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1. Geographical situation

This evaluated microregion is composed of Czech abandoned 
village Košťálkov and Austrian village Kleintaxen located some 
400 m on both sides of Czech-Austrian borderline (see Fig-
ure 1). The case study area is located on the southeast border 
of Jindřichův Hradec District, in an area known as Bohemian 
Canada (Česká Kanada in Czech). This area is characterized by 
its harsh climatic conditions and an elevation that, for the most 
part, is between 500 and 700 m above sea level.

Košťálkov Municipality had existed until 1953, when it was 
dissolved in order to create the fortified border zone. The army 
destroyed all of the buildings in the village as well as in two 
smaller settlements. In this area, only one smaller municipality, 
Staré Město pod Landštejnem, along the local significant state 
highway, has been preserved. It now administers the territory 
of Košťálkov. The neighbouring municipality of Kleintaxen, 
just over the state border, is located in the northern reaches of 
Lower Austria. The natural centre for these municipalities is the 
Austrian town of Kautzen and the district capital is Waidhofen 
an der Thaya (20 km away).

This case study area was selected because of its position on 
the Czech-Austrian border. With this selection we hoped to 
document characteristic landscape changes in areas, in which 
the Iron Curtain was – after the displacement of the Czech Ger-
mans and until 1953 – incrementally constructed and fortified. 
We added the Austrian municipality of Kleintaxen into this com-
parison, as a means of more clearly demonstrating differences 
in land use, particularly differences related to political-economic 
changes in this type of borderland territory in Czechia, during 
the latter half of the 20th century.

2. Natural environment 

Košťálkov is located in an area known as Bohemian Canada, due 
to the relatively harsh natural and climatic conditions of the hilly 
landscape with its large proportion of forest cover and the large 
number of mountain streams and ponds. The municipality itself 
was situated at an elevation of 540 to 550 m a.s.l. The entire area is 
oriented towards the southeast. Košťálkov was sheltered from the 
west by the mountain ridge, which is the source area of the creek 
that flowed through the village. Further to the east the valley floor 
slopes down to meet the Pstruhovec stream with an elevation of 
roughly 520 m a.s.l. The slope of the former fields ranges from 
zero to seven degrees which, according to current soil ecological 
units, would be considered from flat to gently sloped. The village 
of Kleintaxen has an elevation of approximately 550 m a.s.l.

The local climate is determined by the relatively high eleva-
tion (510 to 670 m a.s.l.) and by a highly varied terrain. The 
average temperature in July ranges from 15 to 17 °C, whereas 

average temperatures in January are around –3 °C. On average, 
there are more than 20 rainy days, with more than 10 mm of 
rain, each year. During the season, there are, on average, 70 to 
90 days with snowfall. Temperature average is ca. 4–5 °C and 
amount of precipitation ca. 800 mm per year. 

The monotonous geological substratum of crystalline acid 
granitic plutonic rocks is the base of a relatively homogeneous 
land cover with dominance of acid light-grained cambisols which 
give way to their glutinous subtypes or directly to stagnosols at 
lower parts of the relief. The soils on gentle and gradual slopes 
are locally stony and their fertility is average or below average in 
general. The site of the abandoned village Košťálkov is probably 
a typical microrelief with the remains of walls, synanthropic 
vegetation and a sequence of hardwood plant associations. The 
traditional use is based on potato and forage crops growing, 
as well as shepherding. The present-day agricultural use is of 
extensive character. The originally agricultural land was partly 
afforested and it includes large areas of scattered grassland. In 
the western part of the area, there is a continuous spruce stand.

As these data indicate, the area presents rather unfavourable 
conditions for agriculture. Winters here present harsh climatic 
conditions and summers are humid and cool. Winter conditions 
last for approximately 100 days each year. The area is unique, 
first and foremost, because of its landscape. The region has a 
very high portion of forest cover interspersed with a large num-
ber of ponds; it is unique in its varied terrain. For this reason, 
the Bohemian Canada Nature Park, with an area of 283 km², 
was designated in 1994. 

3. Social and economic conditions

The landscape is thickly forested and did not see human set-
tlement until the late middle ages. The first written record of 
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Fig. 1 — Case study area Košťálkov, Kleintaxen.
Source of map: ArcČR 500.
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the municipality of Košťálkov (at that time, known in Ger-
man as Gottschallings) is from 1487, when it belonged to the 
Landštejn / Landstein estate. Small stream, which originates 
in the nearby forest, flowed through the municipality and was 
used to create a small fish pond in the upper part of the village. 
Historically, the municipality included two additional hamlets. 
Municipality had existed until 1953, when it was dissolved in 
order to create the border zone. In addition to Košťálkov, the 
army also destroyed other smaller municipalities here along the 
border, forcing the Czech inhabitants – who had only moved into 
the area changing (in significantly smaller numbers) after the 
Czech Germans had been removed from the land in 1945 – to 
move once again; this time deeper into the country’s interior. 
This fate has been shared by other now no-longer-existing 
municipalities in the area, including Rajchéřov, Romava, Staré 
Hutě, Kuní, Dětříš, Pernárec and Košlák (Chromý 2003). 

From 1953 until 1989, the zone of engineered defences (in the 
distance from several hundred metres to several kilometres from 
the real border), which served to secure the western border of 
communist Czechoslovakia, had separated the national border 
from Czechia’s inland. This part of the landscape was accessible 
only to military personnel, designated by the Ministry of the 
Interior to defend the border, and economic utilization was weak 
only. Even in the interior in the vicinity of these engineered 
defences (barbed wire fences, at times even equipped with live 
electric current, a ploughed strip of land approximately seven 
metres wide, various alarm and communication equipment 

lining a signal path for the army, etc.) a strict restriction on 
economic use of the land was enforced. This restriction applied 
not only to individual, private farmers (at this time, only a few 
hundred such farmers existed in all of Czechoslovakia), but also 
to agricultural co-ops. Only state, or rather military, owned and 
operated farms and forests (forest enterprises) that were entirely 
subject to the state and therefore easy to control, were permitted 
to conduct business in this area.

The abandoned village Košťálkov was one of the largest 
municipalities in the area around Staré Město pod Landštejnem. 
The oldest available data – from 1842 – regarding the number 
of inhabitants report a population of 291 people. Up until the 
end of the nineteenth century, the village’s population stead-
ily grew, to 320 inhabitants in 1880, and 356 in 1895. All later 
censuses show declining numbers of inhabitants influenced by 
peripherality of this locality and process of urbanization (see 
Table 1). The 1930 census records 246 inhabitants, practically 
all of which were of German nationality. After the borderlands 
had been separated and annexed, pursuant to the Munich 
Agreement, and the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia was 
created, Košťálkov belonged to the German Empire. Among 
other things, this meant that the border between Košťálkov and 
Kleintaxen disappeared. In effect, this supported the tendency 
for the municipality’s inhabitants to travel more frequently to 
Lower Austria and less frequently to Bohemia for products and 
services, for national and social reasons. The prevalence of 
the German speaking inhabitants also manifested itself in the 

Fig. 2 — Contemporary aerial photograph of the case study area.
Source: http://geoportal.gov.cz.
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results of elections between 1920 and 1930. DSDAP (the German 
Social Democratic Worker’s Party) prevailed in elections in all 
of the years, in which elections to the national assembly were 
held (1920, 1925 and 1929). SDP (the Sudeten German Party), 
founded in 1933 by K. Henlein and supported by A. Hitler, won 
the next two elections, in 1935 and 1939.

In 1945, 280 inhabitants lived in Košťálkov. During the 
period from August 1945 until 1947, nearly all of the German 
inhabitants living in Czechoslovakia were forced to move (as 
in Poland, Hungary, Romania and other European countries), 
on the basis of decisions made by the victorious powers at the 
Potsdam Conference on 2 August 1945. In the case study area, 
the displacement of inhabitants was primarily carried out dur-
ing the so-called “wild transfer” period, which occurred directly 
after the end of the war and which was accompanied by a num-
ber of excesses. German inhabitants were thrown out of their 
homes, their property was looted both by Soviet soldiers and by 
newly arriving Czech inhabitants – the so-called gold-diggers – 
intentionally coming here from the inland. Košťálkov, however, 
was not a very attractive target for Czech immigrants from the 
inland moving to the borderland. In 1947, the village had only 
129 inhabitants which later declined to only a few dozen peo-
ple. Not long afterwards the municipality was designated for 
desertion, on the basis of a 1951 decree from the Ministry of 
the Interior concerning the creation of a border zone. Already 
in 1948, the Ministry of the Interior ordered the removal of 
all inhabitants from the nearby municipalities of Romava and 
Staré Hutě. Some of these people moved to Košťálkov, only to be 
forced to relocate again, two years later.

Data on the number of houses in Košťálkov show a gradual 
increase up until World War II. The municipality had in 1895 
58 houses, by 1939 the number had increased to 73. At present, 
Košťálkov is nonexistent. In its immediate vicinity, however, 
across the Austrian border with practically identical natural 
and situational conditions, we find the small settlement of Klein-
taxen, which is now a very small village, with roughly 25 inhabit-
ants and 37 buildings (both residential and agricultural) – see 
Figure 2.

Traditional economic sectors in the area included agriculture, 
forestry and weaving. Industrial production has never been 
located here. In 1929, the trades practiced in Košťálkov were 
characteristic of community subsistence for a small agricultural 
village: wheeler, smith, shoemaker and miller. Sources from 1909 
report that the village had a two-room schoolhouse, a newsstand, 

a German volunteer fire-fighter group, a manor estate, a mill, two 
inns, a mixed goods store and a small chapel. At present, the area 
draws a rather large number of tourists, in spite of the fact that 
there is no village here. Bicycle trail no. 1007A, which continues 
on to Kleintaxen and Großtaxen in Austria, crosses through the 
territory of the former municipality. A rest area for cyclists has 
been built in the area of the municipality. Two reconstructed 
crosses at their original locations are the only standing remains 
of the former municipality. In addition to these, the foundations 
and ruins of portions of the former buildings are visible in some 
places (see a model of the former village – Figure 3). A number 
of wild fruit trees can also be found at the site of the abandoned 
village. In 2006, the border roadway connecting Košťálkov and 
Kleintaxen was repaired and – in a ceremony involving local 
inhabitants of Kleintaxen, former residents of Košťálkov and 
government representatives from both countries – the border 
crossing was officially reopened. Initially the border crossing 
was designated only for pedestrian and bicycle traffic, but now 
it improves the mutual accessibility of two peripheral areas in 
neighbouring countries for passenger vehicles and motorcycles 
as well.

4. Long-term land use changes

Košťálkov is situated close to the Czech-Austrian border, on 
the area administered by the town hall of Staré Město. The 
displacement of the German population brought about a momen-
tous change in land use. This decided on the fate of not only 
Košťálkov, but also of a number of settlements to the south of 
Staré Město. The selection of the locality for a detailed analysis 
of land use was primarily influenced by this turning point in the 
modern history of settlement and in the use of this particular 
area (see Figures 4, 5 and Table 2). 

Until the early 1990s, rather poor, stony soils, at which cul-
tivation was often difficult, had been managed in a relatively 
intensive way by a state-owned farm, as everywhere near the 
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Fig. 4 — Land use structure of 
the case study area.
Source: Czech Office for 
Surveying, Mapping and 
Cadastre; authors’ field survey 
(2003).

Table 1 — Number of inhabitants and permanently inhabited houses in Košťálkov from 
1895 to 1939

Year

1895 1909 1910 1921 1930 1939

Inhabitants 356 338 326 284 246 253

Houses 58 60 62 61 73 73

Source: Czech Statistical Office.

Fig. 3 — 3D model of the case study area in 1840. Kleintaxen is found in the lower part 
of the picture, Košťálkov in the upper part. Authors: Jan Jelének and Přemysl Štych.
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Fig. 5 — Land use in the case study area in the years 1823 and 2003.
Source: Czech Office for Surveying, Mapping and Cadastre; authors’ field survey (2003).
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border, with the state’s generous subsidies. As a result, there was 
an extensive ploughed-up area as well as primarily dairy pro-
duction of stabled cattle. The privatization of agriculture after 
1990 and the end of the former system of agricultural subsidies 
brought about major changes in farming ways. Only a small 
quantity of arable land has remained in the area as most of it has 
been transformed into meadows and pastures or was left fallow 
without any transfer into the category of pastures and meadows 
in the cadastral register. At present, this permanent grassland is 
being grazed at a much smaller scale by meat cattle, only stabled 
in winter. Recently, a part of the pastures has even been used 
for newly introduced bison breeding from North America as the 
animals easily endure the harsh winter conditions of this part 
of Česká Kanada (Bohemian Canada), while near the area, a 
different owner breeds European bisons. 

These specific types of breeding are mainly motivated by an 
effort at an economically more efficient utilization of the existing 
conditions for agricultural economy as the price of meat of the 
exotic animals is about three times higher than that of beef. The 
described transformations of the functions of landscape in the 
Košťálkov territory have also had a major impact on the structure 
of land use, sharply contrasting with landscape changes in the 
neighbouring cadaster unit of Kleintaxen beyond the state border 
in Austria. In the study area, there were also substantial changes 
in the sense that at the time of the Communist agricultural large-
scale production, the former narrow, long strips of land (until 
now typical of the neighbouring Kleintaxen) were replaced with 
consolidated large plots, whereby balks disappeared. At present, 
this consolidation of the former split subdivision into larger 
strips constitutes one of the major environmental problems (high 
soil erosion, waterlogging at low altitudes, wash-out of nutrients 
from higher parts of land, etc.).

5. Perspectives, problems and risks
of future development

Obviously, the displacement of the Czech Germans in 1945–1946 
and the abandonment of the Košťálkov village, resettled by the 
Czech population after 1953, over the construction of Iron 
Curtain on the Austrian-Czech border influenced not only the 
loss of the residential function, but also, to a large extent, of the 
productive agricultural function. This is why the index of change 
in the area was high, having reached 59.08% in 1823–2003. This 
means that a change in the category has occurred, compiled on 
the basis of a comparison of two map layers at almost one half 

of the territory of the studied cadastre unit. A comparison of 
maps of two time horizons has revealed a substantial decline in 
agricultural land (arable, permanent grassland as well as perma-
nent cultures) and there was roughly the same increase in forest 
areas (almost to the triple of that from 1823).

In the given years, a similar situation could be seen in other 
regions alongside Czechia’s western border. What matters is 
that until 1989 neither any private farmers nor agricultural 
cooperatives could farm close to the Iron Curtain, only state-
owned farms (or military-owned farms and forests). In this area, 
it was the Nová Bystřice state farm and Staré Město pod Land-
štej nem farm. At present, the farmed area is owned by private 
 companies.

With its current function, the territory constitutes a meadow 
and woodland landscape with a very low level of influence of 
current society on its changes. There is a domination of envi-
ronmental and recreational functions, with a limited scope of 
economic utilization of a minor part of the area. We consider 
it highly interesting to compare the erstwhile and present-day 
structures of land of Košťálkov with the neighbouring locality 
in Austria. Despite the same natural conditions, a rather signifi-
cant proportion of arable land has remained on the Austrian 
side, while the traditional land disintegration into small strips 
of land with various owners and sowed crops was conserved 
there. Naturally, this has a major impact on the territory’s envi-
ronmental quality.

Given the peripheral location of the model area towards both 
Czech and Austrian nodes, the prospects give some guarantees 
of the preservation of present-day structure of land use or only 
minor changes in the future. In fact, there was an undoubtedly 
very interesting attempt from the turn of the century when a 
foreign investor prepared a project of a large recreational centre 
for the neighbouring cadaster unit Rajchéřov in an environmen-
tally priceless area (the capacity of about 3,000 persons!), which 
promised a fairly high number of jobs in an area plagued with 
unemployment. Due to the opposition by the general public 
and primarily the disagreement with the project voiced by the 
Ministry of the Environment, the investor’s interest moved else-
where. A complex of tens of recreational houses, primarily for 
foreign buyers, was established near Nová Bystřice in the area 
of another abandoned locality. It can use both the facilities pro-
vided by the small town of Nová Bystřice and ten golf courses on 
both the Czech and Austrian sides of the border. Thanks to the 
solution, the area of Košťálkov and the neighbouring Rajchéřov 
could be left in an undisturbed, significantly secondary natural 
state. ■

Table 2 — Land use changes 1823—2003 (ha)

∑ = 562.64 ha Arable land Permanent cultures Permanent grassland Forest areas Water areas Built-up areas Remaining areas Total

Arable land 115.2 — 41.5 164.8 0.1 0.0 8.1 214.6

Permanent cultures 0.4 — 0.1 1.2 0.0 — 0.1 1.8

Permanent grassland 12.9 — 6.1 71.8 2.3 0.0 4.9 92.0

Forest areas 0.0 — 0.0 105.1 0.1 — 4.6 4.7

Water areas 0.2 — 1.8 4.7 0.9 — 2.2 8.9

Built-up areas 0.3 — 0.0 2.1 0.1 — 0.2 2.7

Remaining areas 2.1 — 1.0 4.6 0.1 — 2.8 7.8

Total 15.9 0.0 44.4 249.2 2.8 0.0 20.0 332.4

Note: Changes of land use (in hectares) from categories in rows to categories in columns. Example: 41.5 hectares of arable land (1823) has been transferred to permanent grassland in 2003.

Total area (in ha) of observed locality(-ies) in 1823 and 2003. Total amount of changed category from into category in columns.

From the size in 1823 in the same category “survived” till 2003. Amount of hectares with change of category.

Total amount of hectares newly in arable land (etc.) in 2003 from categories in rows.

Source: Czech Office for Surveying, Mapping and Cadastre; authors’ field survey (2003).




