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Kurzfassung 

Die Landwirtschaft im Alpenraum ist durch ein über Jahrhunderte entstandenes, vielfältiges Nutzungsmosaik, 
welches einen relativ guten ökologischen Zustand aufweist, charakterisiert. Auch in sehr ländlichen Regionen 
ist der landwirtschaftliche Strukturwandel deutlich spürbar. Eine kleinstrukturierte Landwirtschaft, die diese 
spezifische Kulturlandschaft hervorbringt, ist nicht nur für den Erhalt der Biodiversität von großer Bedeutung, 
sondern auch für eine nachhaltige Entwicklung im ländlichen Raum, wie sie in UNESCO Biosphärenparks 
angestrebt wird. Landwirtinnen und Landwirte haben den größten direkten Einfluss auf die Entwicklung der 
Lebensräume und der Biodiversität. Generell erfüllt die Landwirtschaft eine Vielzahl von wesentlichen Funk-
tionen für den Erhalt der Kulturlandschaft in den Alpen, die Funktion von Ökosystemen und die nachhaltige 
ländliche Entwicklung. In den ausgewählten Biosphärenparks, den Modellregionen für eine nachhaltige Regi-
onalentwicklung, spielt der Erhalt der Kulturlandschaft eine zentrale Rolle.

Was beeinflusst die Sichtweise und Einstellung der Bäuerinnen und Bauern, sich an der Entwicklung von 
UNESCO Biosphärenparks zu beteiligen, und welche Aufgaben der Landwirtschaft identifizieren sie selbst? 
Um Konfliktquellen aufzuspüren und individuelle Meinungen zu identifizieren werden, sozialwissenschaftliche 
Methoden entlang der Grounded Theory gewählt. Qualitative semi-strukturierte Interviews mit vierzig Land-
wirtinnen und Landwirten in den UNESCO Biosphärenparks Salzburger Lungau und Kärntner Nockberge 
(AT), UNESCO Biosphärenreservat Engiadina Val Müstair (CH) und UNESCO Biosphärenreservat Entlebu-
ch (CH) geben einen Einblick in Ihre Sichtweise in Bezug auf die Aufgaben der Landwirtschaft, Naturschutz, 
UNESCO Biosphärenparks (BRs), Wissenstransfer und die Bedeutung von partizipativen und kooperativen 
Ansätzen. 

Das Konzept der UNESCO Biosphärenparks (UNESCO 2017c) wurde seit 1995 grundlegend überarbeitet. 
Menschen, die im Biosphärenpark leben und arbeiten sollen bei Entscheidungsprozessen beteiligt sein, um ihre 
wirtschaftlichen, sozialen, kulturellen und ökologischen Bedürfnisse zu erfüllen. Regionale Wertschöpfung 
und regionale Produktion zu stärken stehen im Zentrum von Biosphärenparks. In den Forschungsgebieten in 
Österreich und im schweizerischen Münstertal ist Abwanderung ein zentrales Thema. In einem Biosphären-
park wird versucht die Potentiale vor Ort zu nutzen, um der Abwanderungstendenz im ländlichen Raum 
durch gesteigerte Wertschöpfung entgegenzuwirken. Eine lebendige landwirtschaftliche Gemeinschaft ist die 
Grundlage für dezentrale Besiedelung des ländlichen Raumes. Menschen sollten die Möglichkeit haben ihren 
Lebensunterhalt mit Landwirtschaft zu verdienen, besonders in Regionen, in denen Landwirtschaft vielfältige 
Leistungen zur Verfügung stellt. Gute Beispiele für nachhaltige Entwicklung konnten in allen Forschungsgebi-
eten beobachtet werden. Das Biosphärenparkmanagement unterstützt als neutrale Anlaufstelle die Umsetzung 
der Ideen aus der Gemeinschaft.

Diese Arbeit soll dazu beitragen Ansätze für eine nachhaltige Regionalentwicklung in Schutzgebieten in 
den Alpen zu identifizieren, zu stärken oder zu vervollständigen. Der Biosphärenpark birgt großes Potential 
um die Anliegen der Landwirtinnen und Landwirte zu unterstützen, um die Wertschöpfung in der Region zu 
stärken. Mittel dazu sind Produktentwicklung und gemeinsame Vermarktung, Beiträge zur Bewusstseinsbil-
dung für Naturschutz und nachhaltige regionale Produktionssyteme, Unterstützung bei der Entwicklung von 
Kooperationen unterschiedlicher Akteursgruppen in der Region und die Entwicklung eines sanften Touris-
mus. Generell akzeptieren und schätzen die befragten Landwirtinnen und Landwirte den Biosphärenpark als 
gemeinsame Plattform für partizipative Konzepte unterschiedlicher Interessengruppen für eine nachhaltige 
Regionalentwicklung. Die Umsetzung eines BR muss als ein langer und langsamer Prozess anerkannt werden, 
denn ein besseres Verständnis zwischen den verschiedenen Interessengruppen erfordert zahlreiche Dialoge und 
Offenheit für ein Miteinander.
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Abstract 

Structural changes in agriculture are beginning to be felt even in remote mountain regions, where a small‐struc-
tured agricultural system has been preserved up to now. The specific cultural landscapes, with their mosaic of 
various uses, remain in relatively good ecological condition. Generally, agriculture fulfils a high variety of essen-
tial functions like the maintenance of the Alpine landscape, nature conservation and sustainable rural develop-
ment. Integrating local traditional knowledge on ecosystem management and mitigating natural hazards are of 
highest interest. The selected biosphere reserves focus on conservation of cultural landscapes, therefore Alpine 
farmers as managers of the land, play an important role in the model regions for sustainable regional develop-
ment. What affects the farmers’ willingness to participate in the development of biosphere reserves and which 
tasks of agriculture do they identify? Qualitative research methods along the grounded theory approach are 
deemed most appropriate to detect sources of conflicts and to identify individual opinions. Qualitative semi‐
structured interviews with forty farmers in the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Salzburger Lungau and Kärntner 
Nockberge (AT), UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Engiadina Val Müstair (CH) and UNESCO Biosphere Reserve 
Entlebuch (CH) give an insight on their opinion on the obligation of agriculture, nature conservation, bios-
phere reserves (BRs), knowledge transfer and the importance of participation and cooperative approaches. 

Since 1995 the concept of UNESCO (2017c) biosphere reserves (BR) has been revised. People working and 
living in and around BRs should participate in decision making processes and be able to meet their economic, 
social, cultural and ecological needs. Regional value creation and regional processing are central for BRs. In 
the research areas in Austria and Val Müstair emigration is a major issue. BRs try to use the potentials in place 
to fight emigration of rural areas by regional value creation. The vivid agricultural community is a basis of a 
decentralised settlement. People should be able to earn a viable living from farming in an area where agriculture 
provides a wide range of services. Good examples of sustainable development could be observed in all research 
areas. The management offices serve as neutral point of contact for ideas from the community.

This research should help to identify, strengthen or complete approaches for sustainable regional develop-
ment in conservation sites in the Alps. BRs have a huge potential to address farmers’ concerns with support in 
product development and marketing, value added processing in the region, nature conservation training and 
awareness building, development of cooperation or sustainable tourism. Generally, farmers accept and appreci-
ate the BR as shared platform for participatory concepts of various stakeholder groups for sustainable regional 
development. Albeit they have to acknowledge the implementation of a BR as a long and slow process, as better 
understanding between different interest groups calls for numerous dialogues and relies on open minds. 
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1	 Introduction – theoretical concept and research gap

This research deals with the situation of agriculture in mountain regions, conservation and its aim of participa-
tive sustainable development. Alpine biosphere reserves integrate all these aspects and represent their intersec-
tion in terms of becoming learning sites for sustainable development. This research attempts to highlight this 
ambition from the farmers’ perspective.

The theoretical concept of this dissertation, which evolved out of a research project (Humer-Gruber 2013). 
The fundamental idea of this thesis developed in the first place out of a personal motivation and background 
of the author. After a comprehensive literature review the aims and research questions specified over a certain 
period as visualised in chapter 4. The method of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss 1967) allowed a recursively 
extension, variation and transformation of this research, though the basic tendency of the content was clear 
from the beginning. 

The first idea was to enlighten the conflict between nature conservation and agriculture, since numerous 
studies have been conducted in this field (e. g. Pongratz 1994; Stoll-Kleemann & O’Riordan 2002; Plachter 
et al. 2004; Knierim & Siebert 2005; Plachter & Heidt 2006; Henle et al. 2008; VonDerDunk et al. 2011), 
mainly from the perspective of conservation, protected areas management, regional development, or economic 
feasibility. In comparison to studies from Wallner (2005), Coy & Weixlbaumer (2009) and Lamarque et al. 
(2011), which have focused on the perspective of local communities, this study specifically explores the inter-
est group of farmers. As mentioned earlier, farmers living and working in the BR occupy a central position in 
the selected study areas, but it seems as their point of view has been left aside. To close this gap in conservation 
research, the focus of the presented dissertation relies on the famers’ point of view. As a stakeholder group with 
major functions for the BR their perceptions, points of view and ideas deserve special recognition. 

Hornfeld (2009) explored farmers’ acceptance of a national park. In contrast, this study deals with Alpine 
BRs (cf. chapter 2), which are considered to develop out of a bottom-up process, based on strong participatory 
approaches already in the initial phase, to become learning sites for sustainable development. Borsdorf et al. 
(2010) and Price (2015) highlight the importance of mountains in general. In this research Alpine mountain 
regions are chosen as they are of special interest for nature conservation. Home to unique habitats, high bio-
logical and cultural diversity and precious in terms of ecosystem services. The mountain regions of the Alps 
are characterised by agriculture and famous for its cultural landscapes. The role of agriculture is highlighted in 
chapter 3, from a global to a regional scale and its specific functions in mountain regions. The main research 
question (cf. chapter 4) is how do farmers see their role?

To reproduce the farmers’ point of view, the study is based on qualitative interviews (cf. chapter 5) with 
farmers in BRs, where cultural landscape and heritage is closely linked to agriculture. In the course of personal 
conversations on the farms, farmers were asked to share their opinions about the relevance of the responsibili-
ties of agriculture, cultural landscape, nature conservation, biosphere reserves and knowledge transfer, regard-
ing agriculture in general or their farms particularly. It is conducted in Austria and Switzerland, in three BRs 
of similar geographical features but different years of declaration, to explore and compare farmers’ perceptions 
and different points of view on the mentioned issues. An insight in the farmers’ point of view is presented in 
chapter 6 and discussed and interpreted in chapter 7. This research concludes (cf. chapter 8) that BRs have the 
potential to develop a new narrative for sustainable development, which needs participation of a strong com-
munity, openness, patience, transparency and a commonly shared vision.

2	 Biosphere reserves

We have chosen UNESCO biosphere reserves (BRs) for this study, because they represent a kind of protected 
area with the explicitly stated purpose of bringing together ecological purposes with economic and social pur-
poses (Wallner 2005). The UNESCO BRs aim for the combination of conservation requirements and human’s 
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economic and social needs (UNESCO 2017b; Lange 2005). The concept of BRs has changed fundamentally 
with the paradigm shift of the ‘Seville Strategy 1995’ (see UNESCO 2017c; Batisse 1997; Price 2002). Since 
then it has been clear that conservation of biodiversity should no longer be regarded in isolation and people 
working and living in and around BRs should participate in decision-making processes and be able to meet 
their economic, social, cultural, and ecological needs (UNESCO 2017a; Lange 2005). A periodic review pro-
cess should assure the quality of the conservation site (Price 2002) offer information on implementation pro-
cesses and changes within the World Network of Biosphere Reserves (WNBR) (Price et al. 2010; UNESCO 
WNBR 2017). As a consequence of the monitoring process some BR have also been delisted from the WNBR 
(Coetzer et al. 2014).

To effectively respond to the emerging challenges of climate change, loss of biological and cultural diversity 
and urbanization, BRs adopted the Madrid Action Plan in 2008 (UNESCO 2017d). The MAP should foster 
sustainable development, encourage interdisciplinary approaches to develop and test policies and practices to 
address the issues impacting key ecosystems, whereof mountains are named as one of them, and develop scien-
tific programmes securing ecosystem services for the future. 

2.1	 Zonation and tasks of biosphere reserves

BRs have to fulfil a comprehensive range of tasks and interrelated functions: nature conservation, sustainable 
development and logistic support for research and education (Austrian MAB 2011; UNESCO 2017b; see 
Box 1). They are divided into three zones, along a shifting gradient of priority between conservation aims and 
human needs and activities (Figure 1; Lange 2005). 

The core zone serves as a strict conservation area surrounded by the buffer zone, which allows recreation and 
sustainable use. The transition zone includes settlements and aims for sustainable development, education, and 
strengthening of regional economy. BRs could also be seen as think tanks for sustainable development (Ham-
mer et al. 2012; Mölders 2012), which constructively support local interests. 

BRs have the potential to prove new ways of agricultural modernization that offer an alternative to intensi-
fication and industrialization, which lead to debt and abandonment of labour-intensive mountain farms. They 
are not economic wonder pills for rural areas, and their success relies on the commitment and creativity of local 
communities, who apply for this international label. The management offices are responsible for moderation 
and co-ordination, in a continuous process that involves heterogeneous stakeholder groups. Nevertheless, to 
become a model for sustainable regional development, a region needs a strong community which participates, 
discusses and innovates in the region to create sustainable living, including for future generations.

2.2	 Participation process in biosphere reserves

Participation of the local stakeholders in the implementation processes of BRs (Pimbert & Pretty 2009; Jung-
meier et al. 2010; Lange 2011; Reutz 2012) is fundamental to their success. Lessons learned from older BRs 
show that the local communities need to be approached early in the planning phase of protected areas and 
integrated in the decision-making processes (Lockwood et al. 2006; Stoll-Kleemann & Welp 2008; Coy & 
Weixlbaumer 2009; Mose 2009; Lange 2011). Acceptance and participation among the local inhabitants are 
fundamental for a successful BR as well as the external appearance (Weixlbaumer & Coy 2009; Rumpolt et al. 
2016). Great sensitivity and awareness of the balance of the social power structures, however, are needed during 
this process (Wallner & Wiesmann 2009). 
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Biosphere reserves have three inter-connected functions: 
•	 Conservation: protecting cultural diversity and biodiversity, including genetic variation, 

species, ecosystems and landscapes and securing services provided by such diversity 

•	 Development: fostering economic and human development that is environmentally and 

socially sustainable and culturally appropriate 

•	 Logistic support: facilitating demonstration projects, environmental education and susta-

inable development education and training, research, and monitoring. While education, 

research, monitoring and capacity enhancement are seen as components of the logistic or 

knowledge-generation function of biosphere reserves, they are also integral to the conser-

vation and development functions.

The main roles of the biosphere reserves are to:
•	 accomplish three interconnected functions: conservation, development and learning;

•	 go beyond the traditional limited conservation zones by using zoning which combine cen-

tral protected areas with zones where sustainable development is supported by the local 

people and actors;

•	 use an approach which involves all parties, especially local communities, in management;

•	 promote the resolution through dialogue of conflicts over resource use;

•	 integrate biological and cultural diversity into policies and practices, in particular, the role 

of traditional knowledge into management of the ecosystems;

•	 ensure monitoring and research vis-à-vis sustainable development policies and practices 

in order to demonstrate their worth;

•	 constitute sites of excellence for education and training;

•	 participate in the World Network of Biosphere Reserves.

(Source: UNESCO 2017b)

Box  1  –  Functions of biosphere reserves (UNESCO 2017b).

Figure  1  –  Zoning in UNESCO BR: core zone, buffer zone and transition zone (source: Lange 2005; redesign: Stefan Gaun).
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2.3	 BR in mountain regions

Mountain regions in the world are defined by UNEP in different classes (Blyth et al. 2002). As water towers 
of the world they are of major importance and home to around twelve percent of the world’s population (Price 
2015). Covering a quarter of the world’s surface they provide centres of biological diversity. Harbouring half 
of all global biodiversity hotspots mountains contain the genetic resources of many major global staples such 
as potatoes, maize, barley and sorghum. Biological and cultural diversity, the holistic approach to biocultural 
diversity (Martin 2004; UNEP 2009; Maffi & Woodley 2010) comprises the diversity of life in its biological, 
cultural and linguistic manifestations (Maffi 2005). These manifestations are interrelated within a complex 
socio-ecological system (Berkes & Folke 1998; Maffi 2005), therefore the loss of biocultural diversity has a 
negative impact on local governance, health, food sovereignty and management of natural resources. These 
aspects concern sustainable development in the regions and are of essential relevance for biosphere reserves’ 
decision-making processes (Lange 2011). 

In our globalized world mountains are strongly interrelated with society and most affected by climate change 
which threaten water provision even in lowland regions (Price 2015). Changes of the ecosystem are observed 
in high altitudes in Europe and worldwide by the GLORIA network (Grabherr et al. 2010). Mountain re-
search offers answers and contribute to a better understanding of vulnerabilities of mountain ecosystem and 
their adaptation strategies (Köck 2010). The challenges arising are complex and manifold as the regions itself 
(Borsdorf et al. 2010). Compared to other parts of the world, development in mountain regions lags behind 
and calls for sustainable investment (Borsdorf et al. 2016). On the other hand, the strengths of mountain com-
munities and mountains’ unique ecosystems offer significant opportunities for development (Haller & Meza 
2016). Mountain regions offer sites for recreation and tourism in an increasingly urbanized world (Corneloup 
et al. 2015; Borsdorf et al. 2016). Sustainable regional development within mountain regions need inter and 
transdisciplinary research (Borsdorf & Braun 2008) and calls for strong cooperation of politics, economy, so-
cial and natural sciences and regional communities of the mountain regions (Giorgi et al. 2014). Especially in 
mountain regions people are vulnerable to food insecurity (FAO 2015). In the European Alps agriculture has a 
long history and strongly shaped the landscapes in the mountain areas as Bätzing (2015) describes.

3	 Agriculture – From the global to the regional perspective

Agriculture completes numerous functions in rural areas, not always obvious at the first glance like maintained 
landscapes by cultivating the land and food production (Haas et al. 2001; Renting et al. 2009). In mountain 
regions, a polarisation of cultivation is observed on the landscape scale (Lauber et al. 2014): on the one hand 
land abandonment and fallow in disfavoured areas (MacDonald et al. 2000) on the other hand intensification 
in the valley bottoms, both leading to a loss of biodiversity and cultural landscapes (Marini et al. 2011; Pecher 
et al. 2017).

3.1	 Agriculture from a global perspective 

Sustainable agriculture is necessary to achieve the United Nations 2030 agenda for sustainable development 
(SDGs) (UN 2015). It is related to eradication of hunger, better diet, health issues and access to resources and 
water. Until 2050 the world population is expected to grow from 6.9 billion today to about 9 billion people and 
demands for increased production of grain and livestock products (FAO 2011). These argumentations justify 
an intensification of agriculture and accelerate an industrialised way of food production. It should help to reach 
food security (FAO 2006; see Box 2) focusing on nutritional and dietary needs since the 1970s. As a result of 
scientific and technological achievements since the 1960s it was possible to increase agricultural productivity, 
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but less attention has been focusing on unintended social and environmental consequences (McIntyre et al. 
2009a). 

Meanwhile agriculture took over the centre stage in the discussions on greenhouse gas emission, as industri-
alised agricultural production has a high consumption on fossil fuels and in addition, exhausts high amounts of 
natural resources, like soil, water, plant and animal diversity (ILA Kollektiv 2017). According to IPCC (2014) 
agriculture, forestry and other land use is responsible for around a quarter of global greenhouse gas emissions. 
Soil fertility decreases due to diminished humus content in the soil, even the input of agrochemicals cannot 
counteract this future problem (Weis 2010, Chemnitz & Weigelt 2015). Sustainable production systems are 
necessary to react on soil compaction, decreased soil fertility, energy and water consumption, hunger and to 
achieve a fair and equal distribution of agricultural goods and natural resources (Chemnitz & Weigelt 2015). 

FAOs (2017) climate smart agriculture (CSA) is a business as usual model, which does not achieve sustain-
able solutions. Like the ‘new green revolution’ it is claiming single elements of agroecology in combination 
with highly specialised industrial agriculture, like digital agriculture, smart agriculture, precision farming and 
integrated agriculture. This combination deprives the concept of agroecology of its meaning. Vanloqueren and 
Baret (2009) distinguish the two paradigms in terms of agri-system innovation. Genetic engineering aims to 
modify plants to enhance productivity in adverse conditions. These approaches do not reflect the realities of 
small scale farmers, who are connected to political, cultural and ecological problems (Forster 2017). 

By contrast ‘agroecological engineering aims to design agricultural systems that require as few agrochemicals and 
energy inputs as possible, instead relying on ecological interactions between biological components to enable agri-
cultural systems to boost their own soil fertility, productivity and crop protection.’ (Vanloqueren & Baret 2009, p. 
972). McIntyre et al. (2009a) demonstrates the development of our globalized agricultural system over the last 
five decades and scrutinizes choices for the future of the agricultural food system. The international panel of 
experts on sustainable food system demands for a paradigm shift from an industrialised agricultural system to 
a diversified agroecological system (IPES-Food 2016). Agroecology uses the ‘natural cycle of the lively’, is less 
capital intensive and farmers have a high level of control over their own resources and production processes 
(Pretty et al. 2003; Forster 2017).

Agroecology (Wezel et al. 2009; Altieri et al. 2012; Pimbert 2018) demands for healthy soils and a higher 
humus content to increase soil fertility in a sustainable way. Different NGOs like Fian or ViaCampesina argue 
that industrialisation is not the solution to feed the world, when small farmers are producing 70% of the used 
food (ILA Kollektiv 2017). To improve the situation of the poorest and to boost food production De Schut-
ter (2010) recommend a shift towards agroecology, being the most efficient farming system, bearing in mind 
regional cultural demands (Francis 2015; Pimbert 2018). 

Opposing input intensive industrial agriculture, agroecological systems are knowledge intensive and ‘based 
on techniques that are not delivered top-down but developed based on farmers’ knowledge and experimentation’ 
De Schutter (2010). With agroecology food sovereignty is possible, when defined as the right of peoples and 
sovereign states to democratically determine their own agricultural and food policies (McIntyre et al. 2009a). 
‘Important principles of food sovereignty are the right to food, democratic food production systems, the strengthening of 

Box  2  –  Food security versus food sovereignty (FAO 2006; McIntyre et al. 2009a).

Food security vs. Food Sovereignty
Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to 

sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an 

active and healthy life (World Food Summit, 1996 in: FAO 2006). 

Food sovereignty is defined as the right of peoples and sovereign states to democratically 

determine their own agricultural and food policies (McIntyre et al. 2009).
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local markets, fair trade relations and the formation of fair prices, decent living wages, debt relief for states, freedom of 
association and education. Other principles include access to fertile land, pastures, fishing grounds, forests, water and 
seeds.’ (Beck et al. 2016, p. 15). The contemporary agricultural system has tremendous side effects. Over the last 
six decades the agricultural system changed from an energy producing system to an energy consumption system. 

3.2	 Agriculture from a European perspective

Soil degradation and biodiversity loss threaten future food production. Not only on a global scale the effects 
of industrialisation and intensification of agriculture are recognised. More than half of the European utilised 
agricultural land is classified as ‘less-favourable areas’. Most of it is mountainous, where extensive small-scale 
farms are found, most vulnerable to abandonment (Haddaway et al. 2013). Recent efforts to reform the Com-
mon Agricultural Policy of the European Union (CAP) tried to address the environmental crisis (Garske & 
Hoffmann 2016) and public health but it will never cope with broader social and environmental issues. De 
Schutter and Petrini (2017) call for a ‘Common Food Policy’ for the EU. They argue that a strengthened patch-
work of sustainable small-scale farms and diverse landscapes help to fight environmental degradation and is 
the bedrock of its tourism industry. For Alpine countries like Austria and Switzerland this is very applicable. In 
Austria we find a highly productive modern agricultural system. Considering the numbers of abandoned farms, 
the structural changes over the last decades are strongly felt in very productive areas (Tappeiner et al. 2006). In 
mountainous regions of Austria, we find a slightly different situation. With a high number of part-time farms 
and strong diversified on and off-farm income sources. 

Growing or giving way was the common expression in the last fifty decades in the agricultural sector in Eu-
rope. ‘From a socio-economic perspective, the abandonment of agricultural land is usually regarded as detrimental 
owing to implied loss of employment and income in rural areas.’ (Haddaway et al. 2013). Though agriculture is not 
the economic backbone of rural areas anymore, the CAP constantly extended its focus on rural development, 
where complex fields of research need to be developed (Dax 2014). Alpine countries experience intensive land 
use changes and 41.4% of farms have been abandoned in the European Alps between 1980 and 2000 (Tap-
peiner et al. 2006). The decline of farming affected mainly small farms like in Switzerland where the smallest 
farms (<10ha) often found in mountain regions. Albeit legal structures and agricultural politics deviate in Aus-
tria, correlated to the Common Agricultural Policy of the European Union (CAP), the situation is similar. The 
average size of farms is growing, while the number of farms is declining (Dötzl & Peyr 2018). 

Investment promotion should combat large-scale decline of farming, but even increased the pressure on land 
and farms, as in mountain areas a farmer can only grow, when another one stops farming. Released land was 
captured by other farms and strengthened these to stand the growing pressure. Labour intensive cultivation 
in mountain areas leads to a limit of land being cultivated from one farmer. By reason of land abandonment 
natural landscape elements and often preferred small structures (Hunziker et al. 2008) are getting lost. Nowa-
days in mountain regions, a polarisation of cultivation is observed on the landscape scale (Lauber et al. 2014): 
on the one hand abandonment and fallow land (MacDonald 2000), on the other hand intensification in the 
valley bottoms both leading to a loss of biodiversity and cultural landscapes (Plachter & Heidt 2006; Marini 
et al. 2016). 

3.3	 Regional perspective of mountain agriculture and structural changes in 
Austria and Switzerland 

People should be able to earn their living from farming, in a way which is financially viable, and conserve na-
ture at the same time (Sarmiento 2011; Mölders 2012), without being fully dependent on grants (Hornfeld 
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2009; Weiland 2011). Farmers in unfavourable areas find themselves in a difficult economic situation (Horn-
feld 2009; Amend et al. 2008; Darnhofer et al. 2016). Earning an income becomes ever more challenging 
(Hornfeld 2009; Darnhofer et al. 2016) and is increasingly decoupled from their agricultural productivity and 
based on subsidies and political decisions (Weiland 2011). Reforms of the EU common agriculture policy have 
provided a wide range of environmental incentives (EEA 2007). The farmers’ main tasks shift more and more 
to landscape management. Nevertheless, the farmers’ motivation lies in food production (Schermer 2005). In 
the end, agriculture is governed by economic considerations while in comparison conservation pursues mainly 
by scientific, ethical and aesthetical aims (Carolan 2012, p. 195). Farmers rely strongly on natural resources 
as their basis of living. Consequently, farmers are expected to be engaged in conservation and to support the 
implementation of protected areas (Hornfeld 2009). Contrary to these expectations, local land users often feel 
offended by conservationists, refuse to support protected area management or even organise interest groups 
to oppose it. Solutions relying on financial incentives have not been very successful (Perpar & Udovč 2007).

Dax (2014) argue the field of rural development research also needs to address agricultural, ecological and 
spatial development appropriately. Interdisciplinary research approaches are necessary for a sustainable develop-
ment. Participative approaches are required, as only mutual experiences build a sustainable basis on knowledge 
which can be transformed. Several innovative initiatives are in place addressing sustainable food production 
and showing up an alternative to our consumer society, like Community Supported Agriculture, community/
urban gardening, FoodCoops to name just a few. According to Dedeurwaerdere et al. (2017) these initiatives 
cannot change the agri-food system, as they do not have the economic weight, nor the power. Nevertheless, 
they are important as they can put pressure on mainstream regime players to change and promote a more active 
involvement of citizens in learning on potential options for agri-food transitions (Dedeurwaerdere et al. 2017).

3.4	 Multifunctional agriculture in mountain regions

Different roles and functions of agriculture are inescapable interconnected. As mentioned by McIntyre et al. 
(2009a) the concept of multifunctionality recognizes agriculture as an activity producing not only commodities 
like food, fibres, feed, agrofuels, medicinal products and ornamentals also environmental services, land-scape 
amenities and cultural assets. Bryden et al. (2011) comes to the result that the significance of functions beyond 
food production depend on regional conditions. The perception of landscape and its functions has various di-
mensions as described by Backhaus et al. (2007). The potential of valuable functions and services of agriculture 
depend strongly on farming systems, which are related to the regional geographical circumstances. Especially 
in mountainous regions, where production is declining, we find a higher sensibility for services concerning 
environment, society and regional development (Dax & Hovorka 2012). 

Agriculture provides and maintains – or neglect and destroys, services and goods of high value for the 
community, from the village to the world community. Figure 2 gives an overview on the manifold functions 
of agriculture (McIntyre et al. 2009a). Over the last decades our agricultural system changed from a circula-
tion system to a flow through system (Weis 2010), with increased fossil energy consumption (ILA Kollektiv 
2017). The focus was on increased production and efficiency, the multifunctionality had fallen into oblivion 
(McIntyre et al. 2009a) as the market did not determine a price for them. Unmüßig (2014) discuss this is-
sue of monetarisation of ecosystem services and concludes that it is useful to visualize the value of nature and 
include its destruction costs in macroeconomic calculation. In general, economisation of nature undermines 
political action, which should be committed to the common good and multifunctionality of nature (Unmüßig 
2014). Self-controlled conservation of biological diversity and ecosystems by economic incentives and market 
mechanism simply do not exist. Keller (2016) discuss proposals for action in practice research and politics, 
how ecosystem services are integrated in Switzerland. Agriculture is an example that ecosystem services and the 
protection and value of common goods rely on cultural, socio-economic and political principles.
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3.4.1	 Nature conservation and biodiversity

In Alpine regions agriculture is of historical importance, making settlement possible in the first place (Bätzing 
2015). Having in mind, that on a global scale agriculture is the main driver concerning the loss of biodiversity 
nowadays (Marini et al. 2011; Rüdisser et al. 2015; Maxwell et al. 2016) farming system in mountain areas 
cultivating manifold habitats can increase biodiversity (Holzner & Frohmann 2007). Agricultural areas are 
important for natural resource management (Altieri 2004; Weiland 2011), management of cultural landscapes 
and conservation of biodiversity (CBD 1993; Plachter & Heidt 2006). Especially in BRs, using sustainable 
agricultural systems nature conservation and preservation of biodiversity on a landscape scale is done by farmers 
(CBD 1993; Marini et al. 2011). 

Biodiversity is highest in mountain areas consisting of various small habitats (Figure 3) that have evolved 
over centuries of cultivation (Holzner & Frohmann 2007). In Alpine regions, low-intensity (extensive) agricul-
tural practices preserve biodiversity in cultural landscapes with different ecosystems (Weiger 1990; Holzner & 
Frohmann 2007; Marini et al. 2011), home to numerous species and significant genetic diversity. In Alpine re-
gions, conservation of cultural landscapes is equivalent to conservation of agricultural landscapes. Agroecologi-
cal approaches (Altieri 1995; Wezel et al. 2009) search for more sustainable agricultural systems, with the goal of 
sustainable development of areas shaped by agriculture (Wezel & Jauneau 2011). Local farmers with their eco-
logical knowledge fulfil many crucial tasks for nature conservation (Grasser et al. 2012), always depending on 
the priorities of the conservation site. Mölders (2012) calls for a combination of resource use and conservation 
at the same time, a preservative construction. Solutions must be found that support both nature conservation 
and agriculture (Abresch 2000; Sutherland et al. 2015). To achieve this, the consideration of local cultural values 
and a stronger integration of social-scientific knowledge are essential (Hornfeld 2009; Lamarque et al. 2011).

Nature conservation measures became essential in agriculture (Weiland 2011) and are a mean of income 
for farmers. The implementation of agri-environmental schemes is obligatory to get direct subsidies addi-
tional farmers can participate voluntarily in specific nature conservation measures. In Switzerland ecological 
performance record is obligatory for direct payments since 1997 and in Austria agri-environmental measures 
are implemented since 1995 (as part of CAP), focusing on national rural development strategies (Garske & 
Hoffmann 2016, cf. chapter 3.3). 

Figure  2  –  The multifunctionality of Agriculture (source: after McIntyre et al. 2009b, p.19).
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3.4.2	 Tourism 

In some areas of Austria and Switzerland, the typical (agri-)cultural landscape is also an economic factor for 
tourism, which is recognized as a cultural ecosystem service (Daniel et al. 2011). Abandoned agricultural land 
in the Alpine region changes the landscape and its visual assessment (Hunziker 1995). Extensively used agricul-
tural land is valued (Pecher et al. 2017), and the ‘mountain idyll’, high quality food and sustainability (Pröbstl 
& Müller 2012) are popular amongst tourists. Dissart et al. (2015) suggest to integrate tourism and recreati-
on research into regional development strategies. In ecological sensitive areas like the Alps only nature-based 
tourism with high standards has the potential for sustainable development (Siegrist & Ketterer Bonnelame 
2017). Tourism relies on cultivated landscapes and a functioning infrastructure (for example, access to tracks, 
meadows, springs and mountain huts) offered by farming activities. Agricultural tourism is an important brand 
in Austrian (Urlaub am Bauernhof) and Swiss (Agrotourismus Schweiz) tourism sectors. In Austria it provides re-
markable 11% of all offered guest beds (BMLFUW 2016). It gives an important economic impulse to regional 
development in mountain areas, but in the face of global competition, tourist-dependent systems are generally 
fragile. Very few alpine areas have become strong autonomous regions through tourism (Bätzing 2015). Ne-
vertheless, a strengthened patchwork of sustainable small-scale farms is the bedrock of its tourism industry (De 
Schutter & Petrini 2017). In the research areas, gentle winter and summer tourism is present. 

3.4.3	 Social functions

Another side effect of agriculture is combating social challenges in rural areas, by enabling decentralized sett-
lement, by encouraging a dynamic village life, and by offering high quality workplaces in areas where employ-
ment opportunities are limited. Schmitt (2010) describes farming as an interesting work-life-balance concept 
for families. Frequently, several generations live under the same roof (Mayr et al. 2016), and therefore the 
family-run farm fulfils important social functions, from childcare to care of the elderly. Farming also transmits 
numerous cultural assets, traditions and local ecological knowledge (Grasser et al. 2012). The preservation of 
cultural heritage and diverse innovations are linked to farming communities (Darnhofer 2005). Rural areas 
boast a high quality of life and the connection between natural environment and human well-being is incre-
asingly recognised (Bieling et al. 2014). Nevertheless, the demanded rurality of residents in peri-urban areas 
(Ströbele & Hunziker 2017) must be distinguished from the rural regions in this research, where out-migration 
is becoming an issue. Various interventions during recent decades should counteract rural out-migration. After 
a long period of negative migration balances in rural areas of the Alps (Bätzing 2015) a period of new immig-
ration appears unevenly, mainly in well accessible Alpine areas (Bender et al. 2017). Nevertheless, the research 
areas for this study in Austria and Val Müstair still face demographic decline (Backhaus et al. 2016; Dötzl & 

Figure  3  –  Agriculture and its 
typical structures characterize the 
landscape and its various habitats 
in the study areas (Entlebuch 
2015) © Humer-Gruber.
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Peyr 2018). The farmers who responded referred in particular to the emigration of young people, who do not 
return after completing their training, largely due to a lack of career prospects (Bender et al. 2017). According 
to Backhaus et al. (2016) next to emigration also immigration becomes a topic in the UNESCO BR Engiadina 
Val Müstair as an asylum accommodation opened in recent years. The UNESCO BR Walsertal exceeded the 
expected growth rates predicted for the years 2015–2050 already after one year (Rumpolt 2016) related to the 
short-term reception of asylum seekers in 2015. How this development is impacting on the biocultural diver-
sity and knowledge transfer and transformation is field of further research.

3.4.4	 Economic functions and landscape value

The industrialisation and intensification of agriculture lead to structural changes since the 50s (McIntyre 
2009a). These structural changes have tremendous impacts on landscape and nature and affect biodiversity 
(Marini et al. 2011; Rüdisser et al. 2015). In general, the average farm size is growing, while the number of 
farms is declining (Tappeiner et al. 2008; MacDonald et al. 2000; Darnhofer et al. 2016). As already mentioned 
earlier, especially in remote mountain regions the number of vulnerable small-scale farms is high (Haddaway et 
al. 2013). Agriculture is not the economic backbone of rural areas anymore. Nevertheless, the portion of work-
force employed in the first sector, dominated by agriculture and forestry, is higher than in the national average, 
in the Austrian Lungau for example (Dax et al. 2011; Eymannsberger 2014). In the BR Entlebuch the share 
is 34%, and even the second sector has important shares in dairy and wood product enterprises (Knaus et al. 
2017). Further agriculture is an important player concerning the changes in land use (Tappeiner et al. 2006). 
These structural changes have tremendous impacts on landscape and nature (Marini et al. 2011). Agricultural 
landscape is not only of economic interest and major importance for tourism in Alpine countries (De Schutter 
& Petrini 2017; cf. chapter 3.4), it also bears a strong connection with cultural values and human well-being 
(Bieling et al. 2014). The production of high quality goods is not only connected to cultural values but also of 
economic interest (Knaus 2012). Keller & Backhaus (2017) highlight that landscape services are indispensable 
for appreciation and value. They argue that landscape services are mainly common goods and need to gain 
more attraction amongst political decision makers, economic, scientific and civil society. As Unmüßig (2014) 
discuss the issue of monetarisation of ecosystem services in a critical way, also Keller & Backhaus (2017) submit 
recommendations to implement landscape services into political instruments and not only monetarize them.

Mountain areas are of major interest for numerous ecosystem services, recreational reasons, tourism, energy 
production, providing freshwater, regulating natural hazards, cultural and conservation purposes, characterised 
of high biodiversity and unique ecosystems. Farmers and their production systems have a major influence on 
local land use. Especially small-scale farms like we find them in the biosphere reserves of this research. Changes 
in land use and landscape in general, have a major influence on composition and diversity of species. The 
global to the local perspectives on agriculture is necessary to understand the farmers’ position. In this research 
the farmers’ considerations are put in the centre. The research highlights the farmers’ point of view on nature 
conservation, participation in BRs and the tasks of agriculture in general.

4	 Hypothesis, research question and objectives 

This research focus on the perspective of the local population in biosphere reserves (cf. Wallner 2005; Coy & 
Weixlbaumer 2009; Lamarque et al. 2011; Wenzel 2011), but specifically on the stakeholder group of farmers. 
The research is based on the emic perspective of farmers working and living in the biosphere reserves as a stake-
holder group with an essential role as outlined earlier (cf. chapter 3.4). Their point of view, prospects and ideas 
deserve appreciation, because they are of major importance to realise the biosphere reserves’ functions. The 
expected outcome is a comprehensive overview on the farmers perception of BRs in Alpine areas, with the goal 
of a better mutual understanding among different stakeholders involved in the agricultural sector in the BR.
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The aim of this research is to identify to which extent BRs and nature conservation matters for farmers and 
where they see their role within this frame. This research should help to identify, strengthen or complement ex-
isting approaches for sustainable regional development in conservation sites in the Alps. In the planning phase 
three Hypotheses were developed: 

Hypothesis 1
Especially in ecological sensitive mountainous regions industrialisation in the agricultural sector has negative 
effects, as cultivation in the valley bottoms intensified while disfavoured steep areas see abandonment and turn 
into fallow land. In BRs ecological sound agriculture is dominant and a targeted increase in regional value ad-
ded has a positive outcome for the agricultural sector, which is recognized by farmers. 

Hypothesis 2
The cultural landscape in biosphere reserves is characterized by agriculture therefore farmers are important 
stakeholders in the BR and contribute to the design and participate in the implementation process. A sound 
agricultural landscape is of interest for nature conservation, therefore a strong cooperation between conservati-
on sites and farmers in the research area evolves over time. 

Hypothesis 3
The service of healthy (agro-) ecosystems, like high quality of healthy food and clean water, regulating services 
related to natural hazards, soil degradation and erosion, supporting services for soil development and nutrition 
circulation, and cultural services in the Alps are recognized and accelerated by farmers.

Research questions
Hence, the following research questions apply:
1)	 What is the farmers attitude towards BRs? Do they value the cooperation with the BR and which relevance 

do they see for their farm or for agriculture in general? 
2)	 What is the farmers attitude towards nature conservation and how is it related to their attitude towards BRs? 
3)	 How do farmers participate and cooperate with the BRs? 
4)	 Where do farmers see the role and responsibilities of agriculture in general? Is there a relation to the scien-

tific discussion on ecosystem services? 
5)	 Which regional or national differences appear in the various BRs in Austria and Switzerland concerning 

the mentioned questions above? 

Objectives
To answer the research questions the objectives of this research are to
•	 identify farmers’ attitude towards BRs  Publication I, II and III
•	 investigate where farmers see an influence of the BR on agriculture and/or on their farm.  Publication II
•	 examine farmers’ attitudes towards nature conservation and whether it is related to their attitude towards 

BRs.  Publication III
•	 identify participation processes and measures in place to involve farmers in the BR and what it needs to 

improve the cooperation between farmers and BRs.  Publication III
•	 examine where farmers see their role within the framework of the BR and which responsibilities of agricul-

ture they identify in general.  Publication III
•	 identify regional and/or national differences and similarities  Publication I, II and III
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4.1	 Gantt table and timetable
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Table  1  –  Timetable of the dissertation project

MaB – Project (MaB National committee Austria) at the Institute for Interdisciplinary Mountain Research

Jan 2014 – Nov 2014 Literature review, Preparation field research in BR 

Nov 2014 – Dez 2014
Field research in the BR Salzburger Lungau and Kärntner Nockberge: Qualitative interviews, infor-

mal talks, participatory observation in the field

Jan 2015 – März 2015 Transcription, organisation, data preparation and analysis, further literature review

März 2015
Field research in the BR Val Müstair: Qualitative interviews, informal talks, participatory observation 

in the field

Project extended (Forschungskommission – Schweizer Nationalpark)

Apr 2015 – Jun 2015
Transcription, organisation, data preparation and analysis, further literature review, comparing the 

results with former field works in Austria;

Jul 2015 Field work in the BR Entlebuch

Aug 2015 – Oct 2015

Transcription, organisation, data preparation and analysis, further literature review, comparing 

the results with former field works in Austria, triangulation, dissemination, preparation of the final 

report for the MaB-National Committee Austria and Switzerland

Dissertation at the University of Innsbruck

Nov 2015 – Feb 2016

Preparing publications (see above); Preparation of data from the forth field reserach, data analysis, 

triangulation, data analysis with MAXQDA-Software: Participation of the Biosphere reserve; further 

literature review for the topic in the single regions; publications; 

Mar 2016 – Jun 2016

Data analyse with MAXQDA-Software: Functions of agriculture and the significance of cultural 

landscapes; Preparing conference contributions: presentations or posters; further literature review 

for ecosystem services and industrialisation of agriculture; publication of the research article;

Jul 2016 – Oct 2016 Erasmus+ and Marietta-Blau-Grant; Planning and preparation of the stay abroad.

Break in the PhD Scholarships of the University of Innsbruck

Sep 2016 and Oct 2016
PECSRL 2016 assistance of the organisation committee; Mountains 2016: Conference, oral presen-

tation; 

Nov 2016 – Jan 2017
Erasmus+ term in Costa Rica at the UCR Universidad de Costa Rica; improving Spanish know-

ledge, Research stay;

Feb 2017 – May 2017 Marietta-Blau-Grant – Research stay in Costa Rica and Colombia; Eco.mont article submitted; 

May 2017 „Tagung Parkforschung Schweiz, Bern“ – oral presentation

Jun 2017 – Sep 2017
Paper revision and publication; data analysis with MAXQDA-Software; preparation of paper: nature 

conservation and participation of farmers; further literature review;

Oct 2017 – April 2018
Finalisation of the PhD Thesis – paper revision and publication. Presentation, planning of further 

research projects and application for third party funding;

Sept 2018 Finalising PHD Studies

4.2	 Background and Motivation

Growing up on a farm in Upper Austria is probably an essential foundation for my curiosity for nature conser-
vation, agriculture and general the close interrelations between human and environment. Although my studies 
took me to other countries, like New Zealand, Tonga, Kenia, Costa Rica and Colombia; giving me the great 
chance to experience various cultures, I decided upon the Alps for my research destination. The idea for the 
present work came up during my orientation phase as a seasonal herder in the Swiss Alps of Davos, learning 
about tasks, responsibilities and struggles of mountain farming. In the course of an internship financed by 
FFG Fem-Tech Praktika at the ÖAW Institute for Interdisciplinary Mountain Research I could consolidate my 
research interest and raised third-party funding by MaB National Committee Austria and Swiss FOK-SNP. The 
ÖAW research project ‘Agriculture in Biosphere Reserves’ was the outcome of my efforts. The concluded research 
project could be transformed, with support of the University of Innsbruck, to the present dissertation project.
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5	 Methods

The study is based on qualitative research methods (Flick 1995; Lamnek 2005; Kuckartz 2010) as social-
empirical methods are highly suitable to gain new insight on farmers’ perceptions. Further this ‘approach per-
mitted the informants to structure and to define their own responses’ (Wallner et al. 2007: 108). Semi-structured 
interviews ensured that the main topics were discussed in all interviews while leaving enough freedom for the 
interviewees to express their own positions (Lamnek 2005). The grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss 
1967), as a mixture of inductive and deductive processes, allowed involvement of emerging issues and a con-
tinued enhancement of the coding system. It has been identified as suitable to detect the source of conflicts 
between biosphere reserves management and local land users and to identify social strengths and barriers in the 
biosphere reserves. During the process of data gathering, data analysis via coding and memo extraction, earlier 
gathered data material was screened again to respond to new emerging issues and working hypothesis.

5.1	 Qualitative interviews

In detail for this research qualitative interviews with forty farmers in the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Salz-
burger Lungau and Kärntner Nockberge (AT), UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Engiadina Val Müstair (CH) and 
UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Entlebuch (CH) were conducted during the field works lasting between one and 
five weeks in each region, between November 2014 and July 2015, considering the high workload of farmers 
in summer and autumn. The interviewees were selected along an adapted snowball sampling (along Bortz & 
Döring 2006), drawing on government and private networks and spontaneous on-site contacts. Hence, in-
terviewees included farmers who do not cooperate with the BRs. As a former herder, the researcher’s concrete 
experiences facilitated personal contact with the farmers and eliminated doubts. 

Further the dissemination of personal contacts of the interviewed persons created a trustful atmosphere. 
Ensuring that the interviews were anonymized, and answers treated confidentially led to discussions that were 
surprisingly honest and open. The sample was selected along the principle of theoretical sampling (Glaser & 
Strauss 1967), providing a maximum variety in terms of farming system and size. Therefore, the sample is not 
representative. Also, farmers explicitly not cooperating with the BR were conducted. The interviews, which 
were all conducted in the local dialects, were recorded, transcribed (by Office Worx) and analysed using the 
software MAXQDA 12 (Kuckartz 2010). For each interview, the researchers also logged their own observa-
tions, and memories of the conversations (in line with Deppermann 2008). Details from participatory obser-
vations (Lamnek 2005) during the interviews on the farm were logged and incorporated in the data analysis.

The interview started with an accompanying questionnaire on personal information and farm details, which 
opened already numerous topics, which were not revived later. During personal conversations on the farms, 
lasting around two hours, farmers were asked to share their opinion on the relevance of the duties of agricul-
ture, cultural landscape, nature conservation, biosphere reserves and knowledge transfer, with regard of agricul-
ture in general or their farm in specific. In the following the UNESCO BR Salzburger Lungau and Kärntner 
Nockberge is treated like two separate research areas, due to varying infrastructure and administrative structures 
in the two federal states Salzburg (Lungau) and Carinthia (Nockberge).

5.2	 Coding system

Following the principles of the grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss 1967, Kuckartz 2010) a coding system was 
developed as outcome of inductive and deductive processes. Based on the raw material of the (n = 40) inter-
views and typologies were extracted. Each farmer has been associated with one typology respectively. Direct 
citations of the interviews illustrate the results, which are based on the coding system.
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In a first step of the analysis the texts were sorted thematically to transform them into a code system which 
was continually extended. In accordance to the planed interview topics, the deductive categories included bio-
sphere reserves, nature conservation, cultural landscape, function of agriculture and knowledge transfer. The 
fine coding system was enlarged continuously, when new dimensions and aspects arose. Extracted categories 
were compared and related to other variables like age, farming system and other to detect patterns and connec-
tions of variables and different emphasis (axial coding, Glaser & Strauss 1967; Kukartz 2010).

The data gathered by the accompanying questionnaire on personal data and farming system, was analysed 
along descriptive statistics and presented as tables. These descriptions of the case studies facilitated compari-
sons within the research areas. Noticeable connecting issues mentioned in all research areas were outmigration 
of young people, tourism, nature conservation, subsidies as a more important source of income on the farm 
than products like meat or milk, intensification or conveyance of the property. Issues highlighting the differ-
ences within the research areas were based on different political systems, like average farm size. Common and 
cooperative land were typical in Switzerland, but not so in Austria, where it was mainly private owned. The 
historical development of the single BR was relevant when talking about current acceptance and motivation to 
participate (Keupp 2010).

5.3	 Methods review 

Qualitative methods (Lamnek 2005; Flick et al. 2010; Kuckartz 2010) are suitable to capture a wide spectrum 
of opinions and perceptions (Backhaus et al. 2016). Considering the open research question the semi-structu-
red interview are most appropriate. To avoid distorting the results, the interviewer must be careful not to direct 
the topics or the interview through facial expressions. Hence the interviews were appointed very spontaneously 
within a few days by telephone contact and the description of the project was only short. A closer explanation 
of the research project followed the interview. The requested farmers were almost all very open to talk about 
their work. Only three persons refused the interview due to a lack of time. 

Interview partners are selected according to a certain scheme (Bortz & Döring 2006), for this sample the 
focus was on farming system and location. Qualitative interviews, in comparison to quantitative interviews 
(Lamnek 2005) are more flexible and open. Additional background information was easily gathered as it al-
lowed the interviewer to adapt to the situation and the interviewed person. Deeper interviews were conducted 
with less people. Therefore, the sample is not representative.

During the fieldwork expected contrasts could not be proved true, like: organic farmers are having a more 
positive attitude towards biosphere reserves. As expected, biosphere reserve management plays an important 
role in project implementation, but the specific statements often relate to individual personalities and depend 
on them. The considerations made in advance could not be significantly reflected in the interviews and other 
approaches to data analysis and presentation of the results needed to be elicited, which is possible with ground-
ed theory approach (Glaser & Strauss 1967; Kuckartz 2010).

5.4	 Profile of the research areas

For this research Alpine BRs focusing on cultural landscapes were chosen as research areas as they are places 
where farmers carry out important tasks. The selected BRs (Figure 4) are richly structured inner alpine lands-
capes. Agriculturally shaped mountain regions have high biodiversity thanks to a mosaic of habitat types which 
have evolved over thousands of years of human habitation. These areas are of interest for tourism in Winter and 
Summer. Each area includes a ski resort where winter tourism has become well established. Of central concern 
to the areas is the conservation of the natural and cultural landscapes, which cover altitudes ranging between 
600 m asl and 3 200 m asl (Table 1).
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The research areas, except Entlebuch, are facing demographic decline (Backhaus et al. 2016; Dötzl & Peyr 
2018). Emigration is an issue in most of the research areas, especially emigration of young people, who do not 
return after completing their training, largely due to a lack of career prospects (Fuchshofer et al. 2001; Rieder 
2015; Bender et al. 2017). Albeit the situation of farmers is similar, it must be considered that the Swiss agricul-
tural policy differs from the Austrian and European. Moreover, it must be deliberated that the political systems 
in Austria and Switzerland are different. The creation of Swiss BRs can be regarded as a bottom-up process, 
where all eligible voters could vote. While the Austrian BR, with great approval of the population, was finally 
decided at municipal level. 

The research areas differ fundamentally in their history of origin: 

In what follows, BR Salzburger Lungau and Kärntner Nockberge is treated as two separate research areas, 
because of the different infrastructures and administrative structures in the two federal states Salzburg (Lun-
gau) and Carinthia (Nockberge). In Carinthia in 1980, a citizen initiative stopped a planned ski resort in the 
Nockberge region, which in 1987 was designated as a national park by the Carinthian government, with a 
focus on extensive alpine pasture management. Therefore, the touristic infrastructure is well established. Given 
its anthropogenic influence, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) classified the region 
as a category IV area – a habitat and species management area. In 2004, efforts began to redesign the area as 
a BR, together with the Salzburger Lungau, and it was so designated in 2012. The core zones are located on 
the edges of the area. A mission statement, goals, and areas of activity for this BR were developed with public 
participation in 2014. The preservation and development of the cultural landscape and agricultural sector were 
defined as top priorities. The mission statement acknowledged farmers’ key functions in regional development, 
nature and landscape conservation, tourism, promotion of traditional and ecological knowledge, and rural 
culture and society.

The BR Swiss National park designated in 1979 had been extended according to the Seville Strategy 2010 
by its development zone and buffer zone Val Müstair (Filli et al. 2011). The BR Engiadina Val Müstair started 
in 2010 its operating phase. The economic value creation of tourism in the BR is analysed by Backhaus et al. 
(2013). While the concept of the BR is well established among the valley community, only a few know how to 
benefit. Regarding the number of inhabitants, this BR is the smallest research area. The six municipalities of the 
Val Müstair had been merged just recently to one administrative unit. 

In the BR Entlebuch the inhabitants‘ interests lied clearly in the regional economic development. With a 
large proportion of nature conservation sites in the region, the BR had been chosen as the way to achieve this 
goal. The BR would be inconceivable without the debates on mire protection, provoked by the Rothenthurm-
initiative in 1987, when the preservation of moors became legally protected. Having withdrawn moor pro-
tection areas from management, the establishment of a BR was perceived as an opportunity for the regions’ 
economic development. These discussions are considered as an important step in creating new values (Wallner 
2005). Feasibility studies started in 1995. The intensive discussion concerning the claims of the moor protec-
tion act facilitated the designation of the Biosphere reserve in 2001.

UNESCO BR Salzburger Lungau and Kärntner Nockberge (Austria)
•	 extends across two Austrian Federal States: Salzburg and Carinthia
•	 Citizen initiative in 1980 stopped a planned ski resort, Nockberge National Park was designated by the 

Carinthian government in 1987
•	 Redesign launched in 2004 to form the BR together with Lungau
•	 Anthropogenic influence on mountain pastures, diverse cultural landscape and local traditions find better 

acknowledgement;
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UNESCO Biosphärenreservat Engiadina Val Müstair (Switzerland)
•	 Located in the east of the Swiss Canton Graubünden
•	 Since 2010 in the operating phase (Karthäuser et al. 2011)
•	 Composed of the regional nature park Val Müstair (buffer and transition zone) and Swiss National Park 

established as strict nature reserve in 1914 (core zone)
•	 Rhaeto-Romanic idiom Jauer is spoken by 78% of the inhabitants; 80% of certified organic agriculture; 

vibrant traditional handcrafts;

UNESCO Biosphäre Entlebuch (Switzerland)
•	 Located in the centre of Switzerland, Canton Luzern 
•	 Rothenthurm-initiative in 1987 was crucial (preservation of moors became legally protected) 
•	 Feasibility study started in 1995 and 2001 the BR could be designated
•	 High participative approach; Moors were identified as a chance for the regions’ sustainable development;

Figure  4  –  The study areas in Switzerland (BR Entlebuch; BR Engiadina Val Müstair) and Austria (BR Salzburger Lungau and Kärntner 
Nockberge) are characterised as richly structured inner alpine landscapes (cartography: Kati Heinrich).
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5.5	 Sample

The sample was selected using an adapted snowball sampling method (Bortz & Döring 2006). The focus of the 
sample selection, along the principle of theoretical sampling (Glaser & Strauss 1967), was on a high variety of 
farm sizes and farming systems. Therefore, the sample is not representative. Also, farmers explicitly not coope-
rating with the BRs were conducted.

In Salzburg the proportion of organic farms is remarkably high, around 50%, thanks to the market struc-
tures in place for organic dairy farmers. We find a similar situation in Val Müstair (80% organic farms). In 
the Nockberge region, production focuses on meat, market structures do not encourage organic production, 
and therefore many farmers (n = 6) use conventional production methods. In Entlebuch quite intensive pig 
production established, which is traditionally not done by organic production. Most of the farmers interviewed 
(n = 38) have cattle, the most typical animal in the research areas. The high variety of other animals on the 

Table  2  –  Profile and history of the BRs (data: Humer-Gruber; UNESCO WNBR 2017)

UNESCO Biosphärenpark Salz-

burger Lungau und Kärntner 

Nockberge

UNESCO Biosphärenreservat 

Engiadina Val Müstair
UNESCO Biosphäre Entlebuch

Area 149,600 ha 37,100 ha 39,659 ha

Core zone 5.48% 48.68% 8.32%

Buffer zone 36.92% 23.57% 41.25%

Transition zone 57.60% 27.74% 50.43%

Location 46°58’09’’ N, 13°43’32’’ E 46°36‘25“ N, 10°22‘5.83“ E 46°54‘30“ N, 8°00‘29“ E

Altitude 600 m asl – 3,000 m asl 1,200 m asl – 3,200 m asl 600 m asl – 2,350 m asl

Inhabitants (2012) 33,350 people 1,540 people 17,000 people

Population density 22.29 people/km² 4.15 people/km² 42.86 people/km²

Year designated 2012 2010 2001

Note: BR Salzburger Lungau and Kärntner Nockberge is treated as two separate research areas (cf. text chapter 5.4)

Table  3  –  Profile of interview partners (n = 40) and farm characteristics. ‘Other animals’ include sheep, goats, horses, pigs and chicken 
(data: Humer-Gruber)

UNESCO Biosphere Reserve

Salzburger 

Lungau

Kärntner 

Nockberge

Engiadina 

Val Müstair Entlebuch

Pe
rs

o
n

Male / Female 8/2 8/2 9/1 7/3

Average age 42.7 46.8 45 44.1

Average number of years active 11.4 22.1 18.3 14.8

Fa
rm

Family-run inherited 9 10 10 8

Part-time 4 2 1 3

Conventional / Integrated / Organic farming system 2/2/6 6/1/3 0/2/8 2/4/4

Contractual nature conservation 7 8 10 10

Farm size < 20 ha 1 1 1 2

Farm size > 50 ha 5 9 0 2

Cattle 10 8 10 10

Other animals 4 4 6 8

O
th

er

Additional off-farm income 7 9 9 10

Direct marketing 1 4 4 3

Tourism 3 4 4 4

Note: BR Salzburger Lungau and Kärntner Nockberge is treated as two separate research areas (cf. text chapter 4.5)
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farms reflects their small size and diverse farming systems. Farms are family run. In 17 cases, several generations 
live on the farm, which has been passed on over several generations and has been managed for between 1 and 30 
years by the interviewees (23 to 62 yrs. old). The interview partners were mainly male (n = 32), corresponding 
to Mayr (et al. 2016) as farming being a male-dominated business. Almost all farmers have additional off-farm 
income, and a large proportion of the farms (n = 15) offer guest beds. In Austria as a whole, 54.7% of all farm-
ing households derive more than half of the family income from jobs outside the farm (Mayr et al. 2016). This 
proportion is much lower in the sample. In Austria (n = 14), there are more farms of more than 50 ha than in 
Switzerland (n = 2), where many pastures are common land and not privately owned.

6	 Results

The results presented in the following chapter are sorted along the research question. They are already available 
in the publications attached (cf. Part II Publications). The coding system after which the results were created is 
described in detail above (cf. chapter 5.2). Interpretation and discussion follows in chapter 7. 

6.1	 Farmers’ attitudes to BRs and nature conservation

6.1.1	 Attitude towards biosphere reserves

Typology groups were extracted concerning the farmers attitudes towards BRs. Most farmers (n = 31) put 
forward arguments belonging to more than one of the typological groups (positive, pragmatic, negative). The 
typology, shown in Figure 5, presents the predominant arguments as determined by the researchers’ log of their 
own additional observations.

Farmers having a positive attitude (n = 22) towards BRs see a positive influence of the BR on their farm or 
for the region in general. They are supporters and participate actively. Interviewees voicing criticism are in-
cluded if the criticism is constructive and expresses their interest in the development of the BR. Also included 
here are farmers arguing for a potential future positive effect of BRs.

Figure  5  –  Farmers‘ attitudes towards BRs. Qualitative interviews with ten farmers in each BR give an insight on the farmers perceptions 
(data: Humer-Gruber; design: Stefan Gaun).
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Interview partners having a pragmatic attitude (n = 15) do not express any direct relation to the BR and 
seem uninvolved. In this group, frequent statements are ‘That’s no concern of mine’ or ‘I have not exposed myself 
enough’. They have not sought information yet, and this is not a priority in the near future. 

The third group is characterized by a negative attitude towards the BRs (n = 3). This group refers to expected 
negative effects for the region, and / or is apprehensive about restrictions on farming and tourism. Another 
argument was that BRs would become a ‘political issue with a dead end’.

6.1.2	 Attitude towards nature conservation

Figure 6 presents farmers’ attitudes towards nature conservation. Farmers having a positive attitude (n = 26) 
towards nature conservation aim to work in harmony with nature for ideological reasons. They see sustainable 
farming as their moral and social responsibility. Nature, and soil fertility in particular, are considered the far-
mers’ material basis as well as their source of income. A holistic approach is taken to animal welfare, which is 
seen as more important than its reduction to the application of veterinary medicine. 

A pragmatic attitude (n = 10) towards nature conservation characterizes those farmers who adopt agri-
environmental measures, because it is ‘common decency’ nowadays, and because both society and certain regu-
lations demand it. Nature conservation in general is not considered to be essential, but it provides additional 
income for the farm, or is even obligatory in terms of cross-compliance.

Farmers having a negative attitude (n = 4) towards nature conservation feel restricted and see it as obstruc-
tive in their everyday work. They see regulations as too strict and ineffective, and they do not participate in 
contractual nature conservation. Some expressed frustration regarding specific issues more than about the idea 
of nature conservation in general.

6.1.3	 Comparison of farmers’ attitudes towards BR and their attitudes towards 
nature conservation

As Figure 7 shows, nature conservation and BRs do matter for farmers: 45% of the people interviewed (n = 18) 
have a positive attitude towards both. A positive attitude towards nature conservation but a negative attitude 
towards BRs can be attributed to the fading away of the initial excitement in the planning phase, or to frus-

Figure  6  –  Farmers‘ attitudes towards nature conservation. Farmers were asked, how important nature conservation for agriculture in 
general or for their farm in specific (data: Humer-Gruber; design: Stefan Gaun).
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tration about the loose and nonbinding label of BRs. The results also show that none of the farmers has a 
totally negative attitude towards both. Some are sceptical about nature conservation in general or even see it 
as hindrance in their daily work routine, but they appreciate the BR as a positive development in their region.

6.2	 Influence of farming systems 

The farming systems are divided in three categories: organic farming, integrated farming and conventional 
farming systems. Organic farming is certified along Bio Austria (ElDaly 2018) and Bio Suisse (Schmutz et al. 
2018) guidelines, respectively in Austria and Switzerland. Integrated farming follows different standards and in 
comparison, to organic farming, agrochemicals are allowed. It is a kind of conventional farming system, with 
a holistic resource-saving approach and farmers voluntarily agree on the programme, which is called agri-en-
vironmental programme ÖPUL-UBB (BMNT 2018) in Austria and Integrated producing farmers (IP-Suisse 
2018) in Switzerland. Conventional farming system follow the national agricultural directives and nature con-
servation laws in terms of animal welfare and agricultural production. 

Figure 8 shows overall 55% of the interviewed farmers have a positive attitude towards BRs, half of them are 
organic farmers. It needs to be considered that the sample has a generally high portion of organic farmers. There 
are also organic farmers adjusting a negative attitude towards BRs and criticizing the BR. 

Generally, as Figure 9 accentuate, organic farmers have a positive attitude towards nature conservation and 
during the interviews no organic farmer intimated a negative attitude towards nature conservation. 

6.3	 Participation – Biosphere reserves in comparison

In the Austrian BR purpose and intention of the BR was confusing and people did not feel concerned as it 
is ‘something for tourism’ or only concern land owners in the core zone. For Val Müstair Figure 5 displays 
some initial disputes and changes in the BR’s management, while in the BR Entlebuch almost all interviewed 
farmers had a positive attitude towards the BR. In the Austrian BR the community in general was not aware 

Figure  7  –  Attitude to nature conservation vs attitude to BRs. Most farmers appreciate the BR and see a positive significance in nature 
conservation (n = 40 qualitative interviews) (data: Humer-Gruber; design: Kati Heinrich). 
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of the functions of a BR and the possibility of participating. Exceptions included people who were involved 
in projects or had participated in the development of the mission statement. Interactive participation is time-
consuming and considered as an intense process. A small number of people carry out a wide range of functions 
within the community, which leads to conflicts of interest; the BR is seen as another time-consuming demand 
on already busy schedules.

6.3.1	 Challenges for the BR

The farmers refer to various challenges the BR must cope with. Emigration of young people due to a lack of 
training position and jobs is already mentioned in chapter 3.4. The wording ‘biosphere reserve‘ is in the Ger-
man language semantically close related to organic farming. In the BR Lungau and Val Müstair many farmers 
(n = 5) said‚ they ‘cannot imagine anything about it. What does biosphere reserve mean?’ (male farmer, 36 yrs., Val 
Müstair). Furthermore, the naming is misleading, as people from outside expect only organic produces in BRs. 
Conflicts of interests within the various stakeholder groups and a definition of a common goal was mentioned 

Figure  8  –  The farming system does not influence the farmers‘ attitudes to BRs (data: Humer-Gruber; design: Stefan Gaun).

Figure  9  –  The farming system is related to the farmers‘ attitude towards nature conservation (data: Humer-Gruber; design: Stefan Gaun).
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as another obstacle: ‘(…) we all want to make a difference, and everybody does something. But we do not have [a 
common direction] a common vision’ (female farmer, 35 yrs., Lungau). 

Ideas were collected in the first phase, when a spirit of optimism and euphoria developed, which is miss-
ing during the project implementation, where several farmers (n = 11) see difficulties. Expectations were not 
fulfilled, and a kind of frustration and disillusionment developed (Backhaus et al. 2016). ‘To put an idea into 
practice is back-breaking work’ (male farmer, 60 yrs., Lungau) and needs time and commitment which is men-
tioned by some (n = 4) farmers. 

Farmers saw benefits for other sectors but not for themselves, and thus did not pay close attention to it. A 
male farmer from Lungau said that farmers took a wait-and-see attitude when the mission statement was devel-
oped: ‘Most of the time it was like that: there were all the nature conservationists, and I don’t know, whoever, 
and all the communities. And only a handful of farmers appeared ... they simply missed their chance to be 
heard.’ (male farmer, 44 yrs., Lungau). Many farmers (n = 12) attribute this sceptical attitude to themselves and 
their colleagues, which makes the process of participation more difficult. ‘Farmers are a very sceptical people (…) 
an in the beginning, when the BR started, everyone else was in euphoria, the hoteliers and such. And the farmers, 
maybe that is not our thing. More conservationists and so on.’ (male farmer, 31 yrs., Val Müstair). Over the years 
farmers gain a more positive attitude towards BRs. This shows the more positive opinion to BRs in Entlebuch 
compared to the youngest BRs in Austria (Figure 5), having in mind that the single BRs exist already for vari-
ous years.

6.3.2	 Improvement suggestions 

Half of the interviewees express wishes and suggestions for improvement to increase cooperation with the BR 
and facilitate project implementations. The potential of the BRs develops with its participating inhabitants as it 
is pursuing long-term goals, which needs long-term support from BR management. Frequent personal changes 
counteract this target. 

Nevertheless, the added value was also recognized in relation to the cultural landscape, which is of central 
importance for the BR. The farmers said that the BR supported them and appreciated their services: ‘Earlier 
farmers were asked to let their land fall fallow [as a conservation measure]. And the farmers … should not farm any-
more … they are following new paths now. It is necessary after all that the land is cultivated, because it is a cultural 
landscape and not a jungle.‘ (female farmer, 46 yrs., Lungau)

The regions can be strengthened, and region value increased, when the interest of the BR is not only spread 
via tourism outside the BR, but also within the inhabitants of the BRs. The BR as a ‘marketing cover‘ (male 
farmer, 45 yrs, Nockberge) was frequently rejected. ‘If it is really transparent and everybody is able to profit a little 
bit it is possible to work out and this is what we desire. This is what we want for the future.‘ (male farmer, 58 yrs., 
Lungau). A neutral and transparent BR management has a crucial role concerning the acceptance of the BR. 
Albeit management was condemned to be biased due to other commercial positions, political functions or en-
tanglements within the region, just recently a person from the region was welcomed, understanding the region 
and its complexities. ‘You have somehow the label. You have the region you are promoting. (…) but the BR alone 
does not bring jobs. But maybe the basic idea. Together for each other.’ (male farmer, 54 yrs., Entlebuch).

6.4	 Responsibilities of agriculture

Different responsibilities were identified (Figure 10), of which the most important are landscape maintenance 
and food production (n = 38 each). Cultural and social responsibilities (n = 31) are considered important. 
Respondents mentioned farms as family run operations, offering employment and housing in rural areas, 
maintenance of the land they had inherited, facilities to be passed on to the next generation in good condition 
(Figure 11), and carrying out various voluntary activities in the community and local organizations. Nature 
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conservation as a duty of farmers is mentioned by one in two of the interviewees (n = 20). Some (n = 15) see 
raising awareness about nature, agriculture and cultural knowledge as a task of their profession, as tourism and 
food advertising impart an unrealistic picture of agriculture.

6.5	 Site-related local differences

Regional differences are discussed in this chapter as all figures above display the results separated along the BRs. 
As explained earlier (cf. chapter 5.4) the Austrian BR is treated like two separate BRs due to infrastructure and 
political system in the federal states of Salzburg (Lungau) and Carinthia (Nockberge). 

Generally, there were no major location-based differences, also no significant country-based differences. The 
farm characteristics in chapter 5.5 apply to the farms in all areas. In Austria (n = 14), there are more farms of 
more than 50 ha than in Switzerland (n = 2), where many pastures are common land and not privately owned. 
Tourism is an important pillar for farmers (n = 15) almost evenly distributed in all four regions (see Table 2) 
and cattle is the typical animal for grassland farming according to the location in the Alps. In the region around 
Nockberge horse and deer are other roughage eaters kept on two farms. In Val Müstair an initial idea was to de-
velop an organic valley, explaining the high proportion of organic farmers (80%). Four farmers stopped arable 
farming because of the conversion, as organic crop farming in Val Müstair is too time-consuming. The narrow 
valleys and steep slopes in the area around Nockberge do not allow arable farming, while Lungau is known 
for its potatoes (Lungauer Eachtling) and rye (Tauernroggen). Generally, the portion of organic farming is quite 
high in Salzburg, due to dairy market structures. In Entlebuch, where quite intensive pig breeding (n = 5) es-
tablished, more conventional farmers are found among the interviewees (Table 2), but only two farmers are 
cultivating crops. 

Almost all interview partners made at least some positive statements about the BR. In all research areas 
farmers expected the BR label would help to keep family farms viable by increasing the appreciation of their 
local products, leading to a strengthened value chain, especially in regional markets. The BR label offers great 
opportunity for direct marketing, for example, by providers of biosphere products and other niche products. 
Local caterers and hotels offering regional products were important outlets for agricultural producers. They said 
that it would require stronger networks of cooperation, for example, to meet the volumes needed by a hotel, 
but these were expected to develop over time. 

Figure  10  –  Farmers identified various responsibilities of agriculture. They agreed that the production in Alpine areas is very costly and 
labour and time consuming (data: Humer-Gruber; design: Stefan Gaun).
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There are also no major differences in the BRs concerning the responsibilities of agriculture. In Switzerland 
nature conservation seems to have a higher significance for farmers, the swiss ecological connectedness in 
agriculture (ökologische Vernetzung in der Landwirtschaft) is an important source of income for farmers, some 
even mention ‘ecology’ as a pillar of their farm. While in Austria nature conservation is slightly more nega-
tively afflicted. This is discussed in the following chapter 7. In Austria the social and cultural responsibilities 
are mentioned more often (Figure 10). Especially in the Nockberge region, mountain pastures and agricultural 
management are widespread and important in terms of cultural identity. Farmers were therefore more in favour 
of a BR than another nature reserve classification, as BR values aim to maintain cultural landscapes and herit-
age in the buffer and transition zones and impose strict conservation only in the core zone, contrary to other 
nature reserve classifications. In addition, compensation payments for land owned in the core zone in Carinthia 
is highly appreciated by farmers. In the face of declining European agricultural subsidies, the BR is seen as a 
way to continue farming.

7	 Discussion

The three publications (cf. Part II Publications) reflect the process of the grounded theory as continuously 
new issues were arising, which led to new working hypothesis, which were analysed in accordance and in 
comparison, with the previous interview material. In between the theoretical background has been fostered 
by literature reviews and analysis, discussions and information gathered at conferences all along the research 
process of this thesis. The published research papers reflect the process: The first paper (Humer-Gruber 2016a) 
presents conflicts, criticism and suggestions of improvements from farmers concerning the BR in two different 
administrative regions of Austria. The second paper (Humer-Gruber 2016b) shows that even two very different 
political, administrative and legal systems of Austria and Switzerland do not have a significant influence where 
farmers see the responsibilities of agriculture within the framework of the BR and nature conservation. The 
third publication (Humer-Gruber 2018) tries to analyse what it needs for a BR to be accepted and for farmers 
to participate in the BR.

Figure  11  –  Farmers maintain facili-
ties like this mountain hut and stable 
for future generations [Lungau 2015]. 
© Humer-Gruber
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7.1	 Farming system and attitude towards BRs

The first interviews elucidate that there is no relation between farming system and the acceptance of BRs within 
the meaning of organic farmers are more likely to participate in BRs than conventional farmers. Even though 
nature conservation seems more important for organic farmers (Figure 9); there is no organic farmer having 
a negative attitude to nature conservation. This assumption could not be answered significantly with the coll-
ected data. Some (n = 8) organic farmers have no positive attitude to the BR, whereof two farmers bring up a 
negative attitude to the BR. Organic farmers tend to be even more critical to the BR. Some farmers expected 
stricter nature conservation measures in the whole area of the BR, they argued that the ‘BR is just a label for 
outsiders’ (male farmer, 63, Entlebuch) and criticized the voluntary base of BR. 

In general, regardless of the farming system Figure 6 shows that most farmers (n = 26) have a positive at-
titude towards nature conservation, more than towards BRs (n = 22) (Figure 5). This is seen particularly in the 
BRs Lungau and Val Müstair. The higher number in more sceptical typologies in the Carinthian part of the 
Austrian BR can be explained by an emotional dispute, over a period of several years, between landowners and 
nature conservationists (Jungmeier et al. 2010), which was resolved only recently by compensation payments 
being made. In this area, the BR attracted a sceptical attitude from the farmers because they put the purpose 
of the BR on a level with wider controversy about nature conservation. For Val Müstair Figure 5 displays some 
initial disputes and changes in the BR’s management, while in the BR Entlebuch almost all interviewed farmers 
had a positive attitude towards the BR. The management team in the BR Entlebuch was quite stable and well 
established. In the Austrian BR the community in general was not aware of the functions of a BR and the pos-
sibility of participating. Exceptions included people who were involved in single projects or had participated in 
the development of the mission statement. The interview results suggest that a BR’s starting phase is sensitive 
and that once trust is lost, it is difficult to recover. Becoming a model for sustainable economic development, as 
stated in the mission statement of the BR (UNESCO 2017c), is a long process that relies on the effort and in-
volvement of many people and calls for the inclusion of local stakeholders (Pimbert & Pretty 2009; Jungmeier 
et al. 2010; Lange 2011; Reutz 2012). BR implementation demands patience and motivation; it is a matter of 
strong personalities and confidence in the idea, which needs to be disseminated in the first place.

7.2	 Function of agriculture

The various functions of agriculture and its importance in rural areas are discussed initially (cf. chapter 3.4). 
Some functions are obvious, like food production; others are side effects of small-scale farming, like nature con-
servation or social functions (presented in Figure 10). These more obvious tasks mentioned by Weiger (1990) 
and Renting et al. (2009) are discussed by the farmers themselves. Protecting cultural assets, traditions and local 
knowledge is seen as a responsibility (Grasser et al. 2012; Bieling et al. 2014), in Austria (nAT = 18) more than 
in Switzerland (nCH = 13). The results underline the argument that although farmers’ motivation lies in food 
production, their tasks have shifted to landscape maintenance (Schermer 2005). In most interviews (n = 38), 
landscape maintenance was mentioned first, with an element of disappointment: they stated that this, and not 
their products, is what they are paid for. Farmers (n = 38) see their main responsibility in food production, 
primarily milk and meat in mountain areas, but they cannot live on this alone: ‘It’s simply not possible to work 
economically on the steep surfaces, without subsidies it is simply not possible. (…) It is always more difficult. On the 
other hand, of course, it is our environment, and when cultivated, there’s a quality of life for everyone who lives here’ 
(female farmer, 46 yrs., Lungau). 

In mountain areas especially, public funds are essential, and farm income comes from a variety of on- and 
off-farm sources (Darnhofer et al. 2016). The implementation of agri-environmental schemes is obligatory to 
obtain direct subsidies; farmers can, in addition, participate voluntarily in specific nature conservation meas-
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ures such as contractual nature conservation programmes (Table 2). In Switzerland, an ecological performance 
record has been compulsory since 1997 for direct payments; in Austria, agri-environmental measures, which 
are still in force, were introduced in 1995 as part of the common agricultural policy (CAP). Against their ex-
pectations, farmers have realized that their ecological performance improves with little effort. Although similar 
principles are in place in Switzerland and Austria, a comparison shows that landscape maintenance (nCH = 20; 
nAT = 18) and nature conservation (nCH = 12; nAT = 8) are mentioned slightly more often in the Swiss interviews. 
This reflects the different perception of public funding systems. While Austrian farmers (see quote female 
farmer, 46 yrs., Lungau, above) regard subsidies as a necessity, in Switzerland nature conservation is generally 
viewed more positively by farmers, and agri-environmental measures are identified as a source of income, as 
expressed here: ‘Our production is so expensive that we simply cannot live from sales of produce. That is why we are 
dependent on the fact that we are supported by the state. And our service is preserving and maintaining the cultural 
landscape’ (male farmer, 36 yrs., Val Müstair).

In the farmers point of view concerning their responsibilities the provision of ecosystem services is not liter-
ally mentioned. As discussed by Unmüßig (2014) the monetarisation of ecosystem service is no issue discussed 
by the interviewees. The connection to ecosystem services was only made in terms of providing the maintained 
(agri-)cultural landscape for tourism (Daniel et al. 2011) which is of economic importance for the region 
and the general beauty and quality of the area (Bieling et al. 2014) as maintained land is more beautiful than 
uncultivated wilderness (cf. quote female farmer, 46 yrs., Lungau, p. 25). Further connections to ecosystem 
services establish in terms of cultural assets, cultural heritage, traditions and local knowledge (Grasser et al. 
2012) which farmers consider as their responsibility or their tool, which is constantly extended and enriched 
with own experiments and experiences. Knowledge exchange with colleagues is limited to farmers of similar 
farming systems.

7.3	 Participation 

The BR fulfils various purposes (UNESCO 2017b) and is not only associated to economic development or 
biodiversity conservation or agriculture or tourism. Rather, it provides an opportunity for multiple stakehol-
ders to gather around one table and discuss the future development of the area; it operates as a voice for the 
wider community. Participation is time-consuming and requires long term commitment to an intense process. 
Implemented structures need to allow mid-term successes which are broadly communicated to keep up the mo-
tivation for cooperation (Frick & Hunziker 2015; Rumpolt et al. 2016). In the research areas a small number 
of people carry out a wide range of functions within the community, this leads to unbalanced power structures 
and time conflicts. Next to interest conflicts, the BR is seen as another time-consuming demand on already 
busy schedules. For a successful participatory process, balanced power structures are required (Wallner & 
Wiesmann 2009). According to the interviews, farmers of the BR Lungau and the BR Val Müstair appreciated 
thematic round table sessions in the initial phase. BRs try to use the potentials in place by means of creating 
cooperation and regional value.

The individual areas might be being at different stages of the development process of BRs (Figure 12): 
BR Entlebuch has evolved over more than 15 years, Val Müstair over seven years, while the Austrian BR was 
designated only two years before the interviews were conducted. Fewer sceptical arguments were found in En-
tlebuch, which supports assumptions that: expected negative impacts are often based on fears, and apprehen-
sions disperse over time (Humer-Gruber 2016b). Positive experiences gained over a longer period are of major 
importance for a BR’s success: such experiences both reflect and translate into people participating, sharing 
ideas and becoming empowered. It emerges from the interviews that when farmers do not participate, this is 
a personal decision, or they have not found a niche for themselves in terms of how they can get involved and 
participate in the BR with their farming system. 
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‘In the beginning we were very afraid: ‘You cannot do anything; you will be completely restricted (…).‘ But this is 
not the case at all. No one loses anything. Some cooperate with the BR; you can come with any idea. For those who do 
not participate, nothing will change’ (female farmer, 42 yrs., Entlebuch). 

A first phase of enthusiasm like the starting phase experienced in Lungau (interviews) or in Val Müstair 
(Karthäuser et al. 2011), is characterised by involvement of many people and gathering of ideas in group works 
and thematic round tables. The outcome was a mission statement, like a road map for the BR. Rumpolt et 
al. (2016) report from the BR Walsertal, where the everyday routine and inertial structures made it difficult 
to keep up the beginning euphoria and motivation. During the implementation phase, a down-to-earth-stage 
follows and is characterized of some unfulfilled expectations and disillusions come up, like Backhaus et al. 
(2016) mentioned in Val Müstair, and was seen also in the Nockberge region. Rumpolt et al. (2016) discuss the 
importance of a motivated community and a shared vision for the BR also in an advanced period of the BR. It 
needs lots of discussions, transparency and developed trust to cope with setbacks and overcome this stage. The 
intensive work in smaller project groups may lead to a lack of communication (Figure 12). Notwithstanding 
the above, communication is key as observed during the interviews for this research in all research areas. The 
cooperation of different actors seems to be the biggest challenge for the implementation of projects in the BRs. 
Significant aspects are transparency and communication within the group of interested participants as well as 
communication with more sceptical persons, and especially within these groups. Additional communication 
is essential for a positive external appearance of the BR (Rumpolt et al. 2016). After these starting periods, fa-
cilitated by the BRs managements, the work can begin. Frequent management changes (Backhaus et al. 2016) 
and unbalanced power structures (Wallner & Wiesmann 2009) lead to a loss of confidence in the project and 
its management and complicate the operational phase. A congruent external and self-perception lead to sus-
tainable project implementation (Weixlbaumer & Coy 2009). Fleury et al. (2004) recommend a progressive 
learning path. A trustful long-term commitment of all people involved is necessary for a sustainable learning 
process. How long the single periods last depend mainly on personalities, decision makers, communities, back-
ground of the region with its social, societal, legal and political structures in place. The implementation of a BR 
is a continuous learning process, not only for single individuals, but for entire communities and regions. This 
is one of the main goals of BRs (UNESCO 2017b).

Nevertheless, the assumption that each research area stands for one stage might not be enough. The inter-
views and a closer look at the history of origin elucidate major differences of the research areas. Many studies 
have pointed to the need for a well-balanced dialogue (Lewis 1996; Stoll-Kleemann & Welp 2008; Mose 2009) 
and well balanced social structures (Coy & Weixlbaumer 2009; Wallner & Wiesmann 2009; Rumpolt et al. 
2016). The BR Entlebuch developed as a bottom up process and after a long process of discussion the BR was 
the only chance for region in terms of economic development. Wallner et al. (2007) argued very clear that the 
motivation of the inhabitants is related whether they see an economic benefit and a shared vision of the BR. In 
comparison, in the other research areas the interviewees did not identify themselves that much with the BR, it 
is ‘something for the others’.

Within the Austrian BR, the purpose of BRs in general is unclear to people. They do not feel concerned and 
see the BR as ‘something for tourism’, or as being of concern only to landowners in the core zone. Farmers in 
Val Müstair criticise that tourists’ needs are overestimated in comparison to farmers necessities, and tourists are 
looking for the Heidi idyll, which is incompatible with a modern farmers’ working day. Similar criticism is put 
forward by ambassadors of the BR (Backhaus et al. 2016). In the BR Entlebuch, on the other hand, almost all 
farmers interviewed have a positive attitude towards the BR. A neutral and transparent BR management has a 
crucial role in the acceptance of the BR. 

‘You have somehow the label. You have the region, you can promote it. (…) But the BR alone does not bring jobs. 
But maybe the basic idea. Together, for each other’ (male farmer, 54 yrs., Entlebuch). 

The interviews show that promoting cooperation and understanding the requirements of different stake-
holders are among the biggest challenges for the BR management. The development of a shared vision and 
goal for the region is a sensitive process, which relies on participatory processes (Keupp 2010; Rumpolt et al. 
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2016). Raising farmers’ awareness of the BR might raise their motivation to participate. Farmers play a central 
role in the BR, and it is important to ensure that their enthusiasm and inventiveness support it rather than 
oppose it. Participation of the local stakeholders especially in the implementation processes of BRs (Pimbert 
& Pretty 2009; Jungmeier et al. 2010; Lange 2011; Reutz 2012; Frick & Hunziker 2015) is fundamental to 
their success. 

Lessons learned from older BRs show that the local communities need to be approached early in the plan-
ning phase of protected areas and integrated in the decision-making processes (Lockwood et al. 2006; Stoll-
Kleemann & Welp 2008; Mose 2009; Lange 2011; Rumpolt et al. 2016). The comparison of the three BRs 
in this research project support this argumentation, as discussed above, a highly participative implementation 
process is essential. Great sensitivity and awareness of the balance of the social power structures, however, are 
needed during this process (Wallner & Wiesmann 2009). 

A vibrant agricultural community is valuable for society and presents a basis for decentralized settlement. 
People should be able to earn a viable living from farming, as the abandonment of agricultural land is det-
rimental from a socio-economic perspective (Haddaway et al. 2014). Val Müstair provides good examples, 
as the new statutes (UNESCO Biosphärenreservat EngiadinaVal Müstair 2016c), im comparison to the old 
one (UNESCO Biosphärenreservat EngiadinaVal Müstair 2016a; UNESCO Biosphärenreservat EngiadinaVal 
Müstair 2016b) addressed the question of commitment by increasing the transparency and the reliability of the 
Biosphere label. Strong cooperation between farmers, gastronomy and tourism should help to pool profits in 
the region and avoid dual structures (Backhaus et al. 2016). Transparency and trust are of central importance 
for successful cooperation and a commonly shared goal (Keupp 2010; Weixlbaumer et al. 2015; Rumpolt et 
al. 2016).

Participative approaches are desirable in the agricultural sector in general; more independence for farmers 
would also be useful to improve the performance of agri-environmental measures. Constant dialogue with na-
ture conservationists is already in place in all research areas, for example regarding hay-cutting times and herd 
protection (Figure 13). Initiatives in the research areas show that farmers and other producers are highly crea-

Figure  12  –  The implementation of a BR is a learning process for an entire community with the goal to become a model region for sus-
tainable regional development. The process calls for balanced power structures, strong trustful networks, transparent communication, and 

commitment and motivation of the inhabitants to participate. (data: Humer-Gruber; design: Stefan Gaun).
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tive concerning product development, as seen for the brand Echt Entlebuch, where more than 60 producers 
developed around 300 labelled products within 14 years (Knaus et al. 2017). Labelled protected-area products 
can be a true asset for mountainous biosphere reserves, trustful sales channels, time and leaders to coordinate 
and educate all involved parties (Knaus et al. 2017). Other examples are a BR breakfast in Lungau, or in Val 
Müstair, where Agricultura Jaura GmbH is going to create a combined processing site for milk, meat and grain. 
The BR Nockberge specializes in cooperation with schools for awareness-raising and education programmes, 
further various products are produced by the biosphere partners. The interviews demonstrate that the creation 
of regional value and regional processing cooperatives are essential for BRs. Regardless of the success and out-
come of a BR, the debates raised about future goals for the region and the triggered discussions on the region’s 
economic, social, ecological and cultural development, are an important asset for any region. 

8	 Conclusion and Outlook

8.1	 Conclusion 

In general, farmers see the BR as a positive development for the region. It encourages discussions on a neutral 
platform to voice problems, and to propose solutions and improvements. Hence, the BR supports the formati-
on of a strong, creative and innovative community in a participative way using the potentials in place. A model 
region for sustainable development is a broad goal and includes various stakeholder groups. BRs are considered 
as jointly implemented projects. BRs are not seen as an obstacle by farmers, playing a central role as mentioned 
above, but they stress out many obstacles a BR must overcome. The interviews also show clearly that the BR 
appears as intangible and very abstract. It’s probably impossible for a BR to meet all expectations, reaching from 
a ‘strict nature conservation authority‘ to the ‘driving force for economy and tourism‘ in the interviews with only 
one stakeholder group.

Figure  13  –  Livestock guard-
ians. Nature conservation 
measures and re-introduction of 
wild animals influence farmers’ 
working routine [Canton of Gri-
sons 2017]. © Humer-Gruber
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8.1.1	 Participation

Participatory processes encourage and rely on open discussions, although it emerges from the interviews that 
lengthy discussions might be interpreted as failures or as obstacles to the implementation of BRs. The interview 
results suggest that a BR’s starting phase is sensitive and that once trust is lost, it is difficult to recover. BRs 
implementation demands patience and motivation; it is a matter of strong personalities and confidence in the 
idea, which needs to be developed by interactive participation as a shared vision (Keupp 2010) and dissemi-
nated in the first place. The BR is designed for multiple purposes (UNESCO 2017b) and offers a platform for 
multiple stakeholders to cooperate and discuss the future development of the region; it works as a voice for the 
wider community, educates participants and creates regional value. Participation is time-consuming and needs 
long-term commitment to an intense process. 

Broadly communicated mid-term successes help to keep up the motivation for long-term cooperation (Frick 
& Hunziker 2015) and cope with setbacks in the implementation phase. The motivation of the inhabitants 
is dependent upon their interests, the shared vision and goal of the BRs and whether they see an economic 
advantage of the BR (Wallner et al. 2007). In the beginning the various ideas, problems and concerns of the 
inhabitants need to be discussed and collected in participative open group works, before a consensus and com-
mon vision can be developed. It needs a mutual understanding of the various stakeholder groups in the region. 
For a successful participatory process, in terms of interactive participation and self-mobilization, balanced 
power structures are required (Pretty 1995; Wallner & Wiesmann 2009). Power imbalances and time conflicts 
may occur when a small number of people carry out a wide range of functions within the community, which 
stresses out the importance of a neutral BR management.

Overall, BRs receive local support, and motivation to participate is in place, although not always actively put 
into practice. An attitude of detached observation on the part of farmers, as found throughout the Austrian BR, 
has been reported from the initial phase in all research areas. Rumpolt et al. (2016) rate the motivation to par-
ticipate as an important asset for future goals in BRs. Farmers play a central role in the BR, and it is important 
to ensure that their enthusiasm and inventiveness support it rather than oppose it. 

8.1.2	 Time 

The regions are not directly comparable, nevertheless over time farmers have become strong partners in the 
management of the BRs. Experiences from BRs that have been in existence for a longer period suggest that 
BRs have a huge potential to address farmers’ concerns about support in product development and marketing, 
value-added processing in the region, nature conservation training and awareness building, shared workforce, 
and sustainable tourism (Knaus et al. 2017). While this research presents the attitudes of just one stakeholder 
group, farmers, the BR is appreciated and well established as a shared platform for participatory concepts, open 
to all stakeholder groups. The creation of durable BRs must be acknowledged as a long and slow process, calling 
for numerous dialogues and balanced power structures, and relying on regional situations and open minds for 
mutual understanding.

8.1.3	 Transparency and a commonly shared vision

Transparency and developed trust are necessary to cope with concerns. Therefore, communication is essential, 
external as well as internal communication to raise commitment within the community and help to identify 
with the new values of the BRs. A reliable and committed BR management supports this process (Keupp 
2010). Frequent management changes (Backhaus et al. 2016) and unbalanced power structures (Wallner & 
Wiesmann 2009) lead to a loss of confidence in the project. A trustful long-term commitment of all people 
involved is necessary for a sustainable learning process and a continual process of involving local farms and 
businesses in long-term cooperation (Knaus et al. 2017) allows to develop high quality labelled products. The 
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interviews show that promoting cooperation and understanding the requirements of different stakeholders are 
among the biggest challenges for the BR management. The sensitive process of a commonly developed shared 
vision relies on participatory processes (Keupp 2010; Rumpolt et al. 2016). Implementation of a BR is an 
ongoing learning and development process, calling for openness and commitment of all involved. Participato-
ry processes are influenced by the political and social environment. Major task of the BR management is the 
creation of a supportive environment, which allows to build trust and offer a neutral basis where problems are 
discussed, solutions and improvements are developed and ideas from the community find a voice. Though the 
political and social structures do influence this environment, the participants‘ own initiatives and innovations 
are central, as only they can cause changes of a shared value system (Wilson 2009).

Becoming a model region for sustainable development is a continuous learning process for an entire region, 
calling for a very committed, openminded and persistent community. The region has the chance to implement 
innovative ideas and to try solutions off the beaten tracks.

The preservation of rural agriculture is important for the research areas, considering the multiple functions 
of agriculture for society, nature, biodiversity, culture, production of high quality food and offering jobs in rural 
areas. Farmers’ work needs more appreciation among the community and among farmers themselves. BRs hold 
the chance not only to establish a connection between the development of the regional agriculture to current 
public discussions concerning food production, agroecology, nutrition, or even discussions on climate change. 
It also offers the space to broadly discuss feasible options, to offer commonly shared solutions and to realize 
visions for a sustainable development, receiving appreciation also outside the BR.

8.2	 Hypothesis answering and further aspects

Hypothesis 1 
Especially in ecological sensitive mountainous regions industrialisation in the agricultural sector has negative effects, 
as cultivation in the valley bottoms intensified while disfavoured steep areas see abandonment and turn into fallow 
land. In BRs ecological sound agriculture is dominant and a targeted increase in regional value added has a positive 
outcome for the agricultural sector, which is recognized by farmers. 

Answer: 
As presented in chapter 5.5, the number of organic farming systems is high in the research areas, but without a 
compelling connection to the BRs. Nevertheless, many farmers have a positive attitude to BRs, though partici-
pation does not fit for each farmer, they indirectly expect positive effects as they value the BR as regional asset 
for future development. 

Hypothesis 2 
The cultural landscape in biosphere reserves is characterized by agriculture therefore farmers are important stake-
holders in the BR and contribute to the design and participate in the implementation process. A sound agricultural 
landscape is of interest for nature conservation, therefore a strong cooperation between conservation sites and farmers 
in the research area evolves over time. 

Answer: 
Though farmers are often sceptical in the beginning. Cooperation need time to develop a trustful partnership 
with different actors. Some farmers don’t see a chance to participate in the BR during the implementation 
phase, but examples in the research areas show, that farmers become important and strong partners of the BRs 
managements, to realize the commonly developed vision of a sustainable development for the region. 
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Hypothesis 3 
The service of healthy (agro-) ecosystems, like high quality of healthy food and clean water, regulating services related 
to natural hazards, soil degradation and erosion, supporting services for soil development and nutrition circulation, 
and cultural services in the Alps are recognized and accelerated by farmers. 

Answer: 
Farmers do see their responsibilities shifting from producers to landscape maintenance. Notwithstanding some 
ecosystem services, more cultural and social services, are named very clear by the interviewees, regulating and 
supporting services, the concept of ecosystem services as discussed in science and politics is not mentioned by 
farmers at all and therefore not accelerated.

In short, the interviews give clear answers what it needs for a BR to support sustainable regional development:
•	 Participation and support and personal initiative
	 ‘if we don‘t do anything, nothing will happen’ (male farmer, 47 yrs., Val Müstair) 
	 ‘… we are the Biosphere’ (male farmer, 31 yrs., Val Müstair)
•	  Time and motivation 
	 ‘… implementing a single idea is hard graft!’ (male farmer, 40 yrs., Lungau)
•	 Transparency and confidence – BR management operates as a neutral point of contact
•	 Political framework to support BR and a commonly shared vision
	 ‘…everybody wants to achieve something. But we don‘t have a flow.’ (female farmer, 36 yrs., Lungau)

As obstacles the following was identified:
•	 Induced discussions – often interpreted as failures
•	 Unbalanced power structures

8.3	 Outlook

Ecosystem services need to be discussed in a broad scale. The concept of ecosystem services allows an increa-
sed value and appreciation of agriculture in the community and among farmers. The multiple functions need 
to be highlighted, to avoid the reduction of farming to an economic asset, producing agricultural goods and 
maintaining the landscape. Sustainable agriculture has much more to offer, especially for nature conservation 
interests, and these assets need be included in the narrative. The promotion of a sustainable agriculture in ecolo-
gical sensitive regions should not only be the task of BRs, rather it should be the responsibly of the chamber of 
agriculture and agricultural politics in general, as it is of major societal interest. Landscape services as discussed 
by Backhaus et al. (2016) could be an option to find a narrative that meet the interests of numerous actors in 
terms of mobilization of inhabitants not only in rural region moving towards sustainable development. 
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Kulturlandschaft braucht Landwirtschaft. 
Landwirtschaft braucht … 
 
Der  Biosphärenpark  Salzburger  Lungau  und  Kärntner  Nockberge  ist  geprägt  durch  seine 
besondere Kulturlandschaft. Bergwiesen sind etwa durch  landwirtschaftliche Tätigkeit über 
Jahrhunderte entstanden und zählen zu den artenreichsten Ökosystemen. Eine gedeihende 
Landwirtschaft  ist  deshalb  für  den  Erhalt  der  Kulturlandschaft  ebenso  wichtig  wie  für 
verschiedenste Naturschutzmaßnahmen und vieles mehr.  
 

Wo sehen Sie, als Landwirtin oder Landwirt, die Aufgaben der Landwirtschaft? 
 
Ziel dieser Arbeit  ist es, die Vielfalt der Meinungen, Wahrnehmungen und Sichtweisen von 
Bäuerinnen und Bauern, die  im Biosphärenpark  leben und arbeiten,  zu  folgenden Themen 
darzustellen: 

Aufgaben der Landwirtschaft 
Kulturlandschaft 
Naturschutz 

Biosphärenpark 
Wissensweitergabe und ‐erwerb 

 
Die unterschiedlichen Meinungen, Erfahrungen und Sichtweisen werden gesammelt und zu 
einem  Stimmungsbild  zusammengefasst.  Sie  werden  deshalb  gebeten,  Ihre  persönlichen 
Ansichten zu den einzelnen Themen preiszugeben. Es gibt keine „falschen“ Antworten! 
 
Die Teilnahme ist freiwillig und anonym. Das Interview besteht aus einem Begleitfragebogen, 
zur statistischen Auswertung, und einem leitfadengestützten  Interview. Das Gespräch wird 
aufgezeichnet, die Daten werden nur in anonymisierter Form verwendet.  
Die Erkenntnisse aus dieser Arbeit werden dem Biosphärenparkmanagement zur Verfügung 
gestellt und an die Biosphärenparkgemeinschaft zurückgegeben. 
 
Ich  bedanke  mich  recht  herzlich  für  die  Zusammenarbeit  und  stehe  Ihnen  gerne  für 
Rückfragen zur Verfügung. 
 

Vielen Dank! 
Heidi Humer‐Gruber 
 

 
Kontakt: 
Heidi Humer‐Gruber  arbeitet  seit  Jänner 2014 am  Institut  für  Interdisziplinäre Gebirgsforschung  in 
Innsbruck  an  einem  von Man  and  Biosphere‐Österreich  finanzierten  Projekt:  „Biosphärenparks  ‐ 
Innovationsmotor  oder  Hindernis.  Wahrnehmung  und  Sichtweise  von  Bäuerinnen  und  Bauern  in 
Biosphärenparks“ 

   
DI Heidi Humer‐Gruber, MSc. 
T: 0650/8848449 
E: Adelheid.humer‐gruber@oeaw.ac.at  Oktober 2014
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Begleitfragebogen 
Datum:_________________    Nr.:_____    

zur Person 

Alter: ________________  Männlich □ Weiblich □ 

Familienstand: _________  Kinder: ________________ 

BetriebsführerIn:  □ ja   wenn ja, seit wann?  ____________________ 

□ wenn nein, dann…  __________________________ 

Betriebserwerb (Kauf, Erbe, Leibrente, Pacht,….): _____________________ 

höchste abgeschlossene Ausbildung: 

□ Pflichtschule      □ mittlere Reife/Lehre    □ Matura/Meister   □ Universität/FH 

höchste abgeschlossene land- und forstwirtschaftliche Ausbildung 

□ Facharbeiter     □ Meister     □ Fachschule     □ landwirtschaftliches Studium 

 
zum Betrieb: 

 

Bezirk:  ________________________________ 
Betriebsform:  □ Vollerwerb   □ Nebenerwerb 
Gibt es einen Zuverdienst von Familienangehörigen die am Hof leben? ja□  nein□ 
Wenn ja, in welcher Form? ______________________________________ 
Hauptbetriebszweig: ____________________________________________ 
       Hauptkultur(en): ____________________________________________ 

Tierbestand:  ____________________________________________ 
Bewirtschaftungsform:  

□ biologische LW.     □ konventionelle LW □ integrierte LW 

Teilnahme an Naturschutzprogramm: _______________________________ 
Betriebsgröße in Hektar (inkl. Pachtflächen): _________ 

  davon extensive Flächen:    _________ 

       Pachtflächen: _________ 

Arbeitskräfte: □ Familieneigene AK Anzahl: ____________________ 
□ Fremd-AK Anzahl:  ____________________ 
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Themenbereiche  
Ich darf Sie um eine persönliche Stellungnahme zu den folgenden Punkten bitten:    
 
Aufgaben der Landwirtschaft     
 Lebensmittelproduktion     
 Landschaftspflege   
 Ökosystemdienstleistungen durch Landwirtschaft   
   
Kulturlandschaft      
Bedeutung der LW für Kulturlandschaft      
Bedeutung der Kulturlandschaft für LW     
Ist für Sie der Erhalt der Kulturlandschaft wichtig?   
   
Naturschutz    
Bedeutung der LW für Naturschutz    
Bedeutung des Naturschutz für LW   
Eigen Erfahrung (mit Naturschutz) positiv u/od negativ     
Was braucht es, damit sie in Zukunft an 
Naturschutzmaßnahmen teilnehmen? 

   

   
Biosphärenpark     
Bedeutung der LW für den Biosphärenpark     
Bedeutung des BSP für LW     
Veränderungen durch den BSP?   
Beteiligung bei Maßnahmen?  
Was bräuchte es für eine zukünftige Beteiligung? 

 

Bedeutung des BSP für die Person?     
Wünsche an den BSP?   
Interessensgruppen im BSP   
   
Wissenstransfer      
LW u FW Wissen erwerben und weitergeben?     
Traditionelles Wissen     
Innovationen   
   
Wie sehen Sie die Zukunft?   
Was hat sich in den letzten 5 bzw. 10 Jahren verändert?      

Begleitfragebogen 
Datum:_________________    Nr.:_____    

zur Person 

Alter: ________________  Männlich □ Weiblich □ 

Familienstand: _________  Kinder: ________________ 

BetriebsführerIn:  □ ja   wenn ja, seit wann?  ____________________ 

□ wenn nein, dann…  __________________________ 

Betriebserwerb (Kauf, Erbe, Leibrente, Pacht,….): _____________________ 

höchste abgeschlossene Ausbildung: 

□ Pflichtschule      □ mittlere Reife/Lehre    □ Matura/Meister   □ Universität/FH 

höchste abgeschlossene land- und forstwirtschaftliche Ausbildung 

□ Facharbeiter     □ Meister     □ Fachschule     □ landwirtschaftliches Studium 

 
zum Betrieb: 

 

Bezirk:  ________________________________ 
Betriebsform:  □ Vollerwerb   □ Nebenerwerb 
Gibt es einen Zuverdienst von Familienangehörigen die am Hof leben? ja□  nein□ 
Wenn ja, in welcher Form? ______________________________________ 
Hauptbetriebszweig: ____________________________________________ 
       Hauptkultur(en): ____________________________________________ 

Tierbestand:  ____________________________________________ 
Bewirtschaftungsform:  

□ biologische LW.     □ konventionelle LW □ integrierte LW 

Teilnahme an Naturschutzprogramm: _______________________________ 
Betriebsgröße in Hektar (inkl. Pachtflächen): _________ 

  davon extensive Flächen:    _________ 

       Pachtflächen: _________ 

Arbeitskräfte: □ Familieneigene AK Anzahl: ____________________ 
□ Fremd-AK Anzahl:  ____________________ 
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Kulturlandschaft braucht Landwirtschaft. Landwirtschaft braucht Landschaft. 
Landschaft braucht Kultur. Kultur braucht Wirtschaft. Wirtschaft braucht  

Kulturlandschaft. Kulturlandschaft braucht Landwirtschaft. 
 
 
Der Biosphärenpark       xxx     ist  geprägt  durch  seine  besondere 
Kulturlandschaft. Bergwiesen sind etwa durch landwirtschaftliche Tätigkeit über Jahrhunderte 
entstanden und zählen zu den artenreichsten Ökosystemen. Eine gedeihende Landwirtschaft 
ist  deshalb  für  den  Erhalt  der  Kulturlandschaft  ebenso  wichtig  wie  für  verschiedenste 
Naturschutzmaßnahmen und vieles mehr.  
 

Wo sehen Sie, als Landwirtin oder Landwirt, die Aufgaben der Landwirtschaft? 
 
Ziel dieser Arbeit  ist es, die Vielfalt der Meinungen, Wahrnehmungen und Sichtweisen von 
Bäuerinnen und Bauern, die  im Biosphärenpark  leben und arbeiten,  zu  folgenden Themen 
darzustellen: 

Aufgaben der Landwirtschaft 
Kulturlandschaft 
Naturschutz 

Biosphärenpark 
Wissensweitergabe und ‐erwerb 

 
Die unterschiedlichen Meinungen, Erfahrungen und Sichtweisen werden gesammelt und zu 
einem  Stimmungsbild  zusammengefasst.  Sie  werden  deshalb  gebeten,  Ihre  persönlichen 
Ansichten zu den einzelnen Themen preiszugeben. Es gibt keine „falschen“ Antworten! 
 
Die Teilnahme ist freiwillig und anonym. Das Interview besteht aus einem Begleitfragebogen, 
zur statistischen Auswertung, und einem leitfadengestützten  Interview. Das Gespräch wird 
aufgezeichnet, die Daten werden nur in anonymisierter Form verwendet.  
Die Erkenntnisse aus dieser Arbeit werden dem Biosphärenparkmanagement zur Verfügung 
gestellt und an die Biosphärenparkgemeinschaft zurückgegeben. 
 
Ich  bedanke  mich  recht  herzlich  für  die  Zusammenarbeit  und  stehe  Ihnen  gerne  für 
Rückfragen zur Verfügung. 
 

Vielen Dank! 
Heidi Humer‐Gruber 
 

Kontakt: 
Heidi Humer‐Gruber  arbeitet  seit  Jänner 2014 am  Institut  für  Interdisziplinäre Gebirgsforschung  in 
Innsbruck  an  einem  von Man  and  Biosphere‐Österreich  finanzierten  Projekt:  „Biosphärenparks  ‐ 
Innovationsmotor  oder  Hindernis.  Wahrnehmung  und  Sichtweise  von  Bäuerinnen  und  Bauern  in 
Biosphärenparks“ 

   
DI Heidi Humer‐Gruber, MSc. 
T: 0650/8848449 
E: Adelheid.humer‐gruber@oeaw.ac.at             Oktober 2014 
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Gedächtnisprotokoll zu den Eindrücken am Betrieb: 
 
Welchen Eindruck hat der Hof auf mich gemacht? 
(ordentlich & gepflegt, lebendig oder ruhig, einladend, warm, kalt, unaufgeräumt, chaotisch, usw.) 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Welchen Eindruck haben die Interviewpartner auf mich gemacht? 
(herzlich, offen, zurückhaltend, ernst, bedrückt, erfreut, gestresst, entspannt, Generationen usw.) 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Was war besonders auffällig und einprägsam? 
(am Betrieb, im Gespräch) 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Sonstiges: 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

Kulturlandschaft braucht Landwirtschaft. Landwirtschaft braucht Landschaft. 
Landschaft braucht Kultur. Kultur braucht Wirtschaft. Wirtschaft braucht  

Kulturlandschaft. Kulturlandschaft braucht Landwirtschaft. 
 
 
Der Biosphärenpark       xxx     ist  geprägt  durch  seine  besondere 
Kulturlandschaft. Bergwiesen sind etwa durch landwirtschaftliche Tätigkeit über Jahrhunderte 
entstanden und zählen zu den artenreichsten Ökosystemen. Eine gedeihende Landwirtschaft 
ist  deshalb  für  den  Erhalt  der  Kulturlandschaft  ebenso  wichtig  wie  für  verschiedenste 
Naturschutzmaßnahmen und vieles mehr.  
 

Wo sehen Sie, als Landwirtin oder Landwirt, die Aufgaben der Landwirtschaft? 
 
Ziel dieser Arbeit  ist es, die Vielfalt der Meinungen, Wahrnehmungen und Sichtweisen von 
Bäuerinnen und Bauern, die  im Biosphärenpark  leben und arbeiten,  zu  folgenden Themen 
darzustellen: 

Aufgaben der Landwirtschaft 
Kulturlandschaft 
Naturschutz 

Biosphärenpark 
Wissensweitergabe und ‐erwerb 

 
Die unterschiedlichen Meinungen, Erfahrungen und Sichtweisen werden gesammelt und zu 
einem  Stimmungsbild  zusammengefasst.  Sie  werden  deshalb  gebeten,  Ihre  persönlichen 
Ansichten zu den einzelnen Themen preiszugeben. Es gibt keine „falschen“ Antworten! 
 
Die Teilnahme ist freiwillig und anonym. Das Interview besteht aus einem Begleitfragebogen, 
zur statistischen Auswertung, und einem leitfadengestützten  Interview. Das Gespräch wird 
aufgezeichnet, die Daten werden nur in anonymisierter Form verwendet.  
Die Erkenntnisse aus dieser Arbeit werden dem Biosphärenparkmanagement zur Verfügung 
gestellt und an die Biosphärenparkgemeinschaft zurückgegeben. 
 
Ich  bedanke  mich  recht  herzlich  für  die  Zusammenarbeit  und  stehe  Ihnen  gerne  für 
Rückfragen zur Verfügung. 
 

Vielen Dank! 
Heidi Humer‐Gruber 
 

Kontakt: 
Heidi Humer‐Gruber  arbeitet  seit  Jänner 2014 am  Institut  für  Interdisziplinäre Gebirgsforschung  in 
Innsbruck  an  einem  von Man  and  Biosphere‐Österreich  finanzierten  Projekt:  „Biosphärenparks  ‐ 
Innovationsmotor  oder  Hindernis.  Wahrnehmung  und  Sichtweise  von  Bäuerinnen  und  Bauern  in 
Biosphärenparks“ 

   
DI Heidi Humer‐Gruber, MSc. 
T: 0650/8848449 
E: Adelheid.humer‐gruber@oeaw.ac.at             Oktober 2014 
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This study explored

farmers’ perceptions of

a biosphere reserve in the

Austrian Alps with the

goal of promoting better

understanding among

different stakeholders

involved in the agricultural

sector in a biosphere

reserve. Biosphere

reserves have a variety of functions and serve as models of

sustainable regional development and involve stakeholders in

decision-making on and development of protected areas. In

the Alpine biosphere reserve selected for this study, the

conservation of cultural landscapes plays a major role;

therefore, farmers feature prominently, and this study focuses

on their points of view. Farmers rely heavily on natural

resources, but structural changes in agriculture determine

their work to a large degree, and they often refuse to support

protected area management. This situation calls for a closer

integration of social-scientific knowledge in regional

development programs. Qualitative research methods based

on grounded theory can help identify sources of conflict

and social strengths. The study found substantial support

for the reserve but also a noticeable lessening of the

original excitement about it, pointing to the need for

further outreach and to the importance, when establishing

future reserves, of handling the start-up phase with

heightened sensitivity.

Keywords: Alpine biosphere reserve; farmers’ perspectives;

agriculture in conservation areas; sustainable development;

Austria.

Peer-reviewed: March 2016 Accepted: March 2016

Introduction

In Alpine regions, a mosaic of land uses evolved over
centuries (Lauber et al 2014). Small-scale farms, now
disappearing (Tappeiner et al 2008), are characterized by
high morphological variety and biodiversity (Becker et al
2007) related to the regional socioeconomic interactions
and the multifunctionality of the landscape elements
(Weiger 1990; Renting et al 2009). Structural changes in
the agricultural sector are clearly noticeable in these
remote areas, as small-scale farms give way to highly
specialized and economically more profitable industrial
agriculture (Weiger 1990; Amend et al 2008).

Agriculture in Europe

The agricultural sector has seen tremendous structural
changes in recent decades (Weiger 1990; Carolan 2012)
due to policy changes in the European Union,
industrialization, and intensification of agriculture
(Donald et al 2002). Farmers are in a difficult economic
situation (Pretty et al 2010). Remote areas in particular
are still in relatively good ecological condition and
characterized by high biodiversity. There, people’s
relations to environmental goods and services (Flint et al
2013; Diaz et al 2015) are expected to be quite strong,
borne out of geographical, economic, and ecological

limitations in mountain areas and traditional social
structures (Fassio et al 2014). But rural depopulation has
resulted in agricultural degradation and therefore loss of
(agro) biodiversity as well as cultural erosion (Weiger 1990;
Campbell and Lopez Ortiz 2011).

People should be able to earn a viable living
from farming and conserve nature at the same time
(Mölders 2012). However, earning an income is becoming
increasingly challenging (Hornfeld 2009) as revenues are
decoupled from agricultural productivity and based on
subsidies that depend on political decisions (Weiland
2011). Agricultural industrialization and intensification
have also caused fundamental environmental problems
(Weiger 1990), including unsustainable intensification in
some areas (Weiland 2011) and abandonment of
agriculture in others (MacDonald et al 2000; Hornfeld
2009; Lauber et al 2014), as well as loss of cultural
landscapes and agrobiodiversity (Flade et al 2006).
Reforms of the European Union’s Common Agriculture
Policy have, however, provided a wide range of
environmental incentives (EEA 2007).

Nature conservation and cultural landscapes

Agricultural areas are important for natural resource
management (Altieri 1995; Weiland 2011), management
of cultural landscapes, and conservation of biodiversity
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(CBD 1993; Flade et al 2006), which is especially rich in
mountain regions (Messerli and Ives 1997). In Alpine
regions, low-intensity (extensive) agricultural practices
are essential to preserve biodiversity in cultural
landscapes with different ecosystems that have evolved
over hundreds of years (Weiger 1990; Holzner and
Frohmann 2007) and are home to different species and
significant genetic diversity. In Alpine regions,
conservation of cultural landscapes is equivalent to
conservation of agricultural landscapes. Agroecological
approaches (Altieri 1995) search for more sustainable
agricultural systems, with the goal of sustainable
development of areas shaped by agriculture (Campbell
and Lopez Ortiz 2011). Local farmers, with their
ecological knowledge, fulfill many crucial tasks (Grasser
et al 2012), always depending on the priorities of the
conservation site.

Solutions must be found that support both nature
conservation and agriculture (Abresch 2000). To achieve
this, the consideration of local cultural values and
a stronger integration of social-scientific knowledge are
essential (Hornfeld 2009; Lamarque et al 2011).

Biosphere reserves and participation of local communities

One effort toward this end is the establishment of
UNESCO biosphere reserves (BSRs), which are intended
to support nature conservation, sustainable human
economic and social development, and research and
education (UNESCO MAB 1995). They serve as models for
ways to integrate these different priorities to achieve
sustainable development. At the BSR conference in
Seville in 1995, participants agreed that conservation of
biodiversity should no longer be regarded in isolation
(UNESCO MAB 1995; Lange 2005). Since then it has been
clear that people working and living in and around BSRs
should participate in decision-making processes and be
able to meet their economic, social, cultural, and
ecological needs. BSRs are divided into 3 zones, each with
different priorities assigned to conservation aims and
human needs (Figure 1). The core zone serves as a strict

conservation area surrounded by the buffer zone, which
allows recreation and sustainable use. The transition zone
includes settlements and aims for sustainable
development, education, and strengthening of regional
economy. BSRs could also be seen as think tanks for
sustainable development (Hammer et al 2012; Mölders
2012), which constructively support local interests.
BSRs have the potential to demonstrate new ways of
agricultural modernization that offer an alternative to
intensification and industrialization, which lead to debt
and abandonment of labor-intensive mountain farms.

Participation by local stakeholders is fundamental to
the success of BSRs (Jungmeier et al 2010; Keupp 2010).
Lessons learned from older BSRs show that local
communities need to be approached early in the planning
phase and integrated in decision-making processes
(Stoll-Kleemann and Welp 2008). This needs to be done
with sensitivity to the balance of social power structures
(Wallner and Wiesmann 2009).

In the Alpine BSR selected for this study, Salzburger
Lungau and Kärntner Nockberge, preservation of the
cultural landscape is of high interest. As managers of the
land and keepers of traditional ecological knowledge,
farmers play an important role in maintaining the Alpine
landscape and biodiversity. Traditional knowledge of
ecosystem management and mitigation of natural hazards
are of the highest interest for BSR management.

Research objective

Numerous studies have been conducted on the conflict
between nature conservation and agriculture (eg Pongratz
1994; Plachter et al 2004; Knierim and Siebert 2005; Flade
et al 2006), mainly from the perspective of conservation,
protected areas management, regional development, or
economic feasibility. In comparison to studies by Wallner
(2005) and Lamarque et al (2011), which focused on the
perspective of local communities, this study specifically
explores the interest group of farmers. As mentioned
earlier, farmers living and working in the BSR occupy
a central position in the selected study areas, but it seems

FIGURE 1 Zoning in BSRs (based on UNESCO documentation).
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that their point of view has been largely ignored by
research to date. While Hornfeld (2009) explored farmers’
acceptance of a national park, this study deals with Alpine
BSRs that developed in a bottom-up process based
on strong participatory approaches already in the
initial phase.

The research presented here is part of a larger study
based on interviews with farmers in BSRs that focus on
the role of agriculture; the significance of the cultural
landscape, nature conservation, and the BSR for
agriculture in general and their farms in particular; and
knowledge transfer. The study is being conducted in
Austria and Switzerland, in three BSRs with similar
geographical features but different years of declaration,
to explore and compare farmers’ perceptions and
different points of view on the mentioned issues.

This article examines the farmers’ perceptions of the
BSR Salzburger Lungau and Kärntner Nockberge. What is their
point of view regarding the BSR and do they see an
influence of the BSR on agriculture and on their farm?

Study area

The BSR Salzburger Lungau and Kärntner Nockberge
has only been in existence since 2012, but the area
containing it has been settled for millennia. It
covers about 1500 km2 (46u45958"N–47u17944"N;
13u19904"E–13u59947"E), and elevation ranges from just
under 600 m above sea level (masl) in the valleys to
3000 masl (Box 1; Figure 2). It is an outstanding example
of richly structured inner Alpine landscape, with typical
ecosystems such as mountain meadows, marshes, and
quaking bogs (UNESCO 2012). The conservation of
cultural landscapes and integration of local traditional
knowledge in ecosystem management is of high interest
for the BSR (Lange 2005).

A mission statement, goals, and areas of activity for
this BSR were developed with public participation in
2014. The preservation and development of the cultural
landscape and agricultural sector were defined as top
priorities. The mission statement acknowledged farmers’
key functions in regional development, nature and
landscape conservation, tourism, promotion of
traditional and ecological knowledge, and rural
culture and society.

The BSR includes 2 administrative authorities in
2 Austrian federal states: Regionalverband Lungau in
Salzburg and Biosphärenpark Nockberge in Carinthia.
In Carinthia in 1980, a citizen initiative stopped

FIGURE 2 Location of the BSR Salzburger Lungau and Kärntner Nockberge. (Map by Kati Heinrich)

BOX 1: Characteristics of the BSR Salzburger
Lungau and Kärntner Nockberge

When established: September 2012
Area: 149,600 ha

Core zone: 8192 ha
Buffer zone: 55,235 ha
Transition zone: 86,173 ha

Highest point: 3076 masl—Großer Hafner, Lungau
Lowest point: 588 masl—Millstättersee, Nockberge
Permanent inhabitants: 33,350 as of 2012
Federal states: Carinthia and Salzburg
Number of communities: 19 (15 in Salzburg and 4 in

Carinthia)
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a planned ski resort in the Nockberge region, which in
1987 was designated as a national park by the Carinthian
government, with a focus on extensive alpine pasture
management. Given its anthropogenic influence, the
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
classified the region as a category IV area—ie a habitat
and species management area. In 2004, efforts began to
redesign the area as a BSR, together with the Salzburger
Lungau, and it was so designated in 2012. The core zones
are located on the edges of the area.

In Salzburg state, more than 50% of the farms are
organic (Strauß and Darnhofer 2014). The high number of
large farms (.50 ha) is a result of large, privately owned,
extensively used mountain pastures and, especially
in Carinthia, forestry, an important source of income.
The narrow valleys and steep slopes in the area around
Nockberge do not allow crop farming, while the Salzburg
part of the BSR is known for its potatoes (Lungauer
Eachtling) and rye (Tauernroggen). Of the 20 farmers with
whom interviews were conducted, 19 raised cattle, and
activities included dairy farming (7 in Lungau and 3 in
Nockberge), suckling calf husbandry (3 in Lungau and 4 in
Nockberge), and fattening and breeding (6 in Lungau and
5 in Nockberge) (Table 1).

Methods

The study was based on qualitative research methods
(Lamnek 2005; Kuckartz 2010). Social-empirical methods
are highly suitable for detecting the source of conflicts
between BSR managers and local land users. Qualitative
research methods using a grounded-theory approach
(Glaser and Strauss 1967) make it possible to detect
typologies through profound analysis of perceptions and
their origins (Schermer 2005; Kuckartz 2010). By
consolidating social strengths and detecting barriers,
divergent perceptions can be reconciled, intractable
conflicts prevented, and lessons learned and passed on.

Interview partners—half of them in each of the 2
federal states, Carinthia and Salzburg, in which the BSR is
located—were selected using snowball sampling (Bortz
and Döring 2006), drawing on government and private
networks and spontaneous on-site contacts. Hence,
interviewees included farmers who do not cooperate with
the BSR. As a former herder, the researcher’s concrete
experiences facilitated personal contact with the farmers
and eliminated doubts. Ensuring that the interviews were
anonymized and answers treated confidentially led to
discussions that were surprisingly honest and open.

TABLE 1 Characteristics of farms visited for the survey.

Farms studied Lungau Nockberge Total

Size: ,20 ha 1 1 2

Size: 20–50 ha 4 0 4

Size: .50 ha 5 9 14

Family labor 2–4 0.5–4 average 2.5

Conventional agriculture 2 6 8

Integrated agriculture 2 1 3

Organic agriculture 6 3 9

Nature conservation measures 7 8 15

Family members with

additional income

7 9 16

Mountain pastures 8 6 14

Forestry 5 9 14

Tourism (room rental) 3 4 7

Direct marketing of food 1 4 5

Number of farms with crops 4 0 4

Number of farms with cattle 10 8 18

Number of farms with sheep 1 1 2

Number of farms with goats 1 1 2

Number of farms with horses 3 3 6
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In line with “theoretical sampling” strategy (Glaser
and Strauss 1967), the sample covered a variety of farming
systems and intensities but is not representative.
Narrative interviews were conducted with farmers at 20
farms between August and December 2014, using local
dialects. The interviews were transcribed by OfficeWorx
and analyzed using MAXQDA software (Kuckartz 2010).
Taking into account the history of the BSR and based on
participatory observation in the field (Lamnek 2005),
a conversation inventory (Deppermann 2008) was
developed, which helped the interpretation process
(Nohl 2008). The interviews explored farmers’ points of
view on agriculture, cultural landscapes, nature
conservation, BSRs, and knowledge transfer. The results
in this article focus on their statements related to BSRs.

The coding system evolved directly from the
transcriptions of the interviews, using a mixture of
inductive and deductive processes, following the
grounded theory approach (Kuckartz 2010). The evolved
clusters are described in the sections that follow and are

illustrated with statements by the interviewees that were
translated by the author. For the analysis with MaxQDA
Software, each interviewee was counted once per cluster
if a statement was found in the interview.

Interviewees in Lungau and Nockberge shared similar
characteristics (Table 2). All farms were run as family
businesses with diverse additional incomes from tourism,
forestry, other off-farm jobs, or direct marketing of
high-quality processed products. One farm was rented;
the rest were inherited from family members in the
traditional way. Many farms are Erbhöfe, which means they
have supported the family for more than 200 years. Most
of the farmers lived in the BSR’s transition zone, but they
also had farm and pasture land in the buffer and core
zones (Figure 1). Interview partners were selected to cover
a high variety of faming systems, without a focus on
gender ratio.

Most interviewees were full-time farmers; this was an
effect of the snowball sampling method and does not
reflect reality. In both areas, the proportion of farms run

TABLE 2 Characteristics of interview partners.

Interviewees Lungau Nockberge Total

Total number 10 10 20

Women 2 2 4

Men 8 8 16

Age ,35 years 2 1 3

Age 35–60 years 8 8 16

Age .60 years 0 1 1

Farm manager 8 7 15

Farm manager since:

number of years

(average)

12.7 22.1 17.4

Farm manager since:

number of years

(minimum/maximum)

3/26 13/30 3/30

Full-time farmer 6 8 14

Agricultural education:

none

1 2 3

Agricultural education:

Facharbeiter

(journeyman level)

5 5 10

Agricultural education:

Meister (master level)

1 3 4

Agricultural education:

university degree

3 0 3

Inherited the family farm 9 10 19

Number of children 0–4 0–6 average 2.5
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as a side activity is significantly higher. Most of the
interviewees (7 in Lungau and 8 in Nockberge)
participated in nature and agricultural conservation
measures through the Austrian agro-environmental
program (ÖPUL) or other contract-based arrangements
(Vertragsnaturschutz). When a new funding period started
in 2014, 2 interviewees withdrew from these measures
because they found them too restrictive and a poor fit
with their way of farming.

Results

Farmers saw the BSR’s impact on agriculture as having
positive significance (n 5 16), little significance (n 5 8), no
significance (n 5 8), or a negative impact (n 5 5),
depending on which issues they were talking about. The
description of the clusters stresses which topics led to
positive opinions and why other issues resulted in
negative perceptions. Almost all interview partners made
at least some positive statements about the BSR; 5 made
only positive comments about it. These opinions are
summarized in Figure 3 and discussed in more detail
later. There were no major location-based differences in
these perceptions.

Positive significance

Farmers (n 5 16) expected that the BSR label would
increase appreciation of their local products and lead to
a strengthened value chain, especially in regional markets,
and that this would help to keep family farms viable.
They saw the BSR label as a great opportunity for direct
marketing, for example, by providers of the “biosphere
breakfast” in Lungau and other niche products. Local
caterers and hotels offering regional products were seen
as important outlets for agricultural producers. They said
that this would require strong networks of cooperation,
for example, to meet the volumes needed by a hotel, but
these were expected to develop over time. The added
value was also recognized in relation to the cultural

landscape, which is of central importance for the BSR.
The farmers said that the BSR supported them and
appreciated their services:

Earlier farmers were asked to let their land fall fallow [as
a conservation measure]. And the farmers … should not farm
anymore … they are following new paths now. It is necessary
after all that the land is cultivated, because it is a cultural
landscape and not a jungle. (female farmer, Lungau)

In the Nockberge region, mountain pastures and
agricultural management are widespread and important
in terms of cultural identity. Farmers were therefore
more in favor of a BSR than another nature reserve
classification, as BSR values aim to maintain cultural
landscapes and heritage in the buffer and transition zones
and impose strict conservation only in the core zone,
contrary to other nature reserve classifications. In
addition, compensation payments for land owned in the
core zone in Carinthia is highly appreciated by farmers. In
the face of declining European agricultural subsidies, the
BSR is seen as a way to continue farming.

Little significance

Almost half of the interviewees (n 5 8) said that the region
is becoming better known, and they perceived the
UNESCO title as good publicity for tourism enterprises,
including restaurants and private room rentals. For
agriculture, however, they saw only indirect benefits from
the increase in tourism: “We are benefiting, but making
a living on agriculture in the biosphere reserve is not possible,”
a male farmer in Lungau said. Locally, the BSR is
recognized, but its ideas rarely are. It is not yet clear that
it can be used by the people themselves to seek support
and a voice for their own ideas. In many cases there is
a lack of information and commitment and time to obtain
information. In the opinion of farmers, the BSR is of
higher significance for other sectors, like nature
conservation and tourism. Some farmers said they did not
identify with the BSR because they do not have properties
in the core zone.

No significance

Lack of awareness is the major reason why the BSR had no
significance at all for many farmers (n 5 8), who said it did
not influence their daily routine either positively or
negatively. Numerous conversations conducted during
the study gave the impression that the community in
general was not aware of the functions of a BSR and the
possibility of participating. Exceptions included people
who were involved in projects or had participated in the
development of the mission statement. Farmers saw
benefits for other sectors but not for themselves,
and thus did not pay close attention to it. A male farmer
from Lungau said that farmers took a wait-and-see
attitude when the mission statement was developed:

FIGURE 3 Farmers’ perceptions of the BSR.
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“Most of the time it was like that: there were all the nature
conservationists, and I don’t know, whoever, and all the
communities. And only a handful of farmers appeared ... they
simply missed their chance to be heard.”

Participation is time-consuming and requires long-
term commitment to an intense process. A small number
of people carry out a wide range of functions within the
community; the BSR is seen as another time-consuming
demand on already busy schedules.

Negative significance

After the BSR designation, fears were raised that the BSR
label might bring further regulations for farmers.
Altogether, 5 farmers perceived negative impacts, 4 in
Nockberge and 1 in Lungau. In their words, they felt
virtually expropriated because they were no longer
allowed to decide themselves how to cultivate their land.
From their perspective, too many regulations govern
agriculture, and agricultural subsidies are linked to
conservation measures. They said they did not perceive
applying for agricultural subsidies as a free choice
because it is an important part of their income. Due to
recent discussions concerning the designation of the core
zone, in the Carinthian part of the BSR more farmers said
they were expecting negative impacts from the BSR.
Prohibition of road construction and restrictions on
hunting were mentioned in this context.

Summary of Results

Figure 3 shows that the largest group of interviewees
had a supportive stance toward the BSR. As the
interviews were processed in an anonymized form that
enhanced trust, the results are very positive for the
BSR. Almost all interviewees (16 altogether; 7 in Lungau
and 9 in Nockberge) reported some positive
associations with the BSR. The BSR was seen as the
future path for the region, and sustainable
development was seen as “suitable for the
grandchildren,” providing a livelihood for young
people after graduation. Outmigration of young people
is a major problem in the area (Fuchshofer et al 2001).
The potential of the BSR to provide a regional added
value for the whole community was highlighted by
numerous interviewees. The rising demand for regional
products is a positive effect not only for farming but
also for other sectors like tourism and restaurants.
Especially in the Nockberge region, numerous products
promoted by the BSR are appreciated by farmers as
both producers and consumers. Indeed, the interviews
showed that many felt like welfare recipients and would
prefer being paid for their products—and being paid
more for higher-quality products, confirming
Schermer’s (2005) finding. Promotion of BSR products
would also increase farmers’ motivation to adopt BSR
status. The BSR is recognized as a platform to bring

different stakeholders together and strengthen
cooperation between sectors.

The number of interviewees who saw the BSR as
having only minor significance was quite high (n 5 8).
These participants knew about the BSR and its
opportunities, but they did not know how their farm, or
agriculture in general, could benefit from it. Overall, they
were curious about the BSR; their future experiences are
likely to influence them to support or oppose the BSR,
and it may take only a little effort by BSR management to
win their support.

For 8 people, 4 from each location, the BSR had no
significance. There are various reasons for this: they
consider themselves bystanders in the BSR; they rely on
entrenched structures; or they lack information, interest,
and time. This shows once more that participatory
processes take time, and a period of 2 years since the
BSR’s declaration may not be enough to identify with the
BSR and recognize its benefits.

When the BSR was declared, enthusiasm was
widespread in the community, but much of this has
evaporated. The first participatory meetings to develop
the mission statement in Lungau were recognized as very
positive, and the motivation of individual staff members
was mentioned by almost all interviewees. Some
interviewees said that the initial discussions contributed
to an appreciation for their work as regional producers,
while for others the process has come to a halt: “It lasted
for one year. All the time ideas were collected, projects planned, and
so on. It was a mass of opportunities, which appeared all of
a sudden. I think the biosphere people [managers] more or less
drowned in them” (male farmer, Lungau).

Only 2 interviewees mentioned that farmers are
significant for the BSR because the cultural landscape,
which would not exist without farmers, is given priority in
the mission statement.

In the Nockberge region, implementation involved
lengthy and difficult negotiations, though no interviewee
offered any details about these discussions. This explains
the difference in “negative impact on agriculture”
responses between Lungau (n 5 1) and Nockberge (n 5 4).
People emphasized their appreciation of the long-desired
agreement. The Carinthian part of the BSR has
a tremendous advantage in the experiences, structures,
and concepts gained from the Carinthian national park,
which predates the BSR.

Eleven interviewees pointed to the need for
improved cooperation with the BSR management.
Interviewees said they expected the BSR management
to work transparently, to work without bias, and to
not be influenced by various local groups. A point
of criticism concerned the balance of power in the
participation process. There is a desire for cooperation
within different groups and for openness.
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Discussion and conclusions

The interview results suggest that a BSR’s starting phase is
sensitive and that once trust is lost, it is difficult to
recover. Becoming a model for sustainable economic
development, as stated in the mission statement of the
BSR, is a long process that relies on the effort and
involvement of many people. Many studies have pointed
to the need for a well-balanced dialogue (McNeely 1995;
Pretty and Pimbert 1995; Lewis 1996; Stoll-Kleemann and
Welp 2008; Mose 2009; Jungmeier et al 2010; Reutz 2012).
BSR implementation demands patience and motivation; it
is a matter of strong personalities and confidence in the
idea, which needs to be disseminated in the first place.
The interviews show that promoting cooperation and
understanding the requirements of different stakeholders
are among the biggest challenges for the BSR
management. The development of a shared vision and
goal for the region is a sensitive process, which relies on
participatory processes (Keupp 2010).

Raising farmers’ awareness of the BSR might
raise their motivation to participate. Farmers play
a central role in the BSR, and it is important to ensure
that their enthusiasm and inventiveness support it
rather than oppose it. The BSR does not serve a single
purpose—like economic development or nature
conservation or agriculture or tourism. Rather, it
provides an opportunity for multiple stakeholders to
gather around one table and discuss the future
development of the area; it operates as a voice for the
wider community.

This study focused on farmers’ perceptions, and the
information gathered is therefore biased. The BSR
Salzburger Lungau and Kärntner Nockberge has been in
existence only since 2012. Comparison with a more well-
established and widely accepted BSR would give insights
into integrated and sustainable development approaches
and make it possible to strengthen and complete existing
strategies or develop new policies for sustainable rural
development.
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