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Abstract
The study deals with issues related to the impact of Natura 2000 sites on local development of rural communes 
in Poland. The purpose of the study is an attempt at comparing the level of social-economic development of rural 
communes in which Natura 2000 sites are located within their borders against other communes where there are no such 
sites, based on an analysis of selected indices. The selected indices of social-economic development were analysed 
in 424 rural communes in six Polish provinces. The study uses statistical data from the Central Statistical Office 
from the years 2000-2013. The analysis indicates that rural areas with Natura 2000 network sites do not differ from 
other units of local government as far as the level of social-economic development is concerned and in some cases 
show even better results. In the ‘Natura’ communes – compared to units where there are no such sites – the level of 
total income is higher, along with the commune’s own income, and there is a higher level of investment expenditure. 
The conducted analysis allows for the statement that the presence of Natura 2000 sites does not hinder economic 
development of communes and only modifies the manner of preparation and implementation of an investment. It 
does not constitute a barrier to human activity on the condition that any such activity complies with the principles of 
sustainable development. This testifies to the higher economic activity of inhabitants in comparison to other units.
Key words: environmental network Natura 2000, social-economic development, rural communes.

Introduction
The concept of development is complex and 

multidimensional. It is most often determined as 
a process of positive changes, encompassing a 
quantitative increase and qualitative progress in a given 
area in the life of its inhabitants and operations of its 
economic entities (Parysek, 2001; Cieślak et al., 2013). 
It may be stated that social-economic development 
on a local level takes place in the economic, social, 
political and environmental dimensions (Takamori 
and Yamashita, 1973; Potoczek and Stępień, 2008). 
These dimensions are not uniformed and they are 
closely interconnected. These dependencies contribute 
to the creation of new, durable development potential 
that should result in more complete satisfaction of 
the needs of the local community and also prevent 
a negative impact on the environment (Szewczuk et 
al., 2011; Goraj et al., 2014). Natural resources and 
environmental quality have a direct influence on 
the dynamics and development of rural territories 
(Sánchez-Zamora et al., 2014).

However, it is necessary to draw attention to the 
fact that intense economic development has led to the 
loss of numerous ecosystems, and thus to a significant 
deterioration of biological diversity. For the purpose of 
protecting threatened parts of the natural environment, 
the Natura 2000 environmental network was designed 
for the EU. Within the scope of the programme it 
is possible to undertake activities that efficiently 
protect natural habitats and species. The Natura 2000 
programme in Poland was officially implemented in 
2004, i.e., at the moment of Poland’s accession to 
the European Union. The designation of Natura 2000 

sites is based on the distribution and population size 
of threatened species and habitats. Other components 
do not play an important role when designating sites 
encompassed by the programme. Thus, economic or 
social determinants cannot constitute an argument 
preventing the inclusion of a given site in the Natura 
2000 network (Brînzan, 2006).

In Poland, this relatively new form of nature 
preservation is usually located in areas with a high 
forestation rate, low number of inhabitants, and 
weaker soils, and in areas where infrastructure 
is underdeveloped and entrepreneurship is slight 
(Bołtromiuk, 2012), which are characteristic features 
of rural areas. Thus, the basis for discussion and 
analyses is the purported thesis that rural communes 
with Natura 2000 sites develop more slowly and their 
level of development is lower in comparison to other 
local government units that do not have such sites. The 
authors can confirm the accuracy of this thesis via an 
analysis of the basic indices testifying to the low level 
of social-economic development. However, the fact 
that no visible differences between these indices for 
communes with or without the Natura 2000 sites may 
prove that the designation of valuable natural sites 
does not have a direct impact limiting development 
and in some cases may even stimulate it in such areas 
(Getzner and Jungmeier, 2002; Pawlewicz et al., 
2011).

The objective of the study is an attempt to compare, 
through an analysis of basic indices, the level of 
social-economic development of rural communes 
with Natura 2000 sites and other rural communes in 
the same provinces without Natura 2000 sites.

ECONOMICS
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Materials and Methods
The examined communes are located in six 

provinces in Poland (Lower Silesia, Lubuskie, 
Podkarpackie, Podlaskie, Warmia and Mazury, and 
Western Pomerania). These are provinces where 
the degree of coverage with Natura 2000 sites is 
much higher than in other regions of the country 
and exceeds 20% of the province’s surface area. The 
analysis encompassed 424 rural communes, including 
294 communes with Natura 2000 sites within their 
borders. In the study, statistical data from the Central 
Statistical Office (Bank …, 2015) was used, allowing 
for a determination of the indices of social-economic 
development along an x-axis (years 2000-2013) and 
one y-axis (divided by groups of local government 
units, i.e., ‘Natura’ communes and other communes 
from the area analysed, as well as the average values 
for communes in Poland as a control). Data regarding 
financial values was adjusted and presented in the form 
of fixed prices; the base period is the year 2000. This 
allowed for the elimination of the impact of current 
prices on the dynamics of the examined categories 
and enabled them to be compared, taking into account 
changes in their physical sizes in various periods. 
In the case of certain indices, the analysis refers to 
a shorter period as a result of a lack of data for the 
years 2000-2001. The indices selected for analysis 
referred to the finances of the communes (total income 
and own income, investment expenditure), technical 
infrastructure (water network and sewerage), 
entrepreneurship and the activity of the inhabitants 
(number of economic entities).

Results and Discussion
Commune Income

The basis for the operation of communes is 
their income, thanks to which these units of local 
government may implement tasks that aim to satisfy 
the collective needs of their inhabitants. Therefore, 
the financial policy of a local government unit should 
rely on the procurement of sufficient funds to enable 
the implementation of the tasks imposed on it. The 
amount of total income shows the ‘affluence’ of a 
commune and provides basic information about the 
financial standing of a local government unit. On 
the other hand, a commune’s own income testifies 
to its financial independence as well as the prudence 
of local authorities and the economic activity of 
its inhabitants and their assets (level of taxes and 
local fees). The amount of its own income ensures 
independence in the decision-making process and 
creates opportunities for a more complete satisfaction 
of the needs of the community and an increase in the 
standard of the services provided (Sobczyk, 2009). 
Especially important is the fact that an increase in the 
total income of a commune does not have to be related 

to an improvement in financial standing. This is the 
result of a higher authority mandating a task for the 
commune to implement. The local social and economic 
situation, the economic standing of a commune and 
the dynamics of a commune’s development are better 
reflected by own per capita income. If the level of 
income increases, the local economic base grows 
along with the development potential. However, it 
is necessary to note that environmental protection, 
via the introduction of Natura 2000 sites, raises 
fears among some with respect to rapid economic 
development. However, there are numerous premises 
that may testify to a positive relation between the 
existence of Natura 2000 sites and the level of social-
economic development of local government units in 
areas where such sites are located (Russo et al., 2011; 
Kurowska et al., 2014).

In the communes analysed between 2000 and 2013, 
it is possible to observe an increase in actual total 
income and their own income per inhabitant. It may 
be concluded that in the examined local government 
units where the Natura 2000 network is functioning, 
the situation is better with respect to income in 
comparison to the situation of other communes, 
as well as the average value for rural communes in 
Poland. These determinants were present both before 
and after the year 2004. Additionally, after 2004, the 
gap between the income of local government units 
with Natura 2000 sites and other communes started 
to increase, to the advantage of the former (Figure 
1). The influx of European CAP and structural funds 
greatly influenced an improvement in these indices.

Investment Expenditure
One factor signalling the level of local 

development is the start of investment activities as 
reflected in the amount of a commune’s investment 
expenditures. These outlays are used to develop 
new infrastructure in a commune and to restore and 
extend the existing infrastructure. Investment projects 
are necessary for the implementation of commune’s 
tasks. Undertaking projects allows these units of local 
government to provide their inhabitants with access to 
services, possibly offered at the highest level. Apart 
from that positive benefit, investment, in particular the 
extension of technical infrastructure is one of the most 
important factors influencing the further investment 
attractiveness of a commune and its future ‘affluence’ 
(Markowski, 2001).

The analysis has shown that the level of investment 
expenditures between 2000 and 2013 in the area 
studied and across Poland varied. Until 2004, it 
was possible to observe an increase in such outlays; 
subsequently, the years 2005 and 2007 were marked 
by stagnation, whereas in 2008 growth was noticed, 
lasting until 2010. After this period, the growth rate 
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of investments started to decline (Figure 2). On the 
one hand, this is a result of the use of finances near 
the end of the then-current EU budget period; on the 
other hand, it is saturation of investments. Subsequent 
investments may generate unnecessary costs, 
overburdening the budget of the local government 
and forcing it to incur credit. At the same time, they 
may not significantly improve the quality of life of the 
inhabitants, and infrastructure should be extended by 
taking their needs into account.

A review of the collected information has indicated 
that for investment expenditures in communes with 

Natura 2000 sites, the index between 2000 and 2012 
was higher than in other analysed communes. It 
was only in the year 2013 when a reverse trend was 
observed. On the other hand, comparing the value 
of the expenditures by local governments assigned 
to investments against the average in Poland, it is 
possible to state that in ‘Natura’ communes, these 
expenditures were lower (Figure 2). This results from 
the dominance of agricultural and nature in such 
communes, which may not require the extension of 
technical infrastructure.
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Figure 1. Actual total income and own income per inhabitant in the communes analysed between 2000 and 2013 
(PLN, constant prices).

Source: authors’ calculations based on Bank Danych Lokalnych, Access: 20.01.2015.

The analysis has shown that the level of investment expenditures between 2000 and 2013 in the area studied 
and across Poland varied. Until 2004, it was possible to observe an increase in such outlays; subsequently, the 
years 2005 and 2007 were marked by stagnation, whereas in 2008 growth was noticed, lasting until 2010. After 
this period, the growth rate of investments started to decline (Figure 2). On the one hand, this is a result of the 
use of finances near the end of the then-current EU budget period; on the other hand, it is saturation of 
investments. Subsequent investments may generate unnecessary costs, overburdening the budget of the local 
government and forcing it to incur credit. At the same time, they may not significantly improve the quality of life 
of the inhabitants, and infrastructure should be extended by taking their needs into account.

A review of the collected information has indicated that for investment expenditures in communes with 
Natura 2000 sites, the index between 2000 and 2012 was higher than in other analysed communes. It was only in 
the year 2013 when a reverse trend was observed. On the other hand, comparing the value of the expenditures by 
local governments assigned to investments against the average in Poland, it is possible to state that in ‘Natura’
communes, these expenditures were lower (Figure 2). This results from the dominance of agricultural and nature
in such communes, which may not require the extension of technical infrastructure.

Figure 2. Investment expenditure in total expenditure in the communes analysed between 2000 and 2013 (%).
Source: authors’ calculations based on Bank Danych Lokalnych, Access: 20.01.2015.
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Technical Infrastructure (Water and Sewage Networks)
Technical infrastructure plays an important 

role in the shaping of settlements and the social-
economic development of every area. Its significance 
increases especially in non-urbanized areas, not 
only on account of development of the rural sector 
but primarily due to the creation and solidification 
of other forms of activity, enabling so-called multi-
functional development of rural areas. In this respect, 
it is necessary to attach particular importance to water 
and sewage management, which not only influences 
the quality of life of the inhabitants but also the quality 
and the condition of the natural environment. Access 
to infrastructure of this type creates development 
conditions for other forms of non-agricultural activity 
and the management of rural areas, thereby increasing 
not only investment attractiveness but also the level of 
competitiveness between regions (Kłos, 2012).

Although infrastructure plays such an important 
role in the economy, the condition, range and devices 
incorporated in such infrastructure are greatly 
insufficient. This is particularly noticeable in rural 
areas. The need to construct or extend network 
infrastructure in such areas is common but satisfied 
gradually, in line with the funds held by a commune and 
its priorities as determined by local authorities and the 
communities themselves (Piszczek and Biczkowski, 
2010). This tendency is observable in the analysed 
area. For ‘Natura’ communes and other communes, 

there is constant, systematic growth in coverage of 
water and sewage infrastructure, even though, as was 
mentioned earlier, it is still insufficient. With respect 
to local government units where Natura 2000 sites are 
located, these delays were and are much greater both 
before and after 2004. This is primarily caused by the 
fact that investments in valuable natural areas pose 
many difficulties (Kistowski, 2008). Additionally, it 
is important to note that in these areas the increase 
in the water supply network is greater than for the 
sewage network (Figure 3). This may be influenced 
by the fact that the development of the water supply 
network has always had greater significance in the 
hierarchy of people’s needs. On the other hand, 
investments related to sewerage have been perceived 
by the public as an additional financial burden, not as 
an element increasing the quality of life or limiting 
the degradation of the natural environment (Świątek, 
2003). Another premise for this is provided by 
economic issues, namely that the cost of constructing 
a sewage network is three times higher in comparison 
to a water supply network (Piszczek, 2008).

Economic Operation
A very important element of social-economic 

development is the activity of economic entities 
in a given region. It is possible to indicate a certain 
dependency related to this: a large number of 
economic entities registered in a commune report 
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Source: authors’ calculations based on Bank Danych Lokalnych, Access: 20.01.2015.
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have high economic activity among its inhabitants 
and there exist good conditions for the development 
of entrepreneurship (Karmowska, 2011) in the area. 
Social and economic conditions of local government 
units in the area where there are protected sites are 
usually characterized by limited advantages. This 
is the result of the low level of urbanization, small 
population density, insufficient number of non-
agricultural economic entities and high unemployment 
related to the lack of opportunity.

It is possible to encounter an opinion that for the 
majority of local communities, Natura 2000 is yet 
another site encompassed by environmental protection 
policy that limits the free management of an area 
and, at the same time, is associated with a natural 
barrier to development (Weber and Christophersen, 
2002; Mouro and Castro, 2010). In the public’s 
opinion, the development of economic activity in 
communes with Natura 2000 sites means numerous 
barriers that exclude local economic development 
or significantly limit it. Such a limitation may be 
quantitative (slowing down the pace of development) 
as well as qualitative (reduction of possible paths of 
development). Meanwhile, new possibilities which 
may be, under certain conditions, used for the purpose 
of developing economic activity are often overlooked 
(Kettunen et al., 2009; Dan et al., 2012; Chmielewski 
et al., 2014). The most obvious for such areas is the 
development of tourism or the production of organic 
food. Changing consumer consumption preferences 
and a rise in ‘green’ tourism and recreation have 
created opportunities for many rural areas, particularly 
areas with high quality natural assets. Despite the 
economic crisis, the stability of this factor is currently 
being reinforced becoming a key element linked to the 
resilient nature of rural areas. The increased awareness 

of the importance of environmental sustainability is 
now a booming reality (Kocur-Bera, 2012; Sánchez-
Zamora et al., 2014).

The results of the analyses indicate a growing 
trend in the number of registered economic entities, 
both in units with Natura 2000 sites and in other 
units. Between 2002 and 2013, the index of registered 
companies per 1,000 inhabitants in ‘Natura’ communes 
did not differ from the average for all of Poland 
and fluctuated around 570 in 2002, rising to 710 in 
2013. It is worth noting that the number of registered 
companies in other communes in the analysed area was 
much lower, reaching 481 in 2002 and almost 570 in 
2013. A dynamic increase in the number of registered 
new economic entities, comparable to the average in 
Poland indicates that operating in areas that include a 
part of the Natura 2000 network does not constitute 
a barrier to the economic activity of inhabitants. It is 
possible to note that economic activity in the analysed 
areas is systematically improving, which is evidenced 
by the increasing number of economic entities. This 
tendency is noticeable in ‘Natura’ communes and in 
other communes, yet to the advantage of the former. 
A slight drop could be observed in 2014, which 
could have been caused by Poland’s accession to the 
European Union and entrepreneurs’ difficulties with 
adjustment to new requirements (Figure 4). 

Conclusions
The analysis has shown that rural communes with 

Natura 2000 sites do not differ with respect to the level 
of social-economic development from other units of 
local government. This is visible by the fact that in the 
‘Natura’ communes, compared to communes without 
such sites, a higher level of total income and their own 
income of communes was observed overall, along with 

limited advantages. This is the result of the low level of urbanization, small population density, insufficient 
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time, is associated with a natural barrier to development (Weber and Christophersen, 2002; Mouro and Castro, 
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quantitative (slowing down the pace of development) as well as qualitative (reduction of possible paths of 
development). Meanwhile, new possibilities which may be, under certain conditions, used for the purpose of 
developing economic activity are often overlooked (Kettunen et al., 2009; Dan et al., 2012; Chmielewski et al., 
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Changing consumer consumption preferences and a rise in ‘green’ tourism and recreation have created 
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crisis, the stability of this factor is currently being reinforced becoming a key element linked to the resilient 
nature of rural areas. The increased awareness of the importance of environmental sustainability is now a 
booming reality (Kocur-Bera, 2012; Sánchez-Zamora et al., 2014).
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inhabitants. It is possible to note that economic activity in the analysed areas is systematically improving, which 
is evidenced by the increasing number of economic entities. This tendency is noticeable in ‘Natura’ communes 
and in other communes, yet to the advantage of the former. A slight drop could be observed in 2014, which 
could have been caused by Poland’s accession to the European Union and entrepreneurs’ difficulties with 
adjustment to new requirements (Figure 4).

Figure 4. The number of registered economic entities per 1000 inhabitants in the communes analysed between 
2000 and 2013 (number of entities).
Source: authors’ calculations based on Bank Danych Lokalnych, Access: 20.01.2015.
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density, a smaller index for water supply and sewage networks was noticed in these communes. Therefore, it can 
be stated that the presence of Natura 2000 sites does not hinder the economic development of communes and 
only modifies the manner of preparation and implementation of investments.

Investments have to be conducted in a manner that least interferes with the environment and has the least 
negative impact on it. Natura 2000 sites are not a barrier to human activity, on the condition that the activity 
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a higher level of investment expenditures. On account 
of the characteristics of the area of the examined 
units, i.e., low degree of urban development and low 
population density, a smaller index for water supply 
and sewage networks was noticed in these communes. 
Therefore, it can be stated that the presence of Natura 
2000 sites does not hinder the economic development 
of communes and only modifies the manner of 
preparation and implementation of investments.

Investments have to be conducted in a manner 
that least interferes with the environment and has 
the least negative impact on it. Natura 2000 sites are 
not a barrier to human activity, on the condition that 
the activity complies with sustainable development 
tourism. This is confirmed by the communes’ higher 
economic activity than other units in the examined 
area, analysed on the basis of the number of registered 
economic entities per 1,000 inhabitants.

The use of financial assistance from the EU 
budget is also significant, and which is intended to 
improve the social and economic situation of these 
areas. It is necessary to remember that in the current 

financial period, EU funds intended for environmental 
protection are going to be reinforced. This calls for 
the inclusion of the environment and landscape as one 
of the basic axes of development policy in rural areas. 
Thus, the conclusion that the natural environment is 
perceived as a barrier by the local community may be a 
reason for increasing EU assistance to specific regions 
and which, in turn, may contribute to an improvement 
of local living and management conditions for the 
inhabitants of rural areas.

Summing up, the results of the studies confirm the 
lack of a correlation between the presence of a Natura 
2000 site and a weaker economic situation for a rural 
commune. The results of the analysis presented above 
only show the direction and scope of changes in the 
social-economic development of local government 
units on the basis of basic indices over the course of 
several years. In order to determine clearly the causes 
of such changes, in-depth studies are necessary. It is 
possible to conclude that the article is a starting point 
for subsequent, broader analyses.
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