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1. Results - Synthetic summary 

The desk research based analysis on the status quo and development of agriculture and 

rural areas identified the following main "selling points and advantageous features" for the 

Carpathian Convention area: 

1) Vast areas classified as deep rural with extensive (traditional) farming practices 

2) Rural cultural heritage 

3) Diversification: High potential for sustainable rural tourism and agro-tourism 

4) Marketing: Typical products, appropriate for being processed to high quality standard 

5) Transnational network based on the Carpathian Convention (CC and working groups activities) 

6) Exchange with the Alpine network and relative expertise 

Furthermore, EURAC detected the succeeding areas and fields of action for closer 

international / transnational / transboundary cooperation: 

1) Policies: Developing and designing policies and instruments to promote and compensate good 

agro-environmental practices or organic farming to support extensive farming and to protect 

biological and landscape diversity, natural, semi-natural habitats and protected areas and 

enhance connectivity between these areas (in accordance with art. 4, 8, 9, 15 of the 

Biodiversity protocol) 

2) Heritage: Traditional farming practices, knowledge, handicraft and practices (in accordance 

with art. 23 of the Biodiversity protocol): When implementing this Protocol, the Parties shall 

take measures for the preservation and promotion of the traditional farming practices, 

traditional knowledge, in particular the sustainable land-use patterns, land resource 

management practices, local breeds of domestic animals and cultivated plant varieties, and 

sustainable use of wild plants. 

3) Creation of an enabling environment for sustainable rural tourism and agro-tourism 

4) Introduction of a Carpathian wide booking system for touristic accommodation 

5) Creation of trans-Carpathian label for certified agricultural high quality products and authentic 

rural and agro-touristic offers 

6) Compatible monitoring and information systems 

7) Knowledge transfer: Coordinated scientific research and exchange of information 

8) Common programs and projects 

9) International cooperation and knowledge exchange platform on rural areas  
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2. Objectives of the report 

The objectives of this synthetic report are those outlined in the Small-Scale Funding Agreement 

between UNEP and the Institute for Regional Development of EURAC Research signed in 

November 2014. Hereafter, the report should serve: 

1) according to COP4 as ñ[é] a background analysis and documentation that will substantiate a 

decision on the need to conclude a Protocol" therefore including features, gaps and needs to 

be the basis for the development of a first draft of the Carpathian Convention Sustainable 

Agriculture and Rural Development Protocol.  

2) Furthermore, the assessment in this background document should deliver key aspects and 

inputs for the discussion of the related Working Group on Sustainable Agriculture and Rural 

Development (SARD).  

 

3. Methodology 

The approach applied in this synthetic background assessment report is generally based on a 

synthetic SWOT-analysis considering the agriculture and rural area related aspects mentioned in 

the Carpathian Convention (CC) text and relative protocols. The analysis refers to secondary data 

and information and is the outcome of 1) desk research, 2) a literature review and analysis of key 

reports in this field (SARD-M1 report by Ruffini et al, 20082, Vasica report by Carpathian Project, 

20093, Mountain Partnership Regional Report, 20124, EURAC CC Implementation report5, Bioregio 

project reports, relevant scientific articles etc.), and EURACôs own experience as a result of the 

participation in various projects and meetings concerning the sustainable development of the 

                                                

1
 Sustainable Agriculture and Rural Development ï Mountain. 

2
 Ruffini F. V., C. Hoffmann, T. Streifeneder and K. Renner 2008: SARD-M Report for the Carpathian Convention 

Member States. Assessment of Policies, Institutions and Processes, Regional Synthesis for Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Poland, Romania, Republic of Serbia, Slovak Republic and Ukraine. European Academy of Bolzano/Bozen, p. 63. 
3
 Carpathian Project (2009): VASICA - Visions And Strategies In The Carpathian Area. Protection and 

sustainable spatial development of the Carpathians in a Transnational Framework. Authors: Maciej Borsa, 
Constantin Chifelea, Harald Egerer, Zoltan Gal, Wictor Glowacki, Marian Halas, Veronika Hopfgartner, Ivan 
Illes, Zbigniew Niewiadomski, Pavel Ptacek, Doris Wiederwald, Vienna. 
4
 Mountain Partnership (2012): Sustainable Mountain Development in Central, Eastern and South Eastern 

Europe - From Rio 1992 to Rio 2012 and beyond. 
5
 Weiß, M.L., Streifeneder, T.:37, (2011): National achievements and challenges related to the 

implementation of the Carpathian Convention. EURAC, Bolzano. 
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Carpathian Region. Its long lasting expertise due to manifold scientific activities in and about the 

socioeconomic and agricultural development in the Alps in the framework of comprehensive 

monitoring activities turned out to be very helpful. Although the Alps and Carpathians are 

characterized by quite different framework conditions and enabling environments for agriculture 

and forestry-related activities, they have common features/characteristics e.g. the majority of farms 

are usually small-structured family farms. Thus the experiences from the Alpine realities are 

relevant for the Carpathian region as the presence of manifold successful activities and good 

practices of smallholder farming ï above all the cooperative system and technical networks - may 

be of crucial importance for the future development of the farmers in the east of Europe.  

 

4. Introduction 

4.1 General framework conditions for the agricultural sector as an 

integrative part of rural areas 

ñThe agriculture sector is becoming more technologically sophisticated, commercially oriented and 

globally integrated; at the same time, migration patterns and climate variability are changing the 

rural landscape across the developing world. These forces pose challenges and present 

opportunities for all agricultural producersò (FAO, 2011: 36). Major challenges include the 

globalization of the food sector, climate change, lack of suitable financial services, insecure land 

tenure and lack of public support, unfavorable policies (FAO, 20147), missing commercialization 

and market access, imperfect markets and high transaction costs (Bernard & Spielman, 20098). 

The need of commercialization is highlighted by various programs like the FAO/Italy cooperation 

strategy Food Security through Commercialization of Agriculture (FSCA). Often the food chain is 

discriminating against farmers who get a low share of the product price. At the same time 

agricultural productivity in many developing countries is very low and calls for an improvement of 

the performance of agriculture (Abebaw & Haile, 20139). Hence, increasing agricultural productivity 

and intensification through technical change, seasonal finance and marketing systems (Abebaw & 

Haile, 2013) represents a ñpromising strategy to achieve pro-poor growthò (Birner and Resnick, 

                                                

6
 Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) report 2010/2011. State of food and agriculture. ñWomen in 

agriculture - Closing the gender gap for developmentò speaks about the ñgender-gapò. 
7
 FAO (2014), Towards stronger Family Farms, Voices in the International Year of Family Farming. 

8
 Tanguy Bernard, David J. Spielman Reaching the rural poor through rural producer organizations? A study 

of agricultural marketing cooperatives in Ethiopia. Food Policy 34 (2009) 60ï69 
9
 Abebaw, D., Haile, M. G. (2013): The impact of cooperatives on agricultural technology adoption: Empirical 

evidence from Ethiopia. Food Policy 38: 82-91. 
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2010: 144210). Western and Asian experiences show the success in reducing rural poverty and 

enabling growth when small farmers are economically supported and provided with access to 

finance which is often the limiting factor for setting up entrepreneurial activities (ibid.).  

 

4.2 Agriculture and rural development in the mountainous areas of the Carpathians 

Most parts of the Carpathian mountain range can be classified as deep rural (Fig. 1). This 

outstanding characteristic of the Carpathians with only rare urban areas becomes optically evident, 

when comparing the differences to the Alps which is profoundly influenced by the surrounding 

urban centres. The Carpathian Macro-region is currently in a transition process.  

While the new member states are influenced from different historical background, they all seek 

their success in accelerating the urban concentration process in small development poles or by 

increasing the accessibility to rural centres. For this transition process the interrelatedness 

between urban zones and rural areas is herein decisive. The applicability of this form of rural 

sustainability and its resilience towards ñde-growthò is deeply tied to knowledge transfer, mobility 

and accessibility with urban destinations.  

This idea of introducing a concept on peri-urban interrelatedness suffers particularly from a rapidly 

changing socio-economic context. And as a consequence the Carpathiansô remote rural villages 

within low populated counties are usually the losers in that process11. And indeed, itôs the 

peripheral communities in mountain regions that face severe problems of depopulation, ageing 

population, lack of jobs and farm abandonment due to out-migration of skilled persons towards 

urban areas. 

                                                

10
 Birner, R., Resnick, D. (2010): The political economy of policies for smallholder agriculture. Word 

Development Vol. 38, 1442-1452. 
11

 Hoffmann C. and Ianos I. (2015): Urban and rural development published in New S4C Research Agenda  
2015-2020 Urban and rural development, http://carpathianscience.org/new-s4c-research-agenda/urban-and-
rural-development/; 

file:///C:/Users/TStreifeneder/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/QT3E3T93/New%20S4C%20Research%20Agenda%20%202015-2020
file:///C:/Users/TStreifeneder/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/QT3E3T93/New%20S4C%20Research%20Agenda%20%202015-2020
http://carpathianscience.org/new-s4c-research-agenda/urban-and-rural-development/
http://carpathianscience.org/new-s4c-research-agenda/urban-and-rural-development/
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Fig. 1: Distribution of FARO-EU rural classes across Europeôs mountain massifs (EEA, 2010) 

  

Sinking product prices and decreasing public support provide additional ñforageò for outmigration 

and farm abandonment. To strengthen the remaining subsistence or conventional farms they need 

to focus on a more diversified portfolio of agricultural production & services to gain a sufficient 

living. However, improved accessibility and communication facilities as well as the trend for 
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regional products open new opportunities for inter-sectorial collaboration benefiting from urban-

rural interrelations. Successful examples of horizontal and vertical cooperation at different levels 

demonstrate that smallholder farming can survive and generate income. In this regard of key 

concern is the analysis of the framework conditions and enabling environment. Innovative 

initiatives emerged at the interfaces between agriculture and tourism, gastronomy and the health 

sector. Cooperative, collective and citizen-driven actions like community supported agriculture 

result in a higher added value along the whole regional supply chain. Social services like green 

care agriculture support the re-socialisation of people and provide therapeutic care taking. Finally, 

new business approaches such as touristic holiday packages for farm stays and a major 

integration of agricultural products or services like tasting sessions by farmers in accommodation 

facilities increase local economic benefit. 

Concerning terrestrial land used in agriculture, Hungary reaches 60%, Poland 50% and Slovakia 

the EU-23 average of 43%. Among the Carpathian countries reported to the EU, more land is used 

for agriculture than for forestry in Hungary and Poland, the ratio is equal in Slovakia, whereas 

forestry is more extent in the Czech Republic (Bösze et al., 2014). 

According to Mountain Partnership (201212) ñThe Carpathians are characterized through 

agriculture and forestry, with much of the agriculture taking place on the Transylvanian Plateau, 

intra-montane basins and lower mountain slopes. The northern slopes are typically dominated by 

wheat, rye, oats and potato cultivation, while the southern slopes are sown with corn, sugar beets, 

grapes and tobacco. In the highlands, forestry and animal herding are the primary activities.ò The 

FAO (2014) states that a common feature of farming culture in the Carpathians is the tradition of 

transhumance. Bösze et al. (2014: 26) write, that ñThe Carpathian landscape has largely been 

shaped by a long tradition of mountain agriculture and sheep farming characterized by extensive 

practices and natural/semi-natural vegetation. Today, these traditional occupations are in decline 

as a result of economic development trends and opportunities, which at the same time pose 

increasing pressures on the natural environment and inevitably impact agriculture land use and 

management, as well as the aspects of existing landscapes and biodiversity.ò 

 

Despite these common general framework conditions, challenges and agro-structural 

characteristics, the reality depicts generally huge differences between the single countries. This is 

mainly due to a complex system and interrelationships of manifold internal and external driving 

forces (Fig. 2). 

                                                

12
 Mountain Partnership (2012): Sustainable Mountain Development in Central, Eastern and South Eastern 

Europe From Rio 1992 to Rio 2012 and beyond. Editor Bryan Hugill.  
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Fig. 2: Overview on the driving forces influencing agricultural development (Streifeneder et al, 

2015) 

 

Manteanu et al. (2014: 5) summarize the impacting factors on agricultural and forestry dynamics 

as follows (Fig. 3): ñ[é] institutional and economic factors were the most important drivers of 

agricultural expansion and deforestation, jointly accounting for more than 75% and 65% 

respectively of the case studies. This class of drivers also included the technological developments 

that led to agricultural intensification and support forest transition, but our focus on land-cover 

areas did not allow to examine technological drivers in detail. In contrast, socio-demographic 

factors like migration or sector employment were more important for agricultural abandonment 

(42% of cases) and forest succession (36% of cases). Physical factors were also mentioned as 

drivers of change, for example climate supported forest succession on abandoned mountain 
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pastures, where the timberline shifted to higher altitudes (Mihai et al., 200613; Shandra et al., 

201314). Overall, abandonment of agriculture was largely driven by socio-demographic (42%) and 

institutional (31%) factors, with the economy playing a less important role (24%).ò 

 

Fig. 3: Driving forces for agricultural and forestation 

 

The Carpathian region is generally strongly affected by above average land use change dynamics 

(Fig. 4). Land cover changes happen in all Carpathian countries, in most cases due to land 

abandonment and conversion of pastures to arable land or permanent crops (Bösze et al., 2014; 

Kümmerle et al., 200815). The ESPON map depicts a heterogeneous situation, but the map proves 

that many regions show high rates of land use changes due to extensive agricultural management 

approaches. However, some regions also apply intensive agricultural production processes.  

                                                

13
 Mihai, B., Savulescu, I., Sandric, I., Oprea, R., 2006. Application de la detection des changements a 
lôetude de la dynamique de la vegetation des Monts de Bucegi Bucegi (Carpates Méridionales Roumanie). 
Télédetection 6, 215ï231 (in French). 
14

 Shandra, O., Weisberg, P., Martazinova, V., 2013. Influences of climate and land use history on forest and 
timberline dynamics in the Carpathian mountains during the twentieth century. In: Kozak, J., Ostapowicz, K., 
Bytnerowicz, A., WyĘzga, B.(Eds.), The Carpathians: Integrating Nature and Society Towards Sustainability. 
Springer, Berlin Heidelberg, pp. 209ï223. 
15

 Kuemmerle, T., Hostert, P., Radeloff, V.C., derLinden, S.v. Perzanowski,K., Kruhlov, I. (2008): Cross-
border Comparison of Postsocialist Farmland Abandonment in the Carpathians, Ecoystems. 
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Fig. 4: Hot spots of land use change 1990-2006 (ESPON; 201516) 

 

5. Enabling environment: Relevant national and international 

socioeconomic, institutional and political framework conditions 

This chapter aims at depicting the main structural differences and divergences in agriculture and 

rural development in the Carpathian countries. Besides the regional and international framework 

conditions influencing development dynamics, the national framework conditions proved to have a 

                                                

16
 ESPON (2015): http://www.espon.eu/main/Menu_Publications/Menu_MapsOfTheMonth/map1401.html 
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massive impact on the processes. Hence, the authors tried to draw a synthetic picture of the 

national policy and supporting strategies and measures. 

 

6. Common characteristics of the Carpathian mountain areas 

Currently, there are various proposals available for the delimitation of the Carpathian territory. 

Each of these study approaches followed their own strategy in delimitating the Carpathian 

Mountain range. The Vasica analysis considers an extended area of the Carpathian Mountains 

themselves, including also the fore-lands (470.000 km²) within which the regions are in mutual 

interrelation. This definition is based on the aggregation of administrative regions (NUTS2 and 

NUTS3) having a share in the Carpathian Mountains (VASICA, 200917). A far narrow approach 

was derived from the 1990 ñWWFôs Global 200 Eco-Regionò initiative that was based on ecological 

and geo-morphological criteria for defining the mountainous range of (210.000 km²) of the 

Carpathians. And finally the seven countries of the Carpathians themselves elaborated national 

proposals to which extend the Carpathians are covering the state-territory. As the major difference 

in comparison to the ñEco-Regionò is the exclusion of the Transylvanian Plateau this proposal just 

encompasses about 162.000 km² (Ruffini et al., 2006:80; Fig. 5). 

According to Ruffini et al. (200618) ñéthe process of a spatial definition of the area undertaken by 

the Carpathian Convention and the difficulty in defining biophysical and political ideals, as well as 

finding a compromise between them and socioeconomic considerationsôô, no final decision could 

currently be taken, to approve any of the proposals elaborated. Thus the approach remains flexible 

and according to the ñthematic issueò the territorial scope of the protocols can be decided flexible 

case by case in accordance to the Conference of the Parties. 

This is quite similar to the situation in the Alps: Despite its political approach of its delimitation, the 

Alpine Convention area is mostly identical with the topographic mountain area. On the contrary the 

Alpine Space Program area and even more the Alpine Macro-Region area are much larger, 

including non-alpine areas. This has mainly the following implications: It is challenging to gather 

mountain sharp data - for many regions, data are partial or only available at a relatively low level of 

spatial resolution - and to set up mountain monitoring because mountain areas donôt stop at larger 

                                                

17
 VASICA (2009): Visions and Strategies in the Carpathian Area. Protection and Sustainable Spatial 

Development of the Carpathians in a Transnational Framework. Published by The Carpathian Project under 
the INTERREG III B CADSES 
18

 Ruffini, F. V., Streifeneder T. & Eiselt B. (2006): Implementing an international mountain convention ï An 
approach for the delimitation of the Carpathian Convention area. EURAC, Bolzano/Bozen. 
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administrative (provincial, regional) borders. On the other side the mountain areas do not represent 

an island, disconnected from its surroundings; they are heavily impacted by what is coming in 

from, in most cases, the urban areas (traffic, amenity migrators etc.). Hence a larger area permits 

to get a larger database including relevant interrelationships and allow full regional governmental 

participation by extending the area at stake to the consideration of full administrative areas. 

(VASICA, 200917). However, this approach and the relative data-set does not permit real 

conclusions on mountain-related issues. 

 

Fig. 5: The Carpathians (EEA, 201019) 

                                                

19
 EEA (2010): Europe's ecological backbone: recognising the true value of our mountains. EEA Report No 

6/2010. 
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The Carpathian Mountains are shared by seven European countries: the Czech Republic; 

Hungary; Poland; Romania; Slovak Republic; Ukraine. Commons factors, specific to this area, 

allows to consider it as a unique region - The Carpathian Macroregion (Ruffini, & Pt§Ǘek, 200920). 

Despite the actual delimitations involve a variegated set of biophysical conditions and political 

contexts, it is possible to identify a common set of features that are the basis for both weaknesses 

and strengths of this territory. 

One the one side, mountain areas are characterized indeed by difficult accessibility, geographical 

isolation thus resulting in high costs for the provision of public services and long distances to travel 

that hinder economic activities and create precarious living conditions for the local population. 

Additionally, as underlined by FAO (2013: 12), mountains are also subject to political marginality: 

mountain legislation is still embryonic in many countries, and only a very limited range of countries 

adopted an integrated mountain legislation. In the majority of cases, mountain-related actions are 

developed within the scope of a country rural development policy or in regional plans (Weiß & 

Streifeneder, 2011). Hence, the existence of the CC and its protocols are of outmost relevance for 

a sustainable development of this area. 

On the other side, as stated above, the Carpathian Mountains display unique features as 

compared to other mountainous areas that need to be addressed in the following SWOT analysis. 

Firstly, the Carpathian areas in each country are mainly covered by forested lands. Additionally 

(Ruffini et al., 2008: 21), wide areas of the Carpathians are classified as rural with only a few 

municipalities not categorized as such. As predominantly rural areas these regions face harsh 

conditions that have been further enhanced by the peculiar historical pattern in the Carpathians: 

during the communist era these mountainous area were subject to no specific legislation or 

planning, being considered as peripheral by the government. Improper land use, such as 

destructive deforestation or large-scale farming in unsuitable areas, together with the restriction of 

international tourism in the area, are among the major factors for the current precarious socio-

economic situation in the Carpathian countries. In particular, when referring to the primary sector in 

these regions, the privatization processes during the 90s, resulted in the establishment of very 

small private farms that were lacked a proper transition to market economy, in terms of 

organizational models, education and training and technical infrastructure, making the primary 

sector, important in the Carpathians, not competitive for the market.  

Another important feature in the Carpathian area is related to the income disparities between the 

Carpathian regions and the rest of the national territory they belong to. This is associated with 

                                                

20
 Ruffini, F.V, Pt§Ǘek, P. (eds.) (2009): Atlas of the Carpathian Macroregion. Published by Palacky 

University Olomouc, Czech Republic. 
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increasing levels of outward migration, especially of young people, towards more developed urban 

areas in the country, thus causing the abandonment of fields and agricultural activities and the 

over-aging of resident population. 

 

On the one hand, as stated in the VASICA Report (VASICA, 200921), the CC area hosts a unique 

natural heritage that is home for a great variety of habitats and wildlife as well as a significant 

cultural heritage of rural arts&crafts and architecture. On the other hand, the Carpathian area is 

vulnerable due to a variety of factors including land abandonment, high unemployment and large 

emigration rates. Hence, a tendency to marginalization in mountain areas can be detected, 

depending on the fragility of ecosystems and the socio-economic structure generally found in these 

mountain regions.  

This socio-economic structure appears to be strongly influenced by the marginal spatial position of 

many Carpathian regions compared with more densely populated centers. Difficult accessibility 

and long distances to travel result in lack and higher per capita costs of relevant public and social 

facilities such as schools, hospitals, etc. (Ruffini et al., 2008). These elements further exacerbate 

the disparities between peripheral regions of the Carpathian Region and other areas: high 

unemployment rates, social problems and poor level of education strongly impact the sustainability 

of the most peripheral regions (Tiner, 200722). 

In general, the Carpathian area faces poor transport infrastructure and high transport costs that, 

combined with remoteness from national capitals, make market access particularly difficult. This 

clearly explains the significantly lower per-capita GDP levels in this area compared with Western 

European countries and also with capital cities like Vienna, Prague, Bratislava and Budapest that 

display a per-capita GDP higher than the EU-27 average (Ruffini, & Pt§Ǘek, 2009: 40). 

Another key factor to be taken into account when considering the most critical aspects in this area 

is age structure. Aging of population in the Carpathian area seems to be the result of long-term 

patterns of rural-urban and urban-rural migration: on the one hand aging is the result of young 

people moving outward, on the other hand older people move inward following retirement. The age 

structure is therefore another key factor in understanding marginalization dynamics in the 

Carpathians. 

Finally, it is important to take into account the impacts that the fall of communism and privatization 

processes had on the area, with particular reference to the agricultural sector. The general 

phenomenon of falling employment rates in the primary sector, that affects also Eastern European 

                                                

21
 VASICA:21 (2009) 

22
 Tiner T., (2007): National Assessment of Policies, Institutions and Processes for SARD in the Hungarian 

Carpathian Mountains in SARD-M Report:43 
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countries, is exacerbated by the fragmentation of agricultural properties after the breakdown of 

communism. As in the Alps, small-holder family farming is the backbone of the agricultural 

economy and it can be estimated that up to 90% of all farms in Hungary, Slovakia and Romania 

are smaller than 5 ha. (ibid., 2009) 

 

7. The national Carpathian mountain areas 

7.1 Romania 

The impacts generated by the factors considered above, and the peculiar marginalization patterns 

in the area of the Carpathians, are particularly important in Romania where more than 40% of the 

Carpathian Mountains lie within its borders (Ruffini et al., 2008: 13). Around three out of ten people 

are working in the primary sector, far beyond the average in other Carpathian states.  

The high rate of people employed in agriculture in Romania goes along with a high fragmentation 

of land tenure, following the disintegration of the Soviet bloc. Indeed, Romania, together with 

Poland, features the highest score of farmers owning less than 5ha in the Carpathian area, with 

more than a half of its arable land owned by small farmers. The sector is still characterized by a 

high quote of subsistence farming, non-effective land management, and economically weak farms. 

When considering the Carpathian area in Romania it is also important to mention the significant 

outward movement of people from rural areas to urban ones. The country with the highest share of 

people employed in agriculture, Romania is also the country accounting for the most densely 

populated urban area, the countryôs capital city Bucharest, and among the three capital cities of the 

area recording the highest increase of population in the 1990ies. This trend can be partly be 

explained by the high coverage of agricultural zones in Romania, accounting for more than 60% of 

the National territory (ibid. 2008: 18). 

The depopulation of rural areas, particularly in the mountain regions of Caras-Severin in Romania, 

coupled with high unemployment rates and with the lack of foreign investment usually flowing to 

urban centers, furthers hampers economic development in the rural and mountainous parts of 

Romania. 
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Despite the Carpathian Mountains extend over more than a half of the Romanian territory, human 

resources and specific institutions especially established for the management of the Carpathians 

protected area system are missing. (Weiß & Streifeneder, 201123)  

According to Tamara Mitrofanenko, consultant at UNEP Vienna, a key to the implementation of the 

CC and to the creation of sustainable development of the mountain communities in the long term, 

further investment in education is needed. Sustainable development is not considered a priority in 

the local community and educational activities are needed to increase awareness and foster a 

more active involvement of the population. (ibid. 2011: 37) 

To summarize, Romania is particularly important within the scope of the CC objectives due to its 

vast coverage by the Carpathians mountains (more than a half of its territory) as well as to the 

significant impact of rural activities in the country both in terms of a wide diffusion of rural land and 

a high percentage of people employed in the primary sector. The vulnerability of the Carpathian 

area to the above mentioned social and economic marginalization could therefore generate 

important impacts on the rest of Romania. A more active institutional involvement, combined with 

actions to increase awareness concerning sustainable development, are core strategies to be 

addressed in the implementation process of the CC. 

 

7.2 Slovakia 

Slovakia is a typically mountainous country, holding the highest percentage of forested land 

40.9%. Moreover, 50.8% of its Carpathian region is forested (Ruffini et al., 2008: 17). While 

sharing 20% of the whole Carpathians, the Slovak Republic is also the smallest country and as a 

result it is the country most influenced by the Carpathian Mountains, which cover nearly 70% of the 

whole Slovak Republic (ibid.: 13). 

The two major urban areas ï Bratislava and Kosice ï as well as other secondary towns, are 

located at the foothills of the mountains. Except for the settlements in the south and south-eastern 

flat areas of Slovakia, the majority of settlements is concentrated along river valleys. (HAS, 200724) 

Slovakia is among the countries displaying higher employment rates of people in the service sector 

rather than in the primary and secondary sector. According to EUROSTAT, while 56.7% of people 

are employed in the tertiary sector, only 4.4% work in the primary one, thus reflecting the general 

employment structure of Western European countries (Ruffini et al., 2008: 23). 
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The low level of people employed in agriculture in Slovakia can perhaps be partly explained to the 

significant presence of large-scale farms: these large commercial farms (larger than 500 ha) 

cultivate half of the agricultural land in the Carpathian region. (REC, 2006: 6925) The current 

situation reflects land management practices within the collectivized agricultural system in the 

region prior to the fall of the USSR in which upland grasslands and least accessible lands were 

abandoned in favor of the most productive and reachable ones. As a result, one of the main issues 

of concern, when implementing sustainable rural development policies in Slovakia, is to take into 

account the abandonment of these areas, where the degradation of mountain grasslands habitats 

and the overgrowth of dominant species caused and an overall loss of biodiversity in the area.                                                                                                                

In addition, poor land management also interests cultivated area in the Carpathian region: hopes 

for a decrease of the proportion of ploughed land ï currently 60% of the rural areas of the 

Carpathians ï by in-depth studies of agriculturally unsuitable soils and consequent afforestation of 

those areas (ibid.: 70). Afforestation, organic farming and the return of traditional sheep and cattle 

grazing to the abandoned uplands of the Carpathians are among the main issues of concern within 

the implementation of sustainable agriculture policies in the Carpathian region. On the other side 

more important obstacles are: low level of employment in the primary sector, low productivity and 

weak competitiveness, long-term decrease of the area of agricultural land and finally insufficient 

support for the development of alternative agriculture.  

On the institutional level in fact, as stated by the State Nature Conservancy of Slovak, the main 

weaknesses are the insufficient number of staff members and limited funding available (Weiß & 

Streifeneder, 2011: 37). Additionally, when mentioning the insufficient support for the development 

of alternative agriculture in the region, reference is also made to the modest participation of local 

institutions and stakeholders due to low levels of environmental and legislative awareness. 

Slovakia is strongly affected by the Carpathians that cover a very high percentage of its territory 

thus representing a very important area of intervention. The most important issues when 

considering the Slovak Carpathians are rather diversified: on the one side the least accessible 

areas, such as the uplands, face long-term abandonment, on the other side poor land 

management and obsolete production methods in rural area comprise agricultural productivity and 

cause useless soil degradation. Reinstatement of human activity on the uplands and safeguard of 

the land through afforestation are opposite but both very important policy objectives. 
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When implementing these measures the low level of people employed in the primary sector as well 

as limited institutional support for the implementation of environmental policies will have to be 

taken into account. 

 

7.3 Czech Republic 

The Czech Republic is among the countries in which the Carpathians cover a minor geographical 

portion of the national territory, more or less 13% of national territory, and are based in a boundary 

area of the country (Ruffini et al., 2008: 14). 

The Czech Carpathians are characterized by dispersed settlements, difficult access and poor 

transport system that further accentuates the marginality of the area. (REC, 200626). Additionally, 

the area is marginal also in terms of fewer job opportunities as compared to other parts of the 

country (ibid.: 15). A less productive agriculture and a long-term trend of outward migration 

contribute to make the area one of the poorest in the Czech Republic. This can partly be explained 

by the significant agricultural land in the Czech Carpathian region (more than 50%) and the 

countryôs overall employment structure that, similar to the Slovak Republic, accounts for a small 

3.8% of its populations employed in the primary sector (Ruffini et al., 2008: 23). 

Another factor that contributes to the vulnerability of the primary sector in Czech Republic, is the 

extreme farm income decline following the transition to market-led economy in the 90s that meant 

a significant reduction of agricultural subsidies. As a consequence, the number of people 

employed in agriculture shrunk by 75% since 1989. (REC, 200627). Additionally, as in the Slovak 

Republic, low productive and poorly managed farms further increase the efforts undergone by the 

primary sector.  

However, contrary to the Slovak Republic local and regional NGOs working on the Carpathian 

region have an active role in sensitizing the population and in safeguarding traditional crops and 

methods of production. These NGOs also play a role in the assisting farmers and providing them 

with financial support (ibid., 2006: 73).    

On the other side, the CC is not considered a priority on the national level, as the Carpathians 

cover only 13% of the national territory, while occupying its borders (Weiß & Streifeneder, 2011: 

35). The establishment of a permanent secretariat of the CC as well as the institutionalization of a 
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coordination group for CC implementation are advised in order to ensure support and effective 

practical impact of the initiative. 

In a nutshell what is peculiar to the Czech Case regarding the Carpathian region is first of all its 

peripheral position in the country as well as its small share on the national territory. Secondly, the 

area faces outward migration that coupled with a massive fall in primary sector employment rates, 

make the Carpathian region more vulnerable. This trend is also reflected by the Old Age Index: the 

Carpathian displays a very high index of 91.7% and displays the highest concentration of regions 

with an Old Age Index between 80-100 and the littlest presence of young population (Ruffini, & 

Pt§Ǘek, 2009). As in the Slovak Republic, farming is characterized by low productivity and poor 

market competitiveness. However, a positive potential is seen in the strong role of local NGOs and 

stakeholders in sustaining and safeguarding local traditional farming.  

Low level of productivity, loss of traditional farming methods and high abandonment levels of the 

primary sector are among the most important issues to be tackled in the region. In order to 

implement effective policies a more active national governmentôs involvement is advised. 

 

7.4 Hungary 

Similarly to the Czechôs case, the area of Hungary situated in the Carpathian region is a minor 

portion ï slightly more than 8% - of the overall national territory (REC, 200628).   

The Hungarian Carpathian territory is 59% agricultural land and, as such, it is strongly affected by 

high outward migration rates, as in other Carpathian countries (Ruffini et al., 2008: 18). Indeed, as 

in the case of Czech Republic and Slovakia, and the majority of other EU countries Hungary shows 

a modest employment rate in agriculture. This is mainly driven by the development of other sectors 

of the national economy (industry and services). Agricultural employment corresponds to 4,6% 

(Hungarian Central Statistical Office, 2014). Figures report that the agricultural population in 

Hungary has decreased since 1990 from 693 thousand to 173 thousands in 2010. However this 

trend has reversed and in 2014 about 190 thousand people were employed in agriculture, 9,7% 

more than in 2010. In Northern Hungary, the region where the Carpathians are situated, there has 

been a 1.6 decrease in population since 1990 (REC, 200629). The better employment opportunities 

and higher wages in the urban area in Hungary act as incentives for the youth to not choose a rural 

lifestyle. 

                                                

28
 REC ï Regional environmental Center (2006): National Assessment of the policy, legislative and 

institutional frameworks related to the Carpathian Convention ï Hungary. Available at: 
http://archive.rec.org/REC/Programs/EnvironmentalLaw/carpathian/pdf/sep_11_2006_vienna/hungary_natio
nalassessment.pdf, p. 5. 
29

 REC ï Hungary National Assessment (2006), p. 49. 



 

23 

However a positive structural change can be observed in the Hungarian agriculture in the last 

years. There is an increasing number of viable small/medium sized farms producing mainly for 

marketing which can provide a reasonable living for the farmer family and their employees. 

According to the 2013 Farm Structure Survey, about 483 thousand private holdings and 8,8 

thousand enterprises operated in the agricultural sector. The number of private farms decreased 

by 15%, while that of enterprises decreased by 6% since 2010. However, mainly the small farms 

(with an area less than 1 ha) have gone out of business, and their owners were often old and did 

not have agricultural education. In contrast the number of farms producing mainly for marketing 

has increased by about 49% in the same period. Moreover, the number of farms with an area 

between 10 and 500 hectares has also increased. 

Another element characterizing agriculture is the dramatic change of land ownership structure after 

the fall of the Soviet Bloc: from an agricultural sector dominated by state farms and cooperatives, 

with a minor presence of 7% private farms, to a 88,9% dominance of private small-scale farms 

consisting of between 1-10 ha. As a result of the fragmentation following privatization,  46,7% of 

the individual farmers are subsistence farmers who are consuming almost their total production by 

their own and do not sell any production to the market (Hungarian Central Statistical Office 2013) 

(Wiesinger G., Dax T., 200830) . 

 

As land ownership changed, and the national economy developed and new sectors emerged and 

grew also the percentage of Hungaryôs GDP from agriculture as well as the employment rate in the 

first sector, have both decreased since 1990. (REC, 2006: 4931). The number of people employed 

in agriculture dropped from11,9% to 4,6 between 1991 and 2014, whereas if the people employed 

in the food industry are also taken into consideration then the decrease is from 796 000 to 333 000 

people working in the food sector in the same period. However it should be noted that the 

employment in agriculture and food industry increased by 9.7% and 17.2% respectively between 

2010 and 2014. 

These changes in land use structure will obviously be reflected in the Carpathian region of 

Hungary, which is predominantly rural.  
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On the institutional level, a positive and very active role within the civil society can be traced: civil 

society and NGOs are probably the main driving force locally, nationally and regionally, especially 

when sustainable agriculture and biodiversity conservation are concerned (ibid.). 

Since 2010 the Ministry of Agriculture (earlier: Ministry of Rural Development) is responsible for the 

environmental issues as well, which fact increases the efficiency, enhances the coordination, the 

cooperation and eases the communication among the different policy domains.  

To summarize, the Rural Carpathian region in Hungary, together with other rural parts of the 

country, suffer from the negative effects following high land ownership fragmentation and high 

depopulation rates in the aftermath of the disintegration of the Soviet bloc. However, in recent 

years due to the significant amount of subsidies coming in the sector as well as other policy 

measures agricultural investments grew, consequently the competitiveness of the sector 

developed considerably. Similarly positive trends can be observed in the employment of the food 

sector. When taking into consideration just the Carpathian area, another issue to be taken into 

account in the implementation of the Convention in Hungary is the decreasing national 

contributions to CC-related activities, presumably due to the limited extension of the Carpathian 

region in the country (Weiß & Streifeneder, 2011: 36). 

 

7.5 Poland 

The Polish Carpathians cover a minor portion - nearly 6% (5.48%) of the area of the country (REC, 

2006: 432). According to the official data from the Central Statistical Office, the Polish Carpathians 

are characterized by a 48% presence of agricultural land (9,728 km2). The Carpathian region alone 

gives 4.55 % of national GVA in the sector of agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishery (ibid.: 52). 

According to Eurostat figures in 2003 the percentage of people employed in agriculture in the 

Polish Carpathian region was 12.3%, classifying Poland at the third place among Carpathian 

countries primary sectorôs employment rates, following Romania and Ukraine (Ruffini, & Pt§Ǘek , 

2009). However, for the majority of farm owners in Poland agricultural activities are not the main 

source of income for the household . As in other Carpathian countries, young people tend to 

migrate to cities or abroad (Skroka et al., 2014:5733).  

After 1989 the majority of farms in the Carpathian area are private and very small(< 4,99ha), 

especially when compared to a national average farm size of 10,22 ha (Central Statistical Office, 
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2013). Moreover compared to the national average (currently around 50%)34  the Carpathian 

Region is characterized by a high number of farms not producing for the market: for example, 

when considering the western Carpathians, the Malopolskie Województwo, only 14.8% of the 

farms were producing for market use, while the other were producing only or mainly for individual 

use. Similar figures apply to the Eastern Carpathians too (REC, 2006: 52). 

A major issue of concern at the institutional level when for the successful implementation of the 

CC, is that the institutional, legal and political framework is dependent on administrative divisions, 

the Województwo regions. A common regional mountain policy lacks between the three 

Województwo regions of the Polish Carpathians: differentiated responsibilities in the field of 

implementation of the Convention among the different administrative levels and units, as well as 

the lack of regional systems of information and monitoring, could hinder an effective 

implementation of the CC (ibid.: 12). 

Most important among the circumstances is that there is no regional mountain policy in Poland. 

The whole institutional, legal and political set up is strongly tied to the administrative division at 

voivodeship level. Thus, in fact, we have three Carpathian regions in the Polish Carpathians, within 

the borders of each of the voivodeships (ibid.: 121). 

Other social aspects must be considered, such as the local Carpathian communitiesô lack of 

interest (or often opposition) to sustainable development. In face of unstable or hard economic 

conditions, the local community is often not keen on focusing on long-term perspectives, such as 

the one involved in the idea of sustainable development. Investment that could more easily 

increase the communityôs present levels of income are more welcomed than regulations that could 

limit land use at the expense of present advantages (ibid.: 123).  

To summarize, the implementation of the CC in the Polish Carpathians needs to take into account 

the low productivity of the regionôs farms on the one side, and on the other side it requires the 

support of projects sensitizing the population to the importance of long-term sustainable objectives 

at the local level. The main obstacle in the Polish case is again the lack of a common national 

legislation of the establishment of an institutional body monitoring the Carpathian area. Although, 

regional governments provided specific policies for sustainable development issues in the area, 

often financed by EU Regional funds, the scope of their actions is limited to their administrative 

boundaries. A coherent regional pan-Carpathian country is thus a necessary criterion for the 

implementation of the Convention (Ruffini et al., 2008)  
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7.6 Ukraine 

The Ukrainian Carpathians make up 10.3% of the general territory of the Carpathian Mountains.  

The Carpathian region (the mountains together with the sub-mountain region and the 

Transcarpathian lowlands, which are part of the Carpathian region in terms of natural, economic, 

cultural and social characteristics) occupies 37,000 km². This represents 6.1 % of the territory of 

Ukraine (REC, 2006: 435). 

Agricultural lands in Ukraine occupy 42.3 million ha, which represents 70.1% of the Land Fund of 

Ukraine, including 32.5 million ha of arable lands or 53.9% of the total area.   

The area of agricultural lands in four administrative regions of the Carpathian region makes up 

50.0 % of the territory of these administrative regions.The total share of the four administrative 

regions of the Carpathian region (Zakarpatska, Lvivska, Ivano-Frankivska and Chernivetska 

oblast) is 10.8% of the total volume of agricultural production in Ukraine (ibid.: 76). 

Ukraine has been profoundly influenced by the conversion of farms to private ownership in the 

aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Bloc: although in 2004 still nearly half of farms were state-

led, private farming accounted for 90% of the total agricultural production in Ukraine. However, 

these businesses are not competitive due to their small size, technical low progress and lack of 

modern organization (ibid.: 88).  

Additionally to a poor competitiveness, a lack of budget funding for rural areas and agricultural 

production, as well as absence of any reform in villages, enhances criticalities in the area. As a 

result, confirming the trends of other Carpathian countries, rural areas offer low living standards, 

unemployment and consequently a decrease in the birth rate in rural areas and youth emigration 

dynamics in favor of more developed area, such as urban ones (ibid.: 90).  

On the governmental level a lack of cooperation among the various ministries is detected: the 

Ministry of Environmental protection, who is the main authority for the implementation of the 

Convention in Ukraine, does not have access to all the information from other authorities and 

opportunities for cooperation within ministries is also poor. Some exponents stated that the 

Convention is not considered a priority for other authorities. As a consequence, insufficient funding 

is provided to research and monitoring activities useful to the implementation and functioning of 

regulations. Other big, fundamental problems are the insufficient enforcement of and compliance 

with environmental legislation, and insufficient funding for the implementation of the important 

legislation in the field.  
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A last significant obstacle, refers to the low levels of compliance with laws in Ukraine: Ukraine 

shows little participation and poor control measures over the implementation of international 

standards and in general a low interest in the adoption of environmental measures, especially 

when economic interests are involved (ibid.: 200f). 

 

7.7 Republic of Serbia 

The Carpathian Mountains cover a very small portion of the total national area that equals 0.35% 

(or 73,235 km2). (REC, 200636). According to Ruffini et al. (2008: 17), 40% of the Carpathian 

region in Serbia are forests, while agriculture accounts for only 17.2% of land use in the area 

(REC, 2006: 61). Similar to contexts in other Carpathian countries, agricultural land ownership is 

characterized by small size farms (with an average area of 0.4 ha, ibid.: 62) that produce mainly for 

self-subsistence rather than for the market, and are generally characterized by obsolete 

infrastructure, poor storage facilities requiring modernization processes to increase productivity 

and competitiveness. 

The Serbian Carpathian area displays the highest values in the Old Age Index (Ruffini, & Pt§Ǘek, 

2009) thus suggesting particularly significant rural-urban migration patterns generating noteworthy 

impacts of depopulation and aging on the Serbian Carpathian region. Accordingly, Eurostat 2003 

figures (ibid.), displayed a small portion of people employed in the first sector, in favor of higher 

employment rates in the secondary and especially tertiary sector. Although these data are not up 

to date, presumably the trend is still valid, thus aligning to the employment structure common in the 

majority of the other Carpathian countries. 

At the institutional level, a lack of coordination between the various ministries involved in the 

implementation of sustainable development policies in the area is detected. Inter-sectoral co-

ordination bodies are missing the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Water Management and 

other ministries so that they have to refer to the Government of Serbia as a common connection 

(ibid.: 64). Additionally, the Republic of Serbia does not have a unique policy for mountain areas, 

nor rural areas in mountain regions (Ruffini et al., 2008: 38). That can prove as an element of 

weakness in the implementation of the CC, characterized by a multi-sectorial scope of activities. 
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8. SWOT-analysis 

Mountain Partnership (2012) states that ñéthe sustainability and reach/impact of agriculture in the 

region hindered by several challenges, including economic transition, changes in land ownership 

and ongoing privatization, land abandonment, low productivity and income of agriculture, poverty 

and marginalization of population, lack of technology and state funding, gaps in or, in some 

countries, absence of appropriate agricultural policy and legislation, poor land management 

leading to excessive soil erosion, etc. (CEI, 2001; UNEP-Vienna ISCC, 2006). These issues are 

being addressed through the implementation of the 2003 Framework Convention on the Protection 

and Sustainable Development of the Carpathians, as discussed below.ò The following analysis on 

Carpathian countriesó main socio-economic aspects provided an insight into the main criticalities of 

the area. These criticalities are due to both mountain-specific features as well as to contextual 

elements that are referred to the Carpathian area itself. The following sections summarize the 

results stated in the background reports cited at the beginning.  

 

8.1 Strengths and Features 

1) Existence of specific and still widely distributed cultural and agricultural features such as: 

a. traditional farming practices;  

b. extensive, organic and semi-natural farming operations 

c. old rural architecture and different rural arts and crafts  

d. Traditional, authentic products 

2) High attraction level due to:  

a. Vast areas classified as deep rural  

b. Uncontaminated nature and much High Nature Value (HNV) areas rich in unique 

biodiversity and natural attractions 

c. Low touristic intensity and seldom conflicts with carrying capacities 

 

8.2 Weaknesses, gaps and challenges 

1) Vast areas threatened by land abandonment and land use change and heterogenous pattern of 

reforestation and deforestation, with associated soil erosion being severe in some locations, 



 

29 

2) In some areas poor land management leading to excessive soil erosion 

3) Long-term high emigration, especially youth outward emigration to more developed urban 

areas or abroad 

4) Remoteness of many rural areas from urban areas and national capitals and high transport 

costs result in very difficult access to more developed markets  

5) Changes in land ownership 

6) Ongoing privatization and related negative land use changes 

7) No Carpathian-wide labelling of quality products 

8) High fragmentation land ownership and small-structure of farms 

9) Low productivity and income of agriculture  

10) Use of EU funds dedicated for rural and mountain areas to bridge the lack of state funding 

11) Low tourism intensity 

12) Lack of technology and low competitiveness of farms due to lack of capital and know-how, old 

infrastructure  

13) Low levels of institutional and civil society awareness in regards of rural development and 

sustainability issues 

14) Lack of co-ordination among the ministries in charge of implementing the CC, strong 

administrative sectorization in governmental institutions 

15) Overall economic and structural problems 

16) Environmental security, particularly related to climate change, including floods, landslides, 

windstorms and drought, coupled with unregulated hunting and overgrazing 

 

8.3 Opportunities  

1) Reservoir of educated, skilled and relatively cheap young European labor force. 










































