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ABSTRACT. According to the new conservation paradigm, protected areas should contribute to the socioeconomic development
of host communities, and the latter ought to be included in participatory decision making concerning these areas. However, the
understanding of participation is ambiguous and there are at least three major approaches, which may have different impacts on
the governance of protected areas. We examine the case of the Bialowieza Primeval Forest in order to trace the effectiveness
of changing modes of participation as well as to discuss the limitations and problems of public participation. Between 1918 and
2010, the role of local authorities changed from no influence to limited control over decision making regarding designation and
enlargement of the Bialowieza National Park (BNP). As a result of these changes, attempts to enlarge the BNP over the whole
forest were undermined. The evidence shows that power relations and instrumental reasons constituted the main drivers of the
changing participation pattern with deliberative rationale lacking. As aresult, the conservation goals were only partially achieved.
We argue that when interests are clearly conflicting and win—win solutions are difficult to reach, room for constructive
participation may be limited. In these circumstances, public involvement may turn into yet another venue for a power play
between actors with vested interests, without bringing gains in legitimacy or new policy options. This is especially the case for
countries with a relatively short democratic record where the government lacks the consistency and capacity to steer the process

over the longer term.
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INTRODUCTION

Today, it is accepted that a key prerequisite for sustainable
management of ecosystem services is governance involving
all stakeholders in the decision making (Chopra et al. 2005,
Irwin and Ranganathan 2007, Blanco and Razzaque 2008).
Earlier, conservation of biodiversity was mainly sought by
establishing protected areas through an exclusive, top-down,
government-led process (Berkes 2004). Host communities
were not involved in decision making concerning protected
areas and were often prohibited from using their territories.
This created negative attitudes in local communities toward
protected areas, which hindered their establishment and
enlargement (Pretty and Pimbert 1995). These problems
contributed to a shift in protected areas governance that
stressed the importance of public participation in decision
making (Phillips 2003).

Following on the first wave of enthusiasm concerning public
input into environmental decision making and governance,
there is now growing recognition that participation is not a
panaceum for all problems of biodiversity conservation, and
that it can also bring about undemocratic and
counterproductive results (e.g., Wells and McShane 2004,
Rauschmayer et al. 2009). The way participation is understood
by different actors and the way it is codified in law and then
implemented vary considerably. Therefore, in order to assess
the effectiveness of participation in protected areas

governance, different understandings of participation must be
identified, and their implications for outcomes assessed.

We identify three major understandings of participation. The
first one treats participation as a power-sharing exercise aimed
at implementing democratic ideals into policy making
(Arnstein 1969). The second—deliberative understanding of
participation—in turn, sees its main purpose in improved
understanding and subsequent improved quality of decisions
(Renn 2006). The third way of conceptualizing participation
consists of treating it as a pragmatic tool for reaching
governmental objectives (Bishop and Davis 2002). These
three understandings correspond to the three rationales for
participation—normative, substantive, and instrumental—
identified by Fiorino (1990) and subsequently developed by
Stirling (2006, 2008). These incommensurable rationales,
considered as distinct approaches, were used by Bickerstaff
and Walker (2001), Blackstock and Richards (2007), and
Wesselink et al. (2011) to analyze participant perspectives
about their reasons for participation. They found that
participants focus mostly on instrumental aspects of
participation, with some emphasis on substantive motives,
including generation of new ideas. Normative aspects such as
transfer of power were mostly ignored.

We examine the results of increasing role of local communities
in the governance of protected areas by using the Polish part
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Fig. 1. Age structure and tree species composition in the strictly protected part of the Bialowieza National Park (BNP),
managed parts of the Bialowieza Primeval Forest (BPF), and in all Polish forests in the mid-1990s. Before large-scale timber
extraction started in 1915, tree species composition and age structure did not differ between the two parts of the BPF. Source:

Jedrzejewski and Jedrzejewska (1995) (mod.), DGLP (1997).
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of the Bialowieza Primeval Forest (BPF) as a case example.
This state-owned woodland in Eastern Poland and Western
Belarus includes the last patch ofthe natural temperate lowland
forest of continental Europe. Its conservation history stretches
back to 14th century, but in the early 20th century, it became
the subject of a dispute between those promoting its
conservation, mainly through designating some of its arcas as
the Bialowieza National Park (BNP) and those interested in
commercial timber production; this conflict continues today.
Different management schemes affected the ecosystem of the
forest and produced considerable differences between the
exploited and non-exploited areas (Jedrzejewska et al. 1994,
Bobiec et al. 2000). Most of the old-growth stands in the
managed part of the BPF have been logged and cover some
20% of the managed part, with 50% comprising coniferous
plantations. The average age of stands in the managed part has
declined to around 70 years, whereas in the BPN itis 130 years
(Fig. 1). Forestry practices have created new habitats of
clearcuts and plantations, increased the proportion of conifers

in the former oak—linden—hornbeam (Quercus—Tilia—
Carpinus) stands, replaced the mosaic of diversified tree
stands with patches of even-aged monocultures, and decreased
the amount of dead wood. As a result, habitat for endangered
species, which requires old-growth forest and dead wood, has
shrunk, considerably reducing some of their populations and
may lead to local extinctions in the near future (Wesolowski
2005).

Despite the ongoing timber extraction in the BPF, it is still
considered a unique natural area of outstanding value
(Wesolowski 2005). It hosts 990 species of vascular plants,
400 lichens, 3000 fungi, more than 9000 insects, 178 breeding
birds, and 58 species of mammals including European bison
(Bison bonasus), wolf (Canis lupus), lynx (Lynx lynx), and
moose (Alces alces). This includes a large accumulation of
relict species dependent on dead wood or large trees. The BPF
is considered unique in terms of preservation of
interrelationships among species communities and their
environment, as well as continuity of the ecological and



evolutionary processes characteristic of deciduous European
forests. As such, it is regarded as a reference point for the
assessment of disturbance in other European forests. The BPF
is also an important national symbol to which the public
attaches considerable value (Czajkowski et al. 2009).

In our research, we followed a case-study strategy (Yin 1994).
Our material includes documents such as legal acts, books,
research papers, and articles, which formed the basis for the
description of the case of the BPF, as well as 30 in-depth
interviews, carried out between May 2010 and April 2011,
which supplemented the data with more personal perspectives
of involved actors and allowed for triangulation of data. The
interviewees included members of local communities (6),
representatives of local authorities (3), non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) (4), BNP staff (4); scientists (4),
foresters (5), governmental officials (2), and politicians (2).
The interviewees were chosen on the basis of their executive
functions in the organizations or because of their direct
involvement in the discussions on the BPF. Members of the
local communities were randomly selected. The interviews
consisted of open-ended questions aimed at clarifying: who
are the actors involved, what power they hold, and what
resources they have; and discourses and informal rules
concerning the conflict (Arts and Leroy 2006). Interviews
were carried out in face-to-face meetings that usually lasted
30&#821190 min. All interviews were recorded and
transcribed. Coding and analysis of the transcripts were done
with the QSR NVivo software, based on the methodology
suggested by Kitchin and Tate (2000). Our paper focuses only
on the role of participation in the enlargement of the BNP and
does not investigate other designations established in the BPF
(nature reserves, Natura 2000, Man and Biosphere Reserve)
as they did not change the entity in charge of administering
the designation and did not cause conflict. We focus on the
involvement of local communities in decision making because
its importance is highlighted in the literature (e.g., Phillips
2003) despite being relatively little studied. To a lesser extent,
we also consider involvement of NGOs.

Inwhat follows, we first discuss the paradigm shift in protected
areas governance from the top-down, government-led
approach to a participatory, bottom-up governance and
distinguish three ways to understand participation in the
literature on public involvement in policy making. The
following sections examine the governance of the BPF
between 1919, when the BPF came under the administration
of'a newly created Polish state, and 2010, focusing on the role
of local communities in decision making on the enlargement
ofthe BNP and using different views of participation as lenses.
We assess which of them best characterizes the governance
of the second oldest Polish national park, what has been their
relative importance, and how they have influenced
biodiversity conservation. We conclude by discussing the
relationships between different understandings of participation
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and the impact of identified participation patterns on
conservation of the BPF.

PARADIGM SHIFT IN PROTECTED AREAS
MANAGEMENT

The importance of participation has been highlighted,
particularly in biodiversity conservation (Pretty and Pimbert
1995, Brechin et al. 2002). Biodiversity conservation may
compete with forestry, agriculture, infrastructure development,
and industry taking place in the same space (White et al. 2005).
The most common instrument of biodiversity conservation—
protected areas—constrains land uses and affects livelihoods.
As a result, environmental conflicts emerge. Responses to
these conflicts should be justified for the involved and affected
parties to ensure legitimacy and effectiveness of the measures
undertaken (Paavola 2004).

Views about protected areas and public participation in
decision making concerning them have changed considerably
over the last three decades (Phillips 2003, Berkes 2004, Wells
and McShane 2004, Lockwood et al. 2006). Protected areas
are no longer seen as an exclusionary conservation tool but as
a way to contribute to the social, economic, and cultural
objectives of their host communities (Mose and Weixlbaumer
2007). In contrast to the “traditional paradigm,” in which
protected areas were managed by the central government
without external input, the “new paradigm” emphasizes
cooperation among the central government, regional and local
authorities, indigenous communities, private companies, and
NGOs in the governance of protected areas. Moreover, local
communities should no longer be passive recipients of top-
down guidelines, directives, and prohibitions. Rather, they are
seen as economic and cultural beneficiaries of protected areas
as well as active partners. As a result, traditional management
of protected areas dominated by natural scientists is gradually
being replaced by sociopolitical processes requiring
consultations, sensitivity, and astute judgment (Phillips
2003).

This paradigm shift, despite doubts about its rationale and
effects (e.g., Kellert et al. 2000, Terborgh 2004, Locke and
Dearden 2005, Dressleretal. 2010), has found its way to policy
documents and conservation legislation. Symptoms of this
paradigm change included a modification of the UNESCO
Man and Biosphere program concerning its World Network
of Biosphere Reserves. The network was established to protect
particularly valuable natural ecosystems. In 1995, it was re-
conceptualized as protected areas representing an equilibrium
between the man and biosphere, which should not only reduce
biodiversity loss, but also “improve livelihoods and enhance
social, economic, and cultural conditions for environmental
sustainability” (UNESCO 2010). Other examples of the shift
can be found in the final recommendations of the last
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) World
Park Congress in 2003, which state that the pressure on



protected areas will increase because of demographic shifts,
greater demands for production of goods and services from
protected areas, infrastructure development, and decreasing
supplies of fresh water. Consequently, “conservation will only
succeed if we can build learning institutions, organizations,
and networks” and “empower all stakeholders to fulfill their
role in protected area management” (IUCN 2003:141). In
particular, it is recommended to “adopt mechanisms to enable
representation and participation of all protected area
stakeholders at national, regional and local levels” (IUCN
2003:141). Other international measures promoting
participation in environmental governance include the Rio
Declaration on Environment and Development of 1992
(principle 10), the Convention on Biological Diversity of
1992, and the Aarhus Convention of 1998.

In Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), the changing paradigm
of nature conservation was accompanied by large-scale
transformation from centralized socialist states to market-
oriented democracies, which also entailed greater involvement
oflocal and regional actors in decision making (Carmin 2003).
At the same time, economic development became a high
priority, which created new environmental conflicts (Tickle
and Welsh 1998). Nature conservation in CEE during
socialism resembled hierarchical and expert-based industrial
production systems with networks of ministries, research
institutes, and regional office branches dealing with
designation and management of protected areas (Tickle and
Clarke 2000). Local knowledge and local land management
practices were ignored (Lawrence 2008). Democratization
gradually led to the implementation of less centralized
solutions, which created conflicts between the old and new
structures (Kluvankova-Oravska et al. 2009). The legacy of
distrust of authority, low level of social capital, and decades-
long reliance on central government initiative to deal with
public issues complicates public involvement in nature
conservation. It is also complicated by the continued
dominance of top-down thinking among policymakers,
protected area staff, and experts, few of whom have expertise
in collaborating with local people (Grodzinska-Jurczak and
Cent 2011). As a result, joint decision making on protected
areas in CEE countries is absent or underused, and
participation is limited at best to informing local communities
about conservation measures (Krélikowska 2007, Lawrence
2008). Consequently, increased public involvement in
conservation is considered one of the main challenges for
nature conservation systems in CEE countries (Tickle and
Clarke 2000).

THREE “FACES” OF PARTICIPATION

The meaning of participation remains contested despite its
ubiquity in policy documents and scientific literature.
Participation is understood as the involvement of public in
decision making. However, there are different interpretations
of what this means (e.g., Bishop and Davis 2002, Gauvin and
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Abelson 2006). We will discuss below three conceptualizations
of public participation. The first conceptualization focuses on
the distribution of power to those who lie outside traditional
policy-making circles (Arnstein 1969). The second one
focuses on the decision-making process (Renn 2006). Finally,
the third considers participation a pragmatic tool to reach
particular governmental objectives (Shand and Arnberg
1996).

For Arnstein (1969), citizen participation is closely related to
citizen power. It redistributes power from the government to
those who have been excluded from political and economic
decision making. In her “ladder of citizen participation,”
Arnstein (1969) identifies eight “rungs,” starting from
“manipulation” and “therapy,” which enable the government
to “educate” or “cure” participants rather than to participate.
The next rungs are “informing”, “consultation”, and
“placation,” where citizens may hear and be heard but lack
power to ensure that their views will be heeded. On the
“partnership” rung, citizens can negotiate and make trade-offs
with the government. Finally, the highest rungs of “delegated
power” and “citizen control” provide the public with decision-
making majority or full power to manage. Arnstein (1969)
clearly prefers the higher ladders as more democratic and, for
her, a process that does not transfer power would be mere
manipulation of public opinion.

The second interpretation of participation as “a deliberative
exercise” explicitly recognizes that “the public” includes
different groups with varying values, preferences, and
interests. In order to reach a consensus or compromise, it is
necessary to carry out participatory processes that “combine
technical expertise, rational decision-making, public, values
and preferences” (Renn 2006:34). These processes have a
deliberative character and involve discussions relying on
“mutual exchange of arguments and reflections rather than
decision making based on the status of the participants,
sublime strategies of persuasion, or socio-political pressure”
(Renn 2006:35). The processes should adhere to the rules of
a rational discourse suggested by Habermas (1987): parties
with equal rights and duties should present their arguments
and test them in a context devoid of social or political
domination to reach an agreement through communication and
reasoning. In addition to generating a consensus or
compromise, deliberative processes may also enhance
understanding, generate new options, decrease hostility,
contribute to new problem framing, and enlighten policy
makers (Fiorino 1990).

The third approach to participation considers it a set of
pragmatic tools to involve the public in order to achieve
government objectives (Thomas 1993, Shand and Arnberg
1996, Bishop and Davis 2002). Shand and Arnberg (1996)
identify five types of public involvement. “Information” can
be disseminated when policy makers want to provide the



public with facts about a policy or educate them.
“Consultation” provides public input into policy formulation
through meetings, surveys, and discussion papers to improve
policy content and acceptance. However, it is the government
that makes decisions and accepts responsibility for them.
“Partnership” has elements of joint decision making, for
example, through advisory boards and representative
committees. Partnership can take the form of co-production,
co-regulation, co-management, or community-based management
(Bishop and Davis 2002). In ‘“Delegation,” policy
development is handed to a group of community
representatives. However, the decision-making framework is
determined by the government to ensure that longer-term
policy can be distinguished from day-to-day politics. The last
type of participation—"“Control”—stands for direct decision
making by the public. This can be done through referenda, for
example. The choice between different techniques of
participation depends on the issue in question and the current
political situation, time available, level of concern among
stakeholders, available resources, and so on.

The literature on the impact of various types of participation
on protected areas governance offers a fragmentary view.
There are examples where a long-term participatory process
including shift of power to the lower levels and attention to
the quality of the process brought about consensus leading to
establishment of protected areas (Leibnath 2008, Hovik et al.
2010). Other accounts indicate that where the participatory
approaches were used in the wrong situations or were
conducted in a half-hearted way they led to even more conflicts
(e.g., Rauschmayer et al. 2009). This suggests that successful
participation requires appropriate tools for appropriate
situations used in a way conducive to deliberation and
formation of ajoint “governance view of nature” (Zwart 2008).
However, even when pragmatic participatory tools are used
properly and power is distributed to lower levels, the policy
outcomes may prove detrimental to biodiversity (Fernandez
2008). This conflict of policy means and policy goals is
sometimes seen as a paradox that can hardly be resolved
(Fernandez 2008:99). Some authors are critical about
participation, arguing that it compromises democratic ideals
as the fate of biodiversity and broader social interests are
placed in the hands of minority who lives in the countryside
(van den Belt 2008, Dubbink 2008). Paraphrasing Abels
(2007:112), we know how conservation governance works
without participation but, despite normatively based
statements, it is not clear if it works with citizen participation
—or, to be more precise, “with which kind of participation,
for what purpose and with which effects.” This paper provides
evidence that, with regard to biodiversity conservation goals,
participation transferring power may become a strategic tool
to undermine conservation objectives if it is not led by an
active government with clear policy goals and appropriate
capacity.
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ENLARGEMENT OF THE BNP

The BNP includes the most pristine part of the BPF, the best
preserved lowland forest in Europe, which hosts the largest
free-ranging population of European bison (Fig. 2). Before
World War 1, the whole BPF fell within Polish territory. After
the war, it was divided between Poland (58,000 ha) and the
Soviet Union (now Belarus) (87,000 ha). The Polish part
includes the BNP (10,500 ha) and exploited forests
administered by the State Forests Holding (SFH) (Fig. 3). The
BNP itself consists of a strictly protected zone (4,700 ha),
which includes the best preserved old growth where hunting,
timber exploitation, and engine use are not allowed, and a zone
with less rigorous conservation rules. The Park was designated
a UNESCO Man and Biosphere Reserve (1977), a World
Heritage Site (1979), and awarded the Diploma of the Council
of Europe (1996).

Fig. 2. The Bialowieza National Park (Photo: P. Fabijanski)

Fig. 3. A map of the Polish part of the Bialowieza Primeval
Forest (BPF) with the Bialowieza National Park (BNP) and
enlargement areas
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The first “modern” conservation efforts in the BPF started in
1919, soon after Poland regained its independence in
November 1918 following 123 years of Russian, Prussian, and
Austrian occupation. In 1921, a 45-km’ reserve was
established (Okolow 2009). The conservation efforts were led
by a group of biologists who were also later involved in the
management of the reserve, which however, remained within
organizational structures of the SFH. The decision to create
the reserve was taken at the central level. Local administration
of the SFH opposed the creation of the reserve as a limitation
of its management authority over the BPF. It also perceived
conservation practices to be against proper forest management
and tried actively but unsuccessfully to block the designation
(Kossak 2001).

In 1947, about 10% of the post-war Polish part of the BPF, an
area of 5,100 ha, was formally declared as the BNP by the
Council of Ministers. Under the Nature Conservation Act of
1934, such a designation decision had to be proposed by the
Minister of Education and agreed to by the Minister of
Agriculture and Forestry. The rest of the Polish part of the
BPF remained commercially exploited. Over the following 50
years, the methods and scale of logging in the commercial part
ofthe BPF were continuously debated (Graniczny 1957, 1979,
Wiegcko 1984). Both foresters and scientists appealed to central
authorities for the implementation of new management rules.
In the 1980s, scientists from the BNP’s scientific council
proposed the enlargement of the BNP to include valuable parts
of the exploited forest (Sokolowski 1983, 1986, Falinski
1992), but the initiative did not resonate with decision makers.

Political and economic changes in 1989 brought new attempts
to enlarge the park. These were led by scientists and new
environmental NGOs, which could now legally operate under
the new democratic legislation. The new Nature Conservation
Act of 1991 did not change the way of establishing national
parks, which still required a unilateral decision by the Council
of Ministers. In 1994, scientists officially proposed enlarging
the BNP over the whole BPF (Jedrzejewskiand Jedrzejewska
1995). This proposal was accompanied by a large campaign
of national and international NGOs, widely reported in the
media, which attracted wide public support. Scientists and
NGOs were opposed by forestry groups and local authorities,
who began collecting signatures against the enlargement of
the BNP.

Locals were concerned about the state of the BPF but they did
not associate these concerns with the need to enlarge the BNP
(Adamczyk 1994, Kossak 2001). Their attitude toward the
BNP was negative (Adamczyk 1994) because its territory was
strictly protected as a “nature sanctuary:&#8221: access was
allowed only for scientific and educational reasons or for
guided tours. Interviews with local people indicate that they
were afraid that the enlargement of the Park would mean
similar restrictions in other parts of the BPF. The local
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resentment also stemmed from the forestry’s role as a key
economic activity. Many people worked either for the SFH or
for associated timber companies. The foresters’ standpoint
was thus easier for locals to adopt than that of the scientists
and NGOs, who were considered “outsiders” acting on behalf
of their own interests and those of tourists (Adamczyk 1994).
Interviews showed that local people had a largely utilitarian
view of the BPF and that they shared the foresters’ vision of
a “properly managed woodland.” Lack of information about
the goals and benefits of enlargement gave rise to false
information and rumors. Ethnic divisions contributed to the
above perceptions: many locals are of Belarusian and
Ukrainian origin.

Public pressure on the Ministry contributed to the decision to
double the size of the BNP in 1996: it now covered about 17%
of the Polish part of the BPF. Affected local authorities
consented to the enlargement of the Park in exchange for
financial assistance for municipal investments. Local people
were also allowed to pick mushrooms and berries in the new
park territory. For a couple of years, they were also able to
buy for private purposes, and at a preferential price, timber
logged as part of conservation measures from the newly
annexed areas. However, financial assistance for the
municipalities did not materialize: a new government did not
feel bound by the promises of its predecessor. The NGOs and
scientists regarded the 1996 enlargement of the BNP as
unsatisfactory and continued demands to stop the exploitation
ofthe BPF and to designate the whole forest as a national park.
They proposed dividing the expanded territory into zones
where traditional forest uses, tourism, and protection of most
valuable habitats would take place (Rada Naukowa
Bialowieskiego Parku Narodowego 2000).

The Ministry of Environment attempted to enlarge the BNP
againin 1998. The Minister declared that his goal was to extend
the BNP over the whole BPF by the year 2000 and promised
considerable financial assistance over the next 4 years. The
Ministry initiated a program called “Contract for the BPF” to
offer “organizational and financial support for the sustainable
development of local communities, which is necessary for the
effective protection of values and resources of the BPF”
(MOSZNIiL 1998). The support package was to be detailed by
a commission consisting of representatives from the local
authorities, the Ministry, NGOs, the BNP, and the SFH.
Although the commission was assisted by mediation
specialists, it encountered difficulties. The SFH opposed the
enlargement and did not want to discuss details of local
financial support (Bobiec 1998). The “Contract” became a
one-sided declaration, which was not binding on local
authorities. Under the Contract, local authorities and the BNP
received 30 million PLN (around 7.5 million Euro) in 1999-
2000. Half of this was given to the Park administration and
another half to local authorities for building and improving
schools, water treatment works, and sewage systems. At the



same time, local authorities appealed to the government to
postpone the planned enlargement, arguing that it would
undermine the economic viability of the region and seriously
affect local communities, 80% of whom were argued to be
against the enlargement.

The Minister of the Environment signed the formal
enlargement order in February 2000, but it still needed to be
endorsed by the Council of Ministers. When the Minister
visited Bialowieza to inform people about the plans for
enlargement, representatives from the local authorities, the
SFH, and local timber companies organized a public protest
against the enlargement. In the end, the government withdrew
from the planned enlargement. Following these controversies,
the SFH lobby and local and regional authorities managed to
amend the Nature Conservation Act in Parliament so that, after
2000, the enlargement or establishment of a national park
required acceptance by all affected local and regional
authorities. This has practically halted the creation and
expansion of national parks in Poland.

The most recent attempt by the Ministry of Environment to
enlarge the BNP in 2008 included an unprecedented offer of
financial support. The Minister proclaimed his openness to
negotiations with local authorities on the level and content of
support, as well as on the delineation of the area to be annexed
to the BNP or any other matters of interest for the local
communities. Several meetings between Ministry officials and
local authorities took place. The head of the SFH declared his
support for the plan and forbade local foresters from taking
any action against the enlargement. The proposed agreement
between the Ministry and local authorities would have doubled
the area of the BNP, to cover one-third of the Polish part of
the BPF in exchange for financial assistance consisting of more
than 70 million PLN (around 17 million Euro). However, the
NGOs, who were not included into the negotiations, criticized
the agreement and claimed that the proposed addition to the
BNP was not threatened as it already enjoyed a level of
protection and was not used for timber extraction. In their
view, the enlargement would not affect local communities so
there was no need to provide financial assistance to them. The
NGOs also argued that the SFH would continue timber
extraction in the BPF outside the BNP. In the end, local
authorities rejected the proposal in November 2010 as most
of the local people who participated in public consultations
proved to be against any attempt to enlarge the BNP. The
predominant concerns were problems with buying firewood,
limited employment opportunities, and an expected increase
in damage caused by wildlife. The local public questioned the
economic viability of the BNP where “trees are wasted” and
had limited trust toward governmental promises (Interview
25/2010 with a representative from the local authorities).

PATTERNS OF PARTICIPATION

The following section describes changing patterns of
participation of interested parties, and especially of local
communities, in the designation of the BNP. It aims at tracing
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the relationships among the three different understandings of
participation introduced above. Our analysis highlights that
when power-focused understanding of participation becomes
more prominent, there is less room for deliberative
participation. We also demonstrate how the pragmatic use of
participation as a tool to enlarge the park in the end becomes
a tool to stop it.

During most of the period between 1919 and 2010, the
decision-making authority over the designation of national
parks belonged to the government. The decisions to create the
reserve in 1921 and the BNP in 1947 were taken at the central
level after campaigning by scientists. Local people and the
general public were not included and were only informed about
the rules they should obey with regard to the protected area.
The situation best corresponds with the “information” rung of
Arnstein’s (1969) participation ladder. When providing
information on rules pertaining to the BNP, policy makers and
managers also made modest use of “participation as a
pragmatic tool.”

The centralization process initiated by the post-war
communist government included changes to conservation
legislation in 1949, but the top-down character of decision
making remained. Establishment and expansion of national
parks still required a decision by the Council of Ministers,
after proposal by the Minister of Forestry and consultation
with the State Council for Nature Conservation. There were
relatively few changes to these rules even after the transition
to democracy in 1989. However, in the 1990s, the Ministry of
Environment acknowledged that the designation of national
parks requires the consent of local authorities. Chief Nature
Conservator (Sejm 2000) explained that “local authorities are
consulted about plans concerning enlargement of protected
areas and no one plans to send army or police in order to expand
a national park or establish a new one. We humbly accept the
positions of municipalities and we try to negotiate with them
until consensus is reached (...) We have to remember that the
narrow, expert-led and science-based nature conservation
cannot be realized anywhere in the world. The crucial thing is
mediation. The crucial thing is to acknowledge the rights of
local authorities, the rights of local people, private ownership

()7

Negotiations concerning the 1996 enlargement were informed
by this new informal rule regarding the role of local
communities in decision making concerning national parks. It
suggested a shift from the top-down, command-and-control
nature conservation toward a more participatory approach,
which acknowledges the relevance of local interests. There
were several reasons for the shift, but none of them had to do
with conservation policy or paradigms as such. First, it was
increasingly acknowledged that democratically elected
representatives of local communities have a right to take part
in decision making that affects the livelihoods of their
constituents. This had to do with the growing political power
of local authorities, in part because local representatives were



members of parties in power nationally, or had close ties with
them. Politicians were also wary of creating negative
impressions in local communities—potential voters for their
parties. In the new democratic reality, central imposition of
locally unwanted restrictions became increasingly difficult.

The shift in the Ministry’s position constituted a move toward
a higher rung of Arnstein’s participation ladder: “nobodies”
became “somebodies” “with enough power to make the target
institutions responsive to their views, aspirations, and needs”
(Arnstein 1969:217). Local authorities now received an
informal veto and could, in theory, negotiate and make trade-
offs with the government coming close to “partnership” in
Arnstein’s vocabulary. However, partnerships work when
partners have financial, technical, and professional resources
that enable genuine bargaining. In the case of the BPF, local
authorities did not have those resources and thus had limited
capacity to negotiate. The area to be annexed was already
delineated by the government, and local authorities could not
ensure the agreement was formulated so that the government
was bound by it. The decision was to be made by the
government, and local authorities were only asked the price
of their consent.

If we consider the case from the perspective of “participation
as a pragmatic tool,” decision making on the enlargement of
the BNP in 1996 clearly put more emphasis on public
participation than earlier decisions did. It included aspects of
consultation to improve the legitimacy and acceptance of
enlargement and to defuse conflict, which could undermine
the enlargement. The consent was finally given in exchange
for financial assistance, although local leaders hardly
embraced it. The process was far from deliberative as decision
making was still characterized by political domination and
sociopolitical pressure. There was no informed discussion on
the merits of the decisions and their potential outcomes. The
decision and the way it was introduced actually deepened
division between proponents and opponents of nature
conservation, of whom the latter had to be “compensated” for
their consent. In the end, the 1996 enlargement process
strengthened opposition to conservation. The government’s
failure to deliver on its promises was later used by local
authorities as an argument against negotiations with the
government.

Lack of trust, poor preparation by the Ministry of
Environment, and undermining of negotiations by the SFH
contributed to the failure of enlargement initiatives in 2000
andin 2010. Local authorities and the SFH stopped a top-down
initiative and were also able to ensure that such attempts would
not happen again. Legal changes provided local communities
with a formal veto power concerning national park
designation. The legislative change, despite official
declarations of concern about local communities, seems a
result of the lobbying by the SFH determined to keep the BPF
in its domain. The SFH had a strong position in local
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communities around the BPF, and many foresters were elected
as members of municipal boards. For decades they had
provided jobs and timber for construction and heating. They
also formed a local elite in the relatively poor and uneducated
communities of the BPF. The foresters were also important
voters whom the local politicians had to consider. Thus, their
influence in local communities was considerable and long
lasting.

From the viewpoint of “participation as a redistribution of
power,” the situation after 2000 corresponds with the
“delegated power” rung in Arnstein’s (1969) ladder. On this
rung, citizens achieve decision-making authority and the
government has “to start the bargaining process rather than
respond to pressure from the other end” (Arnstein 1969:222).
If disagreements cannot be resolved, the citizens have a veto.
The power of local authorities in BPF increased and they were
offered an unprecedented level of financial assistance in
exchange for their consent to expand the BNP. They were also
involved in delineating the annexed area to ensure that forest
administration and timber extraction would not be affected. It
might be argued that local authorities followed Connely’s
(2006:22) assertion that the community representatives should
become more active players in the “larger policy-making
game” and form alliances to increase their leverage and engage
in controlling public involvement process. However, local
authorities still lacked resources to independently represent
local interests, as is often the case (Connely 2006). As a result,
they remained dependent on the SFH in several ways, and their
policy options became limited to choices in line with the
priorities of their powerful ally. Local players were presented
with a generous offer by the government that would not have
materialized if local communities had not engaged in the
“larger policy-making game,” but they turned it down because
they were influenced by forestry discourses. Surprisingly, the
new powers of the local authorities negatively affected their
willingness to engage into the policy-making process. When
provided with a veto, they have taken an increasingly passive
position, knowing that they can stop unwanted ministerial
plans.

If, however, we consider participation as “a pragmatic tool,”
negotiating with local authorities becomes a legal obligation
and is not based on conviction in its effectiveness or
legitimacy. The formal nature of participation was highlighted
by the fact that negotiations were limited to formally
recognized actors, i.e., the government and local authorities.
Scientists, NGOs, and the SFH were excluded from talks to
make the fulfillment of legislative requirements easier. No
wonder the outcome of the talks was challenged by NGOs as
unsatisfactory. Ironically, the NGOs began opposing the
enlargement of the BNP.

The changes that took place in the role of local authorities
correspond to “partnership” in the terminology of Shand and
Arnberg (1996), with some elements of “control” because,



although decisions were made after discussion between
officials and local representatives, the latter controlled the
final outcome. It can be said that the democratic legitimacy of
the decision to enlarge the BNP would have increased due to
this procedure. However, because of the preference of local
leaders for the status quo, the effectiveness of this way of
making decisions decreased considerably. The negative views
of local people expressed during local consultations in 2010
indicate that the governmental strategy of dealing only with
local authorities, without trying to directly involve the local
community, failed, and locals were not convinced that the
enlargement would provide benefits.

At no time after the First World War did the governance of
the BPF include genuine elements of deliberation and rational
discourse. Local veto over designation and expansion of
national parks actually discouraged deliberation: local
authorities did not have to present their case against park
expansion because their opposition was enough to halt the
plans. Also, negotiations did not include all stakeholders, only
local authorities and the government. The process was about
bargaining over the level of assistance, delineation of the park
annex and rules for its use, rather than mutual exchange of
arguments and reflections. This supports van den Belt’s (2008)
assertion about the bargaining rather than arguing character
of the consultation process. In the end, the process did not
bring about substantive benefits in terms of new policy
options, new problem framings, or enhanced understanding.

CONCLUSIONS

The case of the BPF provides an example of the increasing
influence of local communities in decision-making
concerning the designation of a national park. In the BPF, this
process did not have its origin in the changing role of protected
areas but rather was a consequence of a democratization
process in Poland after 1989 and the political struggles
between actors with different visions of the BPF and its
management. Poland’s EU accession in 2004 had little impact
on the process as, by that time, the decision-making venue had
already shifted from the central to the local level. Local
authorities did not favor increased conservation, preferring the
political and economic status quo and strongly allying
themselves with the SFH. A shifttoward increased public input
into decision making mainly hindered conservation initiatives
and enabled continuing exploitation of the BPF.

Interms of Arnstein’s (1969) vocabulary, the transfer of power
toward local communities took place and the mode of
participation was moving up on Arnstein’s participation
ladder. However, local communities lacked resources and they
became influenced by the powerful SFH, who had vested
interests in the future of the BPF. Despite apparently “higher
levels of participation,” top-down decision making persisted.
Local people remained recipients of external initiatives, which
they could accept or reject. Local authorities were not ready
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to disturb the political and economic status quo and were not
willing to consider alternative options. Lack of information
and trust in the local community toward new policy options,
as well as a generally low level of local activism characteristic
of the post-socialist relations also prevented elected bodies
from trying new, potentially advantageous solutions.

The process could have been smoother if more attention had
been paid to the quality and consistency of the participatory
process, that is, if both instrumental and deliberative “faces”
of participation had been considered. In the 1990s,
participation was mostly used as a pragmatic tool for defusing
conflict and facilitating implementation of conservation
measures. However, these goals were hardly reached, and local
attitudes remained negative. The reasons for that were to a
large extent connected with governmental failures. Frequent
changes in the parties in power, characteristic for countries in
transition, contributed to the lack of continuity in the policy
of the Ministry for the Environment and to broken promises.
Those governments that were determined to enlarge the BNP
lacked the capacity and know-how concerning participatory
processes, and this was further compounded by the prevalence
of “top-down” thinking among public officials. The
dominance of the Ministry did not encourage “power-free”
deliberation. Determined to make quick decisions, it just asked
other parties for their support for its plans and offered financial
“carrots” for compliance. Another reason for the lack of
meaningful deliberation was the activity of the SFH, the main
producer and economic actor within the Ministry of
Environment’s domain. It repeatedly tried to diverge from or
dilute ministerial initiatives both at the central and local levels.
Finally, the composition of parties included in the process was
questionable. At some point, NGOs and scientists were left
out of the ministry-led activities in order “not to inflame the
conflict.” This limited public input concerning with national
interest. Additionally, there was no consistent official policy
to inform local people, other than local leaders, about the
potential options and ministerial plans. As a result, they could
hardly challenge the views of the local authorities and foresters
and revise the image of a “closed” national park they knew
for decades. Repeated attempts to enlarge the BNP in a “top-
down” fashion and prolonged conflict depreciated trust, which
further complicated the reaching of consensus.

The case of the BPF shows that increasing participation in
terms of power transfer to local communities does not
necessarily lead to improved biodiversity conservation. On
the contrary, it may lead to the persistence of practices harmful
to the natural characteristics of the area. Moreover, increasing
power of local communities did not contribute to serious
deliberation on the locally most beneficial options. Instead,
negotiations focused on power play regarding whose interests
and visions would and should prevail and be implemented.
The government, caught between the contending actors, on
one hand, involved the local authorities in the decision making,



which strengthened the participatory element, but on the other
hand, limited the input from actors representing national and
international interests, which made the process less “public.”
There was a strong link between a power-oriented perspective
on participation and an instrumental one. The deliberative
component was lost among contending interests and
conflicting goals.

Participation in protected areas governance and management
appears to be a permanent element of contemporary
conservation strategies. However, it should not be regarded as
a panaceum. The evidence shows that participation of local
communities in decision making concerning protected areas,
which entails considerable transfer of power, may compromise
biodiversity conservation by balancing it with economic and
political goals. The evidence suggests that, in cases of clearly
conflicting interests and a limited power and capacity of the
government to steer the process over the longer term,
participation may become yet another field for power play
between actors with competing interests and visions. These
limits on participation should be considered particularly in
countries that have a limited record of democracy and in the
least disturbed areas ofhigh biodiversity where human activity
cannot necessarily be reconciled with conservation objectives.

Responses to this article can be read online at:
http.://www.ecologyvandsociety.org/voll 7/iss 1 /art2/responses/
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