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Abstract. Wetlands are complex ecosystems, which provide excellent conditions 
as habitats for numerous species. It has been known that continuous 

unsustainable urbanization negatively affects natural resources, especially 
wetlands. The study has underlined the need for proper planning in a wetland of 

international importance, as a key element in the development of a sustainable 
urban-rural scenario. This paper is a mixture of both inductive and deductive steps, 

which underline a case study based on the abductive method. The investigation 

consisted in analysing the ecotourism planning methods of several case studies 
and drawing a parallel between them and the study area, Old Danube-Măcin Arm, 

where this activity is not implemented. The key results show that ecotourism plays 
a crucial role in the sustainable development of an urban-rural area with the 

following properties: compact microregion and the adaptability of it to the 

challenges of the territory. Successful zoning and visitor management methods are 
used to mitigate the existing conflict between conservation of sensitive areas and 

the danger of exposing said areas to public use. Ecotourism, encouraged and 
managed by the community, becomes a way of consolidating the economic growth 

of the study area. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Dobrogea, as a region characterized by a long and tumultuous history1, offers 

Romanian civilization a special configuration [1]. The provincial-roman influence is 
highly visible on the Danube axis, but the high roman-byzantine gradient2 

highlights Hârșova-Brăila-Galați-Măcin area [2]. Old Danube-Măcin Arm has 
experienced significant socioeconomic dynamics and land use change, so we are 

currently facing a problem: an untapped potential of a micro reservation. 

                                                
1 In the 16th century, the demographics of Dobrogea alters significantly due to military garrisoning of 
the Ottoman conquerors and the moving of the local population to more secure places focusing 
especially on the Danube. The villages are abandoned, as evidenced by the toponymic duplications of 
settlements on both sides of the Danube. In the 19th century, thanks to ties with the Principalities, 
Transylvania and then with Romania, the Romanian population in Dobrogea grew considerably, and the 
human flux continued steadily in both directions. The post-war agrarian reforms found the agricultural 
population much diminished.  
2 The differentiated proportion of the Roman-Byzantine presence creates in a wider context, regional 
characteristics.  
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This wetland has the potential to become an attractive destination for tourists, so 

in these circumstances, the paper aims to present a solution to the problem, 
through the extensive investigation of the planning methods in different protected 

wetlands. In addition, by formulating recommendations, the present study can 
stimulate the debate on ecotourism planning in the study area. 

The paper is organized as follows: the first section is the introduction to the study 

area; the second section presents the methodology used in the research; a third 
section reports the results and the discussion of the case studies and finally, the 

last section concludes with some recommendations for the study area. 

 

1.1 Old Danube-Măcin Arm, between Continuity and 
Fragmentation 

The study area (26,792 ha, of which 2,889 ha represent the surface of the water) 

is situated in the south-east region, in Brăila, Constanța and Tulcea counties. It is 
located near the towns of Brăila, Galați and Hârșova and another protected 

wetland of international importance: Small Island of Brăila (17,586 ha) and 

Canaralele of Hârșova (7,406 ha). 

Historical analysis of the area has identified both negative aspects such as the late 

introduction of education, as evidenced by the absence of printing houses or 
bookstores3 in Dobrogea, requiring the books to be brought from the left side of 

the Danube [3], as well as positive aspects such as the potential of cereal-

commercial fairs, as a social meeting place4 for the Romanians north and south of 
the Danube [4]. Another positive aspect is the placement of ports in a commercial 

transit area,5 where the port of Măcin was productive [5]. 

Today, the area is characterized by a mosaic landscape type, biodiversity, including 

unique biotopes and natural monuments, as well as important areas of 
concentration of built heritage. The area is located along an important migration 

corridor, so it is important for breeding and nesting of rare and very rare bird 

species. The landscape is specific to meadows, with lakes between sand dunes, 
marshes, wetlands dominated by shrubs, fishing lakes, islands, canals and 

drainage channels that create the right conditions for a great biodiversity. The 
distribution of protected areas in the territory is the following: special protection 

areas for avifauna (SPA) identified in Smîrdan, Jijila, Măcin, Luncăvița, Greci and 

Casimcea territorial administrative units; sites of community importance (SCI) in all 
territorial-administrative units along the Old Danube-Măcin Arm; special areas of 

conservation (SAC) located only in Măcin and Cerna territorial administrative units. 

                                                
3 In 1871 a girl school was established in the town of Măcin. 
4 The economic potential of Dobrogea was important, towards the mouth of the Danube River, where 
urban centres had an important economic role in both transit and local trade. The merchants from 
different cities like Brăila, Galați, Călărași and Bucharest came to the Dobrogea fairs, where they 
“channelled all the creative energies’’ [4]. 
5 In the Middle Ages, it was an important transit point for goods from the Principalities, which were 
directed to the Ottoman markets. By the end of the 18thand early 19thcenturies, there are mentions of 
the commercial trade in this area, grain and wood, products that took the road to Constantinople. After 
the independence war, there is an important traffic of goods and passengers. In the post-war period, 
the construction of an industrial platform and the exploitation of construction rocks in Măcin’s quarries 
also favoured the development of the port. 
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Old Danube-Măcin Arm area has three natural reserves, designated in 2004: Traian 

Lake, Peceneaga Reserve and Măgurele Reserve. The Peceneaga Reservation is 
recognized for the contrasting landscape features ranging between the very old 

rocks of Dobrogea and the new sediments of the Danube. Traian Lake is very 
important for the protection of bird species, while the Măgurele reserve has an 

important population of Euphorbia myrsinites.6 The altitudes range from 0 meters 

near the Danube, up to 198 meters on the hills of the Dobrogea region. Terraces 
only exist on the left side of the Danube. 

The activities carried out in the protected wetland are agriculture, forestry and 
fishing and in its surroundings agriculture and forestry. Factors (past, present or 

future) that negatively affect the environmental nature of the natural corridor are 
changes in land use (including water surface) and development projects within 

Ramsar area: hunting, poaching, grazing, urbanization and wind turbines [6]. A 

relevant aspect of this study is that the area is visited for sport fishing (on the 
territory of the Smîrdan, Măcin, Carcaliu, Turcoaia, Peceneaga, Ostrov 

administrative units) but unfortunately, specific tourist infrastructure is non-
existent.7 The only tourist capacity is located in the vicinity of the area (Galați, 

Vădeni, Brăila, Cazasu, Chișcani, Tichilești administrative units) [7], but are not 

well connected with the study area. Other important issues are that the area is 
characterized by a low living standard, low percentage of the active population and 

the migration of trained young people to the urban centres. 

The study area is rich in historical monuments. In the following territorial 

administrative units there are monuments of national importance (category I and 
IV): Smîrdan (Obelisk of the soldiers in War of Independence), Jijila (roman-

byzantine fortress and archaeological site), Măcin (Arrubium fortress, Muslim 

cemetery and Roman necropolis), Turcoaia (Troesmis fortress complex and 
medieval settlement), Ostrov (Beroe fortress and necropolis) and Luncăvița 

(fortified settlement). There are also many monuments of local interest (category I 
and II) in the following territorial administrative units: Jijila (Getic settlement), 

Luncăvița (Getic settlement, archaeological site and Roman-byzantine settlement), 

Carcaliu (archaeological site and Eneolithic settlement), Hamcearca (fortified 
settlement), Cerna (Traian archaeological site and Roman and Neolithic 

settlement), Peceneaga (fortification, archaeological site, Roman and Neolithic 
settlement), Topolog (Roman and Neolithic settlement, archaeological site and 

Getic settlement) and Casimcea (archaeological site, Roman and Neolithic 

settlement)[8]. 

The area is also rich in art and folk traditions8 identified in all the territorial 

administrative units. The most interesting are the manufacture of popular crafts 
(e.g. knitted rope) and the habits of the Lipovan Russians [9]. 

Even if there are many natural resources and a rich building heritage with potential 
for the sustainable development, no management plan for the study area has been 

identified. Some information on the development of tourism has been found in 

                                                
6 Scientific name of a plant, which is part of the upper Euphorbia class. 
7 No information on the existing tourist accommodation was found on the website of the National 
Institute of Statistics.  
8 Such as “Paparuda’’ tradition in Luncăvița, Jijila and Măcin. Other traditions identified in the area: 
“Lăzărelul’’, “Olaria’’, “Caloianul’’, “Oleleul’’ (Măcin), “Moșoaiele’’ (Luncăvița). 



Journal of Urban and Landscape Planning 

#3/2018 URBAN CHALLENGES 

 80 

some documentation, such as the FLAG Integrated Local Development Strategy 

Old Danube-Măcin Arm [10]. 

The above information leads to the importance of proper wetland planning so as to 

support the working hypothesis, that ecotourism will positively influence the 
behaviour of local communities. If ecotourism influences the behaviour of local 

communities, then the areas where ecotourism activities are implemented will have 

lower urbanization rates in the near future than protected areas which do not 
benefit from ecotourism activities. 

The objective of this paper is to show that ecotourism is an appropriate choice for 
the study area. 

 

2. METHODOLOGICAL ASPECTS  

2.1 Research Strategy 

Can ecotourism be implemented in the study area to change its economy and the 
quality of life? Starting from this research question, the present paper identifies the 

following strategic steps: 

1. The visualisation of the negative and positive aspects of ecotourism 
implemented in other protected wetlands and the motivations of an 

ecotourist to choose these areas as a destination; 
2. The understanding the ecotourism planning process and its instruments. 

Knowing these aspects, emerges the possibility of adopting ecotourism as an 

instrument for the sustainable development of the study area.  

 

2.2 The Data Collection Instrument 

Since no such research has been carried out on the study area, Old Danube-Măcin 

Arm, it was necessary to use the qualitative research approach, using an abductive 

method with an inductive tendency. Various documents were consulted to 
understand the ecotourism activity, its effects and planning process. Several case 

studies have been chosen to match the study area, thus understanding the way in 
which similar areas have developed. 

 

2.3 Data Processing and Interpretation 

As the paper focuses on the understanding of ecotourism planning in a wetland, as 

a tool for sustainable urban and rural development, the data consists in 
synthesizing the relevant information for the study area. 

 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

3.1 Ecotourism, Positive and Negative Aspects 

Numerous studies have demonstrated the benefits of implementing ecotourism in a 

protected area. First of all, the development of it requires intersectoral 
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involvement, a multidisciplinary approach [11]. Also, the availability of resources in 

a territory, factors such as climate, season, accessibility and the attitude of the 
host community [12] are motivations of an ecotourist to choose a destination (cf. 
Table 1). Ecotourism is the ideal instrument for strengthening cooperation between 
communities in the area by providing a socio-economic improvement. Cultural and 

historical attractions, such as traditional architecture, play a crucial role in the 

attraction of the ecotourists [13]. Instead, some studies have also suggested 
negative aspects of ecotourism, such as environmental pollution, ecosystem 

degradation and reduced environmental aesthetic [14]. The increased number of 
ecotourists can generate severe environmental problems, especially in very fragile 

areas of the ecosystem (e.g. excessive disturbance of breeding bird populations) 
[15]. 

 

Table 1: Example. The most common motivations for the visit, identified 
in the examples 

Source: The author. 

 

3.2 The Ecotourism Planning Tool 

As shown above, ecotourism is a complex activity in permanent interaction with 
economic, psychological, social and cultural factors. It has seen the fastest 

development in the global tourism sector, so it is necessary to develop a model for 

reducing the environmental impact and to create a level of development that 
satisfies the needs of both ecotourists and the community of the studied area in a 

sustainable manner. The explorations of the microregional gradient9 (cf. Table 2) 

                                                
9The gradient concept is defined as the degree of change of the properties of a particular phenomenon 
relative to a particular direction, an idea described by Frankhauser [16]. In the present paper, the 
gradient is identified by two dimensions: the population density and the distance between rural 
settlements and the most important urban centre. 
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are suitable for this purpose [16]. Applying the microregional gradient as a tool for 

creating a future scenario, analysed using the following indicators: ecosystem 
services indicators (e.g. habitat quality, food supply, food productivity, and energy 

supply), socio-economic indicators (e.g. road density, urban fabric, population 
density, household size, housing area). This model hypothesizes the behaviour of 

the ecotourists and those of the area’s inhabitants. If the availability of wetland 

data is limited, it is necessary to use variables in the next stages of the process. 
Specifically, it is necessary to quantify the economic values of the factors that 

characterize urban areas. Also, variables need to be analysed, for example land 
use patterns and flood risks. Sustainability, adaptability to risk and compromises 

between risks and other factors should be considered. 

 

Table 2: Example. Overview of landscape structure metrics on the basis of 

habitat and land-use types used as explaining variables for species 

richness in the wetlands 

Source: [20]. 

 

3.3 The case of Soomaa National Park, Rivers of the Pärnu 
River Basin, Estonia 

The most valuable aspect of the Soomaa National Park10 is its wilderness. An 
interesting factor is that the area’s community has adapted to the natural 

conditions. According to the Sustainable tourism development strategy for Soomaa 

National Park [17], the area is divided into four zones:  

 National park territory: sensitive area, the most attractive, it exposes 

wilderness and nature-friendly lifestyle; 

                                                
10 In 1997, the second largest park in Estonia, was included in the list of wetlands of the most important 
nature protection areas in Europe, becoming a Ramsar site. 
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 Other protected areas in the region: small protected areas that depend 

on the national park, where tourism is diminished; 

 The immediate surroundings of the national park: businesses are 

favoured and the municipality provides the necessary assistance 
services; 

 Outside of the national park: connects to larger city areas, main roads, 

opportunities for less sustainable businesses. 

The immediate surroundings of the national park are more detailed and therefore, 

additional areas are created, depending on the sensitivity of the area: 

 The taboo areas of the local community; 

 Areas of impacts of tourist objectives; 

 The impact areas of waterways; 

 Areas that should be visited with a guide; 

 Areas with a limited number of visitors; 

 Restricted areas. 

The aim of zoning is to avoid or minimize the negative impact of ecotourism and to 

increase the positive impact. Therefore, successful zoning and visitor management 

methods are used as a management instrument to help solve the existing conflict 
between conservation of sensitive areas and places of public use. Ecotourism 

creates a good balance between conservation objectives and the development of 
the area.  

 

3.4 The case of Lonjsko Polje Nature Park, the Sava River, 
Croatia 

The Sava River is recognized for the conservation of natural resources as well as 

for the significant socio-economic impact on cross-border regional development, 
due to the connection with three European capitals: Ljubljana, Zagreb and 

Belgrade. The management of the Sava’s natural resources is based mostly on the 
management of the flood plains. Its flooding is almost completely controlled. The 

protected wetland Lonjsko Polje11 is an important retention area where the 
activities depend on the regular inflow and outflow of water. 

The historical and rural settlements in the surrounding area of Lonjsko Polje Nature 

Park not only include habitats for many species, but also conserve traditional 
architecture. In this protected wetland along there has been an increasing trend of 

the visits in the park,12 following the collaboration between eco-tourism and 
cultural tourism [18]. The main activities carried out in this area are driving a solar 

boat, canoe safari, biking and bird watching. 

According to the Life and Europe’s wetlands – Restoring a vital ecosystem, this 
case study is promoting a wise use approach to the management of the wetland 

[19]: 

 Conserve its natural resources; 

                                                
11Located in the floodplains of the middle Sava River Basin, it represents the largest floodplain area of 
the Danube River catchment. It is both a Ramsar wetland site, an important bird area. 
12 The statistical data shows an increased number of visitors, during the years 2001 and 2008. “The 
number of visitors increased from 2510 to 21100 and respectively the accommodation provision has 
increased from 11 to 68 available beds between the years 2005-2008.’’ 
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 Increasing positive effects for the local community; 

 Raising public awareness; 

 Water management for the whole Sava axis. 

 

4. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

This paper presented a brief description of the implementation of ecotourism in a 
protected wetland area. There are many approaches to the sustainable 

development of a depopulated territory, however, with these results, the paper 

answers the research question asked, as follows: Old Danube-Măcin Arm is a 
protected wetland where ecotourism can be carried out as an economic activity 

complementary with the tradition of the local community.  

At this stage, the paper may formulate directions and recommendations of 

ecotourism planning in the Old Danube-Măcin Arm area: 

1. Promoting the potential of the area: natural (diversified protected areas) 
and the concentration of the building heritage (numerous historical 

settlements); 
2. Attracting investments; 

3. Developing innovative ecotourism attractions and infrastructure. 

As it has been disguised in the previous chapter, the determination of the 
microregional gradient is necessary in this sensitive area. The calculation of 

relevant indicators is the basis of ecotourism planning. Here, ecotourism would be 
successful if it were part of a more complex network across the region, linking 

itself to ecotourism of the Danube Delta. Each element of this system would have 
little impact on the protected environment, if it were properly planned for the 

conservation and care of its habitat, in such a manner not to disrupted natural 

condition of its ecosystems. 

The studied area requires zoning, thus establishing different degrees of protection. 

Firstly, stronger protection measures are required near the Old Danube-Măcin arm, 
where activities like discovering and exploring the delta’s wild landscape, using 

boats and kayaks, bird watching, and sport fishing (in certain segments) are 

possible. Also, combining travel on channels and lakes with tourist accommodation 
can be feasible with local interventions, such as the implementation of floating 

hotels. However, in this first area there should be sub segments with limited 
number of visitors and sub segments with restricted visiting. 

Secondly, medium protection measures are required in the area of other natural 
attractions near rural settlements. Here, the following activities may be possible: 

hiking (the Măcin Mountains), sport fishing (Traian and Iacobdeal lakes), bird 

watching, photographic safari and visits of ancient settlements that intersect the 
area. 

In the last zone, the activity based on rural ecotourism needs light measures. Its 
planning and implementation, encouraged and managed by the community, would 

become a way of consolidating the economic growth of this microregion. The 

activities that are suitable to this area could be accommodating and guiding 
ecotourists by the local rural community. In this urbanized cores, traditions and art 

(gastronomic tourism based on traditional cuisine and crafting) can be combined 
with the view of the mosaic landscape. 
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This paper ends hoping that it may draw more research interest to enhance 

understanding of the potential of ecotourism implementation in this area of study. 
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