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Slovakia 

 

 

 

The Slovak Republic is a small inland country in the centre of Europe. 
With the total area of 49,038 square kilometres it is a small country, 
i.e. only a bit larger than for instance Netherlands, Denmark or 
Switzerland. In spite of being a small country, Slovakia is rich in 
diversity of its natural assets – its area spreads from mountain peaks and deep valleys and gorges 
covered mostly by meadows and forests in the north to fertile lowlands with intensive farming 
fields in the south. It is located in the eastern part of the European Union, neighbouring with five 
other countries: Hungary (679 km), Poland (597,5 km), Czech Republic (265 km), Austria (127,2 
km), and Ukraine (98 km). 

The terrain topography of Slovakia is typical for its variation in altitude. The difference between the 
highest peak (Gerlachovský štít 2654 m a.s.l. in High Tatras) and the lowest point (Streda nad 
Bodrogom 94 m a.s.l. in the south-eastern part of Slovakia, at the point, where the Bodrog River 
leaves the area of Slovakia) answers for great differences in climate and consequently flora, fauna 
and soil types. The peaks in High Tatras are the highest in the whole Carpathian Arch and the 
highest in Europe north of the Alps. The majority of lakes in Slovakia are of glacier origin. Slovakia 
has numerous mineral springs and abundant groundwater reserves. While mineral springs are 
dispersed all over the country, the largest groundwater reserves are in the Danube sediments, 
especially under the river island called Žitný ostrov (between the Danube and the Small Danube) in 
the south-western Slovakia. About 96 % of the area of the country belongs to the Black Sea 
drainage basin and only about 4 % to the Baltic Sea drainage basin. About one quarter of the 
territory of Slovakia is protected as a natural park, a nature reserve or other small-scale protected 
area form. The shares of the individual land use categories on the total area of the country are as 
follows: forest 40,8 %, arable land 29,4 %, grassland 17,8 %, permanent cultures (gardens, 
orchards, vineyards, hop-gardens) 2,5 %, built-up land and courtyards 4,5 %, water area 1,9 % and 
other land 3,0 %.  

The area of the Slovak republic is divided into 8 administrative regions and 79 districts. The total 
population of Slovakia is 5,389,180 inhabitants (as of 1st January 2006), with the population 
density of about 110 inhabitants per square kilometre. The majority of people is of Slovak 
nationality and the largest minority is that of Hungarians living in the southern Slovak borderland 
(9,7 %). Other major nationalities include Roma (1.7 %), Czech (0.8 %), Ruthenian (0.4 %), 
Ukrainian (0.2 %) and German (0.1 %). Based on the results of the census carried out in 2001, 
Slovakia can be characterized as a Catholic country – 69 % of its population adhere to Roman 
Catholic Church.  
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1st September 2007: Excursion through the borderland at the Slovak capital 

Pavol Hurbanek 

Devín (population: 1000) is an ancient, morphologically still separate small settlement within the 
territory of the capital. It developed at the confluence of the Danube and the Moravia rivers and is 
situated on the current Austrian border line. It ranks among the most important archaeological sites 
in Slovakia. The Devín Castle locks the so called Devín Gate, a natural location serving as the 
western gateway into the Hungarian Kingdom. 
 

 
 
The castle rock has been a strategic point for settlement since the Neolithic, for the Celts and 

the Romans. The first written record dates from 1237. A small village under the castle evolved in a 
true market and artisan town with fishermen, potters, shoemakers and winemakers (since 1254) who 
competed increasingly with Bratislava, a town with similar conditions located several kilometers 
down the river. In 1568 it became separated from the castle owners by Maximilian. In the 19th 
century, a quarry in the east part of the town was opened for the purpose of regulation of the 
Danube's banks. The castle saw its last days in 1809 during one of Napoleon’s invasions. The 20th 
century history remembers the 1938-1945 period in the Austrian part of Germany which terminated 
the town's fragile multicultural German-Hungarian-Slovak-Jewish-Croatian past. The area was 
returned to Bratislava in 1946. 

The settlement remains still in a sharp contrast to the city due to its preserved rural 
character. The hilly surrounding currently belongs among the most popular recreation areas for both 
locals and tourists, offering history, hiking, vineyards or walks. It has the right combination of 
potentials to develop into a true high-end residential location in the future. 

Devínská Nová Ves (population: 15 400) is another of Bratislava’s quarters located at the western 
border which is formed by the river Moravia. The settlement was subject to the rule of the Devín 
Castle and was mentioned first in 1451, but it is proved to have existed since the Neolithic. The 
village later accepted a strong immigration of Croats in the 16th century. Two centuries later a sand 
quarry was opened in what is nowadays the nature reserve of Sandberg above the village. After the 
area of present Slovakia became the economically most progressive part of Hungarian Kingdom, 
the village flourished as it lay directly on the Vienna-Bratislava connection (railway from 1848). A 
WWI battle between the Czechoslovak and Hungarian troops in 1918 points also to the strategic 
importance of its location. At the end of WWII the village was burned down by the retreating 
German army. 

It suffered also from the strong protection of the border-line which was of high geo-strategic 
importance during the Cold War, between 1955 and 1989. It was one of the escape routes to the 
West civilization across the Moravia in that time. In 1972 the village became one of the official 
parts of Bratislava. A new car-manufacturing plant was built, privatized later in the 1990s by the 
Volkswagen AG. The industry brought also the 1980s construction of one of the last socialist 

Devin castle ruins on a cliff above the Danube 
River. 

Source: 
http://www.historia.sk/hrad/images/hd_mmba.jpg 
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housing estates in the capital. Devínska Nová Ves is still located at the major railway and motorway 
lines connecting the country to Austrian and Czech metropolises. Transport is one of the worst 
problems due to poor infrastructure. Public transport makes use of several bus services which 
operate between the quarter and the distant city center and a new tram extension is planned for the 
future. 

Petržalka (population: 115 200) is Bratislava’s largest borough. Its existence was first recorded in 
1225. Originally it was inhabited by mercenaries on guard duty. Later, it became a recreation area 
connected with the city in 1891 when the first railway bridge was built. This German-Hungarian-
Slovak village was annexed by Germany on the basis of the Munich agreement. After WWII the 
area was returned to Bratislava. 

Located on the right bank of the Danube it consists mostly of socialist high-rise apartment 
buildings built after 1977. Petržalka is a functionalist structure organized along the axis of former 
Danube’s Croatian Channel. It is connected to the left bank and the city center by five bridges. It 
belongs to areas with the highest population density in Central Europe. Primarily, it remains 
residential with most people living in panel-block houses (concrete panels bolted on steel 
framework), typical for the whole of the Socialist bloc. Due to only partial realization of original 
ideas and general shortage during the period of late socialism a clearly defined center of the area 
has not been developed. Petržalka was perceived mostly as an area of extremely high crime rate 
during the 1990s. 

 

 

The satellite view of a part of the Petržalka borough. 

Source: http://www.tenzor.cz/zajeby/blog/satelit/petrzalka.jpg 

Since the beginning of the 1990s, new functions have been increasingly implemented and it 
has gained the signs of standard urban environment (University of Economics, Incheba Expo area, 
shopping centers as the Aupark mall, several office complexes, and even the Champions League 
soccer club). Petržalka is located at a major international motorway junction which attracted a 
massive commercial development. The railway station serves mostly international traffic to/from 
Vienna and Budapest. Public transport connecting with the center relies still on provisional bus 
lines. Construction of a subway in 1989 was stopped and, instead, a high-speed tram line is 
currently proposed. 
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Ružinov (population: 69 700) is a district in the flat east part of Bratislava, it redevelops fast earlier 
generations of socialist housing estates which had originally replaced meadows, pastures, 
grasslands and woodland, interspersed with islands and channels of the Danube. The people living 
here traditionally worked in agriculture. The first settled area was located in the southern part, on 
the site of the current refinery. Another original village, Prievoz, is one of the fastest developing 
parts of the area today. A manor house in Prievoz from the end of the 19th century is one of the few 
outstanding historical, mostly industrial objects in the area. During the 19th century, its character 
totally disappeared with new factories built in the area. 

During and after the socialist regime, Ružinov became a prominent location for 
manufacturing, market, businesses and other functions, eg. the oil-refinery Slovnaft, the cargo port 
or the Bratislava city airport are located here. Apart from the chemical industry it hosts food-
processing and construction. In spite of its intensive industrial character, several parts of the area 
remain relatively green. Ružinov has several lakes in its territory with an important role in 
recreation and sports, including Zlaté Piesky, Bratislava’s major summer resort. An excellent 
perspective for further local development is based on objectively advantageous economic 
foundations. The postindustrial area neighboring with the Old Town in the west quickly develops in 
a new commercialized high-rise CBD. The space close to the riverfront and the new National 
Theater attracts large international investments in real-estate. 

Gabčíkovo - Nagymaros Dams (more exactly Gabčíkovo - Nagymaros Waterworks) is a large 
barrage project on the river Danube. Only a part of the project has been finished - under the name 
Gabčíkovo Dam/Waterworks. 

 
 
The project, involving Hungary and Czechoslovakia, was agreed on September 16, 1977 

(“Budapest Treaty” ). The treaty envisioned a cross-border barrage system between the towns 
Gabčíkovo in Czechoslovakia and Nagymaros in Hungary. The dams would eliminate regular 
floodings (like those disastrous ones in 1954 and 1965) and provide clean source of electric power. 
They would also allow year-long navigability of the river and serve as a part of Rhine-Main-
Danube Canal. The plan was to divert part of the river into an artificial canal at Dunakiliti (a village 
in Hungary) to the hydroelectric power plant near Gabčíkovo (eight turbines, 720 MW). The canal 
would return the water into deepened original riverbed and at Nagymaros a smaller dam and power-
plant (158 MW) would be constructed. The plant in Gabčíkovo was to be a peak-power plant and 
the dam in Nagymaros, about 100 km downstream, was to limit fluctuations of the water level. 

In 1981 Hungary asked for the project tp be slowed down because of economic problems. 
In 1984 a movement protesting against the dam, the "Danubian Circle", was founded. The 
argument against the dam was its danger to the environment and to the water supply of Budapest. 
After intensive campaign the project became widely hated as a symbol of the old communist 

The main dam of the Gabčíkovo - Nagymaros 
structure close to Čunovo village. 

Source: Pavol Hurbanek 
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regime. In 1989 the Hungarian government decided to suspend it. 

The Czechoslovak government, though being pressed to abandon the project, decided to 
switch to an alternative solution on a smaller scale (known as "Variant C"). The artificial canal 
would be started at Čunovo, a village in Slovakia, and the Gabčíkovo power-plant would operate in 
run-of-the-river mode with no water level fluctuation. The construction started in 1991. In May 
1992 Hungary terminated the treaty from 1977. In October 1992 diversion of a part of the water into 
the canal started. Both sides held their positions. The dispute was submitted, in 1993, to the 
International Court of Justice in The Hague. Hearings in the case were held between 3 March and 
15 April 1997, the Court paying a site visit (the first ever in its history) to the site of construction. In 
its sentence from September 1997 the Court stated that both sides breached their obligation and that 
the 1977 Budapest Treaty is still valid. The Hungarian government was initially willing to continue 
with the Nagymaros part (or its equivalent) but was forced to abandon the idea. In 1998 the Slovak 
government turned to the International Court, demanding the Nagymaros part to be built. The 
international dispute is still unresolved (as of 2006). In the meantime the "Variant C" construction 
continued: in 1992 the Čunovo reservoir was filled, the secondary structures (such as the power-
plant) were finished and made operational by 1996. The threat of ecological catastrophe did not 
materialize during the following years; on the contrary, the Danube woods surrounding the area 
have been saved from draining observed in the past. 

Technical parameters: 

• Area of the Čunovo reservoir is 40 km², on the Slovak side only (the original Hrušov-Dunakiliti 
reservoir was to be 60 km2). The operational water level 131.1 meters above sea level (minimal and 
maximal levels are 129 and 131.5 m respectively).  
• The power station has eight vertical Kaplan turbines with runners 9.3 m in diameter and a 
maximum capacity of 90 MW each. Total capacity is 720 MW at operational discharge of 4000 
m3/s. Water level differences are 24 and 12.88 m. 
• The original river channel has discharge between 250 - 600 m3/s.  
• Two navigation locks were built. A bypass canal will handle floodings.  
The Gabčíkovo Hydroelectric Power Station produces 2600 GWh of electricity annually, making it 
the largest hydroelectric plant in Slovakia. 
It covers around 11% of electricity 
consumption of the country. 

A satellite view of the Gabčíkovo - 
Nagymaros Dams. 

Source: www.mapy.cz, modified 
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2nd September: The Drive-through Záhorie Lowland 

Monika Kopecká 

Záhorie (Transmountain region) is the region situated in the western part of the Slovak republic 
next to the frontier with Austria and the Czech Republic. Historically and geographically it includes 
the districs of Senica, Malacky, Skalica a Myjava. The territory is limited in the west by the state 
frontier with Austria and it runs along the river Morava while in the north-west and south-west its 
borders coincide with the frontier with the Czech Republic and the ridge of Malé Karpaty Mts. 
(Little Carpathians). The territory consists of the Záhorská nížina lowland, which borders on the 
Dolnomoravský úval dell and the Biele Karpaty Mts. in the north. Záhorie, due to its favoured 
geographical position and friendly climatic conditions is one of the territories with the earliest 
settlement in Slovakia. Its position was especially important in the Celtic and Germanic periods, as 
well as in the time of the Great Moravian Empire. After the Kingdom of Hungary was estalished, 
Záhorie found itself in the periphery and lost its privileged position. After the World War II when 
numerous industrial firms originated there and farmers were joined into the newly founded co-
operative, Záhorie experienced a period of development which, however, did not include the 
villages and towns lying along the Czechoslovak-Austrian border because of the effects of the Iron 
Curtain. 

Borská nížina is a part of Záhorská nížina lowland, a continuous area of blown sands and dunes.   

 

An example of a sand dune in Záhorská lowland. 

Záhorská Bystrica (population: 2400) is a small district in the north-west of Bratislava with 
extensively preserved rural architecture and settlement character. The first mention dates back to 
1208, but the area had been settled since the age of the Celts and Romans. A later archaeological 
site proves old Moravian settlement. The village witnessed also Croatian immigration dating back 
to the 16th century. Having different owners, the village was separated into two parts in 1515, but 
the economic activity of its people (agriculture, craft) survived surprisingly long. Záhorská Bystrica 
was the important production base for lime, wine, timber and meat. Since 1647, the village opened 
trade with wine, a privilege traditionally belonging to towns only. In 1866, the area stepped into the 
history with a massive Austrian-Prussian battle. The village was strongly connected with Vienna. 
Trade with agricultural products made it the wealthiest community in the wider area, which can be 
deduced from the fact that it was fully electrified in 1928 and it had a movie theater in 1936, even a 
post office and phone connection. It remained in hands of the private ownership of nobility until the 
end of WWII. 
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It became a part of Bratislava in 1972. Construction activity was banned between the years 
1967 and 1990 because of plans to develop there another Bratislava's housing estate, fortunately 
abandonned after the end of the socialist era. The location under the Carpathian slopes with 
beautiful nature offers much opportunity for hiking and sports. Recently, the quarter became one of 
the best examples of modern residential developments from the late 1990s in the whole country 
thanks to extensive construction of villa houses. 

Malacky (17 800 inhabitants) is the main settlement of Borská nížina lowland. The town was 
developed from the sentry settlement situated on the frontier of the Kingdom of Hungary where the 
royal family of Árpads invited the tribe of Secules from Transylvania to guard the frontier. Malacky 
developed as a yeoman town with the rights to markets and fairs after 1573. Founding the first 
manufacture producing wool cloth contributed to the town's development. New industrial firms, 
established after World War II, were the impetus which increased population of Malacky by more 
than ten thousand. Important land use changes during the last decade were connected with 
construction of a wood-processing factory. 

Plavecký Peter is a village which was established probably in the 11th or the 12th century when 
the Polovci (Cumans) guarded the borders of the territory of the Hungarian state. The first word in 
the name stems from a warrior tribe of Polovci (or Plavci) invited to this territory by the Hungarian 
king after the Tatar invasion in 1241.  Their task was to protect the frontiers of the Hungarian 
kingdom. Plavecký Peter is a farming settlement typical of western Slovakia with distinct examples 
of folk architecture. It is represented by traditional construction from clay, which was in the past 
widespread in the flat southern and western Slovakia, as a counterpart to the wooden villages of the 
mountainous Slovak north. The old heart of the village is comprised of a double-row hamlet which 
in the center lenticularly expands around the church. 

 

  

 

The originally renaissance Roman-Catholic Church of Sts. Peter and Paul the Apostles that was 
build in 1600 and rebuilt in the Baroque style in 1712  is also a part of the cultural heritage area .  

Plavecký hrad (castle ruins) appears in many legends and offers a wonderful view of the 
surrounding area. It used to serve as a royal frontier fort built in the years 1256-1273. Imperial 
troops damaged the castle in 1707 and it gradually changed into ruins. Its tower, the remains of the 
palace of the upper castle and large bastions of the lower castle survive.  The ruins of the castle 
standing on a steep hill (400m) at the foothills of Malé Karpaty Mts. present an impressive 
silhouette and are a favourite tourist destination.  

Old village houses in Plavecký Peter. 
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Šaštín-Stráže - a pilgrim place situated in northern part of Borská nížina lowland, where people 
come to see the statue of the Virgin Mary. Since adopting Christianity, the Slovak people have 
maintained the cult of worshiping Our Lady of Sorrows who became the patroness of Slovakia. She 
was proclaimed Patron Saint of Slovakia by a decree of Pope Pius XI. in 1927. There are 1267 
churches consecrated to the Virgin Mary in Slovakia, out of which 219 are to Our Lady of Sorrows. 
The church of the churches consecrated to Our Lady of Sorrows is the national shrine in Šaštín. 

The basilica is visited by pilgrims, not only from Slovakia but also from abroad. The 
beginning of pilgrimages is connected with the year 1564; it was in this year that Angelika 
Bakičová, the wife of the lord of Šaštín, Count Imrich Czobora, made a statue of Our Lady of 
Sorrows. It was a symbol of gratitude and a promise for answering pleas concerning her family 
woes. Later, the statue was placed for public worship into a trihedral chapel, which still stands 
today. Public veneration of the gracious late gothic or renaissance statue of the Virgin Mary (Pieta) 
from 1564 was confirmed by the Archbishop of Ostrihom in 1732. Archbishop Imrich Eszterházy, 
after examining 726 miracles, solemnly declared the statue to be miraculous in front of many clerics 
and 20,000 pilgrims.  

The building of the grand pilgrimage church in Sastin started in 1736. The church was built 
in the baroque style and consecrated at the presence of Empress Maria Theresa and Emperor Franz I 
of Lotharingia. It has six side altars; it is 61 m long and 23 m wide. The gracious statue was placed 
at the main altar in 1764. The national shrine of Our Lady of Sorrows in Sastin was given the title 
the Basilica Minor by the Pope Paul VI. in 1964. The Basilica includes the late baroque premises of 
the monastery and a sculpture of St. Trinity. The monastery and the Basilica are administered by the 
Salesian order. The national pilgrimage takes place here on the 15th September, the festival day of 
Our Lady of Sorrows, Patron Saint of Slovakia, which is at present also an official bank holiday in 
Slovakia. 

Ruins of the Plavecký castle. 
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Czechia 

 

 

 

Czechia (official name Czech Republic) is an inland Central European 
country with the total area of 78 860 km2 and population of 10.2 million 
(2001). Its GDP (22 000 USD per capita in PPP) is above average on 
the world level and the second highest (after Slovenia) among the post-
communist countries. 

Czechia consists of two main historical parts, or “lands” – Bohemia in the west and Moravia (with 
the “Czech” Silesia) in the east. Both parts have central lowland (between 200 and 300 metres a.s.l.) 
surrounded by highlands and mountain ranges, these create a typical fringe around the republic. The 
highest peaks are Sněžka (1602 m. a.s.l.) in Bohemia and Praděd (1491 m. a.s.l.) in Moravia. 
Typical landscapes of Czechia are however gently undulating hills and highlands between 300 and 
700 m. a.s.l. The largest of them is the Bohemian-Moravian Highland in the centre of the republic – 
the so-called “Inner Periphery”. Differences both in natural (climate, soils) and socio-economic 
features (land use, population density, spatial exposedness) thus stem basically from differences in 
altitude. 

The country has important stocks of coal in two large basins – black coal in the North 
Moravian/Silesian basin and brown coal in the North Bohemian basin. Moreover, Czechia is the last 
European producer of uranium. 

Up until the 11th century, the population was prevailingly Czech in ethnicity and was concentrated 
in the two main lowlands, the rest of the country being covered with forests (90 % of the territory 
around 1000 AD). After that the “Medieval colonization” started, and gradually, higher altitudes 
were settled and made open for agriculture, especially between the 12th and 14th centuries. The 
colonists were mostly of German origin. Consequently, the share of forest gradually declined to 28 
% in 1880s and the Germans created the most important ethnic minority with the share of almost 30 
% of the whole population in the first half of the 20th century, inhabiting mostly cities and mountain 
border regions. Another economically important community was formed by the Jews. 

The “Czech lands” saw their biggest political importance in the 13th and 14th centuries. Economy 
was based on agriculture and fishing in ponds. However, a decline of political influence followed, 
culminating during the three centuries of “Dark Times” when the country became a part of the 
Habsburg Empire (1620 – 1918). On the other hand, the country profited from its large coal stocks, 
favourable central position close to Germany, political stability and multi-ethnic character during 
the industrial era (approx. 1850 – 1950) when it became the centre of industry of the Habsburg 
Empire and one of the most industrialised and developed countries in the world. Heavy and 
machinery industry, typical for the area, was concentrated in large cities and coal basins. 

After the independence of Czechoslovakia (1918), the golden economic era continued during the 
so-called “First Republic”. A gradual decline started during the crises in the 1930s and WWII – the 
Jewish population was destroyed and the Germans (approximately 3 mil.) expelled, leaving large 
border areas empty and forever underused. The communist era (1948 – 1989) meant a tragedy in 
political, economic and environmental sense. The country started to recover after the Velvet 
Revolution (1989), the most important events being joining NATO (1997) and EU (2004). Today, 
in times of political and economic stability, the country experiences an unprecedented economic 
growth. 
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The environment, seriously damaged during communism, slowly recovers as well. In terms of land 
use, the area of forests (today 34 % of total area) and permanent grasslands (12 %) grows to the 
detriment of arable land (38 %), especially in less-favoured areas (border mountains). However, 
large areas of arable land lay unused or fallow (estimated between 1/10 and 1/5 of arable land), both 
in the mountains and around cities where many employment opportunities exist other than in 
agriculture. Moreover, large areas of agricultural land, especially on fertile soils around cities, are 
being developed and built-up, both for residential (suburbanisation) and economic (industrial parks, 
logistic centres, transport lines) purposes.  
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2nd September: Excursion to Lednice-Valtice Cultural Landscape 

Petr Mareš 

The Lednice-Valtice area, sometimes called "The Garden of Europe" and included in the list of 
UNESCO world heritage sites since 1996, is a remarkable example of human ability to transform 
the environment. We can see almost 200 square kilometres of completely rebuilt landscape here; the 
traditional agricultural parts combined with carefully managed artificial elements. Ponds, forests 
and vineyards with parks, gardens and architectonical monuments designed in a very responsive and 
pleasing way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
The present appearance and contemporary function of the area is the result of a long-term 

co-evolutional process between nature and human society. This part of South Moravia was 
inhabited by man from the very beginning, first signs of human activity can be dated as far back as 
to the late Pleistocene, some 30 000 years ago, to the days of mammoth hunters. 

The agrarian cultivation itself started relatively early here compared with the rest of 
Czechia, the lowlands of South Moravia were like "gates" for the Neolithic type of management 
spreading from the Near East through the Balkans to the Northern parts of the country (7 500 years 
ago).  In the course of history several tribes settled here. Celts (2 450 years ago), Germans (Roman 
times) and finally Slavs (600 AC) slowly continued with the cultivation of the landscape from its 
primarily "moor land appearance" towards the rural one.  
 

Rough demarcation of the Lednice-Valtice Cultural Lanscape area 

Map source: www.mapy.cz 
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The main and generally important breakpoints came in the middle ages, when the noble 
family of Lichtenstein (one of the richest and most powerful Aristocracy houses in the country) 
took control over the area. The relation between Lords of Lichtenstein and the South Moravia 
region can be dated back to the old times of the Czech kingdom, when the Czech king Premysl 
Otakar II gave Mikulov to Jindrich from Lichtenstein in 1260 in reward for his activities in war. As 
time went on, the Lichtensteins - thanks to their abilities in business and their effective “marriage 
policy” - managed to establish a long-term peace in the South Moravian region.  

In 1608 Karel Eusbius from Lichtenstein decided to make the town of Valtice into a 
representative residence for the family and started intensive cultivation of the surrounding 
landscape which culminated at the end of the 18th century. In Lednice, something like the 
“planning office” of the development was established and from there central-planned urbanization 
and landscape management was carried out. Vast areas of moor lands were transformed into ponds, 
among them several “english-style” romantic parks were designed and throughout the landscape 
many architectonical monuments (for example Turkish-style minaret, replica of ruin of medieval 
castle, a colonnade etc.) were built.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The traditionally rural and at the same time residential region got a new impulse with the 
building of a railway (the "North Ferdinand Railway" ), which in 1839 made Breclav the first 
railway station in Moravia. Consequently, thanks to a modern traffic connection several factories 
grew in the surroundings, relating mostly to the agricultural production of the area: sugar refineries, 
fruit conservation factories etc. This dynamic development brought still higher prosperity to this 
already rich region and still more income to the cash office of the Lichtenstein family. 
 

The example of architectonical 
monuments spread throughout the 
countryside: colonade from the year 
1820 (picture taken in 1930) 

Source: www.radnice-valtice.cz 

The park around Lednice chateau is a 
"core zone" for all the Lednice-Valtice 
Cultaural Landscape  

Source: www.lednice.cz 
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The two world wars affected the development of the area considerably. After WWI, as the 
border between newly founded Czechoslovakia (1918) and Austria led close to Valtice, the region 
which had previously been in the middle of the Austrian Empire found itself on the margin on the 
Czechoslovak side of the border. That was, of course, a big problem for the German-speaking 
population. Although the area is historically Moravian, the administration of Lichtenstein family 
had in time attracted many workers from Austria.  As the result, many south Moravian villages had 
a majority of German-speaking inhabitants, who refused obedience to the new Czechoslovak 
republic and who had to be overruled by Czechoslovak divisions. 

A somewhat reversed situation appeared before WWII when Hitler used the Czechoslovak 
German-speaking minority as a pretext for starting the occupation of Czechoslovakia. Czech 
inhabitants were expelled from the border villages and transported to other parts of Czechia.  

Immediately after WWII, in 1945, all the property of Lichtenstein family was confiscated 
(in response to their collaboration with Nazi Germany - the Lichtensteins had logically always been 
more loyal to the Germans than to the Czech countries) and the family moved out. In this way a 
more than 650 years long period of continuous prosperous activity of this noble family in the region 
came to its end. Recently, the Lichtensteins have tried to claim some parts of the property, but it 
appears to be a very difficult question: standard restitution procedures after 1989 relate only to the 
communist period (1948-1989), earlier state interventions with private property are not discussed in 
the law (in the past, there were several waves of confiscation for different reasons and on different 
scales). It is a general question whether the state has the right to interfere with private property 
when the extent or form of such private property can restrict or endanger the community on a higher 
level. 

It must be also mentioned that the origins of most of Lichteinsein’s Moravian property can 
be regarded as “unclear” or even “illegal”, especially concerning the activity of Karel of 
Lichteinstein during the restrictions imposed on Czech Aristocracy after the defeat of the Uprising 
of Czech Nobility in 1620. Karel was an important member of State Executive Council which 
illegally confiscated most of the property of Czech Noble Families and brought the prosperous 
country into a total financial collapse within six years. This was the time when Lichteinsteins 
completed their South-Moravian rule and made the most expensive landscape cultivation in 
Lednice-Valtice area. Also the collaboration with Nazi Germany (directly with A. Hitler) leaves a 
shadow on the operations of Lichteinstein family in Czech lands. 

The end of WWII, however, was unfortunate not only for the Lichtensteins, but also for all 
the German-speaking inhabitants. They were considered "quislings and enemies of the state", their 
citizenship was cancelled and they were expelled from Czechoslovakia. Most unfortunately, some 
of the anti-fascists who actively fought against the Nazis during the war were expelled as well, that 

The town of Valtice before WWII with its Majority of German-speaking inhabitants 

Source:www.radnice-valtice.cz 
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is the calamity of collective guilt. 

The Czech state was aware of the unique value of this easily gained estate, but in contrast to 
many other historical monuments in Czechia it was not kept in proper condition. The reason was the 
vicinity of Iron Curtain and strictly prohibited belt of guard band established within 2 km of the 
chateau of Valtice. Nevertheless, the Lednice-Valtice area has gradually received a reputation of the 
best tourist destination in Moravia, supported by the fact that it was recognised as a UNESCO 
world heritage site after the “Velvet Revolution”. 

Presently, a renovation of not only the chateau buildings and parks, but also of common 
civic places throughout the villages slowly improves the appearance and quality of life in this 
border area. Nowadays, being within the EU, the line of frontier is less visible and perhaps, along 
with Czechia joining the Schengen Agreement on 31 December 2007 it will lose its importance at 
all. The Lednice-Valtice area will be – after almost a hundred years of separation – in the middle of 
allied and united Europe again.  
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3rd September 2007: Excursion to Pálava Protected Landscape Area 

Robin Rašín 

The first attempts of landscape protection and nature conservation in the Czech lands stretch 
back to the 19th century. However, a modern system of the protected landscape areas has its origin 
in the1950s. It was a period when the pattern of the Czech countryside was significantly changed 
and influenced by the “newly” established communist farms. The first region declared as protected 
and therefore partly spared from strong exploitation was the “Český ráj“ (Bohemian Paradise) 
region in 1955. Later, mostly mountain regions were under the state protection among which was 
also the first national park – Krkonoše (The Giant Mountains) − in 1963.  

Nowadays there are altogether 25 protected landscape areas and 4 national parks in the 
Czech Republic. They are mostly located along the border copying the main mountain ranges. 

  
(Source: geoportal cenia.cz, modified) 

The Pálava region itself can be found in the south-east of the Czech Republic. This 
particular area has the longest settlement history in the Czech lands, its first chapter was written by 
mammoth hunters. Centuries later a Roman military camp was founded close to the village of 
Mošov. Despite the long term influence of human activity in the area surrounding it, the Pálava 
massif succeeded in keeping its valuable ecosystems.  

In 1976 Pálava became a part of the Czechoslovak network of landscape protected areas. 
The area of 83 sq km is a nature reserve and is also included in the UNESCO Man & Biosphere 
program. Thus the PLA Pálava belongs to the Biosphere Reserve (BR) of Lower Morava 
(established 1986, extended 2003). Apart from the Pavlov Hills, the BR covers a wider area 
consisting of the flat alluvium of the Dyje River which is now mostly converted into agricultural 
land with some remnants of floodplain meadows and forests. Southern and eastern parts are 
characterised by arable land. The largest mid-European area of hard-wood alluvial forests and 
continental flood-plain meadows (some 8000ha) is preserved in the triangle between the town of 
Břeclav, the village of Tynec and the confluence of the Morava and Dyje Rivers. The central part of 
the Biosphere Reserve is made up of a depression occupied by fishponds. Two dominant 
ecosystems are under protection: Pannonian steppes (PLA Pálava) and temperate broadleaf forests 
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together with woodlands. The PLA itself is also of an international importance since it will be 
involved into the European NATURA 2000 project. 

The core of the PLA is formed by the Pavlov Hills consisting of limestone cliffs and steep 
slopes which emerge above the flat and heavily used agricultural land of Southern Moravia. Pálava 
remained as an island of wilderness surrounded by crop fields. Ecosystems such as dry grass plots, 
steppes, dry bushes and oak woods are the dominant landscape features, however a considerable 
part has also been transformed into arable land and vineyards. The variety of these ecosystems is 
priceless, and unique in the Czech Republic. These different habitats are home environment to a 
real mosaic of endangered species (both plants and animals). Among ecological problems which 
need to be dealt with are erosion, deer outbreak, illegal usage of forbidden pesticides and other. 

 

 
 
Within the PLA two castle ruins can be found. These ruins of mediaeval structures are 

called Sirotčí hrad and Dívčí hrad (or Děvičky). The former was founded in the second half of the 
13th century by the Wehingen family. The castle was abandoned in the second half of the 16th 
century but the exact year of the abandonment, as well as the reason, remain unknown. 

 

 

Děvičky castle (www.hrady.cz) 

 

Sirotčí hrad castle (www.hrady.cz) 

The main limestone 
range of the Pavlov 
Hills in Pálava PLA. 

Source: 
http://www.jiznimorava.cz/
breclavsko/turistika_ok/pal
ava/palava08.htm 
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The other castle's history is only one century longer. The castle was likewise founded in the 
early 13th century. Its flourishing history of the castle as a border fortress was cut off by the 
Swedish army which burned the castle down in 1645. The castle has not been resettled, and 
remained abandoned. 

North of Pálava the Dyje river has been dammed and large water area (called “Nové Mlýny 
dam” ) emerged in 1970’s. The project has been a topic of discussions and tension between 
environmentalists, fish farmers and the dam operator. The group of environmentalists would wish to 
lower the dam water level in order to create and enlarge swampy natural habitats; whereas the other 
group would wish to increase the water level which would result in rise of the electricity 
production. Moreover, the fish farmers often express their displeasure with nesting flocks of fish-
eating birds. 

At present the whole region is a well-known and popular tourist destination. Apart from 
the natural heritage it has also cultural heritage and winegrowing to offer which attracts tourists 
from various parts of the country and of Europe too. And the dam remains a favourite water 
recreation area no matter how strong the tension is between environmental and economical interests 
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3rd September 2007: Sightseeing in the city of Mikulov  

Jan Kabrda 

Czechia can be roughly divided into two parts by an approximately east-western line crossing 
Prague and Brno. The northern and north-eastern parts of the country are densely populated, more 
urbanised and economically developed, and consequently more polluted and environmentally 
damaged. The southern part is less populated and developed, culturally more traditional, with a 
typical settlement structure of a dense network of villages and small towns. Most of these towns 
saw their biggest importance and growth between the 13th and 18th centuries, and then stagnation or 
even decline during the industrial era of the 19th and 20th centuries. Their growth and wealth were 
connected to agriculture and fishing in ponds, with trade, and with important Czech noble families 
(Rožmberk, Lichtenštejn etc.). Their decline stemmed from industrialization in the above-
mentioned northern part of Czechia and a consequent south – northern shift of the core of the 
country’s economy. 

As a result, however, a beautiful medieval, Renaissance and Baroque architecture has been 
preserved in these towns together with a typical agricultural landscape around, in an undulating 
terrain with a mosaic of small fields, meadows, woodlands, ponds, and even orchards and vineyards 
in southern Moravia. Thanks to this picturesque natural and cultural heritage, these cities became 
important tourist centres after the revolution in 1989, and some of them are protected by UNESCO. 
The best-known examples are Český Krumlov, Telč or Slavonice. Apart from tourism, their 
economy is more focused on agriculture and light industry, with a higher share of small and 
medium enterprises. The town of Mikulov, lying near the border with Austria, at the foothills of the 
limestone massif of Pálava, and at the outskirts of fertile Moravian lowlands, can serve as another 
typical example of these towns.  
 

 

 

Mikulov  was founded in the 13th century (although a settlement had existed in this area for a long 
time before) in a strategic position under a border castle from the same time. The village was 
declared a town in 1410. It served as an administrative centre and a seat for the noble families of 
Lichtenštejn (1249 – 1560) and Ditrichštejn (1575 – 1945), who held large estates both in Moravia 
and Austria. 

The latter were very tolerant and thus a large Jewish community (ghetto) was established in 

The chateau and the town centre of 
Mikulov 

Source: www.mikulov.cz 
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the town, and became the largest in Moravia. In its peak in 1840s, Jews constituted more then 40 % 
of the town's population. Between the 16th and 19th centuries, Mikulov was an administrative centre 
of Moravian Jews with the seat of the country’s Rabbi. In those days, the population of Mikulov (as 
of many other towns and cities in Moravia) was a natural mixture of Czech, German and Jewish 
elements. These people of different languages, religions and habits were living next to each other in 
a peaceful and culturally and economically fruitful cooperation. 

 The city of Mikulov saw its fastest growth between the 16th and 18th centuries when it 
became one of the most important cities in Moravia. Many Latin-style Renaissance buildings were 
built here, especially during the times of Cardinal František of Ditrichštejn (1570 – 1636). An 
“empire road” from Vienna to Brno, built during the first half of the 18th century, led through 
Mikulov and supported its importance as a market and trade centre. More then 2.500 inhabitants 
lived in Mikulov at the end of the 16th century and 7.400 (4.400 Christian and 3.000 Jewish) at the 
end of the 18th century – it was the fifth largest city in Moravia then. 

The town of Mikulov in the 1st half of the 19th century (a military map, 1826) and nowadays (an 
aerial photograph, 2006, the respective area from the older map in the red box) 

Source: www.rotrekl.cz, www.mapy.cz 
 

 A gradual decline of importance of Mikulov started at the beginning of the 19th century 
and continued throughout the 20th century. Absence of natural resources (coal, ores) in the whole 
region and the railway Vienna – Brno, built in the 1830s, leading through the city of Břeclav and 
thus bypassing the once important trade centre of Mikulov, resulted in the town's stagnation during 
the era of industrialization of Czechia in the 19th century. The whole Jewish community was 
destroyed during WWII, and after it, the German half of the town’s remaining population was 
expulsed. The socialist preference for coal mining and heavy industry in North-Bohemian and 
North-Moravian cities together with the existence of the Iron Curtain along the proximate border 
with the capitalist Austria meant an era of neglect and underdevelopment between the years 1948 
and 1989. However, thanks to that, no large investments were made in Mikulov and the historical 
character of the town was preserved, although the buildings were in a very bad state. 

The post-socialist transformation after 1989 created new opportunities for towns in southern 
Bohemia and Moravia, strengthened by their proximity to wealthy Bavaria and Upper and Lower 
Austria. On the one hand, the traditional agriculture and light industry had to undergo a painful 
transformation connected with growing unemployment, but, on the other hand, the cities begun to 
focus on tourism. It is based on rich cultural and natural heritage, and, more recently, the wine and 
cycling tourisms have become a flourishing industry in Mikulov. This “boom” leads to growing 
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employment in services and to a desirable renovation of the town’s priceless architecture and 
surrounding agricultural landscape. The town of Mikulov has almost 8.000 inhabitants today. 

The historical city centre of Mikulov has been protected since 1982 by obtaining the status 
of the “Town cultural heritage area” (Městská památková rezervace). The shape of the medieval 
town, many historical buildings on the town square and in the neighbouring streets and a large part 
of the walls (build between the 14th and 16th centuries) have been preserved together with many 
monuments in the surrounding landscape. Many buildings were built in a typical Latin (Italian) 
style during Renaissance and express the strong Catholic traditions of the whole region. The town’s 
area has generally three dominant hills – the Chateau hill, the Saint hill, and the Goat hill. 
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