Funding of protected areas:
A pure public task?
Case studies from Austria
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Protected areas (PA) are nowadays established and managed increasingly by local non-profit organisa
tions, local or regional stakeholders. The public sector, however, is still seen as the main responsible for
PA funding according to literature. The reason therefore is that on a first glance the goods and services
produced by PAs are defined as (impure) public goods. On a second glance, however, PAs provide a lot
of different services, which have very diverse characteristics, and thus can not only be defined as public
goods but can be classified also as club goods, private goods or common pool resources (commons).
Consequently, the question arises if there is a mismatch of public and private funding. The aim of this
study is, thus, first to analyse the international and national (Austria) situation of PA funding. Second, an
empirical analysis aims at investigating the sources of PA funding and their accordance to a “publicness”
indicator of PAs. This indicator has been developed on the basis of the ecosystem goods and services pro
vided by the respective PAs. The results show, on the one hand, that PA funding is a public task according
to the public goods theory. On the other hand, the empirical analysis shows a little mismatch of public
and private funding. An increased expenditure of civil society and private companies could contribute,
hence, to a generally more sustainable funding for PAs.

1 Introduction
Establishment, management, and especially funding of
protected areas (in the following PAs) have been consid
ered as a core public task ever since their first worldwide
appearance in the middle of the 19th century (Payer/Zan
gerl-Weisz 1997). Recent studies (EEA 2012; Jones-Wal
ters/Čivić 2013; Jungmeier 2014; Payer/Zangerl-Weisz
1997; Weixlbaumer 2006) have shown that nature conser
vation and PAs have been the subject of several paradigm
shifts over the past forty years. In particular, responsibility
shifted more to the civil society consisting of local stake
holders, private households, but also non-governmental
and non-profit organisations for the establishment and
management of PAs (Bertzky et al. 2012). Still the public
sector is considered to be the main responsible for fund
ing of nature conservation.
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Nevertheless, an international study exploring the sustain
ability of PA funding shows that the public sector has diffi
culties to fulfil its task (Emerton et al. 2006). The reasons
are, on the one hand, the unequal relationship between
the rapidly growing number of PAs and the sluggish public
budget (Emerton et al. 2006). On the other hand, merg
ers of budget accounts for similar responsibilities and a
growing number of tasks at the same time have negative
influences on the public budget left for PAs (Emerton et al.
2006). Moreover, this international study emphasises the
fact that the funding of PAs never has been solely public.
The EEA (2012) arrived at the same conclusion and stated
that private organisations already have been responsible
for funding PAs since their beginning in the early twenti
eth century in Europe. Today, sources for PA funding range
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from public funds through revenue from fees (entrance,
membership) and sale of merchandize, to funding com
pletely by private sponsors and donors (Emerton et al.
2006: 9-11,27-74; WCPA 2000: 31-46).
In Austria, responsibility for nature conservation lies with
the nine states, according to the distribution of powers in
the federal constitution. The bulk of financial resources for
the realisation of PAs comes, thus, from the state budgets
with some federal funding as well (Tiefenbach et al.1998).
In addition, international funds (LIFE and Rural Develop
ment 2014-2020) and tax revenues for mining certain re
sources are available for funding nature conservation ac
tivities (ibid.). Expenditures for the conservation of species
and landscapes are declining in the last ten to 15 years
(Statistics Austria 2016). The reasons are on the one hand
institutional changes and austerity policies because of the
financial crisis. At the same time, the number of PAs and
their size have developed in the opposite direction: they
are increasing (EEA 2012: 102p.). There is a growing gap
between public sector funding and public tasks to fulfil.
The development of the nature conservation funding in
Austria is, thus, comparable to the international situation.
As public spending for nature conservation is limited by
the mentioned economic developments, the private (co-)
funding of PAs is becoming more formal. With an increas
ing number of PAs in Austria (EEA 2012:102) and world
wide (Bertzky et al. 2012), the question arises: Who should
be responsible for financing PAs – the public or the private
sector? This study attempts to answer this question using
the public goods model (Heath 2011: 23-8). This model
suggests that the public sector provides certain goods
sometimes more efficiently than the private sector. The
analysis follows a dual approach. First, the current state
of PA funding as well as national and international trends
are analysed, focusing on funding mechanisms and sourc
es. Second, based on empirical analysis it will examine in
which way funding sources and funding responsibilities
match. For this purpose, responsibility will be evaluated
using characteristics of the bundle of ecosystem services
produced in the relevant PA. The second part of the anal
ysis is based on a sample of four Austrian PAs. The results
of this analysis allow coming to conclusions valid not only
for Austria but also on a more general level.
This short chapter summary concentrates on the empirical
analysis in the second part of the chapter. A summary of the
funding situation is already given within this introduction.

2 Publicness – An Indicator for
Funding Responsibility
The actual form of a PA depends on the topographical,
economic, political and social surroundings of the area.
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Hence, every single PA is unique in terms of size, habitat
and ecosystems conserved, management and ownership
structure, restrictions on human activities within and near
its boundaries, as well as acceptance and level of support
by local population and politicians (Dudley 2008, EEA
2012). All PAs have, however, at least one aim in common:
effective biodiversity conservation (Emerton et al. 2006). In
pursuing this aim, PAs provide benefits for human well-be
ing in form of ecosystem services (MA 2005). These eco
system services arise mostly from natural processes and
are widely considered to be consumable for free. Against
this background, ecosystem services are often defined
from an economic point of view as public goods, differing
from other goods because of their non-excludability and
non-rivalry in consumption (cf. Costanza 2008).
From an economic perspective ‘[…] a protected area can
be seen as a business operation’ (WCPA 2000: 7) or it can
be perceived as a commodity by itself, which can be con
sumed by its visitors (Getzner/Jungmeier 2009). Concen
trating on the first option this paper assumes that the en
tity “Protected Area” is a productive business operation.
Its products are goods and services in the form of eco
system services. Ecosystem services thus can be classified
according to their (non-)excludability and (non-)rivalry in
consumption (Costanza 2008). Consequently, all ecosys
tem services can be classified as either private, club, com
mon or public good (ibid.). Based on these assumptions,
it will be assumed that public funding can be justified, if
the ecosystem services produced are not excludable from
consumption. In this case, according to the public goods
model, the market fails to provide ecosystem services in
an efficient way (cf. Heath 2011).
The responsibility for funding PAs therefore depends
on the goods characteristics of the ecosystem services
it produces. Nowadays, PAs are multifunctional areas,
which do not only aim at conserving nature but also
have a positive influence on, for example, the economic
development of a region and the social life of its resi
dents. PAs, thus, provide a bundle of various ecosystem
services (EEA 2012; Jones-Walters/Čivić 2013; Jungmeier
2014; Payer/Zangerl-Weisz 1997; Weixlbaumer 2006).
The challenge is to ascertain who should be responsible
for funding a PA based on the ecosystem services pro
vided. To deal with this, an indicator of “publicness” will
be introduced. The term “publicness” is described in the
Oxford Dictionary as the quality, condition, or fact of be
ing public (Oxford Dictionary 2015). For the purpose of
this paper “publicness” shall be defined as the share of
ecosystem services provided by PAs that can be catego
rized as public goods. The “publicness” indicator takes
into account the public ecosystem services and evaluates
them according to their contribution to the PA’s objec
tives, because funds are mainly spent in these areas.
Based on these considerations, it is argued that public
responsibility for funding PAs is determined by the “pub
licness” of PAs.
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3 Approach
Four Austrian PAs have been chosen as objects of research,
based on four main characteristics: PA category, year (pe
riod) of establishment, stakeholders involved, and size of
the PA. The objects of inquiry are the “Nature Reserve
Rheindelta”, the “Nature Park Sparbach”, the “National
Park Hohe Tauern” and the “Biosphere Reserve Großes
Walsertal”. Analysing the four PAs, in a first step the eco
system services produced in these areas will be identified
based on by their legal regulations, management plans,
guiding principles, or descriptions in official documents
(e.g. on their homepages) and accomplished projects. In
a second step they are classified according to the public
goods model. The third step consists of the evaluation of
the PAs “publicness”. Applying the “publicness” indicator,
makes it then possible to determine the principal respon
sibility for funding the PA. The fourth and last step then
evaluates the actual funding schemes of the four PAs and
establishes how they correspond to the “publicness” of
these PAs. As a result of the evaluation it becomes possi
ble to identify if there is a mismatch of public and private
funding.
To compare the four PAs, a common evaluation framework
is required. As already mentioned in the sub-section “Pub
licness – An Indicator for Funding Responsibility”, every PA
is unique, but they all have at least one goal in common:
the effective conservation of biodiversity. Since it is diffi
cult to determine biodiversity conservation the argumen
tation is based on the assumption that PAs share anoth
er feature: they are all multifunctional (cf. Weixlbaumer
2010). This means a PA never has only one objective, but
serves various functions to which ecosystem services can
be assigned. These functions are: (1) regulation functions
(e.g. climate and soil regulation, flood and disease con
trol), (2) provisioning functions (e.g. provision of food and
raw materials or ingredients for medical purposes), (3)
habitat and support functions (e.g. assurance of livelihood
for indigenous species, maintenance of genetic diversity),
(4) cultural and scientific functions (e.g. protection of nat
ural and cultural heritage, recreation, mental and physi
cal health, environmental education, research) and (5)
regional development functions (e.g. basis for sustainable
development, reduction of economic inequalities, tour
ism) (Weixlbaumer 2010: 19; TEEB 2016).

4 Results
The analysis has shown that public expenditure for PAs is
declining over time. Declining public expenditure does,
however, not reduce the principal public responsibility to
fund PAs. This is shown by the results of the empirical anal
ysis (see Table 1). The public responsibility derives from
the fact that the business operation “Protected Area” pro
vides ecosystem services as its main output. These servic
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es are predominantly public goods in the sense that clear
property rights are missing (no excludability) and every
one can consume these services to the same extent (no
rivalry). Nevertheless, PAs provide also ecosystem services
such as food and raw materials which are clearly private
services and goods (see Provisioning Service in Table 1).
Even though PAs provide a mixture of public and private
goods, common and club goods, the funding of PAs is a
core public task because the provision of private ecosys
tem services, e.g. timber, is strongly determined by the
provision of basic public ecosystem services, such as main
taining the nutrient cycle. For example, a tree cannot grow
when the basic functions of the ecosystem, e.g. maintain
ing the nutrient cycle, are not sufficiently sustained. The
difficulty is that these basic functions are generally not
named in the PA management plans or their legal regula
tion. Because of this lack of information the “publicness”
analysis could not consider all ecosystem services pro
duced in the PAs. As a result, the “publicness” indicator
seems to suggest exactness, where it does not exist and
the results should therefore be interpreted with caution.

5 Summary and Conclusions
Nowadays PAs – manifold areas set aside for nature con
servation – are established increasingly based on private
initiatives or at least with intensive citizen’s participation.
The PA management is also supported increasingly by
local non-profit organisations, stakeholders and private
households. The common goal of all PAs is, however, the
conservation of biodiversity and the maintenance of eco
system services, which can be classified to a large extent
as (impure) public goods. Taking a closer look at PAs, it
becomes clear that they provide diverse goods and ser
vices which are not only public goods but can be classi
fied additionally as club goods, private goods or common
pool resources (commons). Against this background, this
chapter aimed at (1) analysing the different sources of PA
funding (public, private, donations, sponsoring) and their
development, and (2) investigate empirically the sources
of PA funding and their correlation to a “publicness” in
dicator of PAs. This indicator has been developed on the
basis of ecosystem goods and services provided by the
respective PAs.
The analysis’ results show that the funding of PA is a core
task of the public sector according to the public goods
model (see Table 2). At the same time the results also
show that the public sector spending has been negatively
influenced by international economic developments. Seen
from an international perspective, it seems likely that par
ticularly private funding mechanisms could potentially
grow in importance, especially if the actual willingness of
private households and companies to pay for private and
club goods provided by the PAs could get harnessed. The
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PA Function

Good
Class.

Cultural Function
Regional Develop
ment

Hohe Tauern
ImportES1
ance

Großes Walsertal
ImportES1
ance

Climate regulation

Public
Public

flood protec
tion

medium

protective functi
on of woods

high

Water regulation

Public

hydrological
balance

medium

ecological functi
on of waterbodies

high

Erosion protection

Public

Soil formation

Public

Nutrient regulation

Public

Waste treatment

Public

Pollination

Public

Biological control

Public

Food & Water

Private

agricultural
products (hunting,
fishing & alpine
farming)

medium

Raw materials

fish, prey

low

Private

Genetic resources

Commons

Medicinal & Bio-chemi
cal resources

Commons

Ornamental resources

Private

Refugium function

Public

special birds
habitat

high

Genpool protection

Public

protection
of litter
meadow
& natural
grasslands

high

Aesthetic Information

Public

Commons
or Club

Cultural and artistic
information

Public

Spiritual & historic
information, cultural
heritage

Public

Science and education

Sustainable Develop
ment
Tourism

Public or
Club

medium

prey

medium

timber

medium

wildlife
reserve

high

urban citi
zens & family
attraction

high

agricultural
products

medium

wildlife reserve,
habitat manage
ment

high

wildlife reserve

medium

protection of
genetic diversity

high

protection of ge
netic diversity and
litter meadow

medium

conservation of
the landscape
characteristic

high

natural scenery

cultiavation and
signage of hiking
trails

medium

leisure infrastruc
ture

medium

high

landscape cultiva
tion, preservation
of customs

high

high

informtion center,
basic research,
nature and
environmental
education in local
schools

high

high

landscape
conservation
by sustainable
cultivation
field trips,
information
center

medium

Public
Club

safeguarding of jobs

biking,
swimming,
running,
walking, …

touristic
activities

low

information
center, field
trips, Nature
Park School

high

information
center, National
Park Acadamy,
field trips, scien
tific publications

regional
marketing

high

regional
marketing

medium

regional
marketing

maintenance of
alpine refuge

medium

tourist activities

medium

NP regional
employer

medium

common develop
ment of operation
areas

medium

low

Private

„Publicness“

65 : 35

50 : 50

65 : 35

65 : 35

Funding

95 : 5 2

95 : 5 2

90 : 10 3

90 : 10 3

Table 1: “Publicness” analysis of representatively chosen
PAs and comparison with the funding situation
Source: Compilation and computation by author based
on Costanza 2008, De Groot et al. 2002, De Groot et al.
2010; Rhine Delta Nature Conservation Association 2016;
State of Vorarlberg 2016; Naturpark Sparbach 2015;
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Sparbach
ImportES1
ance

Natural Harzard miti
gation

Recreation

Public vs.
Private (in %)

Rheindelta
ImportES1
ance

Austrian Association of Nature Parks 2016; Kremser 2003;
Nationalparkrat 1995; State of Vorarlberg 2005; Biosphärenparkmanagement 2011.
Notes: (1) Ecosystem Services | (2) Estimated values because
of lacking data | (3) Average value over the available data
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expenditure of civil socie
ty and private companies
could supplement the
public sector funding and
thus contribute to a gen
erally more sustainable
funding for PAs.

Description (positive)
Who are and were the actors?
State

Provision

Takes care of
transaction
costs

Civil society
Citizen
commitment

Market

Justification (normative)
Why should the state intervene?
Equality
Poverty
alleviation

Morality

Efficiency

Regulative ES
are necessary
to provide for
basic human
needs

ES are mostly
public goods

Free-rider
Supports
Nevertheless, from a mor
Special
problem,
Funding
public fun
al point of view, it can be
subsidies
information
ding
failure
argued that the funding of
PAs has to be public (see
Public sector
Nature con
sets limit, for Property
Table 2). As the “public
servation laws,
Regulation
the commo
rights
international
ness” analysis showed,
dification of
missing
commitments
PAs provide a lot of ser
nature
vices that are not visible
and also not tangible. These so called regulation services,
Table 2: Res Publica Table
Source: Own representation based on Unger et al. 2014.
however, are basic ecological processes and thus form the
basis for all other services and goods produced in PAs. If
these basic services were treated like commodities, it is
In conclusion, whoever takes over the funding responsi
likely, that market activities could lead to the exploitation
bility– the public, the private or the autonomous sector,
of natural resources and thus endanger the satisfaction
should be assessed regularly, based on the sustainability
of basic human needs. Public sector intervention is nec
of its expenditure, to make sure that the money spent, re
essary in this case to prevent the exploitation of natural
ally contributes to effective biodiversity conservation.
resources by limiting the scope of the market.
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