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Abstract

Kušová D., Těšitel J.: Action research in landscape ecology (Šumava Biosphere Reserve, Czech 
Republic case study). Ekológia (Bratislava), Vol. 36, No. 4, p. 323–338, 2017.

Current landscape ecological research applies trans-disciplinarity as a principle when considering 
the study of landscape as a multifunctional entity. The principle can be practically applied by use 
of participatory action research. The paper reports on the use of participatory action research in 
the process of step-by-step institutionalization of the Šumava Biosphere Reserve, as a complement 
to the state-conducted nature conservation, which took place in the period 1991−2016. To briefly 
summarize the main findings, we can suggest that the present institutional model of the Šumava 
Biosphere Reserve emerged primarily thanks to the ‘permanent jointly conducted experiment’ 
that followed the spiral scheme of action research, in which outputs of one implementation project 
served as a starting point to formulate, and subsequently realize the follow-up  projects(s). The 
local community was engaged in the whole process, hence lessons learned became a part of local 
social and cultural capital, which since can be considered important endogenous developmental 
potential of the region.

Key words:  landscape ecology, trans-disciplinarity, action research, integrated nature conserva-
tion, Šumava Biosphere Reserve.

Introduction

Landscape ecology, since identified as a scientific discipline in late 1930s (Troll, 1939), passed 
through many changes, in scope and consequently, in interpretative frames (Antrop, 2006). 
Step by step, economic interests, social institutions and decision-making processes were rec-
ognized as important drivers of landscape dynamics and their nature as well as effects have 
become a subject of landscape ecological research, as important parameters of behaviour of 
landscape articulated in terms of multifunctional socio-ecological system (e.g. Holling et al., 
2002).

As a result, trans-disciplinarity has become one of the guiding principles of recent land-
scape ecological research (e.g. Tress et al., 2003). It presumes, among other things, a profound 
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change in the role of practice in the research – from practice being a mere subject of a re-
search to considering practitioners as engaged members of the research team. The principle 
of trans-disciplinarity can be then methodologically embodied in the format of participatory 
action research. This research combines generation of theory with changing the social system 
through the researcher acting on or in the social system. The act itself is presented as the 
means of both changing the system and generating critical knowledge about it. It aims then 
to contribute both to the practical concerns of people in an immediate problematic situation 
and to the goals of science, by a joint collaboration within a mutually acceptable framework 
(e.g. Susman, Evered, 1978; Berg, 2004). Participatory action research has some qualities 
that distinguishes it from the classical approach (Hendl, 2008). It consciously seeks to study 
something in order to change or improve it. Positive social change is the predominant force 
driving this kind of research. The process is iterative in its nature. It is conceived as a spiral 
of steps, each of which is composed of a circle of planning, action taking and reflective learn-
ing (Berg, 2004). Viewed from this perspective, this research can also be considered as one 
introducing a change experiment into landscape ecology. Building on the presumption that 
social reality is socially constructed, participatory action research takes a form of an emer-
gent process, largely controlled by local conditions (Elden, Chisholm, 1993), as can be seen 
on the Fig. 1.

Fig. 1. The cyclical process of action research. According to Susman, Evered (1978).
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It is important then for the researcher to recognize that the issues to be studied are con-
sidered important by the stakeholders and are not simply of interest to the researcher. Con-
sequently, problem should be formulated from the perspective of the studied population. 
Based on the qualities mentioned above, participatory action research appears to be a very 
effective way of transferring research outputs into practice, hence speeding up the introduc-
tion of desired changes. As it implicitly encompasses the process of permanent learning by 
acting (Lundvall, 1977), participatory action research encourages development of the self-
help competencies of people facing the problem.

Multifunctional landscape assumes multiple perspectives and hence multiple interests of its 
use. Large-scale protected areas can be well used to document the challenge. Potential conflicts 
of interests are articulated there in a more straightforward way, compared to areas without con-
servation. Management of large-scale protected areas must cope with the challenge of harmo-
nizing nature conservation interests with historically developed, locally embedded forms and 
practices of land-use. In a long run, we can identify two basic approaches to the management 
of protected areas that fundamentally differ in the extent to which local residents are integrated 
into decision-making processes concerning land-use (Hayes, 2006). In the traditional, exclu-
sive model of nature conservation an approach that excludes local residents from this decision-
making and strictly regulates their activities is preferred. It assumes nature conservation to be 
primarily carried out by state administration (Ghimire, Pimbert, 1997). The other, inclusive 
model is based on the assumption that the success of nature conservation largely depends on 
involvement of local residents both in the process of declaring protected areas as well as in the 
way they are managed. In this context, Stoll-Kleeman and O’Riordan (2002) propose a change 
in the paradigm towards integrated nature conservation, where the approach of rigid top-down 
commands is replaced by a flexible approach based on the participation of local and regional 
stakeholders. This participatory trend is particularly evident in Central Europe, where large-
scale protected areas are mostly cultural landscapes, having been transformed by humans for 
centuries (Paavola, Adger, 2005). Human activities are then necessary to maintain the character 
of these landscapes for future generations. Discussions on land-use should therefore pertain 
to their form, intensity and spatial distribution, rather than to elimination of human activities 
from the protected area. Finding a consensual economic activity, compatible with the interests 
of nature conservation interests, is suggested to be the most effective way to cope with this 
situation. Sound tourism is frequently mentioned in this context (e. g. Law et al., 2009; Becker, 
George, 2011; Hadwen et al., 2012; Habibah et al., 2013; Lisi, Esposito, 2014; Selcuk Can et al., 
2014; Solár et al., 2016).

Efforts towards integrated nature conservation are reflected in the concept of UNESCO 
MaB biosphere reserves (BR). At present, a biosphere reserve is considered to be an area 
where three basic missions are simultaneously met: (1) conservation of biological diversi-
ty/nature; (2) research, education and awareness raising; and (3) promotion of sustainable 
development (Jeník, 1996; UNESCO, 1996). Practical application of the biosphere reserve 
concept as a platform to be used for integrated nature conservation in large-scale protected 
areas can be considered both a practical challenge and still a vivid theme of discussion among 
researchers (e.g. Švajda, 2008; Özyavuz, Yazgan, 2010; Ludwig et al., 2012; Elbakidze et al., 
2013; Onaindia et al., 2013; Petrova, 2014). In institutional terms, it is an open concept con-
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sidering all stakeholders (scientists in natural and social fields of expertise, different interest 
groups related to the conservation of nature as well as those aiming to foster development of 
the territory, representatives of administrative bodies, associations and local population) to 
be partners, and attempts to encourage them towards mutual cooperation and participation 
in the area management. Searching for a balance between the conservation of biodiversity 
and socio-economic and cultural development is concurrently seen as a dynamic process of 
innovation and learning through interaction, with participation being the key part of it (e.g. 
Lundvall, 1997; Kušová et al., 2008b).

In the Czech Republic, the particular types of protected areas are defined by the Act No. 
114/92 Coll., the Nature and Landscape Conservation Act (Prchalová, 2010). Large-scale pro-
tected areas are classified into several categories. Biosphere reserves, however, have not been in-
cluded among them. Practical application of the biosphere reserve concept therefore lacks legal 
enforceability. The status of biosphere reserve is generally perceived only as an internationally 
recognized certificate of quality, assigned to the areas already protected by the Czech legislation 
(Urban, 2006; Stoll-Kleeman, O’Riordan, 2017). This ambiguity leads to the situation where 
state nature conservation bodies have only a very limited space to manoeuvre in implementing 
this concept in practice (Kušová et al., 2008a). On the other hand, the legislative ’vacuum’ opens 
space for local initiatives and may thereby encourage the establishment of local groups that can 
pragmatically use this concept for promoting their interests. The fact that the biosphere reserve 
is defined as a concept, i.e. as the sum of principles wherein the only requirement is that the 
principles be ’tailored’ to the given area (UNESCO, 2008), opens a wide range of possibilities, 
including institutional forms, used for application of the concept in practice.11 In-situ applica-
tion of the biosphere reserve concept can be interpreted as a process that attempts to design 
a sustainable landscape (e.g. Antrop, 2006; Kušová et al., 2008a) which can only be achieved 
based on a broad participation of all partners in the territory of interest.

In this context, the objective of the paper is to demonstrate practical application of action 
research in the process of step-by-step institutionalization of the Šumava Biosphere Reserve, 
Czech Republic, as a complement to the state-conducted nature conservation. By doing so, the 
paper aims to contribute to the still ongoing debate in landscape ecology concerning biosphere 
reserves as a conceptual frame and research field (e.g. Stoll-Kleeman, O’Riordan, 2017).

Model area, material and methods

Šumava Mountains is the forested border mountain range located in southwest Bohemia. It can be considered a 
historically cultural landscape (Fig. 2) that underwent a highly dynamic development in the period after Second 
World War. The attempts to harmonize nature conservation and local development have been existing there for 
a long time (e.g. Gorner et al., 2012; Křenová, Vrba, 2014). Large-scale nature conservation has been applied to 
this area since 1963, when the Šumava Protected Landscape Area (PLA) was declared, the largest in the Czech 
Republic.
1 Since 2003, three institutional models of the biosphere reserve were existing in the Czech Republic. The first 
model was based on exclusive association of the biosphere reserve with the state administration of a particular 
protected landscape area (the Křivoklátsko BR, the Třeboňsko BR, and it was also the starting position in the 
Šumava BR). The second model was implemented as a cooperation between the administration of a particular 
protected landscape area and a non-profit organisation implementing the biosphere reserve agenda (the Krkonoše 
and Bílé Karpaty BRs). The third model was represented by the Lower Morava BR and takes the form of a public 
benefit organisation.
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Fig. 2. Panoramic view of the Šumava Mts. landscape, demonstrating its cultural character (Blanice valley viewed 
from the Zábrdská Rock). Photo: Vladimír Silovský. 

Fig. 3. Schematic Map of the Šumava Biosphere Reserve. Source: authors.
Notes: NP = National Park; PLA = Protected Landscape Area; BR = Biosphere Reserve.
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Granted by the biosphere reserve (BR) status in 1990, this area gained an internationally recognized certificate 
of ’nature quality’. In 1991, the most valuable natural part of the area was declared as the Šumava National park (NP) 
(Fig. 3).

The Selection of the Šumava Biosphere Reserve for our case study was supported primarily by two facts. Firstly, 
potential niche of the biosphere reserve in the life of the region was articulated already in the mid-1990s and poten-
tial consensual economic activities such as ecological agriculture, forestry and sound tourism were suggested (Jeník, 
Price, 1994; Price, 1996).

Twenty five years of its existence was then considered as the period long enough to reveal developmental trends. 
Secondly, the relationship between local people and nature conservation bodies in the Šumava Mts. has been in fo-
cus of our research since 1995. The general objective of the research – integrated nature conservation – was framed 
to address three themes: (i) quality of life of people living in protected area, (ii) social acceptance of nature conserva-
tion measures and (iii) institutionalization of biosphere reserve. The longitudinal research had an iterative character 
fitting the scheme of participatory action research (McTaggert, 1991; Kemmis, 1988) in which local people were 
involved as members of research team and took part in both the process of research objectives formulation, action 
taking and reflection of project outputs (see Fig. 1). The reflection was always built on information gained by a 
combination of quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection and processing (Kušová et al., 2008a, 2009). 
Following the scheme, we combined application projects as interventions triggering changes and scientific projects 
for evaluating and theoretically reflecting these changes. The recurring intervention-reflection/learning cycle was 
conducted during the years 1995−2013 (Table 1).2

The paper accentuates the process of institutionalization of the Šumava biosphere reserve. The process was 
described by use of qualitative research methods that primarily exploited data having a non-numerical character. 
Single-case case study method (Odell, 2004; Hendl, 2008) was applied as the format of narration. Qualitative case 
study methodology provides tools for researchers to study complex phenomena within their contexts. When the ap-
proach is applied correctly, it becomes a valuable method for research to develop theory, evaluate programmes, and 
2At the beginning, the projects were affiliated with the Academy of Sciences (Institute of Landscape Ecology, rena-
med later on to the Institute of Systems Biology and Ecology), the last two with the University of South Bohemia, 
Faculty of Agriculture.

No. Project identification Period 
1 Sustainable development strategy for the Šumava Biosphere reserve. UNEP-GEF project 

on Biodiversity conservation in the Czech Republic, funded by the World Bank. 
1995–1997

2 Carrying capacity and revenue mechanisms for the Šumava Biosphere reserve, UNEP-
GEF project on Biodiversity conservation in the Czech Republic, funded by the World 
Bank.

1995–1997

3 Participative management of protected areas – key to minimize conflicts between nature 
conservation and socio-economic development of local communities, funded by the Min-
istry of the Environment of the Czech Republic.

2003–2005

4 Conservation and Sustainable Use of Biodiversity through Sound Tourism Development 
in Biosphere Reserves in Central and Eastern Europe. (‘Tourism for Nature’), funded by 
the UNEP-GEF.

2005–2008

5 PANet 2010 – Managing Functional Networks of Protected Areas, funded by the Interreg 
III B CADSES.

2006–2008

6 VITAL LANDSCAPES – Valorisation and Sustainable Development of Cultural Land-
scapes using Innovative Participation and Visualisation Techniques, funded by the Inter-
reg CENTRAL EUROPE. 

2010–2013

7 Protected Areas – Social Deal on Nature Conservation, funded by the Czech Science 
Foundation. 

2011–2013

T a b l e 1. List of projects realised by the authors in the territory in the period 1995–2013, directly related to the 
process of the Šumava Biosphere Reserve institutionalisation. 

 Source: authors.
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develop interventions. The case was bounded as the process of the Šumava Biosphere Reserve institutionalization, 
taking place over the period 1991–2016. The scheme of action research was applied as the main interpretative frame. 
As the variable, institutional model of BR was defined with three levels of quality: BR as a part of the organisational 
scheme of the Šumava NP and PLA Administration under the condition that the administration had a dominant 
role in the territory; BR still a part of the organisational scheme of the administration, factually, however manifested 
as a network of projects and associated partners under the condition of the administration being a partner in the 
network, and BR based on the model of shared responsibility of the territory, under the condition that BR became 
a part of the organisational scheme of the Regional Development Agency Šumava. The necessary information was 
obtained from secondary analysis of interim and final reports of the projects mentioned in the Table 1 and selected 
research publications of the authors, referred in the text.

Results and discussion

UNEP-GEF Biodiversity Conservation Project for the Czech Republic was approved in 1994. 
The general objective of the project was to support integrated biodiversity conservation in 
the country in its transition from centralized to a democratic system of governance. Among 
other activities, regional conservation approaches, which would establish systematic coop-
eration with the resource using public around the strictly protected areas, were expected to 
be developed (World Bank, 1994). We entered the territory (and the situation) in mid-1990s, 
financially supported by the two subprojects of the above-mentioned project (projects No. 1 
and 2 in the table). The Šumava NP and PLA Administration became our client. The aim was 
to analyse the present socio-economic situation in the region and to identify social positions 
of local and regional key stakeholders, including state nature conservation bodies, as viewed 
by general public as well as by key local personalities.

Due to the transformation of the national economy, from centrally planned to market-
driven, productive agriculture, traditionally present in the area, was undergoing rapid decline 
and was expected to be transformed into landscaping of some kind, sustaining the cultural 
character of the Šumava landscape, image of which was recognized as the main attractor for 
tourists and amenity migrants. In parallel, environment-friendly tourism was viewed by lo-
cal elite as well as by general public to become the backbone of local economy (Těšitel et al., 
1997; 1999; 2003; 2007; Bousset et al., 2007). The potential of environment-friendly tourism 
to bridge nature conservation interests and local economic raise was later on embodied into 
the Concept of Sustainable Tourism in the Šumava Mts., strategic document initiated by the 
Regional Development Agency Šumava (RDAŠ), but developed in the modus of cooperation 
among all key local stakeholders, including NP and PLA authorities.

Two principal players were identified in the territory, Administration of the NP and PLA, 
and RDAŠ. The Šumava NP was perceived as the champion, having the most powerful ’ne-
gotiating position’. As such it had a chance to play the role of a social entrepreneur (Garfoli, 
1992), pushing forward the idea of integrated nature conservation in the territory (Bartoš et 
al., 1998). It was natural then, that the biosphere reserve became an organisational part of the 
NP and PLA Administration. However, the Administration did not take the momentum and 
was behaving in a rather arrogant way towards the other stakeholders in the territory, trying 
to apply people-exclusive model of nature conservation. It was negatively perceived at that 
time e.g. by representatives of local municipalities, who identified communication with the 
NP Administration and way by which it implemented the Nature Conservation Law as two 
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among main obstacles for the territory development, along with lack of financial sources and 
socio-demographic structure of local inhabitants (Fig. 4).

Such kind of behaviour of state mandated nature conservation bodies was diagnosed to 
be more general problem at that time, rather than exception. Similar situation was identified 
in another three Czech biosphere reserves: BR Křivoklátsko, BR Šumava and BR Třeboňsko, 
institutionally represented by respective administrations of protected areas (project No. 3). 
State administration with its bureaucratic nature and rigid hierarchical structure appeared 
to fail in creating the appropriate conditions for the application of the third function of bio-
sphere reserve – support of sustainable development (Kušová et al., 2005a,b, 2006, 2008a,b; 
Těšitel et al., 2005a,b). Lessons learned from the previous projects were evaluated and the 
client changed, which ultimately led to the situation that since that time, outputs of all the 
following projects were supposed as owned by the territory of the Šumava Biosphere Reserve 
as a whole, in practical terms, by locally operated institutions, associations, NGOs and en-

 

Fig. 4. Critical points in the territory development, identified by representatives of municipalities lying in the Pro-
tected Landscape Area in the nineties of the last century (N = 63). According to Bartoš et al. (1998).

gaged key personalities, both private and public. Under these circumstances, we attempted to 
complement the existing bureaucratic model of the Šumava Biosphere Reserve with another 
one based on horizontal network structure, where principles of equality, voluntary coopera-
tion and shared management are the building mechanism, with main link being mutual trust 
between all the stakeholders (e.g. Lagendijk, Cornford, 2000). The attempt was supported by 
two in-parallel running projects (projects No. 4 and 5). The Tourism for Nature project was 
de facto a ’manual’ suggesting sound tourism to demonstrate the possibility of implementa-
tion of the ’nature conservation through its sustainable use’ model into practice. The PANET 
2010 project was then a scientific reflection of the implementation process.
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Activities taking during the Tourism for Nature project were derived from the Con-
cept of Sustainable Tourism in the Šumava Mts, the outcome of the earlier UNEP-GEF 
project. They were nine interlinked activities, suggested by local stakeholders as the most 
important support for sound-tourism-based development of the territory. The portfolio 
of the project combined activities having very practical outputs with those that yielded 
strategic planning materials. ’Establishment of a System of Cross Border Tourist Trails’, 
’Training of Local Guides’ (Fig. 5) and ’Identification of a Potential of the Šumava Bio-
sphere Reserve for New Touristic Activities’ could be seen as the most practical outputs 
of the project, having immediate impact on the territory. Improvement of small-scale 
tourist infrastructure, supported by the ’System of Financial Incentives’, had a form of 

Fig. 5. Participants of the first ‘Local guides’ training course with their certificates, village of Železná Ruda, April 
2007. Photo: Vladimír Silovský.

local grant scheme. ’System of Certification of Local Products and Services’ was then 
aimed to facilitate the process of sound commodification of local area’s natural and cul-
tural capital.

Among the strategic activities we can count participation of the project in preparation 
of the ’Concept of Sustainable Tourism Development in the Šumava Region’, ’Institutional 
Analysis of the Šumava Biosphere Reserve’ and designing of an electronic ’Database on Cul-
tural Heritage of the Šumava Biosphere Reserve’. Establishment of a platform for information 
exchange among local mayors, representatives of nature conservation authorities and other 
key stakeholders became an inseparable part of the project, manifested in the form of series 
of round tables and training courses (Kušová et al., 2008b).
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The broad scope of the project put together the bunch of mutually cooperating partners, 
both locally rooted and ex-territorial, in jointly accomplishing particular activities: Šumava 
NP Administration, Šumava Regional Development Agency, Institute of Systems Biology and 
Ecology AS CR3, NEBE ltd. and Regional Environmental Centre. The project as a whole was 
managed by the Project Steering Committee, composed of local and regional key stakehold-
ers. The endeavour to achieve the locally defined and mutually agreed upon outputs lead to 
what could be said a change in perspective from inter-institutional to inter-personal. Work-
ing together for some time, representatives of the above-mentioned institutions gradually 
ceased pushing forward official doctrines of ‘their institutions’. The communication started 
to be based primarily on their personal relations built on mutual trust among human beings. 
The contribution of the project, therefore, can by expressed not only in terms of its official 
outputs themselves, but primarily in terms of its ‘by-product’– supporting, if not starting the 
process of the informal local communication platform building in the territory (Kušová et 
al., 2008b, 2009; Těšitel, Kušová, 2010; Zelenka et al., 2013).

The network-like structure, however, was truly project(s)-based in terms of financial 
support. New projects were needed, in order to keep this network alive after the Tourism 
for Nature project was completed. The fortunate situation of having a complex project or 
several cooperating ones did not repeat, however. The team broke up, and individual mem-
bers started to apply for grants individually. The project-based structure appeared volatile. 
Therefore, more stable institutional structure was searched for. Financially supported by the 
application project VITAL LANDSCAPES, (project No. 6), we came to the model based on a 
clearly defined cooperation between the two key stakeholders in the area – Šumava NP and 
RDAŠ – in the application of the biosphere reserve concept in practice. The Memorandum 
of Understanding, negotiated already within the previous project, was signed by both par-
ties, which finally installed the model of shared responsibility with clearly defined ’division of 
labour’ between the partners. On this basis, Administration of National Park and Protected 
Landscape Area became the guarantor for the natural pillar, i.e. biodiversity conservation, 
nature-oriented research and environmental education, while the Regional Development 
Agency guaranteed the socio-economic pillar, i.e., conservation of cultural diversity, envi-
ronment-friendly development of the territory, socio-economic research and general educa-
tional and development projects. In this institutional model, the biosphere reserve became 
an organizational part of the Šumava Regional Development Agency.

This model introduced an entirely new and not quite trivial situation for both the National 
Park Administration and the Development Agency. It introduced a challenge for the people 
working in these institutions, as they were required, among other things, to identify themselves 
with the newly established institution, whose activities only partially overlapped with the activi-
ties traditionally performed by their ‘home’ institutions. Under this scheme, the Administration 
of National Park and Protected Landscape Area ’lost’ its position of the leader , it used to have 
and became a ’mere’ partner. In addition, development activities were more balanced with those 
related to nature conservation in the new organizational scheme compared to the situation when 
BR was part of state administration in the protected area. The very concept of biosphere reserve, 
however, appeared to have a great potential to calm down the situation since it was ’coined in the 

3At that time, the authors were staff members of the Institute. 
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workshop’ of nature conservation. In this context, it was easier for the representatives of state ad-
ministration of nature conservation to accept the new role of a partner without having a feeling 
that they ‘lost a face” in discussions about the development of the region (Kušová, Těšitel, 2014; 
Těšitel et al., 2014). The process starting with the biosphere reserve being an organisational 
part of the state administration, through building partnerships by use of flexible network of 
projects and associated partners up to the reaching the model of shared responsibility for the 
commonly occupied territory, was then scientifically reflected within the last project in Table 
1 (project No. 7).

At the end of the story, we can suggest that biosphere reserve concept manifests quali-
ties of a post-modern fluid structure (Bauman, 2002). If separated from state-based financ-
ing, it was used expediently only, in situations when project funds were available, allowing 
implementation of various activities. The outputs and activities of these projects, if proved 
to be promising investments, were subsequently enacted as a part of the standard portfolio 
of services provided by partners involved. For example, the system of ’Local Guides’ was 
adopted by the Administration to National Park and Protected Landscape Area and included 
in its regular portfolio of services provided for the public and further enriched by provid-
ing ’Guides to the wilderness’ to the public. In the case of RDAŠ, the certification system 
’Šumava-originální produkt®’ (Šumava original product), originally promoting exclusively 
local products, was expanded to cover certification of services related to environment-
friendly tourism. The system was further developed and nowadays, it includes as well ’Cer-
tification of Experiences’. The NEBE Ltd. extended the original database on cultural heritage 
on the territory of the Šumava BR up to the form of web portal REGIOSKOP that provides 
information on cultural heritage on the whole Czech-Bavaria-Saxony borderland.4

Nevertheless, thanks to the activities realized, the term ‘biosphere reserve’ was incorpo-
rated into regional strategic landscape planning documents, e.g. the Masterplan Šumava5.

As mentioned earlier, the biosphere reserve concept represents an innovative approach in 
nature conservation (Kušová, Těšitel, 2016b), based on the principle of social inclusion and 
the conservation of biodiversity through its sustainable use. It is defined as a bottom-up ac-
tivity pursuing to find a locally acceptable balance between nature conservation interests and 
socio-economic aspiration of local population. This objective was defined legislatively, by the 
Act No. 114/1992 Coll., the Nature and Landscape Conservation Act, that complemented 
the exclusive approach to nature conservation with an inclusive one. Thus, it defined the re-
quirement that not only the state but also the localities in question be involved in the nature 
conversation, in the form of co-management of protected areas.6 Although the objective was 
clearly defined, the Administration of NP and PLA, as a lower-ranking element in the hierar-
chical model of the state administration, kept the logic of functioning of bureaucracy (Keller, 
2007) and waited for clear and uniform rules that would come from above-rank to regulate 
its behaviour. However, in the 1990s the use of new concept had to be learned by the Minis-

4http://www.regioskop.eu/
5http://www.npsumava.cz/gallery/16/4926-masterplan_sumava_fin.pdf
6This tendency is Europe- and World-wide, as can be documented e.g. by the European Landscape Convention, ef-

fective since March 2004. It specifies the requirement to integrate participatory principles into landscape in signa-
tory countries, (Council of Europe, 2000). Nowadays, these principles have become guiding ideas of the Agenda 
2030 (United Nations, 2015a) and Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015b).
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try of the Environment itself. Therefore, the entire system was lacking operational rules for 
coping with the new situation. The UNESCO MaB biosphere reserve concept was therefore 
used as a training of some kind, where the administration could practice and play the role of 
a partner. The use of the model in the Šumava Mts. was facilitated by the fact that this activ-
ity was initially supported by international projects. Later, the Ministry began to implement 
its own projects, which allowed the Administration of NP and PLA to test the application of 
participatory methodologies of Local Agenda 21 (LA21) when communicating with other 
users of the area. As an example of such a project, the Landscape Integrated Development 
Plan for the Šumava NP Region (in Czech named KIPR)7, valid for the period of 2011–2020, 
can be used (Kopp, 2014). Today, state administration in nature conservation in the Šumava 
Mts. applies (or at least tries to apply) the integrated management of large-scale protected 
areas as a standard. Hence, the biosphere reserve concept was replaced with the rules intro-
duced directly within the vertical structure of state administration, hence internalized by the 
state administration (Kušová, Těšitel, 2016a).

In this situation, activity of the Šumava Biosphere Reserve began to be focused on the 
promotion and implementation of projects related to the sound use of local and regional 
natural and cultural heritage, not necessarily directly related to nature conservation, but rely-
ing primarily on the principles of landscape conservation through its sustainable use. It can 
be documented e.g. by the project ’Šumava Biosphere Reserve, a good place for living’, co-
funded by the European Union, Cross-border Cooperation Programme Objective 3 Czech 
Republic – Free State of Bavaria 2007−2013, which aims to enable a comprehensive promo-
tion of the Šumava Biosphere Reserve in the region, including leaflets, film and brochures8.

Nevertheless, the model of shared responsibility, and hence division of labour between 
the two constitutive partners, National Park and Regional Development Agency, sustained 
the operations for the care of Šumava Mts. landscape, as manifested in currently running 
projects. The Agency guarantees the projects of Certification of regional products9; the pro-
ject ViaNova (maintaining part of the pilgrimage route connecting Bavarian Vilshofen with 
Czech Saint Berg10) and the project ’White trail’ – aimed at maintaining of system of cross-
country trails11. National Park, complementary, guarantees application of the European sys-
tem of NATURA 2000, including management of Sites of Community Importance on the 
territory of the Šumava Biosphere reserve12.

Conclusion

In Europe, integrated nature conservation is realised through biosphere reserves and nation-
al parks (Hirschnitz-Garbers, Stoll-Kleemann, 2011). In this sense, the missions of national 
park and biosphere reserve were defined in a similar way. For example, Act No. 114/92 Coll. 
mandated the establishment of the National Park Council, in which the self-government 

7http://www.npsumava.cz/gallery/22/6738-krajinny_integrovany_plan_rozvoje_fin.pdf 
8http://www.br-sumava.cz/data/File/dokumenty/brochure_br_en.pdf
9http://www.br-sumava.cz/znaceni-sumava-originalni-produkt/
10http://www.br-sumava.cz/vianova/
11http://www.br-sumava.cz/bila-stopa/
12http://www.br-sumava.cz/natura-2000-v-br/

http://www.scopus.com/authid/detail.url?authorId=6603349856&amp;eid=2-s2.0-80155169070
http://www.npsumava.cz/gallery/22/6738-krajinny_integrovany_plan_rozvoje_fin.pdf
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of municipalities located on the National Park territory, was properly represented. Conse-
quently, at the beginning of nineties of the last century there were theoretically two institu-
tional instruments in the Šumava Mts. available to implement the model of integrated nature 
conservation: national park and biosphere reserve. Neither of them was used practically for 
this purpose at that time, however. National park, as a representative of state administration, 
still continued to practice centralistic model of management and decision making, charac-
terized by the dominance of state power. Biosphere reserve, on the contrary, was ahead of its 
time. The idea of horizontal (social) networks as organizational structures was far from being 
understood, let alone practiced at that time. The ’delay’ in real application of the integrated 
nature and landscape conservation in the Šumava Mts. can be explained by referring to the 
fact that most of the existing participatory models were based on the experience obtained in 
an environment of relatively stable democracies (Hall, 2000; Kluvánková-Oravská, Chobot-
ová, 2010). These experiences were lacking in 1990s in the Czech Republic and de facto in 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe in general.

When reflecting back on the process of institutionalization of the Šumava Biosphere re-
serve, we can suggest its present model emerged primarily thanks to the step-by-step process 
of a ‘permanent jointly conducted experiment’ that followed the spiral scheme of action re-
search, in which outputs of one implementation project served as a starting point to formu-
late, and subsequently realize the follow-up projects. Effective communication with a client 
is considered an important aspect of action research as it influences profoundly transfer of 
theoretical outputs into their practical use. In this respect, the Administration of the Šumava 
NP and PLA appeared to fail as a client in the mid-1990s, mostly because of its low motiva-
tion to communicate with the others in the region. Therefore we started to rely on a much 
broadly defined one, which at the same time fitted more closely to the definition of a client as 
it was suggested for biosphere reserves since the Seville Strategy. As the local community was 
engaged in the whole process, lessons learned from it became a part of local social and cul-
tural capital, which since can be considered important endogenous developmental potential 
of the region. At the same time, being ‘within the system’ enabled us, researchers, to reflect 
more adequately local knowledge, which otherwise could not be obtained and use it for more 
comprehensive understanding of functioning of local socio-ecological system.
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