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1. Geographical situation

The case study area of Slovácké Kopanice, composed of three 
settlements Hrubá Vrbka, Malá Vrbka and Kuželov, is situated in 
the district of Hodonín in the South Moravian Region, in close 
proximity to the border between Czechia and Slovakia (see Fig-
ure 1). It is clear that the position of this case study area is highly 
peripheral; it is, however, a place with very old traditions and 
customs, where connections with the Slovaks living on the other 
side of the border have always been intensive. The area covers 
approximately 2,800 hectares. Hrubá Vrbka (1,318 hectares), 
which lies close to Kuželov, is the biggest municipality here. 
Kuželov extends over 1,020 hectares and features mostly rolling, 
intensively cultivated landscapes. Malá Vrbka is the smallest set-
tlement within the case study area with 444 hectares.

All three municipalities have a history that spans 600 years 
since the first written reference. Hrubá Vrbka is the oldest one, 
mentioned already in 1384; Malá Vrbka was reportedly founded 
in 1401, and Kuželov in 1406. The eastern limits of Hrubá Vrbka 
and Kuželov also constitute the border between Czechia and Slo-
vakia. The area is considered a remote periphery, due in part to 
the fact that no significant traffic routes pass through it. Only one 
local road runs through the area and ends at Malá Vrbka. The 
hilly area beyond is only accessible using unpaved tracks and 
forest paths. Communication lines of higher rank are found in 
Velká nad Veličkou (seat of municipal office; crow flight distance 
some 8 km, but about 20 kilometres on the road due to hilly ter-
rain). A second class road passes through as well as the railway 
line which connects eastern Moravia (Veselí nad Moravou) with 
western Slovakia (Nové Mesto nad Váhom) across the border. 
Hodonín, seat of district authorities, is located 26 kilometres 
away (crow flight), or 34 kilometres by road. Somewhat closer 
lies the administrative centre of the neighbouring district, Uher-
ské Hradiště. This town should be considered a regional centre 
of the wider region – Moravské Slovácko. The distance between 
Uherské Hradiště and Brno, the regional capital, is 75 kilometres 
(crow flight), or ca. 90 kilometres by the fastest road route.

2. Natural environment

The altitude of the analysed area varies between 250 and 
583 metres a.s.l. The lowest and highest points are both part of 
the Hrubá Vrbka municipality. Larger expanses of forests are 
situated to the east, along the border with Slovakia. The border 
ridge is also the highest one (583 m). In the northern part of 
the Hrubá Vrbka cadastre unit, the lowest point within the area 
is found; this part is also relatively densely built-up. Slopes are 
generally gentle with gradients usually less than 9°; only the 
southern slopes near the border reach up to 20°.

The geological bedrock of the analysed area is mostly com-
posed of Cenozoic rocks, formed during the Alpine orogeny, 
usually sandstones and schist, and is part of the outer flysh 
Carpathian belt. Soils are rather uniform here. Most of the agri-
culturally utilised land belongs to the black soil type, which is 
the most fertile soil type found in the country. The area offers 
mostly favourable conditions for agricultural production. Only 
valleys and surrounding areas are covered by flood-plain soils; 
the cambisols occur in higher altitudes near the border. 

The case study area includes a number of small streams 
which are left tributaries to the Morava River. The entire area 
is drained into the Black Sea via the Danube.

Czech climate in general is temperate with both maritime 
and continental influences. Compared to the rest of the country, 
the Moravian plains, including the Hodonín district, are rela-
tively dry and warm. According to Quitt’s climatic classification 
(1971), the case study area belongs to the category which is 
characterised by long, warm and dry summers, warm springs 
and autumns, and short, relatively warm and dry to very dry 
winters. The entire area is located at the foothills of Bílé Karpaty 
Mountains, which have been designated a protected landscape 
area (Chráněná krajinná oblast – CHKO in short). Large florifer-
ous meadows with scattered trees, as well as mosaic of gardens, 
fields, and orchards are typical of the mountains (see Figure 2). 
Rare plant species are found here, too. The protected area was 
declared on November 3rd, 1980, with an area of 715 sqkm. In 
1996 Bílé Karpaty was given the status of UNESCO Biosphere 
Reserve. Of the three municipalities, Malá Vrbka lies within the 
protected area as completely, whereas Hrubá Vrbka and Kuželov 
only partially. Generally speaking, natural conditions are very 
favourable for agricultural activities – a fact that is reflected in 
the land use structure. Outside the built-up areas, much of the 
land is utilised as arable land, meadows or pastures and only 
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Fig. 1 — Case study area Hrubá Vrbka, Malá Vrbka and Kuželov.
Source of map: ArcČR 500.
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a small share of the area is covered by forests (mostly deciduous 
or mixed forests – beech, oak, hornbeam, birch, spruce).

3. Social and economic conditions

Hrubá Vrbka, which is historically the oldest village, contains a 
protected zone of traditional houses that retained the original 
layout of a typical hamlet characteristic of Horňácko in 18th and 
19th centuries. The case study area, same as the whole Horňácko 
area, used to have a very diverse religious structure – Catholics, 
Protestants, Jews, and even Orthodox Christians lived here. In 
Malá Vrbka houses are grouped along the stream; the village 
has a bell tower in the centre. Several houses have kept their 
traditional character. There is no through road in Malá Vrbka; 
beyond the village the floriferous Vojšice meadows are situated, 
offering a great variety of plant species. The variety of plants 
that grow here ranks high even on the national scale. Since 2000, 
demonstrations of traditional grass-cutting techniques are held 
here, in order to promote the protection of biodiversity and to 
show the traditional forms of subsistence (see Figure 3). The 
village is also noted for weaving and a traditional music band. 
Kuželov boasts the Holland-type windmill, the only one of its 
type in Moravia, a significant landmark, situated at the top of 
a hill near the village (see Figure 6). It was built in 1842 as a 
municipal mill. It ceased to operate in 1964; one year earlier it 
had been given status of a listed monument. The mill and the 
surrounding estate have been open to public since 1977. There 
are exhibitions focused on traditional style of living in Horňácko, 

agricultural equipment and tools from the turn of the 19th and 
20th century.

Ethnic composition, age index, socioeconomic structure and 
other demographic indicators have undergone fundamental 
changes during the last 50 years. Population changes have been 
similar in all villages (see Table 1). Since 1869, when the first 
reliable census had been conducted, the population kept grow-
ing until the beginning of the 1920s. It can be observed that in 
this area the general trends of the demographic revolution took 
place a quarter of a century later than in the rest of the country. 
The population then kept been declining, although at a much 
slower rate than in other rural areas, especially in Bohemia, 
until 2010. It is clear that as a result of ongoing urbanization 
part of the local population left the area; however, relatively 
high birth rate helped to keep the population decline at slow 
pace. There are several reasons for this: the area belongs among 
the most religious regions in the whole country, many inhabit-
ants still stick to traditional way of life including folk customs 
that have survived to an extent unknown in other parts of the 
country.

The number of dwellings has been changing in a different 
manner over the time (see Table 2). In Hrubá and Malá Vrbka 
it has been increasing until 1950 (in case of Kuželov until 1930) 
and now the number of houses is more or less stabilised. Such a 
process is common in most rural areas in Czechia, but the local 
increase of houses has been very high: in Hrubá and Malá Vrbka 
by 80 and 50%, respectively. This fact documents a substantial 
increase in living standards over the past 150 years as the aver-
age number of inhabitants per one house has declined.

Fig. 2 — Contemporary aerial photograph of the case study area. Mosaic of fields, grassland and forests in the landscape of studied localities. Ways are filled up by alleys. In the result 
landscape is very environmentally valuable. Source: http://geoportal.gov.cz.
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The ethnic composition of any area depends on several fac-
tors, one of which is also the distance from borders. In the 2001 
census people could claim Czech, Slovak, or Moravian national-
ity (alongside other state nationalities, of course). It seems that 
Kuželov exhibits the greatest degree of diversity; in reality the dif-
ferences are rather small as the dividing line between “Czechs” 
and “Moravians” is a loose one.

Also the age structure is comparable across the case study 
area. There are slightly fewer inhabitants in the age category 
0–14 years than those above 65 (13.5% vs. 15.5%). The share of 
elderly residents (over 65) ranges between 16% and 18%. The 
average age in the analysed area is around 40 years. These indi-
cators document that the situation is better here than in other 
rural areas throughout the country, and that the process of aging 
has been slowed down somewhat.

According to 2008 data, most inhabitants are employed in the 
secondary sector. Typically, people commute to nearby indus-
trial towns, since only one industrial business (Radiana-Kovo in 
Hrubá Vrbka) manufacturing steel pipes, is located within the 
case study area. Much of the land has been ploughed, which 
proves a high intensity of agricultural activity. One cooperative 
operates here as do several private farmers. Growing vegeta-
ble is common, too. Therefore, while the population is mostly 
employed in the industry, the area itself has a strongly agrarian 
character. 

More than 60% of the economically active population 
commute outside of the area. Unemployment remains low 
in the region; in 2008 the unemployment rate was just 5%. 
Although the case study area is part of the traditional region 
Horňácko, tourism is rather insignificant here. Horňácko has 
its own dialect, customs, folk arts, crafts, traditional music, 
dances, and especially architecture. Horňácko belongs among 
the most significant and best preserved ethnographic regions 
in Czechia.

4. Long-term land use changes

Comparison of land use data of 1827 and 2005 shows major 
changes that influenced the landscape in Hrubá Vrbka, Malá 
Vrbka, and Kuželov (see Figures 4, 5 and Table 3).

The changes of landscape utilization are mostly similar to 
those recorded in other peripheral regions adjoining the border. 
There has been a decline of agricultural land; on the other hand, 
forest areas increased gradually. Also built-up and remaining 
areas have increased in terms of size. Important changes can be 
observed as regards the agricultural land. Maps and tables show 
that a great deal of pastures and meadows has disappeared – this 
process reflects the declining importance of traditional farm-
ing based on grazing and breeding cattle and sheep. Meadows 

Table 1 — Number of inhabitants in the case study area from 1869 to 2001

Settlement Year

1869 1880 1890 1900 1910 1921 1930 1950 1961 1970 1980 1991 2001

Hrubá Vrbka 731 829 853 863 901 974 988 911 952 888 805 762 719

Malá Vrbka 263 300 303 344 378 375 349 380 365 323 292 241 213

Kuželov 586 655 670 678 703 659 582 560 567 476 454 434 436

Total 1,580 1,784 1,826 1,885 1,982 2,008 1,919 1,851 1,884 1,687 1,551 1,437 1,368

Source: Růžková, Škrabal 2006.

Table 2 — Number of permanently inhabited houses in the case study area from 1869 to 2001

Settlement Year

1869 1880 1890 1900 1910 1921 1930 1950 1961 1970 1980 1991 2001

Hrubá Vrbka 145 153 167 172 183 191 220 238 236 223 217 239 243

Malá Vrbka  60  65  72  74  76  81  85  93  87  80  80  88  90

Kuželov 141 142 148 144 146 146 153 148 139 129 130 140 144

Total 346 360 387 390 405 418 458 479 462 432 427 467 477

Source: Růžková, Škrabal 2006.
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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 
(2005).

Fig. 3 — Meadows must be mown the traditional way as the area is part of UNESCO 
Biosphere Reserve. Photo from http://www.hrubavrbka.cz.
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Fig. 5 — Land use in the case study area in the years 1827 and 2005.
Source: Czech Office for Surveying, Mapping and Cadastre; authors’ field survey (2005).
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and pastures were losing economic importance and gradually 
turned into arable land or forest areas. New fields usually came 
into existence along the streams or in areas where originally 
meadows and pastures had been surrounded by smaller patches 
of arable land – in this way larger fields originated. This process 
also affected the land fragmentation which used to be much 
higher in the past – on average, plots are significantly bigger 
now. As a result, the landscape is more prone to erosion and has 
become ecologically vulnerable.

The land use pattern in general is less complicated now than 
it used to be: boundaries between individual land use categories 
have shrunken, thus reducing the biodiversity. As most meadows 
and pastures along the streams disappeared, water retention has 
been reduced, too, consequently increasing the risk of floods. 
Nowadays, meadows and pastures cover just 25% of the area (in 
1827 it was more than 40%). On the contrary, arable land has 
increased by 120 hectares. Such an increase, rather surprising 
in a peripheral area, reflects the high importance of agriculture 
in the region.

The expansion of forest areas is a positive phenomenon. At 
present forests cover more than 23% of the area, mostly being 
located in the south, near the Slovakian border. Deeper inves-
tigation also shows interesting shifts between forest areas and 
agricultural land as well as within the agricultural land itself. As 
an example, 338 hectares of meadows and pastures have been 
changed into arable land; 147 hectares changed vice versa. There 
have also been shifts among arable land, meadows, pastures, and 
forest areas: 157 hectares of meadows and pastures became for-
est areas; on the contrary, more than 20 hectares of forest areas 
became meadows, pastures, or arable land.

Built-up areas as well as remaining areas have gradually 
expanded. This included residential housing as well as com-
mercial development mostly used by agricultural businesses. 
Due to the peripheral location, however, development has been 
rather modest compared to the core areas. Establishing of the 
Bílé Karpaty Protected Landscape Area also set stricter limits to 
further expansion of housing.

5. Perspectives, problems and risks
of future development

Peripheral location of the case study area indicates a rather low 
intensity of economic activities, traditionally focused on agri-
culture and forestry. At present, however, only 10% of popula-
tion works in these sectors. All examined villages are located 

in a pleasant natural setting with high environmental qualities, 
boast vernacular architecture and retain traditional ways of 
life. All this combined forms a sound potential for tourism in 
near future. Local traditions include mowing and hay making. 
Large portion of the area is part of the Bílé Karpaty Biosphere 
Reserve / Protected Landscape Area: Hrubá Vrbka (80%), Kuželov 
(70%), and Malá Vrbka (100%). As since much of the land is under 
protection and tourism should be focused on outdoor activities 
and local traditions, no major changes are likely to occur in the 
area – also the land use structure will probably remain more or 
less stable. Slight increase of built-up and remaining areas may 
occur; part of the arable land may shift towards meadows and 
pastures. If tourism facilities (guesthouses, etc.) develop on a 
greater scale, problems may arise as environmental regulations 
within the protected area are rather strict. It is highly unlikely, 
however, that the area would become a target for mass tourism; 
consequently the human pressure will remain rather low. As a 
result, no major land use changes are expected in foreseeable 
future in the studied area. ■

Table 3 — Land use changes 1827—2005 (ha)

∑ = 857.52 ha Arable land Permanent cultures Permanent grassland Forest areas Water areas Built-up areas Remaining areas Total

Arable land 761.69 18.92 147.10 27.15 3.87 8.30 64.98 270.32

Permanent cultures 4.50 18.73 1.24 1.68 0.53 4.79 3.53 16.27

Permanent grassland 338.35 7.09 530.30 157.90 11.80 1.95 66.70 583.79

Forest areas 17.83 0.18 3.19 453.58 1.43 0.00 2.27 24.90

Water areas 1.25 0.31 0.22 0.10 2.28 0.13 2.30 4.31

Built-up areas 0.03 1.43 0.01 0.00 0.07 8.09 1.04 2.58

Remaining areas 28.18 2.20 16.13 3.75 2.76 2.97 32.69 55.99

Total 390.14 30.13 167.89 190.58 20.46 18.14 138.52 958.16

Note: Changes of land use (in hectares) from categories in rows to categories in columns. Example: 147.1 hectares of arable land (1827) has been transferred to permanent grassland in 2005.

Total area (in ha) of observed locality(-ies) in 1827 and 2005. Total amount of changed category from into category in columns.

From the size in 1827 in the same category “survived” till 2005. Amount of hectares with change of category.

Total amount of hectares newly in arable land (etc.) in 2005 from categories in rows.

Source: Czech Office for Surveying, Mapping and Cadastre; authors’ field survey (2005).

Fig. 6 — Locals from Hrubá Vrbka in traditional regional costumes at folk festival in 
Kuželov (2012). Photo: http://www.hrubavrbka.cz.




