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Natural heritage as a resource for tourism development in the Polish 
Carpathians 
The Carpathians Mountains have great natural potential and good conditions for fa-
vourable development of tourism and constitute one of the most important tourist 
regions in Poland. The aim of this study is to present the role of natural resources in 
the mountains for tourism development in the Carpathian Mountain area in Poland. 
The analyses presented concern the identification of the attraction of nature-based 
tourist attractions and their impact on tourism development. An analysis of tourism-
related regional development has been made concentrating especially on the fields of 
spatial organization and the functioning and creation of tourist attractions. A general 
attempt was made to conceptualize the given problem using existing scientific litera-
ture and field trips. The author proposes a conceptual model concerning factors af-
fecting the nature-based attractiveness of the Carpathian Mountains to tourism. Ac-
cording to the author, in the Carpathians, there are many natural elements which 
serve as resources for tourism. Three of them are much more important than others 
and include: mountainous relief, water and landscape mostly protected by law. All of 
them are followed by weather conditions. 
Key words: tour ism, tour ism attraction, national park, Carpathians, Poland, 
European Union 

 
INTRODUCTION 

The Carpathians have great natural potential and good conditions favourable to 
the development of tourism and there are many studies describing the successful 
development of tourism in this area (e.g. Warszyńska 1985, Groch and Kurek 
1995, Ptaszycka-Jackowska and Baranowska-Janota 2003, Więckowski 2004 and 
2010, Faracik et al. 2009, Zawilińska 2010 and Więckowski et al. 2012). Lying 
very much in the heart of East Central Europe, the Carpathians have extremely 
rich scenic and biodiversity resources that have not been significantly eroded by 
the modernisation of the last two centuries (Buza and Turnock 2004 and 
Zawilińska 2010). Tourism has been considered an important branch of the econo-
my in the Carpathians for many decades now, and also as one that is often treated 
as the sole opportunity for socio-economic development. At the same time the 
Carpathian Mountains constitute one of the most important tourist regions in Po-
land. The two additional, traditional branches of the economy in this region are 
agriculture and forestry (Jabs and Affek 2019). In the Carpathian areas where dif-
ferent cultures mix, the cultural landscape also represents an interest for tourism, 
along with numerous historical monuments and urban patterns.  

The Carpathians possess specific resources important for different forms of 
development. Local and regional development is strongly dependent on the natural 
resource base of the area and this is an important factor for the existence of tourist 
attractions. Natural heritage resources are gaining an ever-increasing use in tou-
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rism, acting in the service of both local and regional development. Sometimes this 
utilisation has proceeded at the expense of the ecological or socio-cultural environ-
ment, with this urgently calling for the achievement of sustainability in the further 
future. More generally, a need has arisen for a discussion and critical evaluation of 
governance, policy, planning, marketing, human mobilities and socio-economic 
dimensions as all linking up with the growing tourism industry, inter alia in the 
CEECs (Więckowski and Saarinen 2019). These kinds of problems are related to 
the mountainous tourist areas where nature plays a crucial role as a resource for 
development. The mountains influence the development of specific kinds of tou-
rism in the Carpathians. The forms of contemporary tourism in these areas are first 
and foremost provided by various forms of nature-oriented, leisure, adventure, 
health (medical), transit, cultural, gastronomic and event-oriented tourism.  

Nowadays, economies are characterised by a shift in the functional development 
of regions towards the services sector, including opportunities related to tourist 
development. It also appears that the natural environment is sensitive to changes 
wrought by human development. Maintaining the right balance between economic 
development and the preservation of a quality natural environment is becoming 
ever more difficult and important. The tourist industry is no exception here, as it 
walks a fine line between sustainable tourism and mass tourism. 

 
AIM  AND  METHODS  OF  THE  STUDY 

The aim of this study is to present the role of natural resources in the mountains 
for tourism development in the Carpathians in Poland. The analyses presented con-
cern the identification of the resources and attraction of nature-based tourist attrac-
tions and their impact on tourism development. A general attempt was made to 
conceptualize the given problem. This article examines the current state (the begin-
ning of the 21st century) of tourism development in the Carpathians, and in some 
cases its historical background and the perception of the changing tourist use of 
nature. Research for this paper was primarily conducted on the Polish side of the 
Carpathian Mountains. An analysis of tourism-related regional development has 
been made concentrating especially on the fields of spatial organization and func-
tioning and the creation of tourist attractions. The complexity of the tourism pro-
cesses provides some difficulties in understanding both the spatial and social pro-
cess. It could also cause some problems in the interpretation of data. This leads us 
to the over- or underestimation of the scale and character of tourism traffic. The 
strict definition of tourism in the contemporary world is very difficult to establish 
due to the overlapping of social and spatial processes (Hall 2003). The WTO and 
the UN Statistical Commission define tourism as the activities of persons travelling 
to and staying in places outside their usual environment for not more than one con-
secutive year for leisure, business and other purposes not related to the exercise of 
an activity remunerated from within the place visited (UN WTO 2010). 

Natural heritage as a tourist attraction was analyzed from: 
a) scientific literature concerning the aspects of nature-based tourism, tourism in 

mountainous areas, tourism development in the Carpathians, 
b) field works which has been taken in many scientific travels into different re-

gions of the Polish Carpathians, 
c) other information, mainly statistical data. 
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Data constraints, together with the weak theoretical base really needed for a 
holistic approach, have contributed to the lack of research on tourism as a complete 
process in certain areas. The information presented in this paper has been derived 
from the existing national data on tourism (e.g. statistical data from the official na-
tional statistical institution – GUS, and national parks). The paper restricts its scope 
largely to evidence from secondary data, although clearly many surveys and non-
official data1 were included.  

 
NATURAL  RESOURCES  AS  TOURIST  ATTRACTIONS 

One of the key issues, associated with the tourist function of each region is the 
one of tourist attractiveness. The environment is one of the most basic resources for 
tourism and a core element of tourism products (Wall and Mathieson 2006). It had 
been held previously that the tourist attractiveness of a place depends upon its tou-
rist qualities or only upon the existing tourist infrastructure. According to the mod-
el of tourist attraction (Lew 1987, Leiper 1990 and Richards 2002) the force, with 
which a place attracts tourists does not depend uniquely upon its tourist qualities. 
The valuable natural landscape therefore possesses very considerable tourist poten-
tial, with the proviso that that potential, of itself, is not sufficient for tourism to ac-
tually develop. It is widely agreed that the organisation of tourist traffic, especially 
tourism promotion and services, are among important factors determining the tou-
rist attractiveness of a place.  

Nature-based tourism includes tourism in natural settings, tourism that focuses 
on specific elements of the natural environment, and tourism that is developed in 
order to conserve or protect natural areas (Hall and Boyd 2005). One of the most 
important conclusions of their work is that nature-based tourism and tourism devel-
opment, needs to be located not just within the context of the success or otherwise 
of tourism, but, far more importantly, within the wider regional development con-
text and broader economic, social, political and environmental concerns (Hall and 
Boyd 2005). 

Natural heritage is defined as the legacy of natural features and intangible at-
tributes encompassing the countryside and natural environment. It situates the de-
velopment of tourism here within the rhetoric of state and national conservation 
and development goals, and also identifies several of the main challenges faced by 
local communities in the further development of nature-based tourism.  

Nature has been one of the most important elements for tourism development. 
Since the ideas of nature conservation emerged over a century ago, national parks 
and other protected areas have been designated, interpreted, museumized, and la-
beled for the purposes of tourists and society (MacCannell 1976, Saarinen 2004 
and Reinius and Fredman 2007). In many places, such areas have become tourism 
products that the industry promotes and sells as attractions. Their “touristification” 
is exemplified by the fact that national parks have become tourist icons with many 
countries promoting some of their parks as ‘‘must-see attractions’’. In some cases 

––––––––––––––– 
1 As with all studies on migration and tourism, the analysis in this paper is supported by a relatively poor and 
inconsistent base of underlying data and information. The problems with counting international migrants and 
measuring workers’ remittances are notoriously difficult. Official estimates are known to contain very large errors 
in both overstating and understating actual flows. In Poland the lack of studies on mobility in past decades and a 
lack of accurate data were the results of the difficulty of collecting the information and the neglect of the im-
portance of this process. 
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the attraction to visit individual parks is as much a product of marketing as it is of 
accessibility. In other cases, the uniqueness of places is often the sole reason why 
tourists visit them (Boyd 2004, p. 473). Tourism played an increasingly important 
role throughout the 20th century, with the development of diverse infrastructures to 
attract this financial potential. This phenomenon implies a major paradox for the 
park, due to the simultaneous presence of highly endemic zones (therefore of 
strong ecological interest) and tourist zones (therefore of strong economic interest). 
For more than a century, the physical environment in the countryside has been per-
ceived as scenery, a view or a perceptive sensation, which in addition was ideal-
ised, partly under the influence of the Romantic movement. “Nature was largely 
equated with leisure and pleasure – tourism, an exciting spectacle and visual res-
pite” (Green 1990, p. 6).  

Special attention to nature has been given to the mountainous areas. According 
to Nordregio (2004) the main values of European mountains are: headwaters of 
water resources required for agriculture, housing and industry, centres of biodiver-
sity, cultural and ethnic diversity, tourism and recreation and reserves of valuable 
ecosystems that are sensitive to environmental change. However, the most im-
portant current problem in mountain areas in Europe is the preservation of the natu-
ral resource of the area, which is a precondition for maintaining a satisfactory envi-
ronment and the economic importance of the mountains. The mountains embody 
the idea of peace, leisure and tradition (Corrado 2010). Nepal and Chipeniuk 
(2005) discuss six mountain-specific resource characteristics, which include diver-
sity, marginality, difficulty of access, fragility, niche and aesthetics. 

This increases environmental risks and entails a need for active management 
and the taking of decisions that cannot fully accommodate the expectations of tour-
ists and conservationists that are often conflicting or mutually exclusive. Tourism 
based on the quality of the environment is particularly susceptible to damage to its 
very foundation, i.e. the natural environment itself (Mathieson and Wall 1982). 
Exploitation leads to a lower quality of the environment as a whole or of its parts 
and even to the disappearance of its valuable features.  

 
NATURAL  POTENTIAL  FOR  TOURISM  DEVELOPMENT 

IN  THE  CARPATHIANS 

General conditions  
The Carpathians retain high aesthetic amenity values because of the various 

mountain landscapes and because they are relatively underdeveloped in relation to 
cities and industrial regions. Such high natural values serve as the basis for the de-
velopment of nature-based tourism as well as other types of tourism and leisure 
development (e.g. skiing). From the very beginning, the natural environment has 
been the focus of attention in the Carpathians and it remains the principal attraction 
for visitors despite the numerous changes that society has undergone since that 
time. As Ford (2002) has explained there was a growing interest in the Carpathians 
as travellers from the more industrialised parts of Europe took advantage of the 
comforts of rail travel to reach a distant mountain region and to escape from mod-
ern civilisation in an area where the ‘glamour of the Middle Ages’ still persisted. 
Tourism was integrated with nature conservation from a very early stage of the 
national park movement (Zawilińska 2010 and Więckowski 2013 and 2018). In 
Carpathians the aesthetic values of nature for tourism and recreation were among 
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profound motivations behind the process of establishing the first national parks 
before World War II.  

Among the Carpathian ranges, the Tatra Mountains stand out with their strong 
symbolism, deep establishment in culture and tradition, strong brand and a market 
position that has been built up over more than 200 years. Other mountain ranges 
with outstanding environmental qualities attracting visitors include the Babia Góra 
massif, the Pieniny and Bieszczady ranges. Initially a health spa established in 
1886, Zakopane became an important centre for mountain expeditions (Turnock 
2006) and it was also the birthplace of Polish skiing with the formation of the ski-
ing association in 1907 and the provision of a voluntary mountain rescue service in 
1909. It was also seen as a cultural centre and symbol of Polish national unity prior 
to 1914. Moreover in 1889 the entire estate became the property of Count      
Zamoyski who eventually (1924) established a national foundation leading to the 
present Tatra National Park. For decades now, the town of Zakopane and the Tatra 
Mountains have been kept trendy through skilful advertising and crypto-
advertising, including in TV shows and movies, daily newspapers, web portals, 
through celebrity appearances in tourist spots, etc. The image of the Tatras is pre-
sent in school education from the lowest grades and used as a symbol of mountains 
in general, of high mountains, of the highest Polish mountains and of the most 
beautiful Polish mountains. The mountains are relatively close to Krakow, Po-
land’s second largest city, and to Upper Silesia, which has Poland’s largest urban 
population (Więckowski et al. 2012).  

Structural changes related to tourism have been visibly present in the develop-
ment of tourism during the last two decades and especially in the last decade. On a 
general level, these changes are related to wider shifts in consumption and econom-
ic production that are often described as moving from Fordist production towards 
post-Fordist production and the related new methods of consumption, but in Poland 
changes from a socialist economy to a post-socialist one are the most important 
(Riley 2000). The functioning of tourism in Poland is mainly associated with the 
processes of transformation, integration, globalisation and modernisation. The ca-
pacity for developing tourism is decisively influenced by the general conditions, 
endogenous potential and path dependence. The primary impact on the functioning 
of tourism is exerted by the change of mobility of society (due to an increase in 
wealth, leisure time, and needs, as well as fashion linked with the desire to go on 
tourist trips). The new tourism represents rather a new type of tourism product with 
increasing flexibility, individuality, hybridity and activity, rather than a specific 
form of tourism or tourism activity. Nature-based tourism needs the same infra-
structure nowadays as other tourism types. This view is supported by Misiura who 
stated that to be successful in tourism, “heritage attractions or other heritage con-
sumer brands must appeal to the aspirations, needs, and motivations of prospective 
and regular customers” (Misiura 2006, p. 81).  

Many authors have presented the essence of the tourist function and its diversity 
and the development of tourism space in the Carpathians (Jackowski 1981, War-
szyńska 1985, Groch and Kurek 1995 and Więckowski 2002 and 2004). From the 
point of view of tourism development in the Carpathians, the general conditions of 
tourism space management turned out to be significant (Ptaszycka-Jackowska 
2007), competition factors (Kurek and Mika 2008) and geopolitical factors 
(Więckowski 2004, Kurek 2008 and Faracik et al. 2009). Some authors emphasized 
the issue of the distribution of accommodation base showing concentration in the 
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most attractive regions, such as the Tatra, Pieniny, Beskid Sądecki and Bieszczady 
Mountains (Riley 2000 and Więckowski 2002 and 2004). Guzik and Kołoś (2003) 
showed the importance of access to health resorts and their impact on the use of 
water resources, while Michniak et al. (2014), Michniak et al. (2015), Więckowski 
et al. (2012 and 2014), showed the importance of accessibility to natural elements 
and the main aspects related to demonstrating the importance of accessibility for 
the functioning and development of tourism. 

After analysis of the scientific literature the most important factors influencing 
the tourist attractiveness of the Carpathian Mountains are summarised in Fig. 1. 

Fig. 1. Factors affecting the attractiveness of the Carpathian Mountains to the tourists 
taking into account their location along the national border 

Source: Own elaboration. 

 
It is often thought that certain landscapes, buildings or monuments express or 

represent a nation. Since the late 20th century, however, landscapes have been 
widely regarded as common property, “a kind of a national asset” to use the words 
of Wordsworth. Numerous areas, i.e. landscapes and individual features, have at-
tained, or lost – depending on current trends - a cult status and have even become 
national symbols. In a country that consists mostly of lowlands the Tatras play a 
very special role as Poland’s “most mountainous” landscape and a national icon. 
The fact that the Carpathian Mountains account for just 6% of the country’s territo-
ry makes them different and unique, and their environment becomes attractive from 
a tourist’s point of view. Many of their natural features, such as the national parks 
and individual peaks, have gone beyond the simple status as tourist attractions and 
achieved a status as national icons. Alongside the Tatras other important areas of 
attraction include the Pieniny range (with its Mt. Trzy Korony and the Dunajec 
river gap) and the somewhat inaccessible Mt. Babia Góra, the highest peak of the 
Beskidy range, that offers a truly magnificent panorama, which connoisseurs ap-
preciate, particularly at dawn. The remote Bieszczady range also has an iconic sta-
tus with an aura of wilderness, emptiness and a refuge for those who want to es-
cape from life. This was additionally fuelled by the presence of a heavily guarded 
Soviet border that cut the mountains in half after the Second World War. Attempts 
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were also made to create a similar atmosphere in other eastern Beskidy ranges and 
in the Beskid Niski range, but that only sufficed to attract the most avid among hi-
kers and create a market for second homes among Varsovians and, during the last 
20 years, inhabitants of other cities, notably Rzeszów. 

 
NATURE  AS  A  RESOURCE  FOR  TOURISM  DEVELOPMENT 

IN  THE  POLISH  CARPATHIANS 

In the Carpathians, there are many natural elements which serve as resources for 
tourism. Three of them are much more important than others and include: moun-
tainous reliefs, water and general landscapes mostly protected by law. All of them 
are followed by weather conditions which are important as climatic variations and 
seasonal changes, leading to a greater tendency for tourists to take holiday during 
the summer (e.g. for hikers), although in winter (e.g. for skiers), and in general as 
stimulus climate for both leisure and treatment (e.g. spas). There is some tourist 
activity going on at nearly all times of year, but seasonality matters with peaks in 
summer and winter (Faracik et al 2009 and Więckowski et al. 2012 and 2014). 
These peaks have been observed to extend and shift, i.e. the summer season ex-
tends towards the autumn (into October) and the winter season lasts until spring 
(April) – Krzesiwo (2014). Weekend and bank holiday trips have been growing in 
importance.  

While the natural Carpathian environment offers the right conditions for a varie-
ty of types of tourism, it particularly favours hiking, climbing and skiing. Recent 
additions to these traditional activities include such types of qualified tourism as 
mountain biking, cycling, paragliding and mountain kayaking, as well as an in-
crease in horse-riding, and also recently, quad riding. In the literature, there are 
also preferences regarding types of tourism: the most popular forms of tourism in 
the Carpathians were cognitive tourism (including sightseeing and nature) as well 
as qualified tourism (walking, cycling, water and winter sports - strongly related to 
natural resources) and leisure (Więckowski et al. 2012).  

Mountains and mountainous relief  
Mountains are the primary tourist magnet in the area. Peaks and summit, passes 

and mountain saddles are to found in these mountains as the main attraction for 
mountaineers, hikers and other tourist coming to the Carpathians. They offer pano-
ramic views e.g. from Babia Góra (Mocior et al. 2012), Rysy, Kasprowy Wierch, 
Turbacz and Tarnica (Szpara 2016). Many summits are also tourist attractions and 
are regarded as tourist symbols with a high national identity (e.g. Giewont, Babia 
Góra, Trzy Korony – Więckowski et al. 2012). There are many river gorges and 
valleys. The most beautiful parts of these areas are used by rafting, kayaking and 
walking. Also the highest parts of the mountain are of particular importance for 
mountain huts (Więckowski 2002 and 2004). 

High snow cover and rugged mountain relief, as well as other factors enhancing 
the aesthetics of the region have been good factors for the development of ski and 
winter tourism. The natural conditions and spatial proximity of large urban centers 
are of fundamental importance for the development of ski tourism in the Polish 
Carpathians. In the group of natural conditions, climatic conditions and surface 
formation are of particular importance (Krzesiwo and Mika 2011 and Krzesiwo 
2014).  
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Water  
In the Polish Carpathians there are favourable conditions for swimming in se-

veral reservoirs and rivers during the summer season. Mountain rivers, mainly the 
Dunajec and Poprad, have been used for kayaking and rafting. Water sports are 
present on most of the artificial lakes in the locality, including the most attractive 
of them, i.e. the Solińskie, Czorsztyńskie and Żywieckie lakes. Mineral waters pro-
vided the basis for the establishment of a number of spas that have been drawing 
visitors for the last two centuries. Curative waters were used for treatments, includ-
ing carbonate waters and, to a lesser extent, also sodium and sulphite waters. There 
are also carbonate-chloride-sodium waters with compounds of arsenic present in 
the area and these are unique at a European scale. The largest spas are located in 
the Beskid Sądecki range (e.g. Krynica-Zdrój and Piwniczna-Zdrój) – Mika and 
Pawlusiński (2006) and Groch and Kurek (1995). Traditional spa tourism is grow-
ing where mineral springs occur, but a still underestimated wellness type of devel-
opment has recently supplemented this (Skała et. al 2011). Recently, thermal spas 
pools and aqua parks have become trendy and a number of them have been built in 
recent years, e.g. in Bukowina Tatrzańska, Poronin, Zakopane (Więckowski et al. 
2012) and Chochołów.  

Landscape mostly protected by law  
In the early 20th century, the Carpathians became very important in relation to 

tourism and nature conservation activity (Więckowski 2013 and 2018). The envi-
ronment of the Carpathians is very diverse, and is considered to be one of the most 
interesting in Europe. Many protected nature areas of both domestic and interna-
tional importance have been established here. The Carpathians in Poland now have 
6 National Parks, 13 Landscape Parks, more than 210 Nature Reserves, and many 
more minor areas where nature is protected by law. The Pieniny Mountains, taking 
in the two countries’ parks of this name, began cooperating in 1932 through the 
creation of Europe's first transboundary protected area between two countries. 
There are now three national parks which are international parks situated on both 
sides of the state border (Tatra NP, Bieszczadzki NP and Pieniński NP) and two 
International Biosphere Reserves (of the Tatra Mts. and the Eastern Carpathians), 
and in the immediate vicinity there is another one (Babia Góra) – Więckowski 
(2004 and 2018) and Zawilińska and Mika (2013). National and landscape parks 
are of great meaning to the development of tourism in Carpathians (Więckowski 
2004, 2010, 2013 and 2018, Zawilińska 2010, Mika et al. 2015 and Miazek 2020). 
Increasing benefits are noticed especially in the tourism sector as well as in related 
services (Zawilińska and Mika 2013), which is of special attention in borderland 
and mountainous areas (Więckowski 2013 and 2018). The opportunity to develop 
sustainable tourism in landscape parks (Zawilińska 2010) and in the Carpathians in 
general (Ptaszycka-Jackowska and Baranowska-Janota 2003, Warszyńska-
Jackowska, ed. 2007 and Mika 2014) is also being shown. Governance is of parti-
cular importance in the sustainable development of tourism (Zawilińska 2016).  

In the countryside and in areas of outstanding natural beauty, countryside and 
nature-based tourism develops, with agritourism and eco-tourism in particular 
(Szpara 2011, Dorocki et al. 2016, Bajgier-Kowalska et al. 2017 and Bajgier-
Kowalska and Tracz 2019). Eco-tourism remains a minor phenomenon, a fact 
which can primarily be attributed to: consumerist attitudes towards tourist attrac-
tions on the part of both tourists and tourist organisers; low environmental aware-
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ness; and low demand for education during holiday time. Based on natural condi-
tions, second homes as a new phenomenon use the natural resources of the moun-
tains and the proximity of national parks as factors of attractiveness (Mika 2013 
and Mika and Petko 2015). 

 
TOURISM  TRAFFIC,  CHANGES  AND  CONFLICTS  IN  TOURISM  SPACE 

Tourism space is non-continuous given its relationship to phenomena creating 
strong and extensive systems of interconnections. It functions in places that are 
distant from one another and characterised by seasonality and a cyclical nature. 
The constant change would seem to be a feature of most tourist destinations, not 
least as the creation and development of spaces for tourism are seen to reflect wider 
political, economic and social processes often driven non-locally, if manifesting 
themselves very locally indeed (Więckowski and Saarinen 2019).  

The development of tourism has brought a number of permanent features into 
the landscape. Ski resorts and spas are associated with accommodation and catering 
facilities, ski lifts and pistes, as well as tourist paths, etc. (Mika 2009 and 
Bučeková et al. 2019). Along the new and permanent features of a stationary nature 
(e.g. hotels, paths, bridges and viewing towers) there are some movable features 
that inhabit the landscape on a temporary basis, such as the rafts floating down the 
Dunajec River. As a result the Carpathians include both observable landscapes with 
‘traces’ of human activity, i.e. the cultural landscape, and landscapes without such 
traces.  

As has already been mentioned, the Carpathians are one of the most important 
tourist regions in Poland. Among the two million visitors they attract every year 
more than 85 per cent are Poles. One of the most important tourist regions in Po-
land – still nowadays (even border opening process) strong national effect. These 
figures come from official statistics alone and fail to take account of the between 
one and two million tourists who seek accommodation outside of pensions, hotels 
and hostels. 

Tourist traffic in the Carpathians is concentrated in the most attractive localities. 
The centres of such concentrations are in the biggest towns e.g. Zakopane, Wisła, 
Ustroń and Krynica-Zdrój. The majority of tourists come to the Tatras and their 
vicinity. The main tourist destinations in the Carpathians are National Parks 
(Więckowski et al. 2012, Miazek 2020) – see Tab. 1. Poland’s number one natural 
attraction – the Tatra Mountains (Tatrzański) National Park – alone receives 
around 3,5 million visitors2 a year (Ochrona Środowiska 2018). The Pieniny Na-
tional Park receives almost 900,000 visitors annually (Ochrona Środowiska 2018). 
Tourist traffic has been focusing on and around the Tatras (mainly in Zakopane) 
for more than 100 years. 

During the peak summer season, the Tatra National Park is so full of profes-
sional, amateur and leisure tourists that it can take long queuing to climb the popu-
lar Mt. Giewont, to get to the shore of the Morskie Oko lake, to enter some of the 
Tatra caves or even to take a raft down the Dunajec river gap. This negates the 
main reason that attracts visitors to these destinations, i.e. their need to experience 

–––––––––––––– 
2 The number of visitors in this case concerns all entrance to the park which include sometimes the same tourist 
entering to the park in different days. 
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the unique qualities of nature, while nature itself comes under a huge amount of 
“anthropopressure” that causes serious conflicts.  

 
Tab.1. Number of visitors in national parks in the Polish Carpathians (in thous.) 

Source: Ochrona Środowiska GUS, 2011 (tab. 9. 193), 2018 (tab. 9. 168). 

 
At the same time, however, concerns about tourism “overcrowding” in many 

areas as a result of such promotion has provoked increasingly confrontational pro-
test over the last several years. The excessive concentration of tourist traffic, 
known as “overtourism”3, leads to over-crowding in attractive locations, over-
advertising and aggressive commercialisation, which all work to lower the aesthe-
tic quality of tourists’ experiences, and results in the degradation of natural and 
cultural resources. 

The presence of increasing numbers of tourists at popular destinations through-
out the world has led to conflict with and complaints from residents concerned that 
such influxes were rendering their homes impossible to live in. The most signifi-
cant conflict existing in the Carpathian Mountains divides the tourist industry and 
the natural environment. National parks and other protected areas, including nature 
reserves and landscape parks, tend to contain the most attractive tourist areas. In 
many cases a strong tourist demand drives the development of the tourist infra-
structure and of tourist traffic.  

The conflict between nature conservation and tourism, which started as early as 
in the 19th century, is visible in many regions. Legal protection of nature started 
relatively early, especially where it was needed due to excessive and uncontrolled 
tourist traffic, but finding the golden mean that would reconcile the needs of nature 
protection and the development of tourism has proven elusive and sometimes an 
outright impossibility. In this context it is interesting to look at the densities of 
tourist traffic per square kilometre or per kilometre of tourist path. In the most po-
pular national parks there are more than 10 thousand visitors per square kilometre 
(Tatra NP) and even more than 25 thousand visitors per square kilometre (Pieniny 
NP) – Ochrona Środowiska (2018). Considering that most of national park territo-

National park Visitors in 2010 Visitors in 2017 

Babia Góra National Park 54 83 

Bieszczady National Park 280 513 

Gorce National Park 60 90 

Magura National Park 50 50 

Pieniny National Park 603 898 

Tatra National Park 2 002 3 779 

––––––––––––––– 
3 An official definition also appeared, which reads: “the impact of tourism on a destination, or parts 
thereof, that excessively influences perceived quality of life of citizens and/or quality of visitors’ 
experiences in a negative way” (UNWTO 2018). 
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ries are excluded from tourism, the scale of traffic on marked paths can only be 
imagined. National parks are of great meaning to the socio-economic development 
of municipalities in Poland. Increasing benefits are noticed especially in the tou-
rism sector as well as in related services (Zawilińska and Mika 2013 and Mika et 
al. 2015). 

There are still great reserves for the development of tourism and greater disper-
sion of tourist traffic is important, not just to inject more economic growth in cer-
tain tourist areas, but also to relieve the congested regions. New opportunities have 
also appeared due to the opening of national borders and access to the entire Carpa-
thian Mountain chain. 

 
BASIC  APPROACH  ON  TRANSBOUNDARY  ISSUES 

The location of much of the Polish Carpathian Mountains along the country’s 
southern border also plays its role in determining their attractiveness and the relat-
ed development of the tourist industry (Więckowski 2002 and 2004, Ptaszycka-
Jackowska and Baranowska-Janota 2003, Lewkowicz 2011 and Więckowski et al. 
2012). 

During the long period, when the Polish-Czechoslovak (currently Polish-Slovak 
and Polish-Czech) border constituted an impenetrable spatial barrier to tourism, it 
contributed to minimising the change in the natural environment by impeding the 
development of areas adjacent to the border, some of which were even explicitly 
sealed-off. When the border was eventually opened (Szpara 2003 and Więckowski 
2004), these areas could boast both a quality environment and a variety of tourist 
attractions increased by those located across the border in the other country 
(Więckowski 2010 and Zawilińska and Mika 2013). 

The use the potential of resources, symbolism and transboundary integration 
(via the place-based approach). This is particularly true of those working to deve-
lop regional projects, who may mobilise tourism as a “place-making instrument”. 
As a consequence, we observe tourism’s use of space in the creation of local or 
regional poles of growth and regional and cross-border competition as a develop-
ment factor in tourist reception areas (Więckowski 2010 and Faracik 2012).  

Changes in the socio-economic and political environment of Slovakia after 
1989 affected the economy and the way of life of the population. In regions attrac-
tive to tourists, and in their immediate vicinity land has become a commodity. In 
contrast, the environmental impacts of tourist urbanisation for residents are pre-
dominantly negative. This is mainly related to the visual and functional disruption 
of the landscape, and the overall environment in which residents live 
(Petrikovičová et. al. 2019). Tourist clusters in Slovakia as a tool for the improve-
ment of regional competitiveness is the main topic of other studies, e.g. Székely 
(2014) and Čuka et al. (2012). There are favourable preconditions for the develop-
ment of various  kinds of tourism in Slovakia. The centre and north of the country 
are mountainous (the Carpathians) – Michniak (2016). 

 
DISCUSSION  AND  CONCLUSIONS 

Nature in mountain areas is a strong attractor that acts as an inspiration to 
sports, hiking and which serves as decoration. National parks and specific moun-
tain features (peaks, valleys and lakes) have developed cult statuses, often as na-
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tional symbols. Many of these symbols have been awarded legal protection in na-
tional parks, of which Poland has six in the Carpathian Mountains. The Carpathi-
ans seem even more protected than other mountain ranges in Europe. In the Carpa-
thians we observe a spatial enlargement – spillover of the tourist centre. The moun-
tains have become more segmented and hybridised in form before diversifying. In 
the Carpathians we observe also the museumification of symbolic nature and 
strong nature protection. In peripheral regions, including border regions such as the 
Carpathian Mountains, it is difficult to change a development path (Hassink 2005). 
This is also reflected in the landscape. The concept of a mountain landscape entails 
leisure, relaxation and visual consumption. Each such landscape is also a place of 
remembrance and is temporary in character. Ingold (1993) says that events in the 
present assume a form of retention of the past and force a projection into the future. 
The Carpathian landscape is partly “fossilised” within protected areas, but it is 
changing just outside. There is a considerable pressure for the development of 
housing, holiday homes and tourist infrastructure in adjacent areas (Mika 2012). 

In the Polish Carpathians the most popular attractions are found in the Tatras 
(Mt. Giewont, lake Morskie Oko, Mt. Kasprowy Wierch and the Kościeliska val-
ley), followed by the Pieniny range (rafting on the Dunajec river, Mt. Trzy Korony) 
and the Bieszczady range (e.g. the Połonina Wetllińska glade). Each of these sites 
is visited by at least several hundreds of thousands of people every year, while the 
Tatra National Park has approximately three million visitors. Among the many fac-
tors driving this dense traffic, the uniqueness of these sites must be seen as the 
most important. This causes a considerable “anthropopressure”, which is a problem 
that has been plaguing the Carpathians for more than one hundred years. Nowadays 
we have new antropopressure (settlements and tourism) due to the growth in the 
number of people, their increasing mobility (tourism movement and people in 
transit), and due to the growth of facilities and accessibility to valuable natural are-
as, even close to the national border with Slovakia. The issue of “anthro-
popressure” is growing, as the phenomenon is increasing as a result of consumerist 
attitudes driven by the media and by advertising. Tourist space develops in those 
locations where the area is attractive for tourists (e.g. thanks to attractions being 
associated with the mountains, elements of nature, a boundary, a peripheral loca-
tion). It can be concluded that the development of tourism in the Carpathians is 
above all dependent on the presence of tourist attractions. One of the most im-
portant tourist attractions in the Carpathians is the natural environment. In this pa-
per the influence of the most important elements affecting the tourist attractiveness 
of a mountainous area have been presented. Tourism in the Carpathians is based 
upon an attractive nature (including national parks) and a cultural heritage. Addi-
tionally, regions develop new ski-centres and new event tourism, both at a national 
and international (even transboundary) level.  

In the years to come the development of transport and the increase in the 
amount of free time, etc. will lead to more intensive competition between regions 
both in terms of the seeking out of investors with a view to expanding tourist infra-
structure (as well as other, e.g. transport – infrastructure) in order to ensure chan-
ges in the function performed by respective centres and regions, and also in terms 
of attracting tourists. One specific issue is that the areas in question still have large 
reserves for the development of tourism at their disposal and broader dispersion of 
tourist traffic is essential, not only for the economic growth of rarely-visited areas, 
but also for a reduction in congestion in those in which traffic is excessive (e.g. 
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huge difference in tourist traffic in national parks). The very fact that the border 
area had been underdeveloped, depopulated, etc. may constitute a positive element, 
since a lack or relatively low intensity of settlement processes and related produc-
tion activities (agriculture and manufacturing) could entail an improvement in the 
environmental conditions in a given region over a defined period. Such areas have 
frequently gained nature-based attractiveness, and legally-protected natural areas 
have been established there, something that enhances tourist attractiveness in virtu-
ally every case. As the importance of tourism for the life of societies and their 
economies increases at every level from local, to regional and national, to the point 
of becoming one of the most important industries of such regions as the Carpathian 
Mountains, it is also an ever more important subject of study.  

The Author wishes to thank the anonymous reviewers for their valuable com-
ments and suggestions. 
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Marek  W i ę c k o w s k i 
 

PRÍRODNÉ  DEDIČSTVO  AKO  ZDROJ  ROZVOJA  CESTOVNÉHO 
RUCHU  V  POĽSKÝCH  KARPATOCH 

 
Cieľom tohto článku je predstaviť úlohu prírodných zdrojov horských oblastí v rozvoji 

cestovného ruchu v oblasti Karpát na území Poľska. V článku boli identifikované prírodné 
turistické atraktivity a hodnotený ich vplyv na rozvoj cestovného ruchu. Okrem toho sa 
analyzoval rozvoj regiónov založený na rozvoji cestovného ruchu s osobitným zameraním 
na ich priestorovú organizáciu, fungovanie a vytváranie turisticky atraktívnych miest. V 
príspevku je tiež prezentovaný vplyv najdôležitejších prvkov na turistickú príťažlivosť hor-
ských oblastí. 

Cestovný ruch je už niekoľko desaťročí dôležitým odvetvím hospodárstva v Karpatoch 
a tiež odvetvím, ktoré je často považované za jedinú príležitosť pre sociálno-ekonomický 
rozvoj. Karpaty sú jedným z najdôležitejších regiónov cestovného ruchu v Poľsku. Cestov-
ný ruch sa tu rozvíja a pohybuje na citlivej línii medzi udržateľnosťou a masovosťou. 

Hlavným turistickým magnetom v oblasti sú pohoria. Medzi karpatskými pohoriami 
vynikajú Tatry, a to svojou veľkou symbolikou, hlbokým ukotvením v kultúre a tradícii, 
silnou značkou a trhovou pozíciou, ktorá sa buduje už vyše 200 rokov. K ďalším pohoriam 
s výnimočnými environmentálnymi kvalitami, ktoré priťahujú návštevníkov, patrí masív 
Babej hory (Babia Góra) a pohoria Pieniny a Bieszczady. Okrem návštev národných parkov 
existuje niekoľko spôsobov, ako môže cestovný ruch preniknúť do prírodného prostredia, či 
už priamo ako cieľ alebo prostredníctvom využitia prírody na rozvoj rozsiahlej infraštruktú-
ry. 

Horské svahy a zimy so snehovou pokrývkou napomáhajú rozvoju lyžovania. Karpaty 
sú známe ako kolíska poľskej horskej turistiky, kde si ľudia môžu užiť prírodu pešo, na 
koňoch, vozoch ťahaných koňmi, na bicykli a v súčasnosti aj na štvorkolkách. Horské rie-
ky, hlavne Dunajec a Poprad, sa využívajú na jazdu na kajaku a rafting. Vodné športy sú 
rozvinuté na väčšine umelých vodných nádrží v oblasti, vrátane tých najatraktívnejších – 
Jezioro Solińskie, Jezioro Czorsztyńskie a Jezioro Żywieckie. Minerálne vody boli zákla-
dom pre založenie viacerých kúpeľných miest, ktoré priťahujú návštevníkov počas posled-
ných dvoch storočí. Minerálne vody vrátane uhličitanových, v menšej miere aj sodíkových 
a siričitanových, sa používajú pri liečebných procedúrach. Vyskytujú sa tu tiež v európ-
skom meradle jedinečné vody so zlúčeninami arzénu. Najväčšie kúpele sa nachádzajú 
v oblasti pohoria Beskid Sądecki (napr. Krynica-Zdrój a Piwniczna-Zdrój). V ostatnom 
období sa stali populárnymi termálne kúpaliská (Bukowina Tatrzańska, Poronin, Zakopané 
a Chochołów). Najatraktívnejšie miesta v poľských Karpatoch sa nachádzajú v Tatrách 
(vrch Giewont, jazero Morskie Oko, Kasprov vrch a Dolina Kościeliska), nasleduje pohorie 
Pieniny (splav rieky Dunajec, Tri Koruny) a pohorie Bieszczady (napr. mlyn Połonina 
Wetllińska). Každú z týchto lokalít každoročne navštevuje najmenej niekoľko stotisíc ľudí, 
pričom v Tatranskom národnom parku sú to ročne približne tri milióny návštevníkov. 

Karpaty si zachovávajú vysoké hodnoty estetickej kvality najmä vďaka pestrosti horskej 
krajiny a aj preto, že sú relatívne málo rozvinuté v porovnaní s veľkými mestami a priemy-
selnými regiónmi. Významné prírodné hodnoty sú základom rozvoja cestovného ruchu 
založeného na prírodnom prostredí, ako aj iných druhov cestovného ruchu a rekreácie 
(napr. lyžovanie, druhé bývanie). Cestovný ruch v týchto oblastiach má predovšetkým po-
dobu rôznych foriem prírodne orientovaného, rekreačného, liečebného, tranzitného a kul-
túrne i gastronomicky orientovaného a na organizované podujatia zameraného cestovného 
ruchu. 
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