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Abstract: The Vistula Lagoon is a cross-border area with high natural values and a developing market
of tourist services. Passenger shipping is an important part of local tourism, but ship owners are
insufficiently involved in planning processes and their views on creating shipping development are
underrepresented. The article aims to compare the vision of the development of passenger shipping
in the Polish part of the Vistula Lagoon between local governments creating the spatial policy
and ship owners offering transport services. We have made an attempt to verify the development
prospects. The collation of these visions was based primarily on the qualitative analysis of the
content of planning and strategic documents (desk research method) and a survey conducted among
all six ship owners. Thanks to the comparative analysis, it was possible to show similarities and
differences and to indicate recommendations. The paper presents review of the available literature
on the subject, thanks to which the research area was identified as unique in Europe. On the one
hand, it is a valuable natural area, which is an important tourist destination, on the other hand,
there are organizational and infrastructural limitations in meeting the needs of tourists. Then, field
research was conducted, unpublished materials were collected, and surveys were conducted with the
operators of passenger ships operating in the Vistula Lagoon. The performed analyses allowed for the
formulation of conclusions and recommendations. Similarities in the directions of promoting tourism
in the region, improving the quality of infrastructure, eliminating obstacles in international traffic
and discrepancies in the co-financing of ship owners’ activities by local governments, shaping the
future transport offer or the construction of the Vistula Spit canal are identified. Economic calculation,
particularly vital for the private sector (ship owners), is an important criterion for verifying the
assumed goals.
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1. Introduction

The coastal zone has a natural predisposition to concentrate activities regarding
tourism and water transport. Their scale largely depends on physical–geographical, socio-
economic and legal conditions (mainly the environmental law and the possibility of crossing
international borders). Lagoons are a specific form of surface waters whose high natural
values contribute to the commercialization of their use in the form of tourism. The Vistula
Lagoon has been classified as a rather capitalized lagoon among water reservoirs located in
European countries [1,2]. On a national scale, it is a region of above-average importance for
tourism (mainly sightseeing and recreation). Cities and other units of the administrative
division in which tourist activity takes place also financially benefit from it. However,
there is a great responsibility on the part of local and regional authorities for building an
environment conducive to the functioning of the tourism industry and the related entities.
Therefore, it is a bilateral relationship in which recognizing interests of both parties is
crucial for achieving satisfactory cooperation based on synergy [3].

Tourism is a factor initiating the socio-economic development of cross-border re-
gions and it stimulates the strengthening of international cooperation [4–7]. The current
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geopolitical situation in the Vistula Lagoon region is not conducive to the development of
tourism and international transport, but local activities aim at supporting the activities of
the tourism industry. Creating a policy conducive to development is both the responsibility
and the interest of local governments. Developing an appropriate strategy to achieve
the intended goals should include multi-criteria analyses taking into account the widest
possible group of stakeholders. The multitude of administrative borders at different levels
hinders an efficient and coherent management in the functional area of the Vistula Lagoon.
To illustrate these difficulties, it suffices to mention that the waters of the Vistula Lagoon
are divided between two countries, and in the Polish part the key divisions concern: seven
municipalities, four counties, two regional self-administrations (voivodeship), one Mar-
itime Office, two Regional Water Management Boards and two Regional Inspectorates for
Environmental Protection [8,9].

In the Polish conditions, Kizielewicz [9] conducted research on passenger shipping
and relations between port authorities and ship owners. However, that research concerned
cruise ships and the largest ports of strategic importance for the national economy, so the
scale of this activity goes far beyond the currently operating navigation on the Vistula
Lagoon. In the past, workshops were held to identify problems and learn about local
communities’ opinions regarding the analyzed lagoon. They were attended, among oth-
ers, by representatives of the authorities, local residents, fishermen, hotel and restaurant
owners, but they did not involve transport operators as representatives of the tourism in-
dustry [8,10]. Thus, in the literature on the Vistula Lagoon, a significant lack of knowledge
is identified in the form of recognizing the needs, operation and development plans of ship
owners offering passenger transport services. They are the key economic entities whose
activity significantly affects the overall tourist attractiveness of the region.

In view of the above, the aim of this article is to compare the vision of the development
of passenger shipping in the Polish part of the Vistula Lagoon between local governments
creating the spatial policy and ship owners offering transport services. While recognizing
the research gap regarding the potential of the Vistula Lagoon for the development of
passenger shipping, research questions were identified:

(1) To what are extent the needs and development plans of ship owners are taken into
account in official visions for the development of local governments?

(2) What issues concerning the development of sea tourism, in particular passenger
ferry shipping, are included in the planning and strategic documents of local governments?

(3) Do the planning and strategic documents of local governments and the owners of
passenger ships see opportunities in the field of the development of passenger shipping in
the Vistula Lagoon after the construction of the Vistula Spit canal?

The structure of the article corresponds to the conducted research procedure. The
subsequent section details the characteristics of the analyzed area and describes the meth-
ods and data sources. The result part presents the current state of passenger navigation in
the Vistula Lagoon, then the development vision of local and regional self-governments
expressed in planning and strategic documents, as well as the perspective of the develop-
ment of transport activities from the ship owners’ point of view. The paper is completed
with a discussion of the results of the development visions and with conclusions.

2. Material and Methods
2.1. Study Area of the Vistula Lagoon

The Vistula Lagoon (in the Russian part it is called the Kaliningrad Lagoon) is one
of the four lagoons located in the Baltic Sea basin. It is located in its southeastern part
(Figure 1). The Vistula Lagoon is separated from the Bay of Gdańsk by the Vistula Spit
and has one direct connection with the waters of the open sea via the Baltiysk Strait on the
Russian side. Formally, the entire lagoon is considered as marine internal waters. This is a
cross-border area of which 56% belongs to the Russian Federation (Kaliningrad Oblast) and
44% to the Republic of Poland. The land and sea border, constituting the external border of
the European Union and the Schengen Zone, is of paramount importance in the geopolitical
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situation of the region. Currently, there is no free movement between countries here, which
is crucial for various types of tourism. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the border
was opened for individual trips in 1990. Duty-free cruises between Tricity and Baltiysk
were popular among Polish tourists. Introducing local border traffic in the border zone in
2012 was a vital impulse in the development of tourism, but it did not include sea border
crossings [11–15]. Emphasis on developing cross-border cooperation, including water
tourism, was the subject of programs of Russia–EU cooperation [7,15,16]. Nevertheless,
since 2009, the access of Polish vessels to the waters of the Vistula Lagoon within Russia
has been hampered by the necessity to notify of the intention to enter Russian waters at
least 14 days in advance, with a possibility of refusal at any time. There is also a ban on
ships belonging to third countries [14]. Currently, visa traffic is allowed. Restrictions of this
type have a negative impact on the functioning of the tourism industry [11,17], which is
not properly developed in the area of the Vistula Lagoon [18]. There is a clear dominance
of domestic tourists (over 90%) in all registered overnight stays [5]. For most tourists the
destinations include towns located on the Vistula Spit, due to access to coastal beaches.
Waters of the Vistula Lagoon are subject to strong eutrophication, which is not conducive
to their full use for recreation. In general, the area adjacent to the lagoon is poorly invested
in; it has mostly low population density and experienced many socio-economic problems
in the past, such as high unemployment or insufficiently developed infrastructure [7,19,20].
The main settlement centers of the region have seaports, with the most important being
Kalingrad, Baltiysk, Swetly on the Russian side, and Elbląg, Krynica Morska and Frombork
on the Polish side. In addition, there are two large ports in Gdynia and Gdańsk on the Bay
of Gdańsk, as part of the Tricity urban complex.
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vessels with a draft of more than 1.0 m must navigate via fairways, where mostly a draft 
of up to 1.5 m (maximum 2.2 m) is allowed. The main fairway is part of the international 
waterway E70 and runs along the border of the Pomeranian and Warmian–Masurian voi-
vodeships [21]. Both the main fairways and the approach fairways to ports are becoming 
shallower relatively quickly due to the unstable ground of the bottom of the reservoir. 
This is a significant constraint on the development of water transport and port cities. 
Moreover, active maintenance of fairways generates very high costs [22]. 

Figure 1. Spatial scope of research in the area of the Vistula Lagoon.

The Vistula Lagoon is characterized by shallow depth (2.7 m on average) and mod-
erately good conditions for sailing, mainly for small vessels. The ripple depends on the
wind strength, but is usually around 0.1 m. However, strong winds change the water
level in the reservoir by up to 1.2 m. Due to the small depth of the Polish part of the
lagoon, vessels with a draft of more than 1.0 m must navigate via fairways, where mostly a
draft of up to 1.5 m (maximum 2.2 m) is allowed. The main fairway is part of the interna-
tional waterway E70 and runs along the border of the Pomeranian and Warmian–Masurian
voivodeships [21]. Both the main fairways and the approach fairways to ports are becoming
shallower relatively quickly due to the unstable ground of the bottom of the reservoir. This
is a significant constraint on the development of water transport and port cities. Moreover,
active maintenance of fairways generates very high costs [22].

Due to the lack of a direct connection between the Polish part of the Vistula Lagoon and
the Baltic Sea, in 2019 the Polish government initiated construction of the Vistula Spit canal.
This investment is to bring independence from Russia and stimulate the development of
ports and marinas. The Sea Port in Elbląg is supposed to be the main beneficiary. The
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construction of a new waterway will complement the existing transport infrastructure.
This will enable vessels with a draft of up to 4.0 m to navigate this section.

The Vistula Lagoon is currently used mainly for tourism and as a fishery, including
recreational fishing [23]. The main advantages of the region include sandy beaches on the
side of the open sea, location on two water bodies and unique fauna and flora habitats
under environmental protection, including NATURA 2000. Passenger shipping primarily
has importance for tourism and is an attraction in itself, which seasonal tourists are eager
to enjoy.

2.2. Methodology

In order to achieve the objective of the article, small-scale research methods and field
studies were used. In the part regarding an identification of development plans contained
in planning and strategic documents, the desk research method and the technique of
qualitative analysis of their textual and graphic content were used. The criterion for the
selection of documents was their objective scope, including visions for the development of
tourism and transport for the functional area of the Polish part of the Vistula Lagoon. The
topics in focus for the research were primarily related to: maintenance, modernization and
expansion of the hydro–technical infrastructure, the planned network of ferry connections
and the development of tourist traffic, including international tourism. Thus, 14 documents
at the local level, 5 at the regional level and 2 supra-regional level documents were analyzed.
Ship owners’ opinions regarding their current activity and the development plans were
examined using an electronic questionnaire sent to all six companies offering organized
passenger transport services in the Vistula Lagoon (the list of ship owners was provided
by the Maritime Office in Gdynia). In this way, a complete set of responses was collected
in the period from February to May 2019. In most cases, it was necessary to contact
company representatives several times with a request to fill in the questionnaire. Ship
owners were generally reluctant to share their insights as well as company performance
data and development plans. This is in line with the conclusions of Luhtala et al. [24]
and, in this light, completing the responses among the entire group of stakeholders is very
valuable [25]. The survey consisted of 11 questions concerning basic information about
the company, operated connections on the Vistula Lagoon, passengers served, as well as
an assessment of the functioning and vision of development. The survey was conducted
via the Internet. Ship operators received a questionnaire that they had to complete and
return. In addition, a telephone conversation was conducted with each of the operators,
which refined the answers and explained any misunderstandings. Additionally, in order
to characterize the current condition of the infrastructure and the operation of the water
transport and tourism system in the region, field studies (participant observation) were
conducted in all localities on coastline of the Polish part of the lagoon, and unpublished
data from the Harbor Master’s Office in Elbląg (analysis of quantitative data of passengers
on cruises on the Vistula Lagoon in 2007–2019) were used. As noted by Butowski [2], the
combination of quantitative and qualitative analyses is the right approach to inventorying
the needs of various tourism stakeholders and shaping sustainable tourism in a wide
paradigm of sustainable development.

3. Results
3.1. Current Operation of Passenger Shipping

The Polish part of the Vistula Lagoon is characterized by low traffic with most of the
vessels being small yachts. The regular and all-year-round water transport includes only
freight transport, mainly between the ports in Elbląg and Kaliningrad. Passenger shipping
takes place mainly during the summer tourist season. It generally lasts from the beginning
of May to the end of September (trips on weekends and bank holidays), although the peak
season is during the summer school holidays in July–August (daily trips). Taking into
account the summer season, the share of passengers is in May 7%, June 18%, July 33%,
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August 34% and September 8%. During the rest of the year, there are only occasional,
custom-made cruises, but their share in total transport is marginal.

Transport services on the Vistula Lagoon are provided by six ship owners: AQUATOM,
EFB Partner, Elster, WinGT, Wiwaldi Junior and Żegluga Gdańska. Their regular offer
includes connections between the ports of Krynica Morska and Tolkmicko and Krynica
Morska and Frombork, as well as round cruises starting and ending in the same ports
of Krynica Morska and Frombork (Figure 2). Round cruises are of a typically tourist
nature, and their main attraction is sailing and admiring the scenery. Although connections
between various ports provide an alternative to other types of transport and enable people
to travel, e.g., for work purposes to seasonal workplaces, they are also dominated by tourist
traffic, including the crossings of the southern coast inhabitants to the beaches of the Vistula
Spit. Bridging waterside tourist destinations with the use of passenger water transport
is a well-known way of organizing tourist traffic in functional areas [26,27]. Connecting
the two shores of the basin would play a greater role in transit if car and passenger ferries
were launched. Access to the towns and villages located on the Vistula Spit is possible only
by a single-lane voivodeship road, whose capacity is a significant limitation for traffic in
the peak summer season. Cruises from Krynica Morska, which is the main tourist center
of the Polish part of the Lagoon, to Tolkmicko and Frombork usually take the form of
several-hour trips combined with sightseeing in these places.
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The basic characteristics of services provided by ship owners in the Polish part of the
Vistula Lagoon are presented in Table 1. Most of the ship owners have one vessel each,
and there are 8 in total, with a total maximum capacity of 708 passengers. The average
age of the vessels is about 42 years, with only two under 10 years old. The vessels most
frequently chosen by tourists are the largest ones: “Anita” from Żegluga Gdańska (Figure 3)
and “Monika” belonging to EFB Partner. In total, the ship owners declare carrying about
90,000 passengers per year.

Each vessel that leaves or enters a port must report this to the appropriate Harbor
Master’s Office, stating the number of passengers. Thus, collected data best illustrate
the actual functioning of navigation in ports of the Vistula Lagoon (Figure 4). Departing
passengers are those who leave from the analyzed ports, and arriving passengers are those
who enter them. The difference between the values for each year comes from trips that
started or ended in ports or harbors outside the analyzed area. These are additional trips
beyond the regular transport offer. There is a noticeable upward trend in the number of
passengers served in 2007–2019. Apart from the growing popularity of spending holidays
at the Polish seaside, the weather has a great influence on tourism in the region. It was the
main reason for lower traffic in 2012–2015. Over the past four years, about 150,000 people
used the services of ship owners every year. The difference between this value and the
declared total number of passengers presented in Table 1 results from the method of
counting passengers. This mainly concerns return tickets assigned to one passenger who
is counted on arrival and departure at both ports. Taking into account particular ports,
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Krynica Morska is of the greatest importance for traffic on the Vistula Lagoon, which is
the beginning and end of 65% of all cruises. As much as 60% of transport offered there
concerned round cruises. Frombork is another important port from the point of view of
passenger shipping, generating 27% of traffic. In Tolkmicko and Kąty Rybackie, 5% and 3%
of passengers were handled, respectively.

Table 1. Characteristics of services provided by ship owners on the Vistula Lagoon.

Ship Owner Year of Launching
the Business

Period of Offering
Regular Cruises

Number of Owned
Vessels/Total Seats

The Sum of Regular
Cruises per Day

The Average Sum of Passengers
Transported per Year

AQUATOM 2011 15 June–30 Sep. 3/36 8 ~15,000

EFB Partner 2011 01 May–30 Sep. 1/211 4 ~20,000

Elster 2008 01 May–31 Aug. 1/26 6 ~13,000

WinGT 2012 01 May–30 Sep. 1/75 6 ~15,000

Wiwaldi
Junior 2016 01 July–31 Aug. 1/110 4 no data

Gdańsk
Shipping 1946 01 May–31 Aug. 1/250 4 ~27,000

Source: Own elaboration based on ship owners’ responses in the survey.
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The seaport in Elbląg is the largest port in the region. It is located on the Elbląg River,
along which traffic flows towards the Vistula Lagoon (passenger and freight) and the upper



Sustainability 2021, 13, 5343 7 of 16

course of the river (passenger traffic). Although historically Elbląg had ferry connections,
incl. with Krynica Morska, there are currently no regular passages to ports of the Vistula
Lagoon. The reason may be the peripheral location in relation to the waters of the reservoir
and the small tourist offer of the city. The vast majority of all passenger trips are towards
the headwaters of the river. The regular offer of local ship owners does not include regular
connections with ports of the Vistula Lagoon.

3.2. Development of Tourism Water Transport in the Spatial Policy

The waters of the Vistula Lagoon, as a functional area, are not yet covered by the
maritime spatial plan, which may particularly affect the activity and economic efficiency
of tourist passenger shipping and the improvement of international cooperation [25,28].
Administratively, the Polish part of the Vistula Lagoon lies within seven municipalities and
is divided between two voivodeships (Figure 5). Particularly, the division at the regional
level does not facilitate effective regional governance. The two voivodeships do not always
agree, which was most clearly visible in the context of building a new waterway connecting
the Vistula Lagoon with the Bay of Gdańsk. Approval of the investment and recognition
of it as an important opportunity for development was confirmed in the planning and
strategic documents of the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship. The self-government of the
Pomeranian Voivodeship, through the territory of which most of the planned investment
would run, including the key ditch of the Vistula Spit, stood in opposition to this vision.
The documents of this voivodeship cautiously address the issues a new waterway, pointing
to the necessity of conducting multi-criteria analyses in order to assess the potential
environmental and economic impact of the investment in as much detail as possible.
Attention is drawn to the unprofitability of the entire undertaking and the inadequate
level of benefits in relation to costs and environmental effects. Modernization of the inland
waterway on the Szkarpawa River, which currently has class II navigability, is indicated
as an alternative. Apart from that, the goals and planned activities in the documents of
both voivodeships are mostly consistent. They concern, among others, modernization of
fairways on the Vistula Lagoon and inland waterways, construction of new and extension
of existing ports and marinas, as well as development of their tourist functions. There
is a noticeable prospect of introducing sea connections between the ports of Tricity and
Elbląg and the Kaliningrad Oblast. In this case, both parties are applying to the central
administration to remove all legal barriers to ensure free international shipping [29–33]. It is
important to note that some of these arrangements are a continuation of previous editions of
the documents, which means that development plans have not been fully implemented and
there are still significant delays in the development of the hydro–technical infrastructure.
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The division of the Vistula Lagoon region between two voivodeships was one of
the reasons for drawing up sectoral documents for the functional area. In the context
of the conducted analysis, two have been selected that have the greatest impact on the
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development of shipping in the Vistula Lagoon. The aim of the first one is to develop
tourism and tourism-related activities in the region. The strategy assumes a wide range of
investment and management activities which, despite the perspective of passing time, have
not been fully implemented. The most noticeable result is the numerous modernizations
and construction of marinas. From the perspective of organized passenger shipping, only
one regular water connection, Tolkmicko–Krynica Morska, was launched [34]. Unfortu-
nately, in 2016 the entity responsible for carrying out the strategy was dissolved. Another
document was created on the initiative of the municipality of Tolkmicko and in cooperation
with local governments of the southern part of the region. Its main goals are: expanding
the offer of passenger shipping to catering for tourist traffic (Tolkmicko, Frombork, Nowa
Pasłęka), launching seasonal ferry crossings as an alternative route to the Vistula Spit (from
Tolkmicko), developing cross-border passenger tourist traffic from the port in Frombork,
reconstructing the check-in point in Nowa Pasłęka, opening the Vistula Lagoon for Baltic
shipping through a shipping canal across the Vistula Spit [35].

To analyze the vision of local governments in the context of the development of water
tourism, two types of documents were taken into account: “studies on conditions and
directions of spatial management of a municipality” and “development strategies of a
municipality”. These are the most important documents defining the spatial policy and
development objectives in each municipality. Seven municipalities were taken into account
(Braniewo, Frombork, Tolkmicko, Krynica Morska, Sztutowo, Elbląg and the city of Elbląg)
within whose borders marine internal waters of the Vistula Lagoon are situated. The
documents sometimes formulated problems that should be addressed in the context of the
functioning of shipping on the Vistula Lagoon, mainly issues of poor-quality infrastructure,
lack of direct connections with waters of the Bay of Gdańsk and suspended cross-border
connections. All objectives related to the subject of this analysis can be divided into three
categories: (1) related to the construction or modernization of infrastructure, (2) developing
the offer of passenger shipping, and (3) methods of management. The first one primarily
includes investments aimed at improving the insufficient condition of the hydro–technical
infrastructure. Such activities are the subject of conclusions in the documents of each
municipality. The most frequently mentioned objectives are: modernization and expansion
of the existing ports, construction of tourist service facilities in ports, modernization and
construction of new marinas, deepening of fairways and waterways to reach appropriate
technical parameters, and their maintenance. Some municipalities see a great opportunity
for the development of the tourism and transport industry in the construction of a road
connecting the Vistula Lagoon with the Bay of Gdańsk. The municipality of Krynica
Morska is the only one to object to this investment and, in its development strategy, it
considers it a threat to the municipality’s development. In the category of objectives
related to the offer of passenger shipping, local governments focus on restoring the past
connections on the Vistula Lagoon and introducing new ones. These connections are
to restore regular passenger navigation in the port of Nowa Pasłęka, launching cruises
between Kąty Rybackie and Frombork and Tolkmicko, as well as creating the first passenger–
car ferry crossing on the Tolkmicko–Krynica Morska route. Such conclusions can be found
in half of the analyzed documents, but they do not specify the role of local governments in
their implementation. Rather, they indicate the desired direction of shaping the transport
offer for ship owners representing the private sector. The management objectives include
various types of direct and indirect support activities for the transport and tourism industry.
They are often formulated very imprecisely, but they express the positive attitude of local
governments towards the development of shipping. The most important ones include:
increasing the importance of cruises to Krynica Morska in order to relieve the road transport
system, incorporating sea border crossings into local border traffic, supporting public ferry
transport, promoting the region for tourism and creating conditions for the development
of tourist functions [36–49].



Sustainability 2021, 13, 5343 9 of 16

3.3. Ship Owner’s Perspective

Currently, passenger water transport services in the Vistula Lagoon are provided
by six ship owners. This section presents a synthetic description of the functioning and
development plans of the analyzed ship companies. The information contained here comes
from answers to a survey. Understanding the ship owners’ perspective, who belong to the
key entrepreneurs in the tourism industry in the region, is vital to complement the current
state of knowledge and it allows a better understanding of their real needs.

Most of the ship owners started their business in the Vistula Lagoon quite recently,
in 2008–2016. Their regular transport offer has not changed and they still operate on the
same routes. Żegluga Gdańska is an exception, as it started its activity in 1946 and, in its
history, it has operated on the following routes: Elbląg–Krynica Morska, Elbląg–Tolkmicko,
Elbląg–Kaliningrad, Frombork–Kaliningrad, Frombork–Svietlyj. As the company explains,
the reason for cancelling these routes was primarily lower than expected interest on the
part of passengers, termination of the contract for the so-called Water Tram from Elbląg
to the Vistula Spit and the introduction of visas to Russia. International traffic was an
important element of shipping in the Vistula Lagoon, and the difficulties associated with
crossing the border effectively discouraged both potential tourists and ship owners. The
historical connections show the position of the ports in Elbląg and Frombork, which are the
only ones with border checkpoints for international passenger transport. Unfortunately,
they are not currently used. In the context of the current and limited shipping offer on the
lagoon, it is important to note that, under the current conditions, none of the ship owners
are planning to expand their activity with new connections. If it were possible to cross
the sea border on the Vistula Lagoon freely, only one ship owner declared launching a
connection on the Krynica Morska–Kaliningrad route (EFB Partner with the ship “Monika”).
The remaining entrepreneurs point to the lack of appropriate technical facilities in ports
to handle international crossings and the unprofitability of such an offer related to the
expected low interest of passengers. This approach of the ship owners significantly reduces
the probability of implementing the vision of the development of shipping between Polish
and Russian ports, defined by Gumenyuk and Studzieniecki [11].

The Vistula Lagoon is only considered attractive for passenger navigation during
the summer season. This is directly related to tourists’ stays and the activities of other
entities in the tourism industry. The advantages of the region include a slow but noticeable
increase in the number of tourists, although this is not always associated with an increase in
interest in cruises. Weather conditions are very important for tourism-based recreation. In
general, the Vistula Lagoon is safe for navigation, but sometimes there are sudden changes
in the weather, which can ground ships in ports. Another important limitation to the
development of the region’s tourism industry is the dominance of Krynica Morska as the
most popular destination among tourists and a poor tourist offer of towns located on the
southern shore of the lagoon. This naturally limits the motives for tourist traffic between
ports of the basin.

Off-season passenger shipping operates only occasionally, e.g., in the form of chartered
cruises during corporate or private events. Although the waterway between ports of the
northern and southern shores of the Vistula Lagoon is much shorter, due to the relatively
low speed of sailing it is usually not competitive for car traffic [50]. In the questionnaire,
ship owners were asked whether, if there were support from local/state authorities, they
would be willing to launch all-year connections, which would relieve public roads. Only
one of them replied in the affirmative. By contrast, the others indicate a probable low
interest in cruises and the unprofitability of operations even in the conditions of economic
support for enterprises, unfavorable weather conditions and freezing of the basin, which
may effectively impede implementation of regular water connections.

Building a waterway connecting the Vistula Lagoon with the Bay of Gdańsk is a
chance for the development of water transport and water tourism in the region. Its first
stage, the shipping canal across the Vistula Spit, is to be completed in 2022. Ship owners’
opinions on the impact of the investment on their activities are divided. EFB Partner,
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Wiwaldi Junior and Żegluga Gdańska see it as an opportunity to carry out round trips with
sailing to the Bay of Gdańsk and to launch new connections, including the Elbląg–Gdańsk
and Elbląg–Krynica Morska routes. Modernization of the fairway on the Elbląg River along
with removing the current pontoon bridge and building a drawbridge is planned as part
of the construction of the waterway. The pontoon bridge is often closed due to too low
or too high water levels. This holds up regular connections, so eliminating this problem
in the future may encourage ship owners to resume shipping on this section. It is likely
that the construction of an independent connection between the Polish part of the Vistula
Lagoon and the Bay of Gdańsk will result in increased yacht traffic in the basin’s ports and
it will increase the total number of tourists. This may create a slightly greater interest in
the offer of passenger shipping. Four ship owners do not see this investment as having
a significant impact on their activity. These are mainly owners of small vessels, whose
operational capabilities do not allow them to go out into the open sea.

The last issue raised in the survey is the identification of problems in the functioning
of passenger navigation in the Vistula Lagoon. Some of them have already been signaled
earlier. In general, problems can be divided into two categories: economic and infrastruc-
tural. The former primarily concerns high costs of year-round maintenance of vessels,
including employment of seasonal crew. Due to the old age of most of the vessels, they
require frequent repairs and adaptation to the binding legal standards. According to one of
the ship owners, their activity should be subsidized from the budgets of local governments,
which receive revenues from the tourism sector. The category of infrastructural problems
includes shallow depths of fairways in the lagoon and approach fairways to ports, insuf-
ficiently developed infrastructure of ports and marinas, including a lack of facilities for
tourists. Infrastructural limitations are part of the problems that may be influenced by
local government, and cooperation between the authorities and ship owners should be
especially encouraged in this field.

3.4. Comparision of the Development Visions of the Passenger Shipping on the Vistula Lagoon

In the context of the presented research objective, the three most important stake-
holders of the analyzed tourism space can be identified: entrepreneurs, the authorities
and tourists. Ship owners belong to the group of entrepreneurs who shape the tourist
offer with their activities. Their motive for their activity is economic profit, built on the
basis of tourists’ expenses. Local authorities represent the community and have an indirect
impact on the development of tourism in the form of shaping spatial policy or financing
the infrastructure [51]. Their activities focus on the growing importance of tourism in the
region, which translates into social and economic benefits. Tourists primarily care about
the wide range of services offered, their high quality and low price. The latter was one
of the main reasons for abandoning the idea of restoring hydrofoils to operate some of
the trips. The costly operation of vessels would force the ship owner to set relatively high
prices for tickets, which would probably result in little interest from passengers, despite the
distinctive type of the ship among other vessels. All these stakeholders are closely related
to one another, but their individual goals do not fully converge. The common feature of
entrepreneurs, authorities and tourists is a desire to develop tourism and commercialize
the region’s resources.

The impact of tourism on the socio-economic development of a coastal cross-border
region, such as the Vistula Lagoon, is unquestionable [52]. However, the scale of this
impact is still considered insufficient. The sources of this phenomenon include historical
conditions (socio-economic problems) and the fragmentation of the functional area between
various entities of local governments and managing institutions. The area of the Vistula
Lagoon is peripheral to the administrative division at the regional level and has a low
priority for the authorities of both voivodeships [14]. In recent years, their attention has
focused on the construction of the Vistula Spit canal. Apart from the different attitude to
the implementation of this trans-regional investment presented in the documents, Wendt
and Wiskulski [53] indicate the concerns of the Pomeranian Voivodeship against emerging



Sustainability 2021, 13, 5343 11 of 16

competition on the market of port services in the neighboring voivodeship. However,
this conflict has a symbolic meaning, as the government has adopted a special act for
the construction of a new waterway, which, among others, excludes the need for the
investment to comply with the applicable planning and strategic documents. In the context
of the multitude of borders and divisions of the Vistula Lagoon between various local
and regional governments, it should be remembered that each of them seeks their own
interests. This factor hinders achievement of the jointly declared goals, although many
projects have already been implemented, for example investments under the program of
activating water tourism “Pętla Żuławska”. Good examples of cooperation between local
governments include shaping a common vision of development in sectoral documents.
However, the possibilities of a direct influence of local governments on the functioning of
tourism are limited. This applies primarily to free-market mechanisms in the private sector,
but also to significant financial constraints to making capital-intensive investments.

The previously presented local governments’ and ship owners’ visions for devel-
opment are partially convergent, especially in terms of improving the quality of the in-
frastructure of ports and fairways. According to Kizielewicz [9], in the opinion of port
managers, ship owners primarily care about the good accessibility of the quays from the
water side, the services and facilities for passengers, and the accessibility of cities and
tourist attractions. Local governments and port managers wanting to increase the com-
petitiveness of their ports should strive for high-quality passenger service and transport
accessibility. However, often the economic calculation does not allow them to make costly
investments in seasonal shipping. On the other hand, in less developed localities, the
construction of hydro–technical infrastructure for the purposes of water tourism results
in a rapid development of the local economy, which may be an important reason to un-
dertake investment activities [54,55]. An important difference in both visions is a lack of
declarations for launching new connections in shipping on the Vistula Lagoon, despite
clear recommendations to create them from the local governments’ perspective. The rec-
ommendations contained in the documents are not binding for the private sector, and
one should not really expect entrepreneurs to undertake economically unjustified actions.
Subsidizing transport activities, increasing tourist traffic and developing tourist functions
in towns apart from Krynica Morska may influence launching new connections. The poor
tourist offer of the towns on the southern shore of the Vistula Lagoon is both the cause
and effect of the low importance of passenger navigation between both sides of the basin.
This situation resembles a vicious circle, i.e., tourists do not go to other ports to stay there,
because there are not enough attractions, and these do not appear because the traffic is
too small for profitable economic activity. On the other hand, financial support for small
entrepreneurs should be long-term and carried out in parallel with social activities that
will inspire the trust of local authorities, and ship owners, along with the assistance offered,
will adopt the proposed model of operation [56].

Understanding the role of local communities and identifying their needs is the core
of effective management and creating adequate visions of development. In the area of
the Vistula Lagoon, there is an urgent need to involve local communities in shaping
development policies. This can be helped by the local authorities’ attitudes which will
inspire trust and ensure business continuity [8,56]. However, it should be borne in mind
that the lack of sense of agency of the stakeholders of the participation process and the
exclusion of at least some beneficiaries of the formulated arrangements may result in failure
to achieve the intended goals [57].

4. Discussion

Tourism, in which passenger shipping in the Vistula Lagoon region is an important
part, is a key sector of economic activity for local governments. In the analyzed area, a
slow increase in the number of tourists is observed, which gives hope for a further increase
in the competitiveness of the region in relation to other tourist destinations on the Polish
coast. It is also a result of improving transport accessibility and modernization of some
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ports and marinas. The current offer of passenger shipping is relatively modest, taking into
account the historical connections between the ports in the Polish part of the lagoon and
international cruises. The expansion of ship owners’ transport activities is closely related
to the emergence of favorable conditions to provide transport services, such as improving
the quality of port infrastructure to serve ships and passengers, improving navigable
conditions in the waters of the basin, removing obstacles to international traffic and a
growth of the number of people interested in cruises. It is satisfactory that the majority of
development goals coincide between ship owners and the content of the binding planning
and strategic documents. The greatest similarities are related to the modernization and
expansion of infrastructure as well as activities aimed at popularizing tourism in the
region. The main discrepancies in the presented visions of development concern the offer
of passenger shipping services. Ideological directions of its expansion expressed by local
governments are not reflected in the interests of ship owners. Economic calculation is the
leading criterion for verification if the vision is to come true.

The conducted research made it possible to identify the conditions for the functioning
of passenger shipping in the Vistula Lagoon, which, due to the division by the state border,
is an area with a special legal situation. At the same time, the research area is a very
attractive tourist destination. A relatively shallow water reservoir, safe for navigation
and water sports, has great potential. Paradoxically, the Vistula Spit ditch, which is being
carried out, may be a development impulse that will increase the number of tourists visiting
this region of the country. The greater number of tourists, and thus the potentially greater
value of the demand for shipping services, may contribute to greater competition among
ship owners and improve the offer of connections and the standard of ships. International
shipping between Poland and the Russian Federation would be a great attraction. Due
to customs issues, there would be a chance of linking tourism shipping with cross-border
trade. However, in order to return to this issue, a new opening in Polish–Russian relations
is needed. The current geopolitical situation is not conducive to these solutions, although
local governments would gladly accept such a solution.

Furthermore, the results of this study constitute an important voice of ship owners,
whose position is under-represented in the discussion on the development of tourism in
planning processes. This diagnosis presents the perspective of ship owners in a fairly
general way, which made it possible to identify in the documents the similarities and
differences with the objectives of the development of passenger shipping. Including them
in the processes of constructing local spatial policies seems to be necessary to achieve
real benefits from the cooperation of the public and private sectors and to achieve the
goals set for oneself, which can sometimes be divergent. In such direct cooperation with
representatives of local governments, ship owners would be more likely to provide detailed
information about their activities, which they are generally reluctant to share. The greatest
challenges faced by passenger shipping in the Vistula Lagoon include the increase in the
involvement of ship owners in shaping the development of tourism (including awareness
of the advantages of such cooperation) and the even improvement of the quality of water
infrastructure and tourist facilities in the entire functional area of the reservoir.

The next stage of the research presented in the article suggests the carrying out of
interviews with tourists visiting the area of the Vistula Lagoon in the summer season. The
analysis of their responses would allow the identification of the needs and expectations in
terms of shaping shipping connections in the Vistula Lagoon. Due to the seasonality of
tourist traffic, the best time to carried out the research is from 15 July to 15 August, although
these plans must take into account possible complications resulting from the COVID-19
pandemic and applicable restrictions. Additionally, it is worth repeating the survey among
ship owners to see if their voice is more audible in the public sector and how local tourism
will be affected by currently implemented hydrotechnical investments. In connection with
the COVID-19 pandemic and the observed decrease in tourist traffic [58–60], a comparative
analysis of the situation of ship owners will be performed after all restrictions are in force.
Additional conditions, the fulfillment of which will enrich the cognitive functions of the
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study, are: completion of the construction of the Vistula Spit canal, updating of planning
and strategic documents, adoption of the maritime spatial plan for the Vistula Lagoon.

5. Conclusions

The article presents a research procedure aimed at contributing to filling the knowl-
edge gap in the meeting, systematization and presentation in the description of the potential
of the Polish part of the Vistula Lagoon in the context of the functioning and development
of passenger shipping and the verification of the visions of ship owners and local gov-
ernments. The article presents a proprietary research consisting of collecting information
from shipowners, unpublished materials on the demand and supply of shipping services,
planning and strategic documents of local governments. All these studies were analyzed
and structured. By verifying the plans for the functioning and development of passenger
shipping on the Vistula Lagoon by both parties, the following questions were answered:

(1) Numerous administrative divisions of the Polish part of the Vistula Lagoon basin
make it difficult to develop common visions for the development of passenger shipping due
to, inter alia, the planning authority of each of the communes. An example of cooperation
in the field of creating a common vision of passenger shipping development are strategic
documents at the supra-regional level for a group of interested communes, but not all
of them. The construction of the Vistula Spit canal turned out to be the most important
controversial element among the analyzed visions of local and regional self-governments.

(2) Ship owners’ needs and development plans are partially in line with the provisions
of planning and strategic documents. The similarities include the promotion of tourism
in the region, the improvement of the quality of hydro–technical infrastructure and the
elimination of obstacles to international traffic with Russia. However, the discrepancies
include the facts that the documents do not contain the co-financing of ship owners’
activities; there are excessive expectations of local governments towards the shaping of
the network of ferry connections by the ship owners, and moderate possibilities of the
surveyed ship owners to use the Vistula Spit canal in passenger tourist shipping.

(3) Most local governments see the construction of the Vistula Spit canal as opportuni-
ties for passenger shipping, although the investment is focused primarily on freight water
transport. Only half of the currently operating ship owners consider using the investment
in their future shipping offer. Both sides expect an increase in tourist traffic following the
construction of the canal, including an increased demand for tourist shipping.

The main recommendations resulting from the analyses carried out include the need
to jointly create a tourist product such as passenger navigation connections on the Vistula
Lagoon, their promotion, and improvement of the quality of services provided. The
development impulse may be the Vistula Spit canal, but the opening of the sea border
with the Russian Federation would be of particular importance in the development of
connections.

In terms of potential further research directions, it is required to verify the possibility
of developing passenger ferry connections in the Vistula Lagoon as a unique natural area.
The development of ferry connections could refer to transport policies at the European
Union level, which impose the need to reduce emissions of exhaust gases and other harmful
pollutants. The reservoir of the Vistula Lagoon is a unique place that is appropriate for the
development of tourism, including ferries, and a common vision of the development of
shipping, e.g., based on low-emission ships, has to be developed both at the level of local
governments and supported by the national government.
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