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Abstract: The presented paper focuses on the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) World Heritage Site of Vlkolinec (Slovakia), changes in its cultural landscape
and the possibilities of its preservation for future generations. However, it is also a living settlement
with residents who have demands for their standard of living. To analyze the development of changes
in the landscape of the Vlkolinec protection zone, we used available relevant data such as historical
maps and aerial photographs from selected time horizons 1769, 1823, 1949, 2007 and 2017. Overall,
we interpreted a total of 13 landscape elements, paying special attention to historical landscape
structures. For the land use elements, we focused mainly on determining their area and percentage
of the landscape in relation to their changes in the period under review in the context of natural and
socio-economic conditions. In order to gain a realistic view of the future development and use of the
Vlkolinec area in the context of direct users of the area, we decided to apply a questionnaire survey
in 2017. The questionnaire is a written form of a structured interview. We determined a target group
of respondents—residents of Vlkolinec and users of this area (holiday cottage owners, foresters,
farmers), i.e., we processed the opinions of people directly influencing Vlkolinec and its immediate
surroundings—the landscape. The interviews were focused on identifying problems and proposing
solutions so as not to disturb the uniqueness of this site, but at the same time to also attract tourism
participants. Based on the results of the survey, we evaluated the identified phenomena, structures
and values and compared them with the desired state of protection of the landmark. Subsequently,
we prepared plans for the preservation and sustainable development of this important site.

Keywords: Vlkolinec; UNESCO; Slovakia; historical structures; land use changes

1. Introduction

Mechtild Rossler [1], the Director of UNESCO, states that there are 105 properties
on the World Heritage List that are categorized as cultural landscapes so far. More than
half of these still have active roles in sustaining the lives of local communities, including
indigenous peoples. Rural landscapes have always been a source of life and inspiration.
They are a living testimony to how humans have coexisted with nature. Despite this,
many rural landscapes and their connection with people are under a growing threat due
to various factors including depopulation and urbanization of rural communities and
intensifying natural disaster and climate change risks.

According to Antrop [2], the historic village as a living space is constantly changing
and is a reflection of the life of the population and its activities in the area. It carries its
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history and present, which comprise the starting point for its future. This point of view
shows that the concept of sustainability of historic village communities does not necessarily
mean maintaining morphologically stable village environments. The concept of commu-
nity sustainability should consider the changing morphology of each rural environment.
However, UNESCO localities have specific rules. As stated by Rugeiero et al. [3], the rural
buildings, local context, natural environment and also agricultural activities are in close
correlation with each other [4]. In fact, the spread of rural buildings in agricultural territory
has served the function of agricultural activities and has very often provided a useful
dwelling for agricultural workers in the past [5,6]. These kinds of rural buildings represent
a considerable heritage with high historical and architectural value. They have an impor-
tant part in the image of the rural landscape [7] and this image cannot be separated from
the buildings that belong to it [8], although land use in surrounding areas has changed.

Preserving the value of these territories is therefore a primary objective. Several
authors around the world have focused on the assessment and possibilities of the sustain-
ability of UNESCO sites in various respects, including for example [9-14].

The site of Vlkolinec, which was inscribed on the UNESCO World Cultural and
Natural Heritage List in 1993 (hereinafter referred to as the UNESCO World Heritage Site),
is a village settlement type with wooden architecture typical for mountain and foothill areas
with undisturbed log houses in the middle of traditionally used land with narrow-block
fields and pastures. The settlement, which was first mentioned in 1461, has remained
untouched by new construction and represents a unique urban complex of original folk
buildings. It was originally a settlement of loggers, shepherds and farmers. At present, it is
a living settlement, as the inhabitants still use or live in the houses. This partly hampers its
sustainable development, as it is necessary to combine the requirements for the protection
of UNESCO World Heritage sites and the needs of their inhabitants for adequate facilities
and quality of life.

The time period from year 1769 to the present represents the stage when the appear-
ance of the studied area was radically changed. In order for assessment objective changes
in the landscape, we had need to use specific research materials. For this purpose, the his-
torical maps from archives were selected. We had available cartographic products from
1783, 1823, 1949, 2007 and 2017.

Tourism is an opportunity but also poses a threat to UNESCO World Heritage Sites.
The relationships between World Heritage sites which serve not only as a tourism product
and its communities which live in or around the sites have several aspects [15]. The com-
plexity of these relationships can determine the potential for success in promoting their
interests. According to Mansfeld [16], the main task is to find the answer to the question:
How can we maintain socio-cultural sustainability in such a site and at the same time share
the cultural values of this site with tourists?

According to Murphy [17], improving livelihoods and maximizing benefits for the
domestic population includes developing the appropriate use of domestic work and the
domestic production of goods and services, while developing appropriate and sustainable
infrastructure, support policies and environmental strategies [14,18]. The development of
sustainable tourism must be implemented through direct involvement of and cooperation
between the local people, the private sector, development policy makers, academia and
local active third sector organizations [19].

Any form of tourism affects the indigenous population and the destination itself.
According to Sabolova [20], these effects can be perceived both positively and negatively.
Scientific works from the 1960s, which focused on the impact of tourism, mainly considered
the economic factors and positive impact of tourism. Later, the consequences of tourism
began to be perceived more critically, mainly by anthropologists and sociologists who
emphasized negative socio-cultural influences [21]. During the 1980s and 1990s, the view
of the impacts and consequences of tourism became more balanced [22,23] and both
positive and negative influences were discussed, especially due to the idea of sustainable
tourism [20].
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As [24] point out in their study of the rural landscape, for its evaluation of the rural
landscape, UNESCO places high values on the following parameters: historical features,
traditional crops and local products, sustainability of land use and the presence of agricul-
tural architecture.

Our paper provides an overview of the territorial development of an area with very
specific protection and management. We recorded information about the landscape char-
acteristics that disappear in the study area. It is necessary to archive information about
landscape elements and social processes that have been implemented over the centuries in
this attractive area.

The aim of the paper is to analyze the potential and the development of the UNESCO
site in Vlkolinec according to maps, different forms of literature and other information
sources, to present the changes in the structure of cultural landscape in the area based on
available older photographs, historical maps and aerial photographs. It aims to identify
landscape structures and propose a strategy for sustainable tourism development at the
Vlkolinec that preserves its cultural, natural and landscape values.

2. Materials and Methods

We prepared the delimitation of the territory and the development of the settlement
of the UNESCO site of Vlkolinec according to the available sources, from data provided
by the staff of the Municipal Office in RuZomberok and data obtained from the Regional
Administration of the Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic.

The historical landscape structure was interpreted in two time horizons, namely in
1783 and 1823. The use of the landscape in 1783 was processed using the documents of
the First and Second Austro-Hungarian military mapping at a scale of 1:28,800. With the
precision of their design as well as their content, the maps produced by this mapping
meet the strict scientific research criteria necessary for their correct interpretation and
evaluation for basic and applied research, especially historical, geographical and landscape-
ecological research. They provide information on the relevant categories of land use
represented mainly by land use forms such as arable land, permanent grassland, forest
areas and built-up areas of a residential, productive or transport nature. The year 1949 was
evaluated on the basis of archival military panchromatic aerial photographs at a scale
of 1:15,000. Land use in the years 2007 and 2017 was interpreted using orthophotos at
a scale of 1:5000 from 2007 and 2017 (Orthophotomap © Geodis Slovakia, s.r.0., 2003;
Aerial photography and digital orthophotomap © Eurosense s.r.0. 2007, 2017), which were
verified by field survey. The landscape structure maps were created in the environment
of the “ArcGIS 9.2 software” geographic information systems. For the periods of 1949,
2007 and 2017, we interpreted the overall change in landscape use, as well as trends in the
types of landscape use change according to the works of [25-39], etc. When interpreting
the historical state of use, we used old historical photographs, paintings as well as written
documentation. The current state of land use was verified by field research. The basic
information was obtained through consultation with the employees of the Municipal Office
in RuzZomberok, to which Vlkolinec belongs.

During the summer tourist season of 2017, we conducted a sociological survey directly
at the site using guided interviews with homeowners (permanent residents and holiday
cottage owners) and stakeholders. The interviews were focused on identifying problems
and proposing solutions so as to avoid disturbing the uniqueness of this site, but at the
same time to also attract tourists. Based on the results of the survey, we evaluated the
identified phenomena, structures and values and compared them with the desired state
of the landmark protection and the degree of sustainability. Overall, we managed to
process 55 questionnaires (a number which is three times larger than the population).
Data collection took place in the period from March to May of 2017. The respondents
included 30 women (54%) and 25 men (46%), while the average age of the respondents
was 42.5 years. The questionnaire contained 9 questions (open answers) focused on the
current state and the future of the Vlkolinec site, and multiple answers were possible.
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The questionnaire also included information about the gender, age and education of
the respondents.

3. Results
3.1. Characteristics of the UNESCO Site Vikolinec

The UNESCO site Vlkolinec is located in the northern part of Slovakia and administra-
tively belongs to the town of RuZomberok (Figure 1). Vlkolinec was established at the turn
of the 14th and 15th centuries and its inhabitants made their living through agriculture,
breeding of cattle and sheep, logging, beekeeping and the production of shingles [40].
The historical character of the Vlkolinec settlement with unchanged wooden log houses
has been preserved mainly due to its isolated location in the Vel'ka Fatra mountains at
an altitude of 718 m above sea level at the southern foot of the Sidorovo hill (1099 m
above sea level), which is the dominant feature of the area (Figure 2). Its traditional folk
architecture and natural environment with narrow strips of fields, wide meadows and
pastures gave it a rare and unique but fragile genius loci. As a result of social changes,
these traditional forms of farming gradually began to disappear from the landscape in the
1950s, and many disappeared altogether. As a result, the characteristic appearance of the
Vlkolinec protection zone changed.

POLAND

@ Zilina

Vlkolinec
L]

Banska Bystrica

HUNGARY

Figure 1. Location of the researched area of Vlkolinec within Slovakia.

Figure 2. Location of the Vlkolinec settlement under the Sidorovo hill (photo by Ivana Tomc¢ikova).

In 1977, the Vlkolinec site was declared a Folk Architecture Monument Reserve
(FAMR) under the national legislation and its area was 4.9 ha. At present, Vlkolinec



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2227

50f19

forms an administrative part of the town of Ruzomberok in central Slovakia. It does not
have a dedicated cadastral area; the information on the area refers to the designated Folk
Architecture Monument Reserve of Vlkolinec with an area of 4.9 ha. It was inscribed on
the UNESCO World Heritage List in December 1993 in Cartagena based on criteria 4 and 5.
The fourth criterion includes unique examples of building types, architectural and technical
groupings or landscapes which document a significant degree of human history. The fifth
criterion includes unique examples of traditional settlement and land use which represents
a given culture, or the interaction of human activity and the environment, especially when
that landscape is vulnerable to the effects of irreversible change.

The settlement of the Vlkolinec area began in the period of the second half of the
14th and the first half of the 15th century [40]. In 1461, it became a serf settlement of the
town of RuZomberok. As a settlement belonging to the area of the town of RuZomberok,
Vlkolinec was a part of the Likava Castle estate. This status lasted until the middle of the
20th century. After the Second World War, the inhabitants of Vlkolinec requested adequate
living conditions, comparable to other local parts of the city. This brought up a proposal
for the locals were to be relocated to RuZomberok, which was, however, not carried out.
At present, Vlkolinec is treated as a part of RuZomberok.

The development of the population can be followed only on the basis of historical
sources; according to these historical sources, a total of 117 people lived at Vlkolinec in 1766,
which grew to 334 in 1825. In 1869, Vlkolinec had its largest population of 345 inhabitants
(Figure 3). Subsequently the population decreased to 265 in 1935, 203 in 1950 and only
172 in 1971 [40,41]. At present, only 19 people live at Vlkolinec. A similar trend can be
found when we look at the development of the number of houses. At the end of the 16th
century, there were about 5 houses at Vlkolinec, with 4 settlements (sessia) and 5 houses
owned by five peasants (serfs). At the end of the 18th century there were 40 houses and
in 1880 there was a total of 47 houses. In 1930 there were 76 houses and the maximum
number was reached in 1935 when there were 82 houses. At this point of time, house
numbers were assigned for the first time. In 1944, during the Slovak National Uprising,
13 houses burned down. At present, there are 55 houses at Vlkolinec (of which only 6 are
permanently inhabited by 19 inhabitants) and 2 of them are brick houses [42].
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Figure 3. Changes in the population and number of homes at Vlkolinec from the end of the 18th century to the present.

3.2. Historical Landscape Structures of the Vikolinec Locality

Historical landscape structures represent the set of elements and phenomena in the
landscape which arose from the deliberate activity of humans during history until the
recent past. Such activity was transformed the nature or created new, still preserved
structures [43-46]. The Vlkolinec locality presents a preserved form of the historical moun-
tain archetype of the landscape [47]. These are specific, time-bound and spatially constantly
decreasing landscape structures. They are a relic of anthropic activities that have survived
to the present day.

Two types of historical landscape structures are characteristic of Vlkolinec: architec-
tural and agricultural.
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3.2.1. Architectural Historical Structures

Vlkolinec is a lump village type with two-row alleys and long yards. Near the middle
of the village, the street splits into two mutually perpendicular roads. The settlement axis
of the village is formed by a stream flowing from the slopes of Sidorovo. The distribution
of stream water is conducted through dug wooden gutters. Wooden log buildings are
oriented with the gable facing the street, while long narrow yards are common for several
residential houses built one behind the other or opposite each other. The yards are mostly
open, though some of them are closed by slab gates with a characteristic shingled roof [40].

Log haybarns are located on higher meadows around Vlkolinec. It is estimated that
at the time of the greatest development of the village, there were about 60 of them in its
vicinity [48]. At present, the haybarns no longer fulfil their function, many have already
disappeared and those that have been preserved are in poor technical condition. Since 2008,
they have been filled with hay from mown meadows, which are used for winter feeding of
forest animals (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Examples of log haybarns on higher meadows around Vlkolinec (photo by Ivana Tom¢ikova).

In addition to residential houses and farm buildings, part of the development also
includes secular, religious and civic buildings: a wooden winch well from 1770 that is 12 m
deep which served as the only source of drinking water in the village; the log bell tower
has log sides lined on the outside with split shingles and a cross is placed on the top of the
shingled roof. It was the only timepiece in the settlement and served to announce prayers.
These buildings also include the brick building of the former burgher school—today it is
a gallery and also contains the Church of the Visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary from
1875 together with a local cemetery.

3.2.2. Agricultural Historical Structures Are Represented by Several Types at Vlkolinec

The Vlkolinec settlement and its surroundings are characteristic of the following types
of agricultural elements of rural landscapes in the Liptov region:

gardens located in the immediate vicinity of the dwellings, behind the farm buildings,
a complex of terraced terrain with meadows divided by vegetation in parallel lines;
this is a consequence of maintained alternating farming, expresses primary land use
and is therefore considered as one of the most valuable elements (Figure 5),

e ahomogeneous set of meadows and pastures, where boundaries were removed in the
1970s in order to merge the agricultural land.

At present, the original fields, which were traditionally worked by hoeing and plowing,
have become practically non-existent. These were mostly converted into meadow-pasture
vegetation. In the 1970s, the borders were also removed, and the merging created a
uniform large set of meadows and pastures. The terraced arrangement of the terrain with
meadows divided by linear and group shrubs and in some places by tree vegetation in
parallel lines was preserved only in the western and north-western part. Few people live
in the settlement and they are not engaged in the breeding of farm animals. With the
disappearance of agricultural activity, successive processes are gradually taking place on
the meadows and pastures.
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Figure 5. Remnants of the preserved historical landscape structure at Vlkolinec with terraced fields
and with preserved log haybarns (photo by Ivana Tom¢ikova).

3.3. Changes in Landscape Structure on Historical Maps and Aerial Photographs

To assess the development of the secondary landscape structure of the Vlkolinec
protection zone, we focused on the identification of landscape elements in the background
materials (historical maps, aerial photographs) in the years of 1783, 1823, 1949, 2007 and
2017 (Figures 6-10, Table 1). We wanted to visualize the development of the intensity of land
use (especially the intensification of agriculture and the abandonment of mosaics), which
may negatively affect the preservation of the main goal of the UNESCO World Heritage Site.
In total, we interpreted 13 landscape elements, focusing on historical landscape structures.
For these elements, we focused on identifying their area and percentage in the landscape
in relation to their changes during the period under review.
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Figure 6. Land-use of the Vlkolinec landscape in the year 1783.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2227

8 of 19

Legend
E reservation protection zone

I forests

- forests-shrubs

- linear vegetation

- rocks substrate

- mosaic of arable land and grassland
grassland - intensive

[ grassland - extensive

- haybarns

- built-up area

- home gardens

- coutyard

- cementary

= Il roads and traffic areas
250 125 0 250 500 750 Meters N\ streams

Figure 7. Land-use of the Vlkolinec landscape in the year 1823.
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Figure 8. Land-use of the Vlkolinec landscape in the year 1949.
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Figure 9. Land-use of the Vlkolinec landscape in the year 2007.
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Figure 10. Land-use of the Vlkolinec landscape in the year 2017.

Table 1. Land-use of the Vlkolinec landscape in the years 1783-2017.

landscape Element in %/Year 1783 1823 1949 2007 2017
Forest stands 25.13 35.34 0.05 8.97 9.25
Forest-shrubs 1.25 7.50 5.23 35.03 35.89

Linear vegetation 7.27 10.38 7.20
Permanent grassland—extensive 4.69 13.69 33.25 10.76 9.66
Permanent grassland-intensive 0.35 31.67 34.90

Haybarns 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01

Mosaic ‘;r;:};lﬁ éa“d and 66.49 39.93 50.43
Rock substrate 0.06 0.01 0.01
Built-up area 0.26 0.77 0.55 0.59 0.60
Home gardens 1.53 1.35 1.21 1.69 1.61

Yards 0.65 0.38

Cemetery 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.04
Roads and paved traffic areas 1.00 1.56 0.86 0.83

3.3.1. Landscape Structure in 1783

The structure of the Vlkolinec landscape in the second half of the 18th century (1783)
confirms the extensive agricultural focus which was influenced by morphometric and
climatic conditions (Figure 6). More than 2/3 of the area in this period were formed by
various forms of mosaic of arable land and grassland. Their location was influenced by
the morphometric characteristics of the area and accessibility from the settlement. These
mosaics were directly connected to the family gardens and surrounded the settlement
from all sides. At their edges around watercourses, we have identified compact extensive
grasslands making up almost 5% of the area. More intensive use of them was probably
hindered by periodic water logging. The second largest landscape element is formed by the
forest stands. They make up more than 25% of the territory, mainly in the NE part below
the Sidorovo hill and the SW part around the Lastek hill. In addition to built-up areas
(0.26%) and house gardens (1.53%), we also included a landscape element of courtyards
(0.65%). These formed an area in the middle of the settlement, which was used centrally,
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and it was not possible to identify a road within it. Roads were only identified only as lines
connecting the settlement with the surrounding areas.

3.3.2. Landscape Structure in 1823

In the first half of the 19th century (1823), the character of the area began to change
(Figure 7). The morphometric parameters represented on the main influence for the
decrease of arable land in mosaics with permanent grassland (almost 40% of the area).
This decrease occurred to the benefit of grasslands in the southern part of the territory,
the share of which increased to almost 14%, with an increase in the share of forest stands in
the eastern part. Forest stands accounted for 35% of the area. In this period, we identified a
relatively high proportion of forest cover (7.5%) in the former mosaics in the NW part of
the territory. In addition to built-up areas, house gardens, yards and cemeteries, we also
managed to identify haybarns. The occurrence of these farm buildings is related to the
growth of compact grasslands in the area and the need for seasonal hay storage.

3.3.3. Landscape Structure in 1949

More than a hundred years later (1949), a significant difference in land use can already
be seen (Figure 8). The changes occurred mainly in the decline or extinction of forest stands
(only 0.05%) and forest cover (5.23%), which were preserved, mainly in the vicinity of
watercourses. Forest stands were transformed mainly into extensive grasslands. Grasslands
made up 33% of the territory, and we have identified linear woody vegetation (7.27%)
primarily in the vicinity of roads. The area had become significantly transformed into
agricultural area. More than 50% of the area consisted of mosaics of arable land and
permanent grassland. There was also a slight decrease of the built-up area—this was
caused by the destruction (burned down) of several buildings during World War II.

3.3.4. Landscape Structure in 2007

In 2007, socialist collectivization was reflected in the area (Figure 9). For the whole area,
except for home gardens, arable land had almost completely disappeared. The mosaics
became completely extinct. The landscape was extensifying. Marginal slope-exposed
positions in the northern part were transformed into forest stands (almost 9%). In the
southern, SE and NW parts, there was an intensive increase in forest cover (35%) which
caused a compact overgrowth of grasslands. Forest stands were planted in degraded parts
of exposed localities, in places of former pastures. The original mosaics are transformed
into extensive permanent grasslands (10.7%) with linear vegetation (10.3%). North of
the urban area and in the NE part of the territory, large-scale intensive grasslands were
covering an area of more than 31%. Overall, the area was beginning to transform into a
forest-agricultural landscape.

3.3.5. Landscape Structure in 2017

The use of land in 2017 was very similar to 2007. With the adjustment of extensive
stands and the extinction of some linear stands, we could see an increase in large-scale
intensive grasslands to 34% (Figure 10). A similar trend (slight increase) could also be
observed in forest stands and forest shrubs—some of the internal grasslands were being
overgrown. In the area, we still managed to identify historical buildings such ashaybarns
as the relics of the original cultural landscape.

3.4. Sociological Research

A total of 55 respondents (local stakeholders: permanent residents, cottagers, farmers,
foresters) took part in the questionnaire survey, which involved 9 basic questions (open
answers). Stakeholders clearly expressed that the main value of Vlkolinec is in the preserva-
tion of traditional architecture in the natural environment of the original cultural mountain
agricultural landscape. All answers or options represented this view. Rural architecture
with nature and environment were included in up to 63.5% of responses. When asked
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about the most valued features, it is also interesting to see the respondents saw Vlkolinec
as a whole entity with peace and quiet but also noted a genius loci.

When considering the missing things in that location, it could be observed that the
responses mentioning these things were “local” people. Among all the options, the lack
of a shop and failure to improve the quality of roads ranked on the top place (39.1% of
responses). At the same time, there is an effort to improve the situation for visitors and
tourists, as the other options in the responses included the improvement or creation of
services (mainly catering facilities) and subsequent construction of public toilets.

When asked about the outlook on what will happen in 20 years, the majority was
in favor of better and original uses of the landscape in the context of not allowing the
construction of new buildings in non-original architecture (21%). Furthermore, there is
an effort to preserve the permanent population (16.1%), followed by expectations of the
improvement of the condition of roads (14.5%). It could be said that all the responses,
except for the one concerning the construction of the guest-house, are aimed at keeping
Vlkolinec alive with permanent residents. At the same time, it is clear that the responses
of the respondents are somewhat divided. While the holiday cottage owners would
prefer the development of tourist infrastructure not directly in Vlkolinec—making up
38.5% of responses, the permanent residents would support development directly in
Vlkolinec—making up 36.5% of respondents. However, the main problem seems to be the
insufficient quality of transport roads (46.2% of responses). This confirms the absence of
basic infrastructure in the area and the need of permanent residents to have it as close as
possible. This was also true for the function of farm buildings. Approximately the same
number of responses was in favor of the conversion of these buildings into housing (33.3%)
and in favor of their preservation for farming purposes (32.4% of respondents).

For the question on where they would like to spend their free time, answers were
prepared, which we selected on the basis of previous research. The questionnaires were
applied for people who were directly interested in the existence of Vlkolinec as a locality
with a major cultural and historical value. Almost half of the answers—39.1%—imagine
their wooden house or their backyard with the garden as a good location to spend their free
time in. However, the genius loci were also represented by the inhabitants of this rural site.
As the landscape has pleasant aesthetics, up to 32.2% of responses mentioned spending
their free time pleasantly in the surroundings and nature around Vlkolinec.

In terms of revitalization measures, respondents would support activities, preferably
in the area of growing fruits, vegetables and other agricultural products, (16.7%) in the area
of beekeeping development (12.1%) and in the area of livestock breeding (10.6%).

The reactions to the changes in the area over the last 10 years were quite interesting.
We observed harmony between the holiday cottage owners and the locals. They all see
the benefits in a higher number of cultural events, the improvement of the infrastructure
for tourists (41.1%) and at the same time, the direct improvement of the situation in the
municipality concerning the functioning of the civic association and fire protection (35.2%).
On the other hand, a clear deterioration is perceived with regards to the reduction of the
quality of transport infrastructure (28%), the reduction or non-use of landscape (14%) and
the consequent negative impact of misbehaving tourists who do not respect the privacy of
residents and holiday cottagers” owners (a total of 24%). It was interesting to see several
responses pointing to the negative experiences with forest animals damaging the property
in gardens and the need for measures to protect them (as the responses mainly mentioned
bears, this would also apply to beekeeping).

4. Discussion

Many destinations seek the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Orga-
nization’s (UNESCO) World Heritage status, as it has the potential to attract large tourist
numbers. Hall and Piggin [49] find in their study (46 sites) that over two thirds of the
World Heritage Sites (WHSs) in their study (46 sites) recorded an increase in visitor numbers
after gaining WHS status. Thus, the UNESCO label frequently functions as a destination
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brand [50]. The designation of WHSs by UNESCO strengthens the international and national
image of heritage destinations in the growing market of cultural tourism [51].

Our results were confirmed by Gullino and Larcher [24] and Gullino et al [52]. In the
14 rural World Heritage Sites, they confirmed that integrity of landscape is a value of both
cultural and natural landscapes and that it is the key to site identity. They demonstrated that
UNESCO assigns a high value to the following parameters: historical features, traditional
crops and local products, land-use and agricultural practice permanence and the presence
of architecture related to agricultural activity. They found the relationship between culture
and nature to best characterize the integrity of a rural landscape, rather than a natural or
cultural landscape alone. The importance of the site is in its cultural and historical value.
Vlkolinec already serves as a rural Ecomuseum (acting as a central attraction housing
remarkable folk-life collections acting as central attraction housing remarkable folk-life
collections). This is one of the goals that sites around the world are trying to achieve [53].

In other countries, the value of the country is closely linked to the quality of the
original rural landscape. These landscapes—that today still represent an element of strong
characterization of single territorial realities—are those which denote a balanced interven-
tion of humanity on the natural elements; they are landscapes that offer a clear presence
of historical signs and legible links between structure and land use [54]. Historical pro-
cesses and the spatial level of biodiversity must be properly assessed, recognized and
included in conservation strategies [55]. Heritage is created for the purpose of current
needs. To protect local agriculture from global competition, multi-functionality of agricul-
ture was conceived and preservation of traditional rural landscapes was seen as a function
of agriculture. When tourists visit destinations to appreciate the traditional agricultural
landscape and/or experience traditional farming practices, they are agro-tourists as well
as heritage tourists [56]. According to [57] ‘biocultural heritage’ recognizes not only ‘the
inextricable relationship between nature and culture’ but also the importance of intan-
gible features like ‘beliefs, values and practices of local people’. ‘Biocultural heritage’
comprises memory, experience, local knowledge and practices, associated ecosystems and
biological resources [58]. The goal of conserving traditional structures in a historic city is
subject to continuous compromise and adaptation [59]. The beauty is the characteristic of
many system landscapes, including of the urban landscape and of the agrarian landscape.
The “Hybrid Landscapes” represent the work of the human beings and the work of natural
systems [60].

The European Landscape Convention (ELC) may have a positive effect on such areas.
Each European country has implemented the ELC differently based on its system of gov-
ernment and its traditions in landscape planning. Nonetheless, the impact of the ELC on
various countries shows that the existence of a variety of approaches among the countries
also occurs among the regions and municipalities of a single country [61-65]. In Slovakia,
local governments do not yet make real use of this potential. Local administration, which
is usually in charge of world heritage city management, therefore should promote new
management approaches such as a process-oriented approach which is sufficiently flexible,
adaptive and responsive to fulfil the aforementioned requirements [66]. Heritage sites are
vulnerable to damage due to social, anthropological and environmental factors. In the
case of weak management by local governments, there may be a degradation of the visual
character, e.g., overgrown with invasive plants [67]. Interpretation of remote sensing data
is a suitable method for monitoring these changes in UNESCO localities. Earth Observa-
tion data, owing to its non-contact, cost effective, synoptic view and high repeatability
properties, has a significant role to play in the estimation of land use changes [68-74].

In order to understand the challenges and potential of the local/traditional use of
knowledge tourism, firstly, the overall situation of securing and using the intangible cul-
tural heritage also requires public participation. In line with [75], which addressed this
issue in Austria, we conducted a stakeholder survey of their views on tourism. They pre-
sented the gentrification of the territory and the loss of trade for the population as the
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main problems. This has also been confirmed in Spain [76]. Another important factor is the
equipment of the services of these sites, with a focus on the whole family [77].

4.1. How Has the Vikolinec Site Changed by Its Inscription on the UNESCO World Heritage List?

The inscription on the UNESCO World Heritage List brought many positives for the
Vlkolinec site, but also many negatives and risks. These negatives include, in particular,
a dramatic increase in the number of tourists who significantly disrupt the quality of
everyday life of local people through the loss of their privacy.

Although there are no official figures on the attendance, they can be estimated on
the basis of the entrance fees to the exhibition [42]. We can conclude that attendance at
Vlkolinec has been increasing for several years (except in 2015, during which the access road
in the village of Biely Potok was reconstructed), and exceeded the number of 60,000 visitors.

Following the inscription on the UNESCO World Heritage List, the requirements
for property owners have increased in relation to the way the maintenance work is done
on their properties, the material used, the preservation of the historic color of houses,
the method of fencing, etc. The loss of privacy of the indigenous people seems very
negative due to the fact that many visitors do not respect the privacy of property owners.
After paying the entrance fee when entering the village, they think they have the right to
move around everywhere within the village like in an open-air museum.

This is also one of the reasons why the number of permanent residents is declining,
with the current number only reaching 19. Gradually, homeowners who do not have a
deeper personal relationship with the place are changing. Most houses are used as weekend
housing or holiday cottages. Vlkolinec is thus losing a rare source of its uniqueness as
a living village—its inhabitants. While log cabins and other cultural monuments in the
Vlkolinec site are relatively well maintained and their condition is regularly monitored
by the staff of the Regional Monuments Office in Zilina, farm buildings are falling into
disrepair because the local inhabitants and cottage owners no longer keep cattle and do
not use these buildings. Vehicles of both locals and tourists park chaotically in the site,
souvenir and refreshments shops are aesthetically and architecturally unsuitable and the
level of services offered is very low. At present, only a small number of local inhabitants
are involved in providing a small number of services for the visitors and in organizing
cultural and social events. These activities are provided primarily by the members of the
Civic Association (OZ) Vlkolinec, which was founded in 2001. OZ Vlkolinec has signed a
mandate agreement with the town of RuZomberok to ensure the collection of entry fees
related to entry into Vlkolinec. These fees are used by OZ Vlkolinec to ensure services
are provided for visitors to Vlkolinec, for organizing cultural and social events and for
restoration and maintenance of monuments and sights at Vlkolinec.

The vulnerability of the surrounding natural environment due to the irreversible
change in the lifestyle of its inhabitants is a particular issue. The land is no longer culti-
vated, so the fields and pastures are gradually overgrown with shrubs and trees, especially
hazelnuts, rose hips, hawthorn and blackthorns. The typical terraced arrangement of the
terrain has been only preserved in selected parts of the protection zone. According to [78],
this is a process that most likely cannot be reversed, only slowed down. The advancing
secondary succession is clearly documented in the article by [79] using the examples of a com-
parison of photographs from the state of Vlkolinec site in 1950, when most of the surrounding
Vlkolinec landscape was farmed in the traditional way, with the current state (2020).

Although the return of the surrounding landscape to the “original” state of the land-
scape structure (e.g., to the state in the 1950s) is no longer possible, the town of Ruzomberok
has the ambition to preserve landscape structures thar are typical for the traditional forms
of farming in the foothills in some selected parts of the Vlkolinec protection zone. In co-
operation with the Agricultural Cooperative (PD) Ludrova, the Civic Association (OZ)
Vlkolinec, Mestskeé lesy (Urban forestry) s.r.o. RuZomberok, the Catholic University of
Ruzomberok and other partners, the town administration is preparing proposals of revital-
ization plans for the restoration of traditional forms of farming in those parts which are
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accessible and where the remains of terraced fields are still preserved. The restoration of
traditional forms of farming on selected fields should be gradually implemented in the
next 10 to 15 years. The objective is to contribute to the reconstruction of characteristic
landscape elements and historical landscape structures that were typical of Vlkolinec and
its surroundings.

4.2. How to Keep a UNESCO Site Available for Further Generations?

Based on previous analyses, we can recommend the following proposals for preserving
the site for future generations [80]:

I Completion of the transport infrastructure, i.e., construction of parking areas with
service infrastructure (cafeteria, toilets, etc.), repair of the access road and local
roads, improving the accessibility of the site by public transport, connection of the
site with Skipark RuZomberok, construction of educational trails and increasing
their attractiveness, construction of cycle paths and tourist routes or improvement
of current ones.

IL. Completion of infrastructure for sustainable tourism needs, in particular the con-
struction of a larger number of catering facilities with year-round operation, con-
struction of a sufficient number of public toilets, construction of an area for cultural
and artistic activities (amphitheater/roofed podium), construction of entertain-
ment and sports facilities for children (multifunctional playground), providing
access to more buildings for visitors (so far this includes only 1 house and one
granary), which would limit the movement of visitors in private premises of home-
owners, restoration of farm buildings, haybarns, seeking opportunities to obtain
subsidies for the restoration of monuments, organizing cultural events to present
the development of folk crafts and the provision of internet connections.

III. Support of individual tourism and its soft forms (agrotourism, ecotourism), de-
velopment of adventure tourism, intensification of cooperation with schools on
school trips, schools in nature and increases in schooling demands throughout
the year, increasing the number of activities in winter (e.g., offering multi-capacity
accommodation for the organization of smaller conferences, corporate meetings,
team buildings, etc.), cooperation with neighboring municipalities in providing
services, the possibility of cottage holidays in adjacent valleys (Trlenska, Sepkova,
Dierova), attendance regulation—in terms of preserving and respecting the privacy
of domestic residents—e.g., restriction of the free movement of visitors through
information boards and the marking of private property.

V. Application of procedural measures creation of a job position—manager of the
Vlkolinec destination—to coordinate the activities of the center, operatively resolve
any issues, communicate with the public in order to build the Vlkolinec brand,
provide marketing, etc., the need to work with the local population in order to
find the optimal method of coexistence with visitors and tourists, reduction of the
number of illegal accommodation providers and improvements of the regulations
of visitors (determination of a tolerable number of visitors of the site), legaliza-
tion of private accommodation, development of information and communication
technologies and possibilities of online communication in product promotion and
distribution, creation of local products and memorabilia—production and sale of
local agricultural products grown or produced in the fields of Vlkolinec (e.g., flour
and pastry products, honey and bee products, dried fruit, cheese, bryndza and
other dairy products, distilleries, etc.) or creative workshops—organizing courses
in bobbin-making, carpet weaving and creating fields on the land belonging to the
town, on which the traditional way of farming for this region will be restored.

V. Preservation of terraced fields restoration of field roads—it is necessary to check the
condition of the access roads to the fields and to propose measures to make them
passable, remove overgrowth trees, develop a farming method, restore orchards
and design a way to protect crops.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2227

15 0of 19

5. Conclusions

We assign a certain consequence status to the action of the human community, often
without examining its causality. We can ask ourselves to what extent do the changes in
society’s behavior affect the changes in the environment of unique spaces. The way humans
use the landscape is partly dependent on natural conditions, but is also partly autonomous.
The most valuable element of the landscape is its evolutionary synergetic feature in the
form of the organization of the spatial-temporal rhythm of the landscape’s elements in
space and time. We have an effective means in our hands for the protection of the landscape
of Vlkolinec—the management of human activities. Each of the human transformations of
the landscape must be seen in the context of socio-economic events that have taken place
over a period of time in the past. Understanding the changes in land use completes the
image of the society and its requirements for the landscape in the long term and only on
that basis can we correctly interpret landscape changes and the respective causes. We can
subsequently use the knowledge for the further sustainable development of the unique
preserved landscape of Vlkolinec. The number of inhabitants using this area significantly
affects its use. Social establishment, various types of ownership relations as well as the
mutual relations in this social group of the population of Vlkolinec determine the quality
of landscape use.

Our research had certain limitations due to the availability of information sources
(cartographic products, demographic data, photographs of the landscape), especially
from the past. Research reserves are also used in sociological research. In the beginning,
the problem was for the locals to show a willingness to work with us. At the same time,
some different needs of permanent residents and their requirements for quality of life were
found compared to for cottagers or tourists.

Analyses of the changes in the Vlkolinec landscape and its map expression, as well
as statistical analyses document a significant dependence on changes of the individual
elements, especially on the socio-economic as well as legislative changes (being declared
as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, nature protection, declaration of the NP Vel'ka Fatra,
etc.) and last but not least the influence of natural factors—e.g., natural succession, erosion
processes on the slope of Sidorovo, etc.

Vlkolinec was inscribed on the UNESCO World Cultural and Natural Heritage List as
a remarkably intact preserved complex, which consists of typical log buildings of a charac-
teristic Central European type. The settlement is one of the popular tourist destinations
for domestic and foreign tourists. Visitors perceive this unique landscape complex as a
balanced urban composition in harmony with the surrounding nature.

To this day, the settlement has not become a museum, but is a living village, as resi-
dents still use a number of the buildings. However, with the number of tourists growing
more intense, the conflict between the needs of residents and homeowners and the pressure
of tourism is sensed. This makes its sustainable development difficult, as it is essential to
combine the requirements for the protection of UNESCO World Heritage sites with the
needs of the inhabitants. The aim is that the activities of both of the parties lead to sustain-
able development and that the development of tourism is consistent with the preservation
of the privacy of residents and homeowners.

Appropriate localization of activities in the landscape prevents future problems of use
or non-use. When proposing sustainable use, it is necessary to analyze the development of
landscape use in more depth. In this way we can determine the suitability of individual
types of landscape ecological complex for use and this will bring us closer to long-term
development trends in the landscape. Identification of areas with a different intensity of
change in the observed period of 200-300 years in terms of landscape use is an auxiliary tool
for economic operators in locating existing and planning new activities in the landscape
(landscape ecological plans, land use plans, forest management plans).

However, it is also necessary to preserve the exterior of the settlement, terrace fields
and the overall character of the cultural landscape that surrounds it. However, this collides
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with the current generation, which is not interested in land as such, so the preservation of
this landscape is largely in the hands of civic associations and volunteers.

We focused the questionnaire survey on direct users of the area of Vlkolinec and its
surroundings. We tried to collect the respondents’ personal views of the current state as
well as perspectives for the future from the respondents. Due to the current socio-economic
situation (low to almost no numbers of permanent residents) and unfavorable natural
conditions for agriculture in the area, there is abandonment of the landscape, as well as
intensive overgrowth with shrubs and trees. Without the willingness of local agricultural
entities and the Municipal Office in RuZomberok, the original agricultural and current
recreational function of the landscape could decline significantly. The only stable function
of the landscape would remain in the form of forestry, which could be strengthened at the
expense of the abandonment of agricultural land and forest expansion. Quality research
needs to bring benefits not only in the theoretical and methodological area, but also in the
application itself, in order for the results of research and evaluation to be used primarily
in the planning and design area, as well as in the educational process. Knowledge of
new qualitative indicators of the environment of rural settlements and knowledge of
innovative methods of their evaluation will contribute to improving the overall quality of
rural settlements, environmental protection, preserving ecological stability and diversity
of the territory and rational use of natural and cultural-historical resources available to
Slovak rural settlements. Thanks to the willingness of the current inhabitants, as well as
their descendants, to preserve the historical biodiversity and landscape character, there is
still the potential to preserve the genius loci of this site.

The results obtained so far show that by respecting the landscape ecological principles,
the set of methodological procedures used allows us to manage the future care for the
landscape of Vlkolinec. In this context, the information obtained becomes a significant
contribution to its further development, management and planning.
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