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Abstract: As part of an international project, national parks and nature parks established in karst
regions are examined, with a primary focus on how local residents, visitors and influential figures
(i.e., park managers, mayors) perceive the advantages and disadvantages of a specific park. The study
area in this paper is the Apuseni Nature Park (Romania). The main natural resources of this park
are: the karst (morphology and hydrology), the forests and the landscape. In order to explore the
perception and motivation of tourists visiting the park, a field survey using a convenience sampling
strategy was conducted in 2019 and 2021 at eleven sites in the park. The results show that among the
motivations, the “search for relaxation” option is the most frequently selected (43%), but “interest in
caves” (34%) and “interest in karst terrains” (29%) were also relatively popular. In terms of public
support for potential developments, one positive result of the questionnaire is that developments
involving sustainability and nature conservation (visitor centre, education trails and viewpoints)
enjoy significantly more support than developments that put a strain on the environment (adventure
parks and expansion of entertainment facilities). The awareness of geotourism should be improved,
but even at the current level it can be said that geotourists are an important segment of the park’s
visitors. A careful development of tourism can be recommended for the park, but it must ensure
that the principles of sustainability are taken into account during the developments. Given the
environmental and economic challenges, strengthening the organization of the park is suggested in
order to better protect the threatened natural resources.

Keywords: nature park; protected area; motivation; questionnaire; geotourism; geoheritage; karst;
Apuseni Mountains

1. Introduction

Karst regions have specific natural features and resources that directly or indirectly in-
fluence socio-economic development. Karst features are formed by rock dissolution, mostly
on limestone, dolomite and gypsum terrain, and are characterized by special landforms
and hydrologic characteristics such as dolines, caves or large springs [1]. The first scientific
summary of the karst phenomena was published by Jovan Cvijić [2], and therefore, he is
considered to be the “father of karst geomorphology” [3]. The availability of water, for
example, is limited on karst plateaus (where water collection is only possible via cisterns),
so these landscapes are limited in terms of human settlement. On the other hand, karst
springs with abundant water offer good opportunities for settlement mainly at piedmont
areas. Due to the poor, thin nature of karst soils, tillage opportunities are limited, and
thus, karst areas are more suitable for animal husbandry and the preservation of forests.
Steep, rocky mountain slopes are obstacles for traffic. Due to these factors, karst regions
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are mostly sparsely populated areas. In recent years, a number of articles have quantita-
tively demonstrated that population density is low in many European karst regions, and
that population levels have generally been falling in the last 50–100 years. Examples of
this include the Velebit Mountains (Croatia [4]), the Gömör-Torna-karst (Hungary, Slo-
vakia [5]), the Apuseni Mountains (Romania [6]), the Tara Mountains (Serbia [7]) and the
wider environment of the Krka National Park (Croatia [8]). In general, rural areas in the
mountains are especially prone to depopulation [9–15]. On the other hand, karst areas
often exhibit high biodiversity [16]. Furthermore, karsts have special landforms (dolines,
collapse sinkholes, caves and gorges). All of the above may contribute to the establishment
of protected areas in karst regions and may play a role in the surge in nature-based tourism.
Figure 1 summarizes the relationships between the above factors. The factors leading
to depopulation cannot be stopped, but the benefits associated with protected areas can
somewhat alleviate the problems [13,14,17–20]. Since the 2000s, it has been increasingly
emphasized that protected areas should also contribute to the regional socio-economic
development [21–23]. Today, this goal is explicitly formulated even in the IUCN recom-
mendations for protected areas [24]. Thus, the relationship between natural resources and
socio-economic development is a highly important issue in the case of karst regions.
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In recent decades, the number and extent of protected areas has been increasing
at the global level [25]. Additionally, tourism in protected areas is becoming more and
more important, both globally and in Romania [26]. The relationship between growing
tourism and protected areas has both advantages and disadvantages for protected areas [27].
First, one advantage is that incomes from tourism can contribute to the achievement of
nature protection goals, provided that these incomes are actually used for this purpose.
Another advantage is that tourism can provide job opportunities and income for the local
population [21]. Of course, it does matter what proportion of local residents benefits from
these revenues. The ecotourism contribution to the local economy and environmental
sustainability should not be taken for granted [28]. Furthermore, it must be taken into
account that growing tourism also has certain negative consequences: traffic in vulnerable
areas increases, more and more waste is generated and new roads and buildings are created,
which can take away space from nature. All of these aspects must be considered when
thinking about the relationship between tourism and protected areas. In certain cases,
the protection of an area is only formal, i.e., the protection of the area appears in a law
or a decree, but the state does not create an institution that handles the management
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of the protected area. Areas protected on paper but not in practice are called “paper
parks” [29,30]. However, in an ideal case, all actors understand and comply with the rules
associated with the nature conservation status [31]. Important players in this system are the
institution of the protected area and its employees, who mostly (though not everywhere)
actually represent the state in the area [32]. Other important actors are local residents,
companies operating locally (mainly tourism companies, forestry companies and extraction
companies, but also all kinds of industrial and agricultural actors), as well as tourists
visiting protected areas.

Tourism can only benefit people if it is sustainable. The concept of sustainable tourism
(ST) appeared at the end of the 1980s and is closely related to “green tourism” [33,34]. The
sustainability of tourism is especially important considering that tourism is one of the most
important sectors in the global economy [34]. In addition, tourism is likely to constitute the
most significant commercial use of protected areas [28]. ST can be defined as “meeting the
needs of present tourists while protecting and enhancing opportunities for the future” [35],
or in other words “seeking a more productive and harmonious relationship between the
visitor, the host community and the place (thereby achieving) a situation which can be
maintained without depleting the resource, cheating the visitor or exploiting the local pop-
ulation” [36]. In fact, the mainstream tourism of our era is far from being sustainable [37].
The principles of ST are the following: reducing over-consumption and waste, maintaining
diversity, integrating tourism into planning, supporting local economies, involving local
communities, consulting stakeholders and the public, training staff, marketing tourism
responsibly and supporting research [36,38]. Since local communities play a key role in
ST, so-called “community-based tourism” (CBT)—which is in fact an older idea—can be
thought of as part of ST [39]. Forest ecosystems often form an integral part of ST. Forests
provide numerous ecosystem services and have several functions in ST. In addition to
providing food and fuel, forests are very important in carbon capture, biodiversity conser-
vation, the protection and controlling of (karst) aquifers, (eco)tourism, recreation, education
and cultural enrichment [16,40,41]. Today, there is mounting pressure on protected areas
due to the increasing tourism development. In order to mitigate these pressures, nature-
based solutions are necessary such as GIS-aided visitor monitoring and management or
sustainable financing, among other tools [28]. It is also necessary to better understand
visitors’ preferences and motivations [28,42,43].

Based on the above points, two general issues are studied in the framework of an
international project [44]: (1) Whether protected areas are really for the benefit of local
inhabitants; and (2) What the impact of tourism on the natural resources of protected areas
is. In this project, these issues are examined for some selected national parks and nature
parks in karst regions in Eastern Central Europe and South East Europe.

This paper studies the Apuseni Nature Park (hereinafter: ANP) in Romania. In
Romania, natural parks are the most significant type of protected areas, as 55% of protected
areas fall into this category [45]. Previously, using questionnaires, it was investigated how
local residents relate to ANP [46]. In another article, certain aspects of forest management
were examined within the area of ANP because many people (local people and visitors
alike) stated that serious deforestation occurs in this area [47]. Using satellite imagery, it
was demonstrated that while it was true that the total forest area showed a slight downward
trend in recent decades, the buffer areas around the park exhibited a much faster decline.
Thus, the nature park is able to slow down deforestation. This article examines another
element of the park–forestry–local population–tourism system: the relationship between
tourists and the nature park. The main questions are:

• What are tourists’ motivations to visit ANP?
• Which information sources do tourists use to obtain information on ANP?
• What knowledge do tourists have about the concepts of “karst” and “geotourism”?
• What do tourists think about the various development opportunities?

The general goals of nature parks are the protection of biological values, protection of
geoheritage, protection of the landscape, protection of cultural heritage, scientific research,
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education and the promotion of tourism [24,48]. Regarding these goals, the following
question is asked:

• How do ANP’s visitors assess the various goals that are generally associated with
nature parks?

The questions above have been studied in several protected areas around the world
using questionnaire surveys [43,46,49–59]. Thus, we also decided to use this methodology,
i.e., to conduct a questionnaire survey to explore these questions in the case of ANP.

Based on the empirical investigation, and taking into account other opinions from
interviews and literature, the dominant natural resources of ANP are also briefly anal-
ysed. Thereafter, it is presented how the motivation and perception of tourists affect the
sustainability of tourism, and finally, the main threats to natural resources are discussed.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

ANP is located in the western part of Romania (Figure 2). The 767 km2 area of the
nature park includes only a relatively small, west-central portion of the entire Apuseni
Mountains. Karst terrains can be found in about half of the ANP area [6]. The larger
part of the ANP karst terrains are fluviokarst, which is very important from a human
viewpoint as the availability of water in these areas is much better than in holokarst
terrains; thus, fluviokarst generally offers more favourable conditions for human settlement.
Furthermore, fluviokarst enables the development of a more varied morphology than
holokarst. In addition to karst rocks (mainly limestone), other sedimentary (sandstone and
conglomerate), metamorphic and igneous rocks increase the geodiversity of the area [60].
Topographically, the territory of ANP belongs to mid-mountains (the average elevation is
1120 m asl). A total of 70% of its area is covered by pine and deciduous forests, while the
rest is covered by pastures, grasslands and, to a lesser extent, built-up areas [47]. ANP is an
exceptionally rainy area: the amount of precipitation can exceed 1400 mm per year [60].
The settlements have typically a dispersed structure, and a total of about 10,000 people live
within the boundaries of ANP. Of the 53 settlements within the area, 43 have a population
of less than 300 people [46].
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Figure 2. (a) Location of Apuseni Nature Park in Romania; (b) survey locations, popular tourist sites
and show caves in Apuseni Nature Park.

Using GIS-based demographic analysis, Telbisz et al. [6] demonstrated for the en-
tire Apuseni Mountains that until the middle of the 20th century, the population grew
extensively, and the growing population gradually inhabited higher and higher mountain
areas. The turning point came in 1941, and since then, the population has been decreasing,
at an accelerating rate since the 1990s. This process is clearly observable in the gradual
depopulation of higher-lying settlements, where aging and outmigration are very typical.
The remaining population in these small settlements earns income through traditional
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mountain farming and animal husbandry [61]. It is noted that today these activities are
supported by the EU. Forest management is also an outstanding issue for these mountain
settlements. It was found that people have significantly influenced the forests in these
mountains since the Middle Ages [62,63]. Today, the dominant player in this sector is the
National Forestry Administration (ROMSILVA, [61]). It is a quite special situation that ANP,
which is a nature protection organization, is subordinated to ROMSILVA [60].

Tourism is also an increasingly important source of income [61]. Tourism started
here in the 19th century and gained even more popularity in the 20th century [64–66].
The reason for this is primarily the karst terrain, which features extremely spectacular
surface and subsurface landforms. The most important of these attractions are: Cetăt, ile
Ponorului—a giant collapse sinkhole with a cave system; Ghet,arul Scăris, oara—a large ice
cave; Bear Cave (Pes, tera Urs, ilor)—a show cave with speleothems and fossils; Padis Plateau as
a whole; and several gorges. The geotouristic significance of these forms was emphasized
by Cocean and Cocean [67]. They also highlighted the importance of related geotourism
evaluations. The number of tourism facilities—pensions, restaurants and shops—has
been continuously rising in recent decades [66,68,69]. The park area is not closed off and
there is no entry ticket; thus, there are no precise data on the number of tourists entering
ANP, except for the show caves. In the past decade, there were 128,000 annual visitors
of the four show caves of the area on average, taking into consideration all four caves
(data from ANP Administration). According to National Statistical Institute data, there are
114 accommodation facilities in the municipalities intersected by the park, with a capacity of
more than 2500 beds. Tourist overnights spent in these municipalities amount to more than
110,000 a year [69]. It is presumed that the real number of tourists is significantly higher, as
not all of them are officially registered [46]. Moreover, there are also some free camping
areas within ANP, where the number of tourists is not registered. Altogether, the park
administration estimates that the number of visitors is around 500,000 a year. In addition
to cave visits, hiking-type tourism is also very popular. In a study examining the profile of
ecotourists visiting ANP, the following percentages were attributed to the different activities:
hiking—92%; caving—21%; alpinism—12%; horseback riding—8%; and cycling—4% [70].
Cultural values are also significant, primarily because of the mountain people who live
here, the “Moţi”, whose traditional lifestyle and ethnographic characteristics also represent
important heritage [60,71,72]. The above conditions contribute to a high potential for
agritourism in the Apuseni Mountains that is discussed in detail in [73].

The protection of the area also has a long history and has undergone several stages of
development. As early as the 1920s, it was proposed to create a national park there [61].
The first protected elements inside the park were certain caves, the Scăris, oara ice cave in 1938
and Cetăt, ile Ponorului in 1955. The first scientific documentation considering the nature
protection of a larger area was published in the 1970s. In 1990, the area was declared a
“national park” [61]; however, this declaration was not followed by the establishment of an
actually functioning administration, and so it became a “paper park” [74]. In 2000, as part
of the National Spatial Planning Plan, Section III on protected areas, it was transformed into
a “nature park”, which corresponds to IUCN Category V, Protected Landscape. In fact, the
park administration was only established in 2004 [74]. At present, the park area includes
three Natura 2000 sites, and another 55 protected areas, mainly nature reserves and natural
monuments, of which 41 are of karstic origin. Based on the questionnaire survey of local
residents [46], the perception of the nature park is not clearly positive as only slightly less
than half of the local respondents (46.2%) stated that the nature park is rather good (or
very good) for them. This is consistent with [65], stating that “rural communities are very
much against the idea of integral protection, which doesn’t seem to be in line with their
development strategies”. At the same time, the vast majority of local residents agree with
the development of tourism, which is proven by the fact that 91.2% of the local respondents
said that “more tourists would be better” [46].
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2.2. Methods

In order to answer the questions formulated in the introduction, a field question-
naire survey was conducted at some popular tourist locations (hiking trailheads and cave
entrances) in ANP in the summer and autumn of 2019, as well as the summer of 2021.
The survey locations (Boga, Ghet,arul Vârtop, Ghet,arul Scăris, oara, Padis, , Peştera Urşilor,
Peştera Poarta lui Ionele and Şaua Vârtop,) are shown in Figure 2b. Questionnaires were
completed in the field, with direct, face-to-face questioning. The method of convenience
sampling was used. Thus, the results are not strictly representative in the statistical sense,
but they are nevertheless suitable for the evaluation and analysis of characteristic propor-
tions in the views and attitudes of visitors. Most of the visitors are domestic, but many
come from Hungary, as well as from other countries. Therefore, the questionnaires were
prepared in three languages: Romanian, Hungarian and English. As a significant number
of people of Hungarian ethnicity live in Romania, some of the visitors who live in Romania
but are of Hungarian ethnicity filled out the questionnaire in Hungarian. Among those
filling in the questionnaire in Romanian, there are Romanians living abroad. Therefore,
in the following, where certain answers are classified by language, it always means the
language of completion, which is not always the same as the country of residence of the
actual respondent. The questionnaires were basically the same in each language, but com-
pared to the Romanian-language questionnaire (hereinafter: RO), there were some slight
differences in the Hungarian (HU) and English (EN) versions. The latter two were identical
to each other. The Romanian questionnaire contained 28 questions, while the Hungarian
and English 24 each, mainly closed-ended questions, but there were also some open-ended
questions, as well as some Likert-type evaluations. The questions covered the following
topics: basic demographic data; means and aims of tourism; awareness about karst and
geotourism; motivation to visit ANP; source of information about ANP; satisfaction rate
with local services; attitude towards development opportunities; evaluation of nature
protection goals. The answers were evaluated using descriptive statistics in MS Excel. The
results, where not otherwise specified, are given as a percentage of the total number of
respondents to the given question.

In addition, the results of the questionnaire survey that examined the views and opin-
ions of local residents are also referenced in some places [46]. That questionnaire survey
was conducted in the summer of 2019 and in the summer and autumn of 2021. Question-
naires with locals were conducted at eleven locations, at the entrances to major tourist
caves and other busy tourist sites or in villages situated near the park. Questionnaires were
completed in the field, with direct, face-to-face questioning.

The preparation of the questionnaires, the results and several other issues related to
the nature park were discussed with the director of Apuseni Nature Park.

3. Results

A total of 418 people completed the questionnaire: 227 in Romanian, 131 in English
and 60 in Hungarian. The gender ratio is equal (51% women and 49% men). By age,
the young middle-age (31–50 years: 37%) and young adult (19–30 years: 33%) categories
dominate. In terms of education, those with a higher education are in the majority (61%),
while those with a secondary education make up roughly one third (35%), and those
with a primary education account for only 4% (Figure 3). In similar nature-protection-
related questionnaires, a high proportion of respondents with higher education is quite
typical [52,55,75].
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As for the transport mean of tourists, the automobile is extremely important (RO: 89%;
HU: 73%; EN: 81%), which is not favourable in terms of environmental impact. Regarding
the group structure of the visitors, the “family” option is the first among those completing
the questionnaire in RO (56%), while among those completing the questionnaire in HU, the
“family” and “independent group” options have the same weight (35 and 34%, respectively),
while in the case of those completing the questionnaire in EN, the “independent group” is
the majority (55%). This indicates that foreign tourists arrive here in a different arrangement
than domestic tourists, and that organized groups are quite rare. The small number of
organized groups is also partly influenced by the fact that in 2021, due to the COVID
pandemic, organized groups generally represented a much lower proportion in tourism
than in the years before COVID-19 (cf. [8]). Most of the visitors come to ANP for several
days (RO: 84%; HU: 65%; EN: 54%), which indicates that there are plenty of attractions and
hiking opportunities there. Moreover, from the point of view of tourism, one favourable
characteristic is that most visitors come to the park for several days, while single-day,
transiting tourists are less common. As for accommodation, it can be considered relatively
special, in an international comparison, that the role of “sleeping in tent” is quite high (RO:
27%; HU: 43%, EN: 40%) among different accommodation possibilities. Most of the rest of
the respondents sleep in small lodgings and only a relatively small portion stays in higher
category hotels. The high number of recurring tourists (RO: 65%; HU: 54%; EN: 22%) is also
favourable because recurring tourists are (in principle) more interested in how they leave
the environment, as they plan to return to the area. In accordance with the characteristics of
the karst area, the majority of tourists visit the show caves, as well as some freely visitable
caves, and they also take surface hikes.

The question about motivation contained slightly different options in the RO language
version than in the HU and EN versions. The results (Figure 4) show that the most important
answer is “looking for relaxation”, while the second is “I like to visit parts of my country”.
These can be considered as very general motivations. Among foreigners (HU, EN), the
option that this is a “remote, rural land” is very important as well. It is reasonable because
this type of rural land with the traditional way of life can be found really rarely in other
parts of Europe, and so it is logical that this motivation is mentioned by many foreign
visitors. In addition to the above general motivations, the desire to learn about “caves” and
“karst areas” is less typical, though the main attractions are in fact closely related to karst.
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People are also often influenced in their travel decision by well-known “labels”, such
as World Heritage listing or a “national park” in general [76]. A “label” like this is often
thought of as a kind of guarantee that the traveller will see something really interesting or
spectacular. In this case, as ANP is a nature park, people were asked about how important
the label “nature park” was for them in choosing ANP as a travel destination. With this
question, according to the language of the questionnaire, there were quite different answers
(Figure 5): for about half of the HU respondents (46%) it was “not important at all”,
while for almost half of the RO and EN respondents (47% and 50%, respectively) it was
“very important”.
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Figure 5. Importance of the “nature park” label in choosing ANP.

Travel motivations and the travel decision are also significantly influenced by the
information available on the target area, so it was also important for us to examine how
people obtain information about ANP. The evaluation of these answers (Figure 6) shows that
not surprisingly, for those coming from further afield (the EN respondents), the “internet” is
the most important source of information. On the other hand, for RO and HU respondents,
“personal information” proved to be the most significant response.
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It is also interesting to explore the knowledge of visitors about the term “karst” in an
area where karst landforms have an outstanding importance among the attractions. Similar
surveys show that people generally have a relatively low level of knowledge about “karst”,
although the situation is somewhat better for countries where there is a high proportion of
karst [8,50]. In the first part of the question, people could answer with Yes/No whether
they know the word “karst”, while in the second part, the respondents were asked to
briefly describe what this word means. Thereafter, the answers were categorized as follows:
“incorrect” (if the respondent did not write any meaningful information about the karst);
“somewhat correct” (if the respondent mentioned one or two karst forms such as caves);
“correct” (if limestone was included in the answer); “perfect” (if “dissolution of rocks” or
a list of both surface and subsurface karst landforms was mentioned in the answer). Of
course, these are simplistic categories from the point of view of a karst researcher, but they
are suitable to provide a concise overview of the answers. In fact, only a smaller proportion
of the people answered the second part of the question (RO: 45%; HU: 46%; EN: 24%),
and of those who answered it, only some of them could give a correct or perfect answer
(Figure 7).
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While “karst” is a word describing a range of natural phenomena, “geotourism” is a
social phenomenon, a specific tourist concept, which has only been used in this form for
a decade or two, even though the phenomenon, i.e., visiting geological values for tourist
purposes, has been around for a long time [77]. Definitely, the importance of geotourism
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has been increasing lately, and the growing awareness of geotourism can play an important
role in the organization and marketing of tourism in areas rich in geoheritage. Therefore,
it is a meaningful question whether people know the concept of geotourism at all and
whether they consider themselves geotourists. Of course, this latter question is not that
simple because the literature distinguishes several types of geotourists [78,79]. However, it
is not possible to precisely outline who is which type of geotourist based on a questionnaire
that contains many other questions as well, and thus, the number of questions related
to geotourism is minimised. Eventually, the following questions were formulated in the
questionnaire: “Have you ever heard the expression: ‘geotourism’?”, and “Are you to
some extent a geotourist?” The second question focussed on the proportion of sensu lato
geotourists. As for the first question, about half of the respondents (RO: 51%; HU: 54%;
EN: 49%) claimed to be familiar with the concept of geotourism. Nonetheless, this may
be a higher percentage than in reality, since some people do not like to admit that they do
not know the meaning of a word. In any case, these answers show a significantly higher
proportion than the result of the survey conducted among local residents, in which 19% of
the respondents claimed to know this term [46]. As for the second question, slightly less
than one-third of visitors declared themselves to be geotourists “to a certain extent” (RO:
29%; HU: 28%; EN: 31%), which is a relatively high proportion compared to other similar
surveys [50,51].

In connection with developments related to tourism, five ideas were raised, which
visitors could evaluate on a 1–4 grade Likert scale (1: I’m absolutely against it; 2: I’d rather
not support it; 3: I’d rather support it; 4: I’d find it desirable; x: I have no opinion). These
development ideas included the following options: construction of new visitor centres;
new educational and hiking trails; new panorama points; new adventure parks; new
entertainment facilities. The results (Figure 8) indicate that support for the first three points,
which are more consistent with nature conservation, are significantly more supported
than the last two. This implies that the majority of tourists think that the goals of nature
conservation should also be taken into account during development that is in agreement
with ST goals.
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Finally, the last set of questions concerned how important the various goals of the
nature park are according to visitors. These goals are: preservation of biological values
(BIO), preservation of geological values (GEO), preservation of landscape (LAND), preser-
vation of cultural heritage (CULT), scientific research (SCI), education (EDU), and tourism
management (TOUR). Respondents could rate these goals on a scale of 1–5 (1: not im-
portant at all; 5: one of the most important). Figure 9 shows the average values of the
responses. In this figure, the results of the questionnaires with local residents are also
shown for comparison (data from [46]). This figure shows that tourists put the protection
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of the landscape, and geological and biological values in first place with a similarly high
priority, with a very small difference. As in many other similar surveys, education and
scientific research are given lower priority by tourists. Tourists themselves consider the
management of tourism to be of secondary importance, presumably because they think
that tourism management does not necessarily belong to the tasks of the nature park but to
other actors. Since ANP has basically a natural character and has few cultural monuments,
the protection of cultural heritage received a lower evaluation. However, overall, according
to the visitors, the average value of each goal is above 4.4 on a scale of 5.
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cultural heritage.

In general, local residents gave slightly lower scores, which indicates that the attitude
of local residents towards nature protection is somewhat less positive than that of visitors.
In addition to the absolute differences, one can also see relative differences in the evaluation
of nature park goals in two cases. One of these goals is the “protection of the landscape”, to
which the local residents attach significantly less importance. This is a somewhat surprising
result, perhaps indicating that the landscape is too “abstract” a concept for local residents,
so they may feel that its protection is not a tangible goal for the nature park. The other
goal with a relatively lower value is the “promotion of tourism”. This may indicate that
the people living here do not expect the management of tourism from the nature park, but
rather from other organizations. This is also a surprising result because in several other
surveys [50,51] it is shown that the local residents gave particularly high scores for the
promotion of tourism among national park goals. It means that in those parks, local people
strongly expect the park to play an initiating and supporting role in tourism management.

4. Discussion—Threatened Natural Resources

In this section, our results are first compared with other similar empirical studies on the
motivation of tourists visiting protected areas and discussed in an ST context. Thereafter,
certain problems and conflicts are highlighted based on our field experiences and the
questionnaire survey conducted in ANP.

Pachrová et al. [59] studied the Moravian Karst Protected Landscape Area in the
Czech Republic and concluded that “protected areas are exploited mainly by educated
people expecting an experience full of interesting information and things to do”. Similar
results were reported by [80,81]. This is in line with the results presented above for ANP,
which show a high proportion of people with tertiary education among the questionnaire
respondents. Another similarity with the ANP survey is that the Moravian Karst study
also reported a very high proportion of returning tourists (70%), which is also positively
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assessed. Furthermore, the authors of the Moravian Karst study statistically demonstrated
that “there is a significant difference between the main reason for visiting the destination
among first-time visitors and among visitors repeatedly coming back. For repeat visitors
the predominant reason is the desire for active leisure in the beautiful natural environment,
whether for relaxing walks, hiking, or biking” [59]. These motivations are quite typical
for ANP visitors as well. Our results also suggest that the protected status of the area
has a variable influence on visitors’ choice. The fact that Apuseni is a nature park was
“very important” in the decision of half of the respondents according to the RO and EN
language questionnaires, but this option was selected by only a quarter of the respondents
in the HU language questionnaires. Interestingly, a similar dichotomy can be observed for
Aggtelek National Park (Hungary) and Slovak Karst National Park (Slovakia) [51], with
22% selecting “very important” in the former area, whereas 72% choosing “very important”
for the latter. This shows that attitudes on protected areas vary considerably between
countries, which is a topic worthy of further study.

As caves are an important part of ANP’s attractions, it is interesting to compare
our results with studies that explicitly outline the profile of cave visitors. Kim et al. [42]
investigated visitors of Hwansun Cave in South Korea using questionnaires and found the
following motivational factors based on cluster analysis: escape-seeking group, knowledge-
and novelty-seeking group, novelty-seeking group and socialization group. Although
the questions in our study were somewhat different, the most frequent answer in the
ANP questionnaires, “looking for relaxation”, can be paralleled with the “escape-seeking
group”. Furthermore, the second most frequent answer, “visit parts of my country”, can
be paralleled with the “knowledge- and novelty-seeking group”. Thus, the results of the
Hwansun Cave study and the ANP survey show similarities in this respect. In a complex
survey targeting Serbian cave visitors, Antić et al. [82] highlight that both natural and
cultural values play a role in the motivations of show cave visitors. Furthermore, the latter
authors also point out the constraints limiting cave visits. In addition to the general reasons
that also hinder other forms of tourism, such as time, money, health and social constraints,
there are also cave-specific constraints such as fear of the dark (nyctophobia) and closed
spaces (claustrophobia).

Examining the sources from which visitors obtain information on protected areas,
Pachrová et al. found that the internet is the most important medium (31%) and the
second most important factor (27%) is personal information [59]. Similarly, for ANP, these
information sources are the two most important factors, but in reverse order.

In the case of ANP, it has been found that around 30% of visitors can be considered
geotourists in a broad sense. This is important because, as Vasiljevic et al. note [83],
geotourists are mostly “local-community-oriented” and “environmentally aware”, char-
acteristics that are particularly important for ST. Naturally, these characteristics are not
limited to geotourists.

The management of protected areas in mountain landscapes is an extremely complex
task [41]. Part of this task is ST development, which requires that the protected area au-
thority, tourism operators and local residents work together, while taking into account
the characteristics and diversity of tourists [28]. Sustainable visitor management is an
important element of ST development. It focuses at a basic level on minimising the nega-
tive impacts of tourism on the area, for which various restrictions and limitations can be
introduced. However, it is also possible to positively motivate visitors to act in accordance
with the principles of sustainability [81]. In a study on the Moravian karst, it was found
that the majority of visitors do not feel constrained by conservation measures [59]. Our
survey in ANP did not contain direct questions on this aspect, but the results in relation to
development plans suggest that visitors tend to favour measures that are compatible with
environmental protection. However, if ANP is planning to introduce special conservation
measures related to tourism, it is recommended to conduct a survey specifically focussing
on this issue. Another study carried out in some national parks in Italy found that hiking
guides can play a key role in communicating conservation messages and local, low-impact
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economic practices to tourists [84]. Limiting the ecological footprint of tourism was identi-
fied as the main challenge in the above study. Certification schemes were also recognized
as an important tool to encourage ecologically responsible tourism. The introduction of
such schemes could be a good direction for ANP.

Considering the main natural resources of ANP from the point of view of tourism,
three factors can be highlighted, which are of course not independent of each other. The
karst (including morphology and hydrology), the forests, and the relatively unspoiled
natural landscape. Of these, the karst morphology itself is perhaps less threatened by
tourism. However, the formations of the freely accessible caves are exposed to vandalism.
In addition, hiking paths are damaged from time to time, and rock wall failures occasionally
occur, and the latter can pose a danger to tourists [67]. Today, there are lots of new GIS-
aided tools to monitor the flow of visitors and to help replanning the hiking network [28].
Nonetheless, the hydrological features of the karst are more threatened. These include ice
caves, in which the amount of ice decreases primarily due to global warming [85], but the
presence of tourists in these caves also contributes to local warming and the melting of ice.
The water of the surface and underground streams is directly threatened by the pollution
present due to tourism. According to field experience, the collection of solid waste is not at
an adequate level given the high number of tourists, especially in the overcrowded summer
periods. Wastewater treatment is also not resolved (cf. [65]). The quality of the road network
is also an important aspect from the viewpoint of tourism and natural resources. Previously,
the road network, with the exception of the main road crossing the area, was of very poor
quality, which made the access of some tourist destinations very difficult [86]. In recent
years, however, there has been a significant improvement in the condition of roads, which
has a dual effect. On the one hand, easier access increases the number of tourists, which
increases the burden on natural resources [65]. On the other hand, the specific load caused
by a single vehicle decreases if the road quality is better and if detours are not necessary
to reach certain areas. Forests are also endangered, but the primary threat to forests is not
tourists, but rather inadequate forest management [87]. Another threat related to tourism is
the appearance of businesses interested only in maximising their profit. They already have
a serious impact on the area, and this may further grow through large investments (hotels,
ski slopes, etc. [65]). These investments damage the forests, harm the relatively unspoiled
nature of the landscape and significantly increase the environmental burden.

The financial means of protected areas are often limited. Part of their budget is pro-
vided by the state, but in many places there is a growing expectation that they should be as
self-financing as possible, which they can best achieve through tourism development [8,28].
However, protected area management must be careful of the development of for-profit
tourism conflicting with the original objectives of the protected area, i.e., the preservation
of natural values. This problem also arises in the case of ANP, where efforts must be made
to ensure that the conservation goals are met. The protection of biological, geological and
landscape values is the statutory objective of the protected area, and as the survey clearly
demonstrated, visitors also overwhelmingly support these goals.

5. Conclusions

Based on the empirical investigation presented in this study, it is concluded that a
favourable factor from the point of view of tourism is that the majority of tourists come to
the ANP area for several days and that the proportion of recurring tourists is high.

Among the motivation of visitors, general motivations (namely: “relaxation”; “visit
the countryside”; or in case of foreign tourists, “visit remote, rural land”) dominate, and
thus, the values related to these must be preserved and taken into consideration in further
developments. It is noted that the opinions and motivations of domestic and foreign
tourists differ in some points, such as the importance of the “nature park” title. Among the
natural attractions, the importance of karst formations is decisive, but the level of awareness
about “karst” is relatively low, and thus, it is definitely worth improving knowledge about
karst landforms and processes among the park’s visitors. Regarding support for different
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development ideas, one positive result of the questionnaire is that developments in line
with sustainability and nature conservation goals (e.g., creating visitor centre, education
trails, viewpoints) enjoy significantly more support than developments that put a strain
on the environment (such as adventure parks or the expansion of entertainment facilities).
The awareness of “geotourism” can also be improved, but even at the current level, it can
be said that geotourists represent an important segment among visitors of ANP.

The natural resources that form the basis of tourism are not threatened to an equal de-
gree by the growth of tourism. Furthermore, tourism is not the only threat to these resources.
The tasks of the nature park in relation to tourism can be formulated as follows: careful
development of tourism is recommended, but the revenues from this must be returned to
investments that promote sustainability. Firstly, to improve knowledge dissemination in
order to increase ecological awareness. Secondly, for the proper management of solid and
liquid waste. In addition, the nature park also has important regulatory tasks in relation
to tourism, and thus, for example, it may be necessary to introduce occasional restrictions
on the number of people in certain places and periods. Forest management, infrastructure
development and other major investments in tourism and the mining industry are con-
nected to strong political and economic interests that are extremely challenging for nature
protection organizations. However, the nature park must pay particular attention to these
matters. Given these challenges, it would be highly desirable to significantly strengthen
the organization of ANP in order to better protect the threatened natural resources. Fur-
thermore, the management of the nature park should also work hard to make the local
residents better understand and accept its goals, including the sustainable use of natural
resources, because only in this case can they cooperate effectively to achieve these goals.
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4. Pejnović, D.; Husanović-Pejnović, D. Causes and Consequences of Demographic Development in the Territory of Velebit Nature

Park, 1857–2001. Period. Biol. 2008, 110, 195–204.
5. Telbisz, T.; Bottlik, Z.; Mari, L.; Petrvalská, A. Exploring Relationships between Karst Terrains and Social Features by the Example

of Gömör-Torna Karst (Hungary-Slovakia). Acta Carsologica 2015, 44, 121–137. [CrossRef]
6. Telbisz, T.; Imecs, Z.; Mari, L.; Bottlik, Z. Changing Human-Environment Interactions in Medium Mountains: The Apuseni Mts

(Romania) as a Case Study. J. Mt. Sci. 2016, 13, 1675–1687. [CrossRef]
7. Telbisz, T.; Brankov, J.; Ćalić, J. Topographic and Lithologic Controls behind Mountain Depopulation in Zlatibor District (Western

Serbia). J. Mt. Sci. 2020, 17, 271–288. [CrossRef]
8. Telbisz, T.; Šulc, I.; Mari, L.; Kaufmann, P.R. Attitudes and Preferences of Visitors of Krka National Park, Croatia. Hung. Geogr.

Bull. 2022, 71, 117–132. [CrossRef]
9. Szymanowski, M.; Latocha, A. Does the Environment Matter? Depopulation in the Sudetes (Case Study of the Kłodzko Region,

SW Poland). Appl. Geogr. 2021, 135, 102535. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1007/s00254-006-0379-x
http://doi.org/10.3986/ac.v44i1.1739
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11629-015-3653-0
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11629-019-5861-5
http://doi.org/10.15201/hungeobull.71.2.2
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2021.102535


Sustainability 2023, 15, 4181 15 of 17

10. André, M.-F. Depopulation, Land-Use Change and Landscape Transformation in the French Massif Central. Ambio 1998, 27,
351–353.

11. Bätzing, W.; Perlik, M.; Dekleva, M. Urbanization and Depopulation in the Alps. Mt. Res. Dev. 1996, 16, 335–350. [CrossRef]
12. Collantes, F.; Pinilla, V. Extreme Depopulation in the Spanish Rural Mountain Areas: A Case Study of Aragon in the Nineteenth

and Twentieth Centuries. Rural Hist. 2004, 15, 149–166. [CrossRef]
13. Grau, H.R.; Aide, T.M. Are Rural–Urban Migration and Sustainable Development Compatible in Mountain Systems? Mt. Res.

Dev. 2007, 27, 119–124. [CrossRef]
14. Kohler, T.; Elizbarashvili, N.; Meladze, G.; Svanadze, D.; Meessen, H. The Demogeographic Crisis in Racha, Georgia: Depopulation

in the Central Caucasus Mountains. Mt. Res. Dev. 2017, 37, 415–425. [CrossRef]
15. MacDonald, D.; Crabtree, J.R.; Wiesinger, G.; Dax, T.; Stamou, N.; Fleury, P.; Gutierrez Lazpita, J.; Gibon, A. Agricultural

Abandonment in Mountain Areas of Europe: Environmental Consequences and Policy Response. J. Environ. Manag. 2000, 59,
47–69. [CrossRef]
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53. Zurc, J.; Udovč, A. Local Inhabitants’ Opinion about the Triglav National Park Management. Sociol. Prost./Sociol. Space 2009, 47,
43–56.

54. Šulc, I.; Valjak, V. Zaštićena Područja u Funkciji Održivog Razvoja Hrvatskog Otočja–Primjer Otoka Mljeta. Croat. Geogr. Bull.
2012, 74, 161–185.

55. Zgłobicki, W.; Baran-Zgłobicka, B. Geomorphological Heritage as a Tourist Attraction. A Case Study in Lubelskie Province, SE
Poland. Geoheritage 2013, 5, 137–149. [CrossRef]

56. Krpina, V. Analysis of the Relation between Visitors and Protected Natural Areas in the Zadar County. Šumarski List 2015, 139,
535–551.
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82. Antić, A.; Vujičić, M.D.; Dragović, N.; Cimbaljević, M.; Stankov, U.; Tomić, N. Show Cave Visitors: An Analytical Scale for Visitor

Motivation and Travel Constraints. Geoheritage 2022, 14, 53. [CrossRef]
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