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LANDSCAPE AS A PRODUCT?
Lessons learned from a five year project

in the Austrian alps

A. Blaschka, P. Haslgrübler, T. Guggenberger, R. Huber, F. Ringdorfer

Introduction
This contribution wants to showcase a project 
from the Austrian Alps, in which needs of far-
mers for an economic sustainable production 
system together with needs for conservation of a 
traditional alpine landscape were combined and 
resulted in the creation of a best practice model 
in the frame of a LEADER+ project (Guggenberger 
et al., 2014). This was only possible by including 
stakeholders from different sectors; especially 
the cooperation with representatives of tourist 
services and the main skiing company were the 
most important.

The central hypothesis for the project and beco-
ming the main argument is the strong connection 
of land use in the form of a traditional, extensive 
agriculture with the landscape, being at least 
partly formalized in the theory of ecosystem 
services. 

In recent times, agricultural production is under 
high pressure and confronted with various deve-
lopment challenges. In disadvantaged areas like 
mountainous regions, agriculture is seldom able 
to compete economically with lowland farming 
because production costs are high or labour-
intensive, growing and grazing seasons are short, 
therefore annual forage production levels are 
low. Additionally, the integration of rural areas 
into the global economy is on the rise, and thus 
it is increasingly exposed to liberalized trade re-
gimes, which are hard to follow because of the 
aforementioned challenges. In the 21st century we 
now have a situation in which mountain farming, 
based on present food prices and input costs, 
can seldom provide an acceptable farm income 
based on the market value of farm produce alone 
(Hopkins, 2011; Greimel et al., 2003; Mikulcak 
et al., 2015).

Natural Capital and Ecosystem Services
A cultural landscape is the product of human use 
of natural resources to make a living. This use is 
based on the landscape, which can be seen as 
the capital and by using it, a dividend can be gai-
ned, the landscape gets an additional value. This 
dividend are the ecosystem services (Aronson 
et al., 2007).

For this paper, a general definition following Boyd 
& Banzhaf (2007) is followed: Ecosystem services 
are ecological components (including ecological 
structure) directly consumed or enjoyed to pro-
duce human well-being. Thus indirect processes 
and functions are not ecosystem services, but 
intermediate ecological components. For an 
overview of terms and concepts, see the review 
by Hermann et al. (2011). Key publications for 
this topic are those from Costanza et al. (1997), 
the reports from the “Millenium Ecosystem As-
sessment” (World Resources Institute, 2005) 
and works from the “Economics of Ecosystems 
and Biodiversity” - studies (TEEB - Degroot et 
al., 2010).

Multifunctionality:
The premise for a meaningful discussion of the 
“Natural Capital” - approach and ecosystem 
services is the concept of multifunctionality of 
a landscape. In general, every economic activity 
shows multiple results, regardless if wanted and 
therefore positive or unwanted and/or negative. 
But all these results can help to realize societal 
aims.

Multifunctionality is connected to activities, 
which concentrates on specific properties and 
outcomes of a production system. This means, 
under the point of view of agriculture, land use 
produces both “commodity outputs”, products 
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where there is a market and can be sold and se-
condly, “non-commodity outputs” - products for 
which there is no market in the strict sense, but 
have a value specially for the public and society 
in general (OECD: Organisation for Economic 
Co-Operation and Development, 2001). This is 
specially true for extensive agriculture, based on 
traditional land use forms.

The extensive character of mountain pastures, 
which are the target area for the project, its con-
tribution to natural biodiversity and to landscape 
variability and amenity became more and more in 
line with the current public and social demands 
placed on agriculture in Europe, being also the 
basis for tourism. As an example, it is precisely the 
relation between livestock and pastures, which 
was used by the OECD (Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development) as an example of 
multifunctionality, i.e. inputs, which may create 
no fixed, indirect linkage between commodity 
(milk, meat...) and non commodity outputs like 
a pastoral landscape.

Functions and Services of a landscape:
Agriculture acts directly in the landscape, influ-
encing all important flows and functions, crea-
ting its own set of ecosystem services within its 
characteristic cultural landscape. It is now widely 
recognized that extensive farming can contribute 
to a number of ecosystem services, including 
landscape and biodiversity, which have wider so-
cietal benefits and that the products of mountain 
farming have unique or distinctive characteristics 
valued by consumers and thus provide added 
value to producers (Hopkins, 2011).

The changes in land use alter the character and 
the perception of the environment as a cultural 
landscape. Landscape patterns and diversity are 
at least partially dependent on actual land use, 
therefore a conscious management is needed 
for underused or completely abandoned areas, 
as here lies also the basis for the economically 
most important “modern” land use in the form 
of tourism or by the recreation industry.

Classification of Ecosystem Services:
There are various definitions and classification 

systems of ecosystem services. For this paper, 
the “Common International Classification of 
Ecosystem Services” created by the European 
Environmental Agency (EEA) builds the basis 
(Haines-Young & Potschin, 2013), because of its 
clear definitions and taxonomy of possible servi-
ces (see http://www.cices.eu, last visit 5 January 
2015). In its simple form, this classification is the 
following (Haines-Young & Potschin, 2013):

• Provisioning services: All nutritional, material 
and energetic outputs from living systems 

• Regulating and maintenance: This category 
covers all the ways in which living organisms 
can mediate or moderate the ambient envi-
ronment that affects human performance. 

• Cultural Services: This covers all the non-
material, and normally non-consumptive, 
outputs of ecosystems that affect physical and 
mental states of people. This category plays 
an important role, it is the basis for recreation 
and tourism. 

The strategic aim for an extensive agricultural 
land use system or respective project should 
also include the marketing of its non-commodity 
outputs, which result from the production of the 
commodity outputs/cultural services. Vice versa 
there has to be an openness to adapt those tradi-
tional, extensive forms, to broaden the purpose - 
multifunctionality changes from a property of the 
production process to an aim, which should be 
capitalized (OECD: Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development, 2001).

It should also be clear that a site-specific, extensi-
ve land use can not bring everything everywhere, 
the possible degree of multifunctionality is also 
site specific. A shift in focus of aims can deliver 
an overall higher economic performance, but not 
necessarily.

The project
The project “Innovative High-Pasture Manage-
ment with Sheep for a Sustainable Land-Use of 
an Alpine Cultural Landscape”, at the Agricultural 
Research and Education Centre Raumberg-Gum-
penstein (AREC; Austria) wanted to find answers 
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necessary, which was the strategic aim of the 
project present. For this, the brand “Almlamm” 
(“High Pasture Lamb“) was created, guaranteeing 
a regional product, respecting animal welfare 
with a constant quality. With the project, it is also 
possible to raise the awareness of the importance 
of regional agriculture and its role for the highly 
valued landscape, not the least as it is the basis, 
the capital for tourism, nowadays the most im-
portant source of income in the region.

During the project it became evident, the alpine 
cultural landscape by itself, created by this exten-
sive land use patterns, is nowadays an important 
capital. The project with its studies lasted from 
2008 to 2014, but the practical project with the 
sheep and marketing of its products is still on-
going. The project was the starter and helped 
through the necessary learning phase at the be-
ginning. Since then, the project works successfully 
on its own.

Project area
The study area is situated in Austria, in the wes-
tern part of the district of Liezen (Province of 
Styria), in the town of Haus im Ennstal (47.41° N, 
13.78° E). The area, which is part of the northern 
side of the “Niederen Tauern” mountain range, 
starts at an altitude of approximately 1300 msm 
in the midrange of the mountain slope - the valley 
bottom lies at 720 msm - and goes up southwards 

into a LEADER+ project from the Styrian Sheep 
and Goat Breeding Association, a regional interest 
group. Within this association it was clear that 
there is a high demand for regionally produced 
meat, for which even more sheep farmer were 
necessary to fulfil. Additionally, the traditional 
use of high pastures, which is in decline, helps to 
reduce costs, but is not available to all farmers. 
The cooperative is also a precondition to create 
a stable offer of meat with a guaranteed quality 
standard as a requirement for the food trade com-
panies. Only together it is possible to succeed on 
the competitive market; one single smallholder 
farm can not meet those demands.
Starting in 2008, organised by the Sheep and Goat 
Breeding Association and supported by AREC, 
as the core of the project, a flock of sheep from 
more than 20 farms accompanied by a shepherd 
were taken to a nearly abandoned high pasture 
area which was used in the meantime mainly as a 
skiing area and only to a small extent as pasture.
Before this project, the Styrian Sheep and Goat 
Breeding Association has laid the tracks for a pro-
fessional marketing of lamb meat with the foun-
dation of a “Marketing Centre”, as a cooperative. 
There, the lambs are sold as a flock, thus having 
a stronger position towards the food companies. 
Also, as a bigger unit, this centre can work more 
efficiently, again reducing the costs.
To complete this strategy, a special product was 

Figure 1: The southern part of the study area: It shows a typical high 
pasture area, but signs of degradations are already visible – The enc-
roachment of shrubs is evident, due to under-use.

for two challenges: (1) As smallhol-
der farming is prevailing in the regi-
on, it is difficult for single farmers to 
successfully market their products 
and (2) degradation of the traditional 
cultural landscape due to land use 
changes in the region, which leads to 
a further decrease in well-being and 
income in the region (Guggenberger 
et al., 2014). The aim of the project 
was the development and testing of 
a framework which allows farmers 
an economically viable development 
and helping to preserve and restore 
an important part of the alpine cul-
tural landscape.

This national project was embedded 
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Each of those had their own interests and requi-
rements: For the landowners, the preservation 
and in parts restoration and management of their 
land with stopping the encroachment was most 
important; for the hunters the most important 
requirement was not disturbing the game, not 
interfering with deer passings because of fences 
and getting additional browsing areas. For the 
skiing company, the management of the ski runs 
was the main advantage, as pasture area, the me-
chanical management and the connected costs 
could be significantly reduced. The sheep on the 
ski runs are now also a part of their marketing as 
an environmental friendly company. In return, a 
big part of the money saved was turned into a 
payment to the Sheep and Goat Breeding associ-
ation for the management of the ski runs. Finally, 
tourism in the area has a new attraction: With the 
project, a “Sheep Hiking Trail” was established, 
with information boards about sheep, the cultural 
landscape and pasturing. This trails goes through 
the pasture area and the tourists can watch the 
sheep and sometimes even directly talk to the 
shepherd. And last but not least, gastronomy 
in the area profits from a flourishing tourism in 
general and got new products as a unique selling 
point, with a deep connection to the region and 
a good story behind.

Extensive or low-input farming creates lands-
capes that are important for tourism, which is a 

to the mountain summits reaching up to 2150 
msm. The overall pasture area amounts to 85 ha 
consisting of ski runs, Nardus stricta grassland and 
sub-alpine heaths. The two latter can be used as 
high pasture.
Vegetation is characterized by a relatively high 
degree of patchiness and shows still the charac-
teristics of an inner-alpine cultural landscape on 
siliceous bedrock with pastures and meadows in 
the lower areas, coniferous forests and sub-alpine 
heaths with Vaccinium sp. and alpine grasslands 
in the highest areas. Modern influences are given 
through impacts of ski runs and accompanying 
infrastructures like the lifts itself, roads and arti-
ficial ponds for snow making. 

Sheep:
The sheep used during the project originate 
from different farms of the region and therefore 
changes from season to season, both in breeds 
and structure. The most important breed used 
is the Brown and the White Mountain Sheep 
(“Braunes Bergschaf”, “Weißes Bergschaf”) Other 
breeds played only a minor role. During the study 
period, the flock had a size of between around 
740 to 950 animals, which equals to around 68 to 
94 AU (Animal Units; 1 AU = 500 kg live weight).
The pasturing season during the study period 
was between 105 and 126 days, between end 
of May and first half of September. The duration 

Figure 2: The project area is a modern, multifunctionally used cultural 
landscape, with tourism as one of the most visible uses. This brings 
opportunities, but also challenges in the form of potential conflicts.

was defined by snow melt and general 
weather conditions and needs of the 
farmers, especially concerning the 
expected date of delivery of the lambs 
in autumn.

Results and discussion of 
project outcomes
As a requirement for a successful 
implementation of the project it was 
absolutely necessary to convince all 
stakeholders in the region besides the 
sheep farmers about the advantages 
of the project: Landowners, hunters, 
skiing company and last but not least 
the representatives of the tourist 
companies and gastronomy.

Landscape as a Product? Lessons learned from a five year Project in the Austrian Alps
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major source of income in the Alps. Therefore, 
the main argument is, the burden of keeping this 
landscape intact can not be carried by this type of 
agriculture alone, as it is additionally under heavy 
pressure (see the Introduction) and furthermore 
most of the revenue lands in the tourist industry, 
maybe even diverting the well-being to outside of 
the region. In general new or alternative sources 
of income for producers can either be to receive 
a direct subsidy to maintain farming operations 
and/or payments to support ecosystem services 
associated with farming operations that deliver 
wider environmental and social benefits (cultural 
services); and/or that the products of mountain 
farms are marketed as premium quality based on 
attributes of their locale, culture and method of 
production, eating quality and healthiness etc. 
(see also Hopkins, 2011).

Within the project, the successful strategy was 
to create a premium product, which gets a good 
price on the market and to “sell” its function in 
the landscape to the tourism industry, which in 
turn contributed to the costs, of which the biggest 
part is the payment for the shepherd. 

Economical Assessment
For the economic evaluation, there are three 
areas of intervention:

High pasture: Here we have the costs for the 
shepherd and necessary infrastructure; but also 
creating the basis for the income, as the animals 
gain their weight. The growing and pastured bio-
mass in the area is refined to a premium product. 
Finishing fattening: After the high pasture, the 
lambs are pooled in the aforementioned marke-
ting centre for a short period of time (3-5 weeks) 
for a final fattening and until they are sold. Here 
we have on the one hand costs, but on the other 
hand this is necessary for finishing the product 
and to get the appropriate price. 

Services: This category encompasses state/EU 
subsidies and contributions from the skiing com-
pany for managing the ski runs and reducing the 
need for mechanical mowing. 

The following compilation shows the sources of 

income and necessary spendings (fixed and vari-
able) in detail during the project per year. 

Fixed costs: 
• Personal costs for the shepherd 
• Costs for accommodation of the shepherd in 

the pasture area (cabin/hut, infrastructure) 
• Car for the shepherd, with off-road capabilities 
• Infrastructure for water supply for the animals 
• Fence material 
• Infrastructure for round up 
• Financial compensation for the organisational 

head/representative of farmers of the pasture 
project 

• Other costs: Earmarks, assurances, taxes... 

Variable costs:
• Running costs for the car (fuel, taxes, service...) 
• Mineral nutrients, salt for the animals 
• Veterinary 

Figure 3: Pasturing with a shepherd is one method to 
avoid conflicts and the guarantee for a flexible and ef-
ficient use of the resources available. Also in this picture 
indicators of former underutilisation of this area are evi-
dent.

Landscape as a Product? Lessons learned from a five year Project in the Austrian Alps
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Sources of income:
• Growth of lambs - meat production 
• Pasture fee: Every farmer pays a fixed amount  

for each returning animal
• Agricultural subsidy “Mountain pasturing” (in 

german “Alpung”) 
• Agricultural subsidy “Shepherding” (in german 

“Behirtung”) 
• Other subsidies or reimbursements for ma-

naging and investing in the high pasture area 

The subsidies mentioned are part of the Austrian 
programme for an environmental friendly envi-
ronment, as implementation of the CAP-subsidies 
of the EU (CAP: Common Agricultural Policy). 
These subsidies show an appreciation of society 
for the work done and are seen as compensation 
for the disadvantages of agriculture under harsh 
conditions in mountainous areas. Through the co-
operation with the skiing company, it was possible 
to get part of the expenditures for mowing and 
management of the ski runs, as they cut those 
costs by half. 

Marketing the cultural services creates the basis 
for a second source of income especially in tou-
rist regions, as for this sector, the landscape by 
itself is the one important part of their capital. 
The second, indirect component with marketing 
agriculture’s role in the landscape is a greater 
willingness to make compromises more easily in 
the case of land use conflicts. 

Recommendations
A lot of people and stakeholders are involved in 
the project. All people contributed to the success. 
Based on these experiences, nine recommenda-
tions could be put together, which summarize 
the most important topics to be careful about in 
projects like the one presented:

Consensual definition of project aims: Advanta-
ges, challenges and possible problems must be 
clear for everybody. For management purposes 
there has to be a steering group with represen-
tatives of all stakeholders, which decides consen-
sually. Innovative ideas and openness for new 
thinking is a priority for further development.

Secure finances: Networks have to be used to find 
sponsors and patrons. This is especially important 
during the start phase of the project. In the long 
run, the project has to finance itself.
Flexible project structures: For the start of a 
project, strictly defined structures and responsi-
bilities are important. But for a healthy commu-
nity and for the identification with the project, 
it is necessary that the burden is shared equally, 
that everyone profits but is also involved. For a 
long-term development it is also necessary that 
structures are adapted to new challenges. The 
first and foremost priority for all decisions are 
the animals - without them no project would be 
possible.
Networks and project community: The project is 
a joint effort and has to be seen as such from all 
involved - all have to identify with the project and 
its aim. But this community and teamwork brings 
also advantages: Common purchases, division of 
work or a common care for animals not on the 
pasture make work more efficient.
Infrastructure: The project area needs a suitable 
infrastructure, especially if tourists should come 
into the area. But also for an efficient implemen-
tation of the project, easy movements within the 
area and a high accessibility for a state of the 
art flock management, fulfilling requirements of 
animal welfare and decent working conditions. 
Transparency and information: Also the public 
of the region should have access to information 
about the project and be informed about its struc-
ture, aims and success. All project phases have to 
be kept transparent, information campaigns have 
to be organised (regional newspapers, meetings... 
- see also the item about public relations).

Product development and quality assurance: Re-
gionality is an important topic: Customers want to 
know where and how the product is being made. 
The basis is the production of niche products with 
a high quality. Taking part in quality contests and 
awards offers the chance to prove the efforts. 
Again, the identification with the product of all 
stakeholders is important.
Organisation of trainings and qualifications: 
For the project members itself, the farmers, 
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continuous training is crucial. Also staff of the 
different catering outlets and tourism enterprises 
have to be kept informed, as they are multipliers 
for tourists. 
For farmers workshops and courses on different 
topics should be organised regularly. This stimula-
tes the identification with the project, helps them 
to make a high quality product and makes flexible 
management of all kinds of challenges possible.

Public relations, media and awareness raising: 
Aims and success reached have to be part of the 
public relations strategies of stakeholders. Infor-
mation material has to be adapted to different 
target groups. The central idea of the project has 
to be present in the region, all year round, using 
all kinds of media.
Information campaigns help to keep transparen-
cy and raise the awareness on the challenges of 
extensive agriculture. Action days, where people 
have the possibility to get a glimpse “behind” the 
project can also be used to strengthen the com-
munity within the project and make connections 
to the public. 

Conclusions
Within the project, it was possible to create a sys-
tem consisting of agriculture, tourism and ecolo-
gy, fulfilling the requirements of all stakeholders. 
This was only possible because everybody invol-
ved identified himself with the project and its 
aims and was also willing to make compromises.

This is the most important take-home message: 
Agriculture is part of a bigger socio-ecological 
system (see Redman et al., 2004) and can only 
prosper if it is aware of this. Vice versa other 
parts of this system, of society, have to recognise 
this and give this type of extensive agriculture its 
place: As producer of high-quality food and as 
one of the main components of our landscape.

The reasoning for an adapted, environmentally 
friendly and economically viable agriculture in an 
alpine central-european cultural landscape can 
be summarized with the following points, which 
may be valid on a wider context:
• An extensive agriculture like the high pasture 

management in the Alps contributes signifi-

cantly to the character of a landscape, but has 
the lowest revenue, in comparison to other 
land use forms 

• Strengthening this extensive land use form, 
helps to secure the income in other sectors 
and contributes to overall well-being in the 
region. 

• An economically viable income is possible for 
all stakeholders of a region, by and with the 
conservation of a traditional alpine cultural 
landscape, even if recent (land use) changes 
did already happen. 

• A precondition for this to work is the coope-
ration of all stakeholders in the region. 
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