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Abstract: Although each landscape has its own identity, only some of them are recognized as
nationally important because of their cultural and natural values and their contribution to national
identity. In Slovenia, these landscapes are listed in the national Spatial Development Strategy
(adopted in 2004). However, this list was neither supported by implementation instruments nor
integrated in any conservation or management policy documents and was poorly integrated into
spatial plans. The aim of this research was to renew the methodology for identifying landscapes of
national importance. The methods included in-depth interviews with experts, an online questionnaire,
participatory workshops, and field visits. The questionnaire results showed that only eight landscapes
from the original list of 62 were explicitly recognized as nationally important, which confirmed the
hypothesis that the initial method was not transparent and that the criteria were biased. The proposed
approach included the following criteria: (1) representativeness, (2) the quality of the landscape
features, and (3) the cultural and scientific value. The methodology was accompanied with the
list of landscape features and landscape types that are important for Slovenian national identity;
recommendations for implementing the method on national, regional, and local levels; and the
general guidelines for spatial planning and management of these landscapes.

Keywords: landscape identity; evaluation criteria; landscape features; national landscape identity;
cultural landscape; Slovenia

1. Introduction

Every landscape has its own identity, which is based on (1) its physical characteristics,
(2) the processes that take place in the landscape, and (3) the meanings that people attach
to it [1]. Landscapes differ from each other and as such possess (more or less) unique
geographical/spatial identities. The meanings people and societies attach to landscapes
are prerequisites for establishing two other aspects of (landscape) identity—the identity of
peoples and societies. Most individuals are attached to a certain place and/or a landscape
and a share of their personal identities are derived from those places and landscapes.
Similarly, cultural identity—a common/agreed identity of a social group—is built around
the places and landscapes that a group inhabits and identifies with [1–4]. Collective
memories often possess a strong spatial reference [5] since every event that is important
for the social community takes place somewhere, and the location often gains the same
importance as the event itself. Hrobat [6] defines this phenomenon as “the spatialization of
time,” which is clearly expressed in the English language with the phrase “ . . . the event
took place . . . ” Kučan [4,7], who researched the importance of landscapes for constructing
national identity in Slovenia, argues that national identity is bound to the environment,
to specific, and sometimes even idealized, types of landscape. These idealized types of
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landscape can be illustrated with a few important characteristics that are clearly expressed
and that define their character, e.g., agricultural terraces, landmarks, etc. As such, they
become a kind of “prototype” of a landscape. On the other hand, the concept of national
identity is frequently built around places and landscapes that gained importance as symbols
of a nation—either because of their unique and/or outstanding character and/or events
that took place there. Many national landscapes are recognized as an inseperable part of
national identity—e.g., in England [8,9], Scandinavian countries [10], the United States [11],
and Slovenia [4,7].

The European Landscape Convention (ELC) [12] is the first document that stressed
the importance of landscape as one of the cornerstones of European identity. As such,
the concept of landscape identity should be considered in all three activities proposed by
the ELC: landscape protection, management, and planning. One of the responsibilities of
each country is to identify its landscapes, analyse their characteristics and changes, and
assess them considering their values. Several European countries assessed their landscapes
considering their character, whereas only a few examples of comprehensive (national)
evaluations of landscape identity are reported in the literature.

Landscape character assessments are well renowned in England and Scotland [13–15],
Ireland [16], Belgium [17], and elsewhere [18,19]. According to McCormack and O’Leary [20]
(p. 143), landscape (character) should be assessed considering its three aspects: (1) the
physical, (2) the visual, and (3) the image. These three aspects raise a question regarding
the determination of boundaries. Defining boundaries is always a challenge in landscape
research (and a must-do in landscape character assessment), since landscape is a continuum,
where one landscape area “blurs” into another and where boundaries depend on the point
of observation and the observer’s interpretation [21,22]. Whereas physical boundaries
could be defined based on the boundaries between physical landscape layers (e.g., geology,
soil type, land cover), which are more or less evident, visual boundaries are dependent
on three-dimensional perception of the landscape and, therefore, visibility. The latter
corresponds with the definition of landscape as “a portion of land which the eye can
comprehend at a glance” [11] (p. 3). The importance of the visual component in landscape
character assessment was also researched by Ode et al. [23] and Tveit et al. [24], who based
their landscape character assessment methodology on nine concepts, which define the
visual character of the landscape.

An evaluation of landscapes in terms of their identity was performed in Finland
in 1993 and upgraded in 2010. The inventory followed the ELC and was based on the
National Land Use Guidelines, which state that ”land use must secure that nationally
significant built environments and natural heritage maintain their values.” Since it was
carried out with a top-down approach by a group of governmental actors, it received several
critiques regarding the exclusion of locals’ values and their vision for landscape change
and development [25]. The method for landscape identity assessment in Latvia was not
performed by government but by researchers and academics and was based on three stages:
the assessment of the historic, visual, and cognitive elements in the formation of landscape
identity. The combination of three aspects of landscape identity enabled identification of
each landscape’s development, its visual character, as well as the subjective perception of
selected individuals [26]. The latter was also researched by Ramos et al. [27], who, on a local
level, have shown that multiple identities co-exist and that they affect future development.

Some efforts in landscape identity evaluation have been made in Slovenian (plan-
ning) strategy [28] but have never been properly integrated into policies and practice [29].
Furthermore, it was noticed that natural landscapes and contemporary landscapes that
are well recognized among the general public in Slovenia are completely missing. The
reason for that is the fact that the criteria for enlisting an area among nationally important
landscape identity areas were based only on the cultural heritage value of the landscapes.

Although landscape identity is a topic of scientific discussion [1,3,5,30–38] as well as
policy documents on international [12,39] and national levels [4,7,25,26], there seems to be
little or no agreement about the definition of the concept.
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Addressing landscape identity within different frameworks and on different scales
and considering various historical, social and, environmental conditions results in various
interpretations of the concept and in its vague definition.

Stobbelaar and Pedroli [34] (p. 334) have defined landscape identity as ”the unique
psycho-sociological perception of a place defined in a spatial-cultural space.“ Their defi-
nition is accompanied by a discussion on landscape identity’s complexity and its several
aspects. They argue that landscape identity is established along two axes: one between
personal and cultural identity and the other between spatial and existential identity. The
difference between geographical and existential identity can be grasped in the difference
between the questions “where am I?” and “who am I?” [40]. The difference between a
landscape’s and people’s (individual or collective) identity and their interdependence was
recently discussed by Ramos et al. [35]. They understand landscape identity as the “ . . .
mutual relation between landscape and people“ and acknowledge that it can be interpreted
either as the identity of the landscape itself or how people use the landscape to construct
their own identity. Further, they argue that this dynamic relationship between people’s
and a landscape’s identity is continuously established on two distinct levels. On the sphere
of perception, landscape identity is based on its own character, as well as on the character
of the landscape as a constructed entity. On the sphere of action, society interacts with
the landscape on a physical level, driving change and altering its character. Different
aspects of the landscape were also discussed by Jacobs et al. in their work “The Production
of Mindscapes” [36]. They distinguished three dimensions of landscape: matterscape,
powerscape, and mindscape, which could be interpreted as the physical, the social, and
the personal/conscious reality of the landscape. Attempts to distinguish among different
landscape realities, perceptions, and interpretations are helpful in explaining the complex-
ity of landscapes and our relation towards them. Yet, at the same time, all these landscape
realities are, as Schama [37] emphasized, indivisible: “before it could ever be a repose for
the senses, landscape is the work of mind. Its scenery is built up as much from strata of
memory, as from layers of rock” [37] (pp. 6–7). Therefore, different aspects of identities
that arise from or are ascribed to landscapes often overlap and intertwine.

Another aspect that should be considered at this point is the identity’s sensitivity to
change. Landscapes, societies, and individuals constantly change. Therefore, identities that
are built around the relationship among these three also change. The relationship between
landscape identity and change was recently explored by Butler and Sarlöv-Herlin [38]. They
encountered questions such as, “who has a right to define the landscape identity? How
can change develop new identities? What happens when the population changes?” [38]
(p. 275). Such questions were also relevant for this study, in which we tried to define
objective criteria for determining landscapes that are important for national identity in
Slovenia. In addition, landscape identity is strongly associated with the concept of cultural
landscape introduced by Carl Ritter as early as 1832 [41]. The basic idea is that there are
two forms of landscape—the original one, existing before man-made change, and the one
that is created and gained by humans who used significant effort, which is why it is called
cultural landscape. The concept was further developed and promoted by Sauer, who
defined it as “... fashioned from a natural landscape by a cultural group. Culture is the
agent, the natural area is the medium, the cultural landscape is the result” [42] (p. 46). The
concept of the cultural landscape is widely used in academia and has also been adopted by
UNESCO, which has recognized 114 cultural landscapes as part of our collective identity
since 1992 [43]. In Slovenia, cultural landscapes are included in the Register of Immovable
Cultural Heritage as a type of tangible cultural heritage [44]. In February 2021, the register
included 317 cultural landscapes. Some of them are locally or nationally significant since
they have very clearly expressed characteristics (e.g., terraced landscapes [45,46]).

Furthermore, this human–nature interaction, reflected in different cultural land-
scapes [12]), also known as cultural and biological diversity [47], is a remarkable charac-
teristic and is of utmost importance in Europe. Landscape diversity has also significantly
influenced cultural and regional identities in Europe [12,48], and vice-versa, as pointed



Sustainability 2021, 13, 6475 4 of 18

out by Ramos et al. [35] (p. 38): “The social and cultural traditions determine the different
identities of landscapes: another culture, social structure or management traditions will
shape different landscapes.”

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Research Background

For the purpose of our research, we focused on the criteria for evaluating the identity
of landscapes. The current methodology in Slovenia dates back in the early 2000s, when
the term “landscapes important for national identity” was introduced and these areas
(from now on, “national landscape identity areas”) were designated within the Spatial
Development Strategy of Slovenia [28]—a national strategic spatial planning document.
The methodology for determining national landscape identity areas was based on cultural
heritage landscapes already registered in the Register of Immovable Cultural Heritage [44].
The idea was that the concept would be further elaborated by determining areas and
landscape features important for identity on lower—regional and local—levels, as well as
guidelines for management of these areas. In 2005, a study entitled “Detailed Rules for
Spatial Planning—Preserving the Identity of Slovenian Landscapes” [49], aiming towards
determining landscape identity areas on lower levels and incorporating the guidelines for
their management into spatial planning documents, was conducted. The results of the
research project were never applied, and the concept never became operational in planning
or management practice. Even the landscapes determined in the Spatial Development
Strategy [28] were not legally designated nor gained any protection status. Therefore,
specific consideration of their character in planning future development was left to the
awareness of individual spatial planning teams. In addition, there was no consideration of
the issue in the sectoral management programmes and plans.

The assumption that vague methodology and a lack of linkage to instruments were the
reasons for poor implementation of the concept resulted in the decision of the responsible
ministry to commission the update of the methodology and the redefinition of the national
landscape identity areas. Since the Spatial Development Strategy [28] is also in the process
of renewal, the ministries responsible for spatial planning and cultural heritage addressed
the problem by issuing this research. The new methodology would be applied into spatial
planning practice within one of the Strategy’s action plans. Therefore, the objectives of the
research were:

1. To redefine the concept of national landscape identity areas and renew the methodol-
ogy for their designation;

2. To elaborate guidelines for management of these landscapes; and
3. To provide recommendations for applying the methodology on the regional and

local levels.

The research was conducted in several steps, which included an extensive domestic
and foreign literature review, a questionnaire, interviews, several methodology drafts, field
surveys, and workshops.

The research framework is presented on Figure 1 and described in the following paragraphs.
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Figure 1. The research framework.

2.2. Step 1—Drafting the Methodology for Assessing National Landscape Identity Areas

The project started with an overview of (1) national and international studies on land-
scape identity; (2) legislation, addressing landscape from various perspectives (e.g., nature
conservation, cultural heritage); and (3) municipal spatial plans in selected areas. In addi-
tion, we performed 3 interviews with spatial planners and 6 interviews with representatives
of relevant ministries (the Ministry of the Environment and Spatial Planning, the Ministry
of Agriculture, the Ministry of Economic Development, and the Ministry of Culture) to find
out to what extent the concept of national landscape identity areas is known and whether
it is used in policy making.

Based on the findings, we drafted the methodology for evaluating landscape areas in
terms of their importance for national identity.

2.3. Step 2—Performing an Online Questionnaire on the Relevance of Existing National Identity
Areas and Redrafting the Methodology

Secondly, from 21 January to 27 February 2019, we assessed the relevance of the
existing list of national landscape identity areas with an online questionnaire among
experts from the fields of spatial planning, landscape architecture, geography, and similar
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disciplines. The respondents worked in research, education, public administration (state
or municipal), spatial planning offices, design offices, and engineering. Three hundred
sixty-nine online units were received, of which 203 were valid, but not all of them were
fully complete (because mainly demographic data were incomplete, we did not specifically
analyse them). In analysis, we took into account only the number of answers we received
to each question. The questionnaire consisted of three major sections: (1) verification of
the recognition of the areas listed in the Spatial Development Strategy of Slovenia [28], (2)
verification of the recognition of contemporary landscapes, and (3) demographic data.

In the first section the respondents received the list of (existing) national landscape
identity areas and were asked two questions for each one of them:

1. Do you know this area? (yes/no)
2. Do you consider this area important for national identity (yes/no) and (in case the

answer is yes) which criteria have influenced your decision?

In the second section, nine photographs of contemporary landscapes were provided
and respondents were asked to indicate in each case if it is important for the national
identity of Slovenia and, in case the answer is yes, to also choose criteria that influenced
their decision. In addition, the interviewees were also asked to add up to five landscape
areas that they considered relevant for inclusion among nationally important landscape
identity areas.

2.4. Step 3—Developing a Detailed Methodology for Identifying National Landscape Identity
Areas, Performing Evaluation on Selected Case Study Areas, and Preparing Guidelines for
Landscape Planning and Management

Considering the questionnaire results, we further elaborated the methodology for
evaluating landscape identity areas.

The proposed methodology was discussed several times within the research team.
Later, we performed field visits of sixteen selected case study areas in pairs. A special
application form was prepared for identifying key landscape features and other details
of each selected case. That enabled us to discuss the draft methodology already during
the field visit and later within the whole group. After filed visits, the methodology was
once again tested on two workshops, where the experts from the fields of spatial planning,
cultural heritage protection, nature conservation, and other disciplines participated and
contributed to the final result.

Finally, we prepared general guidelines for further management and planning of
national landscape identity areas and specific guidelines for areas within Triglav National
Park. Guidelines were accompanied with instruments for their implementation.

3. Results
3.1. Redefinition of the Concept of National Landscape Identity Areas

The methodology for evaluating landscape areas in terms of their importance for
national identity was based on two concepts:

1. Landscape features and landscape patterns that either represent a generic Slovenian
landscape (e.g., a church on a hilltop) or a certain region (e. g. hayracks, different
types of agricultural terraces) and that are considered relevant for landscape identity;

2. Landscape identity areas that are unique and outstanding and therefore important
for national identity.

A special consideration was given to including natural and contemporary landscapes
and features among nationally important landscape identity areas, since the overview
of existing nationally important landscape areas has shown that the existing selection of
landscapes included only vernacular cultural landscapes.

3.1.1. Identity Value of Existing National Landscape Identity Areas

One hundred eighty-eight interviewees responded to our online questionnaire. Based
on the answers, we set two thresholds for both questions: the first regarding their knowl-
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edge of the area and the second regarding the interviewees’ opinion on the relevance of the
area for national landscape identity (Table 1).

Table 1. The thresholds for direct listing and further evaluation of the areas and the total number of landscape areas that
were classified into each group.

Importance for National Identity
High Medium Low

≥90% ** 50–89% ** <50% **
High ≥75% * 8 19 2

Medium 50–74% * 1 11 10Recognition of landscape among
interviewees Low <50% * 0 2 9

* Percentage of the interviewees who know the area
** Percentage of the interviewees who consider the area important for national identity among those who know the area

8 areas Green: Areas that should be directly listed among national landscape identity areas
19 + 11 + 1 = 31 areas Yellow: Areas that should be further evaluated according to proposed methodology

2 + 10 + 2 + 9 = 23 areas Pink: Areas that were excluded from further evaluation on national level

The results of the interviews, summarized in Table 1, showed that there was a strong
agreement only about eight areas (out of 62) that were considered important for national
landscape identity—Group 1. More than 75% of the interviewees knew these areas, and
more than 90% of those who knew these areas considered them important for inclusion
among national landscape identity areas. Thirty-one areas were classified into Group 2.
These areas were either known to 50–75% of the interviewees, out of whom more than
50% considered them relevant for landscape identity, or were known to more than 75%,
out of whom only 50–89% considered them relevant for landscape identity. Group 3
(twenty-three areas) consisted in areas that were either known among less than 50% of the
interviewees or less than 50% of those who knew them and considered them important for
landscape identity.

The interviewees also provided 356 suggestions, out of which three areas of Slovenia
stand out in terms of their frequent appearance among the suggestions:

1. The mountains and valleys of the Julian Alps with Triglav, the highest Slovenian
mountain, as the most frequently mentioned (13 times) and Triglav National Park.

2. Coastal areas with special emphasis on the Sečovlje salt pans (13-times) and coastal
towns (especially Piran).

3. The river Soča (Isonzo) and the landscape along the river with special mentioning of
the towns of Bovec and Kobarid.

3.1.2. Evaluation Criteria and Pilot Areas for Evaluating Landscape Identity

The form for evaluating landscape identity areas included: (1) a general description of
the area, (2) an overview of existing conservation regimes, (3) a list of identified landscape
features and settlement patterns, (4) evaluation according to common criteria (list below),
(5) definition of boundaries and naming, (6) a general evaluation of landscape quality, and
(7) characteristic photographs of the area.

A list of landscape features proved to be an important part of the evaluation form,
and it served as a checklist for the evaluating team. Landscape features were considered as
crucial for the landscape identity of some landscapes, especially where they were perceived
as a landmark because of their size and/or position (e.g., churches or single trees, see
Figure 2), consistent performance (e.g., cultural terraces, see Figure 3), or regional or local
characteristics (e.g., hayracks or shepherds’ huts, see Figure 4).
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After being discussed, tested, and updated several times, the following criteria for
evaluating landscape identity were agreed upon:

1. Representativeness—the area is important for national landscape identity because of
its uniqueness (Bled, Bohinj) or for being a representative of a certain landscape type
(Bitnje)—see Figure 2.

2. Coherence and preservation/authenticity of landscape features and patterns:

a. Coherence among natural and cultural features/characteristics—e.g., cultural
terraces that only slightly adapt to topography (Dolenjska, Notranjska)—see
Figure 3;

b. Clearly defined spatial order—e.g., consistent implementation of terraces (Jeruza-
lem)—see Figure 3; or roadside villages with their distinctive field division
system (Bitnje)—Figure 2;

c. Picturesqueness, visual attraction;
d. Landscape heterogeneity.

3. Cultural and scientific value:

a. Historical and symbolic meaning—places and landscapes have a strong associa-
tive (e.g., the Savica waterfall), symbolic (e.g., Triglav) and/or historical value
(e.g., the WW1 remains along the Soča/Isonzo river battlefield)—see Figure 3;
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b. Identity value—places and landscapes that the majority of citizens identify with
(e.g., Planica, Bled);

c. Continuity—places and landscapes with preserved settlement patterns, field
division systems, etc. (e.g., Bitnje, Velika Planina, Zajamniki)—see Figure 4;

d. Scientific and research value—landscapes that are important for studying natu-
ral phenomena (e.g., Karst) and/or historical landscape development.

Each area was assigned one of the three different values for each criterion, accompa-
nied with a detailed explanation/argumentation:

• N—the area is considered of national importance for landscape identity;
• R—the area is of regional importance for landscape identity;
• L—the area is of local importance for landscape identity; and
• 0—the area has no importance for landscape identity.

The methodology was tested by evaluating the importance of eleven pilot areas
throughout Slovenia and an additional five pilot areas within Triglav National Park.
All pilot areas are shown in Figure 5. We selected eight pilot areas considering the
following criteria:

1. Pilot areas should be distributed within all five landscape regions of Slovenia.
2. Pilot areas that are already enlisted among national landscape identity areas were

selected within all three groups from the questionnaire (areas of high, medium, and
low importance):

a. Ljubljansko barje;
b. Jezersko;
c. Zgornja Savinjska dolina (Logarska dolina);
d. Jeruzalemske gorice;
e. Radensko polje;
f. Mirnska dolina;
g. Bitnje; and
h. Gorjanci.

Another three pilot areas were selected among the most frequently newly proposed
areas in the questionnaire. These areas were wider and their boundaries not yet defined.
Parts of them were also already enlisted among national landscape identity areas:

i. Obala;
j. Posočje; and
k. Kraški rob.

Pilot areas within Triglav National Park were selected considering the diverse charac-
ter of landscapes within Triglav National Park. These areas were:

l. Triglav and the surrounding area (the highest mountain peak in Slovenia);
m. Bohinj (glacier lake and mountain pastures);
n. Pokljuka (high forest plateau);
o. Planica (alpine valley with contemporary ski jumping facilities); and
p. Trenta (alpine river valley with surrounding slopes and plateaus).

Trenta and Bohinj were already enlisted among existing national landscape identity
areas and were considered of high importance for national identity among the respondents
of the questionnaire.

An evaluation form was prepared in advance, as well as the relevant maps. Two
experts visited and evaluated each pilot area to be able to discuss and argue the values
ascribed to each criterion, as well as to avoid a subjective evaluation.

The evaluation of the pilot areas showed that to be able to evaluate the identity of
selected landscape areas, the criteria should be broad enough to encompass the whole
spectre of attributes that are relevant for landscape identity, but, at the same time, they
should be clearly defined and non-redundant. Explanations with reference landscapes were
added for every criterion to help the evaluating team. To avoid subjectivity in evaluations,
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we suggested that the evaluating team consist of at least two people, and that a comment
with explanations and field observations should be added to each criterion. The evaluation
of the landscape area Jezersko (Figure 6) is presented in the next section to illustrate the
whole process.
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3.2. Guidelines for Managing National Landscape Identity Areas

The diversity of national landscape identity areas only allowed us to propose general
guidelines for the management and planning of these areas. Our main recommendations
based on field work focused on:

1. Preserving existing land use, landscape features, and patterns that contribute to
landscape identity.

2. Preserving the traditional land division system, settlement patterns, and architec-
tural typology.

3. Promoting agricultural activities to prevent land abandonment and overgrowing,
especially in marginal agricultural areas (e.g., mountain pastures). Besides, food
production and agriculture in these areas has an important role in preserving land-
scape features and patterns with identity value; therefore, agricultural management
technologies should adapt to that.

4. Management and monitoring of landscape heterogeneity.
5. Protection of natural landscape features (e.g., natural streams, hedges, individual

trees, etc.).
6. All development activities (e.g., housing, agriculture, etc.) should adapt to the envi-

ronment’s carrying capacity. New developments should be planned considering the
existing landscape character.

7. Massive tourism should be prevented, and touristic development should be planned
within the environment’s carrying capacity.

8. Touristic infrastructure should be unified and minimized to avoid visual pollution.

Besides general guidelines, several instruments were suggested to implement these
guidelines into planning and management practice. The instruments primarily focused on:

1. The inclusion of landscape identity into expertises and planning acts.
2. Educational activities for relevant stakeholders and the general public.
3. The inclusion of recommendations into sectoral policies and management plans.

For every pilot area within Triglav National Park, specific guidelines and instruments
for management were prepared as well.

3.3. Recommendations for the Method’s Application on Regional and Local Levels

Sixteen pilot areas were evaluated in terms of their identity value. Five areas that
did not fulfil the criteria to be enlisted among national landscape identity areas proved
to be important for regional identity. In spite of that, it should be noted that this should
not be considered as a general rule. National, regional and local identities could not be
evaluated considering the same methodology by simply determining different thresholds
on the evaluation scale. Additional criteria could/should be introduced to evaluate the
importance of landscape areas for regional and local identities. Our main recommendation
for the method’s application on regional and local levels were:

1. Further research should investigate the principles of regional/local identity and the
differences between these two compared to national identity.

2. The suggested criteria as well as the thresholds should be reconsidered and adapted
to specific regional/local contexts.

3. Additional criteria and characteristic landscape features could be added.
4. Regional/local experts should perform the evaluation.

3.4. The Evaluation of Jezersko—An Example of a Case Study
3.4.1. Area Description and Conservation Regimes

Jezersko is a unique kidney-shaped plain of the Jezernica valley between the ridges
of the Kamniško–Savinjske Alps and the Karavanke in the Alpine region. Because of the
harsh climate and the remoteness of the landscape, the agricultural husbandry of the area
was oriented toward sheep farming (Jezersko is renowned for its own breed of sheep) and
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some crops for self-sufficiency. A unique field division system, accompanied with typical
pollarded ash hedges, gives the area a unique landscape character [50].

The area was designated as an outstanding landscape and has several conservation
regimes: a cultural landscape, an historical landscape, a settlement cultural heritage, and
natural value.

The reasons for selecting Jezersko among all pilot areas were:

1. The area has a unique and well-preserved character, but, because of its remoteness
and inacessibility, it was not considered as important for identity among interviewees.

2. Despite the (so far) moderate touristic development, which did not negatively affect
the landscape character and identity, uncontrolled future development could lead
toward landscape degradation.

3.4.2. Characteristic Landscape Features

Besides the unique shape of the valley bottom, encircled with high mountains, Jezersko
is renowned for its ash hedges on the parcel boundaries, as well as its individual trees
and riparian vegetation. A small artificial lake, called Planšarsko jezero, is also one of the
most recognizable features of Jezersko. A position at the foot of the mountains is a reason
that several boulders can be found in the area. Some characteristic photos of Jezersko are
presented in Figure 7.

Sustainability 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 15 of 19 
 

 
Figure 7. Representative photos of Jezersko with its main landscape features: valley bottom encircled with afforested 
slopes (top left), strings of ash trees (top right), Planšarsko jezero (bottom left), and pasture on the plateau (bottom right). 

4. Discussion 
4.1. Redefinition of the Concept of National Landscape Identity Areas 

The need to redefine the methodology for evaluating nationally important landscape 
identity areas proved to be justified, since the results of our analysis showed that more 
than one third (23 out of 62) of the currently designated areas are not known or not con-
sidered important for national identity by experts. The most obvious deficiency of the 
current methodology is that it is based almost solely on cultural heritage criteria, leaving 
out the outstanding natural areas as noticed and expressed by interviewees, such as the 
highest peak, Triglav, or the outstanding Soča river. Additionally, none of the contempo-
rary landscapes are listed, including those that have a special place in Slovenian national 
identity, such as the cradle of ski flights in Planica or the technical achievement of the Črni 
Kal viaduct. 

The proposed starting point of the renewed methodology was consideration of land-
scape identity on two levels: a landscape can be an important element of national identity 
as a unique and outstanding place. The natural character of these areas is a foundation of 
their identity, which is additionally emphasized with man-made structures and/or sym-
bolic meanings attached to that place/landscape (the highest Slovene mountain, Triglav, 
with the Aljaž tower, Bled with a church on the lake and a castle on the rock above the 
lake, etc.). These landscapes are known and can be identified by most Slovenian inhabit-
ants as well as visitors. 

Another level of identity is provided by landscape features and landscape patterns. 
Generic landscape features (e.g., a church on a hilltop), which appear throughout Slove-
nia, are a kind of “common denominator” of Slovene rural landscapes, and, therefore, 
they are a basis for establishing “the sense of belonging” as already highlighted by Kučan 
[4,7,51]. On the other hand, regionally characteristic landscape features and landscape 
patterns, especially when they are clearly defined, act as a means for distinguishing 
among regional landscape characteristics. As such, they are important for national, as well 
as regional, identity (e.g., a distinct form of cultural terraces that only appears in certain 
regions, a certain type of hayracks, a clearly expressed and preserved filed division sys-
tem, etc.). However, this is not always recognized among heritage experts, as identified 
already by Kladnik et al. [45]. 

Figure 7. Representative photos of Jezersko with its main landscape features: valley bottom encircled with afforested slopes
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For the purpose of the research, a list of landscape features was prepared to be used
as a checklist. The list is presented in Table 2, and landscape features that are characteristic
for the Alpine region are written in bold. The evaluation of Jezersko is presented in Table 3.
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Table 2. A checklist of landscape features in Slovenian landscapes.

Types of Landscape Features (General List for Slovenia); Landscape Features that Appear in the Alpine Region Are Written
in Bold.

Geomorphological and relief Vegetation Water Structures

Mountain peaks Riparian vegetation Torrents
Hayracks (and other

structures upon which
fodder for animals is dried)

Ridges Hedges Watercourses Stables

Sheer rocks and cliffs Tree avenues Sinking stream/sinking river Herdsmen huts

Limestone
pavements/plateaus Fallow land on field borders Backwater Barns and other farmsteads

Cliff/rock formation Green windbreaks Mill streams Bee houses

Scree slopes Solitude trees Artificial cannals Mills and sawmills

Moraine Reeds Reclamation ditches Individual farms

Boulders Extensive orchards Waterfalls Salt-pan houses

Mogul meadows Groups of trees and shrubs Springs and ponors Chapels and plague crosses
(columns)

River beds and kanyons Forest patches Water cachements Churches and bell towers

Cascades Park/park
plantation/park complex Ponds Castles and forts

Swallow holes, boiling
springs, and estavelles

Fern and birches/litter
raking forest Headwaters (Visible) archeological remains

Gravel plains and dunes Lakes War remains and borders
(bunkers and trenches)

River terraces Accumulation lakes Water barriers

Alluvial fans Intermittent lakes Monuments (memorials)

Solitary hills (on carst poljes) Gravel pits Wooden footbridges

Special geomorphological
features: needles, natural

windows, karrens,
rillenkarrens, and other

karst features

(Peat) bogs

Collapse dolines Marshes

Dolines Glaciers

Shafts (ice pits) Sea

Bare surface Salt pans

Drystone walls

Supported terraces

Cultural terraces

Flood embankments

Cliffs

Cirques

Depressions and sinkholes

Gorges

Passes

Mountain ranges
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Table 3. Evaluation of Jezersko according to selected criteria.

Criteria and Sub-Criteria Evaluation Comment—Field Observations

Representativeness

N
The area is important for identity but less important than
the most prominent landscape areas (e.g., Bled, Bohinj).
Clustered settlement in hills.

Coherence and preservation/authenticity of landscape features and patterns

Coherence among natural and cultural
features/characteristics N

Settlements on the edges and sunny slopes due to the
harsh climate. Pollarded ash hedges on the parcel
boundaries. Meadows in the valley bottom, forest on the
steep slopes, and pastures and hayfields on the plateaus.

Clearly defined spatial order N

Ash hedges planted along the parcel boundaries in the
valley bottom. Well-preserved architecture, houses with
vegetable gardens, lime trees at isolated farms, and
orchards on sunny slopes.

Picturesqueness and visual attraction N

Picturesque, visually attractive landscape. The best
observation locations are from slightly elevated points.
Surrounded by forested slopes and ridges, the landscape
is perceived as a complete whole with clearly expressed
boundaries. Pollareded ash hedges are also an element of
visual attractiveness.

Landscape heterogeneity N

Pollarded ash hedges.
A lake.
Meadows and pastures.
Traditional orchards.
Lime trees at isolated farms.
Settlement patterns and traditional materials (shingles).
Traditional farm buildings.
Forests in the background.
Wooden fences around vegetable gardens.

Cultural and scientific value

Historical and symbolic meaning R Health tourism (climate, eye diseases).

Identity value R/L Indigenous breed of sheep; annual sheep fair.

Continuity N
Pollarded ash hedges are still preserved, but their
management is less intensive (branches and leaves were
used for fodder).

Scientific and research value R/L Tufa deposit in surrounding area.
Indigenous breed of sheep.

Conclusion: the area is important for national identity.

4. Discussion
4.1. Redefinition of the Concept of National Landscape Identity Areas

The need to redefine the methodology for evaluating nationally important landscape
identity areas proved to be justified, since the results of our analysis showed that more than
one third (23 out of 62) of the currently designated areas are not known or not considered
important for national identity by experts. The most obvious deficiency of the current
methodology is that it is based almost solely on cultural heritage criteria, leaving out the
outstanding natural areas as noticed and expressed by interviewees, such as the highest
peak, Triglav, or the outstanding Soča river. Additionally, none of the contemporary
landscapes are listed, including those that have a special place in Slovenian national
identity, such as the cradle of ski flights in Planica or the technical achievement of the Črni
Kal viaduct.
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The proposed starting point of the renewed methodology was consideration of land-
scape identity on two levels: a landscape can be an important element of national identity
as a unique and outstanding place. The natural character of these areas is a foundation of
their identity, which is additionally emphasized with man-made structures and/or sym-
bolic meanings attached to that place/landscape (the highest Slovene mountain, Triglav,
with the Aljaž tower, Bled with a church on the lake and a castle on the rock above the lake,
etc.). These landscapes are known and can be identified by most Slovenian inhabitants as
well as visitors.

Another level of identity is provided by landscape features and landscape patterns.
Generic landscape features (e.g., a church on a hilltop), which appear throughout Slovenia,
are a kind of “common denominator” of Slovene rural landscapes, and, therefore, they are
a basis for establishing “the sense of belonging” as already highlighted by Kučan [4,7,51].
On the other hand, regionally characteristic landscape features and landscape patterns,
especially when they are clearly defined, act as a means for distinguishing among regional
landscape characteristics. As such, they are important for national, as well as regional,
identity (e.g., a distinct form of cultural terraces that only appears in certain regions, a
certain type of hayracks, a clearly expressed and preserved filed division system, etc.).
However, this is not always recognized among heritage experts, as identified already by
Kladnik et al. [45].

Criteria for evaluating landscapes in term of their importance for national or regional
identity were developed through several tests and workshop discussions. The final set
of criteria covered (1) the holistic and already established meanings of a landscape (site);
(2) the analytic evaluation of individual features (a tangible presence) and their visual
qualities, such as coherence, order, and diversity; and (3) the analytic evaluation of an
intangible presence, such as an historical, symbolic, or scientific value. Similar criteria were
introduced by Tveit et al. [24] and Ode et al. [23] in their study of visual landscape character.

Visual perception was considered extremely important when discussing landscape
identity ([12] defines landscape as “an area perceived by people whose character is the
result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors”) since the perception
of physical reality distinguishes the quantitative and objective physical reality from the
qualitative and subjective “landscape,” which is the personal or, in our case, collective
interpretation of this reality. Therefore, the boundaries of landscape identity areas were
determined on the basis of visibility in the areas, where landscape identity was expressed
as a typical/characteristic/well-known image (e.g., Jezersko, Logarska dolina), or on the
basis of the perception of an area the locals identify with (e.g., Bohinj) but cannot perceive
at a glance. The latter areas are usually larger, and they have a common cultural and/or
physical denominator but also several characteristic “focal points” or “images” (e.g., Bohinj
lake, mountain pastures, and the Savica waterfall). These areas correspond to McCormack’s
and O’Leary’s interpretation of image units—units that relate to the apprehension of unity
of the area because of cultural/historical/religious associations or, in our case, a dominance
of a certain feature [20].

The question of delimitation links to another issue that has not been answered in
full within this research; namely, where do the candidates for the nationally important
landscape areas come from? The obvious ones are those from the original list, but this was
considered incomplete. Some additional ideas came from the survey, but this was also not
complete. The method and the criteria were adapted to the evaluation of already identified
sites, although less so for the identification of all nationally important landscape areas. This
gap remains to be explored in future studies.

4.2. Guidelines for Managing National Landscape Identity Areas

Landscape is a spatial as well as a temporal continuum, and change is one of its
permanent characteristics.

Landscape identity, although often derived from its spatial characteristics, is not fixed
and permanent. It changes and re-establishes itself as a result of action and interaction
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between the people and their environment. Landscape conservation principles should
therefore be applied only for the most outstanding and unique landscapes, whereas guide-
lines for the development, management, and protection of all other landscapes—even
those that are considered important for national identity—should be focused towards
managing the “active and interactive” relationship between the people and the landscape.
Prohibiting any change could therefore lead not towards preserving but destroying identity,
since it destroys the relationship between the people and the place. These issues need to
be particularly considered in the context of nationally or internationally recognized sites,
because, as Lindström [52] warned, such recognition can imply the reinterpretation of
global value and can make the understanding of local processes, even if they are authentic,
difficult to include. Telling in advance which changes will be detrimental and which will
not be detrimental or will even improve the landscape identity is an uncertain balance
between giving very vague but probably right, and concrete but potentially wrong advice.
Thus, guidelines should rather be seen as suggestions for how to navigate future planning
scenarios and not as top-down, frozen rules.

4.3. Recommendations for the Method’s Application on Regional and Local Levels

The methodology was developed primarily for assessing nationally important land-
scape identity areas. The evaluation of the criteria was set on a four-stage scale: the area had
N—national, R—regional, L—local, or 0—no importance for landscape identity. Although
all the pilot areas that did not fulfil the criteria to be enlisted among nationally important
landscape areas proved to be of regional importance, we believe that further testing of
the methodology, as well as its refining, is needed for its application on regional and local
levels. Several authors [27,38] emphasized that landscape identity can be established on
various levels and that the construction of these identities does not necessarily follow the
same rules or concepts. The generic prototype of the Slovene landscape is more a social
construct than the real landscape, since it epitomizes the (otherwise geographically diverse)
national space [51]. It is composed of individual landscape features that people identify
with (e.g., mountains, (flat and fertile) fields, hayracks or trees, a church on a hilltop, etc.).
On the lower (e.g., regional) level, this prototype can be much more accurate since the
diversity of the landscape on the regional level is limited.

Regional and especially local identities were not investigated within this research.
Therefore, we cannot argue that the same criteria with different thresholds could be applied
for identifying regionally and locally important landscape areas. These two identities
develop differently compared to national identity; they are less abstract and more tangible.

5. Conclusions

The current list of nationally important landscape identity areas in Slovenia is ill-
fit and does not correspond to the actual understanding and perception of a nationally
important landscape identity. Furthermore, the concept has been seldom used in spatial
planning and in landscape management instruments. Thus, it is urgent to evaluate the
current list according to the proposed methodology.

Only general guidelines for the management and planning of nationally important
landscape areas were proposed. It turned out that the preservation of such areas is of
utmost importance to (1) include them into expertise, planning acts, and management plans
and (2) to raise the importance of their meaning among relevant stakeholders and the gen-
eral public. Finally, the proposed methodology could only be partly used on regional and
local levels. Additional criteria and characteristic landscape features should be added by re-
gional/local experts, and thresholds should be adapted to specific regional/local contexts.
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51. Kučan, A. Constructing Landscape Conceptions. J. Landsc. Archit. 2007, 2, 30–41. [CrossRef]
52. Lindström, K. Universal Heritage Value, Community Identities and World Heritage: Forms, Functions, Processes and Context at

a Changing Mt Fuji. Landsc. Res. 2019, 44, 278–291. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1080/00438243.1993.9980235
http://doi.org/10.1080/01426390701773854
http://doi.org/10.1080/01426390600783269
http://doi.org/10.1080/01426397.2015.1074988
http://doi.org/10.1080/01426397.2019.1579901
http://pisrs.si
http://doi.org/10.1007/s00267-012-9969-4
http://doi.org/10.1080/01426397.2011.564860
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2015.01.030
http://doi.org/10.1080/01426397.2019.1589774
https://whc.unesco.org/archive/convention-en.pdf
https://whc.unesco.org/archive/convention-en.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Derk-Stobbelaar/publication/40111226_Reading_the_Identity_of_Place/links/0c96051dc5796a55db000000/Reading-the-Identity-of-Place.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Derk-Stobbelaar/publication/40111226_Reading_the_Identity_of_Place/links/0c96051dc5796a55db000000/Reading-the-Identity-of-Place.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Derk-Stobbelaar/publication/40111226_Reading_the_Identity_of_Place/links/0c96051dc5796a55db000000/Reading-the-Identity-of-Place.pdf
http://doi.org/10.1080/00291951.2012.759617
https://whc.unesco.org/en/culturallandscape/
https://gisportal.gov.si/portal/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=df5b0c8a300145fda417eda6b0c2b52b
https://gisportal.gov.si/portal/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=df5b0c8a300145fda417eda6b0c2b52b
http://doi.org/10.3986/AGS.4628
http://doi.org/10.3986/AGS.4629
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10980-013-9914-9
http://doi.org/10.3986/AGS51108
http://doi.org/10.1080/18626033.2007.9723378
http://doi.org/10.1080/01426397.2019.1579899

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Research Background 
	Step 1—Drafting the Methodology for Assessing National Landscape Identity Areas 
	Step 2—Performing an Online Questionnaire on the Relevance of Existing National Identity Areas and Redrafting the Methodology 
	Step 3—Developing a Detailed Methodology for Identifying National Landscape Identity Areas, Performing Evaluation on Selected Case Study Areas, and Preparing Guidelines for Landscape Planning and Management 

	Results 
	Redefinition of the Concept of National Landscape Identity Areas 
	Identity Value of Existing National Landscape Identity Areas 
	Evaluation Criteria and Pilot Areas for Evaluating Landscape Identity 

	Guidelines for Managing National Landscape Identity Areas 
	Recommendations for the Method’s Application on Regional and Local Levels 
	The Evaluation of Jezersko—An Example of a Case Study 
	Area Description and Conservation Regimes 
	Characteristic Landscape Features 


	Discussion 
	Redefinition of the Concept of National Landscape Identity Areas 
	Guidelines for Managing National Landscape Identity Areas 
	Recommendations for the Method’s Application on Regional and Local Levels 

	Conclusions 
	References

