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Abstract.  

The one of the largest nature parks in Latvia is Nature Park “Piejūra”. It is a very 

complicated area due to its valuable and sensitive coastal habitats and due to high 

anthropogenic pressure. As the area is widely visited, there is public resistance to the 

implementation of management activities.  

The aim of the study is to identify the level of awareness and attitude of Nature Park 

visitors in respect of the nature conservation, protection and management activities. To achieve 

the aim of the research, a questionnaire was developed, and primary quantitative data were 

collected twice during the study. 

Implication of our study derives from our finding of how to raise and support 

knowledgeability of visitors about Nature Park management activities in developmental ways. 

Main research findings can be explained by ecosystem approach, which provides that the value 

of ecosystem services is determined by its demand. It has been concluded that visitors 

understand the established restrictions and considers that there is no necessity to strengthen 

the restrictions, but to promote their observance. The study confirms that the attitude towards 

and understanding of the nature conservation activities changes if there is enough information 

provided and the necessity for the activities is explained. 
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Introduction 

 
One of the largest nature parks in Latvia is Nature Park “Piejūra” 

(hereinafter – the Nature Park), which represents the habitats and species of 
the Boreal region and is one of the most important natural territories in 
Europe. Conservation of these sensitive coastal habitats is becoming more 
and more topical in the entire territory of Europe due to the increase of the 
anthropogenic load on the coastal territories, as well as the increasing 
severity of storms and subsequent level of coastal erosion. 

At the same time the Nature Park is very heavily used area by visitors 
and tourists due to its location close to the capital of Latvia and beautiful 
nature, including sandy beaches. According to Central Statistical Bureau of 



Latvia approximately 32% of the population live within the territory of the 
Nature Park or in close proximity to the Nature Park. Besides that, urbanised 
territories within the park and surrounding the park have the highest human 
density in the country – 2511.1 inhabitants/sq.km (Central Statistical 
Bureau, 2011). 

Based on abovementioned a conflict arises – on the one hand, the Nature 
Park is an area of a high biological value and one of the most protected areas 
in Latvia, and on the other hand it is a territory with high anthropogenic 
pressure, as it is located nearby the most populated area in Latvia. 

As the Nature Park is very vulnerable territory and highly visited 
tourism object, it is necessary to find a balance between visitor needs and 
sustainable nature management activities.  

European Union co-financed LIFE+ programme project "Coastal Habitat 
Conservation in Nature Park “Piejūra" (LIFE15 NAT/LV/000900) 
(hereinafter – LIFE CoHaBit) has been implemented to plan and carry out 
scientifically based sustainable territory management activities. The main 
aim of the LIFE CoHaBit is mitigation of the heavy anthropogenic pressure 
and restoration of the vulnerable coastal habitats in the Nature Park. 

Numerous studies have shown that conflicts may exist between the 
management of protected areas and the interests of visitors and residents of 
nearby areas (Guzman, et al., 2020). Therefore, public information campaigns 
were started already at the beginning of the project. Nevertheless, during the 
implementation of the Nature Park management activities, the LIFE CoHaBit 
project encountered significant public resistance to the scientifically based 
and expertly determined work carried out. 

Negative society perception of protected area management can 
seriously endanger these vulnerable areas (Anthony, 2007). 

The aim of the research is to identify the awareness and attitude of 
Nature Park visitors in respect of the nature conservation, protection and 
management activities. To achieve the aim of the research, quantitative 
research methods have been used. 
 

Literature review 
 

In recent years, particularly in developed countries, environmental 
impacts have been purposefully reduced (Venter et al., 2016) and protected 
areas have been expanded to cope with the degradation of natural 
ecosystems (Ficko et al.2019). 

At a time when biodiversity is declining rapidly (Tittensor et al., 2014) 
a large part of the society has understood the necessity for nature protection 
activities. Slowly the society is beginning to realise that nature protection 
does not contradict human progress and value of nature do not go above 



human needs (Pearson, 2016). The sustainability of the environment is 
closely related to thoughtful use of the nature and its numerous resources, 
which ensures the source for human existence (Okaba, 2005). 

According to Latvian Sustainable Development Strategy 2030 the 
Nature Park is defined as a space of national interest importance for its 
outstanding value for sustainable development of Latvia, preservation of 
identity, and strategic resources for development of Latvian state 
(Sustainable Development Strategy 2030). The Baltic seacoast is one of the 
most valuable areas where conservation of nature and culture heritage must 
be in balance with economic development.  

The Nature Park is one of the most visited NATURA 2000 territories in 
Latvia for recreational purposes. The municipalities that lie within the 
territory of the Nature Park are residing areas for 32 % of the total number 
of inhabitants of the country and the territory has higher density indicators 
than any other region of Latvia. 

A study conducted in 2015 shows that a significant part of the Nature 
Park visitors is from Riga (Jeņina, 2015). The most important value that 
people look for in the natural areas that are located nearby cities, is the 
opportunity to relax in a peaceful and natural environment (Reķe, 2018). 

It is assumed that each visitor of the Nature Park crosses the vulnerable 
habitats at least twice during a single visit, and particularly in these places 
the stress caused by the anthropogenic load can be identified. Visitors 
usually do not intentionally destroy habitats, but increase the negative 
impacts caused by anthropogenic pressure due to lack of appropriate 
infrastructure and low level of awareness among the visitors. 

Within the framework of LIFE CoHaBit project, significant public 
education activities were carried out to explain implemented management 
and conservation activities, thus not only increasing the understanding of the 
performed activities, but also changing the public's attitude to nature 
conservation. Studies show that two-thirds of the case studies recorded some 
behavioural change in the desired direction after the intervention 
(Hardeman et al., 2002). Both the theory of reasoned action and the theory 
of planned behaviour foresees that people make quite rational decisions on 
the basis of a systematic evaluation of information available to them (Ajzen 
et al., 1980). 
 

Methodology 
 

In order to achieve the set goal and to identify the visitor attitude 
towards the protection of the Nature Park and implemented management 
activities, a questionnaire was developed.  



The voluntary sampling method was used in the study. Potential 
participants were invited to fill the questionnaire and to participate in 
research through the communication channels of the municipalities whose 
territories are located in the Nature Park. Thus, the inhabitants of the nearest 
territories, who visit the Nature Park most often, were purposefully 
addressed. 

The sample size of the study was determined by the number of 
inhabitants of the municipal territories located in the territories of the nature 
park. It was assumed that about a third of the population visit the nature 
park. According to the above assumptions, 272 or more surveys were needed 
to have a confidence level of 90% with margin of error ± 5% of the surveyed 
value. 

Both quantitative and qualitative data were obtained and analysed 
within the research. The questionnaire was conducted in two stages – at the 
beginning (pre-test) of the implementation of the Nature Park management 
activities and after (post-test) their completion. Within the framework of this 
study, public information campaigns can be considered as interventions. 

Data for pre-test were obtained in the period from 08.10.2018. until 
24.10.2018 by gathering the opinions of 506 respondents. Data for post-test 
were obtained in the period from 25.02.2021. until 08.03.2021. by gathering 
the opinions of 272 respondents. Data obtained electronically, for pre-test 
platform visdati.lv was used and for pre-test platform surveymonkey.com 
was used. 

The collected data were analysed using the SPSS data processing tool, 
performing descriptive and inferential statistics. Pre- and post-test 
respondents are random research participants who visit the Nature Park and 
have shown interest in completing the questionnaire.  

The profile of the average respondent is as follows – a female with a 
master's degree, aged 40 to 62, who lives in Riga. 

 
Research results 
 

Comparing the results of the research pre- and post-test, it has been 
concluded that there are statistically significant differences in the 
respondents' understanding of the necessary Nature Park management and 
conservation activities.  

Results shows that there are statistically significant differences 
(p=0,001) between pre- and post-test respondents' assessment about 
restrictions established in the Nature Park. 

Figure No.1 shows the respondents' attitude towards the restrictions 
established in the Nature Park.  



As it can be seen, a higher part of pre-test respondents’ support 
strengthening of the restrictions (36%). At the same time approximately the 
same proportion of respondents’ (31%) think that restrictions are 
appropriate and there is no need to strengthen them.  

 

 
 

Fig.1 Assessment of the restrictions currently established in the 
Nature Park "Piejūra" (compiled by the author) 

 
It is important to note that a significantly higher proportion (45%) of 

post-test respondents believe that the restrictions should be maintained as 
they are at present, while pre-test participants felt that the restrictions 
should be strengthened. 

A proportionally equal group (6%) of both pre- and post-test 
respondents believe that the restrictions should be reduced. 

The results obtained show that society is responsible and believe that in 
order to preserve the values of nature, there must also be appropriate 
restrictions. 

Statistically significant differences were also observed (p=0,022) 
between pre- and post-test respondents' opinion in question about necessity 
to implement the requirements that correspond to the Blue Flag beaches in 
the Nature Park. 

Analysing the respondents' opinion regarding the necessity to 
implement the requirements that correspond to the Blue Flag beaches in the 
Nature Park (Fig.2), it was concluded that the majority of pre-test 
respondents agree with the necessary beach improvements (53%). Only 
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16% of pre-test respondents didn’t agree with the idea to transform beaches 
according to Blue Flag requirements. 

 

 
 

Fig. 2 The necessity to ensure requirements to create Blue Flag 
beaches in the Nature Park territory (compiled by the author) 

 
While the opinion of the post-test respondents is divided – an equal 

number of respondents’ support (42%) the necessity to ensure appropriate 
requirements for Blue Flag beaches, and an equal number (41%) of 
respondents do not agree with such a need. 

The obtained results confirm the conclusion drawn within other studies 
that people look for natural areas, not for purposefully developed and 
improved beaches.  

Although the obtained results may look like that the respondents' 
opinion on the nature park management activities has become more tolerant, 
the position of the post-test respondents on the severity of penalties is 
stricter (Fig.3). Results shows that there are statistically significant 
differences between pre- and post-test responses (p=0,014) in respect of the 
question about penalty for violations of the rules. 

 
 

41%

16%

10%

10%

31%

21%

42%

53%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Post-test

Pre-test

Disagree Partially disagree Partially agree Agree



 
 

Fig.3 The necessity for more severe penalties for dune devastation 
(compiled by the author) 

 
A significant majority of post-test respondents (77%) believe that park 

visitors should be punished more severely for dune devastation. 
The results show that a larger proportion of pre-test respondents 

believe that violations should not be penalised. 8% partially disagree that 
offenders should be punished more severely and 5% completely disagree 
that offenders should be punished more severely. In contrast the position of 
post-test participants is less lenient – only 4% partially disagree and 3% 
completely disagree that offenders should be punished more severely. 

Based on obtained results, it can be hypothetically concluded that the 
knowledge of the Nature Park visitors has become more comprehensive. 
Visitors understand the need to comply with the restrictions, as well as 
understand the justification of these restrictions and do not see the necessity 
to strengthen the restrictions. At the same time, the public is strict about 
complying with these restrictions, namely, if the rules are not followed, the 
action must be clear and firm. 

The second part of the research was focused to assess visitors’ attitude 
and awareness about the management activities that have been 
implemented in Nature Park within LIFE CoHaBit project.  

Based on the obtained data in post-test research, it has been concluded 
that there is a relatively lower level of visitor awareness about the necessity 
to control invasive species, as well as the necessity to improve the quality of 
coastal wooded dunes. It is important to mention that there was a great 
resistance to the activities that was carried out to naturalise seaside wooded 
dunes. Higher visitor awareness was about the necessity to implement 
erosion risk reduction activities as well as the restoration of coastal 
grasslands. 

3%

5%

4%

8%

16%

19%

77%

68%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Post-test

Pre-test

Disagree Partially disagree Partially agree Agree



The performed Pearson correlation analysis showed the correlations 
between the visitors’ awareness of the necessity of Nature Park management 
activities and between the implemented conservation and protection 
activities in the concreate territory (Table 1).  

 
Table 1 The correlations between the visitors’ awareness of the 
necessity of Nature Park management activities (compiled by the 

author) 
 

 Visitor 
awareness 
about 
restriction of 
alien species 

Visitor 
awareness 
about 
restoration of 
coastal 
grasslands 
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 Bullu sala .088       

Kalngale 
dunes 

.034       

The estuary of 
the Gauja 
River 

.078       

Vakarbullu 
grasslands 

.074 .244**     

Daugavrīva 
grasslands 

.021 .260**     

Carnikava 
dunes 

    .216** .179** 

Garciems 
dunes 

    .252**   

Lilasete dunes      .270** .222** 
Mangalsala 
dunes 

    .234** .097 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

 
As can be seen in the Table 1, there are no correlations between visitors’ 

awareness and attitudes towards the restriction of alien species in the 
Nature Park. The reason for the lack of correlations can be explained by the 
fact that a large number of respondents did not have an opinion on the work 
performed, which can be largely explained by the fact that the work is less 
visible compared to other management activities. 

Statistically significant, but relatively weaker correlations are between 
the visitor awareness of the necessary erosion risk reduction works, coastal 
grassland restoration activities and forest dune quality improvement works, 
and the attitude towards the works performed in the project areas. 



The variables between which the correlations are very weak are the 
visitors’ awareness of the necessity to improve the quality of wooded dunes 
and the attitude towards the work performed in the Carnikava and 
Mangaļsala areas. 

It is important to mention that these are the areas where the LIFE 
CoHaBit project faced the greatest public resistance during activities 
implementation. 

 
Conclusions and suggestions 

 
The obtained results show that Nature Park visitors are educated and 

positively oriented towards the currently implemented nature protection 
restrictions and necessary activities to preserve nature values. 

The creation of Blue Flag beaches involves significant improvement and, 
in a sense, redevelopment of the beaches. Such activities, on the one hand, 
clean and maintain the territory, but on the other hand transform it and most 
likely also increase the anthropogenic pressure. The study concludes that 
Nature Park visitors currently does not want all beaches to be well-
maintained, but to have access to a natural environment where it is possible 
to relax and enjoy the nature. 

The data allows to conclude that the understanding of the necessary 
nature management and protection activities has become deeper in the 
Nature Park visitors. The Nature Park visitors understands the established 
restrictions and considers that there is no necessity to strengthen the 
restrictions, but only to promote their observance. It is not the strength of 
the restrictions, but understanding of and compliance with them that will 
contribute to nature protection. According to the ecosystem services 
approach, the value of nature is its sustainable use to promote the human 
development. If the territory is not available to visitors, it will no longer be 
‘so valuable’, because a human will not be able to acquire this value. The only 
condition is how is this value used – thoughtfully and sustainably or selfishly 
and irreversibly? 

The study confirms that the attitude toward and understanding of the 
nature conservation activities changes if there is enough information 
provided and the necessity for the activities is explained. 

Before implementing future Nature Park management activities, it is 
necessary to plan and carry out in-depth education activities, thus each 
visitor will not only better understand the validity of and necessity for the 
activities, but changes in their behaviour and attitude towards the nature 
area and its values are also expected. 
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