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Abstract

Traditional agricultural landscapes are hotspots of biocultural diversity but often threatened by land abandonment or changes
in cultivation methods. This is a particular challenge for protected areas and their mission to safeguard the local biocultural
heritage. The aim of this article is to present a typology of civil society organizations that coordinate the voluntary engage-
ment of non-farmers for collective land care and to provide insights for those who want to initiate similar volunteers’ activities
to preserve cultural landscapes. We analyse 20 volunteer organizations in Austria, Germany and Switzerland with regard to
the formal structure, the goals pursued, the integration of volunteers and the spatial scope of the activities. In an empirically
grounded, inductively deduced typification, we identify six types of volunteer organizations: (1) volunteer tourism facilitated by
agencies, (2) national nature conservation associations, (3) cultural heritage volunteering, (4) regional land care associations,
(5) local landscape protection initiatives, and (6) corporate volunteering. This heterogeneity has to be taken into account when
discussing options for initiating new voluntary land care action as not all types can meet the practical and formal requirements

in different geographical and organizational contexts.

Introduction

Traditional agricultural systems, created, shaped
and maintained by generations of farmers, have re-
sulted in outstanding landscapes, valuable biodiver-
sity and cultural heritage (Miller 2012). Today many
of these traditional landscapes are endangered as
a result of land abandonment and changes in culti-
vation practices (Vos & Meekes 1999). In protected
areas, such as NATURA 2000 sites, national parks,
biosphere reserves or UNESCO heritage sites, loss of
traditional landscape elements and of the associated
biocultural heritage is a particular challenge. While the
value of traditional landscapes for biodiversity, herit-
age and tourism is internationally acknowledged, e.g.
by the Alpine Convention, the European Landscape
Convention or the UN initiative for the conservation
and adaptive management of Globally Important Ag-
ricultural Heritage Systems, there is no clear answer to
the question of who is responsible for taking care of
these landscapes. Beside state-based instruments, such
as legal regulations, zoning or agro-environmental
schemes, many market-based mechanisms have been
proposed and established (e.g. entrance fees, ear the
view marketing initiatives, and all kinds of green and
landscape based labels, cf. Boesch et al. 2008). Finally,
many citizens feel responsible for the landscape they
are living in and therefore engage in voluntary action.
There is a fast growing body of literature on state-
(e.g Lange 2011) and market-based mechanisms (e. g
Wilson and Hart 2000); collective voluntary action for
landscape care, however, has been scarcely analysed
so far. We define voluntary land care as activities to
directly conserve or improve landscape qualities with
no or only minimal monetary compensation for the
participants.

Previous studies have analysed particular civil soci-
ety organizations acting at local, national or even in-
ternational level (Kieninger et al. 2011; Stenseke 2009)
or the benefits and motivations of conservation vol-
unteers (Miles et al. 1998; Bruyere & Rappe 2007; Bell
et al. 2008; Measham & Barnett 2008). A systematic
overview and analysis of different civil society organi-
zations volunteering for land care is not yet available
(in this paper we use the term organization as syno-
nym both for formally established civil society organi-
zations and for rather informally structured citizen’s
initiatives). Hence, this paper focuses on the following
questions:

- Which types of citizens’ initiatives active in land
care can be distinguished?

- Which objectives guide their collective voluntary
action?

- How are they organized?

- How do they contribute to land care?

The general aim was to derive a typology of civil
society organizations active in land care from a com-
parative analysis in Austria, Germany and Switzerland.
The spatial scope has been defined by the similar cul-
tural and geographic contexts of these countries to
allow for comparability. Most of these activities are
conducted in protected mountain areas.

Volunteering as a form of landscape gov-
ernance

Traditional landscapes, formerly unintended by-
products of human land use, are now regarded as a
key environmental and recreational asset and are high-
ly valued (Van Huylenbroeck et al. 1999; Laschewski
& Penker 2009). As a consequence of this valoriza-
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tion process, new regulatory structures have emerged

to steer landscape development (Penker 2009). Wil-

liamson (1979) used the term governance to contrast
market and state hierarchies as possible mechanisms
for regulating and coordinating individuals’ action. To

Williamson’s pair of coordination mechanisms, Powell

(1990) added a third: networks (also referred to as civil

society or the third sector). Landscape governance

encompasses all relevant mechanisms for coordinat-
ing individual and collective landscape action (Penker

2008, 2009):

- hierarchy: top-down state regulations that involve,
for example, zoning regulations of protected areas
or conservation laws regulating landscape use;

- markets: horizontal market-based mechanisms of
coordination, such as entrance fees to protected
areas, cat-the-view or green labels encouraging
consumers to pay more for goods and services
that are produced with consideration for sustain-
able landscape development; this mechanism also
includes voluntary incentive programmes, such as
agro-environmental payment schemes compensat-
ing landholders for extra efforts or for renouncing
on revenues due to land care services provided on
their land;

- civil society and networks: third sector or civil so-
ciety movements, volunteers’ organizations, grass-
roots, community organizations, cooperations, etc.

In the first case, it would be the state’s responsibil-
ity to regulate land-use practices (e.g by forbidding
the removal of hedges or by designating conservation
zones with land-use restrictions). In the second case,
landscape governance is the result of a business trans-
action: land users would provide land care services ei-
ther in exchange for a price premium paid by consum-
ers for food products or tourism services with green
labels or in exchange for compensation payments such
as agro-environmental payments. In the last case, land
care is provided by local volunteers or civil society
organizations without any financial incentive or com-
pensation and without any top-down pressure. This
article focusses on civil society organizations belong-
ing to the last case.

Analytical framework

While there is a growing literature on the govern-
ance of voluntary and non-profit organizations (Spear
et al. 2009), there is little research and no consent on
how to distinguish different types of voluntary organi-
zations. Third sector organizations — i.e. civil society
groups as opposed to business and state organizations —
can include a diverse range of types and legal forms
(Spear et al. 2009: 248). In the literature we find sev-
eral typologies, drawn up on different distinguishing
characteristics.

The typology of international voluntary services by
Sherraden et al. (2006) addresses duration (short-term

vs. medium to long-term), nature of service (services
for international understanding vs. services for devel-
opment aid and humanitarian relief) and degree of
internationality (unilateral to transnational). Coghlan
(2007) proposes a typology of tourism volunteers
based on criteria derived from a sorting experiment
with students: conservation vs. community work,
holiday vs. research projects, environment or species
studies, destinations available, role of organization,
length of the trip, size or scale of the organization or
location of the organization. Danielsen et al. (2008)
suggest a typology of natural resource monitoring vol-
unteers defined by their degree of local participation,
ranging from no local involvement with monitoring
undertaken by professionals to an entirely local effort.
Looking also at volunteers and their organizations in
the recording and monitoring of biodiversity, Bell et
al. (2008) distinguish four ideal types: participatory
environmental tourism, virtual network organizations,
national non-governmental organizations, local asso-
ciations.

The above mentioned literature research produced
various typologies tailored to different voluntary activ-
ities, but none to land care. As we had no indications
that one or the other typology could directly be trans-
ferred to volunteers in land care, we focused on four
dimensions that we derived inductively from the case
study documentation, bearing in mind the literature
review on conservation volunteers (see above). These
four dimensions are presented in the first column of
Table 1. Regarding the first dimension, Kieser & Wal-
genbach (2007) define organizations as social entities
which have a formal structure. This enables the or-
ganization to direct the members’ activities towards its
goal (dimension II). As our study focuses on organi-
zations that work with the manpower of volunteers,
integration of and collaboration with these volunteers
are of special importance for the analysis (dimension
III). Finally, a fourth dimension addresses the spatial
scope of the initiatives, which combines the scale of
operation (e.g., from local to international) and the
degree of specialization (e.g, on particular types of
landscapes).

Methods

In the first step of the study a list of suitable ini-
tiatives in Austria, Germany and Switzerland was
compiled. In addition to an internet search, an email
enquiry was sent to relevant governmental authori-
ties and non-governmental organizations at provincial
and federal level, e. g, departments of environmental
protection or local / regional development, organiza-
tions coordinating regional EU-funding programmes,
or persons responsible for the implementation of
the Local Agenda 21. The contacted offices speci-
fied relevant initiatives or referred to other appropri-
ate authorities (snowball method, which is particularly
useful for sampling interview partners of rare popula-
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Table 1 — Characterization of the studied organizations in terms of the dimensions selected for analysis (x = relevant; x =
highly relevant; grey shades illustrate specifications of organizations included into the typology) (based on Miiblmann 2009).
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D II: Goals
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3. conservation of cultural heritage X | x
4. improving human-nature relationship X | X | X X X | x| x|x|x|x x| x X
D IlII: Integration of volunteers
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D IV: Spatial scope
1. national X | x| X X
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tions; Schnell et al. 2005). The inventory was closed at
35 initiatives when the same organizations had been
repeatedly mentioned. From this list, 20 initiatives
with a cleatly documented focus on land care through
the manpower of volunteers were selected for a more
detailed study. The remaining 15 organizations had
to be excluded, either because they were engaged in
some kind of green volunteering other than land care
or because they did not include physical activity (e. g
collecting money for farmers offering landscape stew-
ardship services instead of volunteers directly provid-
ing land care activities themselves).

We asked the key actors of the initiatives, who of-
ten happened to be the initiators, for semi-structured
telephone interviews. The 17 interviews took between
50 and 90 minutes; they were digitally recorded; addi-
tional handwritten notes were taken. Some interview
partners provided further information material after
the interview. In three cases, personal interviews could
not be conducted, but there was sufficient written and
online material (reports, homepage etc.) provided to
perform the analysis.

Due to the restricted number of cases, a qualitative
approach was applied for the inductive development
of the typology. This empirically grounded develop-

ment of types (Kluge 2000) involved two steps. First,
different specifications for each of the four dimen-
sions were derived by coding from the transcribed in-
terview material (e.g. tourists, members and residents
are three different specifications of integrating volun-
teers, dimension III). In a second step, these specifica-
tions were combined into six types.

Results

The 20 organizations were assigned to the different
specifications. When several specifications were appli-
cable, a qualitative weighting was made on the basis of
the interview statements. In most cases several differ-
ent objectives were mentioned but a main objective
could be identified. Table 1 shows the results of the
empirically grounded typification process. In the fol-
lowing section the six types are briefly described.

Type 1 — Volunteer tourism facilitated by
agencies

This type includes organizations active at national
and international level that place volunteers in land
care projects. These work assignments are not restrict-
ed to a certain region or municipality. However, in or-
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der to reveal long-term effects, activities are often con-
ducted at the same place over several years. Volunteers
come to the site as working tourists. The main goal of
this type of organization is to sensitize participants for
nature and the preservation of the landscape through
voluntary land care activities.

These organizations are formally structured as an
association or foundation. Professional employees
organize the land care services. Funds come from
donations or fundraising campaigns and may include
membership fees (in case of associations) and returns
from the foundation capital. In some cases volunteers
pay participation fees. All analysed organizations of
this type reported more requests from volunteers than
available placements.

One example for this type is the Mountain Forest
Project (Bergwaldprojekt) in Switzerland, founded
in 1987. It organizes one-week working holidays in
mountain forest areas for people over the age of 18 in
Switzerland, Germany, Austria and Ukraine. Various
teams of volunteers pursue different tasks supervised
and supported by skilled professionals.

Type 2 — National nature conservation
associations supported by volunteers

This type involves traditional nature conservation
organizations with their mission of preserving endan-
gered plant and animal species. Voluntary land care
activities are just one of many activities they organize.
Land care is understood as a means to contributing to
conservation and species protection and as an oppot-
tunity for awareness raising. These organizations oper-
ate on different spatial scales and in different regional
subgroups. On the local and regional level the organi-
zation is sustained by citizens’ commitment. Full-time
employees are mostly responsible for the organization
at national level.

The Austrian League for Nature Conservation
(Naturschutzbund Osterreich) — founded in 1913 —
has such a federalist structure; it is present across Aus-
tria and has twinning organizations in several other
European countries. The main goal of the organiza-
tion is to conserve and protect nature and — in a po-
litical sense — also to act as an advocate for nature.
An example for a local representation of the Austrian
League for Nature Conservation in the province of
Salzburg is the HALM initiative (Heimisches Arten-
und Lebensraum-Management) for local species and
habitat management.

Type 3 — Cultural heritage volunteers

The focus of this type of organization is not pri-
marily on nature or landscape conservation but rather
on the preservation of cultural heritage directly related
to the landscape. One organization representing this
type is the Scythe Association of Austria (Sensen-
verein Osterreich). It aims to promote the traditional
craft of mowing hay by scythe. At the same time it
contributes to the conservation of the cultural land-

scape. The Scythe Association is particularly active in
the preservation of hay meadows, a highly endangered
element of the Alpine cultural landscape. Further
examples for such citizens’ initiatives are volunteers
preserving dry stone walls, pollarded willows or tradi-
tional orchards.

Type 4 — Regional land care associations
supported by volunteers

In this type, different groups of stakeholders col-
laborate to preserve the landscape of a particular re-
gion, often in the context of protected area manage-
ment. Land care associations (LCAs) can be found all
over Germany, similar organizations have also been
established in Austria and Switzetland. LCAs are or-
ganized as associations of collaborating farmers, con-
servationists, local politicians and other stakeholders
like local residents. These stakeholders bundle their
resources, knowledge and forces for an effective pres-
ervation of the regional nature and landscape. Experts
in the field of landscape planning or nature conser-
vation provide professional support, e.g, regarding
management structures or the professional assessment
of regional landscape conditions.

Not all LCAs work with volunteers on a regular ba-
sis. If so, the activities are organized in collaboration
with local municipalities or other regional partners,
to mobilize as many residents as possible. The volun-
tary land care activities are generally conducted in the
same place over several years to produce sustainable
improvement and to demonstrate long-term changes
to the volunteers.

One example is the Land Care Association of
Middle Franconia (Landschaftspflegeverband Mit-
telfranken). It is an association subsidized by the fed-
eral state of Bavaria which supports landowners in
finding sustainable solutions for certain land-use chal-
lenges. They support farmers in the transition phase
to a more sustainable agriculture or villages in their
land-use planning activities. One initiative is to organ-
ize so-called land care days, where local residents work
as volunteers doing landscape maintenance work.

Type 5 — Local landscape protection initiatives

The main goal of this type of organization is to
preserve local landscape quality by voluntary activities.
These initiatives are either formally organized as as-
sociations or foundations but often also as loose net-
works. All work is typically conducted by volunteers
without professional paid management. Costs for
equipment, tools and services for volunteers during
the work assignments are met from membership fees,
donations or returns from the foundation capital. All
organizations of this type have been founded and led
by an individual person with a very high level of com-
mitment and enthusiasm, motivated by the perception
of a negative interference into their immediate living
environment.



The Hay Fork Action Group (Aktion Heugabel)
in the municipality of Frastanz, Vorarlberg, Austria is
a cooperation between non-agricultural local residents
and farmers to preserve typical Alpine hay meadows.
The members of the Hay Fork Action Group are con-
cerned about the future of their local agriculture as
the foundation of the cultural landscape and want to
support both. Their activities represent a significant
aspect of the local municipality’s social life.

Type 6 — Corporate volunteering

As an alternative to a works outing, employees of
an enterprise work for a day as land care volunteers.
Landscape is maintained, volunteers experience spe-
cial activities outside their usual work and the com-
pany can use this voluntary commitment for public
relations.

The corporate responsibility department of the
telecom company Swisscom organizes Nature Action
Days when employees provide land care services in
cooperation with the World Wide Fund For Nature
(WWTF). Volunteers receive information on the area’s
characteristics and the significance of their work.
The assignments include an adventure aspect for par-
ticipants. Social competences are trained within the
group, understanding for nature and landscape and
humans’ relation to them are strengthened.

Discussion

Civil-society organizations in relation to
governance mechanisms of the market and the
state

For the discussion, we start by recalling the concept
of landscape governance, distinguishing state, market
and civil society mechanisms for land care (see second
section of this paper).

All types described in this article cleatly belong to
the civil society sphere. A classification of the types
identified according to the three coordination mecha-
nisms of landscape governance, however, results in a
gradient from the core of civil society to overlapping
areas with state and market spheres (see Figure 1). In
corporate volunteering (T6), for example, market and
civil society are closely connected. Corporate activities
for nature are not necessarily purely philanthropic but
increasingly include advantages for the business (e. g a
better image, or new customers through cooperation
with a well-known conservation organization) (Over-
beek and Harms 2011). Some market orientation can
also be identified for volunteer tourism (I'1). Volun-
teers often pay for the service provided by the place-
ment organization and thus make a business transac-
tion with the civil society organization. Overlaps with
the state sphere are particularly evident with regional
land care associations (T4). In this type, government
representatives and citizens collaborate, sometimes
also with business representatives. Nature conserva-
tion associations (T2) are halfway into the state sphere.
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Figure 1 — Classification of the six types according to the three

mechanisms of landscape governance (based on Miiblmann
2009).

In their self-image they can cleatly be assigned to the
civil society sphere, but they often take up a media-
tor position vis-a-vis the state sphere. Local landscape
protection initiatives (I'5) and the cultural heritage
volunteers (T3) have a stronger civil society character
than other initiatives.

There are different theories underlying the emer-
gence of civil society organizations (Sama 2011). The
public goods or the performance failure theory sug-
gest that civil society organizations emerge to satisfy
the demand for public goods (such as scenery that
individuals cannot be effectively excluded from and
where use by one individual does not reduce avail-
ability to others, see for example Penker 2008) that is
not covered by market or state mechanisms. Young
(1999) describes different self-images of civil society
organizations as supplemental, completive or antago-
nistic. The local landscape protection initiatives (I'5),
the cultural heritage volunteers (IT3) and the nature
conservation associations (T2) might perceive them-
selves as substitute for market and state mechanism
and, to a lesser degree, as partners. In contrast, land
care associations (T'4) share experiences, resources and
expertise between state, market and civil society repre-
sentatives, and thus complement each of them. Under
such arrangements, the #heory of parmership could be ar-
gued for the emergence of civil society organizations
as partners (Salamon & Anheier 1998). None of the
interviewed partners explicitly referred to their civil
society organization as opponents or competitors of
the market or the state.

Limitations of the study

As this is an explorative study in the restricted con-
text of three Central European countries, we cannot
give any indication regarding the generalizability and
transferability of our typology. In contrast, compara-
tive studies in other geographical contexts would be
very insightful and could add further types of organi-
zations active in land care. Looking back, we consider
our methodological and analytic approach as adequate
and helpful for identifying different types of civil so-
ciety organizations. When interpreting the results, the
following limitations, however, have to be taken into
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Table 2 — Suitability of the identified types of voluntary landscape care under different framework conditions.

Type Criteria
Landscape characteristics | Expertise needed Required formal status
out-standing | ordinary | specialised | simple | ability to contract | informal
Volunteer tourism facilitated by agencies X X X
National nature conservation associations X X X X X X
supported by volunteers
Cultural heritage volunteers X X X X X
Regional land care associations supported X x X x x
by volunteers
Local landscape protection initiatives x X x x X
Corporate volunteering X x x

account: our analytic framework focuses on collective
goals; individual motivations (such as social interac-
tion, individual experience of nature or manual work)
are not included. And, of course, by focusing on civil
society organizations, our typology does exclude to-
tally informal (and therefore often invisible) neigh-
bourhood initiatives and the activities of individuals,
neither of which has as yet received enough attention
in research.

Conclusions and management implications

Traditional landscapes in the Alps and elsewhere
are valued for their biodiversity, cultural heritage and
aesthetic qualities. In the context of unwanted land-
scape change, volunteers take on responsibility for
land care. They invest time, manual labour and money
to support the conservation of the traditional land-
scape. The focus of voluntary work is on measures to
preserve a certain state of landscapes, e.g by remov-
ing weeds, scrubs and trees as the unwanted effects of
the abandonment of agricultural cultivation.

The organizations described in this paper are very
heterogeneous in size, formal structure, objectives, the
spatial scope of action and in the ways in which they
involve volunteers in land care. Management tasks
may be carried out by full-time — i.e. paid — staff or
through unpaid civil society volunteers.

For the initiation of voluntary land care action,
three main aspects need to be considered to make an
informed distinction between the different types of
organizations: the landscape characteristics, the ex-
pertise needed and the required formal status (see Ta-
ble 2). Table 2 and the considerations below provide
decision support for protected area managers, public
authorities or regional managers who want to initiate
voluntary action, but also for local grassroots looking
for a more formal mode of organization.

Landscape characteristics

This aspect can be pinned down to the follow-
ing question: Is the landscape only of local value or
is it also valued at national or even international level
for its outstanding ecological, aesthetical or cultural-
historical characteristics? Local residents will feel at-
tached to ordinary landscapes as places of their child-

hood and their everyday life. They can be addressed
via local communication channels and are motivated
by the involvement in the local community as well as
by reference to cultural traditions. Our research shows
that corporate or tourism volunteers are instead at-
tracted by outstanding landscapes, often far away from
their place of work or living. The higher the popularity
of these landscapes (e.g. UNESCO World Heritage
Sites, national parks), the easier it is for both corpora-
tions and volunteer tourism organizations to promote
their activities to a wide audience on websites or in
brochures.

Expertise needed

The second question is: Which skills and experi-
ence should the volunteers contribute? Volunteers in
local subgroups of nature conservation associations or
local land care initiatives can build up impressive lev-
els of skills and site-specific knowledge over the years
(e.g, for managing sensitive ecosystems or for oper-
ating machines with high risk of injury for unskilled
participants). Other types of organizations (regional
land care associations, corporate volunteers or vol-
unteer tourists) have to rely on ever-changing groups
of volunteers who often can only contribute simple
manual work after a brief on-site instruction (e.g. in
removing neophytes). When it comes to scything,
restoring and building dry stone walls or traditional
fences, traditional skills can even become the primary
motivator for the volunteers (e.g. for cultural heritage
volunteers). In all cases, the expected level of exper-
tise and the individual assignment of tasks have to be
reflected also with regard to safety issues and options
for insurance cover which usually cannot be provided
by rather informally structured initiatives (see below).

Formal status of the organization

This third aspect becomes relevant when land care
volunteering is to be established in the context of for-
malized processes, such as management schemes for
protected areas or regional development programmes.
Some local landscape protection initiatives are not
even formally registered as associations and there-
fore cannot act as contract partners in the legal sense,
which makes it very difficult to incorporate them into
comprehensive collaborative actions such as those un-



der the EU-funded Alpine Space programme. Even
the simple provision of machinery needed for indi-
vidual work tasks might require some legally valid sig-
nature under a lease contract. In practice this often
results in a significant accumulation of liability risks
with individual group leaders, who then act as official
contract partners.

The reasons for initiating volunteer organizations
analysed in this article show a specific pattern. Par-
ticularly local initiatives were generally motivated by
the experience of unwelcome local landscape devel-
opments. This is an indication for a supplementary
role of civil society, filling gaps opened by market
and / or state failure. It was not within the scope of
our paper to discuss whether this landscape govern-
ance approach is favourable to other approaches, such
as changing agro-environmental payment schemes or
promoting the re-wildering of landscapes. Very likely
the question to pose in future research is not necessar-
ily whether the market, the state or civil society is most
responsible, appropriate or competent for landscape
governance. More pressing is probably the question
of how to cooperate for an effective management of
diverse landscapes.
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