
Introduction

In the areas protected by the Natura 2000 program, 
there are various restrictions in use, and measures 
should be taken to protect naturally valuable species of 
flora and fauna. It is about both conservation activity 
and adapting everyday activities to predetermined 
requirements. The Natura 2000 program has been 

implemented in all European Union countries 
based on two legal acts, i.e. Directive 2009/147/EC 
of the European Parliament and of the Council of  
30 November 2009 on the conservation of wild birds 
(previously Council Directive 79/409/EEC of April 2, 
1979 on the conservation of wild birds) and Council 
Directive 92/43 / EEC of May 21, 1992 on the protection 
of natural habitats and wild fauna and flora. The first of 
these documents specifies the criteria for designating 
refuges for bird species threatened with extinction 
[1]. The second set out the rules for the protection of 
other animal species, as well as plants and natural 
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habitats, and procedures for the protection of areas of 
special natural importance, obliging each Member State 
of the European Union to take measures to avoid the 
deterioration of habitats, inter alia, by implementing 
appropriate management plans [2]. Based on EU 
directives, two types of protected areas have been 
created in Europe, i.e. special protection areas for birds 
and special areas of habitat protection. 

Taking care of the appropriate use of the areas of 
the European ecological network is very important in 
a situation where in each country of the Community 
they constitute a significant percentage of the total 
area, ranging from a dozen or so percent in most cases 
to over 30% in countries such as Slovenia, Slovakia, 
Croatia and Bulgaria [3]. Natura 2000 management 
plans are implemented in many Community countries. 
They formulate conservation objectives and determine 
how they will be managed, and regional and local 
governments, often in cooperation with site managers, 
users and other stakeholders, decide how these 
conservation objectives relate to land use and how 
to translate them into concrete measures [4]. The 
European Commission itself, when it comes to the 
structure and content of these plans, gives only a few 
guidelines, which in turn means that the planning 
approach is not rigid and conservative and is to lead to 
the gradual building of a territorial network based on 
an ecologically and economically sustainable approach. 
[5]. So far, however, no appropriate instruments 
have been developed to monitor compliance with the 
recommendations contained in management plans, 
and there are no wider use of economic instruments 
encouraging the implementation of projects enhancing 
the protective function of the areas of the European 
ecological network. Efforts to use financial instruments 
in this direction should be considered insufficient so 
far, and the current level of financing covers only a 
small part of the real needs [6]. All the more necessary 
is research on economic and investment activities 
conducted in the presence of environmentally valuable 
ecosystems. It is worth mentioning that, both in Poland 
and other countries, a considerable part of protected 
areas is in private hands

In Poland, where the share of Natura 2000 sites 
in the total area is about 19 % and 849 habitat sites 
and 145 bird sites have been marked out [7], plans of 
conservation tasks (PZO) for Natura 2000 areas are 
developed and implemented. These plans define the 
protection goals, but also the activities subordinated 
to them, indicating the entities responsible for their 
implementation. However, in the case of private owners, 
these measures are largely optional. especially when the 
land user has decided not to participate in the so-called 
Agri-environmental Program and does not use subsidies 
in return for the implementation of protective measures 
provided for in the program. Unfortunately, in Polish 
conditions, the interest in this, in practice, the basic 
source of financing for nature protection in farms is still 
relatively small [8].

The aim of the study, the results of which will be 
discussed later in the paper, was to determine the scale 
of investment activity in private-owned Natura 2000 
protected areas, as well as the level of involvement of 
the owners of these areas in the active protection of 
natural values. The case study covers the activity of a 
group of farmers living in the central-eastern part of 
Poland and owning land protected by the Natura 2000 
program. In order to achieve the goal, an attempt was 
made to answer the following questions:
 – whether farm owners are investing in protected areas 

and in their vicinity, and how they view the existing 
restrictions in this context?

 – does the presence of Natura 2000 sites encourage 
farmers to take actions directly aimed at nature 
protection?

 – would the owners be willing to develop additional 
environmentally friendly non-agricultural activities 
based on their resources and under what conditions?

Research method and Scope

In the first half of 2019, a study was conducted using 
the survey questionnaire. The territorial scope of the 
study covered a part of the Masovian Voivodeship in 
central-eastern Poland, where three adjacent areas of the 
European ecological network Natura 2000 are located, 
i.e .: Special Protection Area for Birds “Middle Vistula 
Valley” (code: PLB140004); Special Protection Area for 
Birds „Ostoja Kozienicka” (code: PLB140013); Special 
Area of Habitat Protection „Puszcza Kozienicka” (code: 
PLH140035).

For all these areas, a plan of protective tasks has 
already been adopted and implemented, and each 
plan indicates, inter alia, protective measures for the 
implementation of which are the responsibility of 
private land owners or tenants (Table 1). This state of 
affairs in terms of security planning in Poland is still 
not the norm. Nationwide, such plans were established 
in mid-2017 only for slightly more than half of all 
Natura 2000 areas, and it is also known that for another 
237 areas located in 12 different regions of Poland 
(voivodships), the plans will not be completed until the 
end of 2022 [9].

The questionnaire was addressed to 121 randomly 
selected people who own farms and deal only with 
agricultural activities. Within the boundaries of each 
farm there is at least one of the above-mentioned forms 
of nature protection. The form was completed by each 
of the target respondents personally and contained 
28 closed questions. The individual points in which 
one or more options should be indicated from among 
the proposed answers concerned such matters as the 
creation and operation of legally protected facilities, 
pro-environmental activity on a farm with incentives 
to encourage such activity, investment activity and 
readiness to develop non-agricultural activities with 
respect for principles of sustainable development. 
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Research Results

The first of the main research threads was the 
issue of readiness to take actions to protect the natural 
values located on the farm. Such involvement may be 
justified not only in the Natura 2000 area, but also in 
the areas directly adjacent to it. Among the activities 
contributing to the protection of natural resources, 
the respondents most often indicated the application 
of the Code of Good Agricultural Practice (91% of 
responses) and the measures outlined in the protection 
plans (52%), while occasionally indicated other options 
(Table 2). When it comes to creating new forms of 

protection, 8% of owners applied once in the last 10 
years for the establishment of a new legally protected 
facility, although, as the answers show, on the farms 
there are usually no small forms, i. e. ecological uses 
and natural monuments. Slightly more than half of the 
owners (55%) believed that the incentive to increase 
their involvement in protective measures could be tax 
reliefs and exemptions, including local taxes (on real 
estate, on means of transport, agriculture and forestry). 
A smaller group, however, attributed importance to the 
compensation due for restricting activities in protected 
areas (15%).

Action Percentage of respondents

Application of the Code of Good Agricultural Practice 91%

Activities resulting from participation in the Agro-environmental Program 6%

Protective measures specified in the PZO 52%

Production of articles with a certificate of organic farming 3%

Periodic decommissioning of land for protective purposes 2%

Construction of infrastructure elements for nature protection on the farm (e.g. birdwatching 
viewpoints, educational paths) 4%

Protection activities outside the Natura 2000 areas 2%

Source: Own study

Table 1. Selected protective measures listed in the plans of protection tasks for Natura 2000 sites located within the boundaries of the 
farms covered by the study.

Natura 2000 Area Conservation actions specified in the plan of conservation tasks for which private owners or tenants are respon-
sible

Middle Vistula 
Valley 

(PLB140004)

• periodic fencing of bird breeding colonies and marking with information boards, during very low water levels 
of the Vistula River, enabling free access to nesting sites, in order to limit the penetration of the area by people;
• isolation of the breeding colony from predators by using an “electric shepherd”;
• removal of bushes, mowing and felling of trees (omitting old trees) on overgrown sandy islands and meadows 
with the removal of biomass within a specified period;
• preserving the habitat of the species that is the subject of protection through extensive mowing, mowing and 
pasture or pasture use, grazing within a specified period, mowing the meadow within 
a specified period.

Puszcza 
Kozienicka

(PLH140035)

• maintaining the open nature of different types of habitats;
• maintaining extensive management of the meadows through use in accordance with the requirements of ap-
propriate agri-environmental packages and moderate cattle grazing;
• maintaining extensive management of the marsh meadows by mowing at a minimum height of  
10 centimeters with swath removal (preferably by hand or light equipment), abandoning fertilization and use in 
accordance with the requirements of appropriate agri-environmental packages;
• maintaining extensive management in fresh meadows by mowing a maximum of twice a year  
(preferably by hand or light equipment), moderate cattle grazing, use in accordance with the requirements of 
appropriate agri-environmental packages, abandoning the use of fertilization.

Ostoja Kozienicka
(PLB140013)

• construction of 5-10 platforms for terns in water reservoirs;
• construction of special platforms for the black tern with their attachment;
• maintaining the open character of species’ habitats through extensive use of meadow communities - mowing 
in order to protect disappearing bird habitats (specifying the date and methods of mowing);
• limiting nitrogen fertilization and liming.

Source: [7-9].

Table 2. Actions supporting the protection of Natura 2000 areas undertaken by farm owners.
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The subject of the study was also the issue of 
farmers’ participation in the process of creating plans 
for conservation tasks. In the case under consideration, 
these documents entered into force relatively long ago 
(all of them were adopted by 2016), and their content is 
widely available. In the questionnaire, it was considered 
justified to ask about the fact of submitting comments 
during the conducted public consultations, and thus 
about the knowledge of the proposed conservation 
objectives and activities subordinated to them in the 
planning phase. Out of the total number of respondents, 
slightly less than one in ten submitted comments, 
and another group of respondents (27% of the sample 
size), knowing the proposals included in the PZO 
projects, consciously did not express their opinion. The 
remaining people declared no information on the plans 
at the time of their creation (Fig. 1).

All persons participating in the study use natural 
areas for economic purposes, declaring in most 
cases sufficient knowledge about the permitted uses, 
although on the other hand, a significant number of 
owners (63%) believe that the applicable environmental 
and nature protection regulations are not specific 
and unambiguous. When it comes to the level of 
impediments to investment activity resulting from the 
necessity to respect the protective rigors, almost half 
of the respondents consider it moderate, and about one 
third as low or even do not see the related difficulties 
(Fig. 2). Every tenth farmer admitted that he often has 
doubts when making decisions on the farm due to the 
presence of forms of protection.

As for the investment activity of the surveyed 
farm owners, it shows a low level. Its indicator is the 
number of applications for a decision on environmental 
conditions for the implementation of a given investment 
project (environmental decision). In the case of farms, 
such a requirement applies in Poland, for example, to 
planned rearing or breeding of animals or construction 
investments. Conducting this type of projects may 
additionally be conditioned by a positive environmental 
impact assessment [13, 14]. In the discussed research 
sample, only 10% of people have submitted relevant 
documents necessary to obtain an environmental 
decision more than once in the last 10 years, and another 
33% - once. In 5% of farms, an environmental impact 

assessment was carried out, which, taking into account 
the applicable law, must mean that the vast majority of 
projects were implemented in the vicinity of protected 
areas, not within them.

Farmers completing the questionnaire were also 
asked to answer a few questions regarding possible non-
agricultural activities in the form of providing services 
in an environmentally friendly form of tourism, i.e. 
ecotourism (at the time of the survey, all respondents 
were only involved in typical agricultural activities). 
One in four of the survey participants would be willing 
to consider this type of new, additional business activity. 
In one of the points, it was asked to indicate the forms 
of expected support in the case of developing service 
activities. As in the case of incentives encouraging 
greater involvement in protective measures, the 
respondents most often indicated tax and other charges 
reliefs (54%), followed by the organization of training 
courses to raise qualifications (40%), promotional and 
marketing activities at the commune level (24% ) and 
assistance in initiating cooperation with other entities 
engaged in similar activities (12%). However, no 
further initiatives increasing the level of protection of 
local natural values have been indicated. The above 
responses partly correspond with others, in which 
farm owners chose the factors most hindering, in their 

Fig. 1.  Knowledge of the content of plans for the protection tasks of Natura 2000 areas and the frequency of submitting comments to 
these plans.  Source: Own study.

Fig. 2.  The level of impediments to everyday economic activity 
resulting from the necessity to comply with the principles of 
nature protection. Source: Own study.
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opinion, the development of additional activities outside 
agriculture (Fig. 3). The first place was definitely the 
shortage of financial resources, which was indicated 
by 82% of the respondents. The options referring to 
insufficient knowledge about the provision of services 
in tourism based on the pro-ecological use of valuable 
natural resources (48% of indications) and difficulties 
in obtaining necessary decisions and permits (30% of 
indications) were marked less frequently. Only a few of 
the respondents would see the problem of their lack of 
entrepreneurship (9% of people).

Discussion

The results of the study indicate the existence 
of certain problems that may negatively affect the 
sustainable development of protected areas. On the one 
hand, the farm owners who participated in the study 
are not willing to engage in more sophisticated forms 
of conservation activity, on the other hand, they seem 
to avoid the implementation of investment projects and 
related procedures, perhaps fearing a potential conflict 
between economic activities and nature conservation. 
Such conflicts have been reported from many European 
countries, often in the early stages of Natura 2000 
implementation [15-20].

The surveyed persons use protected zones for 
economic purposes, and at the same time at least 
some of them do not take protective measures, despite 
the fact that such activities are required by existing 
protection plans. Such behavior of private owners 
of protected areas is also observed in other parts of 
Poland, which may indicate an insufficient level of 
ecological awareness. For example, a similar passivity 
in the area of initiatives for nature and environmental 
protection was found a few years ago in a study 
conducted in the Podlaskie Voivodeship, known for 
its rich biodiversity [21]. Some respondents pointed to 
the unclear nature of the current regulations relating to 
investments in protected areas, which may translate into 
low investment activity. A relatively small number of 

investment projects may also result from the way these 
regulations are perceived, which only a minority of 
farmers considered as a factor which generally does not 
interfere with the implementation of new projects. The 
lack of participation of a large percentage of respondents 
in the process of creating plans for protective tasks did 
not help in understanding the protective rigors and 
deepening the knowledge on how to take them into 
account in everyday activities.  Such active participation 
in the work on the final shape is important both in the 
preparation of more broadly understood development 
plans [22] and documents relating more specifically 
to protected areas and methods of their management. 
[23-25]. In relation to the Natura 2000 program, this is 
particularly important because the process of delimiting 
protected areas took place without the participation 
of local communities and various stakeholder groups, 
and only at a later stage, when, among others, 
management tools for these zones are designed, it is 
possible to compensate for this exclusion, depending on 
solutions adopted in individual Member States of the 
Community [26]. Participation in public consultations 
may additionally become an opportunity to establish 
cooperation with other private entities managing the 
forms of protection. This cooperation could in the 
future contribute to increasing the propensity of private 
owners to pro-environmental behavior in a situation 
where they previously jointly negotiated the conditions 
for the development of protected areas owned by them 
[27]. However, most of the farmers participating in  
the study did not receive information about the meetings, 
thus they were not able to express their opinion, but 
also, perhaps, to obtain relevant knowledge that would 
allow them to look differently at the possibilities  
offered by the presence of protected natural values. 
Lack of this awareness and the belief that restrictions 
bring only losses, not benefits, may lead to a generally 
negative perception of protected areas and subsequent 
potential conflicts, which may also increase the costs 
of the protection itself and reduce its effectiveness [28, 
29]. 

In order to preserve unique specimens of fauna and 
flora in Natura 2000 areas, it is necessary to conduct 
environmental impact assessments. It is surprising 
that in the analyzed farms this procedure was used 
so rarely over the decade, which of course cannot be 
explained solely by the fact that activities were located 
outside natural areas. In accordance with the European 
Union guidelines contained in the relevant directives, 
when assessing the potential effects of investment 
implementation, one should also take into account the 
indirect impact from the outside [30]. The reason for 
the low frequency of evaluation activities may be, on 
the one hand, the nature of the undertaken projects, 
and, on the other hand, the excessive restraint of the 
local government in referring the submitted projects to 
the assessment of the decision-making body competent 
to resolve matters related to activities in Natura 2000 
areas (regional director of environmental protection).  

Fig. 3. Factors most hindering the development of additional 
service activities. Source: Own study.
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In Polish conditions, such a possibility is provided for 
in the Act of October 3, 2008 (Article 96) in a situation 
where the commune head decides that the planned 
activities, despite being located outside the protected 
area, may have a negative impact on this area. [13].

The study shows that farm owners would be willing 
to consider increasing their involvement in conservation 
activities and the environmentally friendly use of 
natural resources if they received greater support in 
the form of tax preferences. It is not only about taxes 
administered by the central government, but also about 
levies, the amount of which depends on the entities 
managing at the lowest local government level. In the 
fiscal systems of various European Union countries, and 
thus in the area of impact of the Natura 2000 program, 
there are opportunities to re-orientate local tax reliefs 
in such a way that they serve the purposes of nature 
protection [31]. The real estate tax, which is imposed at 
the local level both in Poland and in other EU countries, 
has a particularly large potential, often constituting 
the main tax base for local governments [32, 33]. In 
Poland, municipal councils have the right to grant real 
estate tax exemptions [34] and so far they have used 
this power relatively most often compared to other 
taxes they manage [33]. In the case of compensation 
for restrictions in the use of land, the results obtained, 
illustrating the approach of private entities to this issue, 
are in some contrast to what is generally found in, for 
example, local authorities, which are rather interested in 
such transfers in return for introducing pro-protective 
solutions [35, 36].

Valuable ecosystems may constitute the basis for 
the development of tourist services, but in accordance 
with the concept of eco-development, their exploitation 
should respect the principles of nature protection. 
Supporting entrepreneurship in areas with high 
natural values should be treated as a priority of the 
sustainable development policy, and the development 
of the economic sphere in this way is a driving force 
for development in other spheres [37]. A particularly 
desirable form in this context would be ecotourism and 
agritourism, which can be promoted as an important 
conservation tool and a way to have a positive impact on 
the environment. At the same time, it has the potential to 
develop education in the field of biodiversity protection, 
and to improve the economic conditions of the hosts 
[38]. The role that the aforementioned types of tourism 
can play as part of a nature conservation strategy 
depends, however, on individual conservation and use 
regulations and conservation plans, and how these deal 
with the sharing of benefits and costs of environmental 
services between stakeholders [39]. Local governments 
should therefore cooperate with private owners, and the 
introduction of various solutions should take place on 
the basis of a partnership combining the involvement of 
private and public entities [40]. In particular, the field of 
environmental education and related training requires 
the participation of local authorities, both in terms of 
organization and finance. Various studies show that 

local officials are relatively willing to participate in this 
type of enterprise [37, 41]. From the point of view of the 
surveyed group, it is important, because a large part of 
respondents perceive as their own weakness insufficient 
knowledge about conducting service activities in 
environment-friendly tourism. Perhaps it also underlies 
the fact that, in general, much fewer farms in Poland 
invest in tourism than in other non-agricultural 
activities [42].  

 Conclusion

Running a business in areas protected by the Natura 
2000 program is associated with certain limitations in 
the use of land. The protective function of these zones 
is strengthened by the involvement of their private 
owners in conservation activities, but there is a need to 
create a solid basis for this in the form of an appropriate 
information campaign and launching various economic 
incentives encouraging this type of activity. As the 
example of a group of owners of farms located within 
several protected areas in the central-eastern part 
of Poland shows, the functioning of new forms of 
protection does not have to activate the private sector 
for more sustainable management and greater care for 
valuable natural values. At the same time, the need for 
private entities to comply with protective requirements 
may somewhat hamper their economic and investment 
activity, especially if the environmental awareness of 
people farming on a daily basis in agricultural areas 
subject to the protection regime does not increase.
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