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Introduction
The designation of protected areas (e.g. national parks) often leads to conflicts between local
communities and the area’s administration. This phenomenon exists worldwide (Pretty and
Pimbert 1995) and is probably as old as the national park idea itself. These conflicts often
affect both the protected areas and the local communities as strained relations bear the dan-
ger of gridlock on park planning, conservation objectives or regional economic development.
As national parks and surrounding communities are highly dependent on each other (Jarvis
2000), the task of managing stakeholder interests and potential use conflicts should be of
high priority for park managers.

National parks in Germany (as much of Central Europe’s protected areas) are often very
vulnerable to such conflicts for a number of reasons. Their history is quite recent, with the
oldest park having been established less than 40 years ago. On the other hand, the German
landscape has been altered throughout many centuries, hence creating cultural landscapes,
rather than unimpaired wilderness. Thus, the designation of national parks has caused con-
flicts in the past, mainly along the lines of the continuation of traditional uses vs. future (non-
)development, often additionally fuelled by management issues (local vs. state vs. federal).
Additionally, a high population density puts protected areas more likely close to urban areas.
Against this background, the management of stakeholder issues in order to increase support
among local communities remains one of the most important sociological challenges for Ger-
man park managers.

This paper presents the results from a field study carried out in the Harz National Park,
located in a North German low mountain range. The scope of the study was to identify and
analyze existing and potential conflicts between park management and the local population.
Based on the results, measures to improve local support for the park were proposed. A spe-
cific focus was put on known and hidden communication channels between stakeholders
and the park’s administration in order to develop a strategy that makes outreach more effi-
cient.

National parks in Germany
National parks in Germany can be established under the Federal Nature Conservation Act,
but are designated and managed by the federal states. As of 2009, 14 national parks existed
in Germany, protecting a total area of approximately 9,621 km2 (BfN 2009, cp. Figure 1).
This includes marine areas which account for 80% of it. The terrestrial parks are equivalent
to 0.54% of the land mass of Germany. The parks’ sizes are typical for Central Europe, but
compared to North American or African parks, they are quite small.

240 • Protected Areas in a Changing World



Parks and Surrounding Communities

Proceedings of the 2009 George Wright Society Conference • 241

The reasons for opposing the designation of
protected areas seem deeply rooted in Germany,
mainly through emotional and cultural drivers that
influence attitude towards nature conservation.
Based on extensive research, Stoll-Kleemann (2001)
developed a model that cites five causes as barriers
to conservation which also strongly influence the
attitude towards protected areas: a weak national
constituency, conflicts with other government agen-
cies, inadequate management, insecure or insuffi-
cient funding and conflicts with local people. De-
spite the fact that those conflicts as described are
common to most German national parks, the parks’
research activities still mainly focus on natural
resource management. Socio-economic issues often
seem to be managed by “gut feeling,” although their
importance has been on the rise in recent years, even
though social scientists among park management
staff are rare. Own research via an email survey dur-
ing the process of preparing the main study revealed
that out of the 14 national parks, only three of them had assigned the issue of monitoring the
support among local communities a high priority and integrated this into their permanent
management tasks (von Ruschkowski 2009).

Harz National Park
Harz National Park encompasses about 247 km2 of colin (the altitudinal zone between 150
and 300 m in the Central German hills) and montane habitat zones and is located in the
German states of Lower Saxony and Saxony-Anhalt. From the North Sea inward, the Harz
mountains are the first mountain range beyond the northern German lowlands, rising to
1,142 meters above sea level. The national park only comprises a minor area of the moun-
tain range and features predominantly forests and bogs (peatlands). The forests have mainly
been altered by logging and mining for at least the past 1,000 years, thus the vegetation is still
far from a natural state in the elevations between 500 and 850 meters above sea level. One of
the park’s main management objectives is to turn the existing fir monocultured forests into a
more natural state (beech-oak communities) over the next 30 years. Currently, barkbeetle
infestations from the fir forest pose a potential threat to nearby, mainly privately owned
forests outside the park boundaries. One of the park’s biggest successes has been the suc-
cessful reintroduction of the Eurasian lynx which now has become an important figurehead
for this park.

Harz National Park was originally founded as two separate parks along the state lines
(and the former borderline between East and West Germany) of Saxony-Anhalt (1990) and
Lower Saxony (1994). Both parks were merged into the current Harz National Park in 2006,

Figure 1. National parks in Germany.
Insert shows Harz National Park and
parts of its surrounding communities.
Map sources: Bundesamt für Natur-
schutz (Federal Agency for Conserva-
tion) and Harz National Park.



creating Germany’s first (and only) interstate national park. The Harz region has been a
strong tourism destination for more than 100 years. The number of visitors is estimated
between 10 and 40 million visitors per year (including multiple visits and day visits). Still,
the number of overnight stays indicates strong visitor use. For the year 2003, 4.2 million
overnight stays were recorded by the local tourism umbrella group “Harzer Verkehrsver-
band” (von Ruschkowski et al. 2009).

Methodology
To address the research questions, a study design based on a quantitative survey was cho-
sen. The sample size was set to be at least 200 households, a stratified random sample from
selected communities in the Harz region that directly lie on or at the park’s boundaries. The
extensive questionnaire contained 41 questions with a total of 139 items, using a mix of
closed and open questions that ranged from nominal to interval scale to allow multivariate
analysis in selected cases. The survey was carried out in February and March of 2005. In
most cases, the questionnaires were handed over personally to participants, leading to an
overall 97.2% response rate. The data was coded and analyzed, using the statistical software
package SPSS.

Results
The survey produced mixed results overall which made it difficult to single out specific rea-
sons for a lack of local support for Harz National Park. Select results are presented in this
paper. Overall, 40.5% of the sample (n = 205) had a positive attitude towards the park at the
time of its designation in the 1990s, 27.3% were neutral and 22.0% opposed it, 7.8% of the
respondents did not live in the area when the park was founded, 2.4% declined to answer
this question. At the time of the survey, 15 (Eastern part) and 11 (Western part) years respec-
tively had passed since the park’s designation. Eighty percent responded that their attitude
towards the park had not changed since then, while 5.9% indicated it was more positive, and
for 7.3% it was more negative now. Therefore, the overall changes were insignificant, but it
has to be pointed out that for the vast majority, the initial attitude seemed to persist after more
than a decade.When asked about their satisfaction about the initial public involvement when
the parks were established, only 17.1% of the respondents ranked the degree of participation
at least somewhat or completely satisfactory. The correlation coefficient (Pearson) between
satisfaction level and attitude towards the park was highly significant (r = .582**).

Personal impacts could be a key driver for the attitude towards the park. Seventy three
point six percent of the respondents said they (themselves or members of their families) were
not affected by the park. While 11.2% were positively affected (e.g. through the creation
jobs), 13.7% stated they were negatively affected. Almost the same results applied when they
were asked about the impacts on friends or neighbors.Thus, the overall impacts seem to bal-
ance themselves.

Establishing a national park means new rules and regulations for the local communities.
As a logging region, the discontinuation of logging within the park’s boundaries was proba-
bly the most noticeable change in the beginning, although the forests were state-owned and
thus economic impacts were low, especially since many foresters were given the opportunity
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to transfer to the park administration. Still, many traditional uses exist in the region. While
most laws in effect today are widely accepted by the respondents, there was one noticeable
exclusion: picking berries and mushrooms was an activity carried out by many locals.
Therefore, the ban on this activity was unacceptable for 56.5% of the respondents. This was
by far the most unpopular regulation and also caused most comments throughout the sur-
vey. Similar results were reported from a study at Eifel National Park in Western Germany
(Sieberath 2007).

The access to and the use of media and other information could highly influence peo-
ple’s knowledge about the park. The predominant media were the local newspapers. Two
print publications (bi-monthly/quarterly) that include a four-page extra section on Harz
National Park reached only 3.9% of the respondents, most of them reading these publica-
tions rather irregularly. The park’s websites were used by 2.4% if the respondents. Overall,
those outreach efforts that are tailored towards national park issues did not even reach five
percent of the respondents. Not surprisingly, only 5.4% of the respondents said they felt
“very well” informed about the park, 31.7% stated somewhat well, whereas 57.1% opted for
less than satisfactory levels. At the same time though, 64.9% of the respondents stated they
did not need any additional information about the park, putting the managers in a dilemma
as people seem to lack information, but are not necessarily keen to be better informed. One
of the important findings of the study was that 51.2% of the respondents knew at least one
national park employee personally. This fact could play an important role in future outreach
activities, especially since park employees were affiliated with positive impressions.

Discussion
Overall, the study could not determine a single outstanding cause that would explain resist-
ance against Harz National Park among local people. Instead, a number of factors contribute
to a positive or negative attitude towards the park.Many of these factors though lead to com-
munication processes in the end. The park will not improve the situation by increasing out-
reach alone. Especially the fact that only insignificant attitude changes have occurred since
the park’s establishment despite extensive outreach efforts is a viable hint that quantity alone
is not the deciding factor. Overall survey results rather indicate that an integrated approach
is required. This would include strengthening communication on a personal level. The fun-
damentals are already present as park employees play a significant role as communicators
and are mostly well-respected in the communities. As most of the surveyed communities are
rather small and found in rural settings, a key aspect of this strategy is to address and involve
local decision makers. Currently, participation and public involvement relies mostly on the
formal requirements as stated in relevant laws and regulations, although the park administra-
tion has recently indicated a shift as informal public hearings and presentations were intro-
duced as a new tool. Another worthwhile tool to use would be to involve local people by pro-
viding hands-on opportunities for them to learn the basics of park management. Experience
from other protected areas show that such events help local people to make a personal con-
nection to the park and understand the complexity of management decisions.

Different stakeholders certainly require different approaches, thus the park management
should develop new initiatives tailored towards all stakeholder groups. Stakeholder manage-



ment on a professional level is currently not practiced in any of the German national parks,
usually the parks’ outreach serves the “usual suspects.” A more professional approach in this
matter would most likely also lead to more efficient decision making and transparency of
these decisions. Especially when small or traditional user groups are affected (as shown in
the berry and mushroom picking case), dealing directly with these issues would allow for
more simple, case-specific solutions.
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