
211

Abstract

The implementation of the first management system for Plitvice 
Lakes coincided with the founding of the Park and its associat-
ed management body in 1949. Since then, the area of the Park 
has been managed by various public institutions, founded for the 
purpose of preserving its natural and cultural value. The area’s 
development as a tourism destination has resulted in many devel-
opmental missteps, as well as management issues and other chal-
lenges. The problems associated with managing protected areas 
can be seen by analysing the goals that have been achieved by 
past management bodies, as well as by observing how the cur-
rent management body is working toward its stated goals (which 
is not done enough). In terms of development, it is important to 
emphasise how development policy has largely encouraged hotels 
and hospitality businesses, while other sorts of businesses lag be-
hind. This has significantly reduced the potential positive effects 
on the greater community as well as the return of important ser-
vices of the ecosystem and geosystem to the environment itself. 
Concordantly, management goals are insufficiently oriented to-
ward the fundamental role of national parks, conservation, and 
evaluation of natural components in the area.
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Introduction
In Croatia, typical planning and management practices (especially in tour-
ism) often only promote concepts of integral management and sustaina-
ble development in principle, whereby dangers for the environment and 
human health become marginalised. Due to this, one of the goals of this 
chapter is to determine all possible negative influences for a given area at 
the start of the planning process, which is especially important for protect-
ed areas (Harding, 2006). Additionally, it is important to establish possible 
solutions that can be achieved with respect to the specific conditions of a 
given area, and which are in keeping with sustainable management.

This chapter focuses on Plitvice Lakes National Park, primarily due to 
the fact that national parks represent generators of development for individ-
ual areas (Petrić, 2008; Radeljak and Pejnović, 2008), and are the protect-
ed areas that are most visited by tourists. National parks are also typically 
large in area and are natural areas that are used intensively for tourism. It is 
also important to mention how protection of national parks is regarded as 
a fundamental part of protection of biodiversity around the world (Gaston 
et al., 2006; Mora and Sale, 2011) and, as such, these areas are among the 
most valuable parts of national territory (Lausche et al., 2013) and number 
among the most attractive tourism destinations. Therefore, the aforemen-
tioned areas must be planned and managed carefully using active measures 
that are in keeping with sustainable development. This approach requires a 
detailed analysis of each area’s status, from which solutions to potential as-
sociated problems can be generated.

Therefore, the basic goal of this chapter is to give a unified view of the 
developmental phases of Plitvice Lakes National Park in relation to man-
agement phases and problems. A recommendation for a conceptual mod-
el of integral and sustainable development for the Park is also put forward 
in this chapter.

Methodological framework
The method of triangulation, using interviews with management experts, 
analysis of literature and secondary sources, and a critical assessment of 



t h e i n t er r el at ion bet w ee n de v elopm e n t, m a nage m e n t, a n d m a nage m e n t issu e s . . .

213

existing management plans was used for the purposes of this chapter. Push 
and pull factors were established, analysed, and compared to existing meth-
ods of managing protected areas, creating the basis for the integral man-
agement model presented later in the chapter. 

The chapter analyses data from the area of Plitvice Lakes National Park, 
accumulated from statistical, professional, and scientific publications, as 
well as numerous cartographical and graphical elements. The key sources 
of data for the research in this chapter, related to the Park, were: Population 
Censuses of 1991, 2001, and 2011 (Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 1994; 2003; 
2013); number of overnight stays; arrivals (visits); and other tourism sta-
tistical data from the internal database of the Park and the eVisitor sys-
tem (2019). Material from the aforementioned phases also represents data 
on the status of the environment in the area of the Park, stemming from a 
long line of previously-published research. Finally, two management plans 
for the Park (from 2007 and 2018 respectively) served as important parts of 
the base data for the analysis.

In the scope of the research, deep interviews with groups of experts 
from the domain of management of national parks were carried out. The 
fundamental theme in the interviews was establishing the efficiency of park 
management via analysis of 14 specific goals from the management plans 
of 2007 and 2018 and 18 management sub-plans of 2018. Eight experts from 
different scientific fields (geology, geography, biology, economy, chemical 
engineering, forestry, sociology, and architecture) were interviewed. 

Fundamental characteristics of Plitvice Lakes National Park
Plitvice Lakes National Park lies in the mountainous part of the Republic 
of Croatia (Fig. 1) and encompasses an area of 297 km2. The park contains 
an exceptionally-sensitive natural phenomenon based on the process of 
tufa formation1, for which it was named a UNESCO World Heritage site 
in 1979. 

1	 Tufa is a result of development of strictly determined interactions between physi-
cal-chemical and biological characteristics of a unique karst water basin, in climate 
conditions of the current interglacial and conditions of undisturbed natural balance 
(Stilinović and Božičević, 1998).
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Fig. 1 Location of Plitvice Lakes National Park in Croatia 
Source: State Geodetic Administration of the Republic of Croatia (SGA), 2019
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The area of the Park, however, is increasingly threatened due to an ex-
plosion in the number of visitors over the last 20 years (Sremac et al., 2011). 
Due to this, it is crucial to consider possibilities for managing all elements 
of the Park with the goal of sustainable development on all levels. The un-
derlying phenomenon that created the park (tufa formation) is a result of a 
process of strictly-determined interactions of physio-chemical and biologi-
cal factors of the unique karst aquifer, climatic conditions of the current in-
terglacial period, and the generally-undisturbed natural balance (Stilinović 
and Božičević, 1998). The formation of tufa is an extremely sensitive pro-
cess, which can be halted by changes in the environment and environmen-
tal conditions, as well as by natural and anthropogenic influences.

For the aforementioned reasons, the need to protect this particular 
phenomenon became apparent very early (Pevalek, 1924; 1935; 1938; Petrik, 
1958; Stilinović and Božićević, 1998). The area of the Park encompasses 
Plitvice Lakes and the surrounding landscape. Over the last two centuries, 
the landscape of the park itself has been significantly altered to accommo-
date modern leisure activities (tourism, recreation, transport) and other 
anthropogenic activities. Indicators of long-term settlement are the numer-
ous deforested areas, which took shape in the period from the 17th century 
to the end of the Second World War (Marković, 2015). In keeping with con-
temporary trends of rural depopulation, protected areas (which are often 
in zones of rural periphery settlements) are becoming predominantly tour-
ist settlements as tourism strengthens (Lukić, 2012), which is out of synch 
with the status of the periphery. This has happened in the area of Plitvice 
Lakes, where intense tourism development has contributed to the stagnat-
ing number of residents in the area around the Park itself.

The lifecycle of tourism in Plitvice Lakes National Park
Starting in the mid-20th century (with the exception of wartime disconti-
nuity), the development of the Park, its wider area, and the corresponding 
socio-economic region took place under the dominant influence of tour-
ism. An indicative fact linked to economic characteristics is how, in 2018, 
there were 768 full-time employees of the Park, while there were between 
130 and 250 temporary employees (depending on seasonal needs) (Plitvice 
Lakes National Park, 2019), making the Park the largest employer in Lika-
Senj County.

In keeping with the aforementioned, further development of the Park 
should be regarded in the context of development that has (with minor dis-
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continuity) taken place over the last 150 years—more specifically, the for-
mal development of the last 70 years. In regard to the processes of pro-
tection and connection that began with the founding of the “Society for 
the Maintenance and Beautification of Plitvice Lakes” in 1883, the area of 
Plitvice Lakes was “discovered” in a touristic sense around the same time, 
marking the start of a series of leaps in development that can be divided 
into six fundamental phases (Marković Vukadin and Franjković, 2019):

1.	 the research phase;
2.	 the phase of intense infrastructure development;
3.	 the phase of reorganisation and spatial expansion;
4.	 the phase of intense growth in the number of visitors;
5.	 the wartime phase, i.e. phase of decline—second developmental 

cycle; and
6.	 the phase of (re)expansion of visitors—second developmental 

cycle.

From the end of the 19th century to the end of the Second World War, 
the area of Plitvice Lakes was characterised by the gradual discovery of its 
touristic potential. This period represents the research phase in the lifecy-
cle of the area as a destination, when the first tourism-related construc-
tion took place. The first hospitality object near Plitvice Lakes was built in 
Velika Poljana in 1862. It was called the “Tourist House” and would also 
later gain the role of forester’s lodge (Ivanuš, 2010). On the initiative of the 
Society for the Maintenance and Beautification of Plitvice Lakes in 1886, 
the first hotel near Plitvice Lakes was built—also in Velika Poljana. Hotel 
Plitvice was a generator of development for the area, and the opening of the 
Lika railway line made the area more accessible and spurred the refurbish-
ing of hotels, summer houses, roads and paths, and bridges2. Just before the 
Second World War, the tourism supply also spread to the area of Labudovac 
and Plitvički Ljeskovac (Petrić, 2008).

The next lifecycle phase of Plitvice Lakes as a destination was the pe-
riod of intense development (1949–1969), which was characterised by con-
centration of the bulk of the tourism supply (especially in the area around 
Velika Poljana) in the early developmental phase of the Park. This also had 
an influence on the demographic livelihood in the area immediately sur-

2	 Concrete was used for the construction of parts of the paths and bridges, however, 
due to the lack of knowledge at the time regarding the processes underlying the fun-
damental phenomenon of the Park, it is hard to determine how much damage this 
did to its biodynamic processes (Pevalek, 1938).
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rounding the park (Pejnović, 1992), and resulted in discord between nature 
protection imperatives and intense (and poorly-controlled) development 
of tourism establishments. The largest hospitality objects were construct-
ed during this era, e.g. Hotel Plitvice (1953), Hotel Bellevue (1963), and Hotel 
Jezero (1970) (Marković Vukadin and Franjković, 2019).

As a response to the prior period of growth, a phase of reorganisa-
tion followed (1970–1990), which was characterised by numerous qualita-
tive changes based on scientifically well-founded research and solutions. 
Business and work within the Park itself was united under a single organi-
sation, which allowed its development to be better coordinated. It is impor-
tant to note how economic and infrastructural projects, for which the ba-
sic goal was the dispersion of the tourism supply throughout the wider Lika 
Region, emerged and played a major role in the preservation of the Park’s 
fundamental phenomenon. This period was characterised by the redistri-
bution of Park resources to the local community and the strengthening of 
traditional forms of economic activity, by which a balance between nature 
protection, tourism, and the needs of the local community was attained. 
This can be seen in the amount of new accommodation capacity that was 
built from 1975 to 1981, when the development of new accommodation in 
the Park, and in Lika as a whole, equalised.

It should also be mentioned how this period was still characterised 
by centralised development of tourism and other functions. In the sec-
ond half of the 1970s, there was a huge surge in tourist accommodation 
capacity (Marković Vukadin and Franjković, 2019). Concurrently, there 
was also a huge surge in tourist visits, which peaked in 1985 (762,221 vis-
itors). This represents the zenith of Plitvice Lakes as a tourist destination 
prior to the collapse of Yugoslavia and the Croatian War of Independence 
(1991–1995). After 1985, the Park would slowly slide into a phase of stagna-
tion (Vidaković, 1997).

The next two periods (second developmental cycle) during and follow-
ing the Croatian War of Independence—the phase of decline and the phase 
of (re)expansion of visitors—represent a new lifecycle for the Park as a des-
tination, complete with new challenges, problems, and opportunities for 
tourism development. It should be stressed here that the Park was charac-
terised (unsurprisingly) by a sharp decline in visitors during the War (near-
ly 100%) and the destruction of tourism objects. Therefore, the period of 
1997 to the time of writing has been characterised by tourism development 
and a constant increase in the number of visitors, overnight stays, income, 
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and a corresponding increase in conflicts between nature protection and 
economic imperatives. 

Passing the milestone of one million visitors was only the herald of 
further growth—the number of visitors was 1,188,798 in 2013 and would 
grow to 1,7 million in 2017 (Fig. 2) The pressure caused by the massive num-
ber of visitors is not overly alarming if regarded in terms of average visitors 
per day, which was 3,093 in 2013 and 4,657 in 2017. In terms of the number of 
entry passes sold (tracked daily), however, there were 18 days when the Park 
had over 10,000 visitors, and 62 days with over 8,000 in 2013, while in 2017 
there were 56 days when the Park had over 10,000 visitors (Plitvice Lakes 
National Park, 2018)3.

3	 The introduction of a new system of ticket reservations, starting on April 1st, 2019, 
set the daily entrance limit for the Park at 10,000, which should prevent further

Fig. 2 Yearly and daily fluctuation in the number of visitors to Plitvice Lakes National Park 
in 2017 
Source: Plitvice Lakes National Park, 2018
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It is important to emphasise how the aforementioned numbers exclu-
sively regard visitors to the zone of the fundamental phenomenon of the 
Park, which is near the two main entrance points. Excess and (spatially and 
temporally) discordant development of tourism in the Park is an increas-
ingly severe threat to the sustainable development of the area, whereby spe-
cial attention should be given to the atrophied settlement structure, the 
corresponding weakening of traditional local identities and the multi-fac-
eted, unique localities within the Park, as well as processes of anthropogen-
ic eutrophication. 

Contemporary tourism development—in the second developmental 
cycle—in terms of spatial transformation has been characterised by intense 
growth in the number of private accommodation objects, which has had a 
tendency to encroach on the most sensitive parts of the Park (e.g. Plitvica 
Selo along the Plitvica River—which is the source of the large waterfall). 
Thus, the amount of private accommodation has grown with the number of 
visitors over the last 20 years, especially in the immediate area of the Park. 
The aforementioned Plitvica Selo, which has recorded the highest level of 
growth in private accommodation, should not be allowed to undergo a new 
phase of tourism urbanisation that would be characterised by the construc-
tion of new objects as well as the renewal of existing ones.

Private accommodation has expressly seasonal characteristics, and its 
demands, particularly on the water supply during summer months, heav-
ily burden the area’s resource base. Furthermore, this burdens the drain-
age and sewer systems, as well as the area’s waste management capacity 
(Opačić et al., 2005). The scope of the problem becomes clearer when it is re-
garded in terms of the spatial distribution of private accommodation with-
in the Park, in which the immediate area of the National Park is especial-
ly pressured. 

Finally, it should be pointed out that, in keeping with knowledge 
gained from the last few decades of overuse of the Park’s resources, this 
phase of expansion could mature into a new phase of development that 
would be oriented toward improving the quality of the existing tourism 
supply and increasing awareness of the area’s value via education (regard-
ing the environment as well as the traditional significance of Plitvice Lakes 
and its surroundings). This would go hand in hand with renewing existing 
hospitality objects in the area of the Park, building more recreational paths, 

	 eutrophication of the environment of the lakes. This is also in the interest of provid-
ing a better experience for visitors as crowding is reduced. 



ch a l l e nge s of tou r ism de v elopm e n t i n prot ect ed a r e a s of croat i a a n d slov e n i a

220

as well as forming a unified concept of the Park, as both a protected nature 
area with its own local tradition and history and as a world-renowned tour-
ist destination.

Management and its contribution to sustainable development 
of Plitvice Lakes National Park

The main determining element for continued management on all levels of 
the Park is the fact that it is still centrally-managed, based on the decision 
made by the competent state institution, i.e. state governance. This type of 
management, however, has more to do with management policy than actu-
al management methods—which will hereinafter be described. 

The start of management and general social awareness regard-
ing Plitvice Lakes coincided with the founding of the Society for the 
Maintenance and Beautification of Plitvice Lakes in 1883 (Vidaković, 1997), 
marking the beginning of organised action that can be understood as a 
forerunner to the contemporary management system. The first manage-
ment system for the Park was implemented when the Park was officially 
formed in 1949. In this period (1949–1969), the Park was managed by sever-
al different management bodies.

In 1970, a single organisation—called National Park Plitvice, enter-
prise for nature protection, hospitality, tourism, and commerce—took over 
management of the Park. This organisation acted as the Park’s manage-
ment body and was very successful at achieving determined goals, despite 
the lack of management plans that have (in Croatia) come to be regard-
ed as the most important pieces of documentation for the management of 
a given area. It continued to operate successfully up until Croatian inde-
pendence, and managed the area primarily via spatial planning documents 
(Petrić, 2012): 

–	 Plitvice—Regional Plan, 1950;
–	 Programme of the General Urban Plan, 1960;
–	 General Maintenance Plan, 1971;
–	 Recommendation for the Spatial Plan of Plitvice Lakes National 

Park, 1975;
–	 Spatial Plan for Plitvice Lakes National Park: spatial plan for an 

area of special purpose, 1986.

After wartime occupation and the return of the local populace and re-
instatement of the Park’s management structure, visitors also returned. At 
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this point, the main task of management was to restore damaged objects 
while managing existing tourism. The obligation to create management 
plans for protected areas was written into law for the first time with the Law 
on Nature Protection of 2003. Management plans determined management 
goals and activities, how to reach them, and indicators by which the effi-
ciency of management would be measured. These plans are made for ten-
year periods, with an option to update/replace them after five years, and are 
implemented via yearly programmes for protection, preservation, use, and 
promotion of protected areas.

The management plan for Plitvice Lakes National Park of 2007 is 
among the most important documents in Croatia on this particular stra-
tegic level. The plan consists of a summary of strategic documentation by 
which strategic orientation and management goals are to be determined, as 
well as individual parts of action plans that go deep into detail regarding 
management orientation and management methods to be used in the field. 
Based on the aforementioned, four fundamental phases of management of 
the area were identified (Fig. 3):

1.	 the phase of informal management (1883–1948);
2.	 the phase of management based on spatial plans (1949–1989);
3.	 the wartime phase—lack of a fundamental management and de-

cision-making body (1990–2002); and
4.	 the phase of planned management documents (2003–time of 

writing).

In order to evaluate the Park’s management, its fundamental goals 
should be listed (Plitvice Lakes National Park, 2007):

–	 preserve the unique karst biological diversity by ensuring that nat-
ural processes remain undisturbed, and ensuring protection to the 
area by minimising human impacts;

–	 cooperation between the local community and the Park’s manage-
ment in terms of planning and implementation on the local level; 
and

–	 ensuring that visitors receive a genuine experience of the natural 
riches of the Park.

The fundamental goals for long-term sustainable management of the 
Park have been laid out in the management plans, whereby the focus is on 
continual preservation of the landscape and its biodiversity, cultural herit-
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age, promotion of awareness of the importance of nature and cultural her-
itage preservation, preserving the pristine nature and other attractions of 
the Park, and strengthening the local community. A number of specific 
developmental goals were determined based on these fundamental goals, 
from which the final action plan was determined. The specific goals for bi-
odiversity preservation and the development of tourism are of particular 
interest:

1.	 the goal of managing the forests of Plitvice Lakes National Park 
is to ensure the natural state of the forest ecosystem, which are of 
crucial importance for biodiversity and the preservation of the 
fundamental phenomenon, and to ensure all generally-useful 
functions of the forest;

2.	 preservation of positive trends of the development of tufa forma-
tions of the river community and tufa conditions on tufa barriers, 
and ensuring the preservation of all plant and animal communi-
ties in the aquatic ecosystem (source, standing, and flowing wa-
ters) in order to preserve biodiversity and the ecological balance;

3.	 preservation of grasslands (dry pastures and meadows, wet pas-
tures and meadows, and marshes) as areas of great biodiversity 
and value to the landscape;

Fig. 3 The lifecycle of Plitvice Lakes National Park as a tourism destination and its 
management phases 
Source: according to Marković Vukadin and Franjković, 2019, adapted by author
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4.	 systematic research, preservation, and presentation of cultural 
heritage and preservation of the entire rural area and traditional 
production methods (agriculture, herding, trades and crafts);

5.	 gathering of sufficient data regarding all elements of the protect-
ed area (biotopes and species as well as other elements that do not 
belong to the domain of natural sciences research but are impor-
tant for the purposes of management, e.g. cultural heritage, etc.) 
in order to better and more easily manage the area of the National 
Park;

6.	 enabling visitors to have a quality visit, with a high level of organ-
isation and a minimal possibility of damaging the ecological sys-
tem of Plitvice Lakes;

7.	 understanding of the value of Plitvice Lakes as a natural phenom-
enon on the part of all employees, the local population, and visi-
tors, while enabling a high level of enjoyment of the natural area 
and quality services;

8.	 improving the quality of accommodation and services in the area 
of Plitvice Lakes National Park, while respecting the highest eco-
logical criteria along with maximising use of local and regional 
resources according to the relevant spatial plan; 

9.	 improving the image of Plitvice Lakes National Park and the lev-
el of general knowledge regarding its natural and cultural value; 

10.	 regulation of traffic in accordance with the fundamental purpose 
of Plitvice Lakes National Park and the needs of stakeholders;

11.	 development of infrastructure that has a minimal effect on the 
environment; 

12.	 establishment of cooperation with the local population in order 
to achieve the vision of Plitvice Lakes National Park;

13.	 resolution of legal-property issues within Plitvice Lakes National 
Park with special attention given to co-ownership relations for 
the duration of the current plan; and

14.	 improvement of the legal framework for the effective manage-
ment of Plitvice Lakes National Park.

With the expiration of the prior plan came the obligation to create a 
new management plan for the Park for the period of 2019 to 2028, howev-
er, this plan has yet to be accepted and is still in its final draft form (that is 
available for public discussion) at the time of writing. In terms of its con-
tents, the new plan is in keeping with documentation from 2018 (Ministry 



ch a l l e nge s of tou r ism de v elopm e n t i n prot ect ed a r e a s of croat i a a n d slov e n i a

224

of Environment and Energy and the Republic of Croatia and Croatian 
Agency for the Environment and Nature, 2018) regarding orientation and 
planning for protected areas and/or areas of ecological networks, and the 
best practices of European management plans. The management of the 
Park is planned via five main themes, for which general goals and activities 
have been defined by evaluation and grouped into subthemes.

For each planned activity the following has been determined: imple-
mentation priorities; schedule of implementation; expected cooperation 
with partners and institutions in goal implementation; and an evaluation 
of expected implementation expenses (normal expenses for Park business, 
e.g. employee payroll, are not included in this evaluation). In total, 556 ac-
tivities were determined and grouped into 18 subthemes within the five 
general themes. In comparison to the former plan, the determination of 
the aforementioned five themes with their respective subthemes (listed be-
low) is a major change (Plitvice Lakes National Park, 2018). 

A.	 Preserved species diversity, biotopes and karst forms, as well as 
the stable process of tufa formation ensure the preservation of the 
unique beauty of the natural landscape, and also the preserva-
tion of the unique, universal value of the Park for current and fu-
ture generations. Subthemes: preservation of aquatic ecosystems; 
preservation of forest ecosystems; preservation of grasslands; and 
preservation of karst.

B.	 Preserved cultural heritage has an important role in presenting the 
value of the Park and contributes to preservation of the traditions 
and cultural identity of the area. Subthemes: tangible cultural her-
itage; intangible cultural heritage; and cultural landscapes.

C.	 A full and unhindered experience that does not damage the val-
ues of the Park must be enabled for all visitors, which will best pres-
ent preserved world heritage, create the income needed for its up-
keep, generate public support for nature preservation, and create 
opportunities for sustainable development of the local communi-
ty. Subthemes: visitation system; hospitality and commerce; in-
terpretation and education; and marketing.

D.	 The local community is the main partner of the Public Institution 
in management of the Park and preservation of its values and the 
Park is recognised as a constituent part of the identity of the local 
community, and development of the local community based on sus-
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tainable usage is an opportunity that preservation of a world her-
itage site offers. Subthemes: revitalisation of agricultural produc-
tion; development; and harmonisation of the ecotourism supply.

E.	 The competent Public Institution will apply all needed legal, organ-
isational, human, and material capabilities, resources, and power 
in order to manage the Park and continually work toward its im-
provement in all segments of management and organisational cul-
ture, strengthening cooperation with stakeholders and the role of 
the Park’s management in Croatian and international professional 
and scientific circles. Subthemes: ensuring the legal and planning 
framework needed for proper management; development of insti-
tutional and human potential and competence; and management 
of property and infrastructure.

Effectiveness of the aforementioned goals and themes from both the 
former and proposed plans will be analysed in sections below, with respect 
to their focus on the basic problems faced by the Park and how to solve 
them.

Management problems that have been identified
In order to establish the state of the environment, area, and community, a 
wide selection of scientific literature from various scientific fields was an-
alysed with the goal of establishing the key problems faced by the Park. A 
large number of problematic areas were identified via preliminary synthe-
sis of secondary sources, however, only the themes listed below were select-
ed due to the need for rapid reaction and resolution.

Functional overburdening
The number of visitors exceeds the number of local residents of the area. 
This can cause social pressures on the community that, with regard to its 
weak demographic potential, is not large enough to ensure a steady tour-
ism supply without daily commuters and a constant flow of newcomers. In 
terms of employment, the number of workers who live in other regions and 
commute to work in the Park4 or in corresponding tourism objects is in-
creasing. This creates a situation where the community is, apart from the 
large number of tourist visits and itinerant workers, suffering increasing 

4	 Of employees of the Public Institution of the Park in 2013, 7% commuted from other 
regions (Marković, 2015).
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social pressure as older property and buildings are being sold off and adapt-
ed to the needs of tourism or temporary residents5. There are a number of 
other negative effects, ranging from overcrowding in the main pedestrian 
areas of the Park (and on the county road that goes through it), to problems 
for the local community that arise from nature protection imperatives and 
restrictions (Marković, 2015).

A good example of such an issue for the local community is that con-
struction in the village Korana is restricted and access to certain roads 
and paths, traditionally used by the local community, has also been re-
stricted. Functional overburdening is seasonal in the area of the Park, 
echoing tourism demand. The Park has experienced unequal develop-
ment throughout and, as a consequence, the number of visitors puts im-
mense pressure on the existing public infrastructure, which is insufficient 
for the relatively-modest needs of the local community alone (much less 
for tens of thousands of tourists). This has serious negative effects on the 
surrounding environment. 

Threatened hydrological elements of the environment
According to the latest research, a certain amount of change has been not-
ed in the fundamental physio-chemical process of tufa formation and 
catalysed biological processes in relation to prior research. According to 
Pribičević et al. (2011), areas where tufa formation has stalled or slowed 
have been identified. The research demonstrated how the increased amount 
of dissolved organic substances (pollution) in the water has halted or hin-
dered the process of tufa formation in the fundamental phenomenon of 
Plitvice Lakes.

Additionally, there is the process of eutrophication or of aging lakes—
this is a natural process that lasts for centuries, but humans can accelerate 
it greatly with their actions (agriculture, herding, tourism, traffic, waste 
water) (Stilinović and Božičević, 1998; Marković, 2015). Plitvice Lakes are 
currently overgrown with marsh vegetation and the lake bottoms are cov-
ered with aquatic grasses (Pribičević et al., 2011). Looking at the availa-
ble biochemical data, it can be concluded that Plitvice Lakes are undergo-
ing a process of anthropogenic eutrophication. Measurements of the flow 
on Kozjak since 1954 show a continual reduction over the last 60 years of 

5	 As a consequence, there is a certain kind of class difference between “newcomers” 
who have capital and the local community, which feels less of the positive effects 
resulting from the Park.
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~0.03 m3 per year (Barešić, 2009; Bonacci, 2013). In other words, water is 
held in the lakes longer and the hydrological system of the lakes is becom-
ing more closed.

Threatened biotopes and changes in land use
Biotope diversity of forest ecosystems—which humans have damaged 
by supressing forests—has enabled the development of different types of 
grasses and other types of ecosystems. Today, however, a large part of the 
area (primarily grasslands) of the Park is becoming overgrown. From both 
a floral and vegetation diversity viewpoint, as well as from the perspective 
of an anthropogenic landscape, this is a negative process because it reduces 
biodiversity and the richness of the existing flora (Šegulja, 2005). Marsh bi-
otopes and their vegetation are also threatened. There are years of built-up 
remains of decayed vegetation in some places, which is causing the ground 
to gradually rise and the biotopes to narrow.

All of the aforementioned shows the emergent need to protect grass-
land areas, as well as other swamp vegetation areas and marsh biotopes in 
the Park. Only in this way will the existing biodiversity within the Park be 
preserved. In order to reach these goals, anthropogenic influence must be 
restored to a portion of the grassland areas (Fuller et al., 2019), i.e. the grass-
lands in certain areas of the Park should be regularly mowed.

Negative demographic processes in the Park and its surroundings
The fundamental cause of depopulation in the area of the Park during the 
second half of the 20th century was emigration, which was in turn caused 
by the backwardness and stagnation (in terms of socio-economic devel-
opment in Croatia) of the wider area. This is supported by the predomi-
nance of emigrational types of general population mobility from 1971 to 
1991, from both the immediate and wider areas of the Park. The analysis of 
general population mobility shows a clear difference in the intensity of em-
igration from the immediate and wider areas of the Park during the last 
few decades, whereby the immediate area of the Park—thanks to its more 
developed work functions—has a lower rate of emigration than the wider 
area (Tab. 1).
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Tab. 1 Types of general population mobility of the immediate and wider area of Plitvice 
Lakes National Park by intercensal period (1971–2011) 

Period Area
Emigration6 Immigration7

E1 E2 E3 E4 I1 I2 I3 I4

1971–1981

Immediate area                

Wider area                

Total area                

1981–1991

Immediate area                

Wider area                

 Total area                

1991–2001

Immediate area                

Wider area                

Total area                

2001–20118

Immediate area                

Wider area                

Total area                

Sources: Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 1994; 2003; 2013

The analysis of general population mobility shows a clear difference 
in the intensity of emigration between the immediate and wider areas of 
the Park over the last few decades. This is a result of the War and con-
sequent developmental difficulties, stemming from the beginning of the 
1990s, causing depopulation to spread to the settlements in its immediate 
area. This is a fundamental feature of recent demographic development. 
Thus, thanks to more developed work functions, the immediate area of the 
Park has experienced a lower intensity of emigration than the wider area. 
The problem of “demographic extinction” is not a new occurrence in the 

6	 E1) emigration, E2) depopulation, E3) expressed depopulation, E4) extinction.
7	 I1) expansion via immigration, I2) regeneration via immigration, I3) weak regenera-

tion via immigration, I4) very weak regeneration via immigration.
8	 In contrast to the previous 40-year period, the available statistical data for the last in-

tercensal period (2001–2011) were not dependable indicators of general population 
mobility. Namely, the 2011 Census registered returnees (war refugees) as permanent 
residents, of whom a smaller proportion (mostly the elderly) actually returned, while 
the vast majority were not permanent residents.



t h e i n t er r el at ion bet w ee n de v elopm e n t, m a nage m e n t, a n d m a nage m e n t issu e s . . .

229

Lika and Kordun regions, however, it is a theme that is outside of the scope 
of management concerns for the Park.

Relevance and efficiency of management documentation
Martinić (2010) pointed out the lack of a central agency tasked with pro-
tected areas/national parks, that would manage the implementation and 
oversight of existing management plans, as a key problem in Croatian man-
agement of protected areas. The problem with managing protected areas, 
however, is much deeper and can be seen via analysis of attained manage-
ment goals. The basic tool for measuring efficiency of protection is a meth-
od known as “Management Effectiveness Tracking Tools” (METT). This 
method is widely accepted and often used for determining influences and 
for reporting regarding management efficiency and effectiveness (WWF, 
2007).

The lack of methodology presents certain problems, such as the fact 
that some protected areas are very general (non-specialised), as well as 
problems connected to the recognition of specific influences, problems, 
and the level of success of certain management actions. This problem shows 
the lacking transparency of data and the possibility of subjective assess-
ment (Canteiro et al., 2018), in regard to the fact that the forms for assess-
ing the success of a given management body are (astoundingly) sometimes 
filled out by members of the very management body that is being assessed. 

Due to the aforementioned problems with objectiveness in the assess-
ment of management, scores were chosen based on interviews with sci-
entists and experts (who have dealt with the problems faced by the Park 
for years) in order to assess the efficiency of the Park’s management. This 
allowed us to have an approach to assessment that was both multi-disci-
plinary and objective. The interviewed scientists were from the following 
fields of study: biology; architecture; social geography; chemical engineer-
ing; forestry; geology; and tourism. 

The respondents analysed management goals from the 2007 manage-
ment plan and the outline of the 2018 management plan with the main in-
tent of determining the extent to which the goals were focused on real man-
agement problems and how successful they were at achieving their aims. 
The current management transition period and expansive growth in the 
number of visitors were taken into account in the experts’ assessments. 
General scores were given, grading how focused the management goals 
were on the most relevant problems for the Park, as well as scores grad-
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ing how successful said goals were during the period that they were active-
ly pursued (Tab. 2). Apart from scores, the respondents also shared their 
thoughts on individual goals and in regard to the advantages and disadvan-
tages of the existing management model. 

Accordingly, the respondents found that the majority of the goals were 
insufficiently-relevant and unfulfilled, which is exceptionally important in 
terms of efficiency of management. Of the 14 goals, six were deemed irrel-
evant, unnecessary to have as a general goal, or as goals that the manage-
ment body can and/or should direct resources to achieve, four were deemed 
partially-relevant, and the remaining four were deemed relevant in relation 
to the management problems faced by the Park. Furthermore, in terms of 
the successful achievement of management goals, a high level of inefficien-
cy in management was indicated, such that only one goal was completely 
achieved, while five were partially-achieved, and the remaining eight goals 
were not achieved, in the opinion of the respondents.

As the new management plan for the period of 2019 to 2028 has yet to 
be formally adopted at the time of writing, the respondents were not able to 
assess it as they had the previous plans, rather they examined the relevance 
of the new goals and themes and how they related to the goals of previous 
management plans (Tab. 3). 

Tab. 2 Scores of relevance and successful achievement of management goals (R-relevance, 
P-level of successful achievement)9 in Management Plan for Plitvice Lakes National Park, 
2007 

Management 
goal

Respon-
dent 1

Respon-
dent 2

Respon-
dent 3

Respon-
dent 4

Respon-
dent 5

Respon-
dent 6

Respon-
dent 7

Respon-
dent 8

R P R P R P R P R P R P R P R P

Forest ecosys-
tems 3 3 3 - 1 3 3 3 3 3 2 3 3 3 3 2

Tufa barriers 
and formations 3 1 3 2 3 1 3 1 2 1 3 2 3 1 2 2

Grassland pres-
ervation 2 2 3 - 2 - 3 3 2 3 2 2 3 - 3 -

Presentation of 
the rural area 3 1 3 2 2 1 2 2 3 - 3 1 3 1 3 2

9	 Relevance: 1) the goal is irrelevant; 2) the goal is partially-relevant; 3) the goal is rel-
evant; Level of successful achievement: 1) the goal was not achieved; 2) the goal was 
partially-achieved; 3) the goal was achieved.



t h e i n t er r el at ion bet w ee n de v elopm e n t, m a nage m e n t, a n d m a nage m e n t issu e s . . .

231

Management 
goal

Respon-
dent 1

Respon-
dent 2

Respon-
dent 3

Respon-
dent 4

Respon-
dent 5

Respon-
dent 6

Respon-
dent 7

Respon-
dent 8

R P R P R P R P R P R P R P R P

Inventory of 
data 2 1 2 2 3 1 3 1 2 1 3 2 3 1 2 2

Quality tour-
ism experience 2 1 2 3 3 1 2 1 2 - 2 1 3 1 2 3

Understanding 
of the Park’s 
values 

1 1 2 2 3 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 2 2 2 2

Improvement 
in the quali-
ty of accommo-
dation and ser-
vices

1 1 2 - 2 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 2 1 2 -

Improvement 
in the Park’s 
image

1 2 1 2 1 1 2 1 1 2 1 2 1 2 2 2

Creation of a 
quality trans-
port network

1 1 1 1 2 1 3 1 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 1

Development 
of infrastruc-
ture with min-
imum negative 
impact

3 1 3 1 3 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 3 1 2 1

Cooperation 
with the local 
community

2 1 3 3 3 2 2 1 2 1 2 1 3 2 3 3

Resolution of 
legal-property 
relations 

2 1 2 - 1 - 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 - 2 1

Advancement 
of the legal 
framework

1 1 1 - 1 3 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 - 1 1
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Tab. 3 Scores of relevance and level of connection to goals of prior management plans for 
management goals in the proposed plan for the period of 2019 to 2028 (R-relevance, P-level 
of relation to prior goals) 10 in Proposed Management Plan for Plitvice Lakes National Park, 
2019–2028

Management 
goals

Respon-
dent 1

Respon-
dent 2

Respon-
dent 3

Respon-
dent 4

Respon-
dent 5

Respon-
dent 6

Respon-
dent 7

Respon-
dent 8

R P R P R P R P R P R P R P R P

Preservation of 
aquatic ecosys-
tems

3 1 3 - 3 1 3 1 3 1 - 1 2 1 2 2

Preservation of 
forest ecosys-
tems

3 2 3 - 3 2 3 2 3 - 3 2 3 2 3 2

Preservation of 
grasslands 2 2 2 2 2 1 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 2 2

Preservation of 
karst 3 1 3 1 3 2 3 1 3 1 3 1 3 - 3 1

Tangible cultur-
al heritage 3 1 3 1 1 2 3 1 3 1 3 1 2 - 3 1

Intangible cul-
tural heritage 3 1 3 1 3 1 2 3 - - 3 2 - -- 3 1

Cultural land-
scape 3 1 3 1 3 2 3 1 - - 3 1 - - 3 1

Visitation sys-
tem 3 2 3 1 3 3 3 2 3 2 3 1 3 2 2 2

Hospitality and 
commerce 3 1 3 1 3 1 3 1 3 1 3 1 3 1 3 1

Interpretation 
and education 2 2 3 3 2 2 2 3 3 1 1 3 2 2 2 1

Marketing 1 3 1 3 1 3 2 3 1 3 3 - 1 3 1 3

Revitalisation 
of agricultural 
production

2 2 3 2 1 2 2 2 2 1 2 2 2 3 2 2

Development 
and harmonisa-
tion of the ecot-
ourism supply

3 1 3 1 3 2 3 1 3 1 2 1 3 2 3 1

Ensuring an ad-
equate legal and 
planning frame-
work needed for 
management

1 1 - 1 1 1 - 1 2 1 1 2 3 1 1 1

10	 Relevance: 1) the goal is irrelevant; 2) the goal is partially-relevant; 3) the goal is rel-
evant; Level of relation to previous goals: 1) the goal is not related; 2) the goal is par-
tially-related; 3) the goal is related.
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Management 
goals

Respon-
dent 1

Respon-
dent 2

Respon-
dent 3

Respon-
dent 4

Respon-
dent 5

Respon-
dent 6

Respon-
dent 7

Respon-
dent 8

R P R P R P R P R P R P R P R P

Development of 
institutional & 
human capaci-
ty and compe-
tence

1 2 - 2 1 2 - 2 2 2 1 2 1 2 1 2

Management 
of property and 
infrastructure

3 2 - 2 3 2 - 2 3 2 3 2 1 2 1 2

In the case of the new management plan, ten goals were deemed to be 
relevant, three to be partially-relevant, and three to be irrelevant for the 
Park’s management. The goals that were deemed to be irrelevant predomi-
nantly related to resource organisation. The respondents were nearly unan-
imous regarding the improvements, in terms of better-stated goals/sub-
themes, in the new plan over the former plans, but they agreed that the new 
goals were rather weakly-linked to the goals of previous management pe-
riods—this is not necessarily a bad thing, as one respondent put it: ‘the old 
plan(s) should be filed away and forgotten, only to be dusted off and displayed 
as an example of what not to do’.

It is indicative that in the case of both plans, priority in terms of rel-
evance was given to the goals aimed at protecting (preserving) the envi-
ronment, then to protecting cultural heritage and landscapes, and then to 
goals aimed at strengthening the local community and ecotourism sup-
ply. Not even the respondents from economic sciences gave high priority to 
goals that were oriented towards tourism, hospitality, and marketing. The 
respondents stressed that the emphasis of such goals, in terms of sustaina-
ble management of the Park, was ‘the wrong approach, and was not oriented 
toward the primary goals underlying the founding of the Park’.

One respondent, however, highlighted one of the dangers of the new 
plan that could lead to poor and improper implementation: ‘each measure 
has a series of activity indicators, however, it is worrisome that the majori-
ty of them require the engagement of external contractors, which would add 
cost and complication, as well as the all-important question of which exter-
nal contractors should be selected and how’. Moreover, one of the respond-
ents stressed that individual goals and their indicators were determined for 
a period of ten years, i.e. for the intended duration of the plan, but the se-
quence in the formulation of the goals is not clearly-defined—only the du-
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ration of lower-level activities is determined—nor is there a timeframe for 
their implementation. This opens the possibility for a given activity to be 
delayed or otherwise insufficiently pursued, which could result in its ulti-
mately unsuccessful implementation.

In summation, the dominant attitude was that it is certainly better to 
have a plan than to not have one, but the fact that the proposed plan will 
be adopted late would, in and of itself, be a detriment for its quality imple-
mentation. Additionally, the new plan still largely treats the goals of envi-
ronmental, social, economic, and political sustainability as equally-impor-
tant in an area where this absolutely cannot be the case.

Opportunities for improving management policy
In regard to the identified management problems, it should be emphasised 
that contemporary models of management often highlight the need to in-
clude different “additional” aspects in the management of protected areas 
(Newsome et al., 2013). The most frequent integration method is to include 
the local community, and the integration of socio-cultural sustainability 
with environmental sustainability for protected areas in order to attain bet-
ter results in both segments. The second form of integration is to include 
the surrounding area in the management of the protected area, where one 
model is used for the entire area and the surrounding area serves as a buff-
er zone, protecting the core of the protected area from negative influences, 
while the surrounding rural area benefits from the opportunities offered by 
protected area status in terms of tourism development and serves as a “ser-
vice area” for the Park (Leusche et al., 2013).

Zoning based on protection characteristics is carried out in the scope 
of management plans, i.e. the acceptable level of protection and activities 
(tourism and residence) for a given area is precisely determined—this is 
particularly the case in Europe. There are usually pre-existing areas that 
are used for tourism or housing, regardless of this isolating zoning, which 
limit the developmental aspects of the space. At the same time, the sur-
rounding region perceives the protected area as a limitation on develop-
ment, without which it could have a totally different system of manage-
ment or even development. Therefore, protection and development must be 
integrated, which is best done by managing the entire area, in which com-
munication between protection and development stakeholders is ensured 
and cooperation is heartily encouraged. As with the dimension of environ-
mental sustainability, which is monitored as a part of protection, dimen-
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sions of economic and socio-cultural or demographic sustainability must 
be established.

The aforementioned related dimensions would also have their own 
specific sets of developmental goals and systems of oversight and assess-
ment. Accordingly, via solutions for individual impact factors and specific 
impacts in a given protected area, an integrated management model can be 
created that summarises the best practices and specific management needs, 
i.e. management goals, activities, monitoring, and (re)evaluation.

Integration is also understood to include integral management of nat-
ural and cultural heritage, which defines evaluation, research, inventory-
ing, monitoring, protection measures, interpretation and promotion, and 
communication and reporting. Whereby, it is vitally important to include 
all natural and cultural heritage elements (e.g. geological, geomorpholog-
ical, climatical, hydrological, biological, ethnological, archaeological, and 
anthropological elements). Furthermore, as an additional element of in-
tegral management, the importance of connecting protected areas with 
neighbouring areas on the regional level (or the international level if the 
area in question lies along a state’s border) should be highlighted. In this 
way, complete management of a given area is enabled, in terms of both pro-
tection and developmental measures.

Initiatives to establish indicators on the global, national, and local lev-
els indicate that they are necessary preconditions for sustainable develop-
ment, materialisation, measurement, and evaluation of components of the 
environment, so that the concept of sustainable development would not 
simply become a general definition. It should be stressed that environmen-
tal protection and tourism cannot successfully coexist in an integral man-
agement system that is not based on the following two principles: first, the 
principle of meritocracy of different professions and experts; and second, 
the principle of continuous improvement of management systems and their 
oversight. Therefore, further research of all spatial components as an in-
tegral line, in which the protected area is only one component, is needed.

Conclusion
Development of Plitvice Lakes National Park should be regarded in the con-
text of development that has unfolded over the past 150 years (with sever-
al short periods of discontinuity), 70 of which have been directed by formal 
management of some kind. Development throughout the entire timeline 
has dominantly been dependent on tourism demand and four fundamen-
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tal phases of management have been established, based on the research un-
derlying the chapter:

1.	 the phase of informal management (1883–1948);
2.	 the phase of management based on spatial plans (1949–1989);
3.	 the wartime phase—lack of a fundamental management and de-

cision-making body (1990–2002); and
4.	 the phase of planned management documents (2003–time of 

writing). 

Despite the largely consistent management presence and actions, it 
should be stressed that fundamental management problems have been 
identified: functional overburdening; threats to hydro-geological biotopes; 
and negative demographic processes in and around the Park. It is discour-
aging that the recent management phase had no answers to these three fun-
damental problems, despite the emphasis that was placed on preserving hy-
dro-geological environmental biotopes—which was totally ignored in the 
second and third phases.

With regard to the fact that management of protected areas is a cycli-
cal process, within the framework of which pre-arranged activities are un-
dertaken to achieve specific goals, it is extremely important to observe how 
this process unfolded in previous periods, as well as how it is unfolding in 
current developmental processes. This process and efficiency assessments, 
based on interviews with respondents, show that the majority of goals were 
insufficiently relevant and unsuccessfully carried out, which is extremely 
important in terms of efficient management. The respondents were largely 
of the opinion that while it is better to have a plan that to not have one, the 
current plan is flawed in that it treats environmental, social, economic, and 
political sustainability goals as equally-important in an area where this (by 
definition) cannot be the case.

Finally, integration of protection and development via management of 
an entire area would ensure better communication and cooperation among 
various stakeholders. Additionally, dimensions other than that of a sus-
tainable environment should be taken into account, e.g. economic and so-
cio-cultural/demographic sustainability, in order to properly manage the 
development of a given area. The aforementioned integral model, which 
would enable a certain amount of management autonomy for social issues, 
is necessary in terms of strengthening the integration of the environment 
and the community as two parts of a single ecosystem. 
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