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Abstract 

 

Identifying Entrenchment Issues in a Protected Areas Dispute: 

A Case Study of the Białowieża Forest Conflict in Poland 

 

 

 

Agnes Janina Sekowski, M.A./ M.P.Aff. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Craig Campbell 

Co-Supervisor:  Patrick Wong 

 

The Białowieża Forest (or Belovezhskaya Pushcha in Belarusian) is considered 

the last primeval forest in lowland Europe, straddling the border of Poland and Belarus in 

a 41/59 percent split. This project investigates the various issues involved in the most 

recent negotiations process that attempted to incorporate non-park areas of the 

Białowieża Forest in Poland into the Białowieża National Park. It seeks to understand the 

entrenchment of stakeholders on opposing sides of this protected areas dispute that has 

been underway since the area was first designated a Nature Reserve in 1921. An 

interview-based case study approach was used to explore prevalent themes and emerging 

narratives of the conflict, such as stakeholder relationships, competing conservation 

ideologies, economic factors, social tensions, administrative issues, and media portrayal. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

In the dual Masters Degree program at The University of Texas at Austin, 

between the Center for Russian, East European, Eurasian Studies (CREEES) and the LBJ 

School for Public Affairs, my areas of specialization have been cultural geography of 

Post-Soviet states and environmental policy in general. I am a first generation American 

and heritage Polish language speaker, having been raised bilingually in the U.S. I also 

have extensive training in the Russian language and spent the fall of 2010 in Poland 

working as a journalist at the Krakow Post, an English language newspaper. It was at that 

time in Kraków that I began to conduct preliminary research for this thesis.  

As an intern at the Krakow Post in August of 2010, I was given an assignment to 

write about the debate encircling the Białowieża Forest in Poland. The more I looked into 

the issue, the more I became entrenched in the topic and my 1200 word article quickly 

exploded into over 10 pages of research notes and interviews. I realized quickly that one 

of the debating sides was getting much more publicity than the other, and unfortunately, 

my article reflected this one-sidedness of coverage. It was published in the September 

2010 issue of the Krakow Post (see Appendix A).  Just as the article went to print, I 

received an opportunity to do field research, and decided that I needed to delve more 

deeply into both sides of the debate, and the Białowieża Forest debate became the topic 

of my Master’s thesis.  

In November 2010, thanks to the funding and efforts of the Russian, East 

European, Eurasian Studies Department at The University of Texas at Austin, I was 

traveling across Poland towards the Belarusian border to conduct a series of interviews 

with a handful of important players on either side of the debate. When I began fieldwork, 
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I was lacking an understanding of the motivations and opinions of the different 

stakeholders of this particular protected areas debate taking place in Poland. My 

background of coursework on the cultural geography of the region, environmental policy 

issues, and sociology research methodology combined with work experience in public 

policy dispute resolution and multi-lingual interview skills have all contributed to the 

research. My interview list began with names of prominent stakeholders and experts 

found in publications and online and later expanded with suggestions from those I met 

and interviewed. The atmosphere in the Białowieża Forest area was that of a small, quiet 

nook on the borderlands of Poland that had again, suddenly been thrust into the limelight 

of a national debate, all while the local government officials and prominent community 

members were in the process of campaigning for local elections. The forest seemed a 

buzz with activity and conversations were usually quite animated and open. 

I made one more trip to the Białowieża area almost a year later, in October of 

2011, to revisit the forest on a long-distance bike trip, and experience it from a tourist’s 

perspective to see whether the levels of commotion had subsided. I was interested in 

whether I could sense any significant changes in the area, and was able to note new 

accessibility issues and a quieter but still slightly polar atmosphere.  

Overwhelmed by the historical longevity of this debate and all that has been 

written on this very subject, I have tried to limit the scope of this project. I first set a 

background for the major themes in the debate by covering the administrative structure 

over the forest both in Poland and Belarus, as well as the most significant events that led 

to the most recent park expansion negotiation efforts. This is of course a mere glimpse 

into an issue that has spanned decades, even centuries, depending on one’s perspective.  

I then delved into the interview materials collected to pull out recurring topics that 

showcased themes in the conflict and pointed to the degree of entrenchment on each side, 
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from ideas of conservation to prevalent economic, social, and administrative issues. 

Probably because of the events that brought me initial exposure to the Białowieża Forest 

debate, I chose to take a journalistic approach to the topic in this thesis. My goal has been 

to tell what I think is a fascinating story of what has happened and was happening at the 

time that the last round of negotiations came to an end in Poland’s Białowieża Forest 

through the words of those interviewed. My thesis seeks to explain the most influential 

factors pointed to during interviews that have kept the park enlargement negotiations at 

an impasse for over a decade.  

I elected to take a neutral stance during fieldwork and in writing this thesis, but 

must admit a general bias towards an environmentalist/ecologist point of view.  During 

fieldwork, however, I found myself agreeing with each perspective during the course of 

the interviews, and even later in analysis, which may attest to my ability to keep my bias 

from interfering in my research. The entire purpose of the project, after all, is to show and 

better understand both sides of the conflict.  I hope that I have been true in my 

translations and transcriptions in showing that everyone acts in a rational way according 

to their beliefs. This project, therefore, offers introductory insight into various aspects of 

the Białowieża Forest debate, any one of which could prompt a more in-depth research 

project all together. 
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Chapter 2: Research Design and Methodology 

 

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE OF TOPIC 

 

Even with the rise in popularity of general environmental issues in global, 

national, and local policy debates, acceptance and implementation of specific 

environmental policies often run into problems, from early decision making to long-term 

maintenance. Nature conservation, and especially the creation of protected wilderness 

areas, is of no exception, as it touches on the contentious issues of territory/property 

claims,  rights to land-use, preservation of biodiversity, cultural ecology, development or 

other economic interests, and social justice. Multilateral interactions and negotiations 

between state agencies, local governments, residents, business interests, and 

NGOs/environmental organizations determine the character of the debate. With 

international interests in the preservation of natural areas growing, what is usually a 

national debate1

This project investigates the various issues involved in the on-going and stalled 

negotiations process of incorporating non-park areas of the remaining Białowieża Forest 

in Poland into the national park, increasing park protection to a larger part of the forest 

than exists today. This project seeks to better understand the dynamics of the 

conservation issues surrounding the only remaining primeval forest in low-land Europe, 

 often gains global momentum and with it, pressure from the 

international community.  

                                                 
1 Orlove and Brush claim that protected areas often occur at the national level “due to the association 
between nation-states and territorial sovereignty, and to the development of nation-specific laws and 
regulations for land-use and ownership” (347).  
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the Białowieża Forest, which straddles the countries of Poland and Belarus in a 41/59 

percent split respectively.  

The goals of my research included uncovering the motivations of, and 

relationships between, various stakeholders, their perspectives, positions and opinions. 

My research gives insight to the debate in the form of a case study. Specific goals were to 

identify various stakeholders; gain insight to their perspectives, goals, and reservations 

through direct interviews; and then piece together a narrative that draws on other 

resources, theoretical frameworks from existing literature, and my own work in the field. 

This narrative will give insight into the forces acting on and against the resolution of 

conflict regarding the preservation status of the forest and explain the motivations behind 

such forces. It will also draw on the conservation status and history of the same forest on 

the territory of Belarus. Across the border from Poland, the entirety of the Belovezhskaya 

Pushcha (the name of the same forest in Belarusian) was made into a national park and 

UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1992. This study seeks to explain the political, social, 

and economic forces of this nature conservation debate in a post-Soviet setting. It does 

not claim to provide results that are universally applicable to other conservation debates, 

but it may further interest in and research on protected areas and other conservation-

based issues and environmental negotiations in the region, and in post-Soviet contexts. 

Nature conservation has become an important topic in scientific and academic 

research due to growing concerns over preserving the earth’s natural resources and 

biodiversity. Protected natural areas rapidly expanded in the 1970s, even quadrupling in 

size over the course of the following 25 years, prompting increased interest in them 

among researchers (Orlove and Brush 332).  

Efforts by scholars to study the process and effects of nature conservation seem to 

either take a biological or ethnographic approach to the subject. Biology research is 
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typically focused on biodiversity and species documentation. This is the style of research 

that current searches for Białowieża yield in academic journal databases.2

Ethnographic studies on nature conservation in general look more to the 

importance of working with local populations (whether they be indigenous minorities or 

local residents) in planning conservation and development goals. The role of local 

communities and how they interact with conservationists are main topics of this research. 

When dealing with indigenous populations, the majority of these are case studies from 

Latin America (most notably the Amazon), Africa and Pacific Island states (Conklin and 

Graham, Orlove, Brosius).

  Such research 

offers important scientific facts and figures that can be used in arguing for the 

preservation of biodiversity in Europe, the most densely populated continent, and 

particularly for its forests (Mikusiński et al.).  It offers little in the way of understanding 

the various political, social and economic forces acting on the forest and the effort to 

preserve it. 

3

                                                 
2 Specific searches on the Białowieża area (in English) yield the findings of biological studies on certain 
species which inhabit the primeval forest, rather than conservation issues and relationships between 
different area stakeholders, or perceptions on nature. 

 Conservation research on local communities that are not an 

indigenous minority tends to center on negotiations and participatory planning processes 

with special attention to residential or local communities. These, however, are typically 

focused on cases from North America or Western Europe, where democracy has a much 

more deep rooted history than in the general area that I study. One such article, titled 

“National Park Planning and Local Participation: Some Reflections from a Mountain 

 
3 Journals that tend to publish articles on the interaction between indigenous populations and 
conservationists include Society and Natural Resources, Cultural Survival Quarterly, Conservation 
Biology, and The Ecologist. 
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Region in Southern Norway” on a similar conflict, was very informative to this research 

(Kaltenborn et al.). 

 

Academic studies of conservation efforts in the former Soviet realm are few and 

far between, and I have yet to find any such articles published on the Białowieża Forest, 

though I was pointed to two other works of graduate research on the topic while 

conducting fieldwork in the region.4 That is not to say there is a shortage of research on 

other environmental issues from the region.  Because of the Soviet regime’s dedication to 

the development of heavy industry and general disregard for the environmental 

consequences thereof, researchers have been given (and taken advantage of) various 

opportunities to study environmental issues in the former bloc.5

The unique position of the Białowieża Forest between two formerly Soviet-ruled 

countries allows for an opportunity to draw on the results of two various conservation 

efforts focused on the same forest. Poland, on one hand, was a satellite state of the USSR 

and after the fall of the bloc moved towards capitalism, democracy and diplomatic ties to 

the West. Belarus, on the other hand, a former member state of the USSR, has been said 

to continue its Soviet legacy after the fall of the USSR, shunning trade and diplomatic 

relations with its Western neighbors in Europe and following the more centrally planned 

and controlled (some might even say, dictatorial) lead of post-Soviet Russia. In studying 

the on-going negotiations in Poland, this research attempts to answer important questions 

 

                                                 
4 Eunice Lisa Blavascunas wrote a Master’s thesis in Geography on “Placemaking and Identity: The 
Białowieża Forest, Poland” and Małgorzata Siuta wrote a Dissertation titled “An Analysis of the 
Environmental Conflict around the Conservation of the Białowieża Forest, Poland” which was more similar 
to my thesis in topic and scope. These similarities are purely coincidental; Siuta’s fieldwork was conducted 
after mine and publication took place well after my writing had begun. 
 
5 An example is Jonathan Warner’s “Poland: The Environment in Transition” (1999), which focuses on air 
and water pollution issues. The devastation from the 2010 toxic spill in Hungary may indeed warrant 
another more investigative look at such existing dangers from Soviet-era ecological threats. 
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in nature perception, institutional relations, and environmental legislation in both 

countries, and offer insight into the dilemmas of planning and implementing 

environmental policies in this unique political and social atmosphere.  

Voluntary expert and stakeholder interviews in Warsaw, Białystok, and the 

surrounding communities of the Białowieża Forest area in Poland comprised my primary 

research, along with area-specific materials collected during fieldwork. Experts and 

stakeholders included members of state agencies involved with conservation of the forest 

(the Ministry of the Environment, Białowieża National Park Administration, the State 

Forests National Forest Holding), the local governments surrounding the forest (the 

municipalities of Hajnówka, Białowieża, and Narewka in Poland), and members of 

environmental organizations (Greenpeace Poland, OTOP, Pracownia na Rzecz 

Wszystkich Istot), as well as local residents and academics. This range of interview 

participants has provided insight to the major political, social, and economic forces acting 

on each group of stakeholders, and made it possible to identify relationships and schisms 

among the various parties.  

 

RESEARCH METHOD AND DESIGN   

 

A review of interview materials and collected resources about the area gave 

insight into the past negotiations as well as the most recent conflict in the expansion of 

the national park. This research explores the decision-making process, as well as various 

issues involved in the case of the preservation of the portion of the Białowieża Forest 

located in both Poland and Belarus. Efforts to expand the park in Poland gained 

international scope both before, and even more so, after Poland’s membership in the 
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European Union brought it under EU influence in meeting various European 

environmental directives and legislation. Environmental NGOs have made use of this as a 

tool in furthering their conservation efforts in the area.  

I looked at the various backgrounds, positions, motivations, and goals of the 

people involved in the negotiations, having decided on a case study method. The study 

lent itself to gathering qualitative data, as my research was centered on understanding 

questions that began with “why?” and “how?” related to the negotiations processes: “why 

have negotiations succeeded in the past, but failed ever since?,” “who are the two 

debating sides and how do they work together or against each other?,” “how could future 

negotiations be more successful?” A case study was the most appropriate method to 

identify important issues, emerging narratives, and stakeholder relationships in the nature 

conservation efforts surrounding the Białowieża Forest. My research was designed to 

explore human perceptions, interactions and responses to the various political, social, and 

economic issues to conservation efforts of the forest in Poland. Interview-based case 

studies depict the complex processes of accommodation and conflict in interactions of 

local populations, national and international agencies, NGOs, conservation organizations, 

and international media (Orlove).  After identifying initial experts and stakeholders in the 

conflict, a ‘snowball effect’ method was used to gather other prospective interviewees 

and more research materials. Stakeholders were identified as people, groups, or 

organizations with an interest or concern in the park expansion conflict. The table below 

shows with which side of the conflict each interviewee was affiliated, as there was a clear 

two-sidedness at play, which is explained in more detail in Chapter 6, in the section titled 

“Establishing Relationships”.  
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Table 1: Interviewee list and positioning 

Inter
view 
# 

Name, institutional affiliation Park 
sympa 
thizer 

Forester 
sympa 
thizer 

1 Jarosław Krawczyk, State Forests Regional Directorate in Białystok   x 
1 Adam Kwiatkowski, State Forests Regional Directorate in Białystok  x 
1 Anonymous, State Forests - Regional Directorate in Białystok  x 
2 Mateusz Szymura, Białowieża National Park (BNP) x  
3 Albert Litwinowicz, Białowieża Local Government (Mayor) x  
4 Jerzy Smoktunowicz, Local resident  x 
4 Beata Sakowska, Local resident  x 
4 Adam Grzelak, Local resident  x 
5 Adam Bohdan, NGO - Workshop for All Beings x  
6 Zdzisław Szkiruć, Białowieża National Park (Director) x  
7 Andrzej Antczak, State Forests - Białowieża Local Forest District   
8 Janusz Korbel, BNP Advisory Committee & NGOs x  
9 Olympia Pabian, Local resident & Candidate for Białowieża Mayor x  
10 Olga Rygorowicz, Hajnówka Local Government (Mayor)  x 
11 Mikołaj Pawlicz, Narewka Local Government (Mayor)   
12 Jerzy Ugowoj, State Forests - Browsk Local Forest District  x 
13 Czesław Okołów, BNP Advisory Committee & Former Director x  
14 Wojciech Hurkała, Ministry of the Environment, Nature Conservation  x  
    
 Interviewee split totals 8 8 

 

DATA COLLECTION PROCESS   

The first leg of my research was to locate government records, scholarly articles, 

news reports, agency reports, legal policies, past negotiations, and timelines in order to 

understand and explain the past and current process of conservation-centered debate in 

the Białowieża Forest. This included information on the history and biodiversity of the 

forest, history of shifting borders, changing uses and legislation, past and contemporary 

forest use practices (both legal and illegal), national parks and other protected areas, 

including those open to residential and industrial development, as well as interwar, Soviet 

and post-Soviet forest use and protection. The goal of this part of the research was to 
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identify key figures, institutions, and legislation with regards to forest use and 

conservation.  

The next leg of fieldwork included conducting interviews and identifying 

materials, in order to better understand stakeholder perceptions and the conclusion of the 

recent negotiations process. I was interested in how different sides perceived concepts of 

nature protection, land and land-use, forestry, and what factors they found to be 

influential in the debate; how/whether they identify with the forest; and what the 

relationships were between various parties involved in the negotiations process to expand 

the National Park. I also gathered insight to the creation of the national park in Belarus to 

see if the process could be compared to what occurred in Poland. A copy of the English 

version of the interview protocol can be found in Appendix B. Exploratory interviews 

with identified stakeholders helped me get a better sense of the issues, problems, stakes, 

ideologies, and relationships between parties (government agencies both local and 

national, environmental institutions, local residents, state forest management agencies, 

and timber/wood processing companies). Interviews were conducted in Polish, unless the 

interviewee requested to speak English (which happened once), and one in Russian (with 

a Belarusian from the Belovezhskaya Pushcha National Park). My field notes and notes 

taken during interviews were all in English. Pictures also became a way to document and 

understand the Białowieża Forest setting. 

I then sought to identify shared or conflicting narratives that emerged from the 

data collected. My analysis focuses on understanding these narratives in terms of 

appropriate thematic concepts: relationships, conservation methods, administrative issues, 

economic factors, social tensions, and media portrayal.  

Triangulation was built into to the research design through the interview protocol. 

Questions were specifically asked at the end of each interview on identifying important 
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resources or other potential participants, while field notes, follow up/clarification, and a 

comparison of findings to a similar study helped ensure that emerging narratives and 

ideas identified during post-interview analysis were properly understood.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR ANALYSIS  

 

Applicable theories were researched from existing texts surrounding issues of 

nature conservation in anthropological studies, cultural geography, public policy, and 

conflict management. The most applicable theoretical bases were political ecology and 

theories of environmental conflict resolution. Sidaway’s approach to environmental 

conflict resolution identified a series of basic concepts which allowed me to analyze the 

Białowieża Forest (BF) dispute focusing on identifying the positions, interests, needs, 

fears, and beliefs of a particular conflict: “Many scholars on environmental conflict 

emphasize the role of ideology and principles and contend that fundamental differences 

in values, beliefs, or ideology are not open to negotiation (Van Doorn, 1966; Deutsch, 

1973; Baumgartner et al, 1978; Amy, 1987)” (Sidaway 37). He notes that interests in a 

resource, on the other hand, may be negotiable, as they can be expressed and achieved in 

different ways. Acland speaks to the importance of building agreement around shared 

interests, values, needs, and fears. According to Sidaway, this entails a move from 

positional to interest-based bargaining: people are really seeking a satisfaction of their 

interests, which can usually be met in various ways (38). Interests can be identified by 

questioning people’s concerns, usually expressed as needs and fears (i.e. in this case, a 

fear that the forest is being destroyed, rare species are being negatively affected, a fear 

that access will be denied, that jobs will be lost). Understanding group values helps 
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explain interests and can provide a common ground to building trust (Sidaway). In this 

aspect, Sidaway’s dominant paradigm of using negotiation in analyzing case studies in 

the UK was applicable to the Białowieża Forest conflict. 

Political Ecology studies the complex interactions between economics, politics, 

technology, and social tradition as they relate to the environment in topics such as 

environmental conflict, conservation and control, environmental identities and social 

movements (Robbins).  Theories linked to social justice (used in anthropology and 

regional planning) were incorporated where appropriate. Social justice refers to “a 

recognition of the rights that come from long histories of residence in protected areas” 

(Orlove and Brush 346). 

While nature conservationists tend to use the myth of pristine nature in their 

arguments for increasing protection over an area, “Furze et al. (1996) point out that 

advances in ecology, social science, and landscape history clearly indicate that nearly all 

the landscapes we see in all parts of the world today have been profoundly influenced by 

human activity in the past. They are in fact largely cultural habitats” (Kaltenborn et al.). 

Because the majority of decision-makers involved in this debate are still from a 

generation that was raised under a totally different political regime than exists now, there 

was also a need to explore the sociological theories of cultural geography that pertain to 

such a phenomenon, and how societal changes affect the geographic and/or human 

landscape of an area. Other possible theoretical foundations, such as deep ecology, social 

nature, global/local issues, and participatory planning methods also informed the 

analysis.  
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ISSUES WITH RESEARCH DESIGN  

 

In analyzing the conflict, my own feelings of apprehension towards academic 

writing probably aided in the difficulty of trying to match a theoretical framework to this 

case study. The lack of an overarching theoretical foundation for environmental conflict 

analysis was also mentioned in a helpful source: “although certain relatively consistent 

patterns have been identified, no typology of conflicts has been generally accepted… 

none appear to cover the full range of factors” (Sidaway 43). Once I had already decided 

on a structure of analysis, my approach to this conflict was internally validated when I 

found a similar approach had been applied to a study on a park expansion effort in 

Norway: “a narrative approach to discuss key themes and the communicative dynamics 

of this conflict” (Kaltenborn et al.). 

The ethical considerations that could have affected my research include the 

sensitivity of the issue, especially given how recently the negotiations cycle had 

concluded, and my presence in the area just as the local governments were about to hold 

elections. I experienced declined interviews and requests for anonymity, pointing to fear 

of the professional consequences of expressing ones point of view on the topic. For this 

reason, the information provided by anonymous respondents was kept to a minimum or 

completely omitted. I also agreed to stop voice recordings of interviews upon request, 

and did not include information that was discussed after such a request. Recording was 

also stopped during phone calls or if another party entered/exited the room, unless 

otherwise notified to continue. While I expected these issues to arise, due to the 

sensitivity of the topic, I should also note that I was surprised by how generally open and 

insistent many people were to having their names and titles attached to their statements, 

sometimes emphasizing that they had nothing to hide on the subject. This may also have 
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played into the way they approached certain topics or the information they chose to share. 

Many respondents, particularly on the opposing side of park expansion, expressed 

gratitude at being able to express their point of view on the subject, which may have 

created a perceived sense of empowerment. Though I am a heritage Polish speaker and 

Polish in terms of my roots, my role as a researcher from a place as seemingly exotic as 

Texas may have also influenced their willingness to participate. I was careful to try and 

not give precedence to any one side or stakeholder group in terms of how many 

interviewees participated.  

Timing played a role in how information was received and portrayed, as certain 

respondents may have been in campaigning mode, influencing how they talked about the 

issue at hand. There is no hiding that the end of the recent negotiations process entailed 

the most important decision made that year, as can be evidenced by the emotional 

intensity with which respondents spoke about the issue, as well as the national and 

international attention being given to the area. I was also only able to conduct fieldwork 

for two weeks, which is obviously not enough time to see and hear all that was desired. 

After fieldwork was completed, I had a list of about ten other stakeholders, who I would 

have liked to meet and ask for an interview. 

Interviews intentionally went towards a free-flowing conversation rather than 

sticking to the protocol, which also means that not all questions and topics received the 

same emphasis or coverage in all interviews. All interviewees were asked whether there 

was anything else that they wanted to bring to my attention or elaborate on, meaning 

some issues were raised that wouldn’t have otherwise come up. They ranged in length 

from around 20 to 75 minutes.  

Due to my initial misunderstanding of some issues from the available sources, I 

had to rephrase some the protocol wording during interviews. An example was using the 
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Polish word ‘ochrona’ (can mean both ‘protection’ and ‘conservation’ in English) and 

distinguishing it from equating with park expansion, as it was quickly emphasized that 

each side was for conservation, it just depended on what kind. The terms “active” and 

“passive” conservation were then incorporated during interviews, as these concepts 

quickly emerged in explanations from interviewees on both sides of the debate. (They are 

described in more detail in Chapter 6 under the “Conservation Ideology” section.) As 

these terms were clarified during the beginning stages of fieldwork, they verbally entered 

the interview protocol.  

Problems with translating and paraphrasing should always be kept in mind when 

working with multiple languages. The most obvious was that of the Polish word for this 

particular forest being ‘puszcza’ (or ‘pushcha’ in Belarusian and Russian), which 

designates a natural or primeval forest, but was generally translated as just ‘forest’ unless 

it helped to keep the original word or a more direct translation of it for emphasis. 

Acronyms, abbreviations, and translation terms are defined in the Glossary. 

No claims are made that the findings of this study can be generalized to other 

cases. Rather than a final product with tested external validity, it is a jumping off point 

for researchers interested in studying similar protected areas issues. In fact, I would argue 

that though studies of other areas found some similar themes in local population 

participation in a protected areas dispute (Sidaway, Kaltenborn et al.), this case is unique 

because of the Polish laws, which give local populations a much stronger voice in 

protected areas disputes involving national parks. Internal validity may have suffered 

from the limited number of researchers involved in the study; since I was the one 

conducting interviews, translating/transcribing them in one step, and then analyzing the 

data, there were no opportunities to have others help catch inconsistencies and create 

more rigorous analysis standards. Also, as this is not a longitudinal study, it also can only 
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make limited claims of reliability. The fact that a Dissertation in Sustainable 

Development (Siuta) found some parallel findings given a longer time in field and with 

over 30 interview subjects may help lend it credibility.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Illustration 1: The author among giant oaks in the Białowieża Forest 

 
Photo courtesy of Janusz Korbel, Nov. 2010  
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Chapter 3: Belarus’ “Belovezhskaya Pushcha”  

 

An explanation of the administrative structure over the forest across the border in 

Belarus highlights key differences between management structure and political reality 

between Poland and Belarus. Both sides in the conflict over park expansion in Poland 

also use their understanding of the situation in Belarus to make claims on how things 

should be run in Poland.  

To understand the differences in administrative structure, this chapter is divided 

into three parts: the first, describing the administrative structure in Belarus, taken 

completely from secondary sources (with occasional references to interviews that 

reinstate or discredit the information found); the second, offering a brief overview of the 

collaborative efforts between Belarusian and Polish forest management officials; the 

third, mainly focused on narratives of Polish interviewees on the situation in Belarus. 

 

ADMINISTRATIVE STRUCTURE 

 

Belarus is home to about 59% of the remaining forest, the other 41% belonging to 

Poland. In Belarus, the entirety of the remaining forest (about 77,800 ha) belong to the 

National Park “Belovezhskaya Pushcha” (Национальный парк «Беловежская пуща»). 

The park recently expanded to encompass a large area of adjacent non-forested regions as 

well. 

The park is located 340 km southwest of Minsk. The forest lies in the 

Kamenetsky District (Belarusian: Камянецкі раён) and Pruzhansky Districts 

(Пружанскі раёны) of the Brest Region (Брэсцкая вобласць) and in the Svisloch 
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District (Свіслацкі раён) in Grodno Province (Гродзенская вобласць). The nearest city 

is Brest (Брэст), located about 70km east of the forest. The nearest small town of 

Kamenyets (Камянец) is located 20km to the south, while (much like the forest in 

Poland) there are several small villages scattered throughout the area of the forest. Unlike 

Poland, many settlements are located within the boundaries of the Belovezhskaya 

Pushcha National Park.  

 

Figure 1: Map of the Belovezhskaya Pushcha and protected areas in Belarus  

  
“Map of specially Protected Natural Territories in Belarus.” Map. Belovezhskaya Pushcha 21st Century. 12 
Nov 2011 <http://bp21.org.by/en/about/map.html>. Arrow added by author. 

 

The Belovezhskaya Pushcha was first covered with a net of exploitation tracks in 

the mid-19th century (most likely for timber harvesting, and possibly to also aid in 

preparations for royal hunting expeditions), and subsequently studied scientifically 
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(UNEP-WCMC “Belovezhskaya”). It can be accessed by car or bike, but access is very 

limited within areas of the national park. There is one major paved road cutting through 

the forest, which continues on the Polish side, called the Tsar’s road and other smaller 

tourist tracks and roads. Interviewees and satellite images found online indicate that 

many smaller roads and bicycle paths in the forest have recently been paved. There does 

not seem to be any rail transport through the forest area, though some settlements outside 

of the forest have passenger railway stations. 

In Belarus, the Belovezhskaya Pushcha is one of the nationally protected natural 

areas (as compared with the 23 national parks and various other natural areas in Poland). 

Four, including the forest under study, are national parks and one is a biosphere reserve 

(Republic of Belarus). Biosphere reserves are protected areas that are designated as such 

by UNESCO for their goals of sustainable development in valuable natural areas. 

According to UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere Program, they are places “that seek to 

reconcile conservation of biological and cultural diversity and economic and social 

development through partnerships between people and nature.” 

 

The Belovezhskaya Pushcha in Belarus was recognized as a UNESCO World 

Heritage Site, object number 627 criteria N (iii) on December 14, 1992 – the first such 

designation in the former Soviet Union (Kazulka). In 1993, Belovezhskaya Pushcha 

National Park was given the status of a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, and in 1997 the 

forest was awarded a Council of Europe Diploma. 
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Figure 2: UNESCO map of trans-boundary World Heritage Site  

 
“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Bialowieza Forest UNESCO World Heritage site.” Map. UNESCO World 
Heritage Centre. 2009. 6 Apr. 2011 <http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/33/multiple=1&unique_number=36>. 

 

Administrative Department of the President’s Office 

 

Since Alexander Lukashenka’s first year as President of Belarus in 1994, the 

managing body over the Belovezhskaya Pushcha has been the Administrative Department 

of the President’s Office, sometimes also called the Property Management Department of 

the National Presidency. While the Forest and Game Hunting Department of the Ministry 

of Natural Resources & Environmental Protection is responsible for the conservation of 

biodiversity and the use of natural resources in Belarus at large, it has limited control 
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over the Belovezhskaya Pushcha (UNEP-WCMC “Belovezhskaya”).  Because of the 

largely unrestricted power of the presidency in Belarus, as well as the park’s position 

under direct presidential oversight, the president can directly enlarge the park or change 

the status designations within it by decree, and has used this power most recently in 2004 

(UNECE 130).  

Before 1994, responsibility for the Belovezhskaya reserve rested with the Forest 

Department and protection of the forest was ensured by cross-country patrols with fire-

risks monitored by air patrols. (UNEP-WCMC “Belovezhskaya”) 

The fact that the administrational structure of the park in Belarus is tied to what is 

frequently referred to as at least an undemocratic, if not dictatorial, political system has 

been looked at in both a positive and negative light by parties on both sides of the debate 

in Poland. On one hand, it is applauded for the ability of the president to make effective 

changes immediately, without causing a national uproar, but it is also seen as dangerous 

in terms of what is allowed to take place without any real environmental oversight.  

  

“Belovezhskaya Pushcha” National Park 

 

The General Director of the national park while fieldwork was being conducted in 

November of 2010 was Nikolai Nikolayevich Bambiza (Николай Николаевич 

Бамбиза).6 On the park’s website at the time,7

                                                 
6 The Director has since changed to Aleksander Vasilevich Buriy (Александр Васильевич Бурый) with 
only two Deputy Directors listed on the park’s ‘Contacts’ page- one of “Ideological Work” and one of 
“Scientific Research Work” (Национальный парк; Контакты). 

 four Deputy Directors were listed as 

 
7 The URL used to obtain this information, http://npbp.brestobl.com/adm/kontakt.html,  is not listed under 
References, as it no longer exists. The new ‘Contacts’ page is listed under “Контакты.” 
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heading the departments of Science and Research, Tourism, Economy, and Trade, as well 

as a General Forest Warden and a Chief Bookkeeper.  

 

In 1993, according to the UN’s Man and Biosphere Programme nomination form 

for the Belovezhskaya Pushcha, there were 195 full time staff of the national park and 25 

researchers (UNEP-WCMC “Belovezhskaya”). When Bambiza was appointed the park 

director in 2001, the park reportedly experienced an upheaval in management structure 

and employees due to his focus on economically transforming the park into a profit-

making enterprise: “On coming to the Pushcha, Nikolai Bambiza immediately announced 

that he is going to work with a team of adherents8

According to a government site, the Belovezhskaya Pushcha National Park 

supports wood processing, handicrafts and various local industries (Republic of Belarus), 

as well as commercial logging, which is cited as the main threat to the forest ecosystem 

as a whole (UNEP-WCMC “Belovezhskaya”).  

 and therefore, those who disagree with 

the ‘politics of the party and government’ can look for a job in another place” (Antonova-

Melyanovich). The new Park management is said to have victimized and alienated the 

local people for their opposition to its policy and made it hard for journalists to enter the 

park. “These facts are detailed on the website of the Belovezhskaya Pushcha 21st, in 

Annexes to the UNESCO/IUCN Mission Report of 2004, and are widely condemned in 

the published discussions of the similar Polish forestry policy” (UNEP-WCMC 

“Belovezhskaya”). 

 

                                                 
8 The term “adherents” seems to mean “loyalists” in this context. 
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Tourism, Access, and Attractions in the Park 

Visiting the park is possible only by way of organized tour, as no other transport 

is allowed on the site. Tourists may visit the zoo, library, museum, and other cultural and 

historical monuments, such as the historically significant Viskuli residence, where the 

“Belavezha Accords” (Беловежские соглашения) were signed disbanding the Soviet 

Union and establishing the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) in its place in 

December 1991 by the leaders of the Soviet Republics of Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine. 

Other attractions include “Tyshkevich's country estate, an ancient imperial path, as well 

as some other objects located in the vicinity of the National Park, for example the ancient 

Kamenetz tower (‘White Tower’) which was built in the XIIIth century, a rare church 

ensemble and so on” (Belovezhskaya Pushcha 21st Century). The park is considered one 

of the (if not, the) largest touristic center in Belarus (Belovezhskaya Pushcha 21st 

Century) because of both its size and historic significance. 

In the Belarusian sector of the forest, visitors averaged 50-60,000 a year during 

the 1990s and 83,000 visitors were recorded in the first nine months of 2004. An 

Ecological Awareness Centre is housed in the popular tourist attraction of ‘Grandfather 

Frost’s house’ as a supplement to the park’s Nature Museum.  Many tourist and 

ecological trails have been paved and can be traversed by horse-drawn carriage, bicycles, 

and on foot suggesting a different aesthetic regime than in the park in Poland- one of 

populist access and managerial ease. Bicycle rentals and official tour guides are 

advertised as available to park visitors. Plans to encourage international tourism were 

implemented after assessing adequate infrastructure needs and the impact of tourism on 

the forest, such as access and accommodation, water and sewage, tourist litter and 

environmental pollution, and the creation of a commercial hunting enclosure (UNEP-

WCMC “Belovezhskaya”). 
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Interviews of Polish park employees pointed to the fact that in Belarus tourist 

movement is much more restricted, and largely limited to the main attractions in the park 

(the nature museum and Grandfather Frost headquarters). “Officially there are also tourist 

trails, but they are not so glad when someone is going there… On the Belarusian side 

they don't like when someone is walking freely in the forest, also because it is so close to 

the state border,” said Poland’s Białowieża National Park employee Mateusz Szymura 

during an interview. The current director of the BNP made a similar statement during an 

interview:  

The means of accessing the area are diametrically different on both sides. In the 
past years, for example, they've made bike paths on the Belarusian side. But you 
can only travel along the path, nowhere else. The rules of movement are 
diametrically different. It's very limited there, secured, you have to have a visa 
(Szkiruć).  

I encountered this issue first hand, as there was no way to get a visa to enter the 

park in Belarus for research purposes on my own from the Belarusian embassy in 

Białystok. I was only informed by the park director in Poland that I would have had 

better luck if I had tried going through the BNP in Poland, as they have a greater 

possibility of securing visas with the national park administrators in Belarus. 

 

Area of the National Park 

The park area is divided into 17 Forest Districts covering areas from 3,000 to 

13,500 ha (Białowieża National Park 190). Before the year 2000, the national park at the 

Belovezhskaya Pushcha was 87,600 ha, of which 77,800 ha (or 88.8%) included forested 

area. The total area of the park has since been expanded. According to an article found 

online:  
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On January 1, 1999 the National Park was enlarged considerably to 101,603 ha. A 
great number of ecologically unique and valuable territories adjacent to 
Belovezhskaya Pushcha, such as the bog area Dikoye and the Shereshevskoye 
forestry department were integrated into the National Park. Currently the area of 
the Belovezhskaya Pushcha National Park covers more than 120,000 ha 
(Belovezhskaya Pushcha 21st Century).                                       

 

The UNECE Committee on Environmental Policy has published a report with 

somewhat different numbers: “The park was extended from 87,400 ha to 152,200 ha by 

the Ukaz of the President (2004)” (UNECE 130). And according to yet another source, 

“The park covers 152,962 ha, spreading over 64 km from north to south, and 20-52 km 

from west to east” (Białowieża National Park 190). 

Many of the people I spoke with in Poland mentioned the fact that such generous 

enlargements are possible in Belarus because of the government structure there. The 

president has complete control over this process and does not leave room for protest in 

such matters. Villages and residential areas exist within the park’s territory. Sources also 

mentioned that national park status in Belarus does not afford or equate to the same kind 

of protection that it does in Poland, such that hunting, logging, paving roadways, and 

water melioration or drainage have been allowed in areas of the Belarusian park, which 

would be unthinkable within a national park in Poland. In an interview with a local 

government official in Poland, I was told,  

From what I know that part is called a national park, however the regulations of 
national parks are completely different in Poland and in Belarus. You can collect 
firewood from the Belarusian side, there are asphalt roads, there is probably the 
biggest sawmill in Belarus on the territory of the park. So calling it a national park 
is not quite deserved (Pawlicz). 
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Preservation Zones in the Park 

Belarus’ 20-year Management Plan (1996-2016) for its national park describes its 

four zones with various regimes of protection as the Wildness Protection Zone, which is a 

“strict reserve” (18.3%), the Regulated Nature Zone (32.3%), the Regulated Recreational 

Use Zone (3.8%) and Economic Activity Zone (45.6%). Additionally, there is a Buffer 

Zone that encircles the forest, also known as a Transition Zone. It covers about 90,000 ha 

and exists of partly forested and non-forested land. (Kazulka). 

Figure 3: Zoning of Belovezhskaya Pushcha National Park 

 
“Схема национального паркаБеловежская пуща.” Map. Belovezhskaya Pushcha 21st Century. 28 Feb. 
2011 <http://bp21.org.by/i/zone_np.gif >. Translations of title and legend added by author. 
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As I was not able to travel to the area of the forest in Belarus, I searched for the 

most comprehensive, consistent, and detailed descriptions of the park’s zoning schemes 

that I could find. The following descriptions of each zone have been consolidated from 

both the Belovezhskaya Pushcha 21st Century Group and the Białowieża National Park 

book (190-191). They describe the five different designations for land use found in the 

park.  

1. The Wilderness Protection Zone, also called the Strict Protection Zone, makes up 

the core of the park. It encompasses 30,679 ha or 18.3% of the park’s territory (made 

up 15,677 ha or 16.3% before 2004). No economic activity is permitted in this zone, 

as it is said to be accessible for scientific research purposes only, for studies of its 

natural forest characteristics. This zone primarily consists of indigenous old-growth 

coniferous and deciduous forests. The World Heritage Site covers part of this zone 

(5,235 ha).  

Interview sources affiliated with the Białowieża National Park in Poland suggest that 

the borders of this zone had changed in the past ten years, drawing into question its 

natural value and authenticity. 

 

2. The Regulated Nature Zone includes 52,780 to 57,318 ha depending on the source, 

which comes to about 32% of the national park (made up 65,175 ha or 67.8% before 

2004). Economic activity in this zone is limited, but scientific research and measures 

aimed at the preservation and restoration of characteristic ecosystems in the forest 

complex are permitted. All activities within this zone are meant to provide optimal 

conditions for sustainable development, including “scientifically-oriented nature 

conservation arrangements”. Within the Regulated Nature Zone the following 

activities are allowed: scientific research and monitoring; activities aimed at 
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restoration of disturbed natural complexes and the reproduction of natural resources; 

measures for prevention of fire; sanitary woodcutting and forest maintenance 

(clearing of dead wood); regeneration of primary forest stands; protection of the 

forest against pests and diseases (by “biological methods” and “technical measures”); 

elimination of animals in order to regulate the number of their populations and for the 

purpose of selection; artificial feeding of wild animals in exceptionally unfavorable 

seasons; veterinarian, prophylactic and biotechnical measures applied to wild 

animals; and restricted ecotourism. Ecotourism is allowed only under the oversight of 

guides employed by the National Park.  Local residents are allowed to collect hay, 

harvest berries and mushrooms, graze cattle and fish here. Natural resources are 

exploited “in limited quantities”.  

This area is a mix between the area of the park in Poland that is not a strict reserve 

and the managed area of the forest in Poland, especially the latter in terms of 

promoting similar pest control, sanitation cuttings, and hunting measures.  

 

3. The Regulated Recreational Use Zone is 6,140 to 7,739 ha depending on the 

source, or 3.8% of the area of the national park (made up 10,732 ha or 11.1% before 

2004). The purpose of this area is to encourage tourism, education, and recreation 

through activities that focus on the “cultural aspects of the forest, leisure, and 

improvement of man's health”, as well as to study the impact of recreational pressure 

on forest ecosystems. Nature conservation and economic activities are officially 

aimed at preservation, and “to a limited extent, reconditioning of the forest landscape 

and bodies of water for recreational and educational purposes”. When recreational 

services are set up, they are subject to specific rules that aim to prevent degradation of 

the natural environment. The activities allowed in the previously mentioned 
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Regulated Nature Zone are also permitted in the Regulated Recreational Use Area. 

Additionally, in designated places within the forest, it is allowed to park cars on 

parking lots, to camp using tents, and to make camp fires, and there are specially 

designated rest stops and picnic areas. The Regulated Recreational Use Area is 

recognized as a part of the National Park where landscapes, natural ecosystems, and 

certain objects have “recreational, cognitive, cultural, educational, aesthetic, 

ethnographic, archeological, historical and other values that do not require the 

measures of protection stipulated for the Wilderness Protection Zone or the Regulated 

Nature Zone”. Admittance to this zone is free or based on guided visits. 

 

4. The Economic Activity Zone encompasses 57,226 to 74,580 ha depending on the 

source, or 45.6% of the national park area (made up only 4,614 ha or 4.8% before 

2004). Most of the areas recently incorporated to the park are found in this zone, in 

areas surrounding the forested area of the park. This zone has been designated to 

ensure satisfactory living conditions for the local population. It allows for limited 

business activities and is zoned for residential, administrative, production, and 

operational purposes, as well as providing recreational facilities for hosting and 

serving tourists. Selected logging, agriculture, forage supplying, cattle pasturage, 

wood processing, berry and mushroom harvesting, and amateur regulated fishing is 

permitted here. There are no restrictions of access within this zone. 

 

5. The Shershevskoie Forestry and Game Ground is a 3,500 ha commercial hunting 

range, where wild boar and red deer are bred, as hunting has become a lucrative sport 

in the Belovezhskaya Forest. Access to this zone is limited to paying clientele.  
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Natural Resources and Environmental Protection Ministry 

 

The current Minister of Natural Resources and Environmental Protection 

(MNREP) is Vladimir Grigorevich Tsalko (Владимир Григорьевич Цалко). Belarus’ 

first official governmental agency that oversaw environmental concerns was called the 

Nature Protection Committee of the Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic (BSSR), 

established in 1960, when the country first adopted an environmental protection system. 

As a result of the BSSR law “Amendments to the BSSR Council of Ministers Law” (July 

16, 1990), the Nature Protection Committee was renamed the State Ecology Committee 

of the Republic of Belarus. On March 14, 1994, it again changed names to become the 

Ministry of Natural Resources and Environmental Protection (MNREP) of the Republic 

of Belarus. The Ministry is a national administrative body in charge of both the 

exploitation of natural resources and environmental protection, in accordance with the 

state ecology policy (Ministry of Natural Resources and Environmental Protection of the 

Republic of Belarus). The MNREP coordinates with the Ministry of Culture on issues 

related to the Belovezhskaya Pushcha and on preparing the list of sites for potential 

inscription to the UNESCO World Heritage List (UNECE).  

 

Local Population and Environmental NGOs 

 

A joint mission of UNESCO and the International Union for the Conservation of 

Nature to the areas of the Biosphere Reserve in Poland and Belarus reported 4,000 

inhabitants in the Belarusian area of the forest. Surrounding the forest there are 22 

villages with some 30,000 inhabitants (“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”), 

mostly farmers growing potatoes, rye, wheat, oats, barley, rapeseed and sugar beet. Rural 
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development assistance along with work and training opportunities in forestry, forest 

protection, and other services are reportedly provided to locals by the government, 

though it is said that they receive no other financial benefit from living in or around the 

forest (UNEP-WCMC “Belovezhskaya”). 

Because of the government structure in Belarus, civilian opposition to the leading 

political party is almost non-existent or quickly suppressed. The UN’s Environmental 

Performance Review for Belarus states the logical consequence that  

the role of NGOs in forest policy formulation is non-existent… But in a wider 
sense, forests and forestry are everybody’s concern in Belarus, and a politically 
sensitive issue. Local abuses, real or suspected, have frequently provoked great 
public indignation. The ongoing NGO campaign against forest-cutting in the 
Belovezhskaya Pushcha national park is an example (UNECE).  

During fieldwork I had an opportunity to meet a Belarusian Lukashenka-

oppositionist and singer-songwriter, who seemed to agree with the lack of mobilized 

NGO activity in the forest. 

This suggests that in spite of its limitations, there is some kind of environmental 

activism taking place in Belarus on behalf of the forest. An account of local discontent 

was published on Radio Free Europe in 2003 under the headline, “Locals urge protection 

of Belarus’ Belavezha Forest:” 

A group of 12 elderly people who live in the Belavezha Forest have published an 
open appeal to President Alyaksandr Lukashenka, the Belarusian legislature, and 
the global community to save this ancient forest and help them protect the rights 
of its inhabitants, BelaPan reported on 27 March... "Predatory uncontrolled 
logging is under way. Valuable timber is being carried out of the national park in 
an uninterrupted flow," the residents said in the appeal, blaming the 
administration's "greed for money" for what is happening to the forest. "With pain 
in our hearts, we are watching people's heritage being wasted, endless 
manipulations and deals making our land a lifeless area and turning us into 
aborigines without legal rights," the appeal reads. According to the authors, the 
administration exercises pressure on Belavezha Forest residents, threatening to 
sack them if they voice opposition to current management practices. "Hundreds of 
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people have been fired, with experts, researchers and ordinary workers among 
them. They are replaced by 'alien' manpower from other regions of the country, as 
well as from Russia and Ukraine," the letter says (Maksymiuk). 

This speaks to both the recent management turnover as well as local uproar with 

management policies in the forest. It seems that unlike the situation in Poland, the local 

population that is making media headlines in Belarus is actually aligned with the NGOs 

in trying to increase protective measures in the forest. 

 

Area Land-use and Scientific Research  

 

Human activity can be traced for centuries in both sides of the forest through 

evidence of clearings, hunting grounds, riverside meadows, road systems and trails, forest 

settlements, wartime era narrow-gauge railways, felling sites, and gravel-pits. To this 

day, people continue to use the forest for both hunting and gathering activities, as well as 

timber production, bee-keeping, charcoal-burning, animal rearing, and hay production 

(“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). Ongoing scientific research conducted on 

the Belarusian park grounds includes studies of natural ecosystems and their restoration, 

natural succession, forest management, agricultural research, and floral and faunal 

surveys. Social science research includes ethno-biology, cultural anthropology, rural 

technology and traditional land-use systems. There is now a scientific research center 

laboratory situated near the Park headquarters at Kamieniuki, as well as conference and 

library facilities, and accommodation for up to 100 visitors. (UNEP-WCMC 

“Belovezhskaya”) 

 
  



 34 

COLLABORATION BETWEEN BELARUS AND POLAND 

 

“Politically we say it’s a good cooperation, but in my mind there is no 
cooperation. It’s all part of Lukashenka's regime. It’s not a normally functioning 
national park” – Janusz Korbel, NGO Activist in Poland 

 

Since 1991, Polish and Belarus authorities have attempted to work together on 

forest management issues through mutual agreements, sharing scientific knowledge, 

collaborations at conferences, and international groups. Unfortunately, it seems these 

collaborations are often mere formalities rather than decisive actions.  
 

Illustration 2: The recently added border crossing through the forest near Białowieża 

 
Photo courtesy of Cristen Rene Andrews, Oct. 2011. 
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Former BNP Director Czesław Okołów gave an account of the history of 

collaboration between the two sides that also makes apparent the current difficulty in 

achieving a common goal together:  

When it comes to being neighbors, both parks have an ‘advisory council’- [that’s] 
what we [in Poland] call it, they call it a ‘technical advisory council’… That body 
has existed this whole time since the war, no matter what the area there was 
called. When I was director I was finally able to organize a joint meeting of both 
councils in 1990-something... I was able to have four such meetings, once here, 
once there. But for the last 10 years, since I retired, there hasn't been a [single] 
joint meeting. Despite the fact that the cooperation agreement has been renewed 
between both parks- where it is written that these meetings should happen- they 
don't. It's important for the parks to also cooperate on similar activities because 
they affect the same organism (Okołów). 

During interviews with Polish stakeholders, the collaboration was usually mentioned with 

some sarcasm, as it seems to take place more on paper than in action.  For example, the 

Director of the Belarusian Park has been nominated to sit as an honorary member of the 

Scientific Advisory Council of the Polish Białowieża National Park though he seldom, if 

ever, attends the meetings.  

In 2004 the UNESCO/IUCN joint mission to the forest urged the two parks to 

create a trans-boundary management plan to incorporate “improved practices for 

managing both the core area and the adjacent forests” (UNEP-WCMC “Belovezhskaya”). 

During an interview with the recently appointed BNP Director, he mentioned this 

management plan while describing the two kinds of projects that were collaboratively 

being planned by the two parks:  

 [First,] it's a fact that as we are one World Heritage Site, we should be using 
similar systems of management, conservation… This is a very general agreement 
of the administration of the entire forest. The other project is locally focused, 
minor, ad hoc, [about] exchanging information on environmental knowledge, the 
organization of tourist movement- things that don't require a great amount of 
international cooperation, just exchanging information (Szkiruć). 
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The Polish BNP Director also noted that he was leaving for Germany tomorrow with the 

Director of the NPBP in Belarus “in search of trans-boundary partners for Poland, 

Germany, Belarus… to start some inter-regional programs together. Those are trans-

boundary programs that are eligible for EU funding” (Szkiruć). During the interview, 

however, the Polish BNP Director was notified by the arrival of an NPBP Deputy that the 

Belarusian Director would not be able to join, and the NPBP Deputy had been sent in his 

place for the trip to Germany. This same Deputy procured a copy of the agreement on 

collaboration signed by both directors (See Appendix C). This seemed an indication of 

how the collaborative effort between the Belarusian and Polish Director took place 

mostly on paper, not necessarily in practice. 

In a few interviews with other stakeholders, the two meter high barbed wire 

border fence dividing the two parts of the forest was mentioned. The 2004 IUCN and 

UNESCO Mission to the forest recommended that Belarus  

further evaluate possibilities to reduce the negative impact of the fence and the 
border line as an ecological barrier especially for ungulates and other mammals, 
preferably by using a step by step approach, and in case the removal of the fence 
is not possible, by searching for relevant techniques, which would allow the 
exchange of animals along certain corridors (“Report”). 

The Mayor of Białowieża seemed to share the interest in taking down the border fence 

and increasing cooperation between the two countries for improving the overall state of 

the forest:  

before all else, I am counting on the fact that one day Poland and Belarus will 
come to an agreement and the border barrier, the double electric fence several 
meters high dividing the forest into two parts that keeps the animals from 
migrating- it's really bad, and I hope it one day disappears and there will be better 
cooperation between the Polish and Belarusian national parks. Because the 
Białowieża Forest is one, and here again we need a single set of rules to govern 
and protect the BF. I hope also that the [timber] processing plant on the other side 
goes away (Litwinowicz).  
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The theme of using the same management techniques was echoed by the BNP director in 

Poland, who hints at the nature of the cooperation attempts:  

We should be using similar systems of management/conservation [in both parks, 
so] there are some general assumptions that have been agreed to by the Polish 
government. On the Belarusian side they've been accepted by a portion of the… 
processes, we are waiting for further acceptance. (Szkiruć).  

Both the need for uniform management and the problems associated with the border were 

also espoused by an NGO activist and Białowieża resident: 

On the Belarusian side, the entirety is a national park. In Poland, only a small 
portion. And on top of that, it's divided by a border and fence. For nature, that is 
really, really bad. If we have something so invaluable on a world scale, it should 
be uniformly governed” (Korbel). 

A local forester also saw the need for closer cooperation in management techniques, but 

seems reluctant to remove the barrier until major changes are made on the Belarusian 

side: “There are signals that it would be best for the differences to be at a minimum, for 

the methods to be similar in use. But for now we have to a keep a barrier, as some of the 

phenomenon on the Belarusian side is unsettling” (Antczak). 
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INTERVIEW NARRATIVES ABOUT BELARUS’ FOREST 

 

This section includes interview narratives that gave insight on otherwise missing 

information about the situation of the forest in Belarus. As they are all personal accounts 

of those being interviewed, there are no claims being made here to their factual content. 

The purpose of including them is to give an example of personal experience from each 

side of the Polish debate, and to show how the Belarusian management scheme is used 

and distorted to further the agenda of each side in the debate. 

One example of how Belarus was brought up during interviews was to further the 

arguments of each side in the debate. On one side of the debate, the forester sympathizers 

who generally resist attempts to expand the national park in Poland cited the importance 

of active conservation measures in the forest in Belarus:  

It is all a national park, and at one point they decided to stop active conservation 
and let it be, and now there are thousands of hectares of dead spruce stands killed 
by the bark beetle. And they saw that passive conservation led to the quick 
destruction of the forest. Like my colleague said, they now buy spruce trees from 
Polish foresters and plant them on their side of the national park” (Litwinowicz). 

On the other hand, the park sympathizers point to the fact that the entirety of the forest on 

the side of Belarus is a national park, without any explanation of the national park 

structure and how it differs there. This can be seen in national news stories and NGO 

publications. A local environmental activist and BNP advisory committee member stated, 

“As far as management structure, it's much better there, as the entire forest is a national 

park, and it is zoned like it should be in national parks- strict protection, active protection, 

buffer zones” (Korbel), though he also pointed to significant flaws in the administration 

of the forest there during the same interview. 
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Historical account of Belarus’ forest  

 

Former Polish park director and scientist Czesław Okołów was born on the 

Belarusian side of the border before Poland’s boundaries were changed in 1945. The 

following narrative has been taken from an interview with him, and is a historical account 

of the management structure in Belarus from his perspective. It begins and ends with how 

different the management structures are between the two parks, but also touches on 

historical figures and events, the forms of protection and forest access in Belarus, and 

issues of cross-border collaboration. 

The management structure is totally different. Let's start with the after war years. 
First there was the announcement of a strict reserve, so category 1 protection on 
the entire area of the forest [in Belarus]. Then in the 1960s it was changed to a 
managed hunting reserve status, because Khrushchev wanted to hunt there. A 
villa was built there in the middle of the park for him- Viskuli. It is now historical, 
because that's where the agreement was signed to disband the Soviet Union- right 
here in the forest. Some people think they drank too much local moonshine, 
otherwise, they never would have all agreed to that while sober (laughs). So it was 
a strange status- a managed hunting reserve, where theoretically it was being 
protected but practically, it was used by prominent people for hunting.  

When Belarus became an independent state in 1992, the first national park was 
formed there in Belarus. Now there are more, but in actuality the [Belovezhskaya 
Pushcha] national park includes twice as much area as is forested, so also all the 
surrounding non-forested area. Right now I think it has over 150,000 hectares 
altogether. There are kolkhozes there and all the stores belong to the national 
park... The director there is responsible for everything.  

There's a problem with the cooperation between Poland and Belarus, as the 
Minister of Ecology- that's what the environmental ministry there is called- can't 
make any decisions about the park because it is under the direct oversight of 
President Lukashenka's office. And here we have a problem.  

Besides that, everything is done to make money because in Belarus they have 
financial problems. So there's an operating sawmill in the park: when a tree dies, 
it is instantly processed into wood for sale. Above that, in the middle of the park- 
normally such attractions are made on the outskirts in the buffer zone- they have 
their own version of the House of Father Frost, emulating the one in Finland but 
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in the Belarusian style. There's a similar one near Moscow, so they saw it there 
and made one here. And now the hordes of tourists, as there are about a quarter of 
a million of them, drive there by the bus load, eat, drink, see it, and leave. Just 
now they opened a new museum but it isn't fully functioning yet. There are a few 
bike trails- our friends marked their trails as they didn't really know how to go 
about that. They were created using EU funds. Our members from the tourist 
landscape company who are licensed, as you have to know how to mark trails, our 
colleague Mr. Skiepko did it. He made visits there for almost two months to do it. 
But they hardly use those trails there.  

We offered to help with the training of tour guides many times, as our guides here 
have to be nationally licensed. Guide classes are over 300 hundred hours of 
theoretical and practical lessons, and they have to be spread out among the 
different seasons so they know what to show each time of year. But there, they 
don't have that. Many strange unbelievable things take place there. It’s not 
harmonized, they are more concerned with making money, and not with what a 
tourist gets from their visit to the BF, [meaning] knowledge.  

Besides that, Lukashenka decides how it is to be, and so it is. Once there were big 
drainage projects carried out in the outskirts and middle of the forest there. When 
he was vacationing there, he saw from his helicopter that these ditches were not 
being well maintained, so he has decided to renew them all. We are very much 
against that, because it's a very flat area and the whole forest is one entomological 
system- what happens there has effects here. We're not sure how that will all end 
but that is how it looks… It can't be compared, the management structure is 
different, politics are different, and the criteria of activities and goals of the 
activities are different (Okołów, 18 Nov 2010). 

 

Forestry working experience in Belarus 

 

Jerzy Ugowoj has been working in the managed area of the forest under the State 

Forests Local Forest District of Browsk for many years. This district is adjacent to the 

village of Narewka in Poland. He is an avid hunter and studies entomology in his spare 

time, boasting a large collection of rare beetles. In his narrative, many active conservation 

measures taken in Belarus’ National Park are mentioned and commended. He also 
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mentions the same drainage project that was alluded to in the above narrative, but puts a 

different spin on it.  

In the 90s, for three years, I didn’t work for the State Forests but in a private 
company, and I spent half a year working on the Belarusian side of the 
Białowieża Forest. I knew the previous directors and know the present director as 
well. I advised the President of Belarus as an expert in the gradation of the bark 
beetle that kills live spruce trees with other scientists from Belarus and Russia. 
It’s a somewhat different habitat, it’s more coniferous, meaning it has more pines 
and spruces, but it also suffered very much from the lack of a reaction to the bark 
beetle infestation. Over three million cubic meters of spruce wood - which is a lot 
for such a small area - dead spruce- was lost and left there. Now they’ve started 
reacting and cutting down the spruce trees that are infected.  

That side is also a national park, but there is forestry management there as well. 
They have a big processing plant in Kamyeniuki where the headquarters of the 
director of that side of the park are located. They process about 120,000 m of 
wood per year, which is more than on the Polish side, though they’ve significantly 
increased the territory of the park. They’ve added land beyond the forest pines, 
what we call peasant or farm land.  

At the moment, they’re considering opening a school of forestry, so they won’t 
leave everything up to nature when it comes to renewing the forest. They’ll 
produce seedlings, because they used to buy them from us, but the political 
relations are a barrier now. So with our help, they’re opening their own school [of 
forestry] where they will produce seedlings for their own needs, with different 
tree varieties: pines, spruce, oaks, I'm sure. The potential is great.  

Of course, they’ve approached the maintenance of forest roads differently, 
because they realized that the forest road system is important, so it’s well 
developed even though it’s a national park. Of course, they also have several parts 
that are highly protected like our strict reserve of the BNP; it's actually just on the 
other side of the border from ours. There's double the [strictly protected] area 
[that we have here].  

At the moment they’re working on neutralizing the effects of the bog drainage 
that were conducted in the 50s and 60s in the forest, where water was drained… 
Right now they’re trying to reverse this process, meaning they’re using the money 
to gradually return the ditches into the natural state they were in before those 
works were conducted. I think in some 60 years this will happen- unfortunately it 
will take this long, because it depends on the climate.  
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So they’re doing a lot; they have the money for it. President Lukashenka, who is 
currently president of Belarus, is personally engaged in it so there’s no danger of 
strange activities taking place there. Sometimes democracy is worse than 
autocratic management…  

The strict reserve there, I don't remember but I think it is about 16% of the area of 
that part. I remember the old data, because now they have about 150,000 ha, but 
as I said half of that is just attached to the forest. It’s not actually forested, or it is 
monoculture forests. But the traditional ‘puszcza,’ like the 62,000 ha that we have, 
they have 87,000 ha. So 16% under strict protection is practically the same as the 
national park has on our side (Ugowoj, 17 Nov. 2010).  

While the two narratives are describing the same area, they show that there are 

very different ways of viewing the way in which the forest in Belarus is managed. It is 

interesting to note the hints of Polish pride in each story, as both narratives point to 

Polish expertise being used by park management in Belarus. While the scientist/former 

park director is critical of many of the measures taken by the Belarusian park and finds it 

easy to joke about how things ‘work’ in Belarus, the forester boasts of the progress being 

made there, and is proud of the role that the Polish forestry service has played in teaching 

the Belarusian park employees how to replant the forest. These differences begin to give 

insight to the opposing sides of the park expansion debate in Poland and the prevalent 

themes sued in the conflict, such as active versus passive conservation schemes, bark 

beetle infestations, and tourism (all these themes are defined and better explained in 

Chapter Six).   
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Chapter 4: Administrative Structure and Stakeholders in Poland 

 

The administrative structure over the forest in Poland is much more complex than 

that of Belarus; however, there was more information available to me about the 

administrative system in Poland, probably because of the fact that all of my fieldwork 

took place only in the Polish area of the forest. This chapter also sets the stage for the 

following chapters, which focus on the important events of the Białowieża Forest park 

enlargement conflict, and analysis of its prevalent themes. 

 

POLAND’S “PUSZCZA BIAŁOWIESKA” 

 

Figure 4: Map of Poland showing the location of the Białowieża National Park 

 
“Białowieża N 52°42´04,9" E 23°52´10,2”. Map. Białowieża National Park. 2007. 16 Nov. 2011 
<http://bpn.com.pl/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=127&Itemid=185>. Arrow added by 
author. 
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The Polish part of the Białowieża Forest (BF) lies entirely in the Podlasie 

voivodship (wojewódstwo podlaskie) on the border of Belarus. The closest city in Poland 

is Białystok, about 60 km to the northwest. The forested territory lies on an area shared 

between three municipalities (gminy): Białowieża, Hajnówka, and Narewka, which each 

have a small number of villages and townships within their administrative borders. All 

villages and towns in Poland belong to the nearest municipality. Each municipality is 

governed by a mayor and his elected advisory council, the offices of which comprise the 

local government structure. The entirety of the forest on the Polish side is about 62,219 

hectares (ha), as compared with 77,800 ha in Belarus. 

 

Figure 5: Map of Białowieża Forest showing surrounding municipalities 

 
“Mapa Puszczy Białowieskiej.” Map. Parki Narodowe Polski. Białowieski Park Narodowy 5 Dec 2005. 
<http://www.parki.pl/parki_narodowe/bialowieski_pn/turystyka/mapy.htm>. Translations of the title and 
legend, and the additional markings added by the author. 
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Access to the Białowieża Forest  

 

The forested area adjacent to Hajnówka is usually the first point of access to the 

BF. The town can be most easily accessed by car, or regional and private bus services, 

with frequent daily buses from Białystok and fewer connections from Warsaw. There are 

very limited train connections to Hajnówka, and unlike the previous year, as of 2011 

there was no direct connection to Warsaw. To cover the 17 km stretch of road leading 

directly from Hajnówka to Białowieża, there are frequent private buses and mini-bus 

services. Cars are the most frequent vehicles on the road, while it is not uncommon to see 

bikes there as well; though it is considered a bike path, there are no bike lanes. In the 

1890s a railway connection between Hajnówka and Białowieża was built (Kossak 358-

59). It was liquidated many years ago and the railroad tracks are no longer functional and 

have been pulled up completely in certain areas. Between Narewka and Białowieża there 

lies a 15 km stretch of forest road, which is also considered a bike path. Currently, the 

easiest access to the general region is by private vehicle, as the bike paths are not in the 

best state and the bus system is not centralized; the published schedules are difficult to 

find, and the schedule and stops can be difficult to figure out if not a local or not fluent in 

Polish. 

 

Administrative Overview 

 

The area encompassed by the Białowieża Forest in Poland is subordinate to 

various government agencies and under several different layers of protection. Close to 

100% of the forest area is state owned, except for negligible areas and clearings 

belonging to residents and the local townships. A majority of the area is considered 
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managed forests in the hands of the State Forests National Forest Holding, referred to 

simply as the State Forests, with the Regional Directorate in Białystok (Regionalna 

Dyrekcja Lasów Państwowych w Białymstoku, RDLP Białystok) and the remaining 16% 

is within the borders of the Białowieża National Park (BNP) or Białowieski Park 

Narodowy, both of which are subordinate to the Ministry of the Environment 

(Ministerstwo Środowiska, MoŚ), referred to as the Ministry. The entire forest is also part 

of the European Ecological Natura 2000 Network (Natura2000), and the area within the 

national park has been designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 1979. Local 

Forest Districts (LFD, known as Nadleśnictwa) operate under the Regional Directorates 

of the State Forests; those located in the managed forest area of the Białowieża Forest 

(BF) are under the RDLP Białystok.  

Also worth mentioning for their major role in the polemic surrounding forest 

conservation are the various environmental and ecologically-focused  NGOs that are 

actively involved in park expansion efforts. These organizations tend to have 

headquarters in Warsaw, but two of the four major NGOs most involved in the BF 

conflict have local branches and activists on site in the Białowieża area. 

 

UNESCO World Heritage Site 

The area of the BF belonging to the National Park was designated a UNESCO 

World Heritage site in 1979, and extended as a trans-boundary World Heritage Site in 

1992 when the entirety of the Forest in Belarus became part of the National Park. In the 

State of Conservation Report of the UNESCO World Heritage Site (1999), the Polish 

authorities, namely the Ministry of the Environment, were commended “for their efforts 

to extend the Białowieża National Park” to the whole forest complex “to strengthen the 
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integrity of the site” (UNESCO), meaning their intention to expand the BNP to the 

entirety of the forest.  

 

Ministry of the Environment 

The Minister of the Environment, Andrzej Kraszewski as of 2 February 2010, 

heads the Ministry of the Environment, located in the capitol city of Warsaw. His 

predecessor, Minister Nowicki, was the initiator of the most recent park enlargement 

negotiations process in 2008. 

The Minister oversees the entire complicated administrative mechanism of the BF 

complex, as he presides over the National Parks system as well as the State Forests 

National Forest Holding. The Ministry also houses the Natura2000 Network areas found 

in Poland. The National Park system of Poland is managed by the Department of Nature 

Conservation, with a regional office in Białystok that has direct oversight over 

Białowieża National Park. The Office of the General Directorate of the State Forests 

oversees all the nation’s State Forest, with a Regional Directorate in Białystok with direct 

oversight to the Local Forest Districts found in the Podlasie voivodship. While the 

National Parks receive funds from the national budget, the State Forests are a profit-

making entity and have a forestry fund that is somewhat external to the national budget 

structure.  

 

State Forests National Forest Holding 

This institution is unique from governmental forest agencies found in other 

European countries for practicing “state-owned commercial forest” management. While 

the State Forests NFH is state owned, it includes a self-financing aspect; as a for-profit 
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entity, it operates its own forestry fund (Fronczak). Overall, the State Forests now 

manage more than 7.2 million ha of forests in Poland, close to a quarter of the entire 

country. As of 2002, the tree stands found under State Forest control represented 78.3% 

of all the forests found in Poland, by area (Fronczak 22).  

Figure 6: Ownership structure of forests in Poland, 2002 

  
“Ownership structure of forests in Poland (GUS).” Chart. Fronczak, Krzysztof. Poland's green 
treasurehouse. Centrum Informacyjny Lasów Państwowych: Warsaw, 2003. p. 22. 

 

The State Forests has the longest history of institutional forestry in Poland and in 

the Białowieża Forest specifically. It was established in 1918, and the first director of the 

State Forests helped set up the “Reserve” Forest District in the Białowieża Primeval 

Forest in 1921, the predecessor to the first national park in Poland, which was also under 

the administration of the State Forests as of its inception in 1932. In the early 1930s, the 

State Forests NFH also founded the Forest Research Institute (Instytut Badawczy 

Leśnictwa, IBL), probably the most renowned institution for forestry research in Poland. 

State Forests, 
78.3% 

National 
Parks, 2.0% 

Local Councils, 
0.9% 

Other Public, 
1.4% 

Private 
Ownership, 

17.4% 



 49 

One the IBL’s three locations, the Department of Natural Forests, is located in 

Białowieża.  

In the Białowieża Forest, a majority of the forest (about 83%) is under the 

supervision of the State Forests NFH, including 21 nature reserves, which provide 

protections similar to those found in the national park and comprise about 35% of the BF 

(Szymura). 

While the State Forests NFH carries out the commercial logging activities in the 

Białowieża Forest that have been the cause of much controversy, it argues that: logging 

only takes place on areas of the forest that were planted by humans in the last 80-90 years 

(after the 5 years of deforestation of the British Century European Timber Corporation in 

the 1920s) and not in natural tree stands; that trees are felled only in small areas and also 

for sanitary purposes; and that sustainable forest practices dictate that every time trees are 

felled, new ones are planted (Haze). Despite these reassurances, commercial (and 

sometimes illegal) logging practices in the managed State Forests NFH sectors are still 

referred to as one of the major ecological threats to the primeval forest (UNEP-WCMC 

“Belovezhskaya”). 

With its long history of forest management and conservation in Poland, the State 

Forests NFH has established a commitment to educational outreach programs dedicated 

to educating the public about sustainably forestry practices. “Environmental education 

and the shaping of favorable public attitudes towards nature (including the forest 

environment)” are considered important aspects of the State Forests work. As such, 13 

designated Promotional Forest Complexes were created throughout Poland to educate the 

local populations of their worth (Fronczak 126). These programs are usually run at the 

grassroots level by individual Local Forest Districts, “as the units operating in the field, 

[they have] the best contact with communities and local authorities, as well as with [local 
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area] schools and kindergartens” (Fronczak 126). The idea originated in November 1994 

in reference to the conservation and management of the Białowieża Primeval Forest, and 

has taken off there with so-called green schools for local children, teacher training, and 

the creation and utilization of educational trails throughout the forest complex. Extensive 

outreach efforts in the BF region aid in understanding the local population’s support for 

the State Forests over the National Park, which has been viewed by locals as isolationist 

and a threat to their forest rights, which they hold historically and culturally dear 

according to several interviews (Grzelak, Sakowka, Smoktunowicz, Pabian, Ugowoj).  

Figure 7: Promotional Forest Complexes in Poland 

 
“Lasy Państwowe na Mapie Polski.” Map. State Forests. Generalna Dyrekcja Lasów Państwowych 
[General Directorate of the State Forests]. 17 Nov. 2011 <http://www.geoland.pl/dodatki/las_80/07.html>. 
Translations and adaptations by author. 
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Since the creation of the Ministry of the Environment in Poland, the State Forests 

NFH have been subject to the Minister, but not necessarily the Ministry at large (Hurkała  

“Re:”). Internally, the State Forests has a three tiered hierarchy: it is headed by the 

Director General, currently Marian Pigan, who is appointed and dismissed by the 

Minister of the Environment. There are then 17 Regional Directorates of the State Forests 

(RDLP) subordinate to the Director-General, which oversee the many Local Forest 

Districts (Nadleśnictwa) in their region. There are 435 Local Forest Districts in total in 

Poland. Three operate in the Białowieża Forest area; they are Browsk LFD, Białowieża 

LFD, and Hajnówka LFD. 

Figure 8: Map of Local Forest Districts and National Park in Białowieża Forest 

 
“Obecny podział powierzchniowy Puszczy Białowieskiej.” Map. Ministry of the Environment.  Plany 
poszerzania Parku. 10 Nov. 2011 <http://bialowieza.mos.gov.pl/czym-jest-bpr,2/plany-poszerzenia-
parku,32.html>. Translations by author. 
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The national forestry fund is a mechanism that tends to subsidize the Local Forest 

Districts in the Białowieża Forest, as explained by local forester of the Browsk LFD:  

For many years the Local Forest Districts that function here have been running 
deficits, meaning they produce less than they need to function. So we get 
additional financing from what’s called a balancing funds mechanism of the 
forestry funds, which exists on a national scale and is presided over by the general 
director of the State Forests (Ugowoj). 

 

Białowieża National Park 

The BNP is the oldest of the 23 national parks in Poland, initiated and co-founded 

by Prof. Władysław Szafer (1886-1970). As a Reserve (Rezerwat), it initially consisted of 

4,594 ha of land (1061.11 ha under Strict Protection, 3,533.45 ha as a Partial Reserve) 

(Białowieża National Park). At the time of its inception, the last native bison had been 

killed off by poachers following the fall and retreat of the German Imperial army from 

the area at the end of World War I. The area became an official nature reserve on 21 

December 1921, as there was no designation for national parks at the time in Poland. If 

we consider this the date of the park’s establishment, it would be the twelfth national park 

in Europe. It remained known as a Forest District Reserve until 1932 when it became the 

first official national park in Poland under the name ‘National Park in Białowieża’ 

(subordinate to the State Forests Directorate), renamed the Białowieża National Park in 

1947 (Białowieża National Park). According to a BNP employee, while Poland has more 

national parks than most countries in Europe (only Italy has more), they are much smaller 

on average. The average size of a national park in Poland is 10,000 ha, while the average 

size of a national park in Europe is 40,000 ha (Szymura). In July 2010, Zdzisław Szkiruć 

was named the Director of the Białowieża National Park. 
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The national park is administered by the BNP management, which is subject to 

the General Board of National Parks. This Board is subject to the Minister of the 

Environment, but not necessarily a part of the Ministry either (Hurkała “Re:”). The 

Department that oversees the National Parks system in Poland within the Ministry of the 

Environment is the Department of Nature Conservation. BNP employees number just 

over 100, of which over half have university qualifications in forestry or protected area 

management (“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 

In 1929, it was made illegal to remove fallen trees from the area, which initiated 

the entire reserve coming under a form of strict protection. The same year, bison were 

reintroduced into the forest. The park was named a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve in 1977 

and World Heritage Site in 1979. In 1992, the Belarusian area of the Belovezhskaya 

Pushcha was added as a trans-boundary UNESCO World Heritage Site. In the 1990s, 

Poland saw more adamant discussions on extending the national park borders to cover the 

entirety of the Białowieża Forest, which are covered in more detail in Chapter 5. On 16 

July 1996, the park was enlarged to 10,517.27 ha (or 40.6 sq miles) with an additional 

buffer zone that extended into the State Forests land (3,224.26 ha). The newly acquired 

area became known as the Hwoźna Protective District (4,438.20 ha under active 

protection), the former area of the park is called the Orłówka Protection District 

(5,725.75 ha under strict protection). Despite several attempts to enlarge the park area 

thereafter, the 1996 park borders have remained intact such that 16.7% of the total forest 

area is considered National Park land. (Białowieża National Park 15). 
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Figure 9: Map of Białowieża National Park showing protective districts, 2009 

 
Klimiuk, W. “A 2009 map of the Białowieża National Park with a division by forms of protection and 
organization.” Map. Located in Białowieża National Park: Know it-understand it-protect it. Wadowice: 
Białowieski Park Narodowy, 2009. p. 16.  

The park has three administrative units: the Orłówka Protective Unit (under strict 

protection), Hwoźna Protective Unit (under active protection), and the European Bison 

Breeding Center (which includes three breeding reserves and the European Bison Show 

Reserve, a type of zoo that includes other native species of the forest such as deer, boars, 

wolves, and moose). Entrance to the strict protection area is limited to guided tours along 

a small stretch of tourist trails and to researchers and scientists with designated entrance 

permits. In areas designated either as “active protection” or “landscape” (353.32 ha area 

of the Palace Park), entrance is free and visitors can engage in certain activities, such as 

mushroom picking, foraging for berries, gathering firewood, biking and hiking. In 2008 it 
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was written that there were 95,000 visitors to the Polish area of the park in 2008 (UNEP-

WCMC “Bialowieza”); during fieldwork BNP staff said that 200,000 people visit the 

park, but that 150,000 only visit the bison reserve, 90,000 go to the museum, and only 

about 20,000 go into the strict reserve, as they have to hire a guide to accompany them, 

which costs 160-200 Polish złoty (about 50-70 US dollars) per group (group size ranges 

from 1-2, averaging 5 people per group). Guided trips of the national park are also 

allowed to use traditional horse drawn vehicles (Szymura). Annually, an additional 1,000 

students of forestry or other permitted affiliation go beyond the tourist trail further into 

the strict reserve, along the 12 km of forest roads there. There are also ten recognized 

topics of research for which scientists and researchers can receive permission to enter the 

strict reserve unaccompanied by a guide (Szymura). 

The park boasts protection of the most well-preserved fragment of the Białowieża 

Forest, aiming to preserve the inherent biodiversity of the forest:  

The Park comprises, inter alia, 809 vascular plants species, over 3 thousand 
cryptogams and fungi species, almost 200 moss species and 283 lichen species. 
There have been more than 8 thousand invertebrates species [sic], approximately 
120 species of breeding birds and 52 mammal species.  There have been more 
than 8 thousand invertebrate species, approximately 120 species of breeding birds 
and 52 mammal species. Old, primaeval forest stands in Białowieża National Park 
are characterized by large amounts of deadwood at the various stage [sic] of 
disintegration, and by the presence of typical natural forest species (Białowieski 
Park Narodowy). 

The Park Palace was founded between 19th and 20 century in the area surrounding the 

Russian Tsar’s palace (constructed in years 1889 – 1894, demolished in the 1960s after a 

devastating fire). The area of the Park does still include a wooden manor-house from 

1845, and a sandstone obelisk commemorating the hunting party of August III from the 

Saxon dynasty, which took place in 1752 (Białowieski Park Narodowy). There are also 
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several mass graves located in the park’s borders commemorating executions of the local 

population that took place in the forest during World War II. 

 

Natura 2000 European Ecological Network  

The Natura2000 program was started by the European Commission9

The Białowieża Forest (site code PLC200004) is one of 958 designated 

Natura2000 zones in Poland. The entirety of the forested land, 63,000 ha of the forest, 

falls under the protection of both the Birds and Habitats directives. From the directive 

lists of protected species and habitats, the forest is home to 44 of the listed bird species 

(12 of which are on Poland’s “endangered” Red Book list, including the three-toed 

woodpecker). The Natura2000 area in the BF boasts 240 bird species in total; 17 habitat 

types covering 80% of the total site area; 6 mammals, including native species of the 

bison, lynx, grey wolf, otter, beaver and bat; 3 species of protected amphibians, 4 

protected fish species, and 25 listed invertebrates (for at least 6 of these, the Białowieża 

Forest “is the only confirmed locality or one out of a few confirmed localities in Poland” 

where they exist thanks to the large percentage of dead tree stands); and 6 protected flora 

species. Besides these protected species, the forest is home to almost 11,000 documented 

species of fauna (40% of all the species found in Poland), including 58 mammal species. 

 in 1992 and 

is based on the Habitats Directive and Birds Directive, the only two directives that form 

the cornerstone of environmental protection and nature conservation policy in the 

European Union. The Natura2000 program office for all sites in Poland is located in the 

Ministry of Environment building in Warsaw.  

                                                 
9 The European Commission, it is a government body in the EU that proposes legislation, and then 
implements and enforces European laws and policies (“EU”). 
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It is estimated that this is only half of the total number of animal species present in the 

forest, as some are still being discovered (“Natura 2000”). 

 

Table 2: Land description of the Bialowieza Forest, a Natura 2000 Site 

Habitat Classes % cover 

Agricultural habitats (general) 

Broad-leaved deciduous woodland 

Coniferous woodland 

Grassland and scrub habitats (general) 

Mixed woodland 

3% 

46% 

25% 

4% 

22% 

Total habitat cover 100% 
“4.1 General Site Character.” Table. Located  in “Natura 2000 Standard Data Form.” PLC200004 Puszcza 

Białowieska. March 2004. Ministry of Environment. PDF file. 7 Nov. 2011 
<http://natura2000.gdos.gov.pl/natura2000/dane/pdf/eng/PLC200004_Puszcza_Bialowieska.pdf>. 

The Natura2000 Standard Data Form also lists other international protection 

status categories as: Biosphere Reserve (16.7%), Council of Europe Euro-diploma Site 

(16.7%), European Important Bird Area (100%), and World Heritage Site (16.7%). 

According to the Natura2000 site description document, Section 4.3 on 

Vulnerability:  

Natural character of the forests may be threatened by some forms of forest 
management; however, this factor is becoming less important in view of the 
improvement of silviculture methods and influence of scientific environment. 
Permanent threat to forests in the Leśna river valley is connected with the 
improper water-supply- and-sewage management in the river basin situated 
outside the Primeval Forest boundaries. Another threat is urbanization of the 
western edge of the forest [sic] (“Natura 2000”). 
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Environmental and Ecologically-focused NGOs 

 

In contrast to the situation in Belarus, NGOs have played a significant role in the 

national park expansion debate since the 1990s in bringing national and international 

news coverage to the forest, appealing to international organizations for support, 

reporting violations of EU directives to the European Commission, and most recently, by 

gathering signatures within Poland to try and change Polish laws regarding national park 

expansion procedures. In 1995, NGOs formed a Coalition for the Protection of the 

Białowieża Forest, just prior to its enlargement in 1996. The four major NGOs involved 

have been Greenpeace Poland, the World Wildlife Foundation (WWF) in Poland, the 

Polish Society for the Protection of Birds (OTOP, which stands for Ogólnopolskie 

towarzystwo ochrony ptaków), and Workshop for All Beings (Pracownia na rzecz 

wszystkich istot, PnRWI)- an NGO that abides by and publishes a journal dedicated to 

deep ecology. Other groups have also been involved, such as an American-led 

conservation group called BISON and other smaller cultural heritage groups in Poland. 

 

Tourism, Local Population, and Scientific Researchers 

 

While the park itself does not include any human settlements, there are about 

3,000 people living in the surrounding villages; in 2009, just over 20,000 people resided 

in the closest city of Hajnówka, only 20 km away from the national park (UNEP-WCMC 

“Bialowieza”).  Białowieża is the closest township in proximity to the National Park with 

a population of about 2,000. Its hospitality industry is the most developed of the 

surrounding municipalities, and boasts about 1,000 available beds for tourist 

accommodation both in commercial and private quarters (Okołów).  
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The history of scientific research in the area goes back to the park’s inception as a 

nature reserve. Currently seventeen scientific institutions carry out research in the park, 

coordinated by the University of Białystok…. There are five research institutions located 

in Białowieża: The Natural Forests Department of the Forest Research Institute field 

station (established in 1930); the Mammal Research Institute of the Polish Academy of 

Sciences (est. 1954); the Białowieża Geo-botanical Station of Warsaw University (est. 

1956); the Plant Demography Laboratory of the Institute of Botany of the Polish 

Academy of Sciences (est. 1980); and the Laboratory on the Ecology and Protection of 

Natural Habitats (est. 1991). The oldest permanent study plots were established in 1936 

for the study of forest dynamics, and continue to serve as such (UNEP-WCMC 

“Bialowieza”). 

The Polish Law on the Protection of Nature, states that in order to expand or 

create a new national park, the surrounding communities of the area must acquiesce. The 

local governments surrounding the Białowieża Forest, namely Hajnówka, Białowieża, 

and Narewka, have refused offers to expand the park by any percentage since its last 

expansion in 1996. As such, the local population has an enormous say in the future of the 

park boundaries. After a series of negotiations with the Ministry of the Environment 

failed to produce a larger national park, the Minister made it illegal to harvest more that 

48,000 cubic meters of timber from the forest, thought to be enough to meet local 

consumption needs according to the sales distribution numbers of the Local Forest 

Districts in previous years. 
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Illustration 3: The Narewka River in the Hwoźna Protective District of the BNP 

 
Photo courtesy of Cristen Rene Andrews, Oct. 2011  
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Chapter 5: Key Events of the Białowieża Forest Conflict 

 

“A conflict may be more readily understood if it is considered a dynamic 
process… each episode or encounter leaves an aftermath that effects the course of 
succeeding episodes” (Sidaway 359). 

 

It can be argued that the history of this conflict, the debate over the forest’s 

protection status, can be traced back to 1921 when the country’s first nature reserve was 

created in the Białowieża Forest, even before Poland had laws on nature conservation for 

such a designation. One might also go much further back in time, to the 15th century 

when royal decrees were made to protect the habitats of game, and examine the impact of 

such land use policies on the local population. For the purpose of this project, I have 

decided to hone in on the more recent park expansion efforts, starting with the last 

enlargement in 1996. A more comprehensive timeline of important events in the history 

of the Białowieża Forest is found in Appendix D. 

 

PARK EXPANSION (1996) 

 

Thanks to negotiations of the Minister at the time, Stanisław Żelichowski, a round 

of negotiations in 1996 ended with the addition of the Hwoźna Reserve area, doubling the 

park’s size to its current area of 10,500 hectares. This newly added territory mostly 

stretched the parks borders north, reaching towards the Narewka municipality. Deemed a 

success by ecologists, scientist and the Park Director at the time of the expansion, notes 

certain shortcomings of the enlargement: 
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 [It was] relatively little and haplessly [done] because a protective [buffer] zone 
was only created on the territory owned by the State Forests. So here where the 
largest conflicts are, on the Białowieża settlement, there is no protective [buffer] 
zone. Similarly near the village Pogorzelce and the village Masiewo (Okołów).  

This statement refers to creating restrictions within the borders of the municipalities, 

which may include private land, in order to keep a protective zone between the park and 

residential areas. Such a stipulation would likely have caused problems among the local 

community and its leaders, as similar stipulations in place on the privately-owned fields 

adjacent to the Orłówka Strict Reserve have also come under fire from their owners. A 

forester from the Browsk Local Forest District (LFD) near Narewka describes how he 

was supportive of the 1996 expansion, as he “thought that 5,000 Ha for a park in such a 

huge place as the Białowieża Forest complex was too small. It also wasn’t representative 

of all the forest habitats, soil types, tree stands, wildlife” (Ugowoj).   

Despite the park expanding to the agreed upon territory, the local governments 

claim the Ministry never fulfilled their terms of the agreement, in that funding was never 

received from the Ministry for the various environmental projects the localities agreed to 

implement. This was frequently referred to as a trust issue and deterrent to further park 

enlargement in the current round of negotiations. A whole narrative formed around the 

last enlargement of the park, with varying accounts of what took place, what was agreed 

to, and what was not honored. This narrative played an important role in rallying public 

opinion in the most recent expansion effort. Each Mayor mentioned this as a talking point 

during interviews without prompting. In Hajnówka, I was told that “In 1996, two 

municipalities, Hajnówka and Białowieża, agreed to the expansion of the park. And what 

happened? They expanded the park, but all the other agreements they made weren't 

fulfilled” (Rygorowicz). The Mayor of Białowieża described the debacle as well: 

In the 1990s, the park was expanded and we were promised funds from the 
government, and we were cheated. We got nothing. Nothing. Which the current 
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Minister was baffled by… [so] he said this time it'll be different. Then, the 
administration changed [i.e. a new Minister was appointed] and the new 
government said sorry, we weren't the ones who offered you something. And 
that's what could happen again, because this administration will also change next 
year” (Litwinowicz).  

Narewka was the municipality most affected by the park expansion, as all the land added 

to the park lies within its administrative borders. The mayor there approached the subject 

with a degree of calm and collected disappointment: 

It’s a pity that the government that signed the agreement cheated us by not 
realizing those provisions that were supposed to support our infrastructure in 
protecting the environment. In the agreement there were provisions stating we 
would receive grants for building wastewater lines, fire engines which also serve 
in protecting the forest, for landfills- and we did not get money for any of this. 
However, everything did get done, [only by] using the funds of the municipal 
budget, by the efforts of the municipality” (Pawlicz).  

He later expands upon the negative and positive financial consequences of the decision, 

saying that while tourism infrastructure has helped the tourist industry in his area, it has 

been much less than what was expected and the loss in State Forest land taxes have 

substantially decreased the municipality’s annual budget. 

The failures of the 1996 expansion on behalf of the Ministry were echoed by a 

forester of the Białowieża LFD, who also pointed to the partial funding of the promised 

projects:  

When the park was expanded in 1996, the locals were told that in accordance with 
the expansion, they will be gaining certain profits from it. A portion of those 
profits were realized, a portion weren't. The profits that were supposed to happen- 
there was canalization, which was partially realized; water supply work, which 
was partially realized; but the smaller projects had to be largely funded by the 
self-governing townships, schools, fire brigades, firefighter equipment’ 
(Antczak).  

The same interviewee then also speaks to tourism infrastructure as a positive aspect that 

was borne of the 1996 expansion:  
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Those were the only expert assessments that showed some positive results. It was 
decided that we should, in fact, put more effort into expanding our tourist base for 
the entirety of the Białowieża Forest and the village of Białowieża in particular- 
that we need more places for tourists to be able to stay; that we should not just 
create hotels, but offer accommodation in private quarters; that there should be 
more tourist guides. This was all related. The LP implemented a new attraction of 
a narrow-gauge train ride [through the forest.] So it all began to be a little more 
sensibly done” (Antczak).  

Local residents also noted that they felt cheated by the agreement, declaring the 

park has refused to provide them with access to resources on the territory, and hinting at a 

misunderstanding about the treatment of deadwood on the added park territory:  

“Twenty years ago, when the park was enlarged, it was promised that wood 
would be provided for the village needs. Based on experience in [the village of] 
Masiewo, that agreement absolutely was not honored. Besides that, the agreement 
to allow the felling of dry trees was also not kept, specifically regarding the tree 
stands of spruce which are dying out en masse on the added territory” 
(Smoktunowicz).  

 

CONTRACT FOR THE PUSZCZA (2000) 

 

Perhaps overconfident and unaware of the growing frustration after the last 

expansion effort, the Minister of the Environment in 1999, Jan Szyszko began a project 

advocating for the enlargement of the park to the entire area of the forest calling it the 

“Contract for the Puszcza” (“Kontrakt dla Puszczy”). His successor, Minister Antoni 

Tokarczuk came to the Białowieża Forest in March of 2000 to meet with the local 

administrators and park officials about coming to an agreement on the subject. Little did 

he know he was embarking on what might possibly be the most scandalous affair of a 

national figure in the Białowieża Forest. As told by ecologist and NGO activist,  

When the Minister came here with this contract, they bused a lot of people... with 
banners. On the banners were the names of certain professors, naturalists, even 
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foresters, from the Mammal Research Institute, Academy of Science, Institute of 
Forestry Research and the Geobotanical Station- they said 'Falinskis, 
Jedrzejewskis, Bobiec: the cause of our poverty' or 'EU peepholes away,'- signs 
against Poland's accession to the EU, [as] Poland was in the process of joining 
then. They stood there with their banners and when the Minister appeared in front 
of the building, before he started to speak, they threw raw eggs at him. So he hid 
from them and that's how the contract was broken” (Korbel).  

Another similar account is given by the Park Director at the time, who was 

present for the negotiations:  

When it came time to speak with the Minister [about the Contract], a protest was 
organized where many strange things took place... The Minister at the time was 
egged here in front of the Nature Academy [of the BPN] where the meeting had 
taken place with the representatives of the municipalities. As for who organized it, 
I know who it was but I won't say as it's something I can't prove- though I do have 
a lot of photographic evidence. There were several organizers, well, several 
parties” (Okołów).  

Figure 10: Copy of a picture taken of the protest at the BNP in March 2000 

 
Photograph from the Białystocki Ośrodek Kultury (BOK) [Białystok Cultural Center] as printed in the 
article “Co zdarzyło siȩ w Białowieży w dniu 14 marca 2000 roku?” Głos Białowieży 2000, Nr. 3/4.   
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While the 1996 enlargement is used as a rallying cry for those opposing future 

expansions, the “Contract” serves a similar purpose for the ecologists. They cite the fact 

that funds were allocated and used by various beneficiaries, despite the fact that the park 

enlargement aspect of the plan was abandoned and the contract was never actually 

signed. The Park Director at the time notes that “They wanted to expand the park to the 

entirety of the forest on the Polish side- 20 million [złoty] was designated for various 

projects to take place on the territory of the Białowieża Forest. Among other things, a 

school was built near Hajnówka from these funds” (Okołów). Another respondent, one of 

the leading environmental activists in the region, describes the benefits that came with the 

Contract:  

Over two years, the townships received 20 million, then 10 million złoty for 
certain public works projects. The current national park administrative building 
was built then. A school in Dubiny [was] built, canalization in various villages. 
The townships received all of that with the understanding that they would agree to 
the expansion of the national park over the entirety of the Białowieża Forest. They 
were assured that wood for local consumption needs would always be provided 
from the forest. No one had anything to lose… The park got the money for the 
new building and museum; the hotel here was built from that money, so everyone 
got a share. The municipalities will say they didn't get anything from the deal, but 
they did, as the whole of Białowieża, the residents here benefited… There’s the 
school in Dubiny, Hajnówka got some trucks for the transporting of trash, very 
many things like that [were funded]. It's precisely written out’ (Korbel).  

The Mayor of Narewka confirms that money was received from this effort:  

Later at the time of Minister Szyszko, there was a so-called Contract for the 
Białowieża Forest, but [it was] only [a contract] in name. There was nothing in 
writing that was signed by both sides. Then, the municipality was able to use 
certain funds for the building of a water supply, but this was money from the 
national government” (Pawlicz). 

The Contract debacle led to severed ties between the local municipalities and the 

Ministry of the Environment for some time. There was a strong level of distrust that 

lasted until the most recent round of negotiations felt by both parties. 
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DANCEE BIAŁOWIEŻA FOREST PROJECT (1999-2003) 

 

To address the already growing discontent in the area between stakeholder 

factions, the Danish Cooperation for Environment in Eastern Europe in conjunction with 

the Polish government sponsored a project “aimed at establishing a common vision and a 

strategy for a sustainable development of the Białowieża forest area. The area was 

marked by pronounced conflicts between local interests and the future direction of nature 

conservation and forest management” (Brøgger-Jensen). 

The Danish project was apparently undermined by the unwillingness of certain 

NGOs to participate in it, when the goals of the project were broadened from focusing on 

the park to the local community as well. A local forester describes this process and the 

division between the opposing sides:  

The Danish, when they first came here… they got to know the market so to speak. 
So they talked to everyone, all the stakeholders of this whole process... A task 
force was created to which representatives from all interested sides were invited. 
At the first meetings, [they decided on] a method, direction of work. After a 
certain period of implementation, it became clear that the Danish would have to 
somehow modify the title of the project. At first, the title was 'The Białowieża 
Forest National Park’… When social problems arose, not just about nature, they 
realized that they had to address the issues with the local community… the 
supervisory committee of the project decided it wouldn't be a project on the 
Białowieża Forest National Park, but it would be a project on the Białowieża 
Forest- dedicated to the management structure of the forest, the conservation of 
the forest, but also the creation of conditions for the development of the local 
community, the balanced development of the local community. At that moment, 
certain NGOs backed out of the project; they were the most orthodox 
organizations. I am convinced that that was a mistake on their part... Because in 
that moment, they took the right away from themselves of shaping what should 
happen in the Białowieża Forest… because they were only interested in the 
expansion of the national park, nothing else” (Antczak). 
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CHANGES IN THE LAW ON ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION (2001) 

 

The Sejm, or lower house of the Polish parliament, amended the standing Law for 

the Protection of the Environment in the spring of 2001. It was changed to read that in 

order to create or expand a national park, the Ministry must have the agreement of the 

adjacent local governments. According to a member of the Sejm at the time, the intention 

of this change was to force the national government to consider the local impact of its 

decisions, especially in terms of understanding their financial consequences for the 

community (Cimoszewicz). 

 

PRESIDENTIAL WORKING COMMITTEE (2006) AND RECENT NEGOTIATIONS (2008-2010)  

 

Under President Kaczynski, a presidential working committee began to develop a 

project to expand the BNP to the entirety of the Polish side of the forest, alongside a 

program of balanced development for the region for the years 2008-2013. The project 

was never successful in gaining the support of local governments. 

Then in 2008, the Ministry of the Environment again approached the local 

governments of the BF area beginning the most recent negotiations process. It began in 

2008 under Minister Nowicki and ended in 2010 under Minister Kraszewski, has been 

explained below in sections: the first round, its rejection and second round, followed by 

local consultations and voting.  
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First round proposals 

The Ministry first came to the table with two different proposals for expanding 

the borders national park. A series of discussions between the Mayors of the three 

surrounding townships (Białowieża, Narewka, and Hajnówka) and the national 

government, namely the Minister of the Environment, ensued to try and come to 

agreeable terms on the park expansion as a part of the Minister’s Białowieża 

Development Plan. The two different border changes entailed an expansion of the park to 

cover a total area of about 31,000 or 35,000 hectares (an additional 20,000 or 25,000 ha, 

essentially tripling the size of the current national park). The expanded park would then 

encompass around half of the forested area in Poland’s Białowieża Forest, including 

some nature reserves currently under State Forest management. 

Figure 11: Two different proposals of park expansion put forward by the Minister of the 
Environment in 2008 

 
“Wariant I poszerzenia BPN” and “Wariant II poszerzenia BPN.” Maps. Ministry of the Environment.  
Plany poszerzania Parku. 10 Nov. 2011 <http://bialowieza.mos.gov.pl/czym-jest-bpr,2/plany-poszerzenia-
parku,32.html>. Translations, labels, and arrows added by author. 
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The government offered 100 million złoty in compensation, which was to be 

allocated to the local government for public services. A majority of these funds were 

designated to the three municipalities involved in the negotiations- Białowieża, 

Hajnówka, and Narewka, while the remainder was to go to other municipalities in the 

larger Hajnówka County. 

An official of the Nature Conservation Department at the Ministry describes the 

first proposals for park enlargement:  

Less than half [of the new park area] would be under strict protection, maybe not 
even half. That would consist of the areas that are currently considered nature 
reserves [in the managed State Forests]. There would be no management activities 
taking place there. The rest would be available for picking mushrooms, picking 
berries, total access, collecting wood, even obtaining timber but in small amounts 
of course, all depending on natural process needs (Hurkała). 

Problems arose with these two proposed park territories on the local level. Local 

government officials claimed that the compensation package was structured in such a 

way that they would not have been able to use the funds:  

The first proposition was for 100 million… but we don't have the money to put in 
our own contribution. The park would have been expanded and they would have 
said look, we gave the townships 15 million and they did nothing with it. But we 
couldn't have, because we didn't have funds to put in our own contribution 
amount (Litwinowicz). 

The Mayor of Białowieża concluded this remark with frustration about the way the 

negotiation process was perceived from afar, saying, “It's one big propaganda action 

against us, and we tried to explain and use these arguments, but really- no one wants to 

listen to us. No one will listen to us” (Litwinowicz).  

 



 71 

Second round proposals 

As the municipalities did not agree to the Ministers proposal of new park borders, 

a second round of propositions to different park borders ended with a new proposal that 

the governments could agree to.  

This second proposal was to expand the park so that it would cover some 20,000 

hectares in total, adding half of what was originally proposed by the Minister (about 

10,000 additional hectares), thereby doubling the size of the current park. This proposal 

made it so that the park encompassed about 30-35% of the entire forest, with an end 

result of a non-contiguous park. It was felt by park administration and the NGOs that this 

wouldn’t have as much impact in terms of conservation structure, as most of the territory 

that was to be added was currently designated as nature reserves under the State Forests, 

therefore already subject to similar restrictions as in the park (See Appendix E). 

For this proposal, the amount of compensation was decreased to 75 million złoty, 

to be used by the municipalities for the same purposes as before. Ministry official of the 

Department for Nature Conservation described the compensation arrangement: 

The three townships that participated were to get the majority of the money; I 
think maybe 20% a piece, while the rest would be split between the other 
townships in the Hajnówka County. So everyone would benefit from what was to 
happen… The money would have gone exclusively towards pro-ecological 
investments- so solar power collectors, or generally speaking for renewable 
energy sources and wastewater management (Hurkała). 

 

NGOs quickly voiced their frustrations about this version of the proposal, saying 

it did not increase the levels of protection in the forest, but despite discontent among the 

ecologists, the Minister pushed for a vote on this proposal. Local elections were 

approaching, and if the incumbents should lose their mayoral titles, the last two years of 
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negotiations would be in jeopardy; the newly elected officials could deny the validity of 

the agreed upon proposal.  

The negotiation process began two years ago, in 2008, when the former Minister 
Nowicki announced his joining of the negotiations. And they dragged on for a 
very long time, as we couldn't come to an agreement about a common position 
with regard to the borders… Because we weren't sure who would win the local 
election, we had to finish the process while the same people were still in power. It 
might be that those who would win the election, not that I can say what the 
outcome will be, but in case of new elected officials, they might deny what was 
agreed to by their predecessors (Hurkała). 

 

All the three municipalities decided to hold consultations with in their 

communities to gauge interest in the proposal. Consultations took place in the villages 

and towns encompassed within each municipality or gmina. Lists were passed around or 

made available during the consultations, so that those present could sign up for, against, 

or neutral about park expansion based on the latest proposal.  The Mayor of Hajnówka 

described how she decided to hold consultations on the subject rather than a referendum:  

I got a letter from the Minister to hold a consultation with the advisory council 
and vote on whether we agreed to the expansion of the park or not. We decided, 
with the [municipal advisory] council, that this is a very important issue for the 
community, and so we needed to get their say about it. We had two options, to 
hold consultations, which I as mayor can do. The second way was by referendum. 
It's in the law that in important issues for the municipality, the council can hold a 
referendum. In order for a referendum to be considered legitimate, 30% of the 
community must vote. Because this was all happening before the elections, and it 
would be quite costly [to hold a referendum], we decided to hold consultations. In 
all the villages we held consultations, and of course, I took part in all of them… 
40% of the residents took part in them. And everyone was against the park 
expansion (Rygorowicz).  

When asked if not a single person signed up for the park, she added, “Maybe those 

people [for it] didn't come to the meeting. For all those at the meeting, we passed around 
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three lists. The first was always for the park- and people would even get upset that we 

were trying to pull one on them by passing it around first” (Rygorowicz).  

The Mayor of Narewka also described his consultation process during the 

additional attempts at enlargement, saying, “there have been public consultations, talks 

with residents, and some 72% of those who took part in the consultations said no to the 

expansion of the park. Ten percent of the residents took part in the talks” (Pawlicz).  

After holding consultations, all three local governments voted against the 

enlargement proposal. This was seen with both relief and disbelief by the environmental 

activists, as one explained: 

It’s a paradox because actually, the municipalities now said no to what they 
themselves proposed. The Minister backed off. We, I was against expanding the 
park according to those terms... nothing [would have] changed. And despite that, 
they would still get 75 million złoty. So they wouldn't have lost anything and 
would have gotten a large sum of money. We, the environmental organizations, 
were against their plan. It's a waste of money for something like that. But they 
didn't even agree to that! (Korbel). 

There were accusations of flaws in the process of how the consultations were 

held. Candidate for Mayor in the upcoming elections imitated what she witnessed when 

she attended a few of the consultations held by the Mayor of Białowieża:  

 [They’d say] ‘Please come in, sign here against, here if you decline to vote.’ 
There was no information saying ‘we are giving fragments of the nature reserves 
away. That here we have a signed agreement from the Minister that we can enter 
the forest.  Thirdly, we are going to get money.’ There wasn't any of that. There 
was only information saying ‘come and sign this; this is against.’ These are not 
consultations. This is sick. It shouldn’t be this way. But no one paid attention to it. 
The Minister wasn’t interested, but it should be in his interest when he gives us 
such a program, with such an idea- his people should be there… It's important to 
show a map, show that this is the territory. To say, ‘for this territory we get 20 
million złoty’ and so on. So either we all failed, or no one wanted to do it 
(Pabian).  
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Another complaint was made about the timing and management of the 

consultations: 

The Minister kept prolonging the timeframe. First it was the end of last year, then 
until October 1st this year. The municipalities worked ‘so hard’ at it, that in 
Białowieża it wasn't until October that they held consultations with the 
community on the subject. Those were also very strange- so-called surveys of 
public opinion, meetings in certain villages belonging to the municipality. They 
were held in such a way that, coincidentally, no one signed up on the list 
supporting the national park (Okołów). 

The Mayor of Hajnówka defended the consultation process and insisted it was not 

biased. “We, the ones leading the consultations, are always under fire. From the other 

side, from the Ministry, you hear that we got what we wanted. That's not true. Our goal 

was to get a real opinion on the matter, and now we have it” (Rygorowicz). 

The unfortunate timing of the conclusion of the process during local elections was 

understood at the Ministry of the Environment:  

When it we finally decided on something, it seems that the elections really hurt 
the process. We just happened upon an unfortunate time in politics, maybe in 
history... It doesn't seem it was a bad decision [to finish negotiations before a new 
government might be elected]. We needed to finish the process that had lasted two 
years. We wanted to have a decision before elections (Hurkała). 

The newly appointed BNP Director agreed, saying “It was bad timing to do the 

consultations just before elections. So it wasn't a substantive decision, it was conditioned 

by the upcoming elections… [It all] finished during an inopportune time” (Szkiruć).  

The response of the Ministry of the Environment to the unsuccessful conclusion 

of the park expansion efforts was twofold. On one hand, it decreased logging allowances 

in the forest to 48,000 cubic meters of wood, less than half of the previous allowance, but 

an amount deemed as enough to cover local consumption needs in 2011. The cutting was 

also limited to less valuable forest plots. The Ministry set in motion a law to ban hunting 
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within a few hundred meters of the national park’s borders. The two measures are 

described by Chief of Nature Protection in the Ministry:  

We are working towards decreasing the amount of wood extracted from the 
Białowieża Forest little by little. Currently it is at about 100,000 cubic m, [down] 
to about 48,000 cubic m among the three Local Forest Districts there… Wood is 
needed by the [local] people, and it seems to us that this 48 to 50,000 is an 
amount that satisfies the local needs... There shouldn't be a problem there, as the 
data from the State Forests shows that it the amount sold on the local market… 

We’re planning to open a protection zone for animals around the park to ban 
hunting there… The Minister decided to create a buffer zone where any kind of 
hunting would be completely banned. We waited for a while to do this- we 
hesitated because of the expansion of the park, as it would change the shape of 
this zone. But since that didn't work out, and we don't know when the park will be 
enlarged, it was decided to start the process (Hurkała). 

 

On the other hand, to show good will towards the local governments and 

residents, the Ministry allotted 6 million złoty to the three municipalities in spite of the 

fact that they all voted down the second park expansion proposal. This money was for the 

improvement of the state of the environment in the Białowieża Forest, more specifically 

for residential wastewater management, [solar PV] collectors; part of the money would 

go to the local governments for public projects that would serve the community, but a 

portion went directly to the residents (Hurkała). The Director of the BNP was pleased 

with the Ministry’s decision to provide money “for individual investments. The money is 

there, in the amount of about 2-3 million per township. That's [enough] for a few dozen, a 

few hundred local solutions” (Szkiruć).  

The Mayor of Narewka was optimistic about being able to use the allotted funds:  

Recent information indicates that the Minister will give the three forest 
municipalities 2 million złoty each for building sewers, as well as 5 million złoty 
for loans from EU funds. In the case of our municipality, I think it will be used 
positively. I see the potential for using all of the funds (Pawlicz).  
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Despite the fact that the park’s area was not expanded, the Ministry considered 

the most recent negotiations process to be successful as an exercise in trust-building for 

future negotiations. An official of the Department of Nature Conservation explains: 

For the last two years during negotiations, we were trying to build a positive 
relationship with the local governments. In that, we were successful in our own 
way… we at least created positive relationships with the local governments. We 
no longer look at each other angrily, but favorably… After the two years of 
frequent negotiations we were able to work out a way of understanding each 
other, and there was no longer hostility or such distrust. So it's improving all the 
time. I think if we had continued it would have gone even better, but we weren't 
able to do so. So that's a positive aspect of the whole negotiations process” 
(Hurkała). 

He then noted the potential for future negotiations, saying, “All we can do is… 

keep negotiating the process of expansion and we will surely continue to do that... We 

have to draw our conclusions and start anew. That's what it seems like. We don't have 

another option” (Hurkała). The Ministry seems dedicated to embark on another 

negotiations process in hopes that their improved relationships with the local 

governments and investment efforts in the region will bring about more promising results 

in the future. 

 

CAMPAIGN TO CHANGE THE LAW (2010) 

 

After the local veto of the proposals concluded the most recent round of 

negotiations, four of the NGOs involved in the conflict began a campaign called “Ty 

Decydujesz” (“You decide”) to change the law. According to a legal stipulation of the 

Citizen’s Legislative Initiative (Obywatelska inicjatywa ustawodawcza), a bill proposing 

changes to national law can be submitted to the Sejm if 100,000 signatures in support are 

gathered within a 90 day timeframe. The bill proposed by this group of NGOs would 
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change the Law on Environmental Protection, so that the Ministry of the Environment 

would no longer be required to gain the consent of the local governments in making 

decisions on enlarging or creating national parks. In the bill, the requirement for consent 

was replaced with mandatory consultation with the local governments, so as not to 

exclude them completely from the process. It also included an attempt to change the way 

that national park directors are chosen, so that more institutions have a say in their 

appointment. Currently, they are appointed by the Minister of the Environment, who is 

subject to the political winds of the presiding president and his/her political party. The 

NGO coalition, led by journalist for Gazeta Wyborcza Adam Wajrak, submitted its bill 

with over 200,000 collected signatures to the Sejm in November of 2010.  

In making this move, the NGOs seem to be using a positioning tactic to influence 

how the decisions regarding parks are made. Instead of trying to work with the local 

population to come to a solution, they believe the future of this conflict’s resolution lies 

in removing the obstacle of local consent:  

As of now, I think the most important players are the NGOs… we want to change 
the law in Poland… We, a coalition of various NGOs, collected almost a quarter 
of a million signatures. We sent them to the Officer of the Sejm, and I hope that 
soon we'll take away the right of veto from the municipalities, after which we'll 
only have to agree with the Minister. And I hope that the right of veto will be 
replaced with a right to consultation (Korbel).  

An employee of the National Park explained that the current law, including the right of 

veto for the local community, was, to his understanding, unconstitutional or somehow 

illegal in the EU (Szymura).  

The response to this initiative from the local community was obviously negative. 

Their positioning strongpoint for the time being rests in their ability to sway the decision 

making process with the right of veto. A representative of the Ministry could not imagine 

future actions and enlargement efforts without including the local governments, though 
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he did not specify to what degree they should be included: “Those people live there, 

they're used to things, and we can't act without their opinion. It would be abnormal [to 

exclude them]” (Hurkała).  

A similar petition tactic was reportedly used in the past, even before the law was 

adapted to include a right of veto for local governments. According to Mateusz Szymura, 

in 1995, 500,000 signatures were gathered to expand the national park, and they “went to 

the drawer” as he put it, because the bill has to go to a vote while the same members of 

the Sejm are in power as were during the collection of signatures. If the government 

changes, (i.e. they wait long enough until elections are held), you have to start over 

gathering signatures (Szymura). It was mentioned during other interviews that in order to 

avoid this controversial move, the Sejm was likely use the same stalling technique. When 

I revisited the forest in October of 2011, I was told that the bill and petition were still ‘in 

the drawer’. 
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Chapter 6: Prevalent Themes in the Białowieża Forest Conflict 

 

“It’s such a rich, complicated topic that I'm not sure how you'll approach it… it’s 
such a big issue, it's just hard to understand. Even after living here for years, it's 
still hard to understand.” – Janusz Korbel, local resident and NGO activist 

 

While my analysis does not claim to be comprehensive or show how this 

particular protected areas conflict, which has been taking place for many decades, can be 

resolved, it does attempt to pull out and understand prevalent themes of the debate. 

These, in turn, help understand the positions of different stakeholders with regards to 

park expansion in the Białowieża Forest. These prevalent themes, as I call them, also 

show some of the main issues leading to or enhancing the feelings of entrenchment into 

two opposing sides. Using the theoretical model of conflict classification in Sidaway’s 

book on Environmental Conflict Resolution, I have attempted to assign an assessment of 

whether they point to positions, values and beliefs, concerns or interests in order to 

determine their negotiation potential (39). Positions are described as negotiation stances 

expressed as claims, demands, or solutions, which are non-negotiable, and in fact, hinder 

negotiation. While they are grouped separately in Sidaway’s analysis, I have decided to 

group concerns and interests together, as they seem to be distinguished by the difficulty 

in detecting them (interests are considered harder to detect and are more negotiable than 

concerns), but are both a result of identifying the needs of stakeholders, which can 

usually be addressed in a number of ways. Fears are considered perceived risks to the 

satisfaction of these needs. Values and beliefs, on the other hand, reflect group identity 

and are based in worldviews that cannot be negotiated (Sidaway). 

The following topics were identified as major issues in the negotiations process, 

which were each a common and recurring topic of interviews and primary source 
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materials. Each describes an important aspect of the conflict that may or may not be 

negotiable, but should certainly be considered when attempting negotiations in the future. 

I have also tried to assess which of Sidaway’s labels best describe the issue at hand. The 

themes and their assessment are placed in table format below. 

Table 2: Prevalent themes regarding Białowieża Forest conflict with classifications and 
descriptions  

Themes Classification description 

Establishing relationships:  

Conservation ideology: 

Economic factors: 

Social tensions: 

Administrative issues:  

Media portrayal: 

used to establish positioning, legitimacy – non-negotiable 

a value held by each side, positioning tactic – non-negotiable  

concerns/interests/fears – negotiable 

concerns/interests – negotiable to a degree 

concerns/interests – negotiable to a degree 

positioning/power tactic, used to signal fears/needs 

 

 

Each topic area is discussed in more detail in the following sections, with notes on 

what, if anything, might be done to make it less of a contentious issue in future 

negotiations processes. The only thing that is certain from my assessment is that 

negotiations will continue to stalemate if both the significance of these factors and the 

issues raised while discussing them are not addressed in future attempts.  
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ESTABLISHING RELATIONSHIPS 

 

This section focuses on the relationships between various stakeholder groups in 

the conflict, the perceptions that have led to the current stalemate between opposing 

sides, as well as how each group perceives its relationship with the forest.  

 

Relationships between various stakeholder groups 

 

“When it comes to working together, it’s really hard because this is an incredibly 
conflicted environment in Białowieża.” – Janusz Korbel, local resident and NGO 
activist 

 

Conflicts are as much about the relationships between the disputing parties as they 

are about the nature of the dispute (Sidaway, Carpenter and Kennedy, Deutsch). The 

multidimensional character of the relationships among conflicting groups depends on: the 

characteristics of the parties; their prior relationships; the interested audience; the strategy 

and tactics followed by the parties; and the type of issue in dispute (Sidaway). In this 

section I describe the parties involved and their prior relationships. The past history of 

relationships in a given conflict should always be considered in negotiations, as they may 

have the potential to change the entire course of the conflict resolution process if not 

addressed: “The past history of the relationships of the parties may be enough to divert 

the entire process from problem solving to escalating conflict if it is not predicted as a 

major factor and dealt with effectively” (Carpenter and Kennedy). 

While the following categorization and labeling of stakeholder groups may be an 

oversimplification of the nature of this conflict into a dualistic structure, I found it helpful 
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in explaining the positioning of the two main opposing sides in the recent park expansion 

negotiation processes. Certain arguments were drawn along these lines, and in fact, the 

interviewees themselves grouped the participants and themselves into two such 

groupings. 

Originally, the idea of park enlargement and increased conservation efforts were 

considered the same general principle, but it was quickly made clear that all the 

stakeholders were for conserving the forest. The distinction was actually between the 

park’s sympathizers, or advocates of passive conservation, as opposed to those who 

sympathized with the State Forests preferred the managed forests’ active conservation 

methods. Though it was clear to everyone that there were definitely two sides to this 

debate and negotiation process, it was difficult to pin down one label for what each side 

stood for. Instead, it seemed more appropriate to combine the “park sympathizers” and 

“passive conservationists” into one camp, and the “forester sympathizers” and “active 

conservationists” into the other camp. While the park sympathizers are generally for the 

park’s expansion and the forest sympathizers against it, grouping them as such brought in 

the politically-sensitive issue of the Ministry’s organizational structure.  To avoid 

confusion on this front, I left the National Park and State Forests out of the below matrix. 

I also omitted the Minister of the Environment, because though he is the one leading and 

calling for the negotiations to expand the Białowieża National Park, it did not seem 

appropriate to group him under either of these created categories, as he presides over both 

the foresters and park. 

The interviewees used the following labels repeatedly throughout the interview 

process to describe themselves, those who were also on the same side of the debate as 

they were, as well as those on the opposing side. Not a single interview omitted the use of 

these terms when asked who was for or who was against park enlargement, though not 
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every interview gave such a thorough list. After transcribing all the interviews, I made a 

comprehensive list of these labels and placed them in their respective position regarding 

the enlargement of the national park. 

 

Table 3: Stakeholders and sides in the Białowieża Forest conflict 

Park sympathizers /  
Passive conservationists 

Forester sympathizers /  
Active conservationists 

 
• Ecologists 
• NGOs  
• Scientists/Academics, generally  
• A small portion of the local population 
• “Pro-ecology” population (200,000+) 
• National newspapers/media 
• Celebrity voices 

 
• Forest workers  
• Hunters 
• A small number of scientists, academics 
• Elected heads of local governments  
• The local population, generally 
• Local newspapers/media 

 

Defining the labels 

The Polish word “naukowcy” was always used to refer to what I call either 

“scientists” or “academics”, as it can be translated as both. Generally speaking, these 

were referred to as a driving force for increased conservation efforts, typically of the 

passive kind, though once or twice it was mentioned that certain scientists had disputed 

their research findings and I was shown at least one publication by a scientist who was 

against strict protection or passive conservation efforts, like those used in the Białowieża 

National Park. While they are supposed to provide an unbiased data, they are usually 

grouped as park sympathizers. 
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It should also be mentioned that the “ecologists” were often equated with the 

scientists/academics, so their labels were sometimes interchangeable. ‘Ecologist’ can 

refer to NGO activists, officials of ecologically focused institutions like the Minister of 

the Environment or academics, or generally-speaking, those who follow what is 

considered by the forester sympathizers to be the ‘trend of environmentalism.’ 

 

“NGOs” specifically refers to a group of four organizations who have worked 

together on conservation efforts and projects on the Białowieża Forest, whether on-site or 

through national and international lobbying. Those are: 

• Greenpeace Poland;  

• Pracownia na Rzecz Wszystkich Istot (PnRWI), or the Workshop for All Beings, 

specifically the Podlasie Branch;  

• OTOP (Ogólnopolskie Towarzystwo Ochrony Ptaków), or the Polish Society for 

the Protection of Birds; and 

• WWF-Poland, the Polish branch of the World Wildlife Fund 

 

While the local population or local community was generally referred to as being 

“against” the park enlargement, it was noted on a few occasions that there was a portion 

of the population that were “park sympathizers,” similar to the portion of scientists on the 

“forester sympathizer” side.  

 

Forest workers can be considered those who work directly or indirectly for the 

State Forests (though not the State Forest as an entire organization), either at the Local 

Forest Districts or in small, private companies contracted by them to actually carry out 

felling, transportation, and sometimes timber processing in the area.  
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Hunters were often clustered together with the foresters, and it was stated by park 

sympathizers that together, they were the greatest forces acting against park expansion. 

 

The elected heads of the local governments refer to the Mayors of the three 

municipalities that were involved in the last few negotiation efforts to expand the national 

park: Białowieża, Hajnówka, and Narewka, but could also include their advisory 

councils. 

 

Media coverage and access was brought up on several occasions during 

interviews as being one-sided. National media coverage typically referred to Gazeta 

Wyborcza, a more left-leaning publication. I was specifically referred to two active 

writers on the park expansion topic, Adam Wajrak and Jakub Medek, both of whom 

support park expansion. It was also mentioned that articles from the foresters were almost 

always rejected by the paper’s editors.  

 

Local newspapers referred to various sources, one example being Głos 

Białowieży, a local newsletter that is reported to be read by the majority of the Białowieża 

township inhabitants. It cannot be said that all local media had the forester sympathizer 

slant. 

 

Poland’s “pro-ecology” population made the list, as it was referenced in a few 

interviews with regards to the almost quarter of a million signatures gathered on the 

petition to change Poland’s law on environmental protection. These are considered 

people following environmentalist trends by the opposition. 
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Celebrity voices were also mentioned as a driving force, including a Polish Nobel 

prize laureate for literature, Czesław Miłosz, who visited the forest and wrote an article in 

1996, in which he described the Białowieża Forest as such an important aspect of Polish 

heritage and culture, that selling timber from it was equated with dismantling the Wawel 

Castle in order to sell it for the value of its bricks (1, 9). Another famous Polish author, 

Ryszard Kapuścinski, also wrote for protecting the entire forest in his book Lapidarium 

III (1997).  
 

Illustration 4: A banner celebrating the Year of Czesław Miłosz in Białowieża 

 
Photo courtesy of Cristen Rene Andrews, Oct. 2011 
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Interviewee descriptions of sides and relationships  

A biology doctoral student conducting research in the Białowieża Forest, who 

also serves on the Board of Directors of the Workshop for All Beings (PnRWI), an NGO 

that follows the deep ecology movement, offered a fairly comprehensive list of the two 

opposing sides and included his opinion on why they each have a stake in the future of 

the forest: 

On one side we have NGOs, scientists, a portion of the local population, and a 
portion of the population of Poland at large- as can be seen by the fact that we 
were able to collect over 200,000 signatures for the cause. That shows that a large 
part of society demands the protection of the forest.  On the other hand, we have 
the local population, or at least a portion- the wood harvesting branch, the local 
officials of the townships, who echo the local community that is protesting, 
foresters, above all, and hunters. And it seems to me, the hunters and foresters are 
playing the most important role on the other side, because they are reaping the 
benefits from exploiting the forests, and they have a large impact on the local 
community (Bohdan). 

 

The National Park Director offered a description of the relationship between the two 

sides and the national context in which it exists: 

A portion of the groups mutually don't tolerate each other as they have 
diametrically opposing viewpoints, and the level of culture during political debate 
in Poland is low. One does not accept opposing views. So, on the terms: no 
because no. Or 'I don't like you, sir, so I won't speak to you.' It makes it difficult 
to lead a discussion (Szkiruć). 

 

A local forester and hunter described the relationship between the State Forests and the 

NGOs with a comparison to a lover’s quarrel: 

Sometimes it’s great because we do something good and they do something good 
and we like each other- but then they find some bug that we missed, and there’s a 
big overblown affair, and we don’t like each other again. That’s life. Husbands 
and wives also fight” (Ugowoj). 
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An official of the Department for Nature Conservation at the Ministry of the 

Environment pointed out the negative working relationship between the NGOs and the 

local government, as portrayed in the press: 

It is noticeable in the media- in the local press- I wouldn't go so far as to say 
hostility, but certain negative attitudes of the local governments towards the 
NGOs. Unfortunately the NGOs are very rigorist in their own way, so it can be 
difficult to negotiate with them. Those are probably the most obvious opposing 
sides (Hurkała).  

 

A local resident described the ecologists as wealthy and willing to hire people to 

participate in anti-hunting campaigns, while the local community lacks the organization, 

time and money to stand up to them: 

On one side are the ecologists, a small number of people who can make a living 
from that and earn a lot of money. They have enough money to pay young people 
to be involved in certain actions, like hanging from trees or scaring hunted 
animals. On the other side, the local population is not so organized, doesn't have 
enough funding, and doesn't have time to oppose them (Smoktunowicz). 

 

How each side describes members of the other side 

In order to show how these labels were used during interviews to describe 

members on the opposite side of the debate, I compiled a list of the most illustrative 

quotes describing the degree of entrenchment in the current conflict. I thought it best to 

omit names, but just show what label applies to the speaker and the subject of the quote. 

• Foresters about NGOs:  

“Some of the more extreme organizations treat the foresters as if they were a 
harmful element in the Białowieża Forest. And that is a pretty deliberate, but not 
necessarily fair approach. Because if we create this a priori enemy, then we can 
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tell ourselves that we won't find a plane of understanding. And that's too bad. It's 
better to discuss and argue than to mudsling.” 

• NGOs about foresters: 

“The foresters also create various problems. They don't give us permission to do 
research, or when we're doing scientific research, they make it difficult for us to 
move around the forest.” 

“So many people see it this way, that the State Forests are kind of a mafia, a super 
party that controls everything. They really don’t want to lose anything, and I'm 
not talking about money.” 

• Scientists/academics about foresters:  

“Until recently, the foresters were building a hatred for the scientific community 
[here]; there were arguments and court cases.” 

• Local government officials about scientists/academics: 

“Environmental research organizations have too much of a say right now. We 
need an institution that can be responsible for all these scientific study permits… 
because sometimes the same people research the same topic five times over- why? 
That also puts pressure on the forest.” 

• Local population (forester sympathizers) about ecologists: 

“We are constantly hearing the ecologists’ voices. But these people have no 
forestry background… These are people who have fragments of knowledge, and 
they want to decide about the fate of the forest.” 

“One tree getting chopped down is more important than a human to these people, 
because they make a living off of that.” 

• Local population (forest sympathizers) about scientists: 

“In the case of the scientists, it’s about having access to the territory under study. 
They don't really care about the forest.” 

 

As can be evidenced from these perspectives, both sides display feelings of 

entitlement to decision-making, area access, and resource use in the forest, and they try to 

discredit the other side, oftentimes referring to its tactics as detrimental to the forest. It is 
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clear from the various accusations and strong language being used that there is a severe 

lack of trust and respect between groups on opposite sides of the debate. 

 

Declaring oneself “For” or “Against” park expansion  

When asked their opinion on the expansion of protective measures to areas of the 

forest outside of the national park, interviewees used very delineated “for” and “against” 

language.   

Those who were very much ‘for’ the park expansion gave the following 

declarations and arguments. Each points to the position of the person giving the account. 

An NGO activist proposed the forest become a park with various regimes of protection to 

allow for local use: 

I would like to see the whole forest come under the protection of the national 
park, but with the understanding that the whole forest should not come under 
strict protection. There are fragments of the forest at different levels of 
naturalness, but there are also areas where one could harvest timber, pick 
mushrooms, etc. So there should be a stratification of the various forms of 
protection in the forest. But generally, the entire forest should be a national park 
(Bohdan). 

A former park director and life-long forest inhabitant spoke to the historical intentions of 

making the entire forest a park: 

In my opinion the entire territory of the forest on the Polish side should be a 
national park. For me that's obvious and doesn't pose any doubts. All the more so, 
because over 90 years when the issue was raised to create a national park, the 
creators, namely Władysław Szafer, stated that the whole forest, despite the 
destruction caused during the First World War by the Germans, the entire BF 
should be protected (Okołów). 

A candidate for Mayor in 2010 hints at the political sensitivity of the topic among the 

community: 
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My opinion is very positive about expanding the national park. However, I won’t 
speak about this now- but after the election, no problem. But I want the 
Białowieża Forest to be a national park with my whole heart. Unfortunately, I 
[currently] have to approach this from a political perspective (Pabian). 

After introducing himself, a Ministry official clarifies that the interview protocol will be 

addressed from his perspective as an official of the Ministry of the Environment, not his 

personal view, which differs from his employer’s perspective. He then gave the official 

line, that “when it comes to expanding the national park, then it definitely should be 

expanded to a portion of the Białowieża Forest. Which part is up for discussion, but a 

portion of the BF that is not currently in the park, should be added to it” (Hurkała).  

 

Because the BNP is subject to the Minister of the Environment, the Director and 

employee at the Nature Conservation Department of the National Park both tried to give 

neutral responses as to whether the park should be expanded. Specialist of the BNP 

Department of Nature Protection concluded his interview with the words, “As a park, we 

have no side, so I am giving the side of the Ministry of the Environment, not the National 

Park” (Szymura). The Director of the BNP explained that “If the goal of protecting the 

forest is to protect the natural processes taking place here… then the basic ecological 

argument is that the bigger the area, the probability of conserving the natural processes is 

higher. As it applies to the Białowieża Forest, the park should be expanded. But that is 

only if- I'd like to emphasize- the main goal is the observation of and protection of the 

[natural] process” (Szkiruć). 

 

Those ‘against’ the park’s expansion clearly stated their positions. During the 

group interview, a resident of Teremiski who teaches kindergarten in Hajnówka said 

without hesitation,  
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I'm decidedly against the expansion of the park, as our region is poor and the 
residents who live here unfortunately don't have work. The only secure 
employment here is the production of wood. If the park is expanded, these places 
of employment will disappear (Sakowska).  

Another local resident at the same interview, who specialized in forestry, adamantly 

listed off everything he opposed about park expansion, 

I am also against: the expansion of the borders of the park; passing on to us from 
above various restrictions without consulting with us about them; taking into 
consideration only the opinion of ecologists, people affiliated with letters that 
promote ecology; not taking into account human factors- meaning us, the people 
of the forest (ludzie puszczanskie), people directly tied to life in the forest; 
depriving us of a certain raison d'être, and of ways of developing; constraints 
arising from all factors of a national park and the changes imposed by it, which 
certainly are impressed upon the people who work here and on the average tourist, 
who is going to come here and try to visit the already small portion of the forest 
that can be visited” (Grzelak).  

The Mayor of Hajnówka expressed that her personal opinion and those of her 

constituents were decidedly against park enlargement, saying “You can't just package 

everything up and make the puszcza a park. That's my personal opinion, but it's also 

supported by the opinion of my residents- that there is enough of the forest that is already 

under protection (Rygorowicz). The State Forests Regional Directorate spokesman in the 

city of Białystok tied his opinion to his profession about the fairness of the push to 

expand the park:  

In my own professional opinion, expanding the park to encompass the entire area 
of the forest is not fair, not necessary, starting from substantive arguments to 
economic to social. Substantively the forest is already protected by the foresters, 
no other forest complex so protected; economically the State Forests are able to 
financially provide this level of protection; as for social, there is no such 
agreement or support for this among local residents (Krawczyk). 

During a tour of the BNP strict reserve, I was told that a majority of the BNP 

employees were actually personally against the enlargement of the park, because of the 
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fact that they have been tending and using the forest for centuries. They seemed to feel 

the park was infringing on their rights to continue to do so in the future. 

 

The use of conspiratorial language emphasizes the feelings of distrust between the 

parties involved. Narratives emerged about the State Forests being “one of the biggest 

political forces in the country,” because they “rule over” one third of the country 

(according to the quoted interviewee, which is cited as one fourth in State Forest National 

Forest Holding literature). As such, they were accused of not paying any income tax to 

the national treasury, on about “2 billion in income, officially reported.” Similarly, claims 

of nepotism among the political elite were described: “when the Prime Minister or a 

popular politician gets his own lodge in the middle of the forest- and he has one 

currently, I'm not sure if you've heard about it- {Names the politician} got this lodge 

from the State Forests for free, but not to own, [to lease] for 25 years” (Korbel).  He then 

continued to show how hunting played into the politics of forest ownership, saying, 

“Who organizes hunting in the forest? The foresters. And then different politicians from 

all over Poland come to hunt, from the left, from the right. And they all party together, 

eat the wild boar, drink vodka, get to know one another” (Korbel).  

Local community feels that scientists, Ministry, and park officials are all in line to 

try and take the forest out from under them. A similar phenomenon is described in the 

Norwegian case study of a national park expansion: “community members are often more 

concerned with understanding the underlying motives of officials and scientists than the 

validity of their scientific statements” (Kaltenborn et al. 52-53). At the Ministry’s 

Department of Nature Conservation, the distrust between the Ministry and local 

governments before the most recent negotiations was evident:  
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At the beginning there was a lot of distrust between the local government and us, 
as they always referred to their bad experiences from previous years. This wasn't 
the first time we tried for an expansion, in 1996 it was expanded, in 1999 an 
expansion was unsuccessful. After 1999 the townships decided that [things are] 
not how they should be, and so there was a lot of distrust at first (Hurkała).  

By the time the last round of negotiations began in 2008, the relationship between sides 

was already saturated with negative feelings, thereby geared towards conflict, deadlock, 

and entrenchment rather than cooperation.  

 

Describing relationships to the forest 

 

In the below assessment, it is demonstrated how each side describes their 

relationship to forest. A certain pattern of establishing legitimacy and priority over the 

opposing side of the conflict can be sensed. At the same, neither side is recognizing the 

validity of the other side’s relationship to the forest. This seems to play into legitimizing 

one’s power in a conflict situation, according to Sidaway’s definition of environmental 

conflict, where “one group is attempting to control the actions of others and limit their 

access to a natural resource” (xiii).  

The feelings of the residents of this area are almost exactly like those observed 

during a similar case study of a park expansion in Norway:  

There is a distinct sense of attachment and tradition which gives rise to a feeling 
of ownership and rights. The area which has been settled permanently for several 
centuries, in minds of the local inhabitants, has transformed gradually into a well-
managed cultural landscape (Kaltenborn et al.).  

In contrast, managers and urban interest groups, such as recreation organizations, 

constantly talk about the area as natural, or even as a wilderness-type region. Very few 

inhabitants of the local communities speak about “untrammeled nature or wilderness. 
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Rather their language and terms are associated with an activity or work-perspective 

linked to the natural environment” (Kaltenborn et al.).  

This was clearly evident in the way local inhabitants laid claim to planting the 

forest, tending it for generations, and exhibited a strong identification with it on an 

emotional level. Ecologists also made statements of emotional ties to the forest; however, 

their claims were more of an appeal to preserving a nationally and internationally 

treasured area. 

At the beginning of almost every interview, the respondent(s) was/were asked to 

describe their relationship to the forest, in order to see how they identified with the place 

that was both the setting and focus of the debate over park expansion. Their responses are 

elaborated on below. 

 

Emotional, familial, and professional ties  

The main themes that emerged from this question were emotional, familial, and 

professional ties to the Białowieża Forest area. 

Perhaps to show the importance of the area under discussion, many of those 

interviewed cited emotional ties to the area and the amount of time they had spent there. 

Feelings of love toward the forest were expressed by residents of Teremiski during a 

group interview in the home of one of them: “I live in the Białowieża Forest area. It’s a 

place I love to be in and am interested in” (Sakowska), “I was born here, I love the 

puszcza” (Smoktunowicz), and then “I am a resident of the forest, professionally and 

emotionally tied to the beautiful forest landscape” (Grzelak).  

In another interview, a biology student researcher and one of the leaders of a 

radical ecological NGO, the PnRWI, described it as his place of work for conducting 
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research, but then added “I also feel an emotional tie to it, as I've been coming here for 

the last dozen years or so. I really am attached to- or let's say, I'm not indifferent to what 

goes on here” (Bohdan). 

A forester from the Browsk Local Forest District (LFD) near Narewka also shared 

a similar sentiment, saying, “I have personal and emotional ties to the Białowieża Forest. 

I’m not from here, I come from western Poland, but I came here in 1981 to work… 

because I thought it was the most valuable forest in Poland” (Ugowoj). 

Olga Rygorowicz, who has been Mayor of Hajnówka for over 20 years, said her 

relationship to the forest could be divided into two spheres, “one is private and one is 

professional, because the community picks me and I represent it,” thereby implying that 

the community and forest are inherently linked. She then expanded on her private 

connection with the forest:  

I was born here, I live here… Recently I was talking with my daughter who was 
born in 1973 and she also remembers going on trips to plant the forest. So the 
people who live here in this community, my daughter, my parents, my 
grandparents all planted this forest. So we are all tied to the forest emotionally.  

She later added later, “I learned from my family to love the forest, to protect it, to care for 

it” (Rygorowicz). The feelings of being connected to and responsible for the forest are 

both apparent in this context.  

By bringing their emotions to the table at the onset of the interview, people 

seemed to be showing how important the forest was not only to their professions, 

livelihood, or studies, but also to their private life. 

 

Establishing their family ties to the region was also important for several 

interviewees from both sides of the debate, whether or not they had blood relations in or 
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from the Białowieża Forest. Forester Andrzej Antczak of the Białowieża Local Forest 

District explained: 

My blood family has no ties to the Białowieża Forest, though it's been said that 
someone from our family once came from this region to the Wielkopolska region 
and settled there, but that's just a legend and can't be taken seriously as such. On 
the other hand, my wife's family, her mother's family, is related to the forest for 
many generations, the north part of the forest, so the area where the Narewka 
township and the reservoir Siemanówka currently are found. Part of the family 
land was flooded during the creation of the reservoir Siemanówka.  

When asked about her relationship to the forest, Olympia Pabian, a candidate for 

Mayor against the incumbent in the 2010 local elections and OTOP volunteer, makes a 

reference to both her familial roots and emotional ties to the area: “After I finished my 

studies I was offered a job here so I came back, really, to my roots. I was born in 

Katowice, my mother was born in Białowieża. I live here with my grandmother in Park 

Pałacowy, and I’ve fallen in love with the puszcza.” She went on to say,  

I do a lot for the region, even building this [bed and breakfast]. I wanted it to be 
tied to the tradition of the region. The building was designed based on a pre-war 
building in the Białowieża Forest, so it’s a way to prevent the architecture and the 
history from being forgotten, and it fit in with the landscape (Pabian) 

 

Not surprisingly, those interviewed who did not live in the Białowieża Forest area 

expressed more of a professional relationship to the place. In Warsaw, Wojciech Hurkała, 

the Chief of the Nature Conservation Department for the Ministry of the Environment, 

which presides over Poland’s National Parks, said “[The Białowieża Forest] impacts my 

life less, but very much so in terms of work, as we run the department that works with 

national parks and there is a national park on the territory of the Białowieża Forest.” 

Similarly, at the offices of the Regional Directorate of the State Forests in Białystok, 

spokesman Jarosław Krawczyk also said his ties to the forest “are strictly work-related,” 
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which his colleague Adam Kwiatkowski then echoed, by saying “Work related, I work in 

cooperation with the forest districts there” during a group interview. 

 

The role of heritage, future generations, and entitlement  

During the course of many interviews, ancestral ties, current and future 

generations, as well as entitlement issues made appearances. The local population was 

described as “ludzie puszczanskie” best translated as “people of the forest.” Locals 

echoed each other’s claims to participating in the planting and regeneration of the forest 

and talked about maintaining the forest for generations, whether under kings or 

communists. Many made the argument that if they, the people of the forest, hadn’t 

planted and tended the forest so well, it wouldn’t exist today: 

Us, the residents, living here for generations in what I think is a beneficial 
symbiosis with the forest complex- because if that were not the case there would 
be nothing left to protect today. So I think that’s a sign that we as residents are 
able to respect and take care of this gem (Pawlicz). 

We planted the forest. We would go, our whole classes, and social actions in the 
era of Socialism, regularly we would go for social actions and plant the forest. We 
planted it. The forest is big now because of it (Sakowska). 

We, [the] residents, the people tied to the forest, [are viewed as] posing the 
greatest harm to the forest. [They say] that we destroy it, devastate it, that we 
drove it to be in such a bad state. But the truth is- the forest hasn't been in such a 
good state for a long time. It is thanks to the foresters, who are passionate about 
and love the forest, that it encompasses such a [vast] area. So that's a draw for 
ecologists, to base their arguments on what has already been accomplished… the 
ecologists and people related to the whole conservation [movement] weren't here 
for many years. And we, the residents, foresters, everyone who cared, brought the 
forest to the state it's in, the excellent state of the forest. Now we're being 
deprived of it (Grzelak). 

The fact that the forest, though state-owned, is thought of as a possession of the local 

community at large, can be seen in last line above, as well as in the following quote: 
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Many people were born and raised here and regard this forest, which was 
basically taken care of by them or their ancestors, as theirs. And the moment that 
someone from outside wants to take something they’ve protected for many years 
without any compensation, they rebel. I’m not surprised. It’s hard for someone to 
let go of their possessions, or of something that they regard as their possession 
(Ugowoj). 

 

The locals’ generational attachment to the forest is somewhat contested by the 

more radical factions on the opposing side of the conflict. Because the local population 

supports felling activities, it is thought that they do not understand the value of the forest. 

A local activist states, “Unlike other places, where people live for generations and 

generations and find the land they come from to be sacred- here there is no such 

thinking” (Korbel). 

Interviewees from both sides indicated their will that future generations be able to 

enjoy the forest. In a group interview, a local resident and teacher stated her belief that 

the local foresters are best equipped to preserve the forest for future generations, by 

saying,  

Foresters don't study for so many years to not know what a forest needs to look 
and provide for many future generations… We don't at all want to cut the forest to 
a stump, or ruin it or destroy it. We would like to be able to go there in our old 
age with our grandchildren and show them the beautiful oaks (Sakowska).  

Another respondent and local forestry student from the same interview also echoed this 

sentiment, saying, “I want my children, who live in the forest, to be able to walk there, to 

pick mushrooms, to see a bison, to hear the rutting of deer” (Grzelak). The words, “We 

all want the forest to serve our children and future generations,” (Smoktunowicz) 

preceded a warning against the danger s of the destructive effects on the forest of strict 

protection.  Local foresters made it clear that they felt their efforts were in fact protecting 
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the area for future residents: “I participate in [protective actions] myself. I try to organize 

them myself, focusing on what we need to leave behind for our descendants” (Ugowoj).  

The other side echoed the same goals of protecting the forest for future 

generations, but used it as an arguing point supporting their efforts of making the entire 

forest part of the national park: “I've seen more and more timber harvesting year after 

year, more and more exploitation, and I'd like to prevent it. I'd also like for my children to 

get to see this forest, in the best possible state” (Bohdan). 

 

There seems to be a lack of recognition by each side of the other’s engagement in 

preserving the forest. For the forester sympathizers, only their continual care can offer 

proper protection. For the park sympathizers, their efforts of stricter protection measures 

are the only valid form of forest preservation. Each side must be willing to acknowledge 

the other’s legitimacy in their relationship to the forest and engagement in protective 

measures. Instead, the following themes reinforce the positioning tactic used in the prior 

sections, leading to further entrenchment and conflict. Such ideological positioning is not 

a negotiable factor, but should be thoroughly understood and evaluated by future conflict 

mediators if park expansion efforts are repeated. 
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Illustration 5: The canopy of the Białowieża Forest as seen from below 

 
Photo courtesy of Cristen Rene Andrews, Oct. 2011 
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CONSERVATION IDEOLOGY 

 

It has been noted that struggle over ideology is more commonly an element in 

environmental conflict than other kinds of conflict (such as community dispute 

resolution, international peacemaking, interpersonal conflict resolution), and therefore 

requires a more specifically tailored approach to the resolution process (Carpenter and 

Kennedy 69). 

In this particular conflict, the opposing views on nature conservation are rooted in 

differing beliefs about the general role and importance of man in the ecosystem, of the 

relationship between man and nature. When applied to conservation methods, the 

division lies most clearly between passive and active conservationists. While one side 

argues that the forest is unique and important because of the limited influence of man 

(and man’s influence in it should therefore be curbed or kept to a minimum), the other 

side sees man as a necessary element to the forest, as centuries of inhabitants have 

already left an irreversible mark on it (and the forest, therefore, needs man to help it in its 

regeneration in order to ensure a sound forest ecosystem).  

This value-judgment, or ideology, of what constitutes the appropriate form of 

conservation for the Białowieża Forest was a main point brought up at almost every 

interview. Several arguments were used to explain why each side felt it was right, from 

the importance of humans to claims on which method resulted in greater biodiversity.  
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Passive Conservation  

 

“In the Białowieża Forest, in actuality, passive conservation is the prevailing 
conservation effort that should be used. Though, not everyone is of the same 
mindset.” – Zdzisław Szkiruć, Director of BNP 

 

The park’s supporters generally feel a preference for a passive form of 

conservation, which entails leaving the forest to its natural processes and observing them 

overtime. It generally excludes or minimizes the role of humans, with the argument that 

the forest has existed for centuries without human interference, and can therefore fend for 

itself. This type of conservation is practiced within the park’s borders to varying degrees. 

The most extreme example of passive conservation is in the Orłówka strict reserve, while 

less stringent forms of protection exist in the Hwoźna Reserve, called the Active 

Protection Zone, which was added to the park in the 1996 expansion. The strict protection 

zone is not accessible to locals or tourists without a guide, and seems to draw the most 

attention from both sides of the debate. The only form of human interference in the 

Orłówka strict reserve is the cutting  of (with a handsaw or electric saw only) and moving 

of fallen trees off of walking trails, certain permitted scientific research, and limited 

tourist trails where movement is monitored along designated paths by a licensed guide. 

Fallen trees are otherwise left in their fallen position to decompose. The role of humans is 

then that of an observer, documenting the natural processes of the forest.  
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Illustration 6: A cut tree moved to the side of a tourist trail in the Orłówka strict reserve 

 
Photo taken by author, Nov. 2010 

In the other half of the national park, a more active form of conservation is 

practiced, but to a much more limited degree than in the managed forests. While 

gathering firewood and picking mushrooms and berries is allowed year-round, and locals 

can leave the tourist tracks if carrying baskets, only 200 cubic meters of wood per year is 

cut from the 5,000 ha area (Szymura). 

In the arguments of both views of conservationists, the following topics are 

associated with passive conservation and used as speaking points for each side: the role 

of deadwood and bark beetles on the forest ecosystem, biodiversity, and the look and feel 

of the preferred form of conservation in the forest. 
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Bark beetle ecology 

The bark beetle debate was probably the most frequently used example to 

demonstrate passive versus active conservation methods in the Białowieża Forest. This 

issue was well summarized by one interviewee:  

I think there’s a lack of understanding- that people are communicating on 
different levels. Because, as I think the Minister said, for the foresters bark beetles 
are pests, while for the conservationists the bark beetle is an element of the eco-
system. These are two different approaches to ways of managing the Białowieża 
Forest (Pabian).  

Indeed the argument for bark beetles being an important element in the 

ecosystem, rather than a detrimental one, is rooted in certain studies that claim bark 

beetle infestations are not the actual cause of spruce trees dying. As scientist Czesław 

Okołów stated, “The bark beetle is the last link of the cycle and is visible, but it all stars 

much earlier.” While walking in the strict reserve, my guide pointed out live spruce next 

to dead ones, showing that the healthy trees remained unaffected by the bark beetle 

outbreak occurring in their vicinity and explained that the National Park does not fight 

bark beetle outbreaks, while the foresters of the managed State Forests are obligated to 

cut down trees that have been infested to prevent the insects from spreading to other 

spruce trees (Szymura).  

The guide also noted that despite this discrepancy in how infestations are treated, 

during outbreak time there are no more beetles observed in the park than in the managed 

forests, where they are actively fought, indicating that this battle is somewhat 

inconsequential as far as a method of protection (Szymura). This was also mentioned by 

former Park director and a local scientist, who has continued to study ‘bark beetle 

ecology’ since writing his dissertation on it decades ago: 

I compared the life succession of bark beetles in the same circumstances in the 
national park and in the managed forests. On the same area of spruce tree bark 
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inhabited by the bark beetle, about twice as many can be found in the managed 
forest than in the national park. That's because when you declare battle with the 
bark beetle, you are also fighting all the natural organisms that limit its 
population- parasites, predatory insects, certain fungi. In the Białowieża Forest 
there are about 100 organisms that feed on the bark beetle, so it’s a very long list 
(Okołów).  

Their numbers are also said to depend more on seasonal patterns, in that a cold 

and wet summer is more of a deterrent to their spreading (Szymura). To those who adhere 

to passive conservation methods then, fighting the bark beetle results in sanitary felling 

and the removal of infected spruces from the forest, which in the end is harmful to the 

ecosystem. A biology doctoral student and NGO activist asserted that “as an ecosystem, 

the spruces with bark beetles are actually very valuable. There are important birds that 

feed on them and insects, and fungi and other organisms” (Bohdan).  

While the foresters are obligated to cut the trees that are infested according to the 

law, there is no national law about bark beetles in national parks. The BNP chooses not to 

actively fight bark beetle outbreaks, though some national parks in Poland do (Szymura).  

 

Role of deadwood  

In the Orłówka strict protection area of the National Park, approximately 20-25% 

of the existing trees there are deadwood (so 100-150 cubic meters of dead trees per 

hectare, out of a total of 500-550 cubic m/ha of all trees). Deadwood plays an important 

role in the forest ecosystem of the strict reserve, as dead trees are home to more than half 

of the organisms living in the forest. In the newly incorporated area of the park, the 

Hwoźna Active Protection Zone, there are about 80-90 cu m of dead trees per hectare, 

while in the managed forests; foresters can leave only five cubic meters of deadwood per 

hectare.  This is not thought to be enough to sustain the variety of species that rely on 

dead trees in the forest ecosystem (Szymura).  
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Illustration 7: Stump of a decomposing tree in the Strict Reserve 

 
Photo courtesy of Janusz Korbel, Nov. 2010 

Both a scientist and a former park director, Czesław Okołów elaborated on the 

subject of deadwood during his interview, saying that “the quantity and richness of 

various lists of species, various systematic groups from the plant world, fungi world, 

animal world are dependent” precisely on the presence of deadwood. While discussing 

the topic of deadwood in interviews, the passive conservationist belief that they are the 

ones protecting the forest, not the foresters, was voiced:  

 [Dead trees] shouldn't be removed, above all because removing trees is the 
forester and forestry management way of thinking. It's totally obvious that a 
forester must work for himself, meaning he has to sell timber and make a profit. 
On the other hand, protecting nature is totally different. There are different goals 
and different funding, a totally different approach to the same object, say a dead 
spruce (Okołów). 
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Biodiversity & rare species 

Biodiversity is an all around buzz word of conservation activities and protected 

areas studies. While followers of both conservation methods agree that increased 

biodiversity is the end goal, they seem to be using different ways of thinking about what 

a more biologically diverse are looks like in the Białowieża Forest. For passive 

conservationists, biodiversity is focused on the presence of otherwise rare species, native 

to natural forest environments. These include animals such as the three-toed woodpecker 

as well as rare insects, invertebrates, lichens, and fungi, which are not otherwise common 

species in Poland or Europe. 

The incongruent way of defining biodiversity, based on the differing views of 

each side of the conflict, is explained from a passive conservationist standpoint in the 

quote below. 

My research is about looking at rare species, which are usually in the park, some 
[exist] in the reserves, [but there are] barely any in the managed forests. But the 
foresters are trying to create this argument or interpret this differently- Because it 
is clear now that there are species here in the Białowieża Forest no longer found 
in Poland or in Europe, and they are species that are typical of forests of a natural 
or primeval character. When it comes to helping these species, passive 
conservation is the way to go. But foresters in the managed forest, when they 
clear an area of the forest and some regular butterflies or insects start to live there, 
they claim they are increasing the biodiversity of the forest. That might be true, 
but those [species] have nothing to do with forest dwelling species; they are 
typically not found in forest settings- like butterflies or lesser spotted eagles or 
field flowers. While the more valuable species that depend on a natural forest 
setting- like the rare three-toed woodpecker- are moving out. And now we see in 
our research that in the national park, there are many more of these woodpeckers 
than in the managed forests, where they barely exist or not at all… In my opinion, 
that's an unfair way of understanding of nature (Bohdan).  
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The look and feel of a natural forest 

BNP employee and licensed guide Mateusz Szymura typically begins his tours by 

saying, “This is what Europe looked like 2,000 years ago, before agricultural settlements 

existed.” He then proceeds to name some statistics on the sizes and ages of trees in the 

national park and its strict reserve: an average oak tree in the national park is 300 years 

old and 4.5 m in circumference measured at breast height, the largest is more than 7 m in 

circumference; 1,200 trees in the national park are greater than or equal to this average  

size, while in the remaining 84% of the forest outside of the park, there are only 1,500 

such trees; the average age of all the trees found in the Orłówka strict reserve is 130 

years, while in the more recently added Hwoźna active protection zone it is 80 years; in 

the managed State Forests area of the forest it is 76 years, and in all of Poland, 56 years. 

Another observation made during the guided tour of the strict reserve is that “Foresters 

and natural forests are incompatible, because [the foresters] are taught to take care of 

only trees, not the entire ecosystem that creates a forest… The forester must have order in 

the forest, and [in the strict reserve], we have a mess” (Szymura). 
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Illustration 8: A bog area of the Strict Reserve 

 
Photo taken by author, Nov. 2010 

 

The strict protection regime in the park has been met with extremely differing 

views as to whether it is the one saving grace of the forest, in terms of showcasing the 

last vestiges of primeval forest in lowland Europe and exploding with biodiversity and 

life; or alternatively- as felt by some forester supporters- whether it will be the root cause 

in the destruction of the forest in the years to come. The latter perspective is best 

illustrated by the words of its adherents. As local resident who makes a living off of both 

the timber industry and agro-tourism put it, “We all want the forest to… avoid the 

destruction of strict protection,” adding,  
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There is no good solution [to expanding the park], because we would really have 
to think about what is best for the forest, and it certainly isn't strict protection… 
we would have to incorporate that the population could make use of the area 
belonging to the park into its status structure. It needn't be under strict protection 
(Smoktunowicz).  

A fellow forester present at the same interview backed up this claim and blamed the 

ecologists for putting the future of the forest at risk through their mismanagement: 

The ecologists are ready for the forest to disappear, because according to them, 
that is the natural process, and in 1,000 years it will regenerate. But I don't want to 
wait 1,000 years for it to regenerate… I don't believe that changing the protection 
status would make the forest look any better. Actually it would probably only be 
worse (Grzelak). 

In a separate interview, the Mayor of Narewka expressed his concern for a similar fate of 

the forest if left to passive conservation methods: 

If it were completely a park, if it were just given to the laws of nature, then no one 
can guarantee today what will happen in 200 or 300 years on the territory of the 
Białowieża Forest. It could be a great graveyard, or a great waste of land, 
overgrown with bushes or weeds, which would no longer resemble the character 
of a primeval forest (Pawlicz). 

 

 For passive conservationists, it is clear that the role of humans should be 

minimized, and natural processed should run their course and be observed for their 

unique, scientific, and aesthetic values. The other side of this is the view of the active 

conservationists who feel that the forest needs humans to survive, to look pleasant, and to 

continue to provide income to the surrounding communities. 
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Illustration 9: A standing dead oak tree in the Strict Reserve of the BNP 

 
Photo courtesy of Janusz Korbel, Nov. 2010  
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Active Conservation  

 

“No one takes into consideration that the fate of the BF is tied to people… over 
the last centuries people have entered the ecosystem here. And no one sees this.”  
– Albert Litwinowicz, Mayor of Białowieża 

 

Human interaction is a necessary component of active conservation methods. For 

the foresters and those opposed to park expansion, conservation means actively nurturing 

the environment. This includes regenerating old tree stands, replacing less valuable 

species with original forest species, removing dead trees to make room for the new ones, 

fighting the bark beetles outbreaks among spruce, regulating animal populations, and 

mowing clearings that have become homes and feeding grounds to certain species. In the 

managed forests, there is a focus on natural resource use and maintenance as opposed to 

observation of natural processes. Human help is especially believed to be needed where 

humans already made a significant change in the forest structure: because humans have 

already interfered there, it is felt that the forest now needs human intervention, more 

precisely trained foresters, to help it return to its original state. As described by the 

Mayor of Białowieża:  

On foresters bringing back the original stands of trees… the ecologists present 
this as forced human interference, but it's not so. Humans already interfered, and 
now what's happening is returning to that original state that the primeval forest 
was once in. The foresters are trying to bring back the primeval character of the 
puszcza, while the ecologists are saying something else” (Litwinowicz).  

At the same interview, a local resident expressed his concern for areas that were 

to be incorporated into the national park: “Many tree stands that are to become part of the 

national park are less than 100 years old… Those tree stands no longer are suitable for 
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strict protection; they need smart management to regenerate and to be in the hands of the 

foresters, so the puszcza can be a puszcza again” (Smoktunowicz).  

Given their long history of forestry, it is often stated that the State Forests are, in 

fact, the institution most responsible for saving and preserving the forest. One example of 

this assertion expressed by the Mayor of Białowieża: 

If not for the State Forests, the Białowieża Forest would not exist. It was the State 
Forests that appealed to the government to break the contract with the British 
logging company, and only because of the State Forests did the government break 
this contract, with very high reparation payments made to the English. If not for 
that, I think that the forest would no longer exist today (Litwinowicz). 

Speaking to NGO claims that the foresters are the ones leading to the destruction of the 

forest by cutting down portions of it for commercial sale, the State Forests Regional 

Directorate asserted the importance of their role in protecting the forest: 

Ecologists throw out such slogans as: "the Białowieża Forest is being cut down," 
but it's not being cut down, because the area of the forest is not decreasing. The 
oldest trees are not being cut down. There are very big restrictions, those in the 
rules of the State Forests plus extra restrictions for the Białowieża Forest, which 
result in the fact that harvesting timber is really minimal there. And the majority 
of the work there is done at such an angle, [so as] to bring back the natural 
structure of the forest, to steer natural processes that don't always go in the 
direction that we would like, and that is the role of humans (Kwiatkowski). 

 

In the views of active conservationists, it is only thanks to human efforts, of the 

State Forests and of the local population that the forest exists, as they were the ones 

planting and tending it for generations. The Mayor of Białowieża gave the example that, 

“Before the war, after the war, the local population planted this forest” (Litwinowicz). He 

elaborated on the importance of incorporating the human element to the ecosystem, 

giving a reason for keeping the population involved in future plans about the forest: 
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People have been living here for hundreds of years, and they are as much an 
element of the forest as bison, woodpeckers and animals. They're a permanent 
part of the forest that does a lot of good for it, because if it weren't for people, 
than the forest would not be so well conserved (Litwinowicz).  

The topics that best demonstrated how active conservation was a preferred conservation 

method for the Białowieża Forest included access, felling and the bark beetles, 

biodiversity, hunting, as well as the preferred look and feel of a managed forest. 

 

Rights of access 

Access issues play a big role in the way the interviewees perceived the national 

park compared with the managed State Forest area. In some cases, the restrictions are 

merely perceived, while in others, the enforcement of access restrictions to the forest 

plays a role. For example, while it is claimed that the park generally has stricter access 

restrictions, it was noted by a park official that: 

Within the State Forests we have some Nature Reserves with rules similar to 
[those in the] National Park… it's prohibited to walk outside of the marked trails, 
[one] must have permission to do research there. In the nature reserves, it's 
generally not allowed to pick berries or mushrooms, but there are some 
exceptions, such as the big nature reserve called the ‘Natural Reserves of the 
Białowieża Forest’. But in the others it's not allowed (Szymura). 

A disgruntled resident felt he would have to apply to the park director if he 

wanted to pick mushrooms in the national park (which is not the case in the active 

protection zone according to park employees), but feels he is not deterred from doing in 

the nature reserves of the managed forests stayed under State Forest control: 

I, for one, am made uneasy by the fact that I would need to go to the Director of 
the park to get a permit to gather mushrooms. There are currently nature reserves 
[in the managed forests] which clearly state what can be done and where: no 
picking mushrooms, no picking berries, no walking... I'm talking about the nature 
reserves, which were slated to become part of the national park. Right now it's 
clever, because no one is executing those restrictions as long as they're just 



 116 

reserves. But as soon as they become a national park, in 10 or 20 years, it is 
certain that [such restrictions] will be executed (Smoktunowicz). 

The need for the people to be able to have access to the forest and they live in and 

its resources has played a very important role in this debate. It is often linked to the active 

conservation practiced in the managed forests, as Mayor of Narewka explains, “It would 

be a waste if everything were closed off and so sanitary processes couldn't happen, which 

would bring some sort of benefits to residents and hunter” (Pawlicz) 

 

Biodiversity & rare species 

In the foresters’ perspective as well as their sympathizers, managed forests 

promote a wider range of protected species in the area, in clearings as well as forests. A 

local forester of the Białowieża Local Forest District makes this argument for active 

conservation, saying, “Without active conservation, the open valleys of rivers, of streams 

in the Białowieża Forest would sooner or later become completely overgrown. The 

habitats for open area species would decrease, so we will be losing biodiversity” 

(Antczak). 

Another forester from the Browsk LFD makes a similar claim, that “There is no 

endangerment of species as a result of the State Forests management. On the contrary, 

some species that are tied to open or half-open areas may die out if all of this joins 

together. [In] an old forest, many species will disappear, especially birds and insects” 

(Ugowoj). 

During the group interview at the Regional Directorate of the State Forests in 

Białystok, employees even provided proof of their argument that the National Park’s 

passive protection was leading to a drop in biodiversity:  
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Now there's this trend to preserve and observe natural processes- that's what is 
done in the area of the reserve under strict protection in the Białowieża National 
Park. Incidentally, in the last set of data that was gathered by specialists, it looks 
as though a large number of species is disappearing [there]. So we can even see 
that a greater biodiversity, a greater richness in species both plant and animal, is 
present in the managed part of the forest, while in the area under strictest 
protection, where only observation of natural processes occurs, in the last few 
decades there, a number of species has disappeared- primarily plants, which are 
considered protected (Anonymous).  

If leaving the forest to its natural processes results in “a simplification of the 

structure of the forest,” as stated by a local forester, it follows that “from the point of 

view of biodiversity, [doing so] probably leads to a periodic destruction” (Antczak). This 

makes it all the more imperative, in the view of active conservationists, to allow foresters 

to continue active conservation measures on the area of the forest not within the park’s 

boundaries. 

 

Felling  

“Felling is one of the elements of the process of protecting tree stands, the idea is 
breeding and protecting, maintaining, creating a structure… felling is a part of 
this process” – Jarosław Krawczyk, RDLP Białystok  

 

Two types of tree felling have been allowed in the managed forests. The first is 

sanitary cutting, meaning the removal of old and dead wood, as well as spruce trees that 

have been infected with the bark beetle. In the nature reserves found on the State Forest 

territory, sanitary cutting has been limited to the same measures taken in the national park 

(i.e. generally leaving the bark beetle and deadwood in place, only cutting and moving 

fallen trees that pose an impediment to human safety and movement along trails). The 

other form of felling is for commercial purposes, both for local consumption needs and 

for the external market. While the Minister limited the amount of wood extracted from 
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the forest to local consumption needs for the year 2011, it was some park sympathizers 

claimed that the majority of the wood sold to the local market is actually from elsewhere, 

namely from Białystok, as the wood from Białowieża is much more expensive on 

average. Local residents maintained that wood from the surrounding forest should be 

provided for their heating needs: 

The forest is a forest, but people also live here. We have to think a little bit about 
those people and what they will be living off of, what they will use for heat. We 
don't have natural gas pipelines here in the village, the price of coal is cosmic, but 
in fact here, we always burned wood for heat. Now, if not for the companies that 
import wood here, bring it from other places, then I don't know what the residents 
here would be burning in their stoves. It gets down to negative 30 degrees 
[Celsius] here in the forest (Sakowska). 

Employees at the Regional Directorate of the State Forests in Białystok also 

argued that tree felling is a way to mimic natural processes that humans have kept from 

happening, like forest fires:  

Here, in Central Europe, we see forest fire as a bad thing, and we try to limit in 
every way the appearance of a fire in the forest. Because of this, we have stopped 
the internal regulator that used to renew a forest, because that is the one way that 
a forest regenerates itself. If there are no fires, there is no renewing of a natural 
forest. So a person can take certain actions since we act against fires, to bring 
about this kind of renewing for a forest and cutting down a fragment of the forest 
is one such way to imitate nature in that area (Kwiatkowski). 

The Local Forest Districts argue that they no longer focus on the economic 

benefits from felling in the forest, but rather on the regeneration of the forest: 

Right now, the production of wood- I'm not saying it doesn't exist, it does- but it 
is incidentally the result of growing the forest, of protecting the forest. So 
obtaining wood from the forest is dictated by the needs of growing and protecting 
the forest. If we need to perform some kind of treatment on the forest that 
includes the cutting of trees, it has to be justifiable in terms of trees growth, 
rebuilding, regenerating, increasing the value of a certain tree species, changing 
the species composition with methods of active forest conservation, or active 
nature conservation (Antczak). 
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Illustration 10: Timber harvested by the Białowieża LDF in Grudki 

 
Photo taken by author, Nov. 2010 

 

Bark beetles as pests 

“If there's a bark beetle, you have to fight it.” – Olga Rygorowicz, Mayor of 
Hajnówka  

It is a written rule of forestry, that to protect the forest, bark beetle infections must 

be actively fought. This runs completely counter to the passive conservation view of the 

bark beetle as a part of the forest ecosystem. The forester perspective is clearly the more 

acceptable one to the local governments and population. While this topic was discussed 

in detail from the passive conservation standpoint, the opposing view in the bark beetle 

debate used by active conservationists is illustrated by the words of Białowieża’s mayor: 

Some people ask if we should be allowed to fight the bark beetle- that's an insect 
that kills spruces- because, they think that in 500 years or so, the spruce will 
evolve and be able to protect itself. I'm sorry, but that's not a scientific argument. 
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Who is going to be around in 500 years to check if they were right? 
(Litwinowicz).  

Some park sympathizers and passive conservationists, on the other hand, contend that the 

bark beetle is used as an excuse to fell more trees in the managed forests, as the amount 

of such sanitary felling is not included in the allowable planned amount of wood 

extracted from the forest. The spruce bark beetle remains a contentious player in the 

conflict surrounding the expansion of the Białowieża National Park. 

 

Hunting 

Hunting is a contentious issue in the forest, mostly because it is seen as the first 

real conservation method used in the area. Since at least the 15th century, part of the 

forest located in the early Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was preserved as royal 

hunting grounds and used by King Władysław Jagiełło. In 1538, the first official law was 

recorded protecting the forest, and in 1541 the bison was specifically protected from 

unlicensed hunting (“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). It became illegal to 

enter the woods with a dog or weapon, and the killing of large game was punishable by 

death (Kossak). In fact, these exact laws are what kept the forest on the map as a forest 

important to Poland’s heritage.  

Hunting is also seen as a necessary population control method for animal 

populations, in order to keep them from imposing on residential areas. An avid hunter 

and forester described his belief that hunting should remain a part of the forests legacy 

despite the efforts of NGOs: 

The puszcza became [what it is] thanks to hunting, as it was once the hunting 
ground of kings, princes, Russian czars, then the interwar Polish presidents, first 
Wojciechowski then Mościcki. Because there were representative hunting parties 
conducted here by these dignitaries, the forest was not cut down as much as in 
other areas. So thanks to that, it survived. I’m a hunter myself, I’m not ashamed 
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of that… and I think hunting should be a tradition, should be cultivated here, 
while observing all of the legal aspects that apply. So the obstruction of hunting 
that took place this year was completely out of place. But of course people today 
are reluctant to hunt because they regard it as murder and so on. It’s the 
psychological mentality of people who only know meat as a piece of ham and not 
the pig that is its source (Ugowoj). 

The obstruction of hunting referred to here was the bussing-in of NGO activists, 

mainly by the Workshop for All Beings (PnRWI) to distract and scare the animals away 

from hunting posts during the 2010 hunting season. This clash in fundamental beliefs, 

between avid followers of deep ecology and hunters, has become another point of 

contention in the conflict over the forest.  

In November 2010, the Ministry began formulating a ban on hunting within a 

certain area of the National Park borders, a buffer zone of a few hundred meters to 

protect animals residing in the park to be implemented for the 2011 hunting season. 

 

The look and feel of a managed forest 

Followers of active conservation prefer a forest that is well maintained, can be 

traversed, and looks orderly and healthy. In the words of Narewka’s Mayor: 

I think that the puszcza is like a person, in that- without medical help, without the 
professional forestry service, it could not function. It would be a great graveyard 
of dead trees, a great graveyard that would be difficult to even go for a walk 
through because it would be in chaos (Pawlicz).  

It is clear from this description that the forest should not contain large amounts of 

deadwood or fallen down trees, and it should be able to serve local recreation purposes, 

such as allowing ease of walking through it. 
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Those who think the Białowieża Forest should be valued for its natural character 

disagree. A local resident and former NGO activist demonstrates the difference in 

opinion between these two schools of thought blaming the foresters for lack of adequate 

training: 

The foresters are trained to cultivate the forest... They are trained to plant things, 
take care of the forest, etc. But I think that [this] forest is the only natural one in 
some way, so let it grow how it wants- that’s how it should be. No one is saying 
they’re bad professionals, I think they’re good at their job, but they’re just trained 
poorly. What they do just doesn't really apply here, to the territory of the 
Białowieża Forest (Pabian). 

 

These differences in views of conservation no doubt present a fundamental 

challenge to communication between sides and future negotiations. Because this is such a 

deeply rooted belief for each side, coming to an agreement on the matter is unlikely and 

negotiation on this issue is senseless. This does not mean that negotiators should 

disregard the issue, as it is likely to play a role in the process, and should therefore be 

understood and kept in mind.  

Though the opposing beliefs are not likely to converge, other concerns and 

interest may be more malleable. Sidaway states that “while conflicting ideologies are a 

common feature of [environmental] disputes, ideological differences are often suppressed 

in the bid for consensus, allowing interest groups with differing ideologies to reach 

settlements” (38). Though ideologies and values are not subject to change, the interests of 

opposing ideologies in a particular resource may be negotiable (Sidaway). While the 

prior topics focused on positioning and ideological differences, the following seem to 

point to issues that would fall under interests and concerns of participants. As such, they 

may offer a possibility of negotiation. 
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Illustration 11: A free herd of bison emerging from the managed forest  

 
Photo taken by author, Nov. 2010 
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ECONOMIC FACTORS  

 

“Degree of land use and economic conflict always appear to play a significant 
part in the creation or expansion of protected areas (Smith, 1993; Nepal and 
Weber, 1995; Dearden et al., 1996; Smith et al., 1997)” (Kaltenborn et al). 

 

A variety of economic factors play a role in the debate, from the most obvious 

(uses of forest resources for timber or tourism) to the more intricate (compensation 

schemes and budgetary issues). All seem to play an important role in the current conflict, 

whether from discussions of previous negotiation or as a result of certain recent episodes 

in the conflict. Each is a topic to be addressed during future negotiations processes, and 

the handling of each will determine whether it will remain a contentious issue for 

opposing sides or a possibly arena for consensus building. 

 

Timber versus Tourism 

 

The main economic argument in the conflict centers on the direction of 

development for the region in question. There is a significant division between industrial 

development in the form of timber harvesting and wood processing, as opposed to 

developing the service industry in tourism, hospitality, guides, and park services. Points 

of contention are most noticeably focused on which offers greater job potential and 

income generation in the region. According to the park sympathizers, “It’s not necessary 

to have such primitive acquisition and processing of raw materials. You can make more 

working in services than in production” (Okołów), while those more apprehensive 
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towards the shift away from industry contend that not everyone will be able to find work 

in the tourism sector. 
 

Economic waste of wood 

The argument for maintaining timber industry in the forest seems to center around 

the economic implications of wasting wood, especially dead wood. This goes back to the 

active conservationist view, that humans should be able to make use of the otherwise 

wasted material. All the local government officials with whom I spoke mentioned the 

waste of wood: 

The dry trees that have died, the spruces, can be sold. There are thousands of 
dried trees that are standing there, that have fallen, that we can't sell because the 
bark beetles or other insects are living off of them. Ok, let's let 10% of that 
deadwood stay in the forest, because of the ecosystem cycle. But…Why should 
all the dead trees stay?... It's a waste… Our region is poor and that money would 
definitely help our people… Let it at last be clear how many dead trees per 
hectare should be left to decay. People from Europe, from the world, come to this 
forest and stare in disbelief, astonishment at the forest, and say, ‘but you're a poor 
country, you can't afford such waste’ (Litwinowicz). 

The same interviewee also mentioned that wasting such a national treasure was, in his 

mind, should be a punishable offense. A local resident with ties to the timber industry 

spoke to how the waste of resources was leading the area into debt: “On one hand we talk 

about rising debts, on the other we look at how that management structure works in a 

micro-region such as this, at the waste it produces. Everyone wants money, while the 

forest is being wasted” (Smoktunowicz). In Hajnówka, where the city’s coat of arms 

exemplifies its historic ties to forestry and milling, the Mayor described how difficult it is 

for people to adapt to the sight of valuable dead trees in the forest: 

It really hurts people here to see old oaks that have died, maybe they are very old, 
but they are not budding a single leaf. They're just standing like ghosts in the 
forest. And they are protected. You can't cut them down. They’re worth a few 
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million, but there's a ban… it seems we are proverbially wealthy enough to watch 
how thousands of these oaks will die, fall, and decompose and see what bug 
comes to eat from it (Rygorowicz). 

 

Figure 12: The city of Hajnówka’s coat of arms  

 
“Herb Hajnówki.” Biuletyn Informacji Publicznej Urzędu Miasta Hajnówka [Public Information Bulletin 
of the City of Hajnówka]. Strona główna [Main page]. <http://www.bip.hajnowka.pl/> 

The Mayor of Narewka also raised the economic question, “Can our poor country 

afford such a big loss of natural resources that, at this moment, are very valuable?” 

(Pawlicz). In response to these kinds of arguments, the former park director gave a 

radically opposing view:  

The fact that they say we are wasting so much wood here- well, I say that archives 
are also a waste then, as there is so much paper there that could be recycled. In the 
treasury of the Wawel Castle there is also so much gold that could be melted and 
reused (Okołów). 

 

Tourism as the future of economic development 

The park sympathizers argue that park expansion brings greater opportunities for 

the tourist base and spreading the benefits of it to communities other than the town of 
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Białowieża. Białowieża is pointed to as the only place currently economically prospering 

of the three municipalities as a result of the well developed tourist infrastructure. It was 

argued that the fact that it is the main point of entry to the national park was the 

contributing factor in the development of the town. 

Surely the future of this region relies on tourism, maybe some agriculture and 
some production, but not in felling the forest. So certain negative effects [of park 
expansion] are obvious in the branch of wood harvesting, but positive if looking 
at tourism… Because currently the park headquarters are in Białowieża, and we 
can see that Białowieża is prospering from it, while Hajnówka is experiencing 
stagnation and recession: the young people are leaving; there are no hotels; there 
are no rooms for rent. But if the park reached to Hajnówka, I think the tourism 
branch would blossom there. More people would stop there; more of the local 
people would find work in tourism. Because right now I observe that when I take 
the road from Hajnówka to Białowieża, people are coming to Białowieża to work 
from Hajnówka, despite the fact that Hajnówka is a much bigger city. So that's 
proof that tourism stimulates development, creates jobs (Bohdan). 

A similar take on the situation of Hajnówka’s poor economic development as 

compared with Białowieża is described by another NGO activist and park advisory 

committee member: 

More than 200,000 tourists come to see the Białowieża National Park- we know 
that because that is how many tickets we sell. All those people have to go through 
Hajnówka. And they don't even leave one złoty in Hajnówka; they just drive past 
leaving only fumes. If the national park were to begin in Hajnówka, then, for 
example, the animal reserve could be situated near Hajnówka, so people wouldn't 
cross the entire forest bringing so much traffic to this one road here that cuts 
through the forest. And given the chance, Hajnówka could then develop a little 
more, because tourists would stop there. You could build a hotel and restaurant, 
etc, etc. You could create some kinds of trails [into the forest] out of Hajnówka. 
Of course, the local politicians will tell you that they can even do that now. They 
can, but no one is interested in seeing a regular forest. Just the name ‘Białowieża 
National Park’ completely changes the reception for foreign tourist and others… 
If the entire forest were a park, then this attractiveness would be spread out all 
around” (Korbel). 
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Another interviewee on the same side of the debate gave more examples of how 

Hajnówka could already be working on its tourist base, but instead was turning its back 

on tourism: 

[There needs to be] a rational development of tourism, which is not beneficial yet 
because it only is concentrated in Białowieża. It is slowly expanding in the 
direction of the borders of the forest, but slowly. The worse is in Hajnówka itself. 
I know as a tour guide, because I've led tours not only in the park, but beyond it. 
And it has happened, for example, that it would be really nice to stop and have 
lunch in Hajnówka and then continue on the tour. But there's no place in 
Hajnówka that tourists can sit and enjoy a peaceful meal… they've turned their 
backs to the forest and refuse to take advantage of it (Okołów). 

The thought that the words ‘National Park’ are enough to bring tourist hordes to 

the surrounding communities was a recurring theme in interviews with park 

sympathizers:  

Białowieża itself maybe won’t gain much from the expansion, but nearby villages 
and towns definitely will, because people come to visit the BNP, not to [some 
village] to just sit there 20 km away from the park. People want to be in the 
national park. If the national park stretched to Hajnówka, there would be a reason 
to stop and conduct tours to the entire national park from there, not just from 
Białowieża. I don’t think Białowieża would lose anything, but other places would 
[surely] gain (Pabian). 

The Ministry also felt that the change in park borders would not bring economic 

losses to the region, because of the inhibitors to further industrialization from 

conservation laws like Natura2000. It also contends that the future of economic 

development in the region is tourism and that national parks bring it: 

Economically, it doesn't seem that the local population would suffer really. Either 
way there won't be any big industry on the Białowieża Forest territory, as there 
are other forms of conservation that already work against that possibility. It seems 
that the region should be developing with tourism, for the plain reason that a 
national park works like a magnet. No one can argue with that. Without the 
national park, Białowieża would not have developed so much in the area of 
tourism as it has to this day. Most of the people in Białowieża currently work in 
tourism (Hurkała).  
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Concerns about tourism 

On the other hand, the forester sympathizers indicate that the promises and praises 

of tourism have not always panned out in the past, and they worry that they may not be 

enough to sustain the Białowieża Forest are in the future. 

In describing how the park expansion in 1996 influenced the communities in the 

municipality of Narewka, it was viewed both positively and negatively by the Mayor. 

While he agrees that having a national park on the territory of the municipality has given 

the area more attention, “with some new tourist trails in the park, places to stop in 

Masiewo, which are positives,” he explains that the benefits have proven to be “too small 

according to our needs and expectations” (Pawlicz).  

The Mayor of Białowieża also expressed his doubts at the claims of tourism 

driving the economic growth of the region:  

The expansion of the park surely won't bring so many more tourists, which is 
what we're being promised. There were definitely no market research studies 
conducted that say after the enlargement of the national park, we will have five 
times as many tourists. No one has actually measured that; they're just words... 
nothing more (Litwinowicz). 

Local residents, even those already involved in agro-tourism, as it is called, 

expressed their concerns that “Not everyone has the possibility to live off of tourism, like 

it has been proposed” (Sakowska). A local forester expressed his thoughts that the park 

was a causal factor in young people leaving the region, saying: 

The young people here don't see a future for themselves here. I'm not at all 
surprised. Because how many guides can you have? How many rooms can you 
provide, when the number of tourists is pretty stable? [It] wavers around 150,000. 
Will these 150,000 tourists provide for the well-being of the few thousand 
permanent residents? Rather not. There's no point in counting on that. There 
would have to be totally different ratios, we would have to change the ways we 
manage the territory and access to it, and the BNP will surely be implementing 
limitations (Antczak).  
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A counter to this claim came from the opposing side, contending that young 

people would more readily stay if there were more jobs in the tourism and service sectors 

of the economy: 

I think that [if the park were expanded], the young people would readily stay here. 
Young people would like to work in the national park. The youth in Hajnówka, 
they aren't people who dream of becoming a logger and felling trees. They don't 
dream about that. But because Hajnówka has decided that it needs to have some 
kind of industry, and wood processing is best- and it doesn't want a national park- 
then those people are only being offered to chop wood. No surprise that they 
leave for bigger cities and find work elsewhere (Korbel). 

Another concern that came from the Mayor of Białowieża was the impact of 

drastically increased tourist traffic on the forest: “I don't even want there to be millions of 

tourists trekking around the forest. We don't need that at all. That's what would lead to 

the forest or the national park being ruined” (Litwinowicz). 

 

Job creation and job loss  

In speaking of the park expansion and its effect on jobs in the region, the Mayor 

of Narewka stated that while foresters did not lose, the loggers and laymen did: “I think 

that there were no losses as far as jobs for foresters [in 1996] as all of them were hired in 

the national park. On the other hand, there were fewer jobs in sanitary felling or forestry, 

which was a loss” (Pawlicz). According to a local resident opposed to park expansion, the 

last expansion directly led to job loss, particularly in the timber industry, and the resulting 

population decline: 

This village encompasses about 50-60 people. Thirty years ago, 150 people lived 
here. Because the park is continually expanded and there are [therefore greater] 
restrictions put on the felling of trees, people are losing their jobs and their ability 
to get by here, or in the entire Hajnówka County (Smoktunowicz).  
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The Mayor of Białowieża noted the numbers of predicted jobs to be lost 

according to the Ministry’s assessment, and emphasized what a devastating effect it 

would have on the community: 

The [first proposition that would] make the entire township of Białowieża part of 
the national park- which was not our proposition but the government's- would 
lead to 600 people here losing their jobs, who work in the forest- 600 people. Our 
entire township has 2,400 people in it, so 600 people make up a significant 
portion. To pay unemployment, social services- and for these people, there was no 
concrete proposal. Some of them were to find employment in the park, but that's 
only a small part (Litwinowicz).  

He then described how many of the foresters who felt their jobs were threatened already 

left. A response to this problem from the opposing side has been the fact that:  

In all the projects, including the newest one that was most recently voted down, 
agreements were signed with the Ministry, that all those who work in the State 
Forests- if they would want to- would have a job in the national park, with the 
same pay as now, no less. That was ensured (Korbel).  

Białowieża’s Mayor and forester sympathizer noted that “a few dozen [new] 

positions in the national park won’t solve any problems;” he then referred to the 600 jobs 

at risk, saying, “those aren't our numbers either, but the Minister of the Environment's… 

they came up with that number and gave it to us… In my opinion, it would actually be 

worse, but we go by the numbers given to us” (Litwinowicz).  

Though these statements were taken from different interviews, it is almost as if 

the two sides are engaging in a dialogue. During his interview, the same respondent from 

the opposing side went through the employment analysis that has been prepared for the 

negotiations by the State Forests, and discounted almost every one: 

They said if we expand the park, everyone here will lose their jobs- 1,835 people 
will lose their jobs: 151 from the forest districts, who were already guaranteed 
work [in the National Park]; 190 in forestry services and logging- these are 
actually the ones who will suffer the most… 171 people in carpentry factories, but 
let us remember that all carpenters here buy their wood from Belarus and Ukraine. 
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It’s way cheaper from there… Tourist firms that operate on the area of the 
Białowieża forest district. These firms, if there's a park here, won't lose any jobs, 
and here it says that 285 of them will lose their jobs… Furnel, employs 580 
people, but does not actually buy anything from the Białowieża Forest. I have a 
good friend that's a project manager for Furnel; they buy nothing from the 
Białowieża Forest… So saying that all these people will lose their jobs because 
they're so closely tied to the State Forests is totally absurd” (Korbel). 

The former park director gave his perspective of the job situation in Białowieża, 

comparing the number of jobs offered in the local forest districts to the national park: 

A whole mass of people commute here from Hajnówka to work- there is tourism, 
there are three academic institutions here that employ a lot of people and create 
income. Right now the three forest districts that are in the forest employ about 
150 people. While the national park, which covers only 16% of the forest area, 
employs over 110 people. That tells you about the number of jobs (Okołów). 

The Ministry seemed to realize the point of view of the forester sympathizers in 

terms of jobs, but contended that in terms of economic effects: 

It seems [park expansion] would be a positive aspect, though the local 
municipalities think differently. They're afraid of it- they believe otherwise, that 
the national park has caused stagnation in the region. The industry tied to wood 
extraction in the forest would definitely lose. That can't be avoided because part 
of the park would be excluded from any form of exploitation (Hurkała). 

 

This kind of back and forth rhetoric about economic issues would be a critical 

point for future negotiations to address. Each side seems to have its own narrative, based 

on its own fact gathering. It would take a long time, but if the concerns of both sides are 

addressed, it may be possible to find a common ground for future negotiations. 
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Government funding & compensation schemes 

 

Another key point of contention during the debate is the structure of economic 

compensation packages, both those offered regularly for upholding protection measures, 

and those being offered in exchange for enlarging the park. According to local 

governments, the Ministry’s funding scheme rendered the money offered unusable. The 

Ministry realized this issue, saying “The problem was in [the municipalities] coming up 

with their own funds, because we require a contribution for each investment- 5% of their 

own contribution and the rest comes from the national fund” (Hurkała). 

I seems as though the large sums of money being offered to the municipalities 

were triggering discontent for various reasons. The Mayor of Białowieża called it a 

propaganda campaign, contending that none of the Ministers he had worked with actually 

listened or cared about the needs of the municipalities: 

For the last year and a half, I've been telling the Ministers- first the previous one 
then the next one- that we need financial mechanisms that will allow us to have 
our own say. They nodded their heads in agreement and did nothing in this 
direction, they ignored our situation. And now it's easy to say the townships didn't 
want 15 million złoty... but what good does it do me to see the 15 million on 
paper and not be able to use them? It's just a lot of propaganda, the way I see it 
(Litwinowicz). 

The Mayor of Hajnówka pointed to the large sums as overwhelming and wasteful as a 

one-time payment: 

We don't want a lot of money, but to have it come to us for 10 years or so, 
successively, because our budgets are small, and we were overwhelmed. To use 
state money, you have to add your own contribution. And it's not that we want the 
money for other means, we want them for environmental protection 
(Rygorowicz). 
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Another main issue was the fact that the local governments fund half of their 

budgets with taxes paid by the State Forests for the forested land that is in their 

municipalities. National parks do not pay a land tax, which the Mayor of Narewka noted 

as a loss of “50% in forest tax for the municipality [paid by the State Forests],” saying 

that after the park expanded on his community’s territory, “the municipality’s budget 

now gets half the amount it was receiving if it were a managed forest” (Pawlicz). This 

was also named as an issue by Białowieża’s Mayor: 

For the townships, a national park would offer 50% less income from forest taxes. 
Meanwhile, we would have to find more funds to pay social services [for jobs 
lost]? Where from? We would be losing financially on both sides, but the 
government also didn't address this (Litwinowicz). 

His growing mistrust for the way the government approached the financial aspect of the 

negotiations seemed to culminate when: 

Once, the Minister made a statement directed towards me that the few hundreds of 
thousands of złoty lost are worth it to expand the national park. But why should 
we, the residents, be paying it out of our own pockets if the forest is considered a 
good for all of Poland or even the entire EU? If someone is losing their rights, 
they need to be compensated- as easy as that. Why doesn’t the government talk 
about that? Why don't they say that for the funds lost from forest taxes, the 
government will reimburse the township 100%? They don't even consider it. It 
doesn't even cross their minds to propose something of the sort! (Litwinowicz). 

 

Funding private projects 

Park sympathizers seemed to advocate funding mechanisms that would go 

directly to the local residents. The Director of the Park noted that the government had not 

yet found an effective way to compensate the residents of the forest: 

We haven't worked out good mechanism of compensation for those who are 
testifying to do something for the whole of society… The Białowieża program 
included funds for developing communal infrastructure: wastewater, canalization, 
collectors, enhancing quality of life. But that money doesn't make it into the 
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pockets of Kowalski. He won't feel the direct impact of that money. If we said, we 
are going to invest in private solar collection systems, in private homes, not public 
buildings, and highly subsidized at that, then yes (Szkiruć). 

Another voice also called for bringing money directly to the local population 

rather than funneling it through the municipalities to help them cope with the effect of 

park enlargement. She first noted the need for government funding as applies to career 

changes: 

I think there could be an international program, maybe grant money or a pool of 
money that would go towards Białowieża Forest, but in a way that would also 
help out the local people. So that certain money comes here directly in exchange 
for those who are cutting down trees to change their qualifications… so that 
someone can train them in a new career, can help them buy equipment, help them 
understand that there are new ways to make money (Pabian).  

Then, she elaborated on how this could be combined with improving environmental 

projects for local residents. 

There should be something similar to the development program the minister 
proposed - 100 million [złoty] for expansion of the park. First of all, it should be 
considerably more. It shouldn’t go directly to the municipality, because here the 
money went to the municipality and was used for everything - roads, garbage, 
sewage, etc. The money should go to the people: ‘Ok, you’ll use less resources 
from the forest for heating if we install biomass boilers for you, so we’ll give you 
money for a lease agreement or some 80-90%... [and] we’ll install your biomass 
boilers.’ That’s the first step–  ‘Instead of a machine that cuts trees, we’ll help you 
buy a machine that will cut the fields along the Narewka River, from which we 
will make hay bales, which will be used to fuel the biomass boilers.’ It should be 
thought about in a way that goes directly to the people- something that goes to the 
people, is tied to protecting the environment, and doesn’t go to the municipality. 
Because really the national park won’t affect the municipality, it will affect us. I 
think this is the direction we should go in- grants directly to the people (Pabian). 

The Mayor of Narewka agreed that money was needed to build tourist infrastructure in 

the area in order to fuel career changes, but wanted the government to invest in these 

things whether the park was enlarged or not:  

There must be cheap money for building tourist infrastructure - for hotels, 
gastronomy, services tied to tourism. This would create the chance that our 
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residents could change their careers and types of work. These are things that the 
forest deserves, regardless of whether it will be a park or not” (Pawlicz). 

In order to express the frustration of residents who were currently incurring the 

costs of environmental protection due to inadequate compensation, the Mayor of 

Białowieża gave the following example: 

Today a man was saying he has a plantation of Christmas trees. A ten year tree 
can be sold for about 120 złoty. A bison ruined his trees, and a government 
official came to survey the damage, to offer compensation. According to [the 
government official], such a tree is worth 30 groszy [or 0.30 złoty]! And that's 
why people are against [increasing protective measures]. Right now the Minister 
introduced a ban on hunting near the territory of the park, and fine, let them do 
that, but then pay the people back for the damage. Ok, he doesn't have to get 120 
złoty for the tree, but at least 100 złoty. That's an amount that he could actually 
sell the tree for. But 30 groszy? It's a mockery- a mockery of the people 
(Litwinowicz). 

Because the park is seen as infringing on the rights of the locals for the benefit of 

everyone else, the local governments have decided not to support further enlargement 

plans until a fair compensation scheme is arranged. 

If we have our rights taken away by the expansion of the park and stricter 
protections, then we are entitled to fair compensation, if it can be called as such. 
Until that happens, there shouldn't be any expansion of the park or increased 
protection. We are constantly told that the BF is a miracle of the world, a national 
good. Well, ok. But then let the nation pay for that, because until now, only the 
local population has had to pay and everyone is benefiting from it (Litwinowicz). 

 

 The economic factors of this debate seem to offer the most negotiable topics 

involved in the conflict, as they offer a clear indication of concerns, interests, and fears of 

stakeholders on both sides. This is also the area in which government officials could 

improve their understanding of local needs and work to address them before a new round 

of negotiations begins. 
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SOCIAL TENSIONS 

 

“Locals have commonly been regarded as obstacles to the interests of greater 
society (McNeely et al., 1984; West and Brechin, 1991)” (Kaltenborn 52). 

 

While it is clear by this point that various social tensions between groups exist, 

this section seeks to highlight some of the causes and indicators of these social tensions. 

Certain factors repeatedly came up during interviews, such as the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ 

mentality in the region; communication issues between parties; prior education 

initiatives; the multi-cultural dimension of the region; as well as the somewhat unique 

influence of the Soviet legacy on the area. The social tensions are most vividly espoused 

in the section on threats issued to certain parties, namely the foresters and the NGO 

activists, on account of the conflict. The final section shows how the issues of access, 

restrictions, and permits play into the social landscape, and how they influence the 

feelings of various parties on the topic of the negotiations. 

 

‘Us’ versus ‘Them’  

 

It is often said that the further east you go in Europe, the greater the social divide 

between “us” and “them”- between those that belong to the area, and the others. This 

attitude on Poland’s most eastern border plays somewhat of a role in the negotiations, 

namely in the over generalizing divide between “locals” and “others.”  NGO activist and 

BNP advisory council member notes,  

Wherever there's an ‘us/them’ conflict, it's not good. There are many derogatory 
terms here locally for other people {gives examples}, and they are then not liked 
by other groups… A good friend of mine, a cultural anthropologist, calls what 
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happens here in this region tribalism: ‘if someone is from my family, I help them; 
if they're not, they're either a competitor or an enemy.’ There's no thought given 
to social good, no one here thinks that way” (Korbel).  

This last thought on social good is also echoed by the Director of the BNP, who says, 

“Local communities- but not only- have a low level of ecological knowledge. Trying to 

persuade the local community that it has to do something for the good of society, without 

evening out the costs of such work, is just not feasible” (Szkiruć).  

Countering this argument are local residents, who feel they should not have to 

bear the total cost of what is for them a burden, especially if it is benefiting all of society. 

The Mayor of Białowieża articulates this thought and also notes a degree of the ‘us/them’ 

argument with relation to the decision-makers in the cities:  

It's beyond me that the local's are depicted as individuals who are destroying the 
forest. No local resident has and say in how much was once felled in the forest 
here. No one. Those decisions were all made in Warsaw or somewhere else, and 
the price of them should be paid only by the residents of Białowieża” 
(Litwinowicz). 

The others are seen as coming into the region and trying to impose their will on those 

who are from the region. The NGOs are seen as such a force, as the State Forests 

Regional Directorate in Białystok explains:  

Above all, these NGO actions about expanding the park are taking place far away 
from the Białowieża Forest. They are not taking their ideas and approaching the 
local residents who are most interested in this change... When I looked at the list 
of cities where Greenpeace would be gathering signatures, not one was in the 
Podlasie region, not in Białystok, not in Hajnówka. The closest places to the 
forest were not included. Someone who lives in Warsaw or Wrocław, a few 
hundred km from the Białowieża Forest, is not aware of the problems that result 
from imposing this kind of protective regime [here]. Because in the cities people 
don't have that; they don't understand it; they don't live it on a daily basis. And 
these organizations are basing their campaign on not including the people of this 
territory… It's easy to say to someone in a faraway city, let's protect the 
Białowieża Forest- to use this slogan and get their opinion as it costs them 
nothing. They're almost indifferent to such unmediated action” (Kwiatkowski). 
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Communication problems  

 

“Some words come to mind… ‘They, who rule the country today, let them listen to 
the people.’ I think those are sacred and golden words. You can't just force them; 
you have to talk to them” – Olga Rygorowicz, Mayor of Hajnówka 

 

Many interview sources pointed to a lack in communication among the various 

groups, especially between the Ministry and local residents, and NGOs and local 

governments.  

As far as communication between NGOs, ecologists, residents and local 
governments- there’s none. We get our information from the media, from the 
Internet. The originators of these ideas [to expand the park, change the laws] have 
not undertaken to come and talk to the residents, to explain their point of view. 
[They] did not make the effort to listen to our needs, to listen to our problems, and 
so [these are] missing from their solutions. It seems normal, that if they want to 
achieve something, they should be in contact with us and they should consider our 
problems, as the problems would be much easier to solve together” (Pawlicz).  

He did signal that at least communication between the Ministry and the local 

governments had improved: “Communication with Minister Kraszewski has been very 

good- we’ve been in contact many times and had many meetings” (Pawlicz). 

A mayoral candidate and local business owner showed how the lack of 

communication has created fear among the community and lead to the current stalemate:  

Over the [last] 20 years that the fight over the puszcza’s expansion has been going 
on, no one has really attempted to speak directly to the people. That is the biggest 
problem. The Minister or his people didn’t go door to door saying, ‘listen, this is 
the proposition, we're offering this kind of money for it, we want to do this, this is 
a guarantee that the forest won’t be closed off’ - there was nothing like this. They 
talked to the authorities, [but] the authorities didn’t tell us everything- or [they] 
told us some little lies, untruths. The same with the State Forests, [they] tell us 
something completely different, and the scientists are ‘bleh’ and can’t be trusted, 
while the ecologists are just plain horrible. So no one knows anything. And that’s 
where the problem lies - people are uninformed, so they make the decisions they 
do, because they’re simply afraid. For me, it’s simple - just talk to the people. 
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They’re simply in panic, afraid. And they’re right - because their neighbor, who is 
a forester, is telling them ‘You won’t be able to enter the forest. Ecologists are 
evil and scary’ - and he believes it. I would also believe this if I were not educated 
or didn’t have Internet access, etc. I think the problem is mainly in 
communication. And that’s why people are saying no (Pabian).  

This quote emphasized a need for Ministry presence in the local consultations to ensure 

that pertinent information is being conveyed, and that the information is true in regards to 

the propositions up for a vote. She goes on to say that by ignoring the people at the 

bottom, “every group has manipulated them. Whether it’s the forest rangers or the 

scientists or ecologists, everyone manipulates towards their own way. [So] these people 

are disoriented completely, and they’re afraid.” She insists that if the communication 

divide were addressed, “I think that we can find a way to expand the park from the 

bottom,” because people would be better informed (Pabian). 

The Ministry did admit that communicating directly with the locals was 

problematic:  

It's sometimes difficult to talk with [the local communities]. They aren't 
opponents, because they don't categorically say no to nature conservation. It's not 
like that. They don't say ‘no, we don't want to talk.’ They want to talk- but it's 
hard to talk with them, it's hard to convince [them] (Hurkała). 

War tactics were even used as a comparison by a local NGO activist, who says, 

“Here, everyone is using some kind of argument, very often made up. It's like a war, 

using lies alongside facts” (Korbel). He elaborated: 

Unfortunately, for the- it's a crude way to say it, but- the simple local people, for 
whom work in the forest was their fundamental job, [that] has changed now. 
They're being told, ‘They'll close the forest off to you. You won't be able to pick 
mushrooms. You'll be locked up like an Indian on a reservation.’ That's the kind 
of catchphrases they use. And they believe it. The trusted foresters, who used to 
provide them with jobs, are telling them this” (Korbel).  

The same activist then showed examples of fliers that were distributed to people in the 

area regarding misinformation about the park expansion. 



 141 

A local forester also admitted to the lack of communication between foresters and 

the NGOs as contributing to the conflict: “What is lacking in all of this is open dialogue 

with the NGOs. That's very difficult. We have to each probably learn how to do that… 

we have to, there's no real way around that… This platform of dialogue is missing for 

me” (Antczak). Another forester puts the blame on the NGOs for the lack of dialogue, 

saying, “Those ecological organizations that are quite vocal- I won’t name names- I think 

they just want to promote their own interests and image in the media, because they kept 

turning down our invitations to talk [face to face]. They want to speak through the 

newspapers, the television, and so on” (Ugowoj).  

Communication or lack thereof seems the be a common theme, somehow tied to 

the prevailing “us” and “them” mentality described previously, but also related to issues 

of media portrayal (discussed on page 165). There does not seem to be a communication 

space that is comfortable for both sides, as is illustrated by the results of previous 

negotiations described in Chapter 5.  

 

Education initiatives  

 

While the State Forests have a long established history of both cooperation with 

the local governments and education outreach programs, the park and major academic 

institutions seem to have been more focused on programs geared towards education 

others of the values of the forest, rather than the local community. For the foresters, 

outreach efforts of this kind have resulted in close ties to the local governments. These 

efforts undoubtedly coupled with creating local employment have also probably led to 
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creating a local community more sympathetic to the forester perspectives on 

conservation.  

The current Białowieża National Park Director put the blame on his own 

institution and its collaborators, the forces of nature conservation, for not reaching the 

local population in terms of education efforts:  

The fact that the park did not end up expanded- that's our own fault, meaning the 
fault of the forces for nature conservation, which did not educate or reach out to 
the local community. Because after years of being here, we should have shown 
that the park is an excellent manager [of the land], that the people are better off 
for it, and then they would support us (Szkiruć).  

On changing the local perspectives towards a park-oriented form of conservation, he 

noted the difficulty of working with the local population:  

It's hard to translate the value of the forest to the economic conditions of the local 
community. They are not educated in how to make use of this value other in the 
form of wood. But that's the fault of the educators… we are not able to break 
through to the adult community- not only in Białowieża, but at all [in Poland], in 
terms of education. To the young in school, it's fine. They listen. But then the 
same person goes into the occupation force and has a totally different view. We're 
making some kind of mistake in education (Szkiruć).  

There has obviously been an understanding of this among past management. A 

former BNP Director claimed, “You have to talk, you have to show people, you have to 

educate them above all,” and then added his attempts as park director to implement some 

education initiatives:  

It was my initiative to start the Nature Education Center here downstairs, which 
holds various lessons with local schools and teaches them basic things- about not 
polluting, etc. You have to start from these things, because caring for the 
environment can't come from above, by decree of the Minister or the Prime 
Minister or Advisory Council. It has to do with being raised with that education… 
you have to bring about certain habits (Okołów). 

A local forester describes his personal efforts in establishing local credibility 

through various education initiatives 
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I have worked for 34 years in the Białowieża Forest. Additionally, I work with 
students doing practical work in the Forestry School in Białowieża. I organize 
internships for them, their preparation, and their work with the Forestry School 
here. Besides that, I also try to be involved with various projects about forest 
management and the communication with the local community. I lead education 
lessons for college students, for foresters that come here. I am involved with 
working task groups with the General Directorate of the State Forests about 
forestry education of society in the framework of our institution, or the 
management of the State Forests (Antczak).  

At the end of the interview, he wanted to add a few words about the education initiatives 

of the State Forests in the area: 

On the topic of education, which is carried out by the State Forests, which we use 
to try and engage the local community, the schools- we, as the State Forests, try to 
work with local organizations and governments. We were able to, many years 
ago- I think it will be over 20 years ago now- we were able to build a good 
platform for dialogue with the local government. The foresters here have always 
been happy to have a great deal of authority here, and at the moment, I can say 
that this platform, the dialogue here, is very good and has a lot of depth. Here's 
hoping it lasts and continues” (Antczak).  

This was echoed through other interviewees and in casual conversations, that the State 

Forests had a long established reputation of working with the local community. 

 

While the academic institutions that are not directly involved with the State 

Forests also have various education initiatives promoting the BF region, they are geared 

towards the outside population:  

To promote the BF there are also events organized here like the Summer School 
of Biodiversity organized by the Mammal Research Institute, part of the Polish 
Academy of Science, for which the number of places is limited to 80, though 
many, many more would like to participate each year- they even have to do a 
ranking and decide who is accepted and who isn't- literally from around the 
world. I know- I've done certain lessons with them so I know how it looks. Every 
year it’s repeated, all in English. There is even literature published here in English 
by the park and other popular places, there's a lot of it” (Okołów).  
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So there are hints that where education efforts have been long established, those 

implementing them have benefited from increasing the awareness of their presence and 

views. Whereas the Ministry, the BNP, and the academic institutions seem to have a 

limited outreach program, and there happen to be more feelings of mistrust and 

misunderstanding between them and the local community. 

 

Multiculturalism  

 

The Białowieża Forest region is one of the more diverse rural areas of otherwise 

homogenous Poland in terms of ethnicity and religion. It has its own dialect and a wide 

range of customs, even traditional architecture that is unique to the area. While this aspect 

is clearly something interviewees treasure and think is important, it has also played into 

the conflict over the park. A Białowieża resident and ecologist, who writes for a 

Belarusian culture journal in the area, says, “It’s a kind of crucible pot, various cultures, 

various religions, various nationalities, various interests, and a very strong feeling of 

‘ours’ and ‘the others,’” adding that “I once offended people, because I help publish a 

regional calendar in Polish, Belarusian, and Ukrainian- and people were offended that we 

included Ukrainian, because they didn’t like that. It was very strange. There are also 

divisions between Catholics and Orthodox” (Korbel). Here, unlike most other regions in 

predominantly Catholic Poland,10

                                                 
10 According to the CIA World Fact Book, almost 90% of Poland’s population is Roman Catholic, with 
about 75% of those practicing the religion. 

 over half the residents are followers of the Orthodox 

faith. Another anecdote from the same interviewee started, “Once an Englishman came 

here and wrote a piece about how the ecologists are ruining the Belarusian nationality….” 
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(Korbel), showing that there has either been a history of discontent or attempts to portray 

such a history of the conflict along ethnic lines.  
 

Illustration 12: The Orthodox Church in the village of Białowieża 

 
Photo courtesy of Cristen Rene Andrews, Oct. 2011 

The new Director of the National Park also mentioned that this added to the 

conflict in the area:  

The Białowieża Forest is a very specific area that has not only incredible natural 
value, but is historically a large area for nationality policy, touching on cultures 
and nations. So in debating the problems with the management structure of this 
area, we are faced with a number of characteristics- cultural, ethnic- which are 
sometimes driven by irrational behaviors. It’s hard to clarify. [As a result,] the 
approach to solving the problems of administrating the forest is very difficult, 
problematic (Szkiruć). 
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Soviet legacy  

 

When addressing other issues that might play into the conflict, a Soviet legacy 

narrative seemed to surface during interviews, pointing to how it has affected this 

particular region.  

When asked what other issues he thought would be pertinent in my research, the 

Director of the National Park noted “Until recently [during Soviet times], it was the 

authorities who ordered 'this is how it will be' and we would plot as to how to evade the 

orders of the authorities” (Szkiruć), pointing to how difficult it is to approach a local 

community from an authority position. A local NGO activist also mentioned the end of 

communism as signaling a period of economic adjustment to the area in terms of shifting 

the focus from industry to a service economy: 

From the end of communism, from when communism fell in Poland… agriculture 
has been declining, there isn't agriculture here currently. This region, and the 
forestry here, also fell- let's be honest. Once, in one of the Local Forest Districts 
here, they employed 150 or 200 people, and now it’s 45. But that's how it is the in 
the world now. There are less people working in the same professions, in raw 
materials, as it’s not an industry that promotes development (Korbel).  

The same respondent also seemed to think that “The post-communist environment 

continues here. They are people from another epoch. They're still in the times of the 

People's Republic of Poland” (Korbel). He elaborated by giving an account of Soviet 

relicts in Hajnówka:  

I'd really like to show you a television special about that… about “Red 
Hajnówka.” Maybe you can get an idea of the kind of climate I'm talking about. 
We were able to convince a local TV station to do a program about it because one 
of the implementers of the project was really perplexed by the fact that there are a 
series of streets in Hajnówka named after communist criminals from before the 
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war11... and in Hajnówka they honor their memory by naming the streets after 
them. Also, the governor of the Hajnówka County admitted to serving in the SB 
[Służba Bezpieczeństwa, the Soviet-era domestic security forces]12

During the same interview, the NGO activist stated, “This is a backwards village. They 

just dwell on how good things were under communism, when there were huge sawmills 

here and everyone had a job and made money” (Korbel). 

 and to 
reporting on people here in Białowieża. And he's the governor, and people like 
him for that. Here there's a totally different political climate than anywhere else in 
Poland. Nowhere else in Poland could such a person be the governor” (Korbel).  

 

Illustration 13: A recently closed Soviet-themed bar in Hajnówka  

 
Photo taken by author, Nov. 2010 

                                                 
11 The television clip he is referring to, “Czerwona Hajnówka” in Polish, describes them as “leading 
figures of the communist movement” in Poland. 
12 The SB also included secret police and was active in domestic spying and enlisting civilian police 
informants for the communist government. 
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Policy makers must take into account the political climate, as well as important 

historical and cultural considerations in the region when trying to make national policy 

recommendations. Though it is doubtful that the political climate is as extreme as the 

latter interviewee stated, it is obviously something that may influence how people view 

national authority figures, who are perceived as negatively influencing the region’s 

industrial development, which was in full swing during communist times. 

 

Threats   

 

As with each other aspect of social contention, the claims of threats come from 

both sides. On one hand, the forester sympathizers point to the predicament of the State 

Forest employees, who because they fall under the Ministry of the Environment, have 

their hands tied with regards to the conflict. The Mayor of Hajnówka even goes so far as 

to say, “Frequently the foresters are attacked. While the Minister was consulting with us, 

they weren't allowed to talk to us. It's nonsense. I thought the days were gone when we 

muffle someone’s lips” (Rygorowicz). Her comment seems to clearly allude to 

oppressive Soviet rule, when falling in line was equated with keeping one’s mouth shut. 

This was also mentioned during the group interview in Teremiski:  

I'd like to also mention that the foresters are kept silent in that they can't speak 
their minds [due to pressure from above], but they know the forest the best… I 
don't think that's how democracy should work. That you shut someone up and 
everything is fine” (Smoktunowicz) 

This was followed by a comment from the Mayor of Białowieża:  

I can add that the foresters are afraid because there were instances where foresters 
lost their job, just because they uttered something about the park or someone even 
reported that they sent an email, they checked and saw that the mail was sent. And 
for that, he lost his position- because he was against the expansion of the park. 
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How can that be? It's unthinkable that for having views that differ from the 
Minister of the Environment or the ecologists, our people can lose their jobs? 
Only for giving their perspective (Litwinowicz).  

Referring to the foresters as “our people” points to the feelings that such an affair is 

viewed as a personal attack on the community at large. The official of the Ministry with 

whom I spoke was aware of the delicate situation that the foresters were in. He stated,  

The truth is also that the forests are under the Ministry, and took a neutral position 
[on park expansion], deciding not to say anything binding… They decided not to 
have a say in things, especially since they couldn't really oppose their minister, 
who is their boss. That would be pretty illogical (Hurkała).  

 

Other reports of threats come from the park sympathizers. I was first made aware 

of these when interviewing the spokesman for Greenpeace while working at the Krakow 

Post. When conducting fieldwork in the forest, I met with an NGO activist who 

elaborated on his particular situation:  

I have personally experienced a few, you could say, personal attacks on my being. 
A certain representative of {unintelligible} said he would drown me, kill me, the 
next time we met. Then my car was keyed and my tires slashed with a knife, and 
I'm sure it was the same person. And he even said straight out, that the foresters 
have their hands tied because the Ministry has restricted their activities, and has 
dragged the foresters into it as well. He admitted that himself… I was recently 
taken to court for collecting a new species that I took to the lab, and that was a 
case sent to the courts. So there's always some kind of meddling (Bohdan).  

He concluded this account with a note on the degree of conflict between the two sides, 

saying, “The relations, actually, aren't very good” (Bohdan).  
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Figure 13: Cartoon portraying threats received by NGO activist in Białowieża  

  (Translation: “No worries- we’re just helping Mr. Ecologist 
get to know the swamp ecosystem a little better”) 

 
Dąbrowski, Ryszard. “Bȩdziem topić w bagnie.” Cartoon. Dzikie Życie June 2010. Web. Accessed 18 
November 2011 <http://pracownia.org.pl/dzikie-zycie-numery-archiwalne,2253,article,5035>. Translation 
my own. 
 

The same interviewee seemed to think that the court case incident was probably a 

result of previous NGO actions by admitting, “Sometimes we also send cases to court or 

to the European Commission. And this also creates certain tensions, unpleasant 

situations” (Bohdan).  

According to another account, those that align themselves with the park 

sympathizers or refuse to participate in actions supporting the foresters are allegedly also 

marked in the community. Another environmental NGO activist described an event that 

took place during the preparations for the 2000 protests at the BNP against the Minister 

of the Environment:  

I can also tell you about an interesting story [about an art teacher in Narewka]… 
She was asked to make the banners with the professor's names who are doing so 
much harm here and against the EU. She refused to allow the children to make 
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these banners. She didn't agree to their request, because it was inciting people, 
and she didn't agree with it. And to this day, she is still persecuted for that… She's 
had an interesting experience. Here those [kinds of] people are not easily 
forgotten; one must be obedient (Korbel).  

Such threats, real and perceived, personal and professional, play directly into people’s 

concerns and fears about their role in future negotiations. Since a successful negotiation 

cannot take place without open participation from all interested parties, these and other 

threats and their consequences might be considered, but with caution so as not to 

exacerbate an already tense situation.   

 

Access issues  

 

As in any conflict where rights of access are being discussed, the local population, 

which has previously been enjoying use of the area and its resources, will be adamantly 

against any infringement on what it has come to consider its land-use rights. This 

heightens tension between stakeholder groups that are seen as benefiting from the new 

management structure. The social cost, as it is called, of limited access was espoused by 

an employee of the State Forests Regional Directorate in Białystok.  

Expanding the park brings, above all, costs socially- the forest would be closed to 
the people. Polish national parks have such strict restrictions on where people can 
move about within them; on picking berries or mushrooms found there, which are 
important to the people... whereas the State Forests do not restrict such activities. 
So there is negative reception of the community to expanding the park… part of 
the forest must also be for the people. The national park closes the forest off from 
the people, unfortunately (Kwiatkowski).  

A local forester in the Białowieża LFD stated that after considering the limitations 

already in place according to Natura2000 and the State Forest reserve areas, the local 

community shouldn’t be expected to “delight in the thought of adding an even more 
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rigorous type of conservation in the form of the national park” (Antczak). He follows this 

assertion with a description of how limiting national park regulations are:  

A national park, in the Polish case, is a very rigorous form of nature conservation 
that is largely based on restrictions… The National Park has always been 
associated with strict protection, or as one huge inaccessible area, where you can 
only go with a guide, on specific marked trails, you can't do this or this or this- 
everything was banned there. The only things allowed are scientific experiments. 
So over a few decades, in my opinion, this eventually had a very meaningful 
effect on the perception of the national park in this environment. It is then 
difficult to expect, after a few generations of that kind of thinking, that this way of 
thinking will change in the span of one generation” (Antczak). 

The local population has enjoyed decades, if not centuries, of gathering berries 

and mushrooms in the forest, and the Mayor of Hajnówka described these activities as 

ways of seasonally bolstering household income: 

There's no use in lying about it, our population is so poor that in the summer, they 
make full use of the forest. They earn extra money on the mushrooms they pick, 
and berries, on whatever they can… They maintain their own living standard by 
being able to go picking in the forest (Rygorowicz). 

The fact that locals see scientists enjoying access to parts of the forest closed off 

from them by car upsets them greatly. Discussions became much more animated when 

offering such descriptions. “The scientists, employees of the park, they will all have 

access to the park- they can drive unrestrictedly in their cars, while the local population 

will have trouble entering the park for basic reasons like going to take a picture, or 

picking mushrooms” said respondent Jerzy Smoktunowicz. This account was quickly 

followed by another respondent at the same interview, who seconded the frustration at 

scientists driving around their forest, while locals are being told that they are not allowed 

to: 

What upsets us is that for years, we've been gathering undergrowth and forest 
mushrooms in certain seasons and certain areas. And it bothers us that if we want 
to go into the forest for these mushrooms, we can't always enter it by car. We 
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have to go by bike who knows how many kilometers, while these pseudo-
scientists, pseudo-ecologists go right ahead with their cars, because they've 
arranged for legal permits. So a local resident can't do anything, but the scientist 
can go stomp all over the reserves? Or drive through them, loading up animals? 
There's something not ok about that (Sakowska). 

The scientists were also blamed for over-use and degradation of the forest by Mayor of 

Białowieża: 

The scientists, I believe do a lot of penetration and put pressure on the forest in 
the name of research. I think there are more than 300 scientific permits issued for 
scientists to drive cars around the forest... well, I'm sorry but that's a little too 
much pressure. The forest is too small for that. Why? Let the scientist go by bike 
or on foot. Why do they need to drive around the forest in their cars and tear up 
the forest roads? (Litwinowicz). 

An official of the Ministry’s Department on Nature Conservation made it clear 

that he understood why “the municipalities are not favoring expansion… because they are 

scared of certain limitation that the park brings with it;” he went on to explain that while 

these restrictions, “aren't drastic, they surely exist and there's nothing to hide in that” 

(Wojciech Hurkała). 

They include a limitation on access, on gathering wood, but generally, that is 
limited only in the strict protection reserve, where we don't allow anything. In the 
current park, which encompasses 10,500 hectares, only half is under strict 
protection. The remainder is accessible to the community under, let's say, 
generally available principles of use... according to the law, they can enter the 
forest as they please, when they please. There aren't big restrictions there. But 
they are still scared of certain things. Maybe they aren't aware of what they can 
actually do or they don't want to take advantage of it (Wojciech Hurkała).  

While each side contends that the park brings certain restrictions of use and 

access, the foresters contend that this is resulting in closing the forest off from the people, 

while the Ministry and park both state that in half the park, the locals can enter as they 

please, when they please and gather firewood, mushrooms, and berries. He also explained 

the reasoning behind the unique policies in the BNP strict reserve:  
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It has been completely closed off from any exploitation for over a century now, 
and there are certain rules there… you have to be with a guide to enter. You can't 
enter by yourself, so that no one is wandering on their own wherever they want. 
It’s a common occurrence that we tell people to stick to the trails, so then they 
want to see what is beyond the trails. It's very visible in the Tatra National Park. 
So in the BNP [strict reserve], we enter with a guide; he is certified and trained by 
the park; and that is an exceptional case (Hurkała). 

 

Illustration 14: The gate that has blocked the entrance to the park’s Strict Reserve since 
1932  

 
Photo taken by author, Nov. 2010 

A local resident, scientist, and former National Park director points to the fact that 

there haven’t always been such lenient access policies in the forest at large, as are 

exercised in the managed forests currently. He states that people were up in arms in 2000 

during the “Contract for the puszcza” protests at the BNP headquarters. He denies claims 

that “everyone from here has traditionally been able to use the forest,” by stating, 

“Between the wars, you had to purchase a voucher to pick mushrooms. During tsarist 
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times and before that during royal times, not everyone was able to enter the Białowieża 

Forest. In any case, such things get brought up as speaking points [against expansion]” 

(Okołów). 

Whether the negative sentiment of locals to the access restrictions of the national 

park is based in fact or not, it exists and is clearly influencing the way they perceive the 

park expansion efforts. When taking into consideration the additional communication 

problems between groups, it seems this issue should be on top of the list for future 

negotiators to address. It seems to be an interest or concern that can and should be 

negotiated in the conflict. 

 

Illustration 15: A bog forest in the State Forests managed area of the BF 

 
Photo taken by author, Nov. 2010 
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ADMINISTRATIVE ISSUES 

 

The complexity of administrative units and conservation measures already in 

existence over the area of the Białowieża Forest seem to play into each side’s argument 

for or against expanding the park. A good example of how the current conservation 

measures are viewed by local foresters as providing enough protection is given in the 

following argument:  

The part of the Białowieża Forest [outside of the park’s borders], not only is 
included- along with the national park- in the network Natura2000, but the entire 
area of the forest is also under landscape protection. That's one of the lower levels 
of nature protection in Poland, but it exists. These two forms, Natura2000 and 
Landscape Protection, overlap, so we have 200% [protection] now, if that's 
acceptable. Additionally, we have about 12,200 hectares of nature reserves. We 
have, additionally, ecological sites that are also forms of nature protection. We 
have zones of strict protection surrounding the nests of certain birds. So in terms 
of the various forms of conservation- on paper, there are very many of them- the 
remaining forest [outside of the park], if you sum all these forms of conservation, 
is 236% protected. That's a lot. Now then, should, in addition to all this 
protection, the national park be expanded? (Antczak).  

On the other side, there is a call to simplify this structure: “It shouldn't be on the 

basis that here is where the national park is, here is one forest district, and here another, 

and another; and each municipality only looks out for its own interests. That brings about 

the degradation of this area, all the more” (Korbel). Again, there is a dualistic nature in 

how the administrative structure is perceived depending on the concerns and interests of 

who is speaking about it. The administrative structure can be broken down to perceptions 

of pan-European, national, and local levels of management, decision making, and 

protective measures. 
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European Union  

The Natura2000 designation is the only protective measure that encompasses the 

entire forest under the same administrative body, and it is a European protective measure. 

The foresters and their sympathizers contend that this is enough protection for the entire 

forest and will model the future of forest conservation to be in line with EU laws, as can 

be seen in the above example. The opposing side, in effect, uses examples of non-

enforcement of applicable EU directives to put pressure on the Minister and State Forests 

to comply with them. Long-time activist and Białowieża resident Janusz Korbel put it this 

way:  

Here we break the law every day; because this is all a Natura2000 zone, and we 
build buildings, cover fields, etc. all without a report on the environmental effects 
of those actions- which is a requirement in the EU. So even hunting takes place 
here without a report on the environmental consequences. Trees are felled during 
bird breeding seasons- also against EU law. So there are a lot of examples of 
breaking the law here.” 

 

National level  

It should be noted that this conflict is taking place in a country that is not 

necessarily known for its progressive environmental actions. Poland continues to be one 

of the top 20 greenhouse gas emitting countries in the world (Kirby 2008, p. 52), and coal 

still represents around 90% of the country’s electricity production (Austrian Energy 

Agency).  Poland’s recent political history has greatly influenced perceptions of authority 

and economic development, which play into the current state of society’s relationship to 

its environment.  

In order to address issues of social justice, the Sejm, Poland’s national legislative 

body revised the environmental laws in 2001 to give local communities a say in whether 

and how a national park could be created or expanded. Despite this degree of authority in 
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such a position, a local forester contended that it was still the government that calls the 

shots 

In reality, the prime minister and his ministers, just like in any country [makes all 
the decisions]. He’s the administrator of the state, so he manages the state… So 
we have no real power, we can only carry out what the democratically elected 
officials have decided, not only in the case of the Białowieża Forest, of course 
(Ugowoj).  

Employees of the Regional Directorate of the State Forests offered a similar take: 

“Creating or expanding a park is a matter decided by the government. We as the State 

Forests are subject to the Minister of the Environment, so if the Minister decides to create 

a park, that happens. We don't have much to say then” (Kwiatkowski).  

Former park director and area resident, Czesław Okołów, describes how the park 

was created without any national laws in place on nature conservation to explain both the 

reasons for the complex administrative structure and the logic in expanding the park to 

the entirety of the forest:  

Over 90 years, when the issue was raised to create a national park, the creators, 
namely Władysław Szafer, stated that the whole forest- despite the destruction 
caused during the First World War by the Germans- the entire Białowieża Forest 
should be protected. But because Poland, after the partitions and after the war, 
was in shambles, it was decided that it couldn't afford to encompass the entire 
forest [in a park]. Only a portion was designated. To begin with, it was under the 
direction of the State Forests as a forest district; then [it was] given a special, 
unique administrative designation under the name Białowieża Forest National 
Park in 1932. And there were strange administrative forms for this unique area, 
because there were no legal designations for nature conservation in Poland at the 
time. The first law for nature protection was created in 1934 (Okołów). 

The complicated nature of conservation laws in Poland is also brought up by Mayor of 

Białowieża: “Surely the Polish laws on nature conservation are a little too complicated, as 

most are. For example on the territory of the Białowieża Forest, we have a dozen or so 

forms of conservation… There's a whole mass of these designations, and often covering 
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the same area,” poignantly adding, “That's a little too much. Why so many, when one 

would suffice?” (Litwinowicz).  

 

Local level 

Local governments contend that, having been responsible for the forest for 

centuries, their protection and care for the forest have saved it from destruction, 

especially in light of the effects that political/historic events had on the forest (i.e. the two 

World Wars and the national contract with the Century Timber Corporation). They feel 

that they continue to be good caretakers of the forest by honoring all of the current forms 

of nature protection in the area. Therefore, they see no need for expanding protective 

measures, especially within a national institution that is regarded with unease and tension 

locally.  

The Mayor of Narewka demonstrated his community’s commitment to protecting 

the forest within current laws, saying,  

On the territory of our municipality we have 2,000 Ha of a nature reserve. We 
have ecological sites. We also have a large amount of excluded areas where birds 
are protected. There are water retention forests, animal refuge forests- there’s also 
a moratorium on cutting down trees older than 100 years, so the ancient trees are 
protected (Pawlicz). 

He then adds his distrust for the kind of protective regime followed by the park:  

If it were completely a park, if it were just given to the laws of nature, then no one 
can guarantee today what will happen in 200 or 300 years on the territory of 
Białowieża Forest. It could be a great graveyard, or a great waste of land 
overgrown with bushes or weeds that would not resemble the character of a 
primeval forest (Pawlicz).  

The need for an appropriate management structure overrides the issue of 

expanding the park, according to the personal view of a local forester:  
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I, as an individual, Andrzej Antczak, believe that different borders could be 
discussed and talked about, but not necessarily an expansion. Whether these 
border changes would result in a bigger park or not is irrelevant. Because the size 
is not what matters, what matters is the substantive management of valuable 
nature, or natural area (Antczak). 

 

Because of the obligation in the law of local consent to park expansion, there 

seems to be a need for the national park in the forest to have more of a positive influence 

in the lives of the local residents. This was most directly espoused by the park director, as 

is evidenced by his take on the park’s need to educate the local population, as well as a 

local park supporter, who recognized that, “The park itself is not doing anything to tell 

the residents ‘I’m great, like me, I’m great’… No director has convinced the residents 

that ‘Wow, we want such a park because it’s well managed and there’s a director who is 

the engine of development for the whole region’” (Pabian). This has obviously played a 

very important role in how the park continues to be perceived by the local community. 

She also points to the fact that having one management body would benefit the forest by 

creating a more uniform tourist infrastructure: 

All of the touristic business would definitely improve, because the puszcza would 
be handled by one person or one institution, all of it would be managed the same 
way, there would be common signage, trails, everything would be organized 
together to make sense. At the moment everyone is doing their own thing and it 
doesn’t work like it should (Pabian). 

 

The Spatial Plan Dilemma  

An example of the degree of conflict in issues of local administration is 

represented by the dilemma in creating and implementing a regional plan, called a spatial 

plan in Polish, for the area. While both sides want a spatial plan for the same reasons,- to 

preserve the traditional character and culture of the region- they each blame the other for 
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sabotaging any prior attempts at creating such a plan, leading the area towards a sort of 

despised ‘wild capitalism’ form of development. The level of distrust and dislike between 

sides are so great that, even when they have the same goals in mind, they manage to 

focus more on opposing something that is being proposed by the other side. 

A life-long resident of the Białowieża Forest and former park director explains 

how rural spatial planning is particularly difficult in “planning the development of 

settlements, the characteristics of the buildings:”  

Here in Białowieża, it looks, as we say, that every cattle is from a different barn… 
The shape and size of each building is- well, the owner has the money and decides 
to do whatever he wants. But there should be some kind of preservation of 
historic buildings, traditions, old crafts (Okołów).   

This seems to be an uncontroversial stance, as those who brought up the spatial plan 

dilemma all agreed that there should be more done to preserve the character of the area. 

Both sides were upset by the fact that no such development plan exists, but each side 

blames the other for blocking any sort of progress in making a regional plan. 

On one hand, a local resident and forester from the Białowieża LFD describes 

how the NGOs are clearly to blame for the lack of any regional planning mechanism in 

the Białowieża Forest area:  

Very important to the conservation and landscape of the Białowieża township, for 
honoring the architectural integrity here, is an acceptance of the spatial 
management plan, [a type of regional plan]... While writing this plan, Natura2000 
came into existence and had a very influential role in determining what should be 
done and how to approach this topic. Just when we got to the point of compiling 
all these discussions and coming to a consensus, just when we had almost pinned 
the whole thing down, it turns out that one or two NGOs decided they didn't like a 
few of the points... which were about private land plots already encompassed in 
the Natura2000 network. Without speaking to the owners [of the land in question] 
about the issue... [The NGOs] brought about a limitation to their property rights… 
in short, the entire process crumbled to pieces. Thanks to them, for the eighth year 
now, we don't have a spatial management plan (Antczak).  
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This has caused a situation where:  

Every investor with a lot that is designated for construction can build whatever he 
so chooses. There are no regulations… Buildings are being built that are defacing 
the landscape, along with the fact that they are deviating from the characteristic 
style of our traditional buildings. By having no urban plan mechanism, the 
administrator must accept all plans that come to him by an investor” (Antczak).  

The same interviewee clearly expresses irritation and questions whether it was worth it 

for the NGOs to allow such marring of the landscape. He finishes his thoughts on the 

subject with an accusation that the same “investors… who ruined the area that they built 

on, are now attempting to wear the coat of defender of our landscape,” by acting as an 

advocate for environmental conservation (Antczak). 

The other side of the story comes from the NGO activists, who contend that as far 

as a regional plan, “it doesn't exist because the local governments don't want it to:”  

They say this is a democracy and they don't want any plans, so that they can grow 
however they want to. It's very egotistical. Very damaging for people and nature. 
Individually, in the short term, individual people are benefiting from it. Because 
there is no plan, so they can build houses wherever they want. But we're all 
ruining our own landscape; we're all ruining our environment (Korbel) 

He then describes how, upon his initiative, the national park tried to include the 

preservation of culture and landscape in their management plan, and the negative reaction 

from the mayors and their advisory councils: 

When we were finalizing the plan, they said they didn't want any landscape or 
cultural protection. They weren't interested in culture or landscape. That's 
unbelievable! I would have thought people would've wanted to preserve their 
landscape and culture, but they were worried that it might somehow harm them. 
For example, they might not be able to build the kind of house they want, or they 
wouldn't be able to sell their land for some idiotic purpose. They just want to 
make money, nothing else. It didn't become part of the protection plan; we don't 
preserve culture or landscape here (Korbel).  

The same interviewee also compares what is happening in the area to ‘wild capitalism’ 

and claims it risks being completely exploited: “I am really certain that we here are going 
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through what I call wild capitalism, where everyone is focused on progressing without 

thought to limitations of growth, of volume, of the ecosystem… turning this place into a 

sort of Las Vegas” (Korbel). 

The importance in creating a Spatial Plan to protect the region’s heritage is clear 

by the fact that each side feels that the lack of such a plan is contributing negatively to the 

environment’s aesthetics, the preservation of nature and of culture. Communication 

issues and a lack of trust for stakeholders on the other side have created an environment 

where working together on a common goal such as this is perceived as impossible. This 

may provide a good, but difficult, first step for an outside mediator to try and address in 

the conflict. Success in creating a regional Spatial Plan could create a more open and 

trusting environment; as long as it doesn’t exist, each side will continue to blame the 

other for sabotaging their efforts at implementing one. 
 

Who decides the future of the forest   

 

Unlike similar cases in park expansion in other countries, the Białowieża National 

Park expansion would not incorporate private land possessions into the park territory. 

The part of the forest in question belongs to the national treasury. As such, the park 

sympathizers believe that the national government should have the last say, and that 

politics were clearly playing a role in hindering resolution of the conflict: 

The national treasury should decide what to do with it. [That] doesn't mean it 
shouldn't be negotiated and agreed to with the localities- but [right now] it’s a 
case turned on its head, because the property owner can't make the decision of 
what should happen here… But it’s a political decision and the politicians think 
about nature conservation and environmental protection before the elections, and 
then quickly forget. And that's how the issue looks to this day (Okołów).   
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The current director felt that “The right to make a decision should include all who are 

interested in it,” but added, “It can't be solely dependent on the local community, as it is 

right now- the most important player in this debate. It should be consulted, but it 

shouldn't be so closely tied to [them]” (Szkiruć). There was a distinction made among the 

environmental activists between the national government seeking ‘agreement’ from the 

local population or a non-binding ‘consultation’ with them, “The decision should be 

made by the Minister of the Environment and the Polish government, of course in 

consultation with every interested side. That would include the municipalities because of 

the borders of their activities, and the NGOs” (Korbel).  

An official of the Ministry of the Environment who oversees the national parks 

pointed to the fact that the current law was allowing the local area residents to 

monopolize say over a resource that was important to the whole of Polish society: 

The puszcza is our Polish heritage, truly speaking… the entire forest is the 
property of the state, so the whole of society should have a say in deciding about 
it. And in that way, one can agree with the side of the NGOs, who say to do away 
with the local veto, because such a small group of people... are deciding about 
something that is valuable to all of society (Hurkała). 

In an effort to maintain their current status in the negotiations process, local forester 

sympathizers felt their positioning should continue to be secured by the law. The Mayor 

of Narewka noted, “I agree with the Polish Constitution, that the residents should decide. 

The deciding voice should be that of the residents of these municipalities” (Pawlicz). The 

importance of democracy, of allowing people a say on decisions that affect them, is 

described by a local forester:  

I think [the local community] should have an advisory voice, but it also should 
also have some sway on decisions that affect people - not nature, but people. It 
should have some power to veto the decisions that are passed down from on high. 
So I think the line in the law on the protection of nature that states that local 
municipalities have the right to decide on the expansion of the park is just- 
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because we’re a democracy, and every voice counts in an election, whether it’s of 
a poor farmer or a rich professor or doctor. A voice is a voice, and we can’t ignore 
that (Ugowoj). 

The Ministry has also noted that it could not conceive of future negotiations without 

including the local communities.  

The current administrative structure seems to felt by both sides to be overly 

complicated and, at the same time, inadequate in addressing the needs of the forest 

ecosystem and surrounding communities. The problem again lies in the ideological 

difference of opinion in terms of what would constitute an ideal management system in 

the Białowieża Forest. While a comprehensive, uniform structure for administration over 

the forest area is considered by parties on both sides to be an ideal solution, either side 

seems to be unable to move in that direction, for fear that they might have to hand over 

territory and managerial power to someone with an opposing ideology. As one 

interviewee suggested, a good compromise might entail creating a third-party 

management entity made up of forest administrators from both the State Forests and 

National Park (described in Chapter 7, “According to the Stakeholders”). Changing the 

forest administrative structure has been the focus of previous negotiations, but the 

proposals made thus far do not seem to appeal to both parties enough to gain the consent 

of each.  
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MEDIA PORTRAYAL 

 

Media coverage of the Białowieża Forest can be described as operating at two 

levels: national and local. When the conflict surrounding the forest occasionally makes 

international news, it is typically aligned with the perspectives of national media. 

Respondents from both sides agreed that the national coverage was biased in favor of 

park sympathizers, and there were also hints that the local coverage was slanted in favor 

of the forester sympathizers. This has resulted in further entrenchment of the two sides. 

Based on interviewee perspectives, it seems it is in fact exacerbating the already divisive 

atmosphere of the Białowieża Forest debate. Mayor of Narewka, Mikołaj Pawlicz 

expressed that “[there] is also a bit of a conflict perpetrated by the media, because in 

reality it doesn’t really exist;” he goes on to explain that in his opinion the national media 

portrayal of is biased because, as he sees it, “nothing bad is happening to the Białowieża 

Forest… it’s [under] the standard form of protection of the EU.” 

 

National coverage of the Białowieża Forest region is typically taken up by Gazeta 

Wyborcza, a leading paper that employs two writers who happen to be passionate 

environmental activists very much involved in the BNP expansion efforts.13

• “The Białowieża Forest is dying” (“Puszcza Białowieska umiera”) by Adam Wajrak 

and Jakub Medek, 22 December 2008. Gazeta Wyborcza online. 

 The bias of 

this coverage can be seen in the following headline examples: 

                                                 
13 When searching “Białowieża” in three of the top national news sources in Poland, ie. Wyborcza.pl 
(Gazeta Wyborcza online version), Dziennik.pl, and RP.pl (Rzeczpospolita), the results showed 637; 74; 
and 104 matches respectively. The term “Puszcza Białowieska” brought 336; 104; and 173 matches 
respectively. 
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• “Białowieża won’t agree to the enlargement of the park?” (“Białowieża nie godzi 

się na powiększenie parku?”) Jakub Medek, 8 September 2009. Gazeta Wyborcza 

online. 

• “Let’s protect the last forest, let’s protect the Białowieża Forest” (“Chrońmy 

ostatni las, chrońmy Puszczę Białowieską”) by jame (pseudonym of Jakub Medek), 

14 September 2009: An appeal to Minister Nowicki by approximately 200 nature 

lovers and academics to suspend further cutting of the Białowieża Forest, or at least 

limit it to 30,000 cu m for local consumption needs, and an update about the state of 

the negotiations process taking place on site. 

• “Białowieża Forest. Hunter accidentally shoots bison” (Puszcza Białowieska. 

Myśliwy przez pomyłkę zastrzelił żubra”) by Jakub Medek 24 September 2010: A 

case of mistaken identity results in an 8 year-old bison being killed by a hunter with a 

permit to kill a young wild boar. The article ends with the recommendation by the 

head of Greenpeace Poland to make the entire park a national park to avoid further 

incidents of protected animals being killed, and the appeal to sign the petition at 

www.tydecydujesz.pl to take away the local right of veto for creating or expanding a 

national park. 

• “The Białowieża Forest is still being felled!” (“Puszcza Białowieska nadal cięta!”) 

by Adam Wajrak, 15 February 2011: Though the Minister decreased the amount of 

timber that could be extracted from the forest, the foresters are allegedly cutting in 

sensitive areas, in that they include tree stands aged over 100 years, as well as rare 

insect and bird species that depend on the presence of deadwood. 

 

Such media coverage is invariable slanted towards only one perspective on the 

debate, as many interviewees noted, even those supporting the park expansion.  



 168 

The Regional Directorate of the State Forests in Białystok felt the tactics of the 

NGOs were not limited to news articles, but that every tactic used was essentially 

slandering. Spokesman for the office, Jarosław Krawczyk, said, 

I must confess that we are totally shocked and surprised by the strength of the 
formulated arguments and quotes, which these ecological organizations use to try 
to show us in a bad light… [They] try to ruin or slander [us]... The information is 
not objective, for one, but is slandering... We are equated with an occupational 
force that is bringing about the destruction of the Białowieża Forest. They use 
socio-techniques in their articles, radical graphic expressions, such as comics, 
signs like the large NGO that put up a banner on the Ministry of the Environment 
building saying “I ♥ PUSZCZA,” and [claims] that the professional foresters are 
against protecting it! 

Here, along with national media coverage, the spokesman is also referring to a radical 

comic book that was released by the Workshop for All Beings (PnRWI) called the Bison 

Blues (Blues Żubra), that showed a masked ‘eco-terrorist’ working to save the forest from 

the destruction caused by local foresters, whose likenesses and name similarities were 

clearly meant to point fingers. The comic did, in fact, portray the foresters as an 

occupational force and also insinuated that they were spreading bark beetles themselves 

so as to be able to perform more sanitary cuttings. The founder of the PnRWI 

organization gave me a copy of the comic after asking, “Did you see the comic Blues 

Żubra? PnRWI put it out and really offended a lot of people here” (Korbel), illustrating 

that activists are aware of the reaction to their controversial publication.  The Greenpeace 

campaign “I ♥ PUSZCZA” was aimed at gaining international attention for the NGO 

efforts to expand passive conservation measures to the entirety of the forest.  
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Figure 14: Greenpeace banner being displayed on the building of the Ministry of the 
Environment in Warsaw 

 
“Greenpeace na Ministerstwie Środowiska.” Press release photograph. “‘I love puszcza’ - Greenpeace na 
dachu Ministerstwa Środowiska. Zapraszamy do Zielonego Miasteczka!” Greenpeace Poland 10 Aug. 
2010. Web.  4 Oct. 2010 <http://www.greenpeace.org/poland/pl/wydarzenia/polska/i-love-puszcza/>. 
 

During the same interview, RDLP Białystok employee Adam Kwiatkowski explained 

that their side was never given a chance to penetrate the same news agency:  

We also have to mention that the media are not objective, because it is really 
difficult for us to break through with our press releases to the national media. 
Very often- [Mr. Krawczyk] will confirm- the articles we submit are rejected. In 
terms of offering a polemic or discussions, our side is never presented, while the 
ecologist side is overexposed- all their arguments... emotions and slogans with no 
concrete facts [to back them up]. 

In speaking to the unsung merits of active conservation, the Mayor of Białowieża 

laments,  

Unfortunately, here in Poland that information doesn't make it to the wider 
reaches of society, because unfortunately we don't have access to Polish media, 
newspapers, television... there are often letters that, for example, Gazeta 
Wyborcza refuses to publish. These situations happen very often, and we don't 
have a chance to put out there our concept of conserving the forest (Litwinowicz).  
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A local resident who owns his own agro-tourism business and has professional ties to the 

timber industry gave his opinion that this one particular national news source was 

misinforming the country and felt the local residents were powerless to change it:  

99% of the people in Poland are misinformed as to what is happening in the 
Białowieża Forest… We don't have time for that kind of activism- to inform 
everyone, first of all. But we also don't have the power to penetrate the media, 
because we would need reporters and TV shows that are not afraid of Gazeta 
Wyborcza, the main source of all this misinformation (Smoktunowicz).  

The Mayor of Hajnówka also felt that media was to blame for publishing misinformation: 

“A lot of false information is being publicized through the media. And that's just sad” 

(Rygorowicz).  

 

Park sympathizer and Białowieża Mayoral Candidate in the 2010 election also 

suggests media misinformation being a big cause of conflict, but brings in the local media 

as a source as well as the national media:  

“Definitely there is misinformation from each side - people are lost in some way. 
The media, too. Our local newspaper is directed by a man who’s a supporter of 
the Mayor, so everything that shows up there paints the park in a negative light. 
Everyone in the municipality reads the local paper, so it shapes the discourse in 
some way. And the editor in chief also doesn’t like the park and thinks it’s not 
good, and so there’s no real polemic, because this is the only correct angle 
according to the local authorities. That also isn’t good… As far as non-local 
media is concerned, it varies. NGOs also can influence the media, and they do. 
Everyone pulls it to their side. Sometimes they really overdo it. But so do the 
State Forests, they overdo it too. Like I said, it’s a form of manipulation (Pabian). 

She then points to the main issue with media coverage in the BF debate, in saying “There 

are no fair sources honestly showing each side - showing the facts. There are too many 

emotions. Whoever tries to prepare some program, they pull it one way or another” 

(Pabian).  
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Illustration 16: An outdoor photo exhibition of the Białowieża Forest called ‘Arbores 
Vitae: The last such forest’ in the faraway city of Kraków 

  
Photo courtesy of Cristen Rene Andrews, Oct. 2011 

 

A local couple from the forest, the Walenciks, have also been instrumental in their 

use of media, by bringing national and international recognition to the forest. They have 

filmed several nature documentaries, at least two of which focus solely on the forest.14

 

 In 

October 2011 in Kraków, I happened upon a large outdoor photo exhibition of Jan 

Walencik’s showcasing spectacular images of the Białowieża Forest’s flora and fauna. 

The photographs were interspersed with various prose, facts, and appeals to increase 

protective measures in this ‘last forest of its kind’. This is another example of the push in 

national coverage for park expansion efforts. 

                                                 
14 The first is Tętno Pierwotnej Puszczy (1995), which translates to ‘Pulse of a Primeval Forest’ and the 
second Ostatnia Puszcza (1997), translates to ‘The Last [Primeval] Forest.’ 
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Media portrayal, as a rallying cry for each side is serving to increase the intensity 

of the conflict between the two sides. Communication between parties should not be 

limited to media campaigns, but it has reached such a peak, that each side feels 

threatened, either physically or in terms of employment, by the other.   

Media doesn’t have to play a divisive role in a conflict. An example of how media 

sources can help a negotiation process is taken from a case study in Maine, where the 

emission effects of a pulp mill were being assessed in a three year long environmental 

conflict mediation process. It describes mediation meetings that were open to the press, 

and how in this instance it paid off, as the local press attended and showed a sincere 

interest to the community and its well-being, maintained its interest throughout the entire 

process, and most importantly, coverage was considered fair by all sides. The major 

benefit was that community members were kept informed of discussions, no grounds for 

being suspicious about what was going on behind closed doors, as the doors were very 

much open (Sidaway 104). 

Because of the severity of communication issues in this debate, it is difficult to 

say whether allowing media that has a history of bias to attend and report on the 

negotiation discussions with the Minister would benefit the conflict. It would depend on 

the ability for those reporting to remain unbiased and report all accounts of what is being 

discussed and decided. This coverage should aim to span everything already mentioned, 

from conservation values to economic factors and social issues. There would have to be a 

balance between positive and negative coverage, as it is currently perceived that media 

“don't show what is positive- just the negative” (Anonymous). 
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Chapter 7: Proposed Solutions 

 

“Environmental conflict management theory and practice rests on the conviction 
that common goals can be found in most environmental disputes” (Carpenter and 
Kennedy). 

 

In conflicts over protected areas, there seems to be a need for state officials to 

understand the relationships between disputing parties, as well as those established 

between the local community and their surroundings. According to Kaltenborn et al., 

these may include traditional land-use systems, local ethnography, as well as established 

conservation regimes. Approaching further negotiations from an informed and open 

perspective may help facilitate communication and shared motivations among the 

involved parties, their concerns and interests:  

Awareness among planners and state officials about local and traditional 
management regimes can help to create more flexible planning strategies which 
give room for practices which have already proven constructive. Salient 
implications include understanding the everyday praxis of local communities; 
their dependence on resources, community identity, and ties to place, their 
language, that is, their way of expressing important issues in a conflict situation 
(Kaltenborn et al. 59). 

Similarly, it can be argued that local communities need also to be better educated 

about the proposed actions of state officials and national entities, in this case, of the 

Minister of the Environment as well as the management of the National Park. It was 

mentioned in a few interviews that having an outsider as park director was not negatively 

influencing the relationship with the local government, because he was not already 

entrenched in the debate and had a forestry background. As such, only six months into his 

term, he seemed to already be establishing good rapport with the local forestry districts. 

Such outreach to find a common ground with the opposing side has the ability to at least 
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start things off from a less negative and hostile environment than previously encountered. 

Still, a clear distinction seems to have been made between information received by local 

communities and the local governments. It seemed evident that due to poorly 

implemented local consultations and the propaganda war of the two sides, the actual 

information discussed and agreed upon during the negotiations process by the 

participating local government representatives was not necessarily trickling down to the 

area residents. Outreach efforts need to be made to ensure local residents are being 

correctly informed about future negotiation efforts, in order for them to make informed 

decisions. 

The timing and organization of local consultations should probably be organized 

not to fall victim to the distraction caused by local elections, and should be attended by 

park or government officials, who may even need to be prepared to explain the proposal 

at hand, with maps and a description of what kind of access restrictions are and are not 

going to affect local use of the territory in question. Rather than holding one forum of 

consultations, various arenas might be considered by state officials to reach the local 

population- open interviews and dialogue in people's homes, attending town meetings, 

creating focus groups, meeting with advisory committees, conducting surveys and field 

trips have been suggested by Kaltenborn et al. (60). Another possibility may include 

inviting mutually acceptable local media representatives to attend the negotiations, and 

ensuring the information being discussed is disseminated throughout the community, 

whether in existing local newsletters, mail outs, or on public bulletin boards- in order to 

alleviate feelings of distrust and provide a more transparent negotiation process 

(Sidaway).  

The perception of a top-down administrative structure seems to be harmful in the 

perception of the relationships of both the National Park and the State Forests with the 
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Minister of the Environment. Opportunities for local residents and affected employees of 

the State Forests to influence park management and operations should be clarified and 

expounded upon. This may help in understanding what kind of employment opportunities 

will be available, instead of offering a blanket statement that all foresters will be 

guaranteed a position in the expanded park. There has also been a call for a funding 

mechanism to address lost municipal income from forestry taxes should the park expand 

its territory, which may be something for the Ministry, State Forests, and National Park to 

consider addressing together.  

There should be more discussion on the goals and intentions of the park with the 

local community, as to what kind of benefits the community would like for it to produce, 

how those can be achieved, and who will be bearing what portion of the costs 

(Kaltenborn et al.). This kind of preliminary work can help build consensus around the 

overall goals of future negotiations processes, as currently they are seen to be one sided: 

park expansion or nothing.  

There must be more inclusion of the various emerging themes found in this 

analysis: incorporating the local government economic  needs and budgetary dilemmas as 

well as offering the local layman and resident a direct benefit, whether by heavily 

subsidizing environmental investments or in assessing and fulfilling the needs of career 

counseling in a region resisting the move from an industrial to a services-oriented 

development model; recognizing and alleviating social tensions by reaching out to 

marginalized cultural or religious factions; working to provide more balanced national 

and local media coverage  of the conflict in the area; providing assistance to local 

government officials working to bring natural gas to the area as a heating alternative to 

wood and coal. As articulated by Kaltenborn et al. in their recommendations: 

“recognizing the need for value pluralism means that highly different values such as 
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esthetic, economic, scientific, cultural, and even spiritual, should be included in the 

negotiations about practical management solutions.” It seems the most flexible interests 

in terms of negotiations are indeed the economic aspects, as they play most heavily on the 

minds of the local community. It is clear that this kind of multi-faceted approach will 

require more time and the commitment of various resources to this particular conflict. But 

such an approach may produce more positive results than previously attained.  

Another major critique of the recent negotiations process was the fact that the 

Minister of the Environment seemed to be the acting mediator between groups, though he 

is clearly not a third-party, neutral intervener. This goes against just about any definition 

of a mediator in conflict resolution literature. The reasons for using a third-party mediator 

are described by Carpenter and Kennedy as completely changing the dynamics of a 

dispute and how each side represents itself and intentions. The neutral mediator identifies 

commonly held goals and uses them as a base for developing solutions. Having a third-

party managing the negotiations brings about expectations of a result from each party, as 

someone who is uninvolved in the conflict and the spiraling animosities it has created can 

more easily bring the attention back to the topic at hand without increasing tensions.  

There seems to be a need to address each problem area before as well as during 

negotiations, as each little factor seems to be adding another layer of discontent to an 

already sensitive situation, causing significant harm to the relationship between sides and 

affecting their ability to come to an agreement. 
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ACCORDING TO THE STAKEHOLDERS  

 

As this thesis is largely focused on relating the story of the Białowieża Forest 

conflict from the perspective of those involved, of those interviewed, it seemed 

appropriate to offer some of their insights of how the conflict should be resolved.  

“I liked the idea of… a National Forest, a separate designation entirely. The 
Białowieża Forest wouldn't be a National Park or a State Forest, but a National 
Forest. As the most valuable forest in Poland, I liked that idea… it would be a 
really uniform and complete form of management structure, a separate status and 
law… I understand that you can't change the taxation policies for all the National 
Parks in Poland because [the country] couldn't afford that. But one separate entity, 
like a National Forest, that Poland could afford. Then we could decide on the 
rules for managing the forest; we could work out the most valuable areas and 
natural ones where we wouldn't touch anything and just watch natural processes, 
but also designate the less valuable areas where we could harvest timber even for 
just the local consumption and heating needs. Then, in fact, there would be just 
one management body overseeing the entire forest and it could be conserved as a 
whole.” – Albert Litwinowicz, Mayor of Białowieża 

“I think that the optimal solution would be to form a government program that 
would create job opportunities for people who work in the forest or forest industry 
today, so that the chance and possibility for them to find new careers would exist. 
Then we can peacefully, step-by-step- not violently- change the character of the 
use of Białowieża Forest.” – Mikołaj Pawlicz, Mayor of Narewka 

“Of course, we have to work on expanding the national park in the future, but 
using different methods than the ecologists, some scientists, and some politicians 
want to use today. This needs to occur in stages, with the consent of the local 
residents, so as to not create social unrest. The forest deserves to be protected, but 
I would leave half of it to the national forests and half of it to the national park- 
only to see in the future if our future generations can decide which way of 
managing our national treasures is better… At the moment I’ve noticed a 
tendency that all of the discussions that are held at higher levels, at the Sejm and 
the Ministry and so on- [and] are [then] practically pushed down, which causes 
conflicts between people at the lower levels. Of course, we could also give advice, 
because we know who lives here, what the society is like, what peoples’ needs 
and expectations are.” – Jerzy Ugowoj, Forester at Browsk Local Forest District 
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While solutions to the conflict were proposed by every interviewee, these seemed like 

good examples of both compromise and innovation, combining local input with an 

eventual increase in protection regimes to non-park areas of the forest. They focus on 

employment retraining for the local population, a more uniform administrative structure 

for the forest, secure income for the local governments, a multi-stage process, and the 

importance of including the local residents, foresters, (and one might add, ecologists), in 

order to address their needs, concerns, and knowledge. These are by no means a 

guaranteed recipe for a successful outcome to future negotiations, as there is not yet 

agreement as to what a successful outcome would entail. Based on the issues, emotions, 

and concerns of stakeholders on each side, the road ahead for future negotiations attempts 

is quite possibly a long one. But by including the various voices involved, this thesis 

merely hopes to point to important issues to include in future dialogues, which may 

improve the chances of compromise between otherwise entrenched stakeholder positions 

in a complicated protected areas dispute. 
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APPENDIX A: ARTICLE IN SEPTEMBER 2010 ISSUE OF KRAKOW POST 
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APPENDIX B: SAMPLE OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 
 

1. Personal information: Name, Profession (title, company/agency). 
 

2. What, if any, is your relationship to the Bialowieza Forest? How is your life/work related 
to the forest? 
 

3. Do you have an opinion about expanding protection to areas of the forest outside of the 
national park? What would the effects/consequences be of expanding the park to other 
parts of the forest? (Good/bad, for whom?) 
 

4. What past and/or current conservation efforts of the Bialowieza Forest are you aware 
of? What forces (social, economic, and political) are driving these efforts? What forces 
(social, economic, and political) are acting against these efforts? 
 

5. Who is involved in these efforts/debates?  Do you belong to any of these 
parties/categories? What are the relationships between these parties?  
 

6. What is your preferred solution to the current push by environmental organizations to 
expand protection of the forest? How do you think the conflict should be resolved? Who 
should have a say in the future of the forest? Who should not? 
 

7. Any other topics wish to discuss related to forest? 
 

8. Can you recommend any resources (articles, reports, meetings, organizations, books, 
news coverage, policies, legislation, timelines, and data on forest use practices) that 
might aid me in my research?  
 

9. Would you recommend me to contact anyone in particular who might have relevant 
information/opinions? (In Poland? in Belarus?) 
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APPENDIX C: COOPERATION AGREEMENT SIGNED BY PARK DIRECTORS IN BELARUS 
AND POLAND, 2010 
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APPENDIX D: HISTORICAL TIMELINE OF EVENTS IN THE BIAŁOWIEŻA FOREST 
 
1409  The locality of Białowieża is first mentioned in historical records as King Jagiełło 

accumulated meat reserves for the Battle of Grunwald (by Jan Długosz in Annales 
seu cronicae incliti Regni Poloniae,  Book X, qtd. in  Kossak 86-89).  

1538 The first recorded law protecting the forest (“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża 
Forest”).  

1541 The forest is declared a hunting reserve to protect the bison (“Belovezhskaya 
Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 

1552 Białowieża settlement is limited to the northern and southern edges by King 
Sigismund II August, leaving the area of the Białowieża Forest or less the same as 
it is today, in 1557 the Wołoki Act puts an end to uncontrolled settlement in BF 
(Kossak). 

1557 A forest charter is issued, appointing a special board to examine the rights of 
forest usage (“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 

1639 Polish king Władysław IV Waza, aka Wladislaus IV, issued the "Białowieża 
Royal Forest Decree" (''Ordynacja Puszczy J.K. Mości leśnictwa 
Białowieskiego''). The document freed all peasants living in the forest in exchange 
for their service as royal hunters. They were also freed of taxes in exchange for 
taking care of the forest. The forest was divided onto 12 triangular areas (''straże'') 
with a centre in Białowieża (UNEP-WCMC “Bialowieza”). 
In the late 1600s several small villages were established for development of 
local iron ore deposits and tar production. The villages were populated with 
settlers from Masovia and Podlachia and many of them still exist  (UNEP-WCMC 
“Bialowieza”). 
The Ordination of 1639 first mentions a manor house built for His Majesty the 
King on hunting visits (Kossak). 

1793  Forest is allotted to aristocratic families by Russia’s Empress Catherine after the 
partition of Poland (Kossak 259). 

1795 The Emperor Paul I of Russia turned all foresters into serfs and handed them over 
along with parts of forest which they lived in to various Russian aristocrats and 
generals, all forms of forest protection were abolished. The number of European 
bison fell from over 500 to less than 200 in the following 15 years (UNEP-
WCMC “Bialowieza”). 

1798  The forest passes to the Forest Department of Russian Empire, administered by 
Russian officials (Kossak 259). 

1800’s The forest was opened to public use (“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża 
Forest”). 

1801 Emperor Alexander I of Russia reintroduced reserve status and protective 
measures, hiring a small amount of peasants for protection of the animals, which 
brought the number of bison up to 700 by the 1830s (UNEP-WCMC 
“Bialowieza”). 
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(Appendix D continued) 
1820  December 3, Tsar Alexander I has the State Property Department turn the entire 

forest area into a strict reserve for hunting and banning any sale of timber from 
the forest after increasing the number of game wardens there, abolishing serfdom 
in the BF, and making it illegal to kill bison, even for scientific research (Kossak 
260). 

1830-1 Most of the foresters in the BF took part in the November Uprising or  Polish–
Russian War against the Russian Empire. As a result, their posts were abolished, 
leading to a breakdown of forest protection  (UNEP-WCMC “Bialowieza”). 

1838  Tsar Nicholas undoes his father’s protective measures by ordering large amounts 
of timber to felled for lucrative shipbuilding (as Western Europe is already 
cleared of high quality primeval timber) (Kossak 262). 

1855  Total area of Białowieża forest amounts to 87,967 ha with 57% slated for logging 
(Kossak 264). 

1860 Emperor Alexander II of Russia visits the forest and decides that the protection 
measures for bison must be reintroduced. Following his orders, locals kill all 
predators: wolves, bears and lynxes (UNEP-WCMC “Bialowieza”). 

1888 September 18, Tsar Alexander III becomes the sole owner of the BF, 43 km N-S 
and 36 km in width, 102,057 ha. Of which 85.9% was forested (Kossak 321). 
Once again the forest became a royal hunting reserve. The Emperors started 
sending the wisents as gifts to various European capitals while at the same time 
populating the forest with deer, elk and other animals imported from all over the 
empire  (UNEP-WCMC “Bialowieza”). 

1889  Peasants were officially forbidden to enter the BF and a ban on owning firearms 
was enforced within 10 miles of its border to crack down on poaching (Kossak 
363). 

1890-5 Tsar begins organizing the forest: taxation maps and topographic surveys are 
made; new roads and hunting paths are laid out; railway tracks are built from 
Hajnówka to Białowieża; a network of feeding racks is set up; drainage ditches 
are dug; dams and sluices are constructed to prolong the navigating season 
(Kossak 358-59). 

1897  Tsar visits forest in August and proclaims that keeping the unique character of the 
forest is the administration’s goal rather than obtaining profits (i.e. the sale of 
timber) (Kossak 356-7). 

1900  Great hunt held in BF by Tsar Nicholas II in August, the population of bison is 
recorded at 730 the following year and kept stable until 1914  (Kossak). 

1908  In March the Kuryer Warszawski publishes that the BF is to be felled because of 
economic necessity in the Russian empire and in 1911 they measured the forest 
trees and marked them for logging (Kossak 391-92). 

1913  Last great hunt of the Tsars held in BF to honor Prince of Monaco Albert de 
Montignon (Kossak). 
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(Appendix D continued) 
1915  German army occupies forest and since villages are destroyed and local 

population deported to Russia, they kill any available game excluding bison, wish 
to preserve them for posterity sake. Nevertheless, bison number only 150 by 
August 1915 (Kossak 249).  

1915-8 During World War I the forest suffers heavy losses. During the three plus years of 
German occupation, more than 200 kilometers of railway tracks were laid in there 
in order to ease the industrial development of the area. Three lumber-mills were 
built, in the towns of Hajnówka, Białowieża and Gródek (UNEP-WCMC 
“Bialowieza”). 

1916  Forest plundering by the German occupiers begins with 5 million cubic meters 
felled (of the available 32,6 million cubic meters of forest timber resources) 
(Kossak 393). 

1917 The forest came under Polish state jurisdiction (“Belovezhskaya 
Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 
Bison in the BF number 121, after disintegration of German army, forest becomes 
completely lawless and peasants continue its destruction (Kossak). 

1918  Ancient burial sites are excavated in the northern territory of the forest by A. 
Goetze, recording 46 sites with 428 burial mounds. Some of the explored graves 
contained skeletons, others consisted of urns containing ashes (Kossak 55). 

1918-20 December, the German army flees the BF leaving settlements plundered and 
burned, and an efficient network of forest railways intact (130 km of permanent 
lines, 120 km of transferable lines) (Kossak 393). 

1919-21Bison and elk are no longer found in the BF as a result of WWI and its aftermath 
(Kossak 434). 

1920-2 November, a written proposal is submitted to and accepted by the Ministry of 
Religions and Public Education to create a national park in the BF after a 
scientific commission headed by Władysław Szafer had worked out reserve 
arrangement (Kossak 418). 

1921 March 18, the entire BF officially passes to Poland at the Treaty of Riga ending 
the Polish-Soviet war with a total area of 128,937.47 ha of which 112,000 ha were 
forested (Kossak  394). 
An area of the forest in the now-Polish-sector is protected as a National Forest 
Reserve following large scale logging and destruction during World War I 
(“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”).  
The Polish-Soviet War takes place (UNEP-WCMC “Bialowieza”). 

1923 It was discovered that only 54 wisents survived the war in various zoological 
gardens all around the world - none of them in Poland (UNEP-WCMC 
“Bialowieza”). 
The Commission for Nature Protection set-up in the Republic of Poland (Kossak 
436). 

 Archeologists come across the remains of two settlements both dated to the New 
Stone Age (Kossak 19). 
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(Appendix D continued) 
1924  Mid-April, the new Polish government signs a contract with the British company 

named Century European Timber Corporation (known as Centura in Poland), 
allowing the forest to be logged at a rate 400,000 cubic meters of timber a year 
(Kossak 396). 
Centura depletes  the Białowieża Forest of 7.2 million cubic meters of timber in 5 
years, often in clear cuts over a hundred of  hectares without renewing the cut 
forest areas. Due to the protests of foresters in the area, the government broke off 
the agreement before the 10 year contract had expired, even paying compensation 
to Centura for the remainder of the unfulfilled contract (Fronczak 16). 

1927  December 3, a Game Law issued by Polish president listing protected species and 
regulations of hunting/poaching, the Minister of Agriculture simultaneously 
suspends elk hunting until 1 January 1933 (Kossak). 

1929 May 29, the Ministry of Agriculture unilaterally breaks its contract with the 
Century European Corporation because of the latter not fulfilling its financial 
obligations. The company is given three months to vacate the forest, the Polish 
state pays Century 375,000 pounds sterling to be able to use the forest 
immediately (Kossak 399). 
A small herd of four wisents was bought by the Polish state from various 
zoological gardens and from the Western Caucasus (where the wisent was to 
become extinct just several years afterwards) (UNEP-WCMC “Bialowieza”). 
September 19, the first two bison bulls are brought to the BF reserve to begin the 
reintroduction of the species in Poland (Kossak). 

1930  Official presidential hunts begin to be held regularly in the BF, which increases 
administrative order and make poaching harder. Hermann Goering of Germany’s 
Nazi party joins presidential hunts as a guest (Kossak). 

1931  Białowieża Puszcza designated a Polish National Park (4,500 ha) 
(“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 

1932 The strict reserve in the forest officially becomes the National Park of Białowieża 
covering 4,693.24 ha of territory (3% of the forest). Karpinski becomes the 
Director until 1952 (Kossak). 
Under management of the Polish state management, timber production in the BF 
breaks the historic records of the Germans and English by 23 % in the years 1923-
1932 (Kossak 400). 

1937  Drainage of the BF swamps and straightening/deepening of the rivers  is 
undertaken, causing groundwater in the forest to drop and a threefold reduction in 
swamp area, as well as the destruction of many biotopes on a much larger area 
than expected. Pest populations (like the bark beetle) spread to weakened tree 
stands (Kossak). 
Elk breeding is attempted in the BF in hopes of reintroducing the species to the 
forest (Kossak). 
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(Appendix D continued) 
1938  April 11 & 31, Bears set free in the forest of Białowieża to try and reintroduce the 

species, but are soon killed by wardens and residents (Kossak 96).  
October 12, the European bison are (finally) declared a protected species on the 
territory of Poland by the Minister of Religions and Public Enlightenment 
(Kossak 441). 

1939 Reintroduction of bison is considered successful, 16 live in the Białowieża 
National Park. Two of them were direct descendants of a pair of bison from the 
Puszcza Białowieska, given to Duke of Pszczyna by Emperor of Russia 
Alexander II in 1865 (UNEP-WCMC “Bialowieza”). 
September 1 at 5:00am, the Nazi Luftwaffe bombers fly over the BF and bomb 
the hospital and Orthodox Church (Kossak). 
September 21, the Russian army seizes Hajnówka and Białowieża making it part 
of the BSSR, in one year under Russian occupation, the forest was plundered of 
three times the pre-war timber output (Kossak 463). 

1940  February, Polish foresters who had returned from the front are deported to Siberia 
with their families and several thousand inhabitants of the area during night raids 
of the NKVD along with military and civilian settlers who took part in the Polish-
Russian war of 1920, state forest employees, intelligentsia, traders, and 
denounced people (Kossak 463-64).  

1941 June 27, Hitler’s troops enter Białowieża following the attack on Russia. They 
shoot about 1,000 people in mass executions, starting with those loyal to the 
Soviet occupiers. On August 9, they begin killing Jewish families, which 
numbered about 550 people; all were executed (Kossak 466). The Germans 
declare the forest a government hunting ground and stop logging in the forest 
(Kossak).1943-4 The Germans set the domesticated bison free from the bison 
reserve, only 17 survive the war. The Germans take 25 tarpan horses and butcher 
the rest (Kossak 467-68). 
July, the forest became a refuge for both the Armia Krajowa (Polish Underground 
Army) and Soviet Partisans. German authorities organized mass executions of 
people suspected of aiding the resistance movement (UNEP-WCMC 
“Bialowieza”). 

1943  The partisan brigade under Soviet commander Mikhail Jankovsky launches 
activity in the Bialystok region with an aim to protect the BF from German 
devastation upon retreat (Kossak 468). 

1944-7 July, the area is liberated by the Red Army. Withdrawing German Army, the 
Wehrmacht, demolished the historic Białowieża hunting manor. After the war, a 
part of the forest was divided between Poland and the Belarusian SSR of the 
Soviet Union. The Soviet part was put under public administration while in the 
Polish part the Białowieża National Park was reopened in 1947 (UNEP-WCMC 
“Bialowieza”). 
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(Appendix D continued) 
1944  At Yalta the forest was formally divided between the USSR (87,607 ha) and 

Poland (62,500 ha). The Pushcha in Belarus was protected for hunting, under 
Decision 657 of the Soviet Union of People's Commissars and in 1957, under 
Order 2252-P of the USSR Council of Ministers (“Belovezhskaya 
Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 

1945  BNP comes under the management of the Forest Research Institute (IBL), both 
directed by Professor J.J. Karpinski (Kossak). 

1946  November 2, fifteen mass graves of 200 Nazi victims were consecrated in the 
strict reserve of the National Park (Kossak 482).  

1947  The decree of the Council of Ministers of 21 November 1947 renames the 4,716 
ha area of the forest as the Białowieża National Park (Kossak). 
It is comprised of the Strict Reserve (4,747 ha), Research Restitution Centre 
(217.8 ha), Botanic Park (47 ha) (“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 

1955  A resolution on eliminating wolves in Poland is instated offering large monetary 
rewards to hunters. As a result there were only 255 alive in all of Poland by 1 
April 1959 (Kossak 499). 

1957  January 19, the first scientific advisory council of the park is convened by the 
Minister of Forestry (Kossak 425). 
The Belovezhskaya Pushcha Forest declared a Hunting Reserve of the BSSR 
(“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 

1976-7 The Polish forest designated a Biosphere Reserve under United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization's (UNESCO) Man and the 
Biosphere Programme (“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 

1979  Białowieża National Park is included on the UNESCO World Heritage List 
(“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 

1991 September 16, National Park status for the 87,606 ha of forest in Belarus (Decree 
352 of the Byelorussian SSR Council of Ministers) (“Belovezhskaya 
Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 
The sovereign Republic of Belarus grants the status of national park to the 
entirety of its portion of the forest (Kossak). 

1992 Białowieża Forest forms a trans-boundary park with Belovezhskaya Pushcha 
National Park, which was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 1992 and 
designated an International Biosphere Reserve the following year under 
UNESCO's Man and the Biosphere Programme in 1993 (the Polish part had been 
so designated in 1979)  (UNEP-WCMC “Bialowieza”). 

1993 The Belovezhskaya Pushcha is designated a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve 
(“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 

1994 The Property Management Department of the Belorussian Presidency introduced 
a multipurpose management regime for Belovezhskaya Pushcha Forest 
(“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 
The ecological NGO Workshop for All Beings starts a campaign to raise 
awareness about protecting the BF (Kossak 545) 
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(Appendix D continued) 
1995  Wolves are added to the list of legally protected species, in September 1997 they 

are added to the list of State compensation for damages caused by the animals, in 
1998 the minister of environmental protection extends the ban on killing wolves 
on the whole territory of Poland (Kossak).  

1996 The Polish National Park was extended northwards by 5,186 ha to 10,502 ha with 
the addition of the active protection area, the Hwoźna Protective District; it is 
governed by the Nature Protection Act of 1991 (“Belovezhskaya 
Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 

1997 The Park was awarded the European Diploma by the Council of Europe, for its 
management regime; renewed in 2002 (“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża 
Forest”). 

1998  June 6, the Director General of the State Forests signs an order to stop the felling 
of old tree stands and individual trees of 100 years or more (Kossak 546). 

1998  August, the Minister of Environmental Protection, Professor J. Szyszko, publicly 
declares his intention to protect the whole Polish part of the BF as a national park 
as early as 2000 (Kossak 547) 

1999 extended on World Heritage List (UNEP-WCMC “Bialowieza”). 
2000  The newly appointed Minister of the Environment, A. Tokarczuk, is humiliated at 

the BNP while announcing his plan to establish a park on the entirety of the forest 
by a crowd of BF area residents, who wave banners and throw raw eggs at him 
(Kossak 548, Głos Białowieży) 

2002 National Park Belovezhskaya Pushcha (NPBP) in Belarus is enlarged to 100,312 
ha with a buffer zone of 92,000 ha (“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 

2003 The Polish government lifted a ban on felling trees in the surrounding forest over 
100 years old, and increased the permissible timber harvest in the forest overall 
(“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 

2004 The national park area in Belarus is enlarged to 152,200 ha with a core area of 
30,000 ha (“Belovezhskaya Pushcha/Białowieża Forest”). 
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APPENDIX E: PROPOSAL AGREED UPON DURING SECOND ROUND OF NEGOTIATIONS 

“Propozycja poszerzenia Parku.” Map. WWF Polska, from the Ministry of the Environment, 2010. in 
“Ćwierć ochrona Puszczy Białowieskiej.” WWF Poland, 2 Aug. 2010. Web. 2 Nov. 2011 
<http://assets.wwfpl.panda.org/img/original/propozycja_poszerzenia_bpn.jpg >. Translations of legend and 
National Park label added by author. 
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Glossary 

 

This is a list of acronyms, abbreviations, and translated terms used in this thesis. 

BF  the Białowieża Forest 

BNP / BPN  Białowieża National Park / Białowieski Park Narodowy, in Poland 

BSSR  Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic 

Centura Century European Timber Corporation known for exploiting the 

Białowieża Forest between the World Wars, in Polish 

CREEES Center for Russian, East European, Eurasian Studies at The 

University of Texas at Austin 

gmina   township; municipality; community, in Polish 

gospodarcze  managed  for resource use (i.e. agricultural), in Polish 

groszy  Polish currency unit (100 groszy = 1 zł) 

ha  hectare (approximately 2.5 acres) 

IBL  Instytut Badawczy Leśnictwa; Forest Research Institute, in Polish. 

IUCN  International Union for the Conservation of Nature 

km  kilometer (approximately 1.6 miles) 

LFD   Local Forest District, the local branch of the State Forests 

LP   Lasy Państwowe; State Forests, in Poland 

MNREP  Natural Resources and Environmental Protection Ministry of the 

Republic of Belarus 

MoŚ  Ministerstwo Środowiska; Ministry of the Environment,  

in Poland 

nadleśnictwo  Local Forest District (LFD), in Polish 
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naukowcy  scientists or academics, in Polish 

NFH   State Forests National Forest Holding, in Poland 

NGO   Non-governmental organization 

NPBP   National Park “Belovezhskaya Pushcha”, in Belarus  

ochrona  protection or conservation, in Polish 

OTOP Ogólnopolskie towarzystwo ochrony ptaków; Polish Society for the 

Protection of Birds  

PnRWI  Pracownia na Rzecz Wszystkich Istot (Workshop for All Beings), 

a Polish deep-ecology NGO  

pushcha See puszcza, below 

puszcza  natural or primeval forest; what the Białowieża Forest is called, in 

Polish (called the ‘pushcha’ in Belarusian) 

RDLP  Regionalna Dyrekcja Lasów Państwowych, the Regional 

Directorate of State Forests, in Poland 

samorządy  local governments, townships, municipal governments  

Sejm   lower house of Polish parliament, in Polish 

SB  Służba Bezpieczeństwa; the security forces in Poland during the  

   Soviet-era, affiliated with the secret police 

środowisko  environment; socio-cultural environment, in Polish  

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific, Cultural Organization 

WWF  World Wildlife Fund, and international conservation NGO   

   with a Polish branch 

zł  złoty, Polish currency unit (1 zł is approx. US $3)  
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