Authority, representatives of Mountain | mediation of knowledge and experiences of
and Nature Watch, National Chamber for nature; recreation close to nature; increase
Agriculture and Forestry income from natural capital (development
without destruction)
Austrian Working 1984 Representatives of municipalities and Exchange of experience and information Anonymous
Group for NaPs tourism, naturalists, folklore specialists, his- 1984; Fos-
(Osterreichischen torians, spatial planners, artists, representa- sel 1989
Arbeitsgemeinschaft tives of agriculture and forestry, doctors
fur Naturparke)
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Table 4 — The four objectives of Austrian Naturpe Parks (NaPs) according to the Austrian NaP strategy paper (1 erband der

Naturparke Osterreichs 2015).

Protection The aim is to safeguard the diversity and beauty of the natural environment through sustainable use and to
preserve the centuries-old cultural landscape.

Recreation The aim is to offer aftractive, well-kept recreational facilities in accordance with the protected area and the char-
acter of the landscape.

Education The aim is to use interactive ways of understanding and experiencing nature to make nature, culture and their

interrelationships tangible in the context of education for sustainable development.

safeguard the quality of life.

Regional development | The aim is to use the NaP to stimulate regional development in order to increase regional added value and

concerned drew up a strategy paper that was unani-
mously approved by the board of the Austrian Asso-
ciation of NaPs (Verband der Naturparke Osterreichs
2015; Verband der Naturparke Osterreichs 2019b).
This paper defined the four objectives as protection, rec-
reation, education and regional development. The objectives
are given equal importance, and if NaPs succeed in
developing all these functions at the same time, they
can establish themselves as model regions for sustain-
able development. In Tyrol, a further objective, research,
was added (Verband der Naturparke Osterreichs 2015).

Nature conservation and recreation in NaPs,
from 1960 to the present

In Austria, nature conservation and recreation are
strongly interconnected. The first NaPs in Austria
were established in areas which would have lost their
cultural and natural character through urban sprawl or
economic use. By protecting these areas for tourism,
the initiators assumed that they would be preserving
habitats for fauna and flora at the same time. Yet crit-
ics claimed that drawing large numbers of visitors to
attractive destinations endangered sensitive habitats
for flora and fauna (Fischer 1982). One Viennese spa-
tial planner characterized NaPs as follows: “NaP/s] are
primarily dedicated to nature-oriented leisure activities for peo-
Ple. They are therefore not protected areas (reserves) in the sense
of traditional nature conservation, although they can include
Jull and partial nature reserves as well as natural monuments’
(Bernt 1972 in Schweiger 1980). This lack of nature
conservation per se led critics to demand that in areas
that are “characterized by a high degree of originality or where
the rarest animal and plant communities still occur, the idea of
NaP must be exercised with extreme restraint. The fact is that,
as practice bas shown, areas with a distinct reserve character can-
not be reconciled with mass tourisn?” (Schweiger 1980). Yet
people working with and for NaPs claimed that the
simultaneous economic and ecological development
of the NaP regions should be possible (Schweiger
1980; Fossel 1983). In 2002, the Alpine NaP techni-
cal committee drew up criteria for a nature conserva-
tion profile for NaPs, as tourism had increased and the
idea of nature conservation moved to the background
(CIPRA 2002). The committee presented guidelines
stating that NaPs should represent characteristic, cul-
tural landscapes that are easily recognizable by their
characteristics, and their landscape dynamics should
be easy to communicate to visitors. In 2013, the Ty-

rolian NaPs published recommendations for guiding
visitors in order to safeguard the aims of the NaPs and
to maintain nature as the main player within the parks
(Arbeitsgemeinschaft Tiroler Naturparke 2013).

Although the protected area category of NaP is
still recognized more as a tourism label than as an in-
dication of the quality of the area’s nature conserva-
tion, NaPs also contribute to numerous EU objectives
and strategies, such as the EU Biodiversity Strategy
(see also Verband der Naturparke Osterreich 2014a,
2017b), the Natura 2000 Network, the Green Infra-
structure, the EU Rural Development Strategy and the
Europe 2020 Strategy. They also help to implement
the Council of Europe’s Landscape Convention and
the Alpine Convention. Furthermore, NaPs support
global agreements such as the Convention on Biologi-
cal Diversity or the 17 Goals for Sustainable Devel-
opment of the United Nations (Verband Deutscher
Naturparke e.V. 2017).

Education in NaPs, from 1960 to the present

An important aspect of the NaP concept is envi-
ronmental education. After the establishment of the
first NaP, the idea soon emerged of bringing people
closer to nature and “fo awaken sensitivity and love for
Jorest, fauna and flora and water, which wonld accomplish an
educational task” (Machura 1965a). NaPs should lead
inhabitants of utban and industrial areas back to na-
ture (Schweiger 1980). Their mere presence in nature
should be sufficient for them to gain a better under-
standing of the natural environment. This attitude
changed with the establishment of NaPs in Styria.
They included nature trails, nature guides were pub-
lished, and short descriptions were attached to places
of natural and cultural importance. Today, there are
many initiatives and projects which have at their centre
the transfer of knowledge and the creation of aware-
ness about the sustainable development of a region
and its natural and cultural diversity (see Verband
Naturparke Osterreich 2014b).

Regional development in NaPs, from 1960 to
the present

“NaP planning must fit into a larger economic regional
(tourism) concept with concrete maintenance and structural
measures, i.e. a NaP must fit into all economic sectors (includ-
ing agriculture and forestry) — it cannot be realized in isolation
from other economic interests.” (Fossel 1983)
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As carly as 1983, Styria discussed sustainable indi-
vidual tourism and economic regional concepts for
NaPs (Fossel 1983), with direct marketing of agricul-
tural products and ecological agricultural production.
In 1989, two concepts were presented which already
contained the idea of sustainable regional develop-
ment: development without destruction describes NaPs as
areas in which economic development is possible; pro-
tecting and utilizing contributes to the preservation of
the natural environment as the basis for life and busi-
ness, thereby increasing the nature capital by means
of sensitive management (Fossel 1989). Following the
Brundtland Report in 1987 and the Rio Conference
in 1992, the course was set for global sustainable de-
velopment. National and international efforts towards
sustainable development were included in the strategy
paper of the Association of Austrian NaPs. In 1999,
the Association of Austrian NaPs, together with the
environmental umbrella organization (Ummweltdachver-
band), proclaimed the Year of NaPs to establish NaPs
as model regions for sustainable regional development and to
implement Agenda 21 (Maier 1999).

The strength of NaPs lies in the high quality and
value of the natural and scenic characteristics on which
their existence is based (Ketterer & Siegrist 2009). The
local population and political will are important if a re-
gion is to become a model for sustainable development
(Gamper et al. 2007). Such a view of a NaP can be
triggered by implementing such things as educational
functions, nature conservation measures ot tourist and
gastronomic offers, and by generating positive regional
economic effects (B6hm 2004). Some NaPs are situ-
ated in rural areas (which are often very remote), which
may be a weakness, e.g. due to the lack of high-quality
accommodation for visitors (Ketterer & Siegrist 2009).
NaPs can be a driver for regional development in rural
areas (Bitzing 2008) yet NaPs do not always fully im-
ply the existence of regional concepts, corresponding
measures or future-oriented development strategies
(Weber 2012; Heintel & Weixlbaumer 2004).

Conclusion and Outlook

NaPs represent the oldest large protected areas in
Austria, are highly appreciated for their touristic values
and cultural landscapes, and are considered model re-
gions for regional development. NaPs have benefited
greatly from mutual cooperation and cooperation with
a wide range of stakeholders. The balancing act of
achieving both economic goals in the region and land
protection is a big challenge, yet solutions achieved
could subsequently be adapted by adjacent regions.
Future fields of actions are e.g the emigration of
young people and the simultaneous decrease of culti-
vated land; climate change and the need to find adap-
tation and mitigation solutions; overcrowding through
tourism in certain areas; the need to fulfil conservation
objectives; the protection and communication of eco-
system services. In all of these fields holistic answers

must be found for simultaneous protection and use in
a global context.
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