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Abstract: Floodplain forests at the confluence of the rivers Dyje and Morava (in the southeastern
tip of the Czech Republic) are completely unique ecosystems in terms of area and ecology. For
many years, there has been an effort by the state’s nature protection officials to declare the area as a
Protected Landscape Area. This effort is met by the resistance of foresters and other local stakeholders.
The study focuses on the identification of stakeholders’ comments and objections to the planned
declaration of the Soutok PLA and the comparison between the objections raised and the attitudes of
stakeholders from existing PLAs. Using the content analysis of 247 paper documents, the first part of
the study determines the negative arguments that are subsequently verified in the second part on the
basis of 17 semistructured standardized interviews and interview surveys of 200 respondents. The
analysis of the interviews and surveys was based on the grounded theory method. The theoretical
sampling and snowball techniques were used to recruit the respondents. The interviews and surveys
showed that most concerns over restrictions established by the conservation status are unnecessary
since experience showed that they are either not registered or not established by the PLA status, and
their application is provided by other legislative standards.

Keywords: protected areas establishment; stakeholder participation; landscape protection; qualita-
tive research; Soutok Protected Landscape Area (Czech Republic)

1. Introduction

Human activities, including agriculture, forestry, and urbanization, have influenced
ecosystems to such an extent that there is only a small number of natural places in the
world left [1]. As a result, protected areas are considered crucial for nature conservation [2]
and the maintenance of biodiversity. The protection of natural areas is presented as a useful
tool for many reasons, the most important being provisioning, regulating, cultural, and
supporting ecosystem services [3,4].

Protected Landscape Areas (PLAs) are one of the categories of protected areas (PAs)
according to Act 114/1992 Coll. on nature and landscape protection. PLAs are defined
as large areas with a harmoniously shaped landscape, characteristic relief, a significant
proportion of natural forest ecosystems, and permanent grasslands. The economic use is
carried out according to the zones of graded protection so that their natural state is main-
tained and improved, and the optimal ecological functions of these areas are preserved or
recreated. The protection regime is therefore looser here than in the case of national parks.

Social support is one of the key factors that determine the successful establishment and
management of protected areas [5–8]. The perception of a Protected Landscape Area (PLA)
in designation could differ from the perception of an existing Protected Landscape Area
(PLA), which has been operating for years, where perception is influenced by experiences
with management. Only a few studies explored perceptions before the establishment of
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PLAs [9,10] even though knowledge about them is actually most important for the success
of PLA establishment [11].

Currently, nature and landscape protection are much-debated issues, especially in the
context of regional development. Declaration of large-size protected areas often leads to
controversial and emotional debates. The authors highlighted three reasons why desig-
nated areas may not reflect public perceptions. These include the following reasonings:
(i) designated landscapes may be based on historical decisions made before participatory
processes were included; (ii) expert knowledge is often the only form of knowledge consid-
ered or tends to be privileged over other forms of knowledge; and (iii) the focus has been
on certain landscape evaluation criteria over others (e.g., recreational, therapeutic, and spir-
itual values, sense of place or scenic qualities) [12]. While conservation strategies typically
account for changing forest ecology, wildlife populations, and biophysical conditions, far
less consideration is given to the changing perceptions of PLA neighbors [13,14].

On the other hand, in many cases, conservation activities have resulted in positive
impacts for local communities, including livelihood provision through tourism develop-
ment, economic benefits, environmental management, participation in governance, and the
protection of historic sites and cultural resources [15–17]. If the set of management actions
lived up to people’s expectations, protected areas would have a higher probability of
being socially supported, which must be a central point in their adaptive management [8].
The attractiveness of the preserved state of nature and landscape, which is in the long
term guaranteed by the status of the protected area, is undoubtedly one of the important
prerequisites for the long-term economic prosperity of local municipalities and subregions.

Rather than simply labeling conservation as positive or negative, actions taken to
protect or manage the environment can produce a suite of both positive and negative
impacts that variably affect social, economic, cultural, health, and governance spheres of
local communities [17]. Conservation strategies are currently evolving from wilderness
protection and restoration to the appropriate use of natural resources and maintenance
of landscapes influenced by human management [18]. According to Bennett [19], local
people’s perceptions about conservation in PAs can be categorized into four thematic
areas: social impacts of conservation, ecological outcomes of conservation, legitimacy
of conservation governance, and acceptability of conservation management. This kind
of categorization could be helpful in identifying aspects of conservation policies and
management actions that are acceptable or unacceptable to local people [20].

Perception and attitudes toward protected areas establish the degree of success when
it comes to sustainable conservation planning [21] because conservation initiatives require
the active participation of local communities in decision-making processes and solutions to
integrate local development with environmental conservation [21]. Local community in-
volvement in the management of protected areas usually leads to increased awareness of the
benefits of biodiversity, more responsible use of resources, and welfare of local people [22].

In the past decades, there has been a shift in the perception of protected areas in
post-communist countries. The conventional method (officially ordered nature conserva-
tion without the acceptance of stakeholders’ opinion) is abandoned and the participatory
method of nature and landscape conservation is becoming the center of attention [11]. In
contemporary literature, local residents’ perceptions and attitudes toward protected areas
are identified as key factors for the successful management of these areas [23]. According
to Nastran [11], the main factors influencing the stakeholders’ attitude to future protected
areas are the perception of benefits, effects and costs, the possibility to participate in impor-
tant meetings about the protected area, and personal experience with previous negotiations
with nature conservation authorities. According to Winter et al. [10], the perception of
protected areas is further influenced by socioeconomic factors (age, sex, education, ethnic
origin, place of residence, etc.). Trakolis [24] stated that it is necessary to consider the diver-
gence of opinions and the perception of benefits of the protected area between stakeholders
and administrators (founders). Allendorf et al. [25] also pointed out that some one-off
or past actions are quickly forgotten by stakeholders (mainly infrastructure projects and
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increased employment in services). Such a situation when people forget that protected
areas generate benefits given by ecosystem services significantly contributes to the rather
negative perception of protected areas [26]. The existing problems with the protection of
nature highlight the need for a transdisciplinary approach. Natural areas can no longer
be protected by normative regulations in situ but social factors that strongly influence the
success of declaring a protected area have to be included [11].

In addition to specially protected areas, much attention has recently been paid to
the perception of stakeholders at Natura 2000. It is also well known in the Soutok area.
Apostolopoulou et al. [27] carried out an analysis of the participatory process in the
management of the Greek Natura 2000 sites, while Rojas-Briales [28] investigated the
key socioeconomic issues in the implementation of the Natura 2000 network in Spain or
Nastran, and Pirnat [29] showed the stakeholder involvement in the designation of the
Natura 2000 sites in Slovenia [30].

The main objective of the study is to determine the stakeholders’ negative attitude fac-
tors against the declaration of the Soutok PLA and to verify the adequacy of the arguments
raised by the stakeholders (representatives of local authorities, the public, interested and
professional organizations), which were used as a negative stance against the declaration
of the Soutok PLA. During the research, we tested the following working hypothesis:
Stakeholders prevent the emergence of PLAs from irrational fears and stereotypes, or
ignorance (and generally insufficient environmental education and awareness in the Czech
Republic) or from their own selfish interests. Most, (in fact) almost all, of their arguments
are unfounded.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The Czech Republic is a landlocked hilly plateau surrounded by relatively low moun-
tains, including the Carpathian, Ore, Sudetic, and the Sumava mountains, and lies in the
temperate climate zone with average temperatures varying among the various regions of
the Czech Republic; it is also characterized by mild and humid summers with occasional
hot spells, and cold, cloudy, and humid winters. The Soutok (confluence, in English) area
(Figure 1) is a unique landscape in the downstream parts of the Morava and Dyje rivers [31]
with a mosaic of forest, meadow, wetland, and water ecosystems, with a large complex of
lowland floodplain forests and part of unique historical landscaping in the Lednice-Valtice
Area (UNESCO World Heritage Site and also part of UNESCO Biosphere reserve Dolní
Morava). A substantial part has the character of primeval stands that, together with other
types of biotopes, form an indivisible complex (Figures 2–7). The area is also extremely
important for the size and quality of meadow habitats, especially continental flooded
meadows. The Ministry of the Environment of the Czech Republic demarcated the Soutok
PLA into two discontinuous blocks with a total area of 139 km2, separated by the town
of Břeclav. The V-shaped area spreads along the Morava and Dyje rivers starting at their
upstream confluence. The PLA extends to the cadastral territories of 19 municipalities in
the districts of Břeclav and Hodonín. Both districts are border regions that are developing
cooperation with the municipalities of Lower Austria and western Slovakia, especially
in the construction of transport infrastructure and environmental protection. The area is
defined and delineated so that it does not extend to the built-up parts of the municipalities.

The existing protected landscape areas of Moravský Kras/Moravian Karst and
Pálava/Pavlov Highlands (Figure 1) were chosen to verify the stakeholders’ arguments
against the declaration of the Soutok Protected Landscape Area. Both territories are lo-
cated in the South Moravian Region. Moravský Kras/Moravian Karst was declared a
Protected Landscape Area in 1956 as the second PLA in the territory of the present-day
Czech Republic. Pálava/Pavlov was declared a Protected Landscape Area in 1967.

Moravský Kras (Moravian Karst) is a 3 to 6 km wide and 25 km long strip of Devonian
limestone [32]. The long-term goal of nature and landscape protection in the PLA is to
preserve the unique set of surface and underground karst phenomena as the basis of the
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typical landscape character [33]. The Moravian Karst was declared a PLA covering an area
of 92 km2 as early as 1956, which made it the second oldest PLA in the present-day Czech
Republic. The value of the area was reflected in the high representation of the most strictly
protected sites. Zone 1 occupies 17.7% of the PLA area.

Figure 1. Study area (p-PLA planned protected landscape area).
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Figure 2. The floodplain forests in the Soutok area are interwoven with a network of river branches,
billabongs, canals, etc.

Figure 3. Which are the habitats of many specially protected plants and animals (e.g., Rana sp.).

Figure 4. The mosaic of floodplain habitats is also cocreated by Willow–poplar forests of lowland
rivers, tall-sedge beds, Eutrophic vegetation of muddy substrates, etc.
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Figure 5. The most valuable parts are of primeval character with a lot of woody debris.

Figure 6. In addition to forests, the landscape of Soutok is formed by Continental inundated meadows
with solitaires of living or dead trees, the niches of which are inhabited by specially protected animal
species (e.g., white stork).

Figure 7. The result of the clear-felling system of forest management is even-aged and monocultural
stands of deciduous, mostly autochthonous, tree species (oak, ash).

The area of the Protected Landscape Area Moravský Kras is located in cadastral
areas of 24 municipalities. However, only the cadastral areas of the municipalities of
Ostrov u Macochy and Rudice overlap completely with this protected landscape area.
According to the data of the Czech Statistical Office, as of 1 January 2015, the population
was 24,850 inhabitants. For the share of economic subjects in chosen administrative areas
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of municipalities with extended powers on the territory of protected landscape areas,
see Table 1.

Table 1. The share of economic subjects in chosen administrative areas of municipalities with extended powers on the
territory of protected landscape areas of Moravský Kras and Pálava, 2015 (Source: CZSO).

Share of Economic Subjects
Based on Chosen Sectors of

Economic Activities (%)

Protected Landscape Area Pálava Protected Landscape Area Moravský Kras

Municipality
with Extended
Powers Břeclav

Municipality
with Extended

Powers Mikulov

Municipality
with Extended

Powers Blansko

Municipality
with Extended
Powers Brno

Municipality with
Extended Powers

Šlapanice

Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing 7.6 10.6 4.1 1.8 4.1
Industry total 12.2 13.8 16.1 10.4 15.8
Construction 11.2 15.3 11.2 8.6 12.0

Retail, Accommodation, Meals
and Restaurant Services 27.4 26.5 24.5 27.3 24.8

The Pálava PLA (Pavlov Highlands) covers an area of 83 km2, making it one of the
smallest PLAs in the Czech Republic [34]. Overall, 30% of its area is covered by forests,
mainly in Děvín and the eastern part of the territory, and 55% is agricultural land [32] with
traditional vineyards. It is a particularly valuable biogeographical site with thermophilic
ecosystems of almost Mediterranean character. Floodplain forests, wetland meadows
in the Dyje floodplain, and one of the last habitats of salinephilic vegetation—Slanisko
Nesyt—increase the diversity of the area. The character of the landscape is completed by
agriculturally used plots with the predominance of vineyards, and individual settlements
with the privileged position of the historic town of Mikulov [35].

According to the data of the Czech Statistical Office, as of 1 January 2015, the pop-
ulation was 13,344 inhabitants in the 11 cadastral areas. From this number, more than
half of the inhabitants live in the municipality Mikulov (7443). The number of inhabitants
in the remaining municipalities does not exceed 1000, which makes this region a typical
rural area.

2.2. Data Collection and Analysis

The data were collected in two stages (Figure 8). The first stage included the collection
of material for the identification of key objections and comments that the stakeholders
(representatives of municipalities, economic operators, and individual citizens) used to
argue against the declaration of the Soutok PLA for fear of complications that the new
nature protection scheme would bring. A total of 93 min of meetings of municipal councils,
86 newspaper articles and special reports from environmental bodies, 19 decisive stances
of municipalities, and 49 stances of the economic operators concerned were collected
from publicly available sources and databases of the municipalities concerned during
the 2008–2013 negotiations. The documents were subsequently submitted to content
analysis, with the help of which we determined and categorized the key arguments of
the stakeholders. Content analysis represents one of the techniques of document analysis
that aims to organize and reveal latent information in written materials. It is based on an
objective, systematic, and quantitative description of the content of the communication [36].
For qualitative content analysis, we used Mayring’s approach [37,38], working with coding
criteria that are developed based on research questions and theoretical background, while
categories are derived inductively from the collected material. Categories are also verified
and refined in order to fit previously established criteria. When examining the content,
content units and categories were identified first and then used to evaluate the negative
arguments in the final analysis. During the coding and classification process, each part was
supervised and discussed by the authors in order to achieve relevant results. Depending on
the chosen methodology, inductive or deductive coding or both might be used. Inductive
coding starts with a detailed analysis of sources (articles, concepts, themes, etc.) and is
useful for strategies using grounded theory. On the other hand, deductive coding works
with a set of keywords, specific themes, and ideas, followed by indicating whether these
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are mentioned in the sources [39]. It enabled us to determine both the quantity of text
expression (amount and frequency) and also the quality of new themes. Using deductive
category application, the sources are analyzed according to a coding framework, and
we can use different techniques: formal and content structuring, typifying, and scaling
structuring [40]. For our study, we used a combination of inductive and deductive coding
approaches. Generally, we can sum up deductive–inductive coding process into two steps.
In the first step, we developed deductive categories, as mentioned above, and in the second
step, we developed inductive categories for the analysis and the interpretation of new
aspects and themes.

Figure 8. Methodological framework.

In this study, we used NVivo 11 software to conduct the content analysis. NVivo
offers researchers the possibility to import various types of raw data (text files, audio and
video files, and images), and although it can run automatically, we used a software-assisted
approach and checked the data processing by reviewing the word list, removing irrelevant
words and rerunning the query until the created proposed model (with parent nodes and
child nodes) fit the best to present the findings [41].

The second stage represented a confrontation of the negative arguments with the
attitudes of the representatives of the municipalities located in the existing PLAs in the
same region that have a similar or close subject of nature and landscape protection as
the proposed Soutok PLA. These were the Moravian Karst PLA and the Pálava PLA.
For these needs, materials for in-depth, semistructured, and open-ended interviews and
questionnaires were assembled. Respondents for face-to-face interviews were chosen on
the basis of the purpose-made selection method using the snowball technique, in which
other respondents were recruited on recommendation from previous interviews. In each
of the selected PLAs, we chose both mayors of municipalities situated on the outskirts,
which are almost unaffected by tourism, and municipalities located near the most visited
tourist destinations. Within the Moravian Karst PLA, these included the municipalities of
Blansko, Kanice, Ostrov u Macochy, and Vilémovice, and in the case of the Pálava PLA, the
municipalities of Dolní Věstonice, Pavlov, Přítluky, and Sedlec u Mikulova. Furthermore,
interviews were conducted with the representatives of major forest owners—the School
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Forest Enterprise Masaryk Forest Křtiny (Křtiny, Czech Republic) and the Židlochovice
Forest Enterprise (LZ), the managers of PLA administration involved and other economic
operators (AGRO Měřín Agricultural Holding). A total of 17 structured interviews with a
standardized list of questions lasting 45–60 min were conducted in 2017. The arguments
concerning the restrictions on the residents and visitors were evaluated on the basis of a
questionnaire survey carried out in the summer months of 2018, i.e., during the main tourist
season. We used the theoretical sampling technique [42] to select the respondents who
answered partial questions within the scope of the Likert scale while openly commenting
on partial arguments. It is based on a process of data collection for generating theory
whereby the analyst jointly collects codes and analyses data and decides what data to
collect next and where to find them. For the questionnaire survey, we used structured
questionnaires that we administered personally and we collected 200 questionnaires with a
response rate of 80%.

The methodological framework covered the first phase—investigation in the proposed
Soutok PLA and the second phase—the verification within present PLA/LPAs Moravský
Kras and Pálava (Figure 8).

The grounded theory method presented by Glaser and Straus [42] was used to evaluate
the interview and questionnaire data. It is probably the most widely used approach in
qualitative research [43]. By formulating a research question, it seeks to create theories
firmly grounded in data, thus distinguishing itself from theories that are created in an
intuitive or speculative manner. It is a method of data analysis and a comprehensive
approach that governs the research process from finding a research question to publishing
the resulting theory and its possible further development. We used this approach to
discover the motives and hidden relations between the perception of negations caused by
the declaration of the Soutok PLA. When applying this approach, we proceeded in the
following steps: (1) creating concepts, (2) seeking theoretical relations between concepts,
and (3) selecting a central concept and formulating the theory. When creating the concepts,
we used open coding, then axial coding, and selective coding.

3. Results

Of the total number of 200 respondents, 108 women (54%) and 92 men (46%) par-
ticipated in the questionnaire survey. The majority of respondents belonged to the age
group of 18–39 (40.5%), 67 respondents (33.5%) to the age group of 40–59, and 26% of
participants to the age group of over 60. In terms of the highest educational attainment,
the respondents were divided into almost equal groups. We addressed 48 persons (24%)
with lower-level secondary education and 71 persons (35.5%) with an advanced level of
secondary education, attested by a certificate of apprenticeship or a diploma. A total of
27% of those surveyed had completed tertiary vocational education and 13.5% university
education. Moreover, 102 persons living in the municipalities extending to the Moravian
Karst PLA or the Pálava PLA were set aside by a filter question. Of these, 54 respondents
live in the Moravian Karst PLA municipalities and 48 in the Pálava PLA municipalities.

3.1. Arguments against the Declaration of the Soutok PLA—Overview

Although negotiations on the declaration of the Soutok PLA have been held several
times, it has not been enforced mainly due to the constant resistance of local municipalities
and residents, whose negative attitude persists. Using contact analysis of available docu-
ments, we created a categorization of the negative arguments (Table 2) that the stakeholders
repeatedly used to express their disapproval of the declaration of PLA. Nevertheless, even
the opponents of the proposal are aware of the extraordinary value of the area. However,
they are still convinced that the conservation status is sufficient and that the PLA would
increase bureaucracy and restrictions. Opponents of the project include all mayors of the
municipalities concerned, Forests of the Czech Republic, s.p. (state enterprise) on behalf of
the Židlochovice Forest Enterprise, which is the administrator of most forests in the area,
and the representatives of the Lower Morava Biosphere Reserve.
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3.2. Arguments against the Declaration of the Soutok PLA—Increase in Stakeholders’ Restrictions

Mainly, the residents of the affected municipalities were concerned about the restric-
tions on normal movement in the area of the proposed Soutok PLA. These doubts are based
on past experience when the territory belonged to the border zone where entry was banned
for 40 years. The residents were therefore afraid of further bans and restrictions that, in
their words, the PLA status would bring.

Table 2. Objections and comments of stakeholders from the area concerned on the declaration of the Soutok PLA,
own processing.

Category Unit Description Status/Relevance

limitations

entry into and movement
in PLA

residents’ concerns over restrictions on entry and free
movement based on Section 26 of Act No. 114/1992 Sb.,

on nature and landscape protection [44]
Not confirmed

agricultural and forestery
production

restrictions on agricultural and forestry production
resulting from Act No. 114/1992 Sb., on nature and

landscape protection [44]
Confirmed

ship transportation restrictions/termination of boat cruises on the Chateau
Pond and on the Morava river from Břeclav to Janův hrad Irrelevant

compromised identity
alienation of the residents in relation to the protected area

as a result of various prohibitions and restrictions,
disregard of regional and local needs and customs

Not confirmed

constructions
intervention of officials in built-up parts of the area in
connection with the appearance of buildings and their

color design
Confirmed

bike trails construction
ban on the construction of new asphalt bike trails after the
declaration of PLA; preservation of the existing trails is

not guaranteed
Not confirmed

regional
development

construction closure

restricted building work that would hamper the
development of municipalities thus leading to

depopulation and, most of all, the outflow of business
operators

Confirmed

slowing/stopping
regional development

fear that the municipalities will be gripped by the
protected areas without having a possibility to change the

master plan toward the expansion of built-up areas
Not confirmed

decline in cross-border
cooperation

negative impact on cross-border cooperation, e.g.,
impossibility to build a footbridge across the Dyje river to

the Austrian municipality of Rabensburg

Not documented.
Estimate: Not

confirmed

decline in tourism restricted development of tourism related to the
restrictions on the movement of people in PLA Not confirmed

loss of job opportunities loss of job opportunities, especially in agriculture and
forestry that employ high numbers of people Not confirmed

economy

decline in property prices
concerns over the decline of land and real estate prices

due to regional development limits caused by the
declaration of PLA

Not confirmed

decrease in the number of
small and medium-sized

businesses

constraints to business development caused by limited
construction of technical infrastructure and civic resulting

from already low purchasing power of residents in
rural areas

Not confirmed

reduction in
municipality income

under Act No. 114/1992 Sb. [44] mining of minerals in
PLA zone 1 is prohibited, which will lead to a reduction in
the present extraction of oil, natural gas, and gravel sand

by private companies and thus to a reduction in the
income of the municipalities

Not confirmed

increase in investments
connected with the
declaration of PLA

the state does not provide any compensation for the
increase in investment caused by the protection Not confirmed
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Table 2. Cont.

Category Unit Description Status/Relevance

environmental
protection

insufficient environmental
management plan

the management plan is not drawn up pursuant to Section
1 of Decree No. 80/2008 Sb., on management plans,

designation and registration of areas protected under the
Nature and Landscape Protection Act

Not confirmed

complications in
adopting FMP

complications in drawing up the forest management plan
(FMP) mean restrictions on harvesting forest in the area of
interest and designing FMP that will primarily satisfy the

Agency for Nature Conservation and
Landscape Protection

Confirmed

sufficient conservation
status

the proposed area currently belongs to the Natura 2000
network, there is a biosphere reserve, a UNESCO site, and
several small special protection areas that provide local

protection, so general protection is unnecessary

Not confirmed

our work, our care
the current state of the area is an achievement of forest

managers from the Židlochovice Forest Enterprise, who
have been farming here for several generations

Not confirmed

public
administration

and self-
government

complications in
municipal

self-government

the nature conservation authority with competence for the
territory directly in the PLA will be the PLA

administration and not the municipal authority with
enlarged jurisdiction or the regional authority, which will

complicate the submission of permit applications

Not confirmed

lack of information
the Ministry of the Environment provided incomplete and
biased information about the declaration process of the

Soutok PLA
Not confirmed

Timber production and terrain conditions of forests (slopes, field accessibility) play
an important role in understanding the conflicts between nature conservation and forest
management. Floodplain forests of the proposed Soutok PLA represent the most productive
forest ecosystems in the Czech Republic.

In the short term, the introduction of close to nature management may partially
increase the cost of forest management, but the use of natural processes in forests brings
a significant financial benefit in the long term [45]. In forest management, the use of
forests should not bring just a short-term economic benefit. The widespread use of natural
processes in forestry practice has a profound and long-term biological impact on the
prosperity of forest ecosystems and thus the economy of their management.

Research has revealed that the status of PLA is not related to the reduced attractiveness
of the area. Overall, 127 respondents (63.5%) find areas outside large PLAs as attractive as
national parks and PLAs themselves, and 70 respondents (35%) find large protected areas
more attractive. The majority of respondents (73%) would be equally interested in the site
even before the declaration. Most of them argued that “the declaration will not change
the area in any way” and that “the site is either interesting or not, and this is not related
to the PLA status.” Furthermore, 26% of the respondents will find the site more attractive
because “there had to be a reason for the declaration” or “we will get better information
about the area” and “the site will be better mapped.” Only two of the respondents would
find the site less attractive due to the fact that there will be a “less interesting nature” and
also because these areas are “supervised,” which seemed to be a limiting factor to them.

Representatives of municipal authorities unanimously agreed that certain rules for the
shape of houses, colors of roofs, etc. are defined. However, not all respondents consider this
to be a limitation. The most frequent limitation they mentioned was the duty to build gable
roofs with red to brown burnt tiles and the impossibility to have dormers and balconies.
Overall, 73.5% of participants did not feel restricted in the construction of the house.
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3.3. Arguments against the Declaration of the Soutok PLA—Negative Impact on the Development
of the Region

Successful and sustainable development of the region is guaranteed by a well-designed
master plan and balanced use of the potential of the area. In addition, the layout and land
use are bound by generally applicable territorial limits. The responses of municipality
mayors to the question of restrictions on construction in PLA are different and each of them
sees restrictions from a different perspective. An important factor is also the location of the
built-up part of the municipality in relation to the PLA. The Soutok PLA has been designed
so that it does not extend to the built-up area. The proposal even featured a possible
bypass of the city of Břeclav, when the area needed for the construction of new buildings
was excluded from the PLA proposal in order to avoid potential conflict situations. The
mayors of municipalities in current protected landscape areas do not think that PLAs
limit the development of municipalities. In their words, entrepreneurs do not register
offices in these municipalities as PLAs do not allow the construction of logistics centers
or large development projects. However, this does not mean that the declaration of PLA
is responsible for the declining number of small and medium-sized businesses. At the
European level, there is a continuous need to strengthen relations between the environment,
regional development, and regional planning. It is crucial to take into consideration the
territorial impact on environmental planning, especially in the areas of planning and
management of protected areas, water resources, soil erosion, or localization of dangerous
and highly polluting substances, which are closely related to the impact on the landscape.
The key concern should be the mobilization of the inner potential of municipalities in the
form of brownfield revitalization rather than an extensive spatial extension. Similarly, the
presence of PLA was not found to be a restriction on cross-border cooperation. Instead, the
mayors emphasized the language barrier to be the main constraint.

An important question in the field of tourism is to what extent visitors affect the
phenomena for which protection was declared. Any applicable restrictions are established
in order to protect the phenomena that are destroyed by an onslaught of tourists. These
are prohibitions and orders to guide tourists toward sustainable tourism so that there is
still something to protect in the next decades. However, the interviews with the mayors
showed that the municipalities are trying to develop tourism and attract tourists to other
less well-known areas of the PLAs. Based on the research, the assumption of job losses
related to the declaration of the PLA was not confirmed.

3.4. Arguments against the Declaration of the Soutok PLA—Economic Risks

Given the fact that PLAs were declared several decades ago, it is impossible to find
out whether and how the declaration of PLA was reflected in the price of land. Compar-
ing prices inside and outside PLAs seems to be a possible starting point, but it is very
problematic since many more factors affect the price than just the PLA. Thus, mere price
comparison cannot be considered a relevant methodology. For the above-given reasons, the
exact land price movements cannot be determined. However, it is possible to point out low
market intensity within the PLA, with few sales and offers made in comparison with the
neighborhoods. Thus, only a fraction of what is sold outside is sold inside PLAs. Personal
interviews showed that the respondents could not assess whether and how the land price
had changed, precisely because the PLAs were declared a long time ago. Only one mayor
pointed out that, in his opinion, the land inside the PLA was virtually unsaleable because
of land use restrictions. An important argument for the municipalities in the proposed
Soutok PLA was the possibility of extracting oil, natural gas, and gravel sand from which
businesses contribute to the municipal budget. Partial objectives of the Moravian Karst
PLA administration include a ban on further mining activities—not even in close proximity
(currently only one surface limestone quarry is active), prevention of the establishment of
new mineral deposits, and prevention of the declaration of new mining areas and support
for restoration projects with maximum use of natural processes. This mention thus confirms
the concern over the impossibility of mining in the newly declared PLA. On the other hand,
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the extraction of oil and natural gas does not take place on the surface in large mining
areas but rather on spots. Real estate tax may pose another problem for the municipal
budget. The land included in PLA zone 1 [46] is also exempt from real estate tax. Thus,
municipalities lose part of the cadastral territory to this tax, which is otherwise fully paid to
the municipality in whose territory the property is located [47]. It was often mentioned that
nature conservation means increased investments, which must be paid from the municipal
budget, but the state does not offer any compensation for them. However, municipality
representatives mentioned that they can apply for subsidies, which in turn will relieve the
municipal budget. It is precisely because of the location in the protected landscape area that
the municipality is either awarded extra points for the location or receives a subsidy that
can cover up to 100% of eligible costs. Interviews with representatives of municipalities
clearly showed that nature conservation in the form of PLA does not mean an increase in
investments for municipalities.

3.5. Environmental Protection

All existing territories in the Czech Republic have been cocreated or influenced by
human beings and for their long-term functioning and biodiversity conservation other
human interventions are usually necessary [48]. Although forest managers cannot be
denied their share of the current state of forests in the area of the proposed Soutok PLA,
the representative of the Židlochovice Forest Enterprise pointed out that the priorities and
objectives of nature and landscape conservation are contradictory to their interests and
thus incompatible. The Židlochovice Forest Enterprise prefers the production function of
the forest that brings them an economic benefit. In contrast, nature conservation authorities
try to prevent the loss of forest stands and promote sustainable forest management.

The PLA management plan can be understood as a tool for prescribing restrictions
that are not binding on natural persons and legal entities, but it is a binding document
for forest holdings and regional planning. Interviews with the representatives of the
Moravian Karst PLA and the Pálava PLA reveal a contrast between the participation of local
government representatives in the process of drawing up management plans in the localities
of interest. While the Pálava PLA administration gives the mayors the final version of the
document to look at and any comments are discussed at the Ministry of the Environment,
the Moravian Karst PLA administration and the representatives of the municipalities
discuss the document at an early stage when the document is being drawn up so the
municipality representatives’ comments can be considered almost immediately during
discussions. The comment of the mayors of municipalities affected by the declaration of
the Soutok PLA stems from the insufficient elaboration of the management plan, especially
the missing chapters, when the management plan for the proposed Soutok PLA contained
only the part dealing with nature protection and human activities affecting the state of
nature and landscape. However, it is not common practice to draw up these documents
before the PLA is declared.

The most frequent argument against the declaration of the proposed Soutok PLA was
that the current protection of the site in question is adequate and the existing care in the
form of small-sized specially protected areas and the Lower Morava Biosphere Reserve is
sufficient. The basic problem of this argumentation is that small-sized specially protected
areas cover only a small part of the proposed site (about 0.94%). Furthermore, the Lower
Morava Biosphere Reserve, as the only one of the biosphere reserves in the Czech Republic,
is not subject to nature conservation authorities since it is largely situated outside of the
large-sized specially protected area (with the exception of the part extending to the Pálava
PLA), and it is also the only one represented by a nongovernmental organization. This
model of governance is unique because, until now, the management of Czech biosphere
reserves has always been associated with the performance of the administration of one
of the bodies of the Ministry of the Environment (either a protected landscape area or a
national park). The founders are the Czech Union for Nature Conservation, Forests of
the Czech Republic, s.p. (state enterprise), MND, a.s. (Moravian Oil Mines), the Ministry



Forests 2021, 12, 580 14 of 19

of the Environment, and the District Chamber of Commerce Břeclav. Except for the
Ministry of the Environment, all the founding bodies were opposed to the declaration of
the Soutok PLA. In the meantime, the existing environmental protection allows promoting
objectives that damage the environment, which means that it cannot be described as
sufficient. Forest management, which is currently incompatible with nature and landscape
protection (e.g., wide areas of regeneration blocks, using of exotic productive species
game management with a long-time history of planting non-native walnut Juglans nigra
L.), can also be classified as a fundamental problem that the existing protection of the
site does not deal with. Another major change was the regulation of rivers (including
the construction of the Nové Mlýny dams, built in the 1970s and 1980s), which meant a
significant reduction in the length of their streams and strangling meanders. It had an
impact on the entire floodplain forest ecosystem, which now needs to be artificially flooded.
The problem also arises of the possible migration of animals to be protected. Managing
such a vast territory by way of contractual agreements would only lead to fragmentation of
the territory, ineffective management of protection, and an increase in administrative steps.

3.6. Public Administration and Self-Government

The problem of providing incomplete and unilateral information can be described as
information asymmetry. The question of communication with the mayors and entities in
the affected areas permeated the entire interview.

When efforts were made to declare the Soutok PLA, the opponents also referred to
the poor reputation of nature conservation authorities. In their words, the breakthrough
moment was the declaration of the Natura 2000 network, which was announced without
any previous communication with local authorities. At the same time, the opinions of
the mayors whose municipalities belong to the Pálava PLA were also influenced by this
fact. Nature and landscape conservation cannot be taken as a strictly prescribed fact,
but the general public must be involved in this process too. Residents’ foreknowledge
and participation in decision making on events in municipalities and their immediate
surroundings is an essential part of a democratic society based on the coordination of
actions and satisfaction of the entities concerned. It is therefore essential that citizens
themselves get involved and submit their proposals and comments. After all, they form an
inseparable part of protected areas, and they know best what pitfalls they bring and what
problems need to be solved.

Mayors of municipalities affected by the intention to declare the Soutok PLA often
stated that PLA brings complication in exercising state administration and self-government.
The mayors of municipalities do not find any restrictions caused by the existence of PLA
that would limit them in the performance of administrative duties. The situation is similar
in the Pálava PLA where the mayors see complications limited to a minimum, and only in
the area of construction activity. Municipalities are obliged to include the conditions for
future construction activity, which are based on the requirements for nature and landscape
conservation, in the master plan documentation. The restrictions are more significant in
municipalities with a big part of a cadastral territory or built-up area in PLA. In the case of
the Soutok PLA, there is no need for these restrictions since it is defined and delineated
outside of the area suitable for construction activity. The mayors also stated that they had
no competencies other than the mayors of municipalities outside of the PLA.

The position of local governments should not change even after the PLA is declared.
According to the Ministry of the Environment, the only fundamental change will be that
the nature conservation authority with competence for the area lying directly in the PLA
will be the PLA administration and not the municipality with extended competence or
the regional authority. Compared to the current situation when residents need part of
the statement from a municipality with extended competence and part from a regional
authority, this represents a considerable relief.
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4. Discussion

The declaration of protected areas is a frequently discussed and controversial topic
since the present society considers nature conservation to be a very restrictive instru-
ment [49]. The general opinion of the society is that conservationists considerably restrict
or directly prohibit the alternative use of sites regardless of the changing reality. In some
cases, the objectives of the protection are only possible in small scattered locations con-
nected by narrow corridors. According to Chamblee et al. [50], spatial fragmentation of
protected areas can bring fewer benefits than the preservation of a large area. In their
research, McDonald et al. [51] also confirm the more traditional view that larger areas
are more supportive of the protection of sites and enable comprehensive management.
It can be argued that in the case of the proposed Soutok PLA protection in the form of
large-sized protected areas is preferable. This claim is primarily based on the fact that
the proposed PLA should protect the largest complex of floodplain forests in the Czech
Republic covering a total area of 139 km2.

According to Dwyer et al. [52], tourism activities in the region are demonstrated by
economic benefits when income and investments are transferred from richer and more
developed areas to poorer and less developed areas. The overall aim of “environmen-
tally friendly” tourism should be to achieve a situation in which the benefits generated
significantly exceed the losses incurred as a result of its existence [53]. An increase in
seasonal jobs can be expected in many municipalities, especially in accommodation and
catering facilities. This conclusion is supported by Hall [54] or Kadiyali and Kosová [55],
who identify protected areas as an important factor in the regional development of the
municipalities concerned. When comparing alternative land use, it is impossible to say
precisely which of the options is more economically advantageous for the region since
the value of nature is immeasurable. However, to express its value, there is, for example,
the concept of ecosystem services, which treats ecosystem functions as services [56] that
provide a number of benefits for human well-being [49]. Many of these services can then
be expressed by the economic value that is derived from the cost of artificial provisions of
these services [56,57]. Although these services are increasingly considered by policymakers
in the field of environmental management [58], they are not considered by the general pub-
lic when deciding on land management [49]. Recognition of ecosystem services as assets of
economic and social value can contribute to promoting nature conservation and making
more responsible decisions when addressing development projects [59]. Nevertheless,
by comparing the resulting value it can be concluded that sustainable management in a
given ecosystem is more economically advantageous than its transformation motivated by
unilateral land use [45]. Mainly American studies deal with the development of land prices
immediately after the declaration of the protected landscape area [50,60]. These studies
concluded that the price of land in the immediate vicinity of protected areas tends to rise.
However, studies conducted in the United States cannot be considered entirely relevant for
the central European region since the land price reflects a number of factors, and a different
valuation system may operate on another continent.

The process of establishing and administering a protected area must involve the
society, in particular local residents, whose perception of the protected area influences the
attitude, actions, and interaction of the residents with the area. Lack of knowledge and
attitudes of the main stakeholders can lead to incorrect selection of methods for territory
management [25,61,62] and influencing the views of the general public by important
players [25]. Stakeholders are thus a key factor for successful site management [23,63].
It is known that a positive attitude toward the protected area has a strong influence
on its successful management. However, stakeholders’ attitudes and perceptions are
not implemented by nature conservation authorities in the decision-making process [64].
Primarily, local stakeholders’ socioeconomic factors (age, gender, education, ethnic origin,
place of residence, etc.) are examined since they influence their perception of and attitude
to protected areas. Only a small part of the study is devoted to their perception of the
protected area before its declaration [10,65]. In line with changing societal preferences,
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environmental consideration has been increasing in forestry in most of the developed
world [66]. This has naturally caused conflicts between the traditional utilitarian and
environmental interests, e.g., as expressed through the ideological clashes between the
defenders of forest owners’ rights and the advocates of weightier public interference [66].

Findings from Ward et al. [67] study have highlighted a number of challenges related to
PA comanagement as follows: (1) any reduction in ES access is likely to create a short-term
opportunity cost. These costs need to be explicitly recognized and livelihood interventions
should be designed with this in mind; (2) the diversity of cultural and social values given
to livelihood activities relating to ES use needs to be carefully incorporated rather than
considering them as conservation or sustainability issues; and (3) community-level PA
institutions need to ensure that all household types and social divisions are represented
in order to prevent worsening existing or creating new inequalities [67]. Accepting these
findings will be crucial for the successful establishment of the Soutok Protected Landscape
Area, its acceptance by local stakeholders, and the use of ecosystem services for their
quality of life.

5. Conclusions

The declaration of large-sized protected areas in the Czech Republic mostly takes
the form of a top-down approach, and thus, it often leads to controversial and emotional
debates among politicians, nature conservationists, residents, and stakeholders. Sometimes,
the negotiations are held so long that the intention to declare a protected area is abandoned
in the end. For example, this was the case of the proposed Soutok PLA. However, it should
be noted that the existence of large-sized protected areas is not a barrier to all regional
development, and it is even considered to be an engine of the local economy in some
countries. Still, it is necessary to differentiate suitable management methods and activities
that ensure the development of the area while maintaining its natural and landscape
values according to the zones of graded protection. It is essential that socioeconomic
development goes hand in hand with successful landscape care and protection. Be it
forestry or agricultural activity, there are certain limits that have to be respected. Farmers
can claim financial compensation for the loss sustained, which is paid to them but not
always in full. Forest management is closely linked with the forest management plan,
for which the PLA management plan is binding and must be governed by it. Therefore,
mining requirements must be considered; otherwise, a positive opinion will not be issued.
In forest management, this should not be a short-term economic benefit from the use of
forests. The widespread use of natural processes in forestry practice has a profound and
long-term biological effect on the prosperity of forest ecosystems and hence the economy
of their management.

The research highlighted the importance of communication between municipality
representatives, stakeholders, and residents, on the one hand, and representatives of
protected areas, on the other. From the results, it is obvious that communication is the
basis for successful cooperation because mutual coordination of steps is necessary for the
smooth functioning and coexistence of nature conservation and regional development.
Unfortunately, common practice shows that nature conservation authorities often act in a
superior manner and do not give local government representatives a choice. This creates a
generally negative image of nature conservation. Perfect foreknowledge of the entities on
both sides is essential, both for the functioning of nature conservation and for mutual trust
necessary for good cooperation.

The research refuted or did not confirm most of the arguments of stakeholders against
the declaration of the PLA. Reasoned comments either stemmed from other legislation
or did not have a negative impact on regional or municipal development. The approach
of nature protection officials toward municipalities and communication with them is
perceived as a very important aspect. The negative perception of nature protection and
state administration is a serious consequence of a possible unfriendly approach.
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The general main problem to be solved is environmental awareness and education,
which, for representatives of farmers and owners and municipalities, is especially about
the natural benefits, the intrinsic value of nature, and the vulnerability of ecosystems;
for nature conservation representatives, this is especially in the area of communication
with other stakeholder groups. Both of these tools need to be used for a long time, but
also immediately.
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47. Act, no. 243/2000 Coll. on Budget Allocation of Taxes. Sbírka zákonů České republiky. 2000.
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56. Pithart, D.; Křováková, K.; Žaloudík, J.; Dostál, T.; Valentová, J.; Valenta, P.; Weyskrabová, J.; Dušek, J. Ecosystem services of

natural floodplain segment—Lužnice River, Czech Republic. In Flood Recovery, Innovation and Response II; Wrachien, D., Proverbs,
D., Brebbia, C.A., Mambretti, S., Eds.; WIT Press: Southampton, UK, 2010; pp. 129–143.

57. De Groot, R.S.; Alkemade, R.; Braat, L.; Hein, L.; Willemen, L. Challenges in integrating the concept of ecosystem services and
values in landscape planning, management and decision making. Ecol. Complex. 2010, 7, 260–272. [CrossRef]

58. Boithias, L.; Terrado, M.; Corominas, L.; Ziv, G.; Kumar, V.; Marqués, M.; Schuhmacher, M.; Acuña, V. Analysis of the un-certainty
in the monetary valuation of ecosystem services—A case study at the river basin scale. Sci. Total Environ. 2016, 543, 683–690.
[CrossRef]

59. Fei, L.; Shuwen, Z.; Jiuchun, Y.; Kun, B.; Qing, W.; Junmei, T.; Liping, C. The effects of population density changes on ecosystem
services value: A case study in Western Jilin, China. Ecol. Indic. 2016, 61, 328–337. [CrossRef]

60. Geoghegan, J. The value of open spaces in residental land use. Land Use Policy 2002, 19, 91–97. [CrossRef]
61. Reed, M.S. Stakeholder participation for environmental management: A literature review. Biol. Conserv. 2008, 141, 2417–2431.

[CrossRef]
62. King, B.; Peralvo, M. Coupling Community Heterogeneity and Perceptions of Conservation in Rural South Africa. Hum. Ecol.

2010, 38, 265–281. [CrossRef]
63. Arnberger, A.; Schoissengeier, R. The other side of the border: Austrian local residents’ attitudes towards the neighbouring Czech

Šumava National Park. J. Nat. Conserv. 2012, 20, 135–143. [CrossRef]
64. Struhsaker, T.T.; Struhsaker, P.J.; Siex, K.S. Conserving Africa’s rain forests: Problems in protected areas and possible solutions.

Biol. Conserv. 2005, 123, 45–54. [CrossRef]
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