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Abstract: The history of the Hungarian-Slovenian border region is to be understood as socio-
natural history: two co-evolving entities, society and nature have always been entangled in a 
web of connections and reciprocal infl uences. It is particularly true in this border area, where 
ecological diversity is the result of a century-long cultivation and correlating local lifestyles 
and economic strategies depend heavily on the ecological and climatic conditions of the 
region. In view of this interdependence, we aim to provide an in-depth analysis of both human 
and non-human agents in a region where ethnic, national, and state relations create a thickly 
interwoven fabric of human network with a background of a fairly uniform and intensively 
cultivated environment. By doing so, we would like to challenge the idea of Anthropocene 
as an overarching model and bring local images to the forefront. We argue that instead of 
Anthropocene, members of the local communities in this border region have entered an era in 
which they face diffi culties acting as independent agents in their environment, since they have 
to rely on the mediation of state-funded institutions, such as the National/Regional Parks.
Keywords: Ethnoecology, Anthropocene, border studies, national parks, tourism, sustainability, 
methodology 

NATURE AND CULTURE IN THE ANTHROPOCENE ERA 

Anthropological studies focusing on the notion of environment and nature have gained 
prominence in the 1990s (INGOLD 1986, 2000). Researchers engaged in environmental 
anthropology have argued that the distinction of nature and culture is contingent and the 
result of a Cartesian episteme. Consequently, one of the main subjects of anthropological 
inquiry on the environment has been this dichotomy. Anthropologists debunking the 
contingency of the nature–culture dichotomy were usually engaged in two highly 
dissimilar scholarly discussions.
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The first focused on animistic hunter-gatherer societies. These studies demonstrated 
that various non-human entities are more often than not considered by locals not only as 
human but also as members of the local society (DESCOLA ‒ PÁLSSON 1996; KOHN 2013). 
These instructive examples have problematized the Western contrastive perspective on 
nature and culture. Arguably, in the environment of animistic hunter-gatherer societies, 
there is no conspicuous difference between wild and domesticated, between the areas 
modified by humans and the untouched “nature” (DESCOLA 2013:28), at least not for those 
with a European perspective on nature and culture. Therefore, by applying our modernist 
paradigm on the worlds of these hunter-gatherer communities, we are not only overlooking 
how they perceive their environment but, more importantly, we are missing the point of 
what their environment consists of. If entities that have dissimilar bodies are actually 
equally regarded as human, then one cannot see them as external natural phenomena – as 
opposed to cultural phenomena. As a corollary, if an anthropologist wants to understand 
these communities, s/he should not omit entities from his/her analysis that, according to 
our Western ontology, are not human and thus not members of the local community.

The other field of anthropological scholarship that has problematized the dyadic 
opposition of “untouched” nature and culture (as the domain of human activity and agency) 
has been engaged in the study of cultural landscapes – predominantly in Europe. Cultural 
landscapes (although parts of them may appear as untouched forests and meadows in contrast 
to croplands and orchards) consist equally of tangible physical phenomena (vegetation, 
fauna, relief) and intangible cultural values. They are the outcome of permanent human 
presence, residence, and labor, and they are better understood as a process rather than a 
product (see TAYLOR 2012; TAYLOR et al. 2015). If we take seriously that in Europe nearly all 
landscapes are cultural landscapes, and forests, meadows, as well as rivers and lakes have 
been formed in the course of a complex relationship between humans and non-humans, 
then even without questioning the ontological status of dissimilar entities (plants, animals, 
animate and inanimate beings), one has to come to the conclusion that it is impossible to 
maintain the dichotomy of nature and culture any longer. And the reason for that is that one 
cannot point at nature without pointing at culture at the same time (see KOZOROG 2015). 

As a corollary of the reassessment of the notions of nature and culture, reassessing 
one of the most influential concepts of our time that is the Anthropocene is inevitable, 
especially considering the importance of the notion of the Anthropocene. As Bruno Latour 
writes, Anthropocene is “the most decisive philosophical, religious, anthropological 
and, as we shall see, political concept yet produced as an alternative to the very notions 
of ‘modern’ and ‘modernity’” (LATOUR 2013:77). If the Anthropocene idea has such an 
eminent role among contemporary concepts of nature and society, one should question 
the status of the idea. 

The collision of human agency and natural forces is a key problem not only of 
anthropological research; independently of the insight on animistic hunter-gatherer 
communities and cultural landscapes provided by ethnographies, representatives of the 
geosciences also concluded that it is not only difficult but also pointless to maintain 
the binary opposition between nature and culture when understanding and describing 
contemporary ecological and climatic processes. 

The term Anthropocene, coined and introduced by Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer 
(2000), has fertilized debates on the role of humans in global ecosystems and became 
a powerful device for interdisciplinary discussions. Anthropocene is the period when 
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human agency has become an influential (if not the most dominant) geophysical force, 
hence putting an end to the division between human and nature (PURDY 2015:3). The 
label Anthropocene covers a large number of heterogenic phenomena, and thus has a 
homogenizing and simplifying effect (ARIAS-MALDONADO 2015:5‒6). Among others, it 
makes cultural and ontological differences fade away. According to geoscientists and 
anthropologists, this epoch started in the 18th century, has solidified in the 20th century, 
and will continue into the future (MOORE 2015:515), or end with the extinction of the 
human race (DANOWSKI – VIVEIROS DE CASTRO 2017:5). 

Although the idea of the Anthropocene aims at eliminating the boundary between 
nature and culture, it does so by retaining the fundamental difference between the two: 

“Insofar as the Anthropocene describes the degree in which human beings have colonized 
nature, it does not deny that such colonization may have taken place in different ways in 
different places and continues to do so. And the same applies, conversely, to the impact of 
climate change around the planet—the phenomenon is the same, its manifestations differ. 
However, the Anthropocene hypothesis suggests something that this book will emphasize, 
namely, that an actual homogenization in ways in which human beings and societies relate to 
nature is taking place, so that the local variations are less relevant than the global process of 
socionatural hybridization. Different societies may still think of nature differently, but what 
they do with it (to it) is rather similar.” (ARIAS-MALDONADO 2015:7) 

Some authors even argue that humans and non-humans remain essentially different 
in this process, and it was only the historical development of human technological 
capacities that eventually led to their domination of natural/physical forces 
(STEFFEN et al. 2007). However, anthropological insight suggests that there is much 
more at stake here. Cultural differences are not solely about how we think differently 
of nature or relate to it as a separate entity but also about of what the agora of this 
planetary change consists of. Consequently, we not only have to reassess the 
relation between nature and culture but also reconfigure our basic set of categories 
by which we grasp this process. Or, as Amelia Moore formulates it, we must reframe our 
basic concepts:

“Ideas about global environmental change infl uence thought and action in a number of arenas, 
and I hope to see anthropologists tackle the breadth of this planetary imagination animating 
emergent cosmologies of anthropos, bios, and geo. New frameworks are needed to keep pace 
with authoritative arguments about collectivity and responsibility in the face of a changing 
world.” (MOORE 2015:27)

As a result, contemporary, ecologically informed anthropological scholarship needs to 
redefine its basic categories and methods in order to provide a powerful alternative to the 
modernist episteme that emphasized the uniqueness of human as an independent actor 
who rightly and autonomously controls natural forces as resources (BONNEUIL – FRESSOZ 
2015:27).

In light of ongoing discussions on the nature–culture dichotomy and contemporary 
anthropological insight on the Anthropocene idea, the authors of the present article 
propose a complex research method for the study of protected areas along the Hungarian-
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Slovenian border, capitalizing on the rich and varied corpus of anthropological literature 
focusing on environmental conservation. Landscapes – having the legal status of 
protected areas – are intrinsically objects of human agency and cannot be evaluated 
merely on the basis of their ecological characteristics. The authors of this article argue 
that both the current flora and fauna and the legal status of the area are the outcome 
of constant negotiations between various human and non-human actors. Therefore, by 
focusing exclusively on local village communities (as did the majority of ethnographies 
so far in the area), it is impossible to provide a detailed ethnographic description of the 
area. With this in mind, the authors propose a complex research methodology combining 
diachronic/historical, ecological, and anthropological perspectives. By this, we subscribe 
to the opinion that transboundary large-scale ecoregional planning should take into 
consideration community participation and locally embedded benefit-oriented strategies 
that combine conservation and development targets (BROSIUS – RUSSEL 2003:40‒41).

THE HISTORY OF THE CULTURAL LANDSCAPE 

The diverse agricultural lands of Central Europe have been shaped and sustained by 
traditional extensive farming systems for centuries. As a result of the geopolitical, 
economic, and social factors of marginality, in the area of our research (i.e., in the 
Hungarian-Slovenian border region), the characteristically mosaic-like, small parcel 
structure of the cultural landscape – the basis of self-sustaining farming and home to a 
remarkable biodiversity – can still be observed today (KALIGARIČ et al. 2008; POSCHLOD 
et al. 1998). The most important feature of these landscapes is structural complexity 
(FARINA 2000), the extent of which is characteristic of the state of the cultural landscape 
as well as of the possibility of preserving natural and cultural values.

The Hungarian and Slovenian parts of the Őrség and the Vendvidék (also known as 
the Slovenian Rába region) are typically hilly landscapes (190‒380 m altitude). The most 
significant streams in the valleys transecting the hilly region are the Zala and the Kerka. 
The area’s soil is stratified. On the surface of the sand and clay, the ancient streams spread 
layers of gravel (ÁDÁM 1974). This gravel layer was covered by a significant formation 
of loam during the Pleistocene period. Due to the erosion caused by cropland cultivation, 
the gravel layer was re-exposed in many places (FRANYÓ et al. 1976; SZÉPLIGETI 2015). 
Brown earth formed on the acidic bedrock (BODONCZI 1999).

The climate of the area is balanced subalpine, one of Hungary’s coolest and wettest 
regions. The average annual temperature is 9.1‒9.8°C (DÖVÉNYI 2010). The annual 
rainfall is around 760‒800 mm (DÖVÉNYI 2010) (usually 10‒20 mm less in the Őrség 
than in the Vendvidék), of which about 600 mm falls during the vegetation period 
(HAHN et al. 2012).

Due to similar factors, the natural features of the Vendvidék and the Őrség are 
similar. The habitats and vegetation of the landscape are shaped by abiotic factors – 
bedrock, soils, climate, terrain, wildlife, and thousands of years of human activity. 
Desiduous forests (Cyclamini-Fagetum) in this region are basically potential, so-called 
climate-regional plant communities in which sessile oak (Quercus petraea) mixed with 
pedunculate oak (Quercus robur), beech (Fagus sylvatica), and hornbeam (Carpinus 
betulus) form mixedwood forest stands. These extensive stands have been fragmented by 
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now (BARTHA 2016). The sites of once-connected, extensive forests have been taken over 
by a mosaic of grasslands (hay meadows, orchard meadows, pastures) and croplands that 
meet the economic needs of the communities inhabiting the landscape. Fresh meadows 
(Arrhenatherion) are preserved to a greater extent in the region, whereas semidry, 
calcifugous lean grasslands (Agrostietum) that formed on the sites of former, abandoned 
and eroded croplands considered old-fields survived to a lesser extent (KOVÁCS 1999; 
SZÉPLIGETI 2015; BARTHA 2016). In the valleys, along streams, extensive molinia meadows 
(Junco-Molinietum) and marshes (Deschampsion) are typical.

The proportion of the meadow‒cropland‒forest mosaic has changed considerably 
in recent decades. In the 20th century, the size of the forests doubled, with almost three 
quarters of the landscape dominated by woody vegetation (BODONCZI 1999; BALÁZS et al. 
2011). The significant expansion is due in part to the increase in the volume of forests of 
native tree species, and, to a greater extent, to the appearance of cultured pine forests and 
other non-native tree plantations. 

The flora of the habitats of the Őrség and Vendvidék is shaped by the junction of 
regions, special climatic and soil conditions, and the resultant characteristic land use, 
all of which results in a distinct species composition and great biodiversity (SZÉPLIGETI ‒ 
TÓTH 2016). The number of species occurring in the region exceeds one thousand 
(Őrség: 1016 species, Vendvidék: 625 species – KÁROLYI ‒ PÓCS 1968, of which 130 
became protected). Particularly valuable is the erect variety of the rose daphne (Daphne 
cneorum subsp. arbusculoides), which is a native subspecies in the region. The yellow 
daylily (Hemerocallis lilioasphodelus) is the jewel of the marshes and moors occupying 
the valleys, as is the marsh gentian (Gentiana pneumonanthe), while the purple marsh 
cinquefoil (Potentilla palustris) is less common (SZÉPLIGETI ‒ TÓTH 2016).

In addition to indigenous species, there are large numbers of undesirable adventive 
species (BALOGH 1996; SZÉPLIGETI ‒ TÓTH 2016). Of the 70 non-native species registered 
in the area, 27 are considered to be dangerous, invasive plants with the capacity to 
transform native plant communities. The most common is the giant goldenrod (Solidago 
gigantea) (BALOGH 1996; SZÉPLIGETI 2015) and the hybrid Japanese knotweed (Fallopia 
x bohemica) (BALOGH 1996; KOVÁCS 1999; SZÉPLIGETI – TÓTH 2016).

Like flora, fauna mainly consists of Pannonian, wet continental, and subalpine 
elements. The most valuable species are mainly ones that depend on small-scale 
traditional land use (low-input farming, mowing, grazing). There are about 1500 
lepidopteran species (VÍG 1998), including 120 butterflies and the symbol of the Őrség 
National Park, the near-threatened scarce large blue (Phengaris nausithous) on the 
IUCN Red List (WCMC 1996). Other valuable protected species are the purple-edged 
copper (Lycaena hippothoe), the marsh fritillary (Euphydryas aurinia), and the lesser 
marbled fritillary (Brenthis ino) (BÁLINT 1994). The globally rare species of dragonflies 
have also great importance (Balkan goldenring (Cordulegaster heros), yellow-spotted 
whiteface (Leucorrhinia pectoralis) (AMBRUS et al. 1995). The Ukrainian brook lamprey 
(Eudontomyzon mariae) is an outstanding conservation value of streams (VÍG 2003). 
The most important species of amphibians are the NATURA 2000 species of the Italian 
crested newt (Triturus carnifex) that reaches the eastern border of its distribution here. 
Among the bird species, there is a need to pay close attention to the corn crake (Crex 
crex) due to the large number of the species in the region, even though its global and total 
Hungarian populations are declining. There is also a highly protected species of Western 
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barbastelle (Barbastella barbastellus) (VÍG 2003), which lives in hollows of old trees in 
the forest reserves. The European otter (Lutra lutra) also has a strong population in the 
Őrség and Vendvidék (VÍG 2003), even though this species has almost disappeared from 
vast areas of Central Europe.

The significant political, social and economic changes of the 20th century had a 
great impact on the cultural landscape bisected by the state frontiers, homogeneous in 
geographical and ecological conditions. The state border became a determining factor on 
both sides in terms of landscape and natural scenery (BALÁZS et al. 2012). The hilly region 
of the northern part of the Prekmurje region in the northeast corner of Slovenia is the 
Goričko cultural landscape, one of Slovenia’s most important agricultural areas (HAHN et 
al. 2012). It is one of the best-preserved small-scale cultural landscapes in Central Europe 
(KALIGARIČ et al. 2008). The area is 150 to 400 m above sea level (HAHN et al. 2012). The 
hilly landscape was essentially built by tertiary sediments on which sandy acidic soils 
were formed (ČINČ JUHANT ‒ PLANJŠEK 2002). The area’s eastern climate, open toward 
the Pannonicum floristic zone, is continental – in Slovenian relations – with an annual 
average temperature of 9.6°C, and an annual average precipitation of 730‒950 mm – 
the lowest in Slovenia (KALIGARIČ et al. 2008; HAHN et al. 2012).

The use of the area is similar to the ones in the Őrség and Vendvidék; the former 
forests have been replaced partly by croplands and grasslands (today, half the area is 
occupied by forests, half by grasslands and croplands). The prevailing forest types, like 
in the Őrség and Vendvidék, are beech and hornbeam. Pine forests and mixed oak-pine 
(Pino-Quercion) forests are also common (ČINČ JUHANT ‒ PLANJŠEK 2002). The turf 
varieties found here are similar to those found in the Őrség, but the turf varieties of 
the drier sites (mesophilic and calcifuge grasslands) still have a stronger presence in 
the landscape. Its flora and fauna are also reminiscent of the landscape of the Őrség 
and Vendvidék. The biodiversity of the drier grasslands is also outstanding in Goričko. 
To understand the processes of landscape history, it is necessary to outline the demographic 
characteristics of the area, since, as we have seen, the variegation and biodiversity of the 
area is anthropogenic in origin.

THE HISTORICAL AND DEMOGRAPHIC BACKGROUND OF THE AREA 

Until 1918, the area of the Őrség National Park and the Goričko Nature Park belonged to 
the territory of the Hungarian Kingdom, at that time part of the Austro-Hungarian Dual 
Monarchy. Following the 1920 peace treaty – which partially disregarded the ethnic 
characteristics of the region1 – the southwestern parts of the two Hungarian counties 
to the northeast of the Mura River (Vas and Zala) were transferred to the Slovenian 
territory of what was first the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes and later became 
the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. After the Second World War, the area became known by its 

  1 According to the census of 1921, the total population on the 948 km² of the Mura region was 
92,295, of which 80.4% were Slovenes. The Hungarian-speaking population lived in 26 settlements 
along the Hungarian-Yugoslav border, where 82.8% of the 15,780 inhabitants were Hungarians 
(KOVÁCS 2013:28–31). In the territory of Hungary, there were 9 Slovene-speaking villages around 
Szentgotthárd, whose population in 1920 was 4,988.
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Slovene name Prekmurje (Trans-Mura), while in the Hungarian language Muravidék 
(Mura region) was adopted. The geographic region in the northeastern part of Prekmurje/
Muravidék was named Goričko, while the Hungarians living here – distinguishing them 
from the Lendva region – were called “Hungarians of Goričko” or “Hungarians of the 
Őrség” or “Hungarians of the Downs”, having had settled in eight settlements (three of 
them part of the historic Őrség) (KOVÁCS 2013:2–3). During the Second World War, this 
area was annexed to Hungary once again between 1941 and 1944; as a result of the new 
peace treaty, it was returned to socialist Yugoslavia and, after its dissolution, to Slovenia. 

The Őrség National Park was established on the territory of two ethnographic-
historical regions – Őrség and Vendvidék – that included some 44 settlements on their 
peripheries. The 18 settlements of the historical Őrség (three of the villages now belong to 
Slovenia) and of the ethnographic and geographical region that is somewhat broader, are 
known nationwide, and the regional consciousness is a determining factor in the identity 
of the local population.2 In addition to the natural environment and the characteristic 
farming and settlement styles (hamlet, “fenced house”, ridge plowing, selection cutting 
forestry, etc.), the privileges that were held until the 17th century thanks to border 
protection duties, as well as administrative autonomy, community consciousness, 
good “marketing” of the region, and scientific-literary interest all contributed to the 
development of an explicit “Őrség identity”. The historical region called Vendvidék 
encompassed the Slovenian villages of Vas and Zala counties on the western boundary 
of Hungary, of which nine Slovenian settlements around Szentgotthárd remained within 
Hungary’s borders following the First World War.3 After the Second World War, these 
communities came to be known by their Slovenian name as “Slovenes of the Rába” / 
“Porabski Slovenci” and “Rábamente” / “Porabje” (M. KOZÁR 1994:333).

There are many parallels in the demographic conditions of the settlements in the two 
national parks. The peripheral situation within the given country and the fragmented 
settlement pattern made infrastructure improvements and investment in job opportunities 
in the primarily agricultural area more difficult, thus increasing the migration of young 
people (both in the form of emigration and internal migration), and at the same time 
reducing and aging the local population. The assimilation willingness of the Hungarian 
and Slovenian population forced into a minority situation was strengthened by the long-
standing political and geographical isolation which manifested itself in an increase in 
the number of mixed marriages (KOVÁCS 2013:59; M. KOZÁR 1994:334; MUNDA HIRNÖK 
2013, 2016; MUNDA HIRNÖK – MEDVEŠEK 2016).

The settlements of both parks had the highest population during the censuses of 
1900–1948/49. Even with the slight decrease in natural reproduction and the losses caused 
by migration, population growth was still significant, but as a result of the accelerated 
migration of the 1950s, a population decline had already begun in the 1970s, and the 

  2 The boundaries of the Őrség are interpreted differently by the different disciplines. From the historical 
point of view, it only encompasses the 18 settlements in which the Hungarian population had a free 
legal status until the 17th century, and mostly followed the Calvinist religion from the 16th century. 
Based on their ethnographic features, the Calvinist villages located near the historic Őrség are also 
usually included. NAGY 1999; CSAPÓ 2008. 

  3 As a consequence of the consolidation of settlements, today the Vendvidék is made up of six 
settlements.
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trend continued into the 2000s. Since the 1941 census, the population of the villages 
of the Őrség has fallen to nearly half (3,366 persons in 2017), while in the settlements 
of the Vendvidék the number of people decreased by 63.7% (1,895 persons in 2017), 
but in 2010, a population stagnation could be observed.4  From the 2000s on, aging and 
depopulation have been the most intensive (27,157 in 2010) in Goričko, especially in 
the northeastern and southwestern parts inhabited by the Hungarian minority, the natural 
growth rate being negative, one of the lowest in the country, while further west, the 
opportunities of commuting to workplaces in Austria somewhat mitigated these processes 
(HORVAT 2009:225–226; MALAČIČ 2011). 

Emigration played a decisive role in the population loss, which was already typical 
of the region in the first half of the century: while before the First World War, the 
United States and Canada were the main destinations of emigration from the Austro-
Hungarian Monarchy, in the interwar period, seasonal work in the Muravidék region 
was focused primarily on, Austria, Hungary, Germany, as well as Vojvodina, Bačka, 
Banat (in Yugoslavia) and even France. In Yugoslavia, even after the Second World War 
(especially from the second half of the 1960s), foreign employment was typical, and 
it was not only the poorer strata that took on employment in Germany in the hopes of 
a better paycheck but also the middle class (HUBER 2013; KERECSÉNYI 1994). Internal 
migration accelerated on both sides of the border in the 1950s, due to the increasingly 
frozen relations between the two countries starting in 1948 – the expulsion of Yugoslavia 
from Cominform and its subsequent break with the socialist countries. 

From 1950 on, in the counties bordering Yugoslavia, the construction of the iron 
curtain began, along with the installation of technical barriers and restrictions on free 
movement in the 15-kilometer-long border area. Now considered the enemy, those of 
Southern Slav nationality, with relatives and relations in Yugoslavia, were subjected to 
atrocities by the authorities on a daily basis. Between 1950 and 1953, 921 people were 
deported from the settlements in the Őrség National Park – mostly persons branded as 
Titoist kulaks (i.e., wealthy peasants plotting against the Communist regime in Hungary 
with the Yugoslavians) and their family members – to labor camps in Eastern Hungary 
(GYÖNGYÖSSY 2016:358–364; NAGY-SAÁD 2013).5  Although the camps were abolished in 
1953, only in the fall of 1956 was it possible for the displaced people to return to their 
homeland. After the gradual narrowing of the southern border zone, it was abolished 
in 1965, but the iron curtain and full border control remained in place until the regime 
change, which left the area out of the urban development concepts of the socialist era 
for a long time. After the regime change, cross-border relations became more vibrant 
and, above all, cultural in nature, targeting the Hungarian minority in Slovenia and the 
Slovenian minority in Hungary (MÉSZÁROS 2015:75–77; MÓD 2015). Due to the challenges 
of making a living, especially in the 1950s, the migration of the younger generation to 
the more industrialized centers intensified both in Hungary and Slovenia. By contrast, 
preserved natural values, traditional lifestyles, and low real estate prices have made these 
regions a destination for amenity migration: in the Őrség, the acquisition of properties by 

  4 Based on the censuses of the Central Statistical Office. For more information on the long-term 
demographic processes of the region, see KOVACSICS 2000.

  5 For the expatriation of Slovenes in the Rába region, see MUNDA HIRNÖK 2011. From the Yugoslav 
side, on the expatriation of the Hungarian population of Petesháza in Lendva: KOVÁCS 2011.  
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urban, metropolitan intellectuals started in the 1970s (BELUSZKY 2005:151–154), while 
in Goričko, the presence of British, Austrian and German – as second home owners – 
intensified following EU accession (LAMPIČ et al. 2015:134–137).

The gradual, and in some areas dramatic, decline in human resources raises the question 
of the sustainability of the variegated, biodiverse cultural landscape. In answering this 
question, it is of utmost importance to consider the agriculture and settlement pattern of 
the region. 

AGRICULTURE AND SETTLEMENT PATTERN 

Geographic and ethnographic literature often emphasizes that archaic (medieval) features 
and external influences occur in the settlement pattern of the region simultaneously 
(BELUSZKY 2005:56). There are several settlement types in the region, the most studied of 
which is the so-called “szer” (hamlet in English, hameau in French, Weiler in German). 
This settlement pattern can be seen not only in the Őrség, Goričko, and the Vendvidék 
but also in other areas inhabited by Slovenes in Styria (Steiermark), although it would 
require further research to determine its exact distribution area. 

Due to the abundance of land, families moving into the Őrség and occupying the 
expansive clearings settled not in groups, i.e., clustered in villages, but separated from 
their neighbors, building residential and commercial buildings to establish farmsteads. 
Research in both settlement geography and settlement ethnography points out that a 
szer (hamlet) can be interpreted as a temporary phenomenon located between dispersed 
settlements and nucleated settlements in the system of settlement categories (BÁRTH 
1996:200–201; MENDÖL 1963:225). On the site of every hamlet, there was originally 
a family’s residence and economic buildings in one of the areas of a forest clearing. 
The settlers preferred the hillsides and hilltops over the soggy creekbeds. As the 
families grew, newer houses were built, which resulted in the expansion of the colonies. 
A hamlet was made up of territorially unrelated groups of buildings that belonged to an 
administrative unit. Each settlement was usually divided into five to ten hamlets, each 
of them with four to ten residential and commercial buildings. Some of the hamlets may 
have been established during the 12th–13th centuries. In the 14th–15th centuries, newer 
ones were created, and in the 16th–17th centuries, with the change in social conditions, 
the number of these particular types of settlements gradually declined. Archaeological, 
historical, and ethnographic research shows that hamlets were characterized by slow 
motion, which meant that they could expand with new houses and plots, or disappear, 
or even aggregate. Distances between hamlets can range from a few hundred meters up 
to one to two kilometers. Their size and structure are also varied (BORSOS 2011:71–72). 
Some of the hamlets were built not on the hilltops but on the wider creek valley bottoms. 
In this case, the residential and commercial buildings are arranged in street-like rows, 
their incorporation, however, is rather uneven (TÓTH 1971:24). In the case of hamlets of a 
looser pattern, croplands, pastures and meadows may be wedged between the farmsteads. 
This type is considered older than the more clustered type that became characteristic 
during the late 19th and early 20th centuries following land consolidations. The hamlets 
usually bear the name of a family (Kovács, Pap, etc.), but other naming practices, such as 
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orientation (e.g., Alsószer/Lower Hamlet, Felsőszer/Upper Hamlet) could have played a 
role in their designation. 

Mária Kozár a native Slovenian researcher in Hungary, identified two major 
settlement types of Slovenians residing in Hungary. According to her classification, there 
are roadside villages, such as Rábatótfalu, Alsószölnök, and Szakonyfalu, and scattered 
settlements, such as Felsőszölnök, Apátistvánfalva, Orfalu, and Kétvölgy.6  Residential 
and farm buildings in these scattered settlements often formed clusters  (in Slovenian 
krošeo),7 whose inhabitants were originally related. In these clusters, the buildings were 
surrounded by the initial, undivided family estate, with lands purchased or inherited 
later at various distances from it. The majority of these building clusters bore the name 
of the first owner. If the namesake family was extinct or the number of related families 
declined, the building cluster adopted the name of the family that owned several houses 
(MUKICS 2003:54–55).

Hungarian settlements in Slovenia (belonging to the Őrség region), such as Hodos 
(Hodoš) and Domonkosfa (Domanjševci), represent a special settlement pattern in 
between the two aforementioned major types, where the residential buildings line up 
alongside the roads crossing the settlements. At the same time, the plots form a loose 
pattern, not always in close proximity of each other but with croplands, hay fields, 
and meadows wedged between them. This hamlet settlement type is best observed in 
Kapornak (Krplivnik) in the Municipality of Hodos. Similar observations can be made 
about the pattern of the Goričko settlements inhabited by Slovenes (Budinci, Dolenci, 
Markovci, Martinje, Cepinci, Neradovci, etc.), noting that dispersed settlements located 
at various distances from the building clusters also occur. 

In addition to these settlement types, there are also linear settlements in the examined 
area, in the form of chain villages. The most important feature of this type is that the 
adjacent long and narrow plots are adjoined along their longitudinal sides, thus forming 
a series (HAVAS 2016:461). There are two major settlements on the Hungarian side of the 
border that play the role of urban center, Szentgotthárd and Őriszentpéter, and one in 
Slovenia, Murska Sobota (Muraszombat).

The settlements have transformed significantly during the 20th century, which in 
many cases resulted in the merging of previously separated hamlets, thus creating a more 
closed landscape. 20th-century public reorganization affected several settlements, leading 
to the consolidation of previously separate villages. Between 1939 and 1950, Bajánsenye 
was created by the unification of Dávidháza, Kotormány, Senyeháza and Őrbajánsenye, 
and in 1942, Kerce and Szomoróc were unified into Kercaszomor. In the Vendvidék, 
the unification of Ritkaháza and Permise in the early 1950s gave birth to Kétvölgy 
(MOHOS 2008:65). 

In the area studied, agricultural production was largely influenced by the natural 
conditions to which the local population had adapted. Besides the cool, rainy weather, the 
cohesive soils with poor drainage fundamentally determined the possibilities of agricultural 
production. The fertility of agricultural areas is very low in the region, especially between 
Felsőszölnök and Szalafő. Due to these unfavorable climatic and ecological conditions, 

  6 For details on the settlement pattern of Felsőszölnök, see KOZÁR 2000:118–121.
  7 Further research would be needed to clarify how this settlement form resembles the Őrség-type 

hamlet. 
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the extent of cropland never exceeded one third of the total territory even in the interwar 
period. Forests dominated the territory of Felsőszölnök, Orfalu, Ritkaháza, and Szalafő, 
occupying up to 40–50% of the landscape (BELUSZKY 2005:71–72). In addition to 
archaic slash-and-burn cultivation practiced until the early 19th century, a characteristic 
cultivation technique of the region was ridge plowing, which allowed farmers to drain 
and collect excess water that accumulated on the parcels (DÖMÖTÖR 1954:149–164). 
Of the cereal crops, rye, different varieties of millet, and buckwheat played an important 
role, all of which adapted well to the harsh soil conditions. Of the New World plants, 
maize, potatoes, and pumpkin were common. Especially the latter was considered popular, 
as it was used for feeding livestock and pressing oil from its seeds (NAGY 2016:549–560). 
Of the agricultural sectors, grape and fruit production was well represented, the latter 
with an especially rich varietal range (ILLÉS 2016:597–627). The natural features of the 
region offered extremely favorable opportunities for livestock breeding, especially cattle, 
as the extensive grasslands and grazeable forests provided a suitable maintenance ration 
(KOVÁCS – MESTERHÁZY 2016b:667–690). At the turn of the 20th century, there was a 
significant export of beef cattle to both Vienna and Graz, but during the interwar period, 
milk production came to the fore (DÖMÖTÖR 1987:42; BELUSZKY 2005:73–74).

In the overwhelming majority of the villages in the region on the Hungarian side of the 
border, independent smallholders dominated the local society, except for Felsőszölnök, 
where agricultural workers were a major group. In the second half of the 20th century, 
the socialist reorganization of agriculture had a fundamental effect on agricultural 
production and, consequently, on land use. The difference between the agricultural 
policies of Hungary and Yugoslavia created dissimilar conditions, as in the Goričko 
settlements inhabited by Hungarians and Slovenians, families retained 10 hectares of 
land for use, thus small-scale farming did not cease to operate. It is not a negligible 
factor that from the 1960s and 1970s, Yugoslavian citizens had the option of working in 
Austria and West Germany, from where they brought not only new knowledge, but part 
of the money they earned was invested in modernizing family farms, acquiring the most 
advanced agricultural tools. Around the settlements of Goričko, the local population 
mostly produces cereals, corn, pumpkin, and rapeseed on small plots. The meadows are 
mowed, but grazing is not typical. Nearly every residential house has a vegetable garden 
and an orchard, primarily for the purpose of self-sufficiency. Some of the family farms 
are still engaged in cattle breeding, even though after the break-up of Yugoslavia, sales 
opportunities have been significantly reduced. 

As a result of this divergent development in Hungary and Slovenia, compared to 
the Őrség and Vendvidék, Goričko “has less forests and more croplands, the structure 
of the landscape is more open and mosaic-like, which is due to the tiny parcels, the 
grasslands around the settlements, the scattered houses and the orchards and forest 
patches amidst them”.8  Thus, the diversity of the cultural landscape is much greater 
on the Slovenian side of the border, which is closely related to the continuity of small-
scale farms and the different socio-economic environment (e.g., higher agricultural 
subsidies, better market opportunities, etc.). 

  8 See in detail: BALÁZS 2017.  
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In the 1960s, in addition to the State Farm of Szentgotthárd, other agricultural 
cooperatives were also organized in the Rába valley and in some parts of the Őrség, 
whereas the Vendvidék, not being suitable for large-scale production, only provided the 
means for the operation of cooperatives whose members continued to engage in private 
farming. In most parts of the Őrség, the parcels have been consolidated to create large 
plots for more efficient cultivation. In order to achieve higher crop yields, chemical and 
fertilizer use was significant in these regions.9  

After 1990, further significant changes occurred in property relations, resulting in 
lands that were used by large agricultural holdings being almost entirely privatized either 
by releasing them to shareholders or issued as restitution. The local population was 
clearly on the losing end of these processes as it did not succeed in acquiring adequately 
extensive lands and agricultural machinery suitable for cultivating them. Land use 
by foreign – mainly Austrian – private or legal entities, manifested primarily by the 
cultivation of different arable crops (maize, rapeseed, oil pumpkin, buckwheat, etc.) is 
considered a new phenomenon. Today in the Őrség and in the Vendvidék, agriculture is 
increasingly losing its significance, and agricultural production is becoming more of a 
source of supplementary income or subsistence. Cattle-breeding has been significantly 
displaced due to shrinking sales opportunities, lack of modern equipment, and purchase 
price fluctuations, which resulted in a sharp decline in livestock numbers. In both 
regions, future opportunities for agriculture are closely linked to nature conservation, 
since a significant part of the protected areas (e.g., grasslands) have been established as 
a result of human activity. In this regard, the Őrség National Park itself is also trying to 
play a proactive role through various projects (KOVÁCS – MESTERHÁZY 2016c:663). 

The combination of the ecological, historical-demographic, and economic factors 
presented above did not only result in a mosaic-like, highly varied landscape and 
ecosystem but has also created the possibility of declaring the area protected. However, 
these factors alone do not explain the protected status of the area. To understand the 
long process resulting in the creation of National Parks on both sides of the border, it is 
important to present the political and economic environment in which the area gradually 
gained more and more protection. 

THE HISTORY AND STATUS OF PROTECTED AREAS IN HUNGARY 
AND SLOVENIA 

The reconsideration of the role of the undeveloped and peripheral Őrség region gained 
momentum in the 1970s. The county- and district-level party and state apparatus, in 
the spirit of socialist modernization, propagated the industrial development of regional 
centers in the county and the extension of agricultural co-operatives and state farms in 
rural areas. Accordingly, a great deal of land previously uncultivated (as a result of mass 
emigration and low fertility) became state-owned (PÓSFAI H. 1974). The other concept 
– considerably different in terms of its objectives – was born in the spirit of the change in 
the human ecological mindset that was steadily emerging in the socialist countries, which 

  9 For the cooperatives formed in the Őrség, see in detail: KOVÁCS – MESTERHÁZY 2016a:635–645.
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included the planned increase of nature conservation areas and developing environmental 
awareness. Under the auspices of the National Nature Conservation Office, the Őrség 
Landscape Protection Area was established in the first half of the seventies, and it finally 
opened in 1978 (its 38,000 hectares of land forms the basis of today’s national park). 
The protection extended to natural plant associations, fauna, natural irrigation and 
drainage conditions, as well as to the conservation of landscapes and the cultivation of 
traditions (SIMON 1980). After the regime change and following lengthy preparations, 
the establishment of the Őrség National Park was initiated by civil organizations, which 
was eventually inaugurated in 2002. Two-thirds of the 44,000 hectares of land are forest, 
one tenth grassland. At the time of foundation, more than half of the land was privately 
owned, 39% was owned by the state, and 5% by business organizations, but the national 
park is gradually increasing the size of the areas under its management by buying up 
land, with expectations of more effective nature conservation and a decline in conflicts 
regarding protected areas10  (MARKOVICS 2016:13–17).

The Goričko Landscape Park was established in 2003 on 46,200 hectares, with 91 
settlements administered by eleven municipalities. Although the isolation of the border 
region, similarly to the Őrség, resulted in the preservation of the unique landscape and 
natural values, the question of protecting the area was never raised in the socialist era 
(DEŠNIK – DOMANJKO 2011:40). Just like in Hungary earlier, the establishment of the 
park was preceded by conflicts of interest. This culminated in a negative propaganda: 
the locals were mostly worried that the expected park-related regulations (reduced 
agricultural yields due to limitation of the use of chemicals, declining industry due to 
limitation of investments, and rising migration among young people due to lack of job 
opportunities) would undermine the dominant sources of livelihood in the region. The 
purpose of the organized public awareness-raising campaigns and seminars was to reduce 
the resistance of the local population and to dispel their various fears (LEBE n.d.). Despite 
the fact that they have subsided over time, conflicts with the local population (such as 
over the maintenance of meadows and grasslands) still occur to this day. Although the 
problems are of a similar nature, due to their different status, the two parks are able to 
respond to them differently. 

According to the classification of the International Union for Conservation of Nature 
and Natural Resources, national parks like the one in the Őrség are considered Category 
II, while protected landscapes like the one in Goričko belong to Category V. The 
former is an area whose ecological coherence must be preserved for present and future 
generations; which must be protected from all kinds of agricultural and industrial use; 
and where it is possible to carry out not only scientific but also educational and leisure 
activities. The latter, on the other hand, is an area whose coherence must be preserved 
because of its natural or cultural values.11  National legislation also gave the two protected 
areas a different purview. The Őrség National Park is both a public service provider and 
a public authority.12  Its most important duties include safeguarding protected values, 

10 From the point of view of the local population, they are as follows: the national park regulates too 
much (limiting wood cutting, mushroom picking), their lands seem unattended and messy, many of 
them are foreigners, they do not cooperate with the locals. BARANYAI 2012:117–118.   

11 https://www.iucn.org/theme/protected-areas/about/protected-area-categories (accessed July 30, 2018)
12 http://magyarnemzetiparkok.hu/a-npi-feladatai/ (accessed July 29, 2018)
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managing protected areas, coordinating and developing species and habitat protection 
programs, contributing to research, developing and maintaining habitats, educational 
and informational activities, as well as contributing to the preservation of ancient 
Hungarian domestic animal breeds and varieties. By virtue of its public authority, it 
reviews violations of conservation and operates a Nature Conservation Service staffed 
by ten persons, all of whom wear a uniform and are equipped with a service badge and 
ID, a service car, and a handgun; they have a right and duty to monitor compliance 
with nature conservation regulations, to check and detain persons or vehicles in case 
of a violation of nature conservation interests, to impose on-site fines, and to initiate 
infringement, administrative or criminal proceedings.13  

The duties of the Goričko Park – monitoring, surveying, protecting, presenting, and 
developing the natural and constructed environment – are partially identical to the Őrség 
National Park; the big difference is that it does not have any authority, does not exercise 
ownership rights, and does not see to the genetic protection of ancient animal breeds. 
While the two parks are nearly the same size and face similar problems, the Őrség 
National Park has four times as many permanent staff and its annual budget is twice as 
much as the Slovenian entity’s, thus it fulfi lls more complex functions (HESZ 2016:38–
43). Though the bilateral cooperation between the two parks – as well as the trilateral 
cooperation in the case of the Goričko-Raab-Őrség park – is hampered by the lack of 
a joint cross-border organization and disparate institutional structures and legislative 
frameworks, during the increasingly project-based cooperations, which saw an upswing 
especially after accession to the European Union, territorial and strategic thinking has 
been prioritized (HESZ 2016:113–114; PETERLIN – SIMONETI 2016) .

The differences in the operation of Goričko Park and Őrség National Park, as well 
as the various farming systems of the second half of the 20th century, have signifi cantly 
infl uenced the impact the Parks have had on the environment and the local communities. 

THE IMPACT OF THE NATIONAL PARK’S MANAGEMENT 
ON THE VEGETATION AND FLORA 

The size of the territories under the asset management of the Őrség National Park has been 
growing steadily since its foundation. In 2002, there were 887 hectares under national park 
management, whereas in 2016 that number was 5,331 (1,110 ha grasslands, 2,104 ha forests, 
970 ha croplands) (Goričko Nature Park is much smaller in size) (MARKOVICS 2016). 

As nature conservation regulations apply not only in areas under their asset 
management but in all protected areas, husbandry is also regulated by a number of rules. 
A significant part of the Őrség, about 70%, is today covered by forests. Their eco-friendly 
management aims to provide a continuous forest cover (gap creation, selection cutting), 
to reduce the extent of plantations of invasive alien species, and to develop mixedwood 
stands of domestic, native species. From an ecological point of view, the presence of the
right amount of standing and lying deadwood in the forest is important, as these provide 
micro-habitats and sources of food for many bird and insect species. 

13 http://www.orseginemzetipark.hu/hu/info/rolunk/orizzuk-a-termeszetet.html (accessed July 29, 2018)
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The nature conservation practice on the mostly anthropogenic, secondary, yet 
species-rich grasslands managed by the Őrség National Park aims to create and operate 
the largest landscape, habitat, and species diversity possible. Applying several elements 
of traditional grassland management would help achieve these goals, but most of 
them are barely supported by current regulations (mainly NATURA 2000 regulations) 
(BABAI et al. 2015). The current regulations have a direct positive effect on the 
activities that are essential for the maintenance of grasslands (once-yearly utilization, 
shrub control) (BABAI et al. 2015; SZÉPLIGETI 2015). Extensive farming elements that 
are ecologically beneficial and should be encouraged include the use of lawnmowers, 
second mowing (mowing of aftergrass), aftergrass grazing, the use of hayseed in lawn 
regeneration, and continuously changing the spatial and temporal intensity of treatments 
(SZÉPLIGETI 2015). 

The majority of the grasslands are mowed or extensively grazed once or twice a 
year, or mowing and aftergrass grazing are taking place concurrently, with the intensity 
and intensity–diversity corresponding to the sensitivity of the habitat types. In order 
to protect the large blue/Phengaris species (Maculinea sp.) in their habitats, mowing 
should be carried out at the end of May (early June) or in late August (early September), 
preferably in small, mosaicked patches, with different intensities and timing (KŐRÖSI et 
al. 2014). In the case of grasslands, low utilization intensity, the consequent increase 
in shrublands, forestation, and the spread of the giant goldenrod are a general problem 
(SZÉPLIGETI 2015). 

Small-scale agriculture and cultural landscape are much better preserved on the 
Slovenian side, though economic interests and depopulation resulted in a significant 
growth in the size of land plots, and thus in a decline in the variety of habitats (especially 
of the borderlands and bounds). Because of this, there is a much smaller area under 
the asset management of the Goričko Nature Park, and although the enforcement 
of conservation aspects is a more difficult task due to unfavorable economic and 
social processes, the intensification of farming or its abandonment pose a real risk. 
The latter, in particular, poses a significant risk because the region is in need of human 
resources (as the demographic survey shows). One of the potential development 
opportunities in the region (both for nature conservation institutions and for local 
communities) is tourism. 

THE ROLE OF TOURISM IN THE REGION 

The most characteristic region of the Őrség National Park today is the Őrség. The 
beautiful patterned landscape and the fresh air has attracted holidaymakers since the 
interwar period. First they turned to the villages of the upper Rába valley and later to 
the Őrség further south, primarily because of their bath culture (KEVY 2016:837–844). 
This process halted after the Second World War, and the just-evolving tourism of the area 
was eradicated for twenty years by the border zone established under the Communist 
regime, which limited the movement of the civilian population in the area. After the 
abolition of the border zone, the touristic repositioning of the restricted area was more 
and more successful, and nature conservation values and folk traditions played an ever 
greater role in it. Several actors have contributed to the process that could be interpreted 
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as patrimonialization.14  The abundant ethnographic, historical, and geographic interest 
in the Őrség that emerged in the interwar period was followed in the late 1950s by 
the attention of the National Office for Cultural Heritage Management tasked with 
protecting folk monuments, the National Nature Conservation Office tasked with 
managing nature conservation values, the various ideas of county and district councils, 
and the participation of the Vas County Tourist Association active in the region since 
the mid-sixties. They attempted to overcome the underdeveloped tourism infrastructure 
by developing a hospitality industry (by including private accommodations), building 
catering facilities, etc., and promoted the affordable holiday facilities in the Őrség in 
national newspapers. Since the 1980s, the National Tourism Office has also considered 
the Őrség as one of the highlighted areas of rural tourism to be developed, but at that time 
it still faced several (mainly infrastructural) difficulties.15  

Although the tourism potential of Goričko has received less attention in the past – the 
most important destination was the thermal spa of Moravske Toplice with a history of a 
few decades – following the regime change and the establishment of the national parks, 
a very similar institutionalization process emerged in tourism. As one of the elements of 
this, the scope and organizational background of those involved in the tourism industry 
have changed: instead of centrally managed tourism offices, new actors have emerged 
in the likes of local authorities, professional associations, county and municipal tourism 
offices, NGOs, businesses, etc. The greatest potential for development in both regions 
lies in their environmental capital (biodiversity, natural resources, ecosystem services, 
land) – be it agriculture or tourism, and most of the successful tourism projects are 
directly related to this (e.g., bicycle paths, mill trails) (LAMPIČ et al. 2015:130, 133). 
The two national parks have built their service activities on ecotourism, which includes 
environmental education (forest school programs, nature conservation competitions, 
guided tours, etc.) and infrastructure development (tourist paths, educational paths, 
scenic overlooks, accommodations, tourist offices, etc.). 

The historical and cultural heritage is an integral part of this, with some of its elements 
evolving into touristic brands (hamlet-type architecture, pottery, log pulling, traditional 
dishes, etc.) that symbolize the entire region, around which event- and festival-tourism 
has been built (e.g., Őrség Fair, International Pottery Fair in Magyarszombatfa (see also 
BAJUK SENČAR 2015), Őrség Pumpkin Festival). One of Goričko’s most successful brands 
is the Diši po Prekmurje (Scent of Prekmurje) trademark, which was established in 2005 
under a PHARE program that brought together local food producers, suppliers, and 
experts in the fields of quality food and traditional gastronomy with the aim of elevating 
the quality of food, and protecting and promoting Prekmurje’s gastronomic specialties 
(LAMPIČ – MRAK – POTOČNIK SLAVIČ 2015:133). To date, there are two standardized 
and protected products: Prekmurje ham and Prekmurje gibanica (layered pastry), 
but protected are also the wines of the Prekmurje appellation, and many other local 
specialties are being offered.16 The use of the trademark of the Őrség National Park is 

14 For a study examining the main actors of this practice (the heritage specialist reconstructing the site, 
the local heritage carrier, the audiences receiving the interpretations of the heritage) in relation to 
declaring the UNESCO World Heritage Site, Hollókő, as protected: SONKOLY 2016:112–116. 

15 Details of the development of tourism in Őrség: KEVY 2016.    
16 http://www.disi-po-prekmurju.si/en/informacija.asp?id_meta_type=46 (accessed July 26, 2018)
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somewhat broader, since potters and caterers can also receive it besides food producers,17 
and it is part of a nationwide program: the park joined the Ministry of Agriculture’s 
2011 initiative which intended to contribute to the maintenance and protection of natural 
resources and to the development of rural ecotourism and rural self-employment by 
means of the National Park Product trademark. Products were required to have been 
made from local raw materials in an environmentally friendly way that represents the 
natural, scenic, and cultural characteristics of the region, and given activities to have 
been based on local traditions and regional workforce.18  

According to a survey in the Őrség, despite these efforts, and even though the 
volume of rural tourism is growing year after year, the attraction of the countryside and 
rural accommodations is by no means sufficient – the locals are less involved in the 
events targeting the general public, and in practice, the complexity that is rural tourism 
is today limited mainly to accommodations and catering (BARANYAI 2012:101–114; 
BARANYAI – BARANYAI 2013:74–76). One of the prerequisites for maximizing the 
potential of tourism and at the same time maintaining agricultural production (as 
well as biodiversity) would be that local communities put agricultural production and 
processing in the service of tourism. 

AGRICULTURE AND FOOD PRODUCTION IN SERVICE OF TOURISM 

Due to the negative processes affecting local agriculture since the 1990s, meeting the 
demands of tourism may be one of the ways out for agricultural production if the often-
disadvantageous legal framework were to also change in a favorable direction. The 
region’s small-scale, multi-faceted farming traditions may offer ideal conditions for this, 
not to mention that the revival and practice of traditional landscape utilization techniques 
may significantly contribute to the preservation and maintenance of natural values. 
In spite of the socio-economic changes in the Slovenian settlements in the second half 
of the 20th century, the food culture of the region includes many traditional elements 
that could provide excellent opportunities for the development of gastro-tourism. Of the 
so-called archaic grain crops, the cultivation of buckwheat is largely characteristic in 
Slovenia, where its seeds are consumed as part of daily nutrition. It is so popular that it is 
carried by stores throughout the entire country and it is often on the menus of restaurants, 
too. It is getting more and more attention in Hungary, though its consumption is still fairly 
limited. The poor-quality soils of the examined area offer the appropriate conditions for 
its cultivation; the grain of the buckwheat and the honey from its flower have a wide use 
in gastronomy, and they can be successfully marketed as local products. In recent years, 
several projects have made attempts at rescuing and preserving the diverse fruit trees in 
the Őrség and its surroundings. In addition to the harvesting of fruit crops, farmers also 
harvested hay on a regular basis from orchard meadows, thereby providing a habitat for 
numerous plants that are protected today. Old fruit varieties are not only relevant for 
gene preservation – because of their properties and different ripening times, their various 

17 http://www.orseg.info/hu/info/orokseg/nemzeti-parki-termek-vedjegy/index.html (accessed July 
27, 2018)

18 http://nemzetiparkitermek.hu/vedjegy/ (accessed July 27, 2018)
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uses (dried fruits, jams, vinegars, syrups, brandy) offer unmatched opportunities for 
family farms. The ungrafted grape varieties introduced in the region after the phylloxera 
epidemic, which are suitable for the production of organic wines, vinegars, syrups and 
jam, are still underexploited to this day. Old fruit varieties and American varieties of 
grapes perfectly meet the requirements of organic and eco-farming technologies as 
they require minimal plant protection. By analogy with the “National Park Trademark”, 
the Őrség National Park recently created the “Őrség National Park trademark”, which 
supports local farmers operating in the nature conservation areas and promotes the 
marketing of their products intended for sale (BARANYA 2012:135–136). Since 2012, 
there is a local farmers’ market in Őriszentpéter where family businesses offer a wide 
range of their products. The founders wanted to create not only a new tourism product 
but also more favorable sales opportunities for local farms. 

Pumpkin seed oil, also known as “the gold of the Őrség”, is now providing a 
livelihood opportunity for a few specialized farms, which, in addition to producing and 
distributing their products, try to also present the traditional tools of oil-milling and the 
methods of oil extraction to tourists.19  On the Balogh family farm in Szalafő, the oil mill 
also functions as a demonstration workshop where visitors can get acquainted with the 
most important work processes. In 2017, these demonstrations attracted a large number 
of tourists to family farms, which, thanks to these occasions, were able to sell their 
products more successfully. The production and marketing of pumpkin seed oil in itself 
would not be able to sustain these family farms, which is why they have to undertake 
a specific diversification, often involving the production of other types of oil. Thus, in 
recent years, pumpkin seed oil has been accompanied by oils pressed from walnuts, 
grape seeds, poppy seeds, peanuts, sea buckthorn, hemp seeds, and apricot kernels. The 
solid residues remaining after oil extraction are sold as flour or press cakes, which can be 
used for both culinary and medicinal purposes. In the case of the Batha farm in Szalafő, 
in addition to the oils, they also offer various jams, fruit vinegars, and fruit brandy 
(pálinka). The family farm also maintains a farm for breeding mangalica, a Hungarian 
endemic breed of pigs. Their products are not only sold locally, they are also offered for 
sale in markets such as in Szombathely. 

The family running the Ferencz farm in Szalafő moved from Budapest to the Őrség 
in 1989, leaving behind the metropolitan environment for traditional livestock breeding. 
Between 1995 and 2008, they focused mainly on goats, then cattle breeding became a key 
sector. The family farm encompasses 90 hectares of land that is either owned or rented, 
consisting of both pastures and hayfields. Most of the cattle are bred for meat, only a 
few cows are milked to make butter and seasoned cheeses. The products made on the 
farm are branded as “organic”, although the family left the control system for financial 
and administrative reasons. Since 2000, they have been providing accommodations for 
tourists, allowing them the opportunity to join the work processes around animals. Their 
operation proves that if milk is being processed locally, they can sell it more successfully 
than they would by passing it on to the dairies. 

These few examples briefly presented here seem to suggest that in this border region 
under natural protection, agricultural production can provide a solid income for the local 

19 Formerly, the cultivation of pumpkins and the production of oil from the seeds had primarily served 
the purpose of self-sufficiency, the “end product” was rarely sold.
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population if it is combined with various services (accommodations, model farms). 
As we have highlighted earlier, the sale of locally produced raw materials and the 
products made from them can be a way out and a future perspective for agriculture.

PROPOSED RESEARCH METHODS FOR THE COMPLEX STUDY 
OF PROTECTED AREAS 

During our presentation of the region’s capacities, we wanted to advocate for the fact 
that historical, demographic, and management processes developed in conjunction with 
each other during the past centuries, creating the conditions for the legal protection of the 
region. This protection then posed a challenge to local communities but also created the 
opportunity for the development of tourism and agricultural production and processing 
activities serving tourism. Based on all this, it may seem at first glance that, in this 
region, development and environmental aspirations can easily be coordinated through 
a unified cross-border ecoregional plan. However, intensive ethnographic research 
has pointed out that the relationship between national parks and local communities in 
the region is often not free from tensions (MÉSZÁROS 2015; TURAI – MÉSZÁROS 2015). 
In the following, we argue that soft data, which can point to differences of interest between 
various institutions, people, and non-people in the region, can only be revealed through a 
complex historical, ecological, and anthropological research and fieldwork method that 
requires the collaboration of several experts both in Hungary and in Slovenia.

Historical research focuses on the socialist era, examining how the image of the Őrség 
changed in the era, who its leaders were, what its key elements were. The repositioning of 
the role of the region as building on natural values and traditional lifestyles associated with 
environmental and nature conservation movements was the basis for the main character 
of development still prevailing today, which has kept the emphasis on preservation. This 
can be considered an ongoing practice of patrimonialization and an institutionalization 
process at once, with the involvement of several actors. Among the major players are the 
county and district power elite, national and county offices such as the National Nature 
Conservation Office, National Office for Cultural Heritage Management, Vas County 
Tourism Office, as well as the local municipalities and population. 

Research is accordingly carried out at several levels. As reflected in the minutes 
of the meetings of county and district party and state organs found in the Vas County 
Archives of the Hungarian National Archives, the situation of the region was discussed 
from time to time, where different concepts of development were discussed and 
decisions made on implementation, and particularly informative are the written records 
of comments spoken during the debates of the plans. The documents in the Hungarian 
National Archives are expected to provide new information about the professional 
guidelines and the institutionalization process (creation of landscape protection area, 
development of tourism infrastructure). Conflicts of interest and contention – in many 
respects similar to contemporary conditions – developed at the local level along different 
concepts, involving both cooperatives (which had to take into account the provisions of 
the landscape protection area) and the local population (who wished for modern housing 
instead of preserving the architectural heritage). The identification of these conflicts is 
partly based on archival sources, but in the next phase of research, the local point of view 
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and the local oral history of experiences must be extracted from narrative sources (e.g., 
interviews, reminiscences); during this phase, it is also important to address those actors 
who participated in institutionalized tourism since the 1970s-80s as providers of private 
accommodations or as city dwellers buying cheap real estate, thus benefiting from the 
processes taking place in the region. 

In the 1990s, a transformation in the relationship between researcher and researchee 
occurred in the social sciences as methods based on collaborative research or 
cooperation spread, although in cultural anthropology, cooperation with members of 
local communities cannot be considered completely unprecedented (LAJOS 2014:37–38). 
In our research, we consider several collaborative strategies, such as involving our 
contributors in the research process as readers or editors, organizing community forums, 
or jointly producing and writing texts. Similar research has been carried out recently in 
the Őrség and Vendvidék, which, by taking advantage of the opportunities hidden in the 
methodology of participatory action research, sought to draw attention to the importance 
of traditional knowledge and cultural and natural resources (PATAKI et al. 2011:9–27). 
In our opinion, social and natural science research in the examined region cannot do 
without the close cooperation of local farmers, whom the experts like to involve in the 
process of nature conservation. Greater emphasis could be placed, for example, on the 
local preservation of the previously mentioned fairly diverse fruit varieties by letting 
the local population care for their own orchards and varieties (PATAKI et al. 2011:12). 
Cooperation with ethnographic researchers may be undertaken in many ways. Of all the 
possible options, the utilization of traditional land use techniques today is but one. In 
this regard, we believe that cooperation between the researcher and the farmer who is 
interested in this issue is indispensable, as today’s experiential knowledge may provide 
assistance in interpreting historical sources, but the information gleaned from archival 
documents (such as the use of certain landscapes in the past) may be utilized in the 
management systems of today as well. The results may be analyzed by the researcher 
and the farmer either in a jointly compiled study or in a professional lecture and may be 
presented to members of local communities and professionals. Exciting questions may 
be raised, for example, by the attempt to reconstruct local knowledge regarding fruit 
varieties, as ethnographic descriptions of utilization are often scant, rarely providing 
detailed instructions on the technologies used in processing. These shortcomings may 
be remedied by the cooperation of the researcher and the farmer specializing in the 
production of local specialties. 

Part of our research focuses on traditional ecological knowledge of the flora and 
fauna and the practice of extensive, low-input farming. In this case, it is worth seeking 
out knowledgeable members of the older generations. For exploring current practices 
and local perceptions of nature conservation policies, rules and aspects, practicing 
farmers and other interest groups (foresters, hunters) must be sought out. In both cases, 
the interview is the most commonly used method. Structured and semi-structured 
interviews, free listing and pile-sorting are most important. We interviewed Hungarians 
and Slovenians practicing traditional agriculture in the villages of the Őrség and 
Vendvidék on both sides of the border. We collected data on traditional ecological 
knowledge from 2017 while trying to find the most knowledgeable persons in the village, 
beginning with the suggestions of local community leaders, and selecting the rest by the 
snowball method. 
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In order to learn about plant knowledge and extensive farming, we must explore 
the folk taxonomy of plants, their biological content, and the perceptions of changes in 
the species pool. To avoid any communication problems, the overlaps and differences 
between the species considered important by nature conservationists and the species 
known to the local community must also be explored. Another objective is to explore 
the sites differentiated by the locals, the principles and units of landscape partition, as 
well as to learn about the practices of habitat management and extensive landscape use. 

To achieve the above goals, we used primarily field and in-room interviews. Field 
visits are important for getting to know the area through the scale of parcels, as well 
as in terms of ecological memory and land use history. It is also one of the best ways 
to clarify the details of folk biological classification, to precisely define the biological 
content of each of the folk taxa. If this is not possible, in-room interviews come to 
the fore in which the questioning is conducted with the help of freshly picked, live 
plants, or, if not even this is possible (e.g., in the case of protected species), using color 
photographs. The point is to learn about the local name of the species, the knowledge of 
its use, and habitat preferences. 

In terms of wildlife knowledge, our aim is to explore the assessment of wild animal 
species through the nature conservation aspect. In addition to eliciting information on 
which wildlife species the locals consider worthy of protection, we also investigate local 
opinions and perceptions regarding the species professional nature conservationists 
deem important and protection-worthy. 
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