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Abstract

In Austria, Nature Parks (NaP) are the oldest large protected areas. The first NaPs were created both as recreational 
areas for the urban population of Vienna, and to encourage economic growth in rural cultural landscapes. Twenty 
years after the first characteristic landscapes were designated to protect their uniqueness without preventing their eco-
nomic development, working groups were established to concentrate on the further development and establishment of 
NaPs. With the foundation of the Association of Austrian NaPs, an umbrella organization, a common strategy for all 
Austrian NaPs was developed and implemented. Today, the strategy of NaPs is to simultaneously protect natural and 
cultural landscapes and to become model regions for sustainable development. This article highlights the development 
of NaPs in Austria from recreational parks for the urban population to model regions for sustainable development.

Foundation of Nature Parks 

The idea of  the establisment of  Nature Parks 
(NaPs) in Austria ran almost parallel to the emergence 
of  the idea in Germany. In 1956, Dr. Alfred Toep-
fer, chairman of  the NaP Association, had proposed 
a programme of  twenty-five NaPs in Germany at the 
association’s annual meeting (Liesen et al 2008) and 
in 1959 an Austrian geographer, building on Toepfer’s 
idea, proposed twelve NaPs in Austria (Strzygowskin 
1959). Only a few years later, in 1962, the first NaP 
was founded leading to a series of  nature park founda-
tions until 2012 (see Table 1):
 - In the 1960s, first establishment of NaPs in Lower 

Austria.
 - In the 1970s, nine NaPs were designated in Lower 

Austria which were regarded as cultivated nature 
for recreation purposes (Schweiger 1980).

 - In the 1980s, large areas with distinctive landscapes 
were designated in Styria. 

 - In the 1990s, the first NaP in Upper Austria was 
founded to maintain the small-scale structure of  
the area’s particular cultural landscape (Bauern-
feind 1996). Two cross-border NaPs were also es-
tablished with Hungary, in Burgenland. 

 - Between 2000 and 2012, 19 NaPs were created, 
amounting to almost 318 000 ha (Verband der 

Naturparke Österreichs 2019a), the last one be-
ing NaP Attersee-Traunsee; yet the idea for a NaP 
in this area was already being considered in 1967 
(Fossel & Probst 1988). No further NaP has been 
designated since 2012. 

Today, NaPs cover almost 6% of  the total area of  
Austria. They differ in size and cover the most diverse 
cultural landscape types. The smallest NaP is NaP 
Falkenstein-Schwarzau / Gebirge in Lower Austria, 
with 17 ha; the largest is NaP Karwendel in Tyrol, with 
72 741 ha.

The development of the objectives and 
functions through time

For Germany, where the focus from the beginning 
was on conservation, Weber & Weber (2015) describe 
five phases in the development of  the objectives and 
functions of  NaPs through time. The four phases that 
can be identified in Austria, where the original purpose 
was to create recreational areas for the urban popula-
tion, differ slightly from these. Yet the main long-term 
aim in both countries is for NaPs to become model 
regions for sustainable development (Table 2). 

Phase 1 
The increasing motorization of  the population in 

the 1950s and 1960s and the reduction of  the working 
week to forty hours both increased recreational time 
and made it possible to travel further. In order to of-
fer the urban population of  Vienna recreational pos-
sibilities in suitable cultural, touristic and natural areas 
(Machura 1965a) the first NaP in Austria, the Spar-
bach NaP, was founded in 1962 in Lower Austria, near 
Vienna, in the Vienna Woods.

In 1964, Blockheide Gmünd-Eibenstein NaP was 
established to protect the area’s free-standing granite 
blocks from economic use and to guarantee the popu-
lation an economic upturn through tourism (Machura 

Table 1 – Foundation of  Nature Parks in Austria (Verband 
der Naturparke Österreichs 2019).
Period Number Size [ha] Federal state

1960–1969 3 2 817 Lower Austria

1970–1979 10 50 900 Lower Austria, Burgenland

1980–1989 10 77 278 Lower Austria, Styria

1990–1999 4 82 889 Styria, Burgenland, Upper 
Austria

2000–2012 19 317 943 Lower Austria, Styria, 
Burgenland, Tyrol, Salzburg, 
Carinthia

Total 46 531 827 6 % of the total area of Austria
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1965b). The increasing prosperity and the growing de-
sire for recreation of  the Viennese population led to a 
significant increase in second homes in Lower Austria 
(Machura 1962; Schweiger 1980); “In order to preserve 
the last natural areas threatened by disorderly settlement devel-
opment as recreational areas,” the Hohe Wand NaP was 
founded in 1969 (Machura 1965b). NaPs were thus 
seen as selected landscapes being particularly suitable 
as recreation areas and for this purpose carried out 
protection, as well as maintenance and design meas-
ures (Schweig er 1980). 

Phase 2
In 1976, the new Styrian Nature Conservation Act 

stipulated that the provincial government could award 
the designation Nature Park to a generally accessible 
landscape area that already included a protected area 
(NatSchG Stmk 1976, §8). In Styria, only one NaP per 
characteristic landscape should be established (Fossel 
1983). A landscape conservation plan drawn up in ac-
cordance with the Nature Conservation Act and in co-
operation with representatives of  agriculture, forestry, 
nature conservation and tourism aimed to set out the 
necessary measures, including establishing educational 
and information services and improving the ecologi-
cal and economic foundations, to create NaPs and 
to steer the region’s development towards sustain-
able tourism (NatSchG Stmk 1976, §8; Fossel 1983). 
In the same year three individual communities which 
have since merged to Sölktäler have taken up the idea 
and negotiated with the Styrian provincial government 
about the establishment of  a NaP to improve the local 
economic structure and make tourism more attractive 
(Fossel 1976). Six years later in 1982, the first Styrian 
NaP, Sölktäler, was founded. In the same year, Gre-
benzen Furtnerteich and Pöllauer Tal NaPs (both in 
Styria) were also established.

Phase 3 
In 1994, a survey of  Austria’s NaPs was carried 

out, resulting in a strengthening of  the coopera-
tion between the Austrian NaPs. This was reflected 
in defining a joint presentation of  the objectives of  

the NaPs and distinguishing themselves clearly from 
the other existing protection categories (Verband der 
Naturparke Österreichs 2015). One year later, in 1995, 
the founding meeting of  the Association of  Austrian 
NaPs took place. The aims of  the Association are the 
qualitative development of  NaPs and the implementa-
tion of  joint marketing projects.

Phase 4
The number of  new designations after 2000 sug-

gests that the NaP label became increasingly impor-
tant as a protected area category for regions where 
sustainable tourism could coexist with the cultural 
landscape. The increase in the number of  NaPs could 
also be due to the Year of  the NaPs in 1999, since one 
of  its aims was to increase the parks’ visibility through 
a variety of  events (see for example Österreichischer 
Naturschutzbund 1999). 

Organizational and financial structure

Nature protection in Austria is the responsibility 
of  the nine federal states, leading to different modes 
and dates of  implementation. Common to all NaPs is 
that they must include protected areas and that only 
with the consent of  all affected communities the nature 
conservation title Nature Park is awarded. The Austrian 
NaPs are either administered by non-profit associa-
tions that carry out the tasks on their behalf, or work 
with their own management teams under the umbrella 
of  a regional development organization (Verband der 
Naturparke Österreichs 2017). In addition, NaPs ben-
efit from the voluntary cooperation of  individuals and 
associations, and from local initiatives.

The financial structures of  Austrian NaPs are very 
heterogeneous, both in terms of  the amount of  funds 
available and the sources of  finance. Funding is pro-
vided by the provinces, the European Agricultural 
Fund for Rural Development, and contributions from 
local authorities. NaP activities, membership fees, do-
nations, sponsoring and project support are further 
sources of  funds (Verband der Naturparke Öster-
reichs 2017). Yet the need for parity of  funding across 

Table 2 – Overview of  the objectives of  NaPs in Austria. Based on Weber & Weber (2015) who describe 5 phases in 
the development of  the objectives and functions of  NaPs through time in Germany.

Objectives

Phase 1 Creation of recreational areas for the urban population of Vienna

Protection of threatened landscape elements & economic upturn through tourism

Preservation of landscapes for recreation threatened by second homes

Phase 2 Protection of characteristic cultural landscapes

Creation of a landscape conservation plan

Establishment of educational and information services

Development of the region towards sustainable tourism

Improvement of the ecological and economic foundations

Phase 3 Establishment of the Association of Austrian NaPs 

Publication of a strategy paper defining four objectives: protection, recreation, education and regional development

Implementing NaPs as model regions for sustainable development

Phase 4 New designations of NaPs in six federal states of Austria
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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 Objectives Source

NaP Working Group 
(Arbeitsgemeinschaft 
Naturparke)

1968 Representatives from economic organiza-
tions, municipalities, agricultural and for-
estry enterprises, hunting, tourism, spatial 
planning, car clubs, alpine associations and 
nature conservation

Preparation of guidelines for the creation 
of NaPs; public relations and recreation 
in rural areas; cooperation with govern-
ment agencies and public corporations; 
landscape conservation; financial support 
of concrete projects

Anonymous 
1970

Working group 
for NaPs 
(Arbeitsgemeinschaft 
für Naturparke)

1981 NaPs Pöllau, Sölktäler and Grebenzen, 
Nature Conservation Department, Tourism 
Department of the federal state of Styria, Agri-
cultural Authority, representatives of Mountain 
and Nature Watch, National Chamber for 
Agriculture and Forestry

Coordination of common goals; exchange 
of experience; elaboration of common 
documents for information and education; 
mediation of knowledge and experiences of 
nature; recreation close to nature; increase 
income from natural capital (development 
without destruction)

Anonymous 
1981

Austrian Working 
Group for NaPs 
(Österreichischen 
Arbeitsgemeinschaft 
für Naturparke)

1984 Representatives of municipalities and 
tourism, naturalists, folklore specialists, his-
torians, spatial planners, artists, representa-
tives of agriculture and forestry, doctors

Exchange of experience and information Anonymous 
1984; Fos-
sel 1989

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, tour-
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 (Pütz & 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 

Figure 1 – Nature Park Sölktäler in Styria. © Valerie Braun
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concerned drew up a strategy paper that was unani-
mously approved by the board of  the Austrian Asso-
ciation of  NaPs (Verband der Naturparke Österreichs 
2015; Verband der Naturparke Österreichs 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 Österreichs 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 
full 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 has shown, areas with a distinct reserve character can-
not be reconciled with mass tourism” (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 Österreich 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 “to awaken sensitivity and love for 
forest, fauna and flora and water, which would accomplish an 
educational task” (Machura 1965a). NaPs should lead 
inhabitants of  urban 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 Österreich 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)

Table 4 – The four objectives of  Austrian Naturpe Parks (NaPs) according to the Austrian NaP strategy paper (Verband der 
Naturparke Österreichs 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 attractive, 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.

Regional development The aim is to use the NaP to stimulate regional development in order to increase regional added value and 
safeguard the quality of life.



68
Management & Pol icy Issues

As early 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 (Umweltdachver-
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 or tourist and 
gastronomic offers, and by generating positive regional 
economic effects (Böhm 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 (Bätzing 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. ggggggdsaasdfa g. dfasdfasdfggggggggthe 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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