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1. Introduction

My relationship to Latvia began in the year 2000 as I helped to teach 
English in children’s camps. Back then the only car that collected any 
child from the camp was a battered old Ford Escort; everyone else left in 
the old bus that travelled down the awful roads. The children were skinny 
but creative, and few spoke English. Over time I saw the transformation 
in the country and the camps, with more structured activities, more cars, 
less creativity, and more children who spoke English and were healthier 
looking, and so on. The countryside around was also changing as more 
and more fields were abandoned and the forest encroached. The hay 
cocks remained up to the time I moved to Latvia in 2008 but gradually 
over time were replaced by the ubiquitous round bales. The only times 
the hay cocks reappeared were in the wet summers when haymaking 
proved the most challenging, proving that enduring traditions still have 
their place from time to time.

When I moved to Latvia in 2008, it was after a period of  travelling and 
moving from country to country through my husband’s job and after my 
children had left home. I was looking for a new challenge and started to 
study development management. How could Latvia develop? What were 
the challenges the country faced? How could the flow of  people away 
from the countryside and even the country be stemmed? How could 
returners be integrated into the country again? Most importantly, what 
did the people themselves want from development? How could people 
overcome the distrust and collaborate with each other to make progress? 
In short, how could their voices be heard?

In 2013, my enquiries extended to Estonia as I began my doctoral work. 
I have talked to many people over the time, taking advantage of  chance 
encounters, doing interviews with the help of  translators and organising 
master’s degree students to conduct their own enquiries. I took every 
opportunity to talk to people in governmental authority, in NGOs and 
with those living and working in the countryside. I developed a great 
respect for those who lived and worked the land and valued their rural 
knowledge; knowledge that has been lost in many so-called developed 
nations. Gradually, I have built a picture of  life in rural communities and 
the challenges they face, putting names and faces to real problems and 
following the developments and failures of  businesses of  people I knew. 
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These are people who worked hard to build something despite facing 
structural and personal challenges.

Moving from a top-down, centrally organised economy was never going 
to be easy, nor should it be expected to happen overnight. Encouraging 
people to move forward is going to take time, education and a recognition 
that past experiences can be an impediment to the future; however, I 
believe they are issues that may be overcome. Unfortunately, though, 
there seems to be a gap between the policymakers and the people for 
whom the policies are written, between the authorities and those they 
purport to serve and between academics and the people they study. Too 
often the studies are short term and do not allow people to develop their 
thoughts. Even though much has happened to incorporate stakeholders 
in decision making, the results are often shallow consultation processes 
that have conformed to a tick-box mentality or interviews solely with 
experts who are said to represent the wider stakeholder groups. This 
thesis brings together the volume of  information gathered over that 
time as a story that seeks to give voice to those in the countryside and 
useful to aid their participation in future landscape-scale development 
planning.

This thesis is based on a broad overview paper, Paper V, giving insights 
into six parishes, three in Estonia and three in Latvia. Papers I, III and 
IV go into greater detail to explore different aspects of  a specific area; 
these include the Seto region of  south-east Estonia, Ērgļu Novads and 
Kaldabruņa, respectively. Paper II considers different ways of  looking at 
landscapes from a psychosocial point of  view. Below is an overview of  
each paper in brief.

Paper I: This paper re-visited scenario studies based in southeastern 
Estonia, in the Seto region. These studies were then compared to more 
recent investigation to analyse landscape changes in the area, including 
the relationship of  the people to the landscape. It sought to answer 
what the core of  the human-nature relationship in this region was to the 
landscape and which theories were helpful to explain the context of  the 
changes.

Paper II: This book chapter arose out of  a workshop “Behaviour Change 
from the Inside Out: Pyschosocial Approaches to Sustainability, Energy 
and Climate Change.” It brought a fresh perspective to the analysis of  
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how people rationalise their actions, which arose from the issues and 
dilemmas they faced while living and working in the rural areas of  
Estonia and Latvia. A psychosocial lens was used to bring a deeper 
understanding of  how the narratives of  the past influenced the actions 
of  rural inhabitants and the paralysis of  hopelessness characteristic of  
these areas.

Paper III: This paper examined a wildlife conflict, characterised by 
conflicts between groups due to an incompatible understanding of  
the landscape-scale management of  wild boar. Increased wild boar 
populations resulted in widespread damage in the Ērgļu Novads 
region of  Latvia that developed into a contentious and emotive issue 
between different groups within the community. This study investigated 
the ecological, economic and social dynamics of  the conflict using a 
conceptual framework developed by White et al. (2009) to analyse 
biodiversity management conflicts. Results showed high wild boar 
numbers, poorly written contracts between landowners and hunters and 
a lack of  trust between various stakeholder groups contributed to the 
conflict. A lack of  effective dialogue also prevented the elaboration of  
solutions. The study identified the need for all stakeholders, including 
the authorities, to listen more seriously to those most affected by the 
damage.

Paper IV: This paper examined the dynamic relationship of  people to 
landscape changes. Changing landscapes can restore hope. This paper 
examined how an evolving landscape in a small, rural Latvian community, 
both physically and culturally enabled the revitalisation of  landscape 
identity and raised self-esteem. Two concepts were used, the Landscape 
Identity Circle (Stobbelaar & Pedroli, 2011) and sustainable place-
shaping practices (Horlings, 2016) to develop a narrative of  change. The 
narrative drew on the historical and individual stories to describe the 
changes in the landscape. It then drew some conclusions regarding the 
transformative actions upon the communities and the landscape.

Paper V: This paper used the tripartite place attachment framework to 
examine six rural parishes across Estonia and Latvia. It found there were 
varying degrees of  attachment of  individuals to each other and to the 
place in which they lived. There were also varying degrees of  readiness 
to participate in a landscape-scale management process, in terms of  
willingness and ability to participate. Additionally, attachment to the 
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local area was strongest where the social ties were strongest, independent 
of  the socio-geographical features. Social ties were strong where there 
were good family connections or strong religious or cultural institutions. 
These findings revealed important connections within the communities 
with the potential for planners to engage with local inhabitants and 
possible barriers to participation.
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2. Background and Context

Estonia and Latvia have undergone many rapid, intense social changes 
over a short time, which is disruptive to the sense of  place, even if  
eagerly anticipated. It is essential to describe the change because the 
experience of  a place has a significant impact on present values and 
beliefs connected to landscapes.

In 2018, both Estonia and Latvia celebrated the centennial of  their first 
declarations of  independence. Previous to 1918, the countries had both 
been under external hegemonic influence since the 1200s by multiple 
states: Baltic German, Russian, Swedish and Polish-Lithuanian. Each 
regime left an imprint on the landscape. During the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, Estonian and Latvian national identity arose, stimulated by 
writers and poets. Their writings focussed on the peasants’ relationship 
to nature and spoke of  them becoming stewards of  their own land. 
This period of  independence was short-lived as the two countries were 
annexed by Soviet forces during the Second World War.

Soviet ideology had a significant impact on the physical characteristics, 
social structure and management of  the landscape as recently 
independent, small-scale farmers were forced to join the collective 
farms (kolkhozes) (Bell, et al., 2019; Kuhlmann, 2019; Veldi & Bell, 
2019). The ideology demanded that nature conform to the wishes of  
the state and the needs of  the large-scale mechanised agriculture. This 
contrasted markedly with the deeply held national ideal of  the peasant 
landowner working in harmony with their landscapes and the natural 
world (Alanen, 1999; Gorton & White, 2003; Schwartz, 2006). In 1941 
and 1949 many homesteaders were deported to Siberia (Nikodemus, 
et al. 2005; Schwartz, 2006).The mosaic landscape of  fields, meadows, 
forests, rivers, lakes and farmsteads was then subsumed into the vast 
collectivised landscapes of  Soviet agriculture. Wetlands were drained 
and levelled, new roads built, peripheral areas were abandoned. As 
the collectivised agriculture grew more prosperous  in the 1960s and 
1970s a construction boom ensued to attract rural workers, inhabitants 
were moved into urbanised multi-story apartment buildings in kolkhoz 
villages, with shops and new cultural/administrative centres bringing 
urban standards to rural areas (Ingerpuu, 2019; Zhukova & Bell, 2019). 
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After Estonia and Latvia regained independence in 1991, collective farms 
were quickly dismantled. In both countries land was restored to their 
previous owners or descendants where possible; however, resources were 
unevenly distributed, as some exploited the benefits from abandoned 
Soviet machinery and buildings to the detriment of  others. This attempt 
to return to a perceived golden agrarian past was unsuccessful as the 
inhabitants lacked the skills and resources to transition to modern 
agricultural practices resulting in mass rural unemployment (Herslund, 
2008; Ruskule, et al., 2013; Ruutsoo, 2018; Žakevičiūtė, 2016). This 
was exacerbated by the economic climate of  the post-Soviet era of  
the 1990s, in which small farms struggled with low profitability across 
Europe (Gorton & White, 2003).

Rural populations dwindled as inhabitants moved to urban areas or 
abroad for work or education and land was abandoned (Bell, et al, 2008). 
Many crumbling kolkhoz buildings littered the landscape, creating an air 
of  dereliction that reinforced the sense of  hopelessness predominant 
in the rural areas that often led to a paralysis of  action (Bell et al., 2019; 
Kuhlmann, 2019; Lertzman, 2015). In addition, a lower intensity land 
management resulted in an increase in wildlife and a subsequent increase 
in wildlife conflicts, the most damaging of  which was caused by the 
adaptable and destructive wild boar. Milder winters, winter feeding and 
declining numbers of  ageing hunters exacerbated the problem and led 
to significant landscape damage (Massei et al., 2014).

Both countries, however, benefitted from joining the European Union in 
2004, although some individuals have benefitted more than others, which 
leaves others with a sense of  distrust. The Soviet past has also hindered 
development and innovation, as transitioning from a totalitarian state 
to a democratic one is difficult. Inhabitants are used to being told what 
to do and unused to participating in decision-making processes. The 
economic and training inputs to stimulate innovative thinking from the 
European Union have assisted the transition but there is still evidence of  
Soviet mentality and structures in many of  the systems.

These transformations have impacted rural residents’ relationship and 
attachment to place (Di Masso et al., 2019). Place attachment refers to 
the emotional bond that connects people to a place and develops over 
time as people interact with the landscape (Soini, et al., 2012). Landscapes 
become associated with memories that support a connection to the past 
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or to a community, creating a sense of  belonging and anchoring people 
to that place. However, in Estonia and Latvia, attachment to nature is 
strong, but rapid social transformations and economic constraints has 
diminished place attachment, leading to weakened communities and a 
lack of  interest in planning for the future rural landscapes (Annist, 2013; 
Storie, 2014; Storie, et al., 2013). Further centralisation of  resources 
exacerbates the challenges in rural areas (Plüschke-Altof, 2017). 
Given that public participation in landscape management decisions is 
one of  the primary aims of  the European Landscape Convention, a 
better understanding is needed of  how people bond to place and how 
community landscape values develop. This would be helpful for effective 
policymaking (Council of  Europe, 2000).

There is a need to examine what is needed to bring people into the 
heart of  development, not just as a nice idea or a need to conform 
to administrative rules required for funding. Making inhabitants central 
to policies and actions in a meaningful way needs a realistic picture 
of  rural life—not a caricature—to be developed. The background 
context of  rural Estonia and Latvia, depicting the challenges, barriers 
and opportunities that rural inhabitants face, needs to be examined. 
Additionally, lessons need to be learnt from places where successful 
methods have been employed to overcome the barriers. Developing 
collaborative landscape-scale management, therefore in rural Estonia 
and Latvia, requires understanding

• the context of  rural communities, their history, the issues they 
consider important, 

• the networks, embedded in heterogeneous communities with 
diverse views and vested interests, which influences the intensity of  
association and how they participate and

• an individual’s degree of  attachment to the physical environment 
(Arts et al., 2017; Stenseke, 2009).
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3. Theoretical framework and review of  the Literature

3.1. From Totalitarianism to active citizenship - the long and 
winding road 

Estonia and Latvia regained independence in 1991. After 50 years 
of  Soviet occupation the road to active citizenship where inhabitants 
participate in landscape-scale decision making would be a long one. 
Moving from a centrally, state-organised structure to a privatised and 
market-orientated model, requires education, a change of  mind-sets 
and collaboration to embrace the opportunities whilst off-setting the 
challenges.  The Estonian and Latvian rural communities, however, 
have been under particular strain with outmigration and an ageing 
population (Bell et al., 2008; Nugin, 2014). This has been coupled with 
a polarisation of  resources to richer areas causing some regions to lag 
behind in development (Balamou, et al., 2009). Robust and vibrant rural 
communities are required to stem this decline, so an active citizenship 
engaged through meaningful participatory processes is needed. 

3.2. Landscapes

Landscapes are not merely a physical phenomenon; they are also 
containers for the cultural and historical values and beliefs of  people. 
Thus, landscapes are a product of  the interactions of  people who live, 
work or visit an area on the elements that it comprises (Council of  
Europe, 2000). Even the natural environments, which are perceived to 
be pristine, are impacted by people to some degree (Buller, 2004). Each 
individual perceives the landscape according to their own experience and 
knowledge, built on their visual, sensory and cognitive perception within 
that landscape (Stamps III & Nasar, 1997). This unique perception of  
the landscape is important for the establishment of  landscape identity 
and attachment to places (Antrop, 2005; Bell et al., 2008; Morgan, 
2010; Zhang et al., 2015).  Cognitive perceptions inhabitants hold of  
landscape modifications influences the actions people take and what 
they will do connected to their landscape (Regan & Horn, 2005). Thus, 
landscape change is path dependent and results from the accumulation 
of  experiences, inherited meanings and traditions associated with a place; 
yet a new event can thrust landscape changes onto a different trajectory 
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(Zarina 2013). This shared cultural and natural heritage along with the 
individual perception of  that landscape is recognised in the European 
Landscape Convention (Council Of  Europe, 2000). Consequently, any 
landscape-scale planning process will have an influence on people, as 
stakeholders; as such they need to be included in a meaningful way. 

3.3. Why are participatory processes needed?

In any landscape-scale management change there is a potential discrepancy 
between those who benefit and those who bear the costs, especially, 
where management activities on one property affects neighbouring 
properties (Conover, 2002; Davies & White, 2012; MacMillan & Phillip, 
2008). Additionally, those who can control resources in their favour have 
little incentive to reform their practices (Davies & White, 2012; Yasmi et 
al., 2006). Fair and empowering participatory processes aim to ensure all 
voices are heard to tackle issues of  equity, sustainability and social justice 
(Messely et al., 2013). A functioning co-operation amongst diverse 
rural groups and various agencies is therefore needed for successful 
management to occur (Davies & White, 2012; Yasmi et al., 2006). 

Solutions incorporating active involvement in managing landscapes are 
complex and policymakers need to accept and not ignore a range of  
scenarios that embrace uncertainty, complexity and diversity (Sarkki et al., 
2013). It is crucial to understand how stakeholders relate to one another 
in order to understand the issues involved when conflicts do occur (Glass, 
et al., 2013; Sarkki et al., 2013; Stenseke, 2009). Understanding the issues 
is also important because these problems belong to a wider debate about 
future landscape changes and climate mitigation that have impacts on 
rural areas. These impacts have potential far-reaching effects on rural 
areas where societies are feeling increasingly marginalised and struggling 
with outmigration, ageing populations and agricultural pressures of  
difficult climatic conditions and changing regulations (Nugin, 2019; 
Ruskule et al., 2013). As already mentioned, different social and cultural 
traditions or ideologies have varying impacts on the social structure and 
management of  the landscape (Antrop, 2005; Ramos et al., 2016). This 
can be seen in the change from the dispersed settlements in a mosaic 
landscape that were favoured by the Estonian and Latvian peasantry of  
the early 20th century to the homogenising influence of  Soviet ideology.



20

[T]he shape of  rural life was profoundly transformed. 
The intimate relationship of  the saimnieks [owner 
or manager] to his vienseta, [farmstead] in which 
exploitation and beautification were harmoniously 
balanced – the Indrani relationship [a nationally 
revered play based on rural Latvian life] – was 
replaced by the vast scale of  collectivized agriculture 
(Schwartz, 2007, p. 270).

Thus, the landscape as idealised by the writers of  the late 19th and early 
20th century was incorporated as an integral aspect into the national 
identity, not just a rural identity. A similar idealisation of  the rural 
landscape can be seen in the Estonian national identity (Annist, 2013). 
Despite the complexity there are advantages to including stakeholders 
in meaningful ways. Improving the legitimacy of  the landscape-scale 
management process increases the willingness of  stakeholders to 
engage. It also increases the range of  management options (Arts et al., 
2017; Couix & Gonzalo-Turpin, 2015).

3.3.1. Challenges in changing from centralised planning to 
participatory processes.

Landscape change occurs at multiple governance levels, yet they are 
rarely planned processes as they occur through both independent and 
planned actions (Antrop, 1998; Palang et al., 2000). 

However, it is widely recognised that administrations need to move 
from government to governance (Rogge, Dessein, & Verhoeve, 2013). 
This involves moving from top-down regulatory actions to a wider 
community involvement in the decision-making process in order to 
improve local knowledge integration, local population empowerment, 
improved process legitimacy and increased trust (Couix & Gonzalo-
Turpin, 2015; Luyet et al., 2012; Sarkki et al., 2019). 

Participatory processes, however, are not a panacea for successful 
stakeholder integration in development and ex-Soviet countries, such as 
Estonia and Latvia have struggled to transition from a strong centralised 
system with modernist paradigms. Authorities often lack the resources 
or skills and sometimes the political will to move to an enabling role 
and are sometimes overwhelmed by the transition process (Rogge et 
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al., 2013). They face multiple issues, for instance, institutional problems, 
inflexible legislation, unmotivated experts, a lack of  transparency, overly 
technical information, power asymmetries and stereotyping. The biggest 
issue they face, however, is a lack of  trust as people are unused to 
co-operating with the authorities. This is exacerbated when institutions 
struggle to adapt their hierarchical structures to develop more inclusive 
governance styles (Kluvánková-Oravská et al., 2013), contributing to 
failures in collaborative policymaking or resulting in ineffective policies 
(Plummer & Armitage, 2007; Rogge et al., 2013; Sarkki et al., 2019).

Participation has also brought inconsistent success due to the perceived 
costs and reluctance to allocate resources (Enengel et al., 2011; Palang et 
al., 2011; Rogge et al., 2013). Investigations  that focus on just one aspect 
of  an issue and do not investigate the combined ecological, economic 
and social facets will lack the overview required (Redpath et al., 2013; 
White et al., 2009). For example, an ecological understanding of  the 
consequences of  various management techniques is essential in wildlife 
conflicts, as this will frame the range of  alternative solutions (White et 
al., 2009). Reliance on technical solutions alone can exacerbate conflicts 
and leave different groups feeling they are alienated from the decision-
making process. This is compounded if  unfamiliarity with the technical 
language by local stakeholders is confused with a lack of  expertise (Frank 
et al., 2015; Sarkki et al., 2013).

These criticisms, however, are not a call for dropping participatory 
approaches in development but rather a call to improve the methodologies 
and approaches. There is a need to work towards opening up spaces to 
allow a greater number of  stakeholders to be fully represented in the 
development process and not be subject to elite capture (Arts et al., 
2017).

3.4. Sense of  Place

Sense of  place is used to convey the relationship people have to the 
landscape where they live, work or spend their leisure time, yet it “is a 
paradoxical concept with a meaning that is readily grasped, but difficult 
to define” (Morgan, 2010, p. 11). Sense of  place is built through both 
geographical and social linkages that people have. Bridging, bonding 
and linking social capital are needed for healthy, confident and open 
communities (Pretty & Smith, 2004). Bridging social capital consists 
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of  the bonds to groups with different interests across communities. 
Bonding social capital reflects the ties to close friends and family or 
amongst people with similar interests. Linking social capital is the 
engagement with external agencies that influence policies or draw in 
resources (Kizos et al., 2018; Pretty & Smith, 2004). Distrust, however, 
hampers the development of  social capital and has deep roots in the 
social exclusion of  rural areas of  post-Socialist countries, amplified by 
the Soviet system and exacerbated by the post-independence chaos, in 
which some people benefitted more than others (Pasieka, 2012). The loss 
of  employment and reduction in community activities, such as working 
on farms or household potato planting and harvesting that generates 
community level conversation, added to the sense of  isolation of  these 
marginal areas (Pasieka, 2012). 

The concept sense of  place has been divided into different components, 
place identity, place attachment, and place dependence, However, these 
terms are used by many different disciplines to convey the connectedness 
of  people to a specific place or a type of  environment and have become 
confused in the process with the terms used interchangeably (Cross, 
2015; Haywood, 2014; Lewicka, 2011). As Lewicka (2011) suggests, 
these terms are like the parts of  a broken jigsaw that should be put 
together, as the concepts have no meaning unless they are part of  a 
larger theoretical concept.

3.4.1. Place Attachment

Place attachment refers to the emotional bond that connects people 
to a place; it develops over time as people interact with the landscape 
(Soini et al., 2012). It is not often fixed to one place and people may 
have multiple places of  belonging (Kyle et al., 2004; Morgan, 2010). 
Internalised landscape values, set within the context of  family and 
culture and the place itself, begin to be shaped in childhood. Multiple 
anchors are formed (Kyle et al., 2004), inextricably linked with love, 
grief, pleasure and security, contributing to an individual’s identity. 
Place-based values are important in guiding environmental evaluations 
that may influence the choice of  residence (Morgan, 2010; Scannell 
& Gifford, 2017). As mobility patterns change, people demonstrate 
varying adaptability to new environments. It depends on their ability 
to maintain a sense of  continuity or an ability to put down anchors in a 
new place (Bailey et al., 2016; Di Masso et al., 2019) or in multiple places 
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(Halfacree, 2011). Place attachment is also influenced by the mobility 
of  others in a person’s social circle or the degree to which a place meets 
their needs at a particular life-stage (Albrecht et al., 2007; Cross, 2015; 
Kienast, et al., 2018).

Place attachment is generally stronger in rural than in urban areas 
because rural inhabitants choose their home or decide to stay based on 
factors other than the proximity to services and access to employment 
(Anton & Lawrence, 2014). Rural place attachment may reflect links 
to a person’s ancestors or culture; these links strengthen social capital 
and a sense of  belonging (Lewicka, 2011; Scannell & Gifford, 2017). 
Painful memories also affect the range and quality of  place attachment, 
therefore, personal histories are important (Bailey et al., 2016; Lewicka, 
2011; Scannell & Gifford, 2017).

3.4.2. Place or Landscape Identity

Landscapes are not merely the sum of  their physical environments, but 
also the cultural and historical layers that contribute to an individual 
and community’s sense of  identity and foster a sense of  wellbeing 
(Anton & Lawrence, 2014; Scannell & Gifford, 2017). Place identity, 
therefore, describes the relationship between a person and their physical 
environment and its role in their sense of  self  (McCunn & Gifford, 2014; 
Storie, 2015; Zenker & Rütter, 2014). Consideration of  landscape identity 
is needed when changes need to be enacted, as it has policy implications. 
Well-designed policies provide a framework for actions, leading to a 
more positive identity, thereby increasing people’s satisfaction with 
their surrounding landscape (Ramos et al., 2016).  Estonian and Latvian 
place identity suffered disruption, as the identity of  rural people, closely 
connected to nature and as stewards of  their own land, was forcibly 
overlain by Soviet ideology until the national identity arose again in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s (Annist, 2013; Schwartz, 2006).

3.4.3. Place Dependence

Place dependence is rarely treated in isolation, but may be linked with 
place identity and place attachment in sense of  place, or along with place 
identity treated as part of  place attachment (Kyle et al., 2004; Scannell 
& Gifford, 2010). Kyle et al. (2004) describe place dependence as the 
potential of  a specific place to meet the needs and goals of  individuals 
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and therefore, related to its functional value. Dependence can be upon the 
material features of  a place, such as geographic features or employment 
market, or social features, such as parents, friends or partners. As Cross 
(2015) explains it is rare to be able to choose a residence free from all 
social and material considerations.  

3.5. Landscape-scale management

The regulation of  landscape practices and uses, to avoid undesired 
changes, has a long history; different regimes aimed to shape the landscape 
according to their ideal version (Primdahl et al., 2013). After the Second 
World War, centralised planning, with its highly reductive perspective 
and the mindset of  the state as provider was implemented. It assumed 
that landscapes and landscape practices were as predictable as machines 
and thus people could apply the scientific method to policies designed 
to direct them (Plummer & Armitage, 2007; Rogge et al., 2013). Soviet 
ideology aimed to make nature bend to its will through the imposition 
of  top-down quotas for production; therefore, it was at the forefront of  
this reductive mindset. This attitude was forced on Estonia and Latvia, 
which had been incorporated during the war (Bell et al., 2019; Palang 
et al., 2011; Ruskule et al., 2013). Adherence to the modernist thinking 
in landscape-scale management with a lack of  participation threatens 
to override the emotional bond people have to place and misses the 
subjective, intimate lived-experience of  inhabitants, and threatens 
identity(Butler, 2016). There has been, therefore, an increasing awareness 
that there needs to be a greater participation from the local stakeholders 
that is sensitive to inhabitants’ relationship to place to address issues of  
equity, sustainability and social justice (Enengel et al. , 2011; Kyle et al., 
2004; Primdahl et al., 2013).

It is important to note that values and beliefs disregarded at the early 
stages of  planning are rarely incorporated later and can lead to problems 
(Butler, 2016). Therefore, in order to support landscape planning and 
to better understand land change processes, there is a need to integrate 
human perceptions and decision-making processes regarding landscapes 
(Dorning et al., 2017). Neglecting inhabitants hinders communication 
and the integration of  local knowledge into policy decision-making 
(Davies & White, 2012; Glass et al., 2013; Stenseke, 2009). It can also 
leave stakeholders feeling less important (Buller, 2004). Inclusion of  
local knowledge is also important for a sense of  stewardship and a lack 
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of  input therefore can lead to a feeling of  a lack of  responsibility or 
ownership that disempowers people to make effective changes. 

Differing visions of  the ideal management of  a landscape can result 
in resource conflicts, such as wildlife management. When outsiders 
decide how people should care for a landscape it can offend people’s 
sense of  identity; it also disrupts their sense of  place in that landscape. 
Consequently, there is a need to include “reflexive and collaborative 
engagement” of  stakeholders (Davies & White, 2012; Gerner et al., 
2011; Glass et al., 2013). This improves understanding and assures 
legitimacy within the affected communities and leads to improved 
decision-making. Sarkki et al. (2013) identified a need to develop a shared 
understanding, that uses a common language where issues are discussed. 
Skilled facilitators can bridge the gap between experts, the authorities 
and local stakeholders, and support marginal stakeholders, which ensures 
the marginal and local stakeholders’ knowledge is recognised and their 
experience is taken into account (Madden, 2004; Sarkki et al., 2013).

The character and identity of  a place or region, which evolves over 
time, depends upon its legibility. Different social and cultural traditions 
also influence the social structure and management traditions of  the 
landscape (Antrop, 2005; Ramos et al., 2016). Traditional landscapes, 
therefore, have a particular coherence and legibility related to heritage 
values that give a place a special character or entity and helps to deepen 
emotional bonds (Ramos et al., 2016). The historical writers and poets 
of  Estonia and Latvia aided this process and gave the landscape legibility 
and coherence through storytelling at a time when identity was rising, 
just before it was crushed by the Soviet regime. It became a symbol 
of  hope and overcoming that it could once again rise. It was based 
on constructed elements relating to the short period in the past of  a 
perceived glorious era. The yearning for “their” landscape, free from 
imposed feudal or ideological systems, means the aesthetic appreciation 
and identity associated with it is so interwoven with the cultural identity 
it is hard to separate the two (Schwartz, 2006). Although as Pasieka 
(2012) argues, this was more the view of  the intellectuals who ridiculed 
those who missed the benefits that the socialist system brought to rural 
inhabitants such as guaranteed employment. In both cases the past is 
idealised, either the perceived glorious golden age before communism 
or the Soviet period.
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Rural landscapes constantly evolve in response to the environment and 
the complex web of  non-linear relationships and multiple interactions 
that cross geographical boundaries of  rural landscapes (Arts et al., 2017; 
Karro, et al., 2014). Landscapes may go through phases of  relative 
stability and then rapid change. Those changes must connect with the 
past or the link to the past is lost, which in turn affects people’s sense of  
attachment (Palang et al., 2006). Poorly applied management processes 
can disrupt the link to the past and generate negative reactions. This can 
lead to people experiencing deep distress as either nostalgia, a longing for 
a cultural setting in the past where a person felt at home, or solastalgia, a 
period of  mourning where an individual feels isolated in their own home 
environment, or both (Albrecht et al., 2007). Additionally, “broken or 
“stretched place bonds” can cause issues with physical health (Scannell 
& Gifford, 2017, p. 256), thus sensitive integration of  community values 
and needs in a trusting environment is required (Bergeron et al., 2014; 
Raymond et al., 2016; Stenseke, 2009).

3.5.1. Wildlife conflicts: a landscape-scale issue.

Research has shown that incompatible understandings of  natural resource 
management can lead to disagreements among different interest groups 
(Buller, 2004). Inequity often exists between those who benefit from 
the resource and those who bear the expense, (Davies & White, 2012; 
MacMillan & Phillip, 2008; O’Rourke, 2014). These complex conflicts 
require analysis to discover their root causes. This will enable possible 
problems to be uncovered and ensure sustainable and equitable resource 
use for stakeholders in the future (Gerner et al., 2011; Young, et al., 
2009). Research into the impacts of  these interventions, however, often 
focuses on ecological impacts or impacts on local communities and not 
the combined ecological, economic and social aspects needed (Frank et 
al., 2015; Redpath et al., 2013; White et al., 2009). 

White et al. (2009, p. 243) highlight the need for an “integrated, 
conceptual, yet functionally applied approach” to identify indicators 
that allow the development of  conflicts to be monitored over time. The 
framework highlights the social, economic and ecological factors that 
influence stakeholder decision-making and their consequent behaviour, 
as well as the wildlife impact on communities. 
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3.6. Who are the stakeholders?

Failure to identify relevant stakeholders or consider their attachment 
to place glosses over sociopolitical contexts and risks the unidentified 
stakeholders, negatively impacting a project in the future (Arts et al., 2017; 
Luyet et al., 2012; Stenseke, 2009). A stakeholder in this thesis is defined 
“as a person, organisation or group, which is either affected by or may 
influence a problem or its solution” (Hermans et al., 2011, p. 806). This 
wide definition presents problems of  who to include, how and at what 
level to ensure those affected by decision making are heard in the process 
(Franzén et al. 2015; Rogge et al., 2013). A particular problem is that the 
more stakeholders there are, the greater the complexity and the potential 
that the process costs are higher (Luyet et al., 2012). Stakeholders, 
however, are rarely discrete groups, but individuals set within networks 
with varying degrees of  attachment and varying degrees of  intensity 
of  association to the physical environment and the community (Lin 
& Lockwood, 2014). This web of  connectedness presents a complex 
picture but offers multiple pathways for multi-directional information 
flows and knowledge inputs for decision-making. Conversely, neglecting 
participatory processes is costly. 

How stakeholders are included and at what stage, are crucial questions. 
How ordinary people, without the knowledge of  planning, are 
incorporated practically into the sometimes lengthy, process requires 
careful thought and creativity, in order to prevent process fatigue or 
a lack legitimacy (Fox & Murphy, 2012). Additionally, internal conflict 
and existing local power asymmetries between local interest groups with 
different needs and priorities or even a clash of  personalities can lead 
to a situation where one stakeholder group exerts their influence to 
promote their interests to the detriment of  other groups (Enengel et al., 
2011; White et al., 2009). These power asymmetries can threaten fair and 
empowering participation processes.

3.7. Improving inclusion.

A positive connection of  people to the landscape, or landscape identity, 
can bring a sense of  belonging and wellbeing (Egoz, 2012; Scannell & 
Gifford, 2017). Engagement with the landscape is multi-faceted because 
of  the connection people have to nature, to society and to the local 
economy, and linked through psychological, spiritual, aesthetic and 
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functional processes (Palang, et al., 2000). Enabling the involvement 
of  stakeholders in collaborative management of  landscapes requires a 
thorough understanding of  the heterogeneous communities with their 
diverse views and vested interests. It requires an understanding of  their 
attachment to a place and the issues they feel are important (Palang et 
al., 2011). 

Landscapes are political by nature, involving asymmetrical power 
relationships and multiple interests that can lead to conflicts, necessitating 
that these issues are made more explicit in practical landscape planning 
(Calderon & Butler, 2019). Thus, particular attention needs to be paid 
to reaching out to inhabitants in situations where trust is low, as in the 
case of  Latvia and Estonia (Newig et al., 2010; Stringer & Paavola, 
2013). Alienated, distrustful and deprived communities often lack the 
confidence to participate; they also lack the political or socioeconomic 
infrastructure and knowledge base required to organise representative 
citizen groups (Ingold, 2014; Sarkki et al., 2019). A prerequisite for 
successful landscape management is the ability of  the local population to 
be able to express their opinions and perspectives about local landscapes 
(Eiter & Vik, 2015). Previous poorly implemented participatory 
approaches and historical tensions also raise barriers to development 
(Fox & Murphy, 2012; Rogge et al., 2013; Storie & Bell, 2017), requiring 
a need for flexible policies and the development of  participatory tools 
(Conrad, et al., 2011; Sarkki et al., 2019). 

Each facet and process moulds and shapes the landscape, and conversely 
each landscape change impacts the bond of  people to place (Ramos, et 
al., 2016). Each component goes through a process of  re-appreciation, 
re-grounding and re-positioning that adds to the sense of  belonging 
and building of  affirmative narratives. However, this process is “not 
pre-given, but constructed; it is a node in a network and part of  wider 
networks and relations, linked to other places through social, economic 
and political relations” (Horlings, 2016, p. 33). Understanding the 
elements that make up landscape construction will enable planners and 
rural development organisations to find ways to meaningfully engage 
stakeholders and a greater appreciation of  the reasons for the actions 
of  residents (Speranza et al., 2014). As Lertzman (2015, p. 41) argues 
“research methodologies need to “get underneath” and uncover the 
often contradictory, inconsistent, irrational, affective and complicated 
ways in which people engage with our most pressing environmental 



29

challenges”. This, she argues, aids better engagement design with the 
communities and structure the communication with “relevant insight”.

Sustainable landscapes vary according to landscape type and other 
factors and as landscape changes, socially, politically and economically, 
so does its meaning and significance and consequently its management. 
Significant environmental changes, however, must be linked to a change 
in societal values and must co-evolve together (Buchecker, et al., 2003; 
Karro et al., 2014). The policies should provide a structure for beneficial 
actions and participation, thus, the relationship of  stakeholders to their 
landscapes must be considered in the design process  as they have 
implications on wellbeing and are essential for the creation of  resilient 
and thriving communities (Ramos et al., 2016; Zwiers et al., 2016). 

3.8. The role of  narratives

Community participation is key for creating resilient and vibrant 
communities (Zwiers et al., 2016) and therefore participatory 
processes require an understanding of  the narratives people build. The 
stakeholders’ role, their beliefs and values regarding landscapes needs to 
be made “useful, accessible and actionable to potential users” by creating 
a coherent narrative that can be understood by those unfamiliar with the 
locality (Horlings, 2016, p. 33). It needs to be borne in mind, however, 
that these values are fluid, co-constructed in community and linked to 
prior landscape values (Arts et al., 2017). 

The narratives reveal how people perceive their landscape, how they 
believe it should be managed and their willingness to engage in planning 
processes (Arts et al., 2017; Dorning et al., 2017). They help to capture 
the dynamic nature of  people’s attachment and the values that shape 
landscapes and the elements within (Bailey, et al. 2016; Counted 2016). 
Residents’ stories, emotional bonds formed by traditions, sensory 
experiences and memories set the landscape values in the local context. 
The historical background with its wider political changes provides the 
background story to individual’s own stories. Narratives are therefore 
important to build a rich picture of  the rural landscape and the collective 
identity the landscapes contain (Ramos et al., 2016). These narratives and 
processes feed into place attachment providing anchors to the place and 
need to be understood when developing participatory mechanisms for 
change (Ashkenazy et al., 2018; Gonzalez et al., 2018; Lewicka, 2011). 
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These stories, however, need to be developed in an atmosphere of  trust, 
as mistrust hinders the construction of  the positive narratives needed 
(Buchecker et al., 2003).

As Scannell and Gifford (2017) explain, memories are the most 
commonly expressed benefits connected to place, thus it is important 
that these are strengthened. As the roots developed during childhood are 
long-lasting and shape adult identity (Morgan, 2010), it could be argued 
children should be included in development planning too. Art can be 
a useful tool for interpreting narratives of  place. The ideal landscape 
has frequently been captured through words and pictures. As mentioned 
previously, writers in the 19th and 20th centuries inspired the development 
of  a landscape identity through their writings based on folk themes and 
peasantry, which they portrayed in a positive manner (Schwartz, 2007). 
The creative arts, therefore, together with the historical memories, can 
feed into policies to promote particular landscape uses or patterns 
(Palang et al., 2010).

3.9. Describing Place

It is important that people are involved in describing the change in the 
landscape from their own perspective. Narratives are, therefore, important 
in understanding the development of  people-place attachment and how 
that is interpreted by individuals (Bailey et al., 2016; Counted, 2016). 
Qualitative investigations are needed to understand the nuances of  the 
different patterns that shape landscape values and attachment across time 
and aid understanding of  responses to proposed changes. Interviews 
with inhabitants need to be constructed in such a way that gives space to 
people to input their own ideas of  how change has happened. Technical 
questions need to be framed in a way that non-experts in that particular 
field can understand. Trust needs to be established and above all, people 
need to feel listened to (Bailey et al., 2016; Bergeron et al., 2014; Kyle et 
al., 2004; Morgan, 2010).

This thesis has been built around narratives embedded in the landscape, 
from the broadscale context of  national events that set the context 
and policies that govern landscape-scale management to the individual 
narratives that make each place unique. To uncover the narratives of  
landscapes, various qualitative methodological approaches are needed. 
These approaches need to include the cognitive elements of  landscapes 
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to describe the relationship people have to a landscape (Bailey, et al. 
2016; Scannell and Gifford 2017).  No single model will give a complete 
picture of  the landscape and therefore various frameworks and models 
were chosen to investigate the narratives in this thesis to gain insights 
into different aspects of  rural life at different scales. and guide the 
collection of  data. 

While past research has often outlined the rules governing landscape 
development, the rules rarely describe the landscape and its construction 
over time that captures the dynamic changing nature of  place attachment 
(Bailey et al., 2016). Landscapes develop at different rates and at different 
times, with diverse actors creating their own landscape according to 
their varying beliefs, values and power relationships influencing in turn 
their attachment to place. Landscapes, therefore, have boundaries in 
time as well as space. Each landscape change adds a layer requiring that 
the mechanism of  change be examined across these time boundaries. 
Additionally, studies of  place attachment have focused on the people-
people relationships, ignoring people-place relationships and how place 
attachment develops (Lewicka, 2011).

Various frameworks are helpful to analyse landscapes, as they cover 
different aspects of  landscape change at different scales and across time 
boundaries. Below is an outline of  the ones used for this thesis.

3.9. 1. Frameworks and approaches used

3.9.1.1. Tripartite Organising framework of  Place Attachment 

A review by Scannell and Gifford (2010) brought some clarity to the 
topic of  place attachment and they proposed a tripartite organising 
framework to define this multidimensional aspect more clearly. The 
tripartite model seeks to structure the varied definitions of  person, 
psychological processes, and place dimensions into an effective 
framework to aid understanding and stimulate research. The framework 
supports the investigation of  the beliefs and values embodied in place 
attachment and the processes by which they are acquired. It captures 
the place attachment values embedded in the social networks of  a place. 
Narratives of  place that have been constructed and people’s willingness 
to engage in management decisions regarding their landscapes and 
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participation barriers can be determined through questions based on 
this framework. 

However, as there were many overlapping themes it was not possible to 
use the framework categories to organise the analysis, the analysis of  the 
results therefore needed to be developed from the themes that emerged. 

3.9.1.2. Landscape Identity

Landscape identity describes the relationship between people and their 
physical environment; Stobbelaar and Pedroli (2011) developed the 
landscape identity circle where landscape identity is broken down into 
four aspects Personal-Existential, Cultural–Existential, Cultural–Spatial, 
Personal–Spatial. These aspects respectively cover how places have 
personal meaning through their personal biographies linked to the place; 
how social processes, such as religious, celebratory, commemorative or 
recreational, influence the image of  a collective future; and how spatially 
unique features are used to define regional identity and those specific to 
individuals. By taking these different ways of  perceiving the landscape 
they can take into consideration ethical and aesthetic viewpoints. 

Similarly to the Tripartite Organising framework of  Place Attachment 
(Scannell & Gifford, 2010), the Landscape Identity Circle (Stobbelaar & 
Pedroli, 2011) leads to many overlapping themes. This was not useful 
to organise the in-depth analysis of  an area. However, it was useful to 
construct a schematic summary of  the aspects important to inhabitants. 

3.9.1.3. Sustainable place-shaping practices

Horlings argues that sustainable place-shaping practices have 
transformative power. These practices transform places through 
the processes of  re-appreciation of  local landscape elements, then 
re-grounding them into the present context and re-positioning the 
elements to meet future needs. Re-appreciation, re-grounding and 
re-positioning aid a sense of  belonging as affirmative narratives are built, 
a process that is part of  a wider network of  change (Horlings, 2016). 
Describing these narratives of  change enables them to be understood 
in context where lessons can be learnt and successful transformations 
built on.
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Horlings’ (2016) framework of  sustainable place-shaping practices 
was used in parallel with the Landscape Identity Circle. This enabled 
understanding of  the interconnections of  transformative actions and the 
landscape identity processes. This constructive approach acknowledges 
and builds on the positive transformations within the landscape, that 
create anchors to a place and deepens landscape identity.

3.9.1.4. Psychosocial analysis 

People undergo both conscious and unconscious processes that influence 
their decision making. They strategise in order to defend their choices 
or to avoid distressing or painful experiences. These subconscious 
processes can also enable a creative response to difficult circumstances 
that initiates positive behaviours facilitating change. However, people 
can also get stuck between their conflicting desires and motivations 
and have overwhelming emotions, which results in a paralysis of  action 
(Lertzman 2015. A pyschosocial analysis therefore is a useful approach 
to analsye both rational and irrational processes behind actions and 
inactions, particularly highlighting destructive pathways and the reasons 
behind them.

3.10. Summary of  the main evidence

The change from a totalitarian state to one that uses participatory 
processes is a difficult one to make and takes time. Forced collectivisation 
of  farmland during the Soviet era has left a legacy of  distrust of  
cooperative and collaborative actions in the minds of  many people in 
Estonia and Latvia. Revitalising rural communities that are suffering 
abandonment after the Soviet Union collapsed requires people to work 
together. However, the difficult transition from top-down governance 
means inhabitants have had little say in decisions affecting their 
environment, which hampers the development of  participatory and 
collaborative processes.

Landscape-scale management requires the incorporation of  stakeholders 
into the process, but how this is done and how to engage stakeholders in 
a meaningful way needs careful consideration. Several questions need to 
be asked: Who is engaged, at what stage and how? Despite the message 
over several years that meetings do not work, there is still a reliance 
on meetings to inform stakeholders, which rarely engages the people 
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most affected by the plans. When stakeholders do not attend, it is often 
assumed that people do not care about their environment. 

Understanding stakeholders’ narratives of  place and the resulting 
decision-making processes, both the rational and irrational processes, 
will help planners to engage better with communities. Additionally, using 
artists and storytellers to help to articulate people’s desires and thoughts 
regarding their environment and landscape values has the potential 
to open communication channels between stakeholders and planners 
leading to greater legitimacy and relevance of  landscape planning 

3.11. Research gaps

Various papers have sought to bring clarity to the concepts of  sense of  
place, place attachment, place (or landscape) identity and place dependence 
(Cross, 2015; Lewicka, 2011; Scannell & Gifford, 2010; Stobbelaar & 
Pedroli, 2011), but the situation still remains confused. There is no clear 
diagram of  how the different components of  attachment, identity and 
dependence fit within the sense of  place framework. Neither do the 
frameworks address how the different aspects of  place interact as part 
of  a dynamic process.

Existing frameworks were useful for examining the different aspects 
of  the relationships that people have to place and the processes of  
change. Each framework added to the narratives of  place. However, no 
single framework was able to sufficiently describe place to give a holistic 
picture and therefore a combination of  frameworks are needed. This 
thesis seeks to examine the how the particular frameworks fit into the 
overall narratives and the process of  change within small communities 
in Estonia and Latvia.

A holistic examination of  landscape-scale values of  inhabitants and 
former inhabitants are lacking in Estonia and Latvia. There is a need to 
describe the experiences and values of  local people to aid understanding 
in developing landscape-scale planning in rural areas. Understanding 
of  the narratives of  place aids incorporation of  inhabitants into the 
participatory context.
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4. Aims of  the Study

The European Landscape Convention, of  which Estonia and Latvia are 
signatories, recognises that people’s perceptions of  their landscapes are 
important. Therefore, people should have an important role to play in 
the landscape-scale management decisions that have an impact on the 
landscapes they are attached to. Planners often assume a blank sheet or 
rely on the knowledge of  experts to describe the landscapes rather than 
utilise the inhabitants’ perspective. Where attempts have been made to 
involve the local population, an over reliance on meetings often results 
in a poor attendance and an assumption by planners that people do not 
care. 

This thesis starts from the premise that the rural people of  Estonia and 
Latvia care deeply about their landscapes but are unwilling to participate 
in landscape-scale decision-making when given the opportunity because 
they often feel ignored in the process. The present situation often 
determines what kind of  futures that can be imagined for landscapes 
(Antrop, 2005); therefore, there is a need to understand how inhabitants 
perceive their landscapes and their relationship to it. This thesis, therefore, 
seeks to understand the present rural landscapes of  Estonia and Latvia 
through developing a picture that highlights the subtle differences in the 
reality of  inhabitants’ lives embedded in these landscapes. This requires 
a knowledge of  the past, an understanding of  the present inhabitants’ 
social structure and the landscape values they hold. 

4.1. Research Questions

This research aimed to answer the following questions:

1. How have the landscape changes of  rural Estonia and Latvia been 
constructed (Papers I-V)?

2. How do inhabitants, past and present, experience place attachment, 
the emotional and relational ties to the place where they live or grew 
up, including the important landscape features and how do these 
contribute to the narratives of  place (Papers I-V)? 

3. How do communities’ ecological, economic and social dynamics 
influence landscape-scale management and contribute to the push-
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pull factors affecting continued residence in these rural locations 
(Papers III, IV, V)?

4. How ready are the communities to participate in (rural/spatial) 
development (Papers III, IV, V)?

5. Which methodologies provide insight into the relationships that 
communities have to the landscapes they are connected to (Papers 
I-V)?

Political, cultural and social factors determined the construction of  past 
landscapes and influence present-day landscapes. The objectives of  the 
first question, therefore, were to provide the background context for 
inhabitants’ experience and expectations of  landscapes in rural Estonia 
and Latvia. It takes account of  past regimes and their ideologies and the 
influence on mindsets as well as documents the process of  change over 
time. 

The second question addressed the current situation regarding the 
importance that local inhabitants and those who had left but still felt 
connected to the place felt about their landscape. It was useful to 
highlight the unique features that each place contained and the multiple 
ways that inhabitants relate to landscapes. It drew out the distinctive 
narratives of  place for each place at individual and community level. 

Communities are influenced at multiple levels, from global to individual 
factors. While rural communities often benefit from the intrinsic qualities 
of  peace and quiet, they also face many resource constraints. Supporting 
resilient and thriving communities requires an understanding of  the 
factors that influence individual motivations to stay or to leave rural areas 
and is important in the planning of  landscape-scale management. The 
third research question drew out the important ecological, economic 
and social factors that influence the inhabitants’ approach to landscape-
scale management or how it influenced their ability to stay. 

Participation in landscape-scale decision making is often dependent on 
the experience and confidence of  a local community. Question four, 
therefore, examined the readiness of  communities to participate, based 
on their previous experience and how they perceived the process.  

Multiple methodologies have been developed to examine the relationship 
of  communities to their landscapes. This thesis examined how useful 
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the methodologies were to examining aspects of  that relationship and 
placed them within a sense of  place framework. It highlighted the 
specific aspects that each methodology uncovered and the limitations 
of  each framework. 
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5. Materials and Methods

5.1. Introduction

Mainstreaming participatory approaches requires a careful analysis of  
the present situation, which will then lead to better strategies for the 
development of  landscape-scale management. Research, therefore, 
needs to begin by developing an overall picture of  the experiences of  
inhabitants. This research set out to build a narrative of  inhabitants’ 
lives, embedded in their landscapes, in selected rural parishes in Estonia 
and Latvia. There was a need to acknowledge the positive attributes from 
the inhabitants’ perspective as well as the values they hold. It also needed 
to acknowledge the barriers and constraints they face, not portray a 
romanticised picture of  the conditions and challenges of  rural lives.

This thesis employed various methodologies to examine rural 
communities in Estonia and Latvia to assess their usefulness in 
highlighting the values of  inhabitants and describing place from their 
perspective. Investigations were conducted using interviews, workshops 
and ongoing observations. 

This chapter focuses on the overarching research strategy used in the 
different studies taken in this thesis (5.2), the approach to data gathering 
(5.3) and the case study areas (5.4)

5.2. Research strategy

The research took place as an inductive, narrative process where the results 
from one study led to the formation of  the questions for subsequent 
studies. Different frameworks and models were used to examine diverse 
aspects of  inhabitants’ lives that add to their sense of  place. Frameworks 
are developed to aid analysis and may be used to simplify concepts that 
have become confused requiring tighter definitions, or they may be used 
to encourage a more holistic view of  a problem. Whilst there were some 
overlaps of  the results from the place-based frameworks used in this 
research, each contributed a part to the jigsaw that comprises a sense of  
place in the rural parishes examined. (Lewicka, 2011).  
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5.2.1. Landscape narratives

The research began with a study (Paper III) of  the conflict over 
landscape-scale management of  wild boar in the Ērgļu Novads region. 
The research used The Integrated Conceptual Framework to Understand 
Biodiversity Conflicts (White et al., 2009). This revealed that the conflict 
was characterised by incompatible understanding of  the landscape-
scale management of  wild boar between groups of  stakeholders. The 
increasing boar populations resulted in widespread damage in the Ērgļu 
Novads region of  Latvia; this had developed into a contentious and 
emotive issue among different groups within the community. 

Landscape-scale wildlife management occurs at both national level 
and local levels. National levels often set the legislative framework for 
local landscape-scale management of  wildlife. Wildlife management 
conflicts therefore need to be examined at multiple levels from the 
individual impact to the wider framework within which the conflict is 
set. This framework includes aspects of  stakeholders’ values and lives 
which influences the perception of  the wildlife impact and attitudes to 
other stakeholders.  Potential and actual areas of  conflict, both stated 
and hidden, could then be identified. Paper III focussed on the inter-
community conflicts arising from incompatible objectives regarding the 
management of  the wild boar. 

A key finding of  this research included the lack of  participation of  local 
farmers in an open debate occurring at the national level over the role of  
hunting in managing wildlife to mitigate damage caused; this was despite 
being in a hotspot for the damage. The local farmers did not feel they 
able to or were reluctant to participate in that debate. The research led to 
the questions of  how people participate in landscape-scale management 
and the barriers to their participation. The research also opened up 
questions regarding landscape identity about rurality and about the role 
of  sense of  place that governed actions. Was the experience of  those in 
the Ērgļu Novads similar to those elsewhere in Latvia, and subsequently 
in Estonia which experienced a similar history of  Soviet occupation and 
regained independence about the same time? 

Paper V explored place attachment to rural landscapes by inhabitants in 
six parishes, three in Latvia and three in Estonia. A picture of  the social 
networks in the parishes and their role in landscape was developed. The 
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Tripartite Framework of  Place Attachment (Scannell & Gifford, 2010) 
was used to investigate the beliefs and values that communities and 
individuals held that are embodied in an attachment to the landscape. It 
focussed on capturing the societal values connected to the experience of  
place, including memories that potentially promote attachment and the 
wellbeing of  individuals and communities (Scannell & Gifford, 2017). 

The questions based on the framework highlighted the cultural and 
political influences on the narratives of  place that communities and 
individuals constructed. This demonstrated the influence of  local and 
wider networks on place attachment. The questions were also used 
to assess willingness or barriers to participation in landscape-scale 
management decisions. 

5.2.2. Influences on landscape changes.

The two previous papers revealed different aspects of  community, 
communities in conflict and communities of  place. Combining 
methodologies, however, allows a deeper analysis. Some frameworks are 
useful to describe the context of  people in place and some describe the 
processes that impact a sense of  place, thus establishing how sense of  
place changes over time. The processes of  change can be examined in 
greater detail from different perspectives, whilst setting the changes in 
the local and global context to examine the drivers of  change.

Paper I examined past scenario studies and compares them to a more 
recent analysis of  the Seto region of  south-east Estonia. Scenarios were 
seen as a useful tool to outline the impacts of  potential policy options. 
They were used to visualise the consequences of  these policies and seek 
to assess public acceptability of  the impacts, as well as identify drivers 
of  change. Re-visiting past scenario studies and comparing them with 
the more recent study, allowed an analysis of  landscape change and the 
most influential drivers and values leading to a greater understanding of  
the process. 

Ongoing observations and workshops with the NGO Ūdenszīmes in 
the small Latvian village of  Kaldabruņa, allowed the opportunity to 
explore the role of  identity and place-shaping in raising self-esteem and 
revitalisation in a non-descript place as described by local inhabitants [IV]. 
This paper examined the dynamic relationship of  people to landscape 
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change and how changing landscapes can bring a restoration of  hope to 
lagging communities. This paper examined how an evolving landscape, 
both physically and culturally, enabled the revitalisation of  landscape 
identity and raised self-esteem in a small, rural Latvian community. Using 
two concepts, the Landscape Identity Circle (Stobbelaar & Pedroli, 
2011) and Horlings’ (2016) sustainable place-shaping practices, allowed 
the collation of  a narrative of  change that drew on the historical and 
individual narratives to tell the story of  the landscape. Combining these 
frameworks lead to a finer-scale picture of  the place-shaping actions that 
steered the community of  Kaldabruņa and its landscape management. 
The Landscape Identity Circle outlined by Stobbelaar and Pedroli (2011) 
permitted the detailed view of  the personal and social components that 
creates landscape identity to be elucidated and set the context for the 
landscape changes. It highlighted the spatial and landscape elements, 
as well as the cultural spheres that were important to inhabitants and 
contributed to the place’s perceived uniqueness. 

These landscape elements, values and beliefs embedded in the landscape 
were then analysed using The Sustainable Place-Shaping Practices 
Framework (Horlings, 2016). It was used to assess and understand the 
process leading to a sustainable transformation of  landscape identity 
in Kaldabruņa by identifying how components were re-appreciated, 
re-grounded and re-positioned in the community.

5.2.3. Different theoretical insights

Different disciplines can bring alternative insights to landscape change 
and deeper understanding of  the processes. Paper II arose out of  
a workshop “Behaviour Change from the Inside Out: Psychosocial 
approaches to sustainability.” A retrospective psychosocial analysis was 
applied to the various aspects of  the work contributing to this thesis. 
It was used to re-examine attitudes that interviewees held. It allowed a 
fresh perspective on the analysis of  how people rationalise their actions 
that arose from the issues and dilemmas they faced while living and 
working in the rural areas of  Latvia and Estonia. Using a psychosocial 
lens helped to bring a deeper understanding of  how the narratives of  
the past influenced the actions of  rural inhabitants and the paralysis of  
hopelessness characteristic of  these areas. 
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5.3. Data gathering

5.3.1. Semi-structured interviews

Semi-structured interviews with open questions were utilised for the 
case studies (Papers: I, III, IV, V) where the questions served as a guide 
to cover the topics of  interest. Open-ended questions also allowed 
interviewees to input their own ideas and thoughts on the landscapes 
in which they live, work or grew up in. The additional information 
given provided the background context for the values of  local people. 
All interviews were conducted face-to-face except for one conducted 
via Skype. Most interviews were recorded but when not recorded, 
handwritten notes were taken.

The small populations within the rural parishes investigated meant that 
stratified sampling was not possible. However, efforts were made to 
ensure that a wide range of  opinions were gathered from as wide a range 
of  people as possible. 
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5.3.2. Gaining trust

As Latvians and Estonians generally consider themselves introverts 
and distrust is high in communities, building trust was important to the 
outcome of  the interviews. Several approaches were taken to improve 
trust: convenience sampling, the use of  gatekeepers and the snowball 
method (Marshall, et al., 2007; Sjölander-Lindqvist, 2009). Convenience 
sampling occurred in places where people were known to congregate, 
such as shops and libraries, capitalising on the openness of  people used 
to interacting with the public. 

Gatekeepers with a perceived neutrality and extensive networks were 
identified from the existing networks of  the authors of  the papers to 
provide access to interviewees. The snowball method was then used 
to find more interviewees. The snowball technique was important for 
gaining trust but care was taken to reach a wide variety of  inhabitants 
and avoid network homogeneity (Luyet et al., 2012). 

Paper IV used a mixed methods approach, for example interviews, 
workshops, observation, social media and a questionnaire. The 
organisation Ūdenszīmes first came to the authors’ attention when the 
Latvian Rural Forum, a rural umbrella organization, was asked where 
successful development occurred in Latvia. The Latvian Rural Forum 
then acted as gatekeepers for establishing a trusting relationship with 
Ūdenszīmes that enabled the data to be collected over a series of  years.

5.4. Case study areas

All case studies were conducted in Estonia and/or Latvia. Landscape-
scale management in these two Baltic countries followed Soviet directives 
from the time of  their occupation until they regained independence in 
1991. Since that point they have followed similar pathways by adopting 
European Union policies, which they both joined in 2004. In addition, 
both countries have ratified the European Landscape Convention: 
Latvia in 2007 and Estonia in 2018. The reason for the late adoption 
of  the Convention by Estonia was due to difficulties encountered with 
the translation of  the word “landscape”. However, in principle Estonia 
agreed with the convention; thus, both countries have been impacted 
by the focus of  the convention on the strategic approach to landscape 
planning. This can be seen with the influence on sustainability planning, 
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protection of  biodiversity and cultural heritage. Landscape-scale 
management policies though have suffered from fragmented sectoral 
level policymaking and ill-defined participatory processes  (Nitavska 
& Zigmunde, 2017). Forest management, land management changes 
and abandonment are some of  the examples of  management that falls 
outside of  the formally recognised planning processes. 

The following gives a breakdown of  the case study areas covered in this 
thesis, with the areas depicted on the map (see Figure 1)

Figure 1: A map depicting the areas studied.  

1.  Paper I: The Seto1 region of  the south-east of  Estonia.

This paper is based on linked studies in the Seto region of  the south-
east of  Estonia, a marginal area with low income and significant 
depopulation. Culturally, it is similar to Russia with a distinct dialect 
and an adherence to the Orthodox religions. Traditions, costumes and 
architecture are closer to the Russian way of  life than Estonian, with 
impacts on the local landscape. The inhabitants are also conservative 
and mistrustful (Palang, et al., 2009). 

1 Note: Seto is the preferred designation by the people themselves, but in Paper I 
the term Setu was used to follow on from the other common Estonian designation 
used in the previous scenario papers.
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2. Paper III Ērgļu Novads

Ērgļu Novads (Municipality) is a Latvian administrative unit in the 
upland Vidzeme region. It is situated approximately 100km east 
of  the capital city of  Riga. At the time of  the study the area was 
considered a hotspot for wild boar, with significant areas suffering 
major damage by the boar which affected the farming community.

3.  Paper IV Kaldabruņa

Kaldabruņa is situated in a hilly area of  the mainly Lutheran in the 
east of  Latvia but on the border of  the mainly Catholic region of  
Latgale Latvia, and Lithuania. Much of  Latvia is flat but Kaldabruņa 
shares similar landscape features of  areas with a similar topography 
of  rolling hills, as in the Ērgļu Novads example above, such as hay 
meadows, field with livestock, ponds, sacred stones, churches and 
old schoolhouses.

4. Paper V: Rural parishes in Estonia and Latvia

This paper focussed on rural parishes, three in Estonia (vald2) and 
three in Latvia (pagasts3). The rural parish is the level that most 
inhabitants associate with. Rurality is a fluid concept with parishes 
closer to cities exhibiting more urban values and with higher tax 
revenues (Van et al., 2015). To avoid this issue, parishes were chosen 
which were greater than 60km from the nearest large town and either 
on a main inter-city route or in a peripheral area. 

The Estonian parishes chosen were Adavere and Lustivere from 
the same municipality and close to the road between Tallinn (the 
Estonian capital) and Tartu (second-largest city in Estonia). Obinitsa 
was the Estonian peripheral location, chosen for its distinctive Seto 
culture with a strong Orthodox religious tradition and closeness to 
the Russian border. In Latvia, Tūja and Svētciems from the same 
municipality and along the main Riga (capital of  Latvia) to Tallinn 
road were chosen. The peripheral Latvian parish was Dagda in 

2 Vald (pl. vallad) is the smallest administrative subunit in Estonia. Many of  the 
smaller vallad have now been amalgamated into larger subunits. In this paper the 
original smaller unit was examined.

3 Pagasts (pl. pagasti) was the smallest administrative subunit in Latvia. Administrative 
reform in 2009 merged pagasti into larger subunits called Novadi (sing. Novads). 
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the Latgalian region, noted for its strong Catholic traditions and 
closeness to the Belorussian and Russian borders.

5.5 Data Analysis

Paper I: A 1999 scenario study in the Seto region was used as a baseline 
to compare the other studies in the same region. The narrative of  
landscape change was traced taking note of  the historical and cultural 
elements involved in scenario studies in 2005 and 2009 and a narrative 
study examining the process of  change in landscape identity in 2017. 
The narratives were then verified with maps and statistical data. 

Paper III: Recorded interviews were transcribed and analysed using Text 
Analysis Markup System (TAMS) version 4.45b4ah (Weinstein, 2013) 
and coded to identify themes emerging from answers to questions related 
to the Integrated Conceptual Framework to Understand Biodiversity 
Conflicts (White et al., 2009). 

Paper IV: The Landscape Identity Circle was used as a framework to 
summarise the elements that comprised the Landscape Identity of  
Kaldabruņa. The facets were then analysed to assess which of  the 
elements contributed to the sustainable place-shaping processes of  
re-appreciation, re-grounding and re-positioning of  landscape identity 
in the village.

Paper V: The interviews were transcribed and each coded using 
Qualitative Data Analysis (QDA) Miner LITE software (Provalis 
Research, 2013) or Text Analysis Markup System (TAMS) Analyzer for 
Macintosh OSX (Weinstein, 2013). The codes used in the transcripts 
were grouped according to the themes that emerged. All interviews were 
conducted in the relevant native language and translated into English. 
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6. Results and Discussion

This chapter brings together the findings from the various papers 
and seeks to portray village life in all its complexity. Various rural 
settlements were investigated, some were in remote locations, and some 
had better connectivity to highways. All were more than 45 kms away 
from the nearest city. Each area demonstrated a unique combination of  
characteristics that shaped community functionality and their capacity 
to develop. Striking differences were observed, even in some parishes 
close to each other, for example in terms of  social cohesion. These 
differences in turn influenced local community landscape development 
and participation in that development [V].

6.1. Construction of  rural landscapes

The first research question asked how the landscape changes of  rural 
Estonia and Latvia had been constructed. Landscapes are containers for 
historical and cultural values and beliefs of  people, shaping the attitudes 
and behaviours that influence the management of  the landscapes. The 
landscapes of  Estonia and Latvia have been shaped by both internal and 
external values and beliefs. 

6.1.1. Historical constructions

When the Soviets came, then things changed. Initially 
even when they worked in the kolkhoz, they would 
go and sing after work. You could hear how women 
sang while returning, they were leelo-ing. Then in 
the second year all the singing disappeared. Everyone 
realised what had hit us (Female 82, Obinitisa). 

Estonia and Latvia celebrated 100 years since the declaration of  
independence in 2018. The years between the First and Second World 
Wars was a period when the national identity, independent of  foreign 
control, was forged. The fledgling nations were then occupied by the 
crushing Soviet forces. Few interviewees remembered the time before 
the occupation and the imposition of  collective farming on the rural 
landscapes. Many, however, grew up under the Soviet Union and 
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remembered when freedom was regained in 1991. Re-establishing 
independent nations was not problem free, however, and resulted 
in a period of  chaos and significant outmigration. In 2004, accession 
to the European Union resulted in further transformations of  the 
rural landscape due to the influence of  farming subsidies and rural 
development programmes.

These intense and rapid transformations within the societies of  Estonia 
and Latvia, where different ideologies dominated created different 
impacts on the landscapes. The land use patterns of  rural Estonia and 
Latvia have altered substantially over time, from the mosaic landscapes 
of  the pre-war era, to the creation of  large fields in the Soviet era 
through amelioration and clearance, to abandonment after the collapse 
of  the Soviet Union. These land use patterns have been shaped by the 
ideology, hopes, dreams and economic reality of  multiple stakeholders 
at multiple levels. 

The legibility of  the landscape, however, is important as they are related 
to the values that communities and individuals hold (Ramos et al., 2016). 
Communities and individuals, in turn, interpret the landscape according 
to these values and their past experiences. This was particularly apparent 
in the case study site in Obinitsa, south east Estonia. The historical roots 
of  the Seto people of  the area had a significant and prolonged impact on 
the local landscape. The interest in restoring the Seto heritage, led to an 
upsurge of  local identity after the independence of  Estonia. However, 
there are claims that the heritage restoration was based on perceived 
memories rather than the actual situation. There are many marginalised 
areas in Estonia and Latvia, and a strong local identity and culture can at 
least mitigate the marginalisation to some extent [I].

Generally, interviewees recalled the busyness of  the Soviet era, where 
many people worked on the collective farms. Soviet quotas and ideology 
dictated the management of  these constructed, rural landscapes, which 
endeavoured to bend nature to modern farming practices. Although 
many of  the interviewees disliked modern industrial farming practices, it 
was preferred to the air of  abandonment from outmigration of  the local 
populations. Some expressed sadness that no inhabitants kept cows in 
Obinitsa and Lustivere, as it was no longer feasible due to the regulations 
and the lack of  commercial viability for low numbers. 
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6.1.2. Culture

Basically it [the theatre group] is about 
communication. People are coming from different 
corners of the parish. They are coming with different 
problems. There are solutions made while people 
are communicating; there are business relationships 
made (Female 54, Tūja).

Estonian and Latvian identity is strongly tied to the culture of  theatre, 
song and dance with widespread participation in groups, across ages 
and from local to international levels. Regular national song festivals 
bring many participants together, a significant example of  cooperation 
in countries with low populations. In addition, smaller annual song and 
dance festivals are held, which are important and valued aspects of  their 
local cultural heritage and one which helped bring about the end of  the 
Soviet era via the “Singing Revolution”. Some interviewees believed that 
cultural activities, brought the community together where supportive 
group members played an important role. However, interviewees 
explained that either they or others in the community participated less 
in cultural activities due to work and family time constraints: ill health; 
limited local educational opportunities that meant young people moved 
away and migration to cities or abroad for work.

Although politically controversial, older inhabitants generally had 
positive memories of  cultural activities during the Soviet era. This was 
especially evident in Adavere as the esteemed local sovkhoz was well 
funded and guided by an enthusiastic leader who maintained social and 
cultural activities within the community. However, some had negative 
recollections of  the era too, where freedom to practice their own local 
and national culture was restricted. When the Soviet regime collapsed, 
local activists again gained freedom to organise local cultural activities.

In Obinitsa in particular, the Seto Societies united the Seto people 
through an intensive cultural schedule, including choral singing, 
dancing, handicraft workshops, theatre plays and film productions. The 
Seto Society published literature on Seto culture and architecture, they 
resurrected traditional rituals, tales and legends and gave value to the 
rich cultural symbols, such as historic graveyards and weirs. Likewise, the 
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foundation of  the Lustivere Village Society was considered an important 
local milestone and a unifying feature for the whole parish. 

The parishes of  Lustivere, Kaldabruņa and Tūja, benefitted from 
establishing local culturally based organisations that created community 
networks. In each case, supportive relationships were strengthened 
through working on common projects and the development of  
community hubs. 

6.1.3. Religion

I go for inner peace; basically, I simply have to do 
that because I am a Christian. Not that I really like it 
or enjoy it, I simply need to (Male 39, Dagda).

Generally, interviewees described themselves as not religious and thus 
church influence was low in their lives. Some interviewees felt the church 
had no relevance to them and they had no religious background, some 
recall their mothers attending church and yet were ambivalent to the 
church in their own lives with some expressing that they felt it was only 
for old people. 

The exceptions to religious observance mainly occurred in the peripheral 
locations of  Obinitsa and Dagda. Obinitsa had a strong Russian Orthodox 
presence although the influence was waning and Dagda had a strong 
Catholic presence. Some Obinitsa inhabitants observed the Estonian 
neo-pagan religion (Maausk). In Obinitsa, families often gathered for 
church events and these were a traditional way to socialise. Families 
from all over Estonia and Russia would picnic at ancestral graves to 
remember and honour them, even during the Soviet era, thus cementing 
the role of  the church into the cultural landscape of  the area. This also 
demonstrates the corporate nature of  religious observance there. This 
contrasted with the personal nature of  church attendance in Dagda and 
family events did not generally revolve around church activities [V].

In Kaldabruņa, the reopening of  the church building and gradual 
renovation, has recreated a spiritual home for the community. It is an 
example of  the church and community working together through a 
shared vision, an additional node around which reality can be structured. 
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It also demonstrated how a shared spirituality can enhance a sense of  
community and impact the cultural and social landscape of  an area.

6.2. Place Attachment

The second research question asked how inhabitants, past and present, 
experience place attachment, the emotional and relational ties to the 
place where they live or grew up, including the important landscape 
features and how do these contribute to the narratives of  place. As 
previously mentioned, a community’s place attachment needs to be 
taken into consideration in landscape-scale planning (Arts et al., 2017; 
Luyet et al., 2012; Stenseke, 2009). As communities change, so does their 
place attachment and the landscape values they hold. Place attachment 
and landscape identity is negotiable through socio-cultural and political 
processes, where landscapes are constructed through both global and 
local impacts. Governance analysis, therefore, needs to examine these 
processes and not consider them static (Arts et al., 2017). Statistics will 
only give a portion of  the information necessary to make assessments 
of  a communities needs and the trends in the area. Ensuring there are 
spaces for open dialogue are needed along with a population educated 
in the processes involved. This takes time to develop and an ability to 
harness the goodwill of  inhabitants and their networks.

Place attachment manifests in different ways for different people 
(Morgan, 2010). For some there is a strong attachment to a physical 
place for others it has little bearing, for some there is an attachment to 
the social sphere connected to that place and for some to the lifestyle 
afforded by that place or some combination of  these. However, 
understanding the processes of  place attachment enables the anchors that 
connect people to place and the behavioural outcomes to be recognised 
[V]. It reveals possible mechanisms to strengthen attachment or how 
attachment can be used to promote positive actions in the environment. 
Linkages can be generated using linguistic tags and images related to the 
landscape that people and communities use, thus connecting individuals’ 
and communities’ constructions of  events and beliefs related to the 
landscape where they live and work, to those qualities needed to build 
resilience and sustainability (Cantrill, 2011) [III]. For example, the NGO 
Ūdenszīmes, has used the imagery borrowed from the writer Rainis to 
connect the inhabitants of  Kaldabruņa to their local environment by 
generating a picture that both looks backwards to the time of  the writer 
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and forwards on a journey through the present landscape, via a tourist 
route. 

A strong sense of  place is often connected with a strong desire to stay in 
that place (McCunn & Gifford, 2014) but Latvia and Estonia have highly 
mobile populations, predominantly due to economic pressures, which 
maybe expressed as a fluid mobility or circular migration, where people 
leave for a period of  time and then return or return periodically for 
recreation developing a heterolocal identity in the process (Halfacree, 
2011). Therefore, even though they are portrayed as a people having 
a strong connection to their country many leave for employment in 
large numbers (Bell et al., 2008; Halfacree, 2011). In this case, citizen 
satisfaction and the ability of  the area to support a livelihood appears to 
strongly influence place attachment and the desire to stay (Cross, 2015; 
Storie, 2015). 

This research demonstrated that place attachment analysis is capable of  
revealing values that citizens hold and their roles in the landscape that 
are needed for more sensitive planning (Bergeron et al., 2014; Raymond 
et al., 2016) [V].

The following sections looks at the different aspects of  attachment 
found in the research.

6.2.1. Attachment and identity

I am absolutely a rural person. I have the knowledge 
and I am a rural person spiritually as well. This 
knowledge of course strengthens my attachment to 
the community (Female 50 Lustivere).

People and communities have close ties with their landscapes, this is 
especially evident in rural areas which are communities of  place rather 
than communities of  interest [V]. A person’s experience of  place, 
their character, knowledge, and emotional state all contribute to their 
relationship to their landscape. This cognitive perception of  landscape 
is important and contributes to a person’s identity attached to a place 
(Zigmunde et al., 2016) [V]. Landscape identity is also expressed at 
multiple levels, from the national level to the individual level. Both 
Estonians and Latvians have constructed identities (Palang et al., 2009; 
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Schwartz, 2006) tied to the natural environment. As the research showed 
they preferred a tidy and well-kept, cultivated landscape rather than 
wilderness and encroaching shrubs [I, III, V]. Encroaching shrubs was 
equated with abandonment and a lack of  care. Identity is connected to 
the legibility of  traditional tidy landscapes and hence rural landscapes 
in particular have specific unique identifying features that aid anchoring 
identity to the natural environment [I, IV, V]. 

Historical writers such as Friedrich Reinhold Kreutzwald, considered 
the father of  national literature in Estonia and Rudolfs Blaumanis and 
Rainis (pseudonym of  Jānis Pliekšāns) in Latvia had a profound impact 
on the nations’ rising identity, which culminated in the formation of  
independent states between the two world wars. This socially constructed 
identity of  the heroic peasant celebrated the past to suit the present 
(Ramos et al., 2016). Their storytelling provided a coherence to their 
landscape. This constructive approach acknowledges and builds on the 
positive aspects within the landscape, creating anchors to a place, thus 
deepening landscape identity [V]. Land was re-distributed from German 
baronial lands during this first period of  independence as ordinarily 
Estonians and Latvians did not own land prior to this.  However, 
this was crushed by the Soviet regime, as the newly developed farms 
formed during the short period of  independence were collectivised into 
kolkhozes (farming collective) and sovkhozes (state-owned farm). 

Anchors to place are important for the well-being of  people [V]. The 
peasant identity as masters of  their own land constructed during a 
perceived glorious era became a symbol of  hope during the Soviet era 
that their identity could once again rise [IV, V]. Estonian and Latvian 
culture, values and ideology are inextricably linked to their landscapes 
and the natural environment so that it is hard to separate the them. 
There is a yearning for “their” landscape, free from imposed feudal or 
ideological systems. The aesthetic appreciation of  a landscape shaped 
by their own endeavours and the associated identity of  being the master 
of  that landscape is interwoven into the national cultural identity [III, 
V]. As Horlings (2016) states, developing a landscape identity does not 
require a prior world view but can be created, as in the case of  the 
landscape identity constructed by the historical writers. 

Local changes, however, are set within a wider context of  external 
pressures and connects through time. The rural areas of  this research 
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were set within the overall national context, of  rural economic hardship, 
political upheavals and European Union influence providing funding 
and knowledge. Local religious festivals and celebratory, commemorative 
or recreational events influence the image of  a collective future by 
drawing communities together [V]. Places also have personal, as well as 
shared, meaning through their linked biographies and social processes. 
Development of  the narratives that contribute to landscape identity 
enabled a more detailed picture to emerge rooted in the local context.

Two places of  note were Kaldabruņa and Obinitsa where constructed 
identities have influenced development. In Kaldabruņa, a focus on 
creative industries utilising natural materials and the creation of  new 
community events has had a significant contribution to community 
cohesion and identity building in “the middle of  nowhere” (Solvita). 
Obinitsa, however, already had a strong Seto identity but this was further 
strengthened through cultural and religious events after the collapse of  
the Soviet Union and contributed to a strong regional identity [I, V]. 

6.2.2. Attachment to a physical place

When you think about it, there is not much to say 
about it. But this “ordinary” landscape has its own 
charms as well (Female 50, Lustivere).

Interviewees in both Estonia and Latvia expressed strong emotional 
connections to physical aspects within the landscape based on 
corporate and personal memories. Large-scale changes in the landscape 
are acceptable as long as those changes create a feeling of  certainty, 
predictability, welfare and well-being. Although many interviewees 
disliked the large agricultural operation’ practices of  using chemicals, 
preferring the traditional extensive farming, they appreciated the neat 
and tidy appearance to encroaching scrub. They felt that it demonstrated 
good stewardship rather than abandonment that suggested a lack of  care. 
It was also considered an improvement on Soviet agricultural practices 
which led to water pollution and negative impacts on biodiversity and 
nitrate sensitive areas [I & V].

Spatial landscape changes have been driven by ideologies; for instance, 
during the first independence as Latvians and Estonians strived to be 
masters of  their own land responsible for their own plot, a mosaic of  
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fields and forests and scattered homesteads was created. The Soviet 
ideology of  collective action created a different pattern of  agricultural 
land use, removing individual homesteads and replacing with collectivised 
farmsteads. The ideal landscape is often captured through art and 
communication, and together with the historical memories, feeds into 
policies to promote particular landscape uses or patterns (Palang, 2010). 
The landscape described by historical writers and poets had a profound 
influence on landscape appreciation and landscape values. The emphasis 
on the romantic and heroic peasants, which ignored the darker features 
of  peasant life, resonated with inhabitants as they emerged from the 
Soviet yoke and sought to recapture their agrarian roots [III]. 

On independence the collectivised farms were quickly dismantled and 
many regained lands that belonged to their forebears where they hoped 
to live and farm. It was an image, drawing on nostalgia that had become 
a cultural feature influencing landscape perception as described by 
Sooväli-Sepping et al. (2010). It inspired and motivated the population 
to enact land use change (Scott, 2011) [I, V]. However, the inability 
to re-capture the agrarian past in a more modern, post-Soviet time 
reinforced the sense of  hopelessness and disappointment in the local 
landscape when their own land could not sustain them. There was a 
loss of  security and companionship as people moved away for work. 
Even though they gained their freedom from an oppressive regime, the 
communities’ negative and hopeless feelings stifled innovation and so 
many rural areas went into steep decline [V]. 

In 2004 there was a marked and sustained change in the rural areas as 
Estonia and Latvia joined the European Union (EU). EU subsidies and 
rural development funds began to reverse some of  the decline. This 
resulted in an increased local self-confidence of  inhabitants in some 
places [I]. Now there is little free or abandoned land as larger farms take 
on extra land and manage it [I & V]. 

Topography plays a major part in the landscape changes of  an area. 
Elements in the physical landscape create a distinctive region: rolling 
hills, hay meadows, livestock herds in the fields, ponds, sacred stones, 
churches and old schoolhouses are common features in Estonia and 
Latvia. Hilly landscapes unsuited to large-scale machinery escaped the 
worse of  the mass destruction of  homesteads that flatter areas suffered 
during the Soviet era [V]. The small kolkhozes in the hills raised animals, 
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sheep or cattle and produced hay for their feed [V]. Flat agricultural 
landscapes with some forest stands, however, are the most common 
features of  Estonian and Latvian landscapes and despite often being 
considered unremarkable, they are still valued. 

Local knowledge is important to local realities that centres on personal 
memories and associations to a place. Many interviewees had fond 
childhood memories of  natural features such as trees, the agricultural 
chores, experiencing the rhythms of  nature and the freedom of  playing 
in a natural environment [V]. Estonians and Latvians consider meadows 
special places with the open fields and the smell of  the grass, evoking 
pleasant memories which were deeply rooted in their midsummer 
festivals and traditions [V]. Besides a strong regional identity, inhabitants 
of  Obinitsa expressed the strongest attachment to specific places 
attached to myths and legends and reflected in their sense of  history that 
had evolved over a millennium, deeply rooted in the unique hilly terrain 
of  southeast Estonia, with dense pine forests [V].

Obinitsa and Kaldabruņa were two significant villages which were 
successful in connecting with their past. Obinitsa to the unique Seto 
culture of  that region and Kaldabruņa to various aspects of  the local 
natural environment described by a local historical writer. Connection 
to the past in Obinitsa resulted in resurrecting the past traditions and 
culture of  the area. Kaldabruņa were more concerned with providing a 
modern interpretation of  the past to reinvigorate the present [I, IV and 
V]. 

Encouragement of  landscape thinking in Kaldabruņa has helped to 
anchor a community’s sense of  place within the physical, social and 
cultural landscape, and to reawaken a sense of  self-esteem, intimately 
connected to the landscape in which it operates. As mentioned in the 
literature review, sustainable place-shaping practices have transformative 
power (Horlings, 2016). In Kaldabruņa the collaborative effort to 
remove the Soviet era dairy has been beneficial to the community. The 
Latvian appreciation for a well-ordered ethnoscape (Schwartz, 2007) 
was re-ignited and had a significant impact on people as they began to 
believe change was possible. 

This was followed by a Hay Festival with hay sculptures. The sculptures 
re-positioning the traditional agrarian work of  haymaking, by retaining 
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the flavour of  the past, and imbuing it with new significance and artistic 
interpretation. The festival itself  is thus a re-appreciation of  the area’s 
agrarian roots. Likewise, promotion of  the Rainis tourist route engaged 
local inhabitants with the local writer’s childhood landscape, a source of  
his inspiration to influence landscape appreciation [IV]. Linking the past 
to the present helps to improve the perception of  continuity, legibility 
and coherence of  the landscape, thus enhancing identity and the overall 
value of  that landscape (Antrop, 2005; Ramos et al., 2016). Sustainable 
landscape identities need to evolve by repeatedly “connecting people 
to place” by adding value to place-based assets (Horlings, 2016) and 
creating new assets for the place.

6.2.3. Connectedness to a place called home

Oh, yes, I have lived here all my life. I have been a 
fisherman all my life. As my house is close to the sea, 
I can say that the place I work is not so far. Basically, 
you can say I work at home (Male 70, Svētciems).

As Lewicka (2011) argues, home is the major fixed point for structuring 
reality [IV]. The sense of  home was unique to each individual, for some a 
refuge in times of  crisis and for some a source of  pride [IV, V]. This was 
conveyed by various descriptions such as, their “sweet home” (Indra), 
“the home in which I live with my beloved people” (Elina), or “where 
my parent’s home is and the home I built” (Artis). 

Many interviewees’ current home reminded them of  the place where 
they grew up, or it was the place to which they returned after a time 
away. There was evidence of  repeated residential mobility or circular 
migration as inhabitants took up short-term work opportunities. Whilst 
some found temporary migration an enriching experience as they realised 
the value of  home, for some their place attachment had become tenuous 
and their well-being suffered when economic constraints took priority 
and social opportunities decreased (Di Masso et al., 2019; Scannell & 
Gifford, 2017).

The NGO, Ūdenszīmes in Kaldabruņa, had created an important 
community space in a redundant school, which had become a second 
home and a safe place to many. This sense of  home provides another 
node around which reality can be structured. This sense of  safety 
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has allowed people to feel that everyone is special with gifts they can 
contribute and teach others and allowing them to thrive. The busy place 
recreates a community feeling of  working together, reminiscent of  the 
busier kolkhoz days.

6.2.4. Attachment to rural lifestyles

It is peaceful, it is calm, there is nature and there 
is everything you need. There is a grocery store, a 
doctor, there’s a pharmacy, and the big city is not for 
me (Male 73, Dagda).

For many the sense of  peace and quiet, the solitude and the slower pace 
were the most important elements of  the landscape in which they lived 
with many describing themselves as “not city people”, or a place where 
they could feel master of  their own lives [I, VI & VII]. Adavere and 
Obinitsa inhabitants especially tended to emphasise the private aspect 
of  rural environments. Many felt rural areas were a good place to 
raise children due to the greater freedom of  the open spaces, although 
younger inhabitants in Dagda and Svētciems wanted to leave as they felt 
the countryside was boring [V]. 

As mentioned in the background context and corroborated in the 
interviews, Estonian and Latvian identity is intertwined with nature 
through their traditional midsummer festivals, which incorporate time 
spent in nature and utilising natural objects for decoration. Many Estonian 
and Latvians also appreciated the freedom to spend time in summer and 
autumn in forests collecting berries and mushrooms, or relaxing in their 
summer houses, even if  that house is a rundown property [I, IV, V]. 
Despite this deep connection to the countryside there was not always a 
deep connection to any specific area. Instead they displayed a settlement 
identity, where a person is attached to a settlement type, rather than a 
specific geographical place. 

Obinitsa was an exception, as attachment was specifically to the area 
with a connection that could be traced back for a millennium. There 
were many meaningful places present in the Obinitsa landscape, such as 
burial mounds, sacred stones or springs. Threats to these places fueled 
local activism in this area [V]. In Kaldabruņa and Obinitsa the events 
based on an agrarian lifestyle and culture provide an anchor to members 
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of  the community, contributing to the social and cultural landscape and 
their sense of  place. 

Landscape perspectives are important because financial considerations 
are not the only push/pull factors; landscape-scale assessment decisions, 
therefore, need to take into account inhabitants’ emotions, networks 
and actions connected with the landscapes (Anton & Lawrence, 2014; 
Butler, 2016; Scannell & Gifford, 2017). As expected, our results 
showed a strong attachment to the peace of  the countryside with many 
interviewees choosing to live there despite resource constraints, up to a 
point (Anton & Lawrence, 2014). However, financial considerations and 
family circumstances did take precedence. This has repercussions for 
the future regarding inhabitant inflow and outflow caused by the limited 
employment opportunities. Inhabitants may identify themselves as a 
rural person independent of  a deep connectivity to a particular place 
but demonstrate settlement identity (attachment to a type of  place) or a 
heterolocal identity (attachment to multiple places) typical of  a mobile 
population such as Estonian and Latvian post-Soviet rural societies (Di 
Masso et al., 2019; Halfacree, 2011; Lewicka, 2011). 

6.2.5. Attachment to people/social aspects

The Estonian is a recluse, does not want to 
communicate that much, but this is different living 
in a village. Because in the village we know which 
porridge is on the table in another farm, and if they 
have troubles or worries, we would know (Female 
82, Obinitsa). 

Places are containers for memory formed from experience in the place, 
where historical events are woven into a narrative defining national or 
collective identity (Ramos et al., 2016). This collective memory mainly 
evokes feelings that makes an emotional connection with the place 
creating a corporate atmosphere and provides further anchors to a place 
[V]. 

Generally, people in Estonia and to some extent in Latvia describe 
themselves as a closed people; this is particularly the case with the Seto 
people and inhabitants of  Adavere. However, in general interviewees 
highlighted the advantages of  living in a village where people know 
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each other; this contrasted with city life where it is possible to disappear. 
However, the Seto people primarily relate to each other through kinship 
relationships and not as strongly outside of  this. 

Setos, it seems, do not traditionally use that term 
(‘‘friend’’). There are just good or bad people, and 
people whom they know, or do not. Or who live in 
vicinity, or apart. Very important, and still in use, 
is the word ‘‘tribe’’. Our tribe (kin) or different tribe 
(kin). And most relationships are reducible to this tie 
(Female 42). 

Bailey et al. (2016) and Scannell and Gifford (2017) suggest that place 
attachment should be explored across a person’s lifespan, as previous 
experiences influence present attachment. This is pertinent to Estonia 
and Latvia where many grew up under the Soviet system and experienced 
first-hand intense social transformations [V]. 

6.2.5.1. Family

I moved to Ireland for three years and I came back 
because I missed home. It is easier to fight the struggles 
over here. (Female 26).

Our interviews illustrated the importance of  the family circle, with 
memories rooting people to a place and creating a strong bonding social 
capital. This is despite family breakdowns and family members working 
abroad. Strong bonding social capital strengthened place attachment 
and provided supportive networks, important in times of  crises and 
demonstrates the importance of  these networks.

In Obinitsa and Dagda many people returned for family reunions and 
events, such as Jāņi, the mid-summer festival in Dagda, and cemetery 
celebrations like Paasapäiv in Obinitsa. This may reflect the strong 
Catholic and Orthodox Christian background, respectively, in these areas. 
Family get togethers in Dagda contributed to the friendly atmosphere of  
the place. The role of  family in creating a community, should not be 
overlooked [V]. 
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Lustivere and Svētciems interviewees expressed a good connection 
to both family and neighbours. Family ties within the community 
in Adavere were weaker, however, with many people moving to the 
prestigious sovkhoz during the Soviet period or, more recently, into 
the area for cheaper housing. This left a feeling of  alienation between 
different segments of  the community. 

Concern, however, was expressed regarding a reduction in multi-
generational households in rural areas due to young people leaving the 
area. This has left the older generations isolated and without support 
networks to maintain their homes, gardens or homesteads, adding to 
the perception of  abandonment. In Latvia and Estonia some families 
became separated after the Soviet Union collapsed, as borders were 
created that were once porous, weakening family ties. For example, the 
Seto people are divided by the Russian/Estonian border; therefore, easy 
access to the major trade and ancestral centre was severed (Annist, 2013) 
[V].

As Kizos et al. (2018) noted, a combination of  bonding, bridging and 
linking social capital leads to a more effective participatory and trusting 
environment. To some extent this is true but due to the introverted nature 
of  the Latvians and Estonians, stronger family ties were sometimes 
at the expense of  either local ties or external ties. Adavere had low 
bonding social capital due to individualistic attitudes and ties to family 
living elsewhere. Conversely, Obinitsa had low bridging and linking 
social capital due to strong tribal ties (bonding social capital). Both 
communities experienced higher levels of  mistrust that influence their 
ability to cooperate in landscape-scale management decision processes. 

6.2.5.2. Community

You could see back then, when you looked out of 
the window, there were lights on in neighbouring 
households and someone was in there. But now there 
is silence. You don’t hear the cows; this makes me sad 
(Male 55, Obinitsa).

A common issue impacting rural communities is rural depopulation. 
Although the Soviet era was a time of  occupation, many individuals 
still had positive memories of  the Soviet collective farms when they 
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were busier places with work for everyone. After independence, 
mass unemployment was caused by the dismantling of  the kolkhozes 
and sovkhozes, and later on the move to larger farms with increased 
mechanisation. Fewer workers on the farms left many feeling isolated. 
Depopulation also reduces the strength of  attachment, as community 
connections decreases, weakening the social anchors to place [V]. In 
addition, community cohesion was also impacted inhabitants reduced 
their own food production resulting in a decline in shared activities, 
for instance potato planting and harvesting followed by a party to 
celebrate each event. As few interviewees experienced the disruption 
of  the Second World War followed by the initial Soviet occupation 
and deportations, the move to freedom proved the most disruptive to 
Estonian and Latvian communities.  Mass unemployment and a rapid 
transition to a market economy from a controlled state one proved to be 
a difficult transition, where some struggled to adapt. 

There was a general feeling that the State should do something to aid the 
rural areas to bring increased opportunities for employment [I]. Despite 
this, population decline meant that the infrastructure suffered as a result 
as services were withdrawn. Communities particularly felt the loss of  
local schools. In common with many villages, when schools close the 
heart of  the community is removed. Schools are often a meeting place, a 
place with memories and a connection point for many in the community. 
Schools also play an important role in cultural, sporting and outdoor 
activities. For example, in Adavere, the school played a central role in 
community, which is important in a community lacking community 
cohesion [V].

The closure of  rural schools was also thought to be detrimental because 
it discouraged young families from moving back into the rural areas 
or encouraged them to move away as their children grew. Inadequate 
bus services likewise meant after school activities were inconvenient and 
older inhabitants were unable to access resources they needed [V]. 

Many interviewees experienced solastalgia, as the place failed to meet all 
their needs and neighbours left the area, creating an increasing sense of  
isolation. This was exacerbated by the feelings of  hopelessness in being 
able to affect the changes occurring within their landscapes. Although 
older interviewees did not want to return to the Soviet era, they mourned 
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the loss of  work and sense of  community associated with those times 
(Albrecht et al., 2007). 

There is a need though to work through the grief  associated with lost 
landscapes and not ignore it. Lertzman (2015) suggests that a renewal 
of  landscape assets can provide mental maps allowing people to work 
through that grief  and loss, giving them a pathway to flourish once more 
[II, V]. In Kaldabruņa there was a focus on encouraging the community 
to look away from their overwhelming problems and re-connect with 
the landscape, encouraging them to have a hope for the future. The 
development of  a community hub and small businesses helped them 
see beyond their current deprivations and obstacles and believe change 
could happen. 

In Dagda, Svētciems and Lustivere, there was emphasis on the positive 
benefits of  a close-knit and friendly community. In Lustivere, Obinitsa 
and Dagda, many wished to contribute to the positive atmosphere in 
parishes by participating in community or family activities, but modern 
lifestyles meant there was a reduced time and flexibility to take part, 
as work and education took people away from the area. In Adavere, 
opinions were divided; some interviewees enjoyed being part of  the 
community and others felt threatened by local social issues [I]. 

As Karro et al. (2014, p. 5) state, landscapes are dynamic places, under 
constant transformation by inhabitants, not “fixed entities”. Obinitsa 
and Kaldabruņa are examples of  villages that have undergone a revival 
through community-based activities leading to a rise in self-esteem. In 
Obinitsa the increase in identification with the local cultural heritage 
and consequent rise in cultural events attracted many younger people 
to buy second homes and some to settle on a permanent basis leading 
to a restoration of  traditional buildings. A social network was formed 
leading to an innovative revival. However, agriculture, the biggest shaper 
of  the landscape appearance, had still not regained its pre-independency 
extent and thus could not offer enough employment opportunities [I].

The local NGO in Kaldabruņa, Ūdenszīmes, formed in 2007, led to a 
transformation in the locality. Ūdenszīmes re-positioned the community 
as a creative people working towards becoming the most creative 
village in Europe [IV]. People strive to create a happy atmosphere. This 
demonstrates the development possible in people’s minds that can bring 
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joy and energy to a whole community, especially as this has occurred 
during a period of  significant economic upheaval within the country and 
in a community, which felt it was a forgotten place [IV]. The renovation 
of  the old school building by Ūdenszīmes as a community centre put 
the heart back into the community and is somewhere people called their 
second home [IV]. It has become a space, where people feel valued and 
able to contribute and where trust is high. This is noteworthy when trust 
is low in both countries.

The positive community culture developed by Ūdenszīmes has 
demonstrated how place-shaping practices can have transformative power 
by creating a rich cultural landscape identity and breathing new life and 
hope into the people. This has been done by cultivating a re-appreciation 
of  the value of  community, of  community gatherings and the historical 
connections and re-grounding these through developments in their 
place-based assets and resources. 

6.3. Ecological, economic and social dynamics of  landscape-
scale management

The third research question asked how communities’ ecological, 
economic and social dynamics influence landscape-scale management 
and contribute to the push-pull factors affecting continued residence in 
these rural locations. Various factors affect the decision-making process, 
from the context in which the management decisions are set, to the 
priorities of  the stakeholders governing the resources.

6.3.1. Ecological Landscape-scale management and regulation

As mentioned, the land use patterns of  rural Estonia and Latvia have 
altered substantially over time as the ideology of  those in charge has 
changed. The Soviet ideology of  bending nature to the will of  the state 
involved draining wetlands to create additional arable fields or pastures. 
After the collapse of  the Soviet Union, many wetlands slowly returned 
to their natural state, as there was no money to maintain these fields 
due to the reduction in livestock. However, there has been an increase 
in land use and reduced abandoned fields more recently due to EU 
subsidy support [I]. Other ecological factors govern the management of  
protected areas, forests and wildlife. 
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There were few environmental problems due to the limited industry 
in the case study areas. The relatively unpolluted landscape meant that 
many interviewees could enjoy many rural activities, such as mushroom 
and berry picking, gardening, preparing medicinal herb teas, and fishing. 
The few issues mentioned included an eradication programme for the 
dangerous, Siberian hogweed and coastal erosion in Tūja. Inhabitants of  
both countries joined in national environmental clean-up campaigns at 
the local level, but littering was still considered a problem with annual 
spring-clean campaigns having limited effect in some places [V].

6.3.1.1. Protected areas

Where my forest ends is the State forest and the State 
forest is cut down to the ground. (laughing) and the 
bugs do not go any further right? (Male 45, Tūja) 

The European Union has strong nature protection legislation and 
consequently, prior to accession, Estonia and Latvia developed many 
Natura 2000 sites to add to the sites already designated protected areas 
by the national governments. Some interviewees, however, in Dagda and 
Tūja complained that restrictions in protected areas hindered livelihoods. 
Special permission was required to fell trees or for construction. For 
example, organising facilities such as public toilets and a lifeguard 
station proved difficult due to a biosphere reserve and the coastline’s 
protected status, as all construction was restricted within 300 m of  the 
coastline. The scientific value attracted researchers, students and tourists 
to these areas, nevertheless, this was not sufficient to provide year-round 
employment [V].

6.3.1.2. Forests

The forest areas are also cut. Previously you could go 
and pick berries, now all the forest areas are cut and 
so there is nothing (Male 70, Obinitsa). 

Forests were an important source of  recreation and foraging activities 
for many inhabitants but also as familiar features of  the landscapes 
that inhabitants enjoyed. Forests were also associated with myths and 
legends, particularly in Obinitsa where the Seto tradition of  leaving the 
first berry for the Forest God was still practiced. Felling in the forests, 
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therefore, caused distress to local inhabitants exacerbated by a lack of  
cooperation between forest managers and local inhabitants and a lack 
of  participation in the decision-making process, even in state-owned 
forests. 

6.3.1.3. Wildlife management

If a species is totally protected from generation to 
generation, they change their behaviour. They lose 
their fear of people, they come to human settlements 
more and more and potentially they are doing more 
damage. But if a species is moderately hunted, it 
somehow keeps the [distance between] animals and 
wildlife and humans (State Forest Service official). 

During the Soviet times, rural landscapes were centrally managed, 
and hunting was organised in 5000 ha blocks. As the kolkhozes were 
dismantled post-independence and land privatised the wildlife were no 
longer affecting collective kolkhoz land but obtaining food from the 
farmers’ private fields or gardens. Losses thus became personal losses. 

Hunting rights in Latvia passed to the landowners. However, there is a 
legal requirement for managing wild boar set at 1,000 ha of  land in order 
to obtain quotas to hunt. As the average property is approximately 10 
ha, in practice contracts with hunting organisations were needed [III]. 

Farmers and hunters had different views regarding wild boar management. 
Farmers preferred well-managed pastures and forests and therefore 
preferred lower numbers, but hunters preferred to see abundant wild 
boar suitable for hunting. Clearly, they had different perceptions and 
expectations of  the rural environment based on their interests and 
their own experiences [III]. Farmers and hunters also had differences 
in opinion related to the unequal distribution of  costs and benefits. The 
literature suggests that costs resulting from wildlife damage are unevenly 
spread amongst all stakeholders (Conover, 2002; MacMillan & Phillip, 
2008), which appears to be the case in Ērgļu Novads. Farmers were also 
distressed because they felt that they were not being taken seriously by 
the authorities and the hunters, which also fuelled the conflict. Contracts 
written in the hunters’ favour meant there was little incentive for them 
to reform their practices [III].
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Inadequate regulatory processes for hunting have been an issue and 
farmers felt helpless believing that the regulations were working against 
them [III]. Reliance on legislative reform and a lack of  local expertise 
in conflict mitigation are both legacies of  the bureaucratic Soviet era, 
as is the high degree of  mistrust. Few of  the local interviewees had any 
confidence in national level discussions or the open debate on the role of  
hunting in wildlife damage mitigation and yet paradoxically expected the 
government to do something. The Soviet legacy of  secrecy, mistrust and 
top-down management lingers in the community as a rooted mindset, an 
indicator of  a systemic issue [III].

Where trust is low, transparency is needed and the authorities need to 
listen to past local grievances where oppression is perceived, as well as 
present issues (Niemelä et al., 2005; Stenseke, 2009). Local stakeholder 
participation needs to be thought of  as evolutionary, where skills and 
networks are built over time, not just a time-consuming and costly 
exercise (Stenseke, 2009) [III]. 

6.3.2. Economic factors: Rural Realities

It is not really the job I want to do myself, but it 
is a very small town and because I do want to live 
here in my native hometown, I should take all the 
possibilities I can for a job (Female 26).

The end of  the Soviet system resulted in a time of  chaos. Whereas people 
were glad to gain freedom, many rural areas suffered. The farms were 
often small and under equipped therefore unable to transition to a more 
sustainable agriculture [V]. Individuals, however, displayed resilience 
and adaptability to cope with the limited employment opportunities by 
developing tourism, combining multiple jobs or accepting a job that did 
not quite fit with their career choices. 

As mentioned above, wildlife damage is another factor in living in the 
countryside and wild boar damage was a particular hindrance to farming 
in the Ērgļu Novads area until the arrival of  African Swine Fever. At the 
time of  the research it was suggested that the rising incidence of  disease 
amongst wild boar would be a significant problem (Gortázar et al., 2015; 
Kasjauns, 2012). Indeed, this proved to be the case and the disease has 
significantly impacted the Estonian and Latvian domestic pig industry 
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and presents substantial biosecurity issues [III]. The wildlife damage and 
the biosecurity issues add to farm costs and impacts the sustainability of  
agriculture in the rural areas of  Estonia and Latvia.

6.3.2.1. Abandonment

Abandoned land and decaying, disused agricultural, buildings from 
the Soviet era were common features throughout Estonia and Latvia 
as people migrated to the towns or abroad after the restoration of  
independence and large Soviet era buildings were no longer needed [V]. 
The landscape, therefore, was still littered with derelict, poorly built Soviet 
era buildings, which rapidly deteriorate once abandoned. Managing this 
Soviet heritage is an issue. Whether to demolish or renovate and which 
should be considered important historical objects are topical questions. 
As the Kaldabruņa example showed, derelict buildings can have an 
important influence on the mindsets of  inhabitants. The dereliction 
speaks of  a lack of  a stewardship. Removal of  the redundant dairy at the 
heart of  the village, accomplished by working together as a community, 
had a positive impact on the inhabitants as it suggested a fresh start was 
possible.

The situation regarding overgrown fields had changed recently due to 
the impact of  European Union subsidies, Additionally, foreign-owned 
companies have purchased land and larger-scale farmers rent extra 
hectares from local people, resulting in limited land available for new 
farmers or farmers wishing to expand. Again, this suggests stewardship 
and care of  the locality, rather than abandonment. It also meant there 
were less signs of  abandonment in the landscape to influence the mood 
of  inhabitants and remind them of  a previous era where there were 
more people.

Even though interviewees in Svētciems described some issues with 
dangerous buildings, abandoned homes were not generally considered 
an issue. When people migrated, they often retained ownership of  
rural properties or inherited them from relatives. These properties were 
maintained but not occupied year-round, contributing to the heterolocal 
identities of  part-time residents.
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6.3.3. Social aspects

6.3.3.1. Social cohesion 

Here we know each other; we help each other out 
when it is necessary and when we have the chance. 
My neighbours and colleagues are my friends (Female 
34).

Social cohesion and the ability to integrate newcomers varied between 
parishes due to the complex inter-relationships that people have to their 
fellow compatriots and the land where they live. Untangling these webs 
of  relationships requires an understanding of  the problematic history 
of  both nations, which were subjected to various regimes. For example, 
despite the close proximity of  Lustivere and Adavere, the two villages 
differed markedly in attitudes [VII]. In most of  the rural areas studied 
family relationships and connections to other community members were 
strong, where even those who leave often return for family events and 
holidays. However, Adavere, with a more transient population, exhibited 
particularly poor social cohesion and few local family ties [V].

Social cohesion was significantly better in Lustivere, Kaldabruņa, Dagda 
and Svētciems. In Lustivere and Kaldabruņa there was evidence that 
generally inhabitants were open and worked together for the common 
good, developing pride and trust, spurred on by well-known and 
approachable local activists [V]. Svētciems and Dagda interviewees 
emphasised the friendliness of  local people.

Workforce quality was considered a problem in many areas, as many 
residents were elderly, unqualified, or had social problems, such as 
alcoholism. In Kaldabruņa, Ūdenszīmes had created a safe place that 
had encouraged members to look outward to meet the needs of  those 
in the community who are struggling, an example of  social and cultural 
landscape changes impacting the community [IV]. The focus on local 
community development and not only attracting tourists or businesses 
to the area meant they aimed to ensure locals feel included through 
personalised invitations to events. This suggests that policies that focus 
on social cohesion and developing cooperative behaviour can foster and 
support rural development. 



72

6.3.3.2. Lack of  trust within communities

People are talking, but nobody does anything. And 
Seto people do something, then others think that they 
only do this for themselves (Female 39, Obinitsa).

The Soviet era was responsible for much distrust within communities, 
with its name and shame approach and encouragement of  informants. 
Post-independence, however, was also hard, where some exploited 
various advantages to the detriment of  others. While both countries 
benefited from membership of  the European Union, some individuals 
have benefited more than others. This has left many with a sense of  
distrust, which potentially inhibits in-depth interviews [III, V].

In all communities there was some level of  mistrust but in four 
communities in particular, Adavere, Tūja, Obinitsa and Ērgļi, there were 
significant inter-community issues. Some inhabitants in Adavere were 
active in the community to encourage greater cohesion but generally, 
activism was low due to the community’s individualistic and private 
nature. A criminal reputation caused fear and distress, with some 
suggesting there were “mean” locals (Female 56). 

Obinitsa’s tight-knit society were cautious and reserved by nature, leading 
to integration problems with the non-Seto segment of  the community 
who had moved Obinitsa for work in the local sovkhoz during the Soviet 
era. The many Seto cultural activities failed to incorporate many of  the 
non-Seto inhabitants leading to social tensions [I]. The fear that the 
culture would become diluted or die out also limited the opportunities to 
allow the traditions to be developed or adapted to modern interpretations 
that could provide an economic stimulus to the locality. The lack of  
progress over time inevitably leads to a more pessimistic and mistrustful 
outlook of  the community [I].

6.3.3.3. Lack of  trust between communities

So, the hunting collective rules, they are living 
without pressure from others and they do whatever 
they want (Female, Ērgļi).
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In Ērgļu Novads, a wildlife conflict over wild boar management led to 
strained relationships between farmers and local hunting organisations. 
Farmers perceived hunters as uncaring and unresponsive to farmers’ 
calls for help and hunters felt hatred from local farmers and were tired 
of  being “screamed at” for something they did not feel responsible for. 
During the transition period it was felt that many hunting organisations 
exploited people who were unfamiliar with contracts and there were 
accusations of  intimidation. As a national level hunter noted, “The wild 
boar conflict is a highly emotional issue”. 

6.3.3.4. Lack of  trust in authorities

Those ministers, they don’t really care at all how the 
farmer lives or about their living. That is the problem 
here (Local farmer, Ērgļi). 

Several studies revealed issues between communities and those in 
authority. Many interviewees were old enough to remember living 
under the Soviet regime, where dissent was discouraged and potentially 
dangerous, leaving many Estonians and Latvians with difficulties in 
solving disputes, in opening themselves up to others, trusting authority, 
or acting together. There were examples where Estonians and Latvians 
expressed united resistance against the authorities, but there was a general 
tendency to feel helpless when confronted with what they perceive 
as indifference from the state. For example, in Obinitsa but there is a 
mistrust of  the local municipality where the Seto community do not feel 
supported, hence the individual nature of  the projects. This presents an 
institutional barrier to constructive efforts to work together. There were 
also accusations that the community was not consulted regarding the 
construction of  a new road [I & V]. 

In Lustivere, it was felt that a costly environmental survey for a planned 
quarry was tacit permission for it, despite local objections. In Dagda, the 
complaints were that some in the municipality “do what they want to do, 
and they pretty much don’t do what the society needs and wants” (Male 
73). Some suggested there was nobody able to “fight for society’s needs” 
(Male 39) as many active young people had left [V].
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The conflict over wild boar management in Ērgļu Novads demonstrated 
how strained relationships set within a framework of  inadequate 
regulatory support can create a difficult environment. Farmers in Ērgļu 
Novads were tired of  fighting the authorities over their problems with 
the wild boar damage – a situation that had been continuing for a long 
time. The authorities admitted that legislative changes, which had been 
promised to deal with the problem in the past were only just being 
addressed. Farmers also distrusted the State Forest Service personnel, 
accusing some of  corruption, and the authorities of  favouring hunting 
organisations.  The authorities also distrusted farmers and believed that 
they would decimate the wild boar populations, if  given the responsibility 
to deal with the problem themselves [III].

External, independent and trusted facilitation is required when local 
expertise is absent and where some stakeholders are on an unequal 
footing with other stakeholders (Madden, 2004; Young, et al., 2009) 
as in the case in Ērgļu Novads. Local expertise in conflict mitigation 
was not available and the farmers did not believe that the legislative 
reform addressed the local power imbalances. Even though legislative 
reform, with enough room for manoeuvre in local situations, is helpful 
(Stenseke, 2009), further steps were needed to include the locally affected 
stakeholders in a meaningful way and to tackle issues of  power whilst 
also developing strategies to address issues. Political and legislative 
regulatory mechanisms alone are insufficient to deal with local issues 
and can even lead to conflict (Davies et al. , 2013; Niemelä et al., 2005). 

6.3.3.5. Role of  leaders to enact change 

My role is to push and drag people forward including 
myself (Female 60, Lustivere).

A stable place attachment can bring a sense of  security and familiarity to 
individuals, but it is rarely static and often deepens over time, although 
negative experiences can also weaken it (Lai & Kreuter, 2012; Morgan, 
2010). Leaders have a key enabling role to play, especially in areas where 
there is a sense of  hopelessness [V].

There were many examples where the actions of  leaders in the community 
brought people together. These include, the formation of  a theatre 
group in Tūja that facilitated community and business connections; the 
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idea to gather people together over grilled herrings in Svētciems; the 
formation of  the village society in Lustivere that was instrumental in 
bringing people together and winning village of  the year in 2013. 

The gathering of  people together around cultural events in Obinitsa 
and creative events in Kaldabruņa were initiated by motivated and active 
leaders that raised local self-esteem. In Kaldabruņa, gradual, incremental 
steps enabled the development of  a vibrant community driven by the 
inspirational and inclusive leadership, where people moved away from 
despair. It was possible to observe increasing confidence and greater 
initiative taking in Kaldabruņa, demonstrating the cultural shift in the 
village. 

In some cases, leaders in the community or municipality were hindering 
development. In Obinitsa the Seto people felt the municipality were 
working against them and did not support their activities. In Adavere 
an activist felt that her village had become a swear word to those in the 
municipality; she was a fierce defender of  the people, “This is my village. 
These are my people. This is what I feel.” She endeavoured to bring 
people together through plays and events in the school, but felt she was 
battling against many negative attitudes of  inhabitants. In Ērgļi, famers 
suffering from the impacts of  high wild boar numbers felt unheard by 
those in authority and not able to participate in an ongoing debate about 
the role of  hunting in Latvia.

6.4. Participation in Local Community Politics and Landscape-
scale development

Attending meetings is a headache and only attended 
by those in the municipality or by those who have got 
a problem (Female 29).

Question four asked how ready were the communities to participate in 
(rural/spatial) development. The research showed that people care deeply 
about their landscapes, yet they are unwilling to participate by spending 
their time attending meetings [V]. Reinvigorating rural landscapes 
requires concerted cooperation between the authorities and the rural 
population. The impacts of  the Soviet era have hampered development 
and innovation, as people are unused to participating in decision-making 
processes and expect to be told what to do, many interviewees expressed 
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hopelessness at their ability to change things. This sort of  mentality is 
still evident in many systems, although this is changing, as training and 
outside influences encourage and promote innovative thinking [V]. The 
authorities have struggled with transitioning from Soviet era top-down 
approaches to a more inclusive participatory approach to governance.  
In many conflict situations many did not feel the new governance 
structures were working for them or with them, evidenced by the lack 
of  consultation on significant landscape-scale changes. Whilst money 
has been available from the EU to aid the transition, the structures and 
skills have meant the money has been difficult to absorb to enact the 
changes (Storie, 2014).

Interviewees had varying levels of  attachment and of  motivation to 
participate in community events and landscape decision-making; some 
were actively involved, and some were unmotivated and believed it to be 
a hassle. Readiness to participate appeared to be dependent on individual 
motivations and perceptions or time availability rather than on attachment 
to place. Parents and grandparents often felt under pressure to spend 
free time with their children and adult children to help their parents. 
Many cited this as a reason for a lack of  participation in decision-making 
processes [V]. Many believed their individual voices would be unheard if  
they did participate and expressed a sense of  hopelessness that decision-
making rested with an unresponsive government [V].

The traditional meeting format does not facilitate stakeholder engagement 
and therefore there needs to be a focus on finding innovative ways to 
walk people through the process [VII]. For example, a failure to attract 
inhabitants to parish meetings in various locations in Dagda should not 
be equated with a lack of  concern. The elder in Svētciems approached 
gathering people together in a different manner by organising an event 
around a barbeque. Despite the message over several years that meetings 
do not work, there is still a reliance on meetings to inform stakeholders, 
which rarely engages the people most affected by the plans. 

Understanding stakeholders’ decision-making, both the rational and 
irrational processes, will help planners to engage better with communities. 
Additionally, using artists and storytellers to help to articulate people’s 
desires and thoughts regarding their environment has the potential 
to open communication channels between stakeholders and planners 
leading to greater legitimacy and relevance of  landscape planning [V].
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Communication is also an important issue in a country unused to two-
way communication between the authorities and the people. At the time 
of  the wild boar study a public debate was organised to discuss the role 
of  hunting in wildlife management, but farmers seemed either unaware 
of  the debate or felt unable to participate, some refusing to sit in the 
same room with hunters from one specific hunting organisation. 

After the Soviet Union fell, newly independent countries had to adapt 
rapidly to implement laws. Hastily drafted and unclear rules and 
regulations have since proved to be a hindrance. The Soviet system had no 
participatory mechanisms and imposed top-down management decision-
making, leaving under-resourced authorities struggling to develop 
novel, participatory governance approaches (Kluvánková-Oravská 
et al., 2013). Reliance on legislation, however, is counterproductive 
for solving conflicts where frameworks to build effective dialogue are 
needed (Redpath et al., 2013) [III]. As Conover (2002, p. 366) explains, 
a demonstration of  “empathy and understanding” by the authorities can 
reduce tension [III].

Complexity occurs when trying to integrate different knowledge systems 
from different stakeholders while trying to comply with different policy 
levels (Rogge et al., 2013) and this was evident in many of  these cases. 
However, there is a need to find common ground and manage the 
complex issues by finding the keys that shape these processes. The way to 
integrating multiple stakeholders is through identifying important nodal 
points where connectivity is highest for effective knowledge transfers. 
Building these networks and experience of  collaboration will lead to a 
reduction in the time taken in participatory processes in the long term 
(Sarkki et al., 2019) [V]

Strong, resilient communities require active participation by local 
stakeholders, but participation is not a panacea and poorly applied 
participatory processes hamper future participation (Fox & Murphy, 
2012; Redpath et al., 2013; Stenseke, 2009). Additional early costs, 
however, can be weighed against the valuable lessons learnt in dealing 
with similar future situations and leads to better aligned policymaking 
(Davies & White, 2012; Klugman, 2010) [V].

Encouraging the use of  the creative arts to articulate plans at the various 
stages of  planning aids communication. For example, the capacity of  
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the village inhabitants in Kaldabruņa to participate in development 
planning has been improved through local community activities over 
time as people feel their voice is important. These activities have built 
participatory and collaborative skills, as well as the development of  
administrative skills [IV]. 

Many in the authorities whose task is to enable development within 
the Latvian and Estonian rural areas complain about the apathy of  the 
local population. In the same way that Lertzman (2015) discovered that 
people were not apathetic to the environment but cared deeply about, 
this research found that the rural dwellers in Estonia and Latvia cared 
deeply about their environment and want to see changes there. Their 
knowledge of  natural foods and medicines available from the forests 
and meadows is high compared to many in western Europe and is not 
considered extraordinary knowledge by inhabitants. However, this is a 
rich store of  knowledge and traditions which are vital to the rural areas 
and kept alive by local inhabitants and yet it is not often valued therefore 
not resourced and so the demographic trends continue as the numbers 
dwindle, and the population continues to age [V].

6.5. Usefulness of  Frameworks

Research question five asked, which methodologies are useful in 
providing insight into the relationships that communities’ have to the 
landscapes they are connected to? Within this period of  research, several 
analytical frameworks have been employed. Each framework brought 
a different perspective to observing communities. Some were more 
suited for observing specific situations such as the Integrated conceptual 
framework to understand biodiversity conflicts (White et al., 2009). 
Some were more applicable for examining the make-up of  communities 
at different scales. This section addresses how useful each framework 
was and in what context.  

6.5.1. Tripartite Organising framework 

Paper V used the tripartite place attachment framework (Scannell & 
Gifford, 2010) to examine six rural parishes across Estonia and Latvia. 
As mentioned, governance should start with the landscape values of  
inhabitants [V] and the Tripartite Organising framework (Scannell & 
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Gifford, 2010) proved a useful structure for interviews to obtain an 
overall picture of  life in individual parishes.

The framework was used for developing the questions for the 
interviews. It provided insight into the unique aspects and varying 
degrees of  attachment of  inhabitants to their place and the social 
networks in which they were embedded. It also revealed the values that 
citizens hold and their roles in the landscape. The framework ensured 
a comprehensive overview of  place attachment through time and the 
effects this attachment had on its inhabitants and the landscape. These 
findings revealed possible barriers to participation and the important 
connections within the local communities for planners to engage with, 
allowing the outcomes that were needed for more sensitive planning to 
be elucidated [V]. 

While the Tripartite Organising Framework brings coherence to the 
subject and a much-needed emphasis on incorporating the many facets 
of  the attachment, the model suffers by dividing people, place and 
process into separate entities (Lewicka, 2011). The framework does not, 
therefore, adequately encompass the dynamics of  attachment, where it is 
sometimes difficult to separate out the cause and effect of  the landscape 
on the individuals and community and vice versa (Haywood, 2014; Lai 
& Kreuter, 2012). Thus, the framework was not useful to structure 
the analysis, and this was done by gathering together the themes that 
emerged using the data mining software. 

Scannell and Gifford (2010) argue place attachment has a 
multidimensionality that differs in type and level, meaning the analysis 
is complex, with many overlapping themes. The concept is best viewed 
holistically, with people and place connected through the process, with 
landscape at its heart (Figure 2). By redesigning the Tripartite Organising 
framework, it is possible to emphasise the dynamics of  the process of  
attachment to a place more effectively. Although the questions generated 
in this process orientated model would essentially remain the same, how 
they are viewed and integrated would change. 

Whilst the Tripartite Framework of  Place Attachment (Scannell & 
Gifford, 2010) proved a useful structure for interviews, generating many 
insights into the current composition and issues within communities, 
it was not useful to organise the analysis of  the results. As Scannell 
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and Gifford (Scannell & Gifford, 2010, p. 3) explained, “the cultural 
and individual levels of  place attachment are not entirely independent”, 
meaning the analysis was complex, with many overlapping themes. As 
our research showed, separating the Process aspect from Person and 
Place was inadequate to describe the complex interrelated processes 
connecting people to place. The various aspects were more usefully 
viewed as flowing into each other through a process of  people influencing 
place and vice versa [V]. The analysis of  the results was developed from 
the themes that emerged from the interviews.

6.5.2. Landscape Identity Circle 

Landscape identity is rooted in a specific place and is important to a 
person’s Sense of  Place. People shape landscapes according to their 
values and attachment to that landscape, but landscapes in turn shape 
people. The social, economic and physical landscapes bring a sense of  
belonging through a landscape identity. New landscape identities can also 
be constructed. The Landscape Identity Circle (Stobbelaar & Pedroli, 
2011) was used to examine the different aspects of  landscape identity 
within the small village of  Kaldabruņa, Latvia [IV]. The questions 
derived from the framework helped to draw out the values, experiences 
and physical assets that contributed to the landscape identity of  the local 
inhabitants. It also helped to describe both the established identities and 
those aspects that were constructed as self-esteem rose. It covered the 
existential, as well as the physical aspects of  identity from the individual 
level to the corporate level. 

Stobbelaar and Pedroli (2011) break landscape identity into four 
aspects: Personal–Existential, Cultural–Existential, Cultural–Spatial, 
and Personal–Spatial. These aspects respectively cover how places have 
personal meaning through their personal biographies linked to the place. 
By taking these different ways of  perceiving the landscape they can take 
into consideration ethical and aesthetic viewpoints.  The Landscape 
Identity Circle presents a holistic picture of  how the landscape influences 
the identity of  those who live there, showing the varied elements that 
comprise a sense of  connectedness [IV]. There are many overlapping 
aspects between the Tripartite Organising framework and the Landscape 
Identity Circle, however, they both have a different focus. The Tripartite 
Organising framework focussed more on the values that people hold 
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that shape a place and the Landscape Identity Circle on the elements in 
the landscape that shape the people.

6.5.3. Place-Shaping Practices 

As Horlings (2016) states, sustainable development requires innovative 
place-based policies, which recognises, empowers and involves local 
stakeholders and processes. Horlings describes the sustainable place-
shaping practices of  re-appreciation, re-grounding and re-positioning as 
having transformative power. Horlings place-shaping framework aided 
the observation and analysis of  the changes in community development 
actions in the small village of  Kaldabruņa. The framework was 
useful in highlighting how the familiar features of  the landscape were 
re-appreciated and led to those landscape features being re-grounded 
into the present culture of  the locality to suit present day needs, for 
example the use of  hay to make sculptures in a local festival to celebrate 
their local resources.  These features were then re-positioned to form 
a revitalised landscape identity of  the inhabitants that prepared the 
inhabitants for the future. 

Re-appreciation of  landscape features allows them to be re-positioned 
within the community allowing a historical essence to be retained while 
giving it a modern interpretation. It re-grounds the past into the current 
landscape, therefore giving it legibility and coherence (Ramos et al., 
2016). This framework proved useful in analysing how the steps taken 
in Kaldabruņa have led to a sustained transformation. It described how 
new traditions were developed that breathed fresh life into old traditions 
and contributed to the process of  place-shaping. It revealed how the 
landscape was shaping the people and the people were shaping the 
landscape (Zigmunde et al., 2016)]. 

This framework would also be useful to analyse a community where 
place-shaping was not sustainable to highlight the barriers of  moving to 
sustainable use of  the landscape elements.

6.5.4. A psychosocial perspective

The psychosocial perspective was a retrospective analysis of  work done 
previously. Reanalysing the interviews from a psychosocial perspective 
helped in understanding the behaviour of  the interviewees. It gave a 
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deeper theoretical underpinning of  the paramount importance of  
gaining trust and helping interviewees to open up in a gentle manner 
[II], which previously had been done intuitively.  It filled in the gaps in 
understanding and helped to grasp how people can be so committed to a 
place where they live and yet move away due to a sense of  hopelessness. 
It also helped to show this hopelessness, not just as a reaction to the 
historical issues from the Soviet system, but as a complex inability to 
reconcile the present opportunities, present barriers, perceived lack of  
alternatives and of  course the past historical issues [II].

What keeps people in a place and what stops them from returning to 
somewhere they feel deeply connected to were relevant questions in 
this research. A lack of  jobs and a lack of  innovation is too shallow 
an analysis when the reality goes much deeper than this. Development 
literature, while good at cataloguing the various factors leading to rural 
depopulation, in what are termed lagging communities, does not capture 
the complexity of  rational and irrational decisions that people use to stay 
or to leave a place [II]. For example, one interviewee describe himself  
as a patriot and stated he would never move away, but he had moved 
before due to a lack of  employment and was able to stay at the time 
of  the interview because he had managed to obtain local employment 
through a local contact.

6.5.5. Integrated conceptual framework to understand 
biodiversity conflicts 

The integrated conceptual framework to understand biodiversity 
conflicts (White et al., 2009) was developed to analyse conflicts between 
conservationists and local stakeholders; it is, however, also useful in a 
case of  conflicts regarding the management of  a non- threatened species 
and local stakeholders set within an inadequate regulatory context. The 
framework highlighted the various aspects of  rural livelihoods from 
the perspective of  those who experienced wildlife damage or managed 
the resource through hunting. The framework provided a broad base 
for questions, covering the ecological, economic and social aspects of  
the dispute and supported the analysis of  contributory attitudes and 
behaviours by examining how individuals and groups perceive and 
utilise resources. The framework also highlighted how the social factors 
of  the conflict and possible management solutions are set within an 
ecological framework that sets limits to the solutions possible [III]. It 
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was also useful to ensure the regulatory structures and the authorities’ 
perspective was taken into account. 

The historical context of  conflicts is not always directly related to the 
natural resource; therefore, it is not explicitly accounted for in the 
theoretical framework. However, in the case of  the conflict over wild 
boar management in Latvia it is clearly relevant as the problem changed 
substantially during the transition process to an independent Latvia [III]. 
The history of  change from a Soviet regime to a chaotic independence 
as new regulatory regimes were established, contributed to the problem 
of  how to manage the wild boar. Historical backgrounds to conflicts 
are also often important to explain some pre-conceived notions among 
stakeholders that influence group interactions. It also explains some of  
the cultural conditions and expectations surrounding public involvement 
in local decision-making and land use management [III]. Therefore, this 
aspect would make a valuable addition to the framework. 

6.5.6. Use of  narratives

Narratives are an important aspect of  this research. In the articles, 
extensive use was made of  quotes to elaborate the story portraying rural 
reality. This is not a romantic vision but one grounded in the lives of  
the people who live and work in these marginalised areas. Each quote 
contributes to a story which gives legibility and coherence to a place. 
Narratives give life to the research, articulating the challenges that people 
face and the values they hold (Horlings, 2016). One of  the most powerful 
quotes comes from Obinitsa and quoted in the section on community. 

You could see back then, when you looked out of 
the window, there were lights on in neighbouring 
households and someone was in there. But now there 
is silence. You don’t hear the cows; this makes me sad 
(Male 55, Obinitsa).

It carries the despair of  a diminishing social network, which many in 
rural areas face. These few words encapsulate the feeling more than 
numbers can convey and are a testament to the powerful and emotive 
use of  narrative in research.
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6.5.7. Interview techniques

The techniques used in this research were used with sensitivity to the 
mistrust that many felt in the rural areas. It is important to note that 
the quality and depth of  the interviews improved when interviewers 
had prior connections to the area; however, that can restrict the choice 
of  sites within the timeframe of  the research. Many people are willing 
to talk about places they love but high levels of  mistrust in Latvia and 
Estonia often result in a reluctance to talk. Gatekeepers, therefore, were 
important for accessing networks. 

Gatekeepers used during this research included a motherly carer within 
a boarding school who was in contact with many members of  that 
community, a bus driver, a local village shop owner, and a former post 
office worker [V]. As Stenseke (2009) noted, trusted relationships are key 
for successful outcomes [V]. Gatekeepers therefore need to be people 
who were socially embedded in the community in a non-threatening 
way, indeed an influential position could be a hindrance where hostilities 
exist within communities [V]. The gatekeepers helped to gain access to 
various members of  the community over the short space of  time within 
which the interviews were conducted. They helped to build a level of  
trust, which lead to a better quality of  interview that would not have 
been possible without their help [II].

In addition to the use of  gatekeepers the snowball technique was 
helpful [V]. Within the development literature the snowball technique 
for gathering interviews is well explained and its relevance in areas 
where trust is low, but what is not well explained is why this approach 
works within low trust scenarios and how delicately interviews need 
to be undertaken in order to enable interviewees to truly open up and 
feel comfortable with the researcher. A connection needs to be made 
with the interviewees and without that connection the interview is in 
danger of  being superficial. Obviously, therefore, there are risks to the 
objectivity of  the researcher, but this is a risk worth taking to understand 
the context of  peoples’ lives, particularly when dealing with complex 
histories [II]. 

The use of  gatekeepers and the snowball technique meant that care had 
to be taken to prevent network homogeneity being reproduced (Luyet 
et al., 2012). Attention, therefore, needed to be given to using multiple 
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entry points, ensuring that alternative views were taken into account. 
Whilst the use of  gatekeepers enabled rapid access to different people 
within the community, people on the very margins were perhaps not 
reached. 

6.5.8 A Sense of  Place: Diagrammatic Model Development.

As mentioned in the literature, sense of  place has become a confused 
term (Counted, 2016; Lewicka, 2011), with place attachment and sense 
of  place regularly used interchangeably. A model was developed to 
help situate the concepts in a simple diagram (see Figure 3). The model 
locates landscape at the heart, around which a sense of  place is built. 
Place attachment and landscape identity contribute to the process of  
strengthening the sense of  place connected to the landscape in which 
people live, work or spend their leisure time. 

Figure 3: A diagrammatic model of  sense of  place showing the integration of  place 
attachment, landscape or place identity in a dynamic relationship with place dependence. 
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The two processes of  place attachment and landscape identity work 
together leading to a place dependence, where the place meets the needs 
and goals of  individuals related to its functional value (Kyle et al., 2004). 
This process is denoted by the spiral to suggest a continuous motion 
where individuals become firmly embedded in their place. This process 
maybe guided and directed by local leaders and occurs via a process of  
sustainable place-shaping actions (Horlings, 2012, 2016). 
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7. Conclusions and Recommendations

This research showed that Estonian and Latvian rural landscapes are 
not static; they evolve under environmental influences, both natural and 
socioeconomic. The landscapes have undergone rapid transformation 
from the collectivised Soviet period to independence and privatisation, 
followed by changes fuelled by accession to the European Union. The 
people’s relationship to landscape has also changed as perceptions and 
values respond to their experiences of  landscape changes. This research 
achieved its aims of  giving rural people a voice in describing their lived 
experiences of  the landscape changes and explained how the landscape 
shaped them and they, in turn, shaped their landscape. It also helped 
researchers gain understanding of  residents’ landscape challenges 
and expectations. These determine residents’ readiness to be involved 
in landscape-scale planning and a place-shaping process and opens 
up avenues for greater participation in the future. The section below 
summarises the answers to the five research questions that guided this 
work,  

7.1. Conclusions

7.1.1. Constructions of  landscapes

The first research question asked how have the landscape changes of  
rural Estonia and Latvia been constructed? The work demonstrated 
that rural landscapes are not just physical elements in an area but they 
are multi-layered, complex constructions that change over time. The 
research showed how interviewees’ perception of  the landscapes varied 
from individual to individual, parish to parish, and region to region [V]. 
Each aspect played a role in how they managed their landscapes and 
how that contributed to the overall narrative of  each place [IV & V]. 
This research has not only documented some of  the global and national 
influences on the constructed narrative of  Estonian and Latvian 
rural landscapes but also revealed some of  the unique place identities 
of  each small rural community [III, IV & V]. It highlighted different 
landscape narratives that can be constructed even by communities in 
close proximity to each other, with similar resources and revealed some 
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conflicting constructions of  the idealised past and present landscapes 
[III, V]. 

7.1.2. Place attachment’s contribution to narratives of  place

In answering the second research question, the research shows how past 
and present experiences determine how people relate to their landscape. 
This study revealed inhabitants had multiple anchors with varying 
degrees of  attachment to the physical and cultural landscapes that gave 
them a sense of  place.  

Generally, interviewees did not regard specific features as important. 
The main attachment to their landscapes was existential, for example, 
the peace and quiet in contrast to noisy urban environments [V]. In 
addition, some interviewees expressed an attachment to the qualities of  
being a master of  their own landscape where they manage their own 
land and have the freedom to forage in forests [I-V]. 

Landscapes have changed since regaining independence but caring for 
the land in a well-managed ethnoscape is still important to national and 
individual identity and thus residents’ attachment to it [IV-V]. Stewardship 
of  the land was shown to be important and poor stewardship evoked 
distress and feelings of  abandonment, consequently, residents preferred 
well-maintained areas, such as agricultural fields rather than untended 
scrub [I,V]. Change is acceptable as long as it still reflected a sense of  
care [I-V]. 

The research showed that some interviewees demonstrated strong 
attachment to the local area where social ties, such as to family or 
neighbours or strong religious or cultural institutions, were strongest. 
These were independent of  specific sociogeographical features or 
proximity to resources. The family, religious and cultural institutions 
generated a positive memory bank associated with place that feeds and 
strengthens place attachment. Planning therefore needs to be supportive 
of  family networks in rural areas, as they can be a resource that provides a 
stabilising and sustaining influence. Involving whole families in planning 
exercises and ensuring adequate resources for families, such as education 
and transportation, would be helpful [V].
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7.1.3. Ecological, economic and social influences on landscape-
scale management

The answers to the third question demonstrated how multiple factors—
ecological, economic and social—shape how the landscape is managed. 
In rural areas, the ecological layers play a particularly important role as the 
setting in which rural lives are embedded. Rural lifestyles are not always 
idyllic, and conflicts still occur. As Redpath et al. (2013) state, conflicts 
are often destructive, costly, and can undermine effective management, 
affect economic development, and increase social inequality and 
resource sustainability, which the research on the conflict over wild boar 
management demonstrated [III]. Living in the countryside as biodiverse 
as Latvia and Estonia will inevitably bring local inhabitants into conflict 
with the wildlife. How these conflicts are managed, however, is an 
important feature of  landscape-scale decision-making. 

Overall the research demonstrated that while the ecological aspects of  
the landscape should be taken into consideration in rural landscapes, the 
socio-economic aspects are also important to their management. External 
pressures and increased mechanisation have both reduced agricultural 
employment and reduced the opportunities to earn a livelihood affecting 
the overall economic viability of  small rural places. In some places, 
landscape identity was strengthened through place-shaping processes, 
such as revitalising old or initiating new traditions, leading to rising self-
esteem amongst inhabitants. However, this was not enough to reverse 
the push factor of  dwindling resources and employment nor the pull 
factor of  employment in the cities and abroad. 

The research showed that even in communities with strong networks, 
where self-esteem was raised and active participation in cultural events 
occurred, outmigration was still an issue. This demonstrated that social 
attachment is insufficient to overcome the economic restraints in rural 
areas. The communities are not thriving and need extra resources to 
reverse the outmigration. Even though economic considerations are not 
the strongest anchors, they are the strongest enablers for the attachment 
process by supporting livelihoods and facilitating activities leading to 
positive memories and connections to others and therefore a significant 
push-pull factor. [V]. 
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7.1.4. Readiness to participate in rural/spatial development

The fourth research question regarded inhabitants’ readiness to 
participate in rural/spatial development. This research revealed parishes 
were at different stages of  development, which needs to be taken into 
account when considering development plans [I, IV & V]. The Latvian 
and Estonian authorities have transitioned from the totalitarian Soviet 
regime and top-down policy making to a more democratic society; 
however, the legacy of  hierarchical structures and bureaucratic methods 
still lingers. Some sections of  society feel helpless to affect change or to 
adapt. Respondents were generally unwilling to participate in landscape-
scale decision-making as they feel the decisions have often already been 
made. However, they generally participated in cultural and social activities 
depending on their available time. Work away from home and family 
commitments reduced the time that people felt they could commit to 
such activities. 

While shared visions and networks exist, particularly through family and 
cultural connections, they are insufficiently utilised for development 
purposes. The weaknesses in social capital in many parishes and the 
level of  interest and willingness to participate in local community 
politics does not bode well for building participatory processes and has 
implications for sustainable interventions for the development of  each 
small community. This requires that local differences be acknowledged 
and addressed. The results of  this research highlighted various issues, for 
example, low community cohesiveness, distrust of  the authorities, and 
incompatible views on landscape-scale management. Building trust in 
management processes is needed, as people embedded in the landscapes 
feel isolated and unheard [III & V]. 

Participatory development requires trust building within a safe 
environment with trusted facilitators, There was a lack of  belief  in the 
efficacy of  meetings, which were generally viewed negatively and time 
consuming; therefore, people did not participate. The research suggests 
that embracing the established family and cultural networks in rural 
areas offers possible routes for participation in development planning. 
This requires moving away from the traditional meeting formats and 
seeking alternative communication methods of  communication with 
inhabitants, such as using the arts and storytelling [V].
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7.1.5. Usefulness of  the methodologies.

Various models and frameworks were used to analyse the landscape 
changes of  rural Estonia and Latvia and how those changes have been 
constructed. Each model and framework has contributed to the context 
of  the inhabitants’ lived experiences and expectations. The Tripartite 
Organising Framework (Scannell & Gifford, 2010) and the Landscape 
Identity Circle (Stobbelaar & Pedroli, 2011) both contributed to the 
development of  the narratives of  place. The Tripartite Organising 
Framework (Scannell & Gifford, 2010) described how inhabitants were 
attached to the landscapes in which they lived and worked and the 
Landscape Identity Circle (Stobbelaar & Pedroli, 2011) described how 
the landscape shaped who they were.

A stable place attachment and landscape identities can bring a sense of  
security and familiarity, but they are rarely static and change over time [V]. 
They also can have transformative power on communities. The Place-
Shaping Practices framework (Horlings, 2016) was useful to describe 
the process of  creating a positive landscape identity by the inhabitants 
of  Kaldabruņa, highlighting the features that strengthened landscape 
identity, and positioning the community to meet the challenges of  the 
future. 

7.1.6. Wildlife Conflict analysis

Wildlife conflicts are also significant issues for many rural communities, 
particularly in Estonia and Latvia with many game species. Equitable 
landscape-scale management of  wildlife is therefore needed. The 
integrated conceptual framework to understand biodiversity conflicts 
(White et al., 2009) helped to bring understanding to the biodiversity 
conflict that arose over wild boar management in the Ērgļu Novads region 
of  Latvia. It was useful for understanding the context, of  the conflict 
and the contributory factors, both local and national. It highlighted the 
complex nature of  the problem and the multi-level solutions needed to 
address a local landscape-scale issue. 
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7.2. Limitations of  the research.

7.2.1. Time sensitive

As mentioned, landscapes evolve over time, sometimes slowly and 
sometimes rapidly. Paper I and Paper VIII demonstrate the advantages 
of  ongoing research. Paper I revisits past research to compare it with the 
present and Paper IV is part of  an ongoing relationship where changes 
are monitored. This enables evaluation of  the place-shaping practices of  
each community. Paper V can be considered a snapshot of  time, which 
can highlight different avenues for participatory processes but would 
need validating and checking to see if  the situation has changed in the 
interim. Valuable lessons can be learnt from this research, particularly 
in respects to the value of  some families in small rural places that can 
provide supportive networks for development initiatives. Even in the 
cases of  family breakdown, which led to some interviewees moving, 
other family networks provided security and accommodation. These 
networks in turn need the support of  resources to maintain families in 
remote rural locations but need to be sensitive and adaptable to current 
situations, requiring ongoing monitoring with reflexive feedback.

7.2.2. Just a starting point

Landscape planners need better skills to embrace non-normative 
approaches in situations where public processes are poorly developed 
and social capital is weak, as in many places in Estonia and Latvia. As 
Buchecker et al. (2003) states, landscapes and societal changes have to 
co-evolve; in other words, planners need to embrace the complexity, the 
tangible and the intangible benefits. This enables landscape planners to 
understand the community dynamics, such as the networks and power 
structures that may aid or inhibit development. 

As this research has highlighted, gatekeepers can enable the flow of  
communication in a village. Thus, identifying supportive gatekeepers 
within the community could be useful as entry points to facilitate 
communication; they could also alert planners to possible opposition or 
the potential for elite capture by those in power. While steps were taken 
to reach different stakeholder groups, it is still possible that there were 
groups not reached, in particular the marginalised groups who require 
trust to be built over a much longer period of  time.
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Landscape-scale planning has to go beyond the nuts and bolts of  the 
planning process and re-imagine putting people at the heart of  the 
process. Building scenarios for people to choose from or factoring 
in frequent consultation meetings with inhabitants is not enough and 
may represent “Tokenism” on Arnstein’s ladder of  citizen participation 
(Arnstein, 1969) [VII]. This kind of  research, therefore, has to be seen 
as the start of  a process, to establish where planners in participatory 
processes can begin to build ongoing relationships with local inhabitants. 
Greater trust needs to be built, as does the social capital to enact change.  
Participation of  the community in the planning process can help them 
to develop their knowledge and ability to enact or demand the changes 
required and build trust in the process (Butler, 2014).

7.2.3. Enabling Communities to describe their own landscapes.

It is recognised that participatory development should seek to answer 
the questions that the local people would ask or resolve the issues that 
they perceive. The questions for the interviews, whilst built from the 
various frameworks used, also reflected the thesis author’s perspective 
as someone embedded in rural life, both as an inhabitant and an alpaca 
farmer. It also reflects the author’s experience from discussions with 
neighbours, friends and rural acquaintances regarding the challenge of  
rural living. These are valuable starting points to formulate a picture 
of  life in rural areas; however, it should not terminate there. Enabling 
communities to find the answers to local questions and be able to solve 
their own problems requires social capital to be built and an access to 
information relevant to local inhabitants. Their knowledge and their 
stories, however, may need interpreting to ensure that decision-makers 
understand the lived reality of  local communities (Horlings, 2016). Access 
to experts needs to be framed in a language that rural communities can 
understand so that communities can develop their own plans. 

7.2.4. Potential influence of  power relationships 

Top-down initiatives and lack of  trust between individuals and groups 
require positive actions to surmount. Overcoming the Soviet era legacy 
of  an acquiescent population, unused to deciding their future and the 
expectations of  top-down solutions, requires researchers to not only 
identify and engage with stakeholders in a sensitive manner but also to 
be aware of  power structures that hinder engagement or dominate the 
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narrative (Storie, 2014). This research focussed on building trust with 
interviewees to gain a picture of  rural life, but it must be acknowledged 
that in an acquiescent population, some aspects of  the power relationships 
may have remained hidden. 

7.2.5. Confusing concepts

Aspects of  sense of  place, such as place attachment, place identity, and 
place dependence have been studied in multiple disciplines, each with 
their own interpretation of  the concepts. This has led to confusion 
regarding the terms. An outcome from this research has been to clarify 
where the terms fit in the overall theme of  sense of  place. Showing the 
impact of  place-shaping and leadership on the overall picture. However, 
unless clarification is accepted across disciplines, the research on sense 
of  place will remain confusing. 

7.2.6. Leadership in rural areas

Leadership in rural areas is important to help drive the change to a more 
sustainable community. Identifying the key components that contribute 
to the process by active leadership in small communities needs to occur. 
This is the subject of  further research.

7.3. Concluding thoughts

This research aims to portray neither an idealistic view nor a caricature 
of  rural lifestyles, but one that embraces the complexity of  living in 
a marginalised area with the benefits and the drawbacks. Building a 
picture of  rural life with its networks and connections, where vibrant 
communities are built and supported, is needed. It should not romanticise 
hardships but recognise the positive diverse aspects of  rural lifestyles 
(Arts et al., 2017; Stenseke, 2009). These findings can only be considered 
as a starting point for landscape managers to access valuable information 
routes and connectivity that will need constant re-evaluation through the 
process to remain relevant to the community and ensure social inclusion 
of  relevant stakeholders. This research demonstrated the advantage of  
building a trusted network (gatekeepers) that would allow meaningful 
access to communities and build relationships, helping the authorities to 
move from authoritative governance to participation. This is particularly 
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important in post-Soviet countries like Estonia and Latvia that have 
a high degree of  distrust based on hierarchical structures (Sarkki et 
al., 2019). Much can be done to help to activate the most marginal 
communities and the research shows quite strong differences between 
the sample parishes, where different routes to place attachment can be 
found. Thus, no one-size-fits-all solution exists, but each place needs 
to be understood separately and key factors identified before serious 
participatory planning can take place.

In each parish there were examples of  social dynamics and local power 
relations that could hinder development. This research highlighted the 
following:

•	 Problems with local municipalities and landscape managers, such 
as forest managers, were common, where people felt unheard or 
felt the local authorities were unresponsive to their concerns. 
There is a need, therefore, for landscape managers to work with 
the local inhabitants to reduce distress caused; 

•	 A lack of  trust requires time to build the social capital needed to 
support rural development; and

•	 Disputes between inhabitants, between long-term residents 
and new residents, between permanent residents and second-
home owners and between hunters and farmers hindered 
problem resolution. Each group of  stakeholders have their own 
expectations and values associated with the landscape and how 
it should be managed.

Connections to urban centres through family networks, and vice versa, 
is a potential source of  contact and information and knowledge flow. 
Also, family members are potential future rural inhabitants, because 
many have the desire to return. Including these networks in planning 
and understanding their needs and the resources they could bring would 
improve the knowledge required to facilitate a return to the countryside, 
leading to a much-needed boost to a declining and aging populations 
[VII]. 

Rural landscapes need healthy, thriving communities to provide the 
food, recreation and renewable energy of  the future, and intangible 
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benefits can easily be overlooked. The sense of  belonging is a glue that 
keeps a community together and working towards their future that can 
lead to a renovation of  landscape features. Harnessing the goodwill of  
the local inhabitants through cooperative behaviour also demonstrates 
how cultural landscapes can be redeemed; active participation can 
strengthen communities and help the communities to resist shocks. 
Managing cultural changes through education and planned collaborative 
interventions brings a sense of  continuity that improves the sustainability 
for communities. Therefore, it is recommended that communities are 
provided with the resources to support them in facing the challenges 
of  an ageing population and draw younger generations to reinvigorate 
rural landscapes. Kaldabruņa is a good example of  combining creative 
arts with storytelling in collaboration with the community to move 
the population onto a more sustainable footing. This helps to offset 
the disruptive effects of  landscape change that disturbs people’s place 
attachment, leading to solastalgia.

7.4. Recommendations

7.4.1. Recognise rural areas as equal partners.

As was stated in the European Rural Parliament (2019),  rural areas are 
often seen as lagging and in need of  help, unable to help themselves. It 
suggested, however, that rural areas are lacking resources and hampered 
by urban expectations and regulations that do not recognise the reality 
of  rural livelihoods. As this research shows, rural people have the 
capacity for innovative and creative solutions with the right resources 
and ongoing and sustained support.

7.4.2. Create space for communication.

The traditional meeting format does not facilitate stakeholder 
engagement, as meetings often fail to engage the public in the landscape-
scale decision making process. Meeting formats may be inconvenient, 
occur at busy times of  the year, not seen as relevant or just “a headache”, 
meaning that people are reluctant to commit to time spent at them. 
Planners need to use creative ways to communicate with stakeholders in 
a culturally relevant way. 
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A new language is needed to convey the benefits of  cooperation, one 
that builds on the latent cooperative culture of  the Estonian and Latvian 
people. The language and culture of  song and dance, so important to 
the Estonian and Latvian national identities, could be a catalyst to bring 
life to the idea of  cooperation in other fields. Instead of  the negative 
associations of  the forced cooperative activities of  the Soviet era, the 
use of  language borrowed from song and dance could bring new life to 
the concept (Storie, 2014). 

There is a need to incorporate elements of  deep listening through the use 
of  psychosocial techniques and communication development. Joining 
forces with youth and children’s workers, storytellers and artists would 
also allow planners to communicate to whole families and enabling 
participation in a fun way. This creative approach will to help articulate 
local people’s thoughts leading to a co-creation of  plans and not just 
become a tick-box exercise. 

Innovative perspectives for the co-production of  knowledge in landscape 
planning would be aided by encouraging intergenerational insights 
of  the spaces in which the local inhabitants live. This will also build 
capacity for the future as the younger generations are encouraged to take 
pride in feeling a part of  the process of  decision making regarding the 
landscapes that they live in and building the knowledge to make changes. 
These actions will enable plans for landscape-scale development to be 
designed by the inhabitants and driven by their needs. As Lertzman 
(2015) suggests, “Engagement is about creating contexts for creative, 
authentic participation”. Therefore, if  we start with the supposition that 
stakeholders are concerned about the landscapes they live in, with the 
onus on planners to enable people to develop the language and skills 
to articulate the changes they want, greater care will be taken to seek 
out and involve the stakeholders along the path to creative change in 
landscapes or sustainable use [VII]. By putting people first, the language 
changes from, “How do we overcome apathy or get people to come 
to meetings?” to, “How do we draw out the care and concern for 
the landscape?” and “How do we help local people to articulate their 
aspirations for the landscape?”. 
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7.4.3. Go to where the people are and use existing networks.

Instead of  expecting people to come to meetings it is important to 
meet the people where they are: at festivals, at the supermarket, or even 
walking with them on their land getting to know their landscape, their 
internal one as well as the external one. 

Based on these Estonian and Latvian case studies, connections within 
the villages appeared strongest within families, which suggests that this 
would provide a possible point of  contact for planners. It was also a 
significant reason for a lack of  participation, therefore, integrating whole 
families into development planning whilst challenging is essential. 

Even small villages have multiple networks useful for support or help. 
The networks may be situated within the area or further away, for 
example, extended family networks, business networks, development 
networks or organisational networks. These networks may enable 
access to relevant stakeholders through the use of  trusted gatekeepers. 
However, it is also necessary to be aware where powerful networks are 
used to exclude stakeholders or monopolise the flow of  information, 
ideas or even monetary support.

7.4.4. Take account of  the variability of  the natural environment. 

The weather, seasons and wildlife are an important feature of  life in rural 
areas. Urban areas are relatively insulated from these challenges, except 
perhaps in a storm event or wildlife becoming habituated to an urban 
environment. Rural people, however, are often impacted by wildlife or 
tied to problems that the weather can cause when these unpredictable 
seasons do not align with urban schedules. Some of  the challenges 
that rural inhabitants face are hazardous travel on country roads in 
winter; seasons that vary from year to year affecting work schedules, 
compounded by the changing climate; and seasonality of  employment 
and significant wildlife damage. Flexibility and a recognition of  the 
impacts of  the weather, seasons and wildlife impacts will be helpful.

7.4.5. Support for rural leaders and activists.

While it is generally acknowledged that participatory methods should 
be incorporated into good practice guidelines, the research showed that 
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there is still a long way before active engagement of  the public in decision-
making is achieved. Activists and leaders in rural areas are often facing 
multiple challenges in areas with low social capital and resource scarcity. 
These are long-term challenges that take time to address, and therefore 
long-term support is needed. Low self-esteem requires ongoing work 
to turn this around. Therefore, there is a need to move at the pace and 
speed appropriate to the place. An appropriate motto would be: Do 
what we can at the pace we can. 

In addition, a typology is needed of  the various factors that influence 
sustainable community development that will support the leaders and 
activists. For example, does the community have a viable community 
hub that can act as a resource centre? Does the community leadership 
have the ability to attract resources through networks? What are the 
resources available to the community such as transportation and 
education? These are some of  the building blocks for development and 
will need addressing for a sustainable future.
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SUMMARY IN ESTONIAN

Kui rahu ja vaikus pole küllalt – uurimus kogukondade 
väljakutsetest Eesti ja Läti ruraalmaastikes

Eesti ja Läti ruraalmaastikud ei seisa muutumatult, vaid on pidevas 
arengus. Muutused lähtuvad keskkonnaoludest, nii looduslikest kui 
sotsiaal-majanduslikest. Maastikud on läbi teinud kiire ülemineku 
kollektiviseeritud nõukogude perioodist vabaduse ja eraomanduse 
oludesse, mida on võimendanud Euroopa Liiduga ühinemise järgsed 
muutused. Inimeste suhe maastikusse on ka teisenenud, kuivõrd taju ja 
väärtused vastavad maastiku muutustele.  

Väikestes maa-kogukondades uuriti kohaga siduvaid maastiku väärtusi, 
identiteeti kujundavaid maastikuelemente, kogukonda teisendavat 
säästvat kohakujundusprotsessi ja vastanduvaid vaated ulukikorraldusele 
maastiku tasemel. Andmed koguti asjalistelt intervjuude, seminaride ja 
vaatluste vahendusel. 

Uuringud tõid ilmsiks mitmeid ankruid, mis seovad elanikke kohatunde 
andnud maastike füüsiliste ja kultuuriliste aspektidega. Maakogukondade 
liikmed hindasid kõrgelt maaelu rahu ja vaikust ning elukvaliteeti, mida 
andis loomulik toit, vabadus korjata metsaande ja lähedus looduslikule 
keskkonnale. Maalistele eluviisidele lisasid tugevust kultuurilised ja 
perekondlikud võrgustikud. 

Mõnelpool oli maastikuidentiteet tugevam tänu kohaloomele, nagu 
näiteks vanade või uute traditsioonide ellukutsumine, mille tulemusel 
tõusis kogukonna eneseväärikus. Sellegipoolest polnud see piisav, et 
ümber pöörata kahanevatest ressurssidest ja väljarännust põhjustatud 
allakäiku. Maastiku-taseme korraldustegevuses osalemise huvi ja 
võimekus oli kogukondades varieeruv. Tõhusa dialoogi puudumine 
heidutas elanikud kaasamisüritustelt, sel moel olid ära kuulamata need, 
kes kõige enam abi vajavad. Uuringu tulemused tõid esile võrgustikud, 
millega planeerijad võiksid arvestada kohalike elanike kaasamisel ning ka 
võimalikud tõkked osalemisele.

Ruraalmaastikud vajavad tervislikke, edualteid kogukondi, et pakkuda 
ühiskonnale tulevikus toitu, virgestusvõimalust ja taastuvenergiat. 
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Seepärast on tarvis võimaldada sealsetele kogukondadele vahendeid, 
et tulla toime väljakutsetega, nagu elanikkonna vananemine ja noore 
põlvkonna tagasisaamine maamaastike taasjõustamiseks. 
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Abstract

Context Two approaches to study landscape change

have been exploited: one that tries to study the

developments that have happened in the past, and

another that tries to foresee future.

Objectives We analyse how this dual approach can

help understanding landscape change, how people

relate to it in general, what their expectations and

preferences are. We also discuss the usefulness of path

dependency theory, cultural sustainability, and cul-

tural ecosystem services approaches in understanding

the management of a historical cultural landscape.

Methods First, we revisit a 1999 scenario study that

outlined the possible trajectories of change prior

Estonian accession to the European Union in 2004.

Then, through series of studies we track the wider

context of the landscape changes, analysing the results

from the interviews and combining those with the

visible results. We seek to answer whether or not the

landscape changes that occurred followed any of the

past scenarios, and if people’s preferences changed.

Results The dynamics of realisation of different

scenarios was not straightforward. However, people

showed clear preference towards landscapes that

carried signs of the continuation of rural life. What

was not foreseen when designing the scenarios was the

upsurge of local identity creating the links with the

past.

Conclusions In this Estonian traditional cultural

landscape, stewardship, culture and cultural ecosys-

tem services, or nature’s contribution to people as

IPBES prefers to call this now, define what caring for

the landscape involves.

Keywords Scenario approach � Landscape
appearance � Landscape change and meaning �
Participatory approach � Landscape preferences �
Rurality � Heritage � Stewardship

Introduction

In the 1990s, scenario studies were seen as a useful

tool in understanding the consequences of available

policy options for the future (Schoute et al. 1995).

Scenarios were supposed to be valuable for depicting

conceivable future situations and elucidating the

driving forces behind them. Broadly speaking, two

types of scenarios were in use, ones that tried to

forecast the future, others that aimed to backcast the
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conditions that would create the desired future (Harms

1995; Schoonenboom 1995). Scenarios were not too

specific—the aim was to understand the general

outline of the looming change rather than delving

deeply into what would change and what would not. It

was also clear that scenarios have value only if there

are several different choices—thinking through all the

probable options would warn us on unpleasant

surprises. Similarly, there is seldom a situation when

one scenario is realised to its fullest extent, and the

reality is usually a combination of scenarios.

Likewise, there were many future options available

in the 1990s when Estonia was discussing the conse-

quences of joining the European Union (EU). The

semiotician Lotman (2009) describes these situations

as cultural explosions—all development options are

still possible and there is a struggle between those.

Similarly, Antrop (1998) asked whether landscape

change can be planned or is it rather chaotic. The

answer, he suggested, was that ‘‘landscape changes

accordingly in a somewhat chaotic way, while at

certain times man tries to steer and (re)direct the

evolution by planned actions’’ (Antrop 1998, p. 160).

But even then it is better to know the options and their

consequences.

There are not many cases available where results

from former forecasts have later been evaluated or re-

assessed. Indeed, as Luz (2000) remarked, it is often

supposed that planning starts from a blank sheet, as if

there has never been any planning before. The present

landscape is the result of our past decisions, desires

and dreams—and of course failures. Knowledge of the

past, and the trajectory of landscape change is,

therefore, indispensable to understanding the present

landscape (Baker 1968). The present also determines

what kind of futures we can imagine for our

landscapes (Antrop 2005).

This paper seeks to analyse how much revisiting

futures can in fact help in understanding landscape

change, how people relate to landscape in general,

what are their expectations and preferences. In short,

what is the core (essence) of the human-nature

relationship that we have started to call landscape?

Are any of the recently proposed approaches—such as

path dependency theory (Zariņa 2013), cultural sus-

tainability (Soini and Birkeland 2014; Pavlis and

Terkenli 2017), and cultural ecosystem services

(Plieninger et al. 2015; Burkhard and Maes 2017)

particularly useful?

This study focuses on the Estonian Setu region as a

case study. As a very small part of that EU accession

discussion, a scenario study was published (Palang

et al. 2000) that tried to outline four possible

trajectories of change in this region. From that study,

and the subsequent studies, we track how the looming

change of EU membership was anticipated and the

resulting process of change, leading to the outcomes

we see today. We acknowledge that together with

actual landscape change, the approach to studying

landscape has also altered, from more visual (scenery

or land use patterns) towards social (Palang et al.

2011a) and collective aspects of landscape care.

Theoretical background

In this article we try to combine two major approaches

to studying landscape change: one that tries to study

the changes that have happened in the past, and

another that tries to foresee or model the changes that

are about to happen in the future. For the latter,

scenario studies is one of the most often-used methods.

The 1990s witnessed an increasing trend in the use

of various types of scenario studies in landscape

planning (see Schoute et al. 1995; Tress and Tress

2003a, b; Penker and Wytrzens 2005). The array of

studies ranged from forest planning to habitat desig-

nation, from watershed planning to impacts of land

use change on biodiversity, from urban expansion to

rural land use. Methods and technology use may have

differed, but most scenario studies share some impor-

tant common characteristics: they tend to focus on the

visual aspects of future developments and utilise a

participatory approach. Over time the scenarios

became more and more detailed and place specific,

by using aerial photography, concentrating more on

land use/cover than on landscape and applying itera-

tive agent-based modelling, whereas the participative

approach has remained (Millington and Wainwright

2016; Zagaria et al. 2017). And, while assessing the

use of scenarios Haasnoot and Middelkoop (2012)

found that scenarios enabled learning about possible

impacts of developments and effectiveness of policy

options, but the scenario method is not yet fully

exploited for decision-making under uncertainty.

While problems with the future are mostly con-

nected with its unpredictability (see Antrop

1998, 2005; Tieskens et al. 2017), studying the past
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is somewhat easier, as we have plenty of materials to

rely on for recent history (e.g., maps, orthophotos,

satellite imagery, registries, censuses, etc.). We know

what has happened and the task is to elucidate the

reasons for the change. There is an abundance of

literature on how to study the past. Much attention has

been paid to heritage, palimpsest and identity

(Vervloet 1984; Antrop 1997; Graham et al. 2000;

Moore and Whelan 2007; Graham and Howard 2008;

Bloemers et al. 2010; Kolen et al. 2015). Widgren

(2004), inspired by French historical geography (see

Baker 1968), has pointed to two approaches in dealing

with the past, reconstructive and retrospective. Antrop

(1997, 1998, 2000) demonstrated that there are times

when landscape develops gradually and times when

the amplitude of changes increases dramatically.

Cosgrove (1984) noticed that each socio-economic

formation creates its own landscape that has different

symbols, power relations, value systems etc. In this

sense, landscape could be handled as a chronotope, i.e.

having boundaries both in time and space (Cosgrove

1984; Lotman 2009; Remm and Kasemets 2019). This

in turn led to defining time layers in landscapes

(Palang et al. 2006, 2011b; Palang 2010) and the need

to study the mechanism of change more closely across

these time boundaries.

Looking at landscape change in this layered way,

the cultural explosion theory developed by the semi-

otician Lotman (2009) is useful. While studying

culture he also noticed that there are times of relative

stability and times of explosive change (compare to

Antrop 1997, 1998, 2000). In the case of an explosion

he found many competing new scenarios of develop-

ment emerge, only one of which finally consolidates

and achieves the central position. In this way, we can

distinguish between periods of gradual and explosive

changes in landscapes, where the explosion disrupts

(see Sooväli-Sepping et al. 2015) the previous land-

scape epoch. After this qualitative change the culture

must be able to describe its own change as during the

explosion itself this sort of description is impossible. If

a culture is able to describe the explosion, the pre-

explosion becomes part of the culture, if not—the link

is lost (Palang et al. 2006). There are many examples

of how this link with the past has been either created or

lost (e.g., Meurk and Swaffield 2000; Bürgi et al.

2017). For example, Applebaum (2003, p. 64) claimed

that ‘‘collectivization also destroyed—forever—rural

Russia’s sense of continuity with the past’’. On the

contrary, Viik et al. (2015) showed how current

Estonian culture has been able to create a link to the

landscape that existed up to 1919 and incorporated the

Baltic German heritage into the present-day Estonian

landscape (discourse). From this cultural explosion

theory, three study lines could be constructed.

First, historical geographers have wondered for

many years whether the path dependency theory could

be useful in landscape studies. The concept originates

from economics (Mahoney 2000) and has been used in

historical sociology. For example, Martin and Sunley

(2006) and MacKinnon et al. (2009) have studied the

possibilities of path dependency theory to understand

the role of social factors and institutions in the process

of regional development. Zariņa (2013) produced one

of the most comprehensive studies of this kind and

concluded that landscapes as such are path dependent.

They are the accumulation of causes and conditions of

ongoing change, but a new event can push the

development onto another path, and then all conditions

as described in connection with cultural explosion,

apply. Path dependency, in her words, describes the

stability of a landscape in relation to changes, its

development in accordance with the continuing tradi-

tions of previous generations, inherited meaning and

the creation of a similar social geographical space.

Zariņa asks how and to what degree events in the

social life of society are reflected in and influence the

landscape. In other words: what sort of events

determine and guide landscape development? She

concludes that by using path dependency theory it is

possible to understand processes, where landscape is

created by a complex interplay of necessity, chance

and social practices, allowing the integration of the

scientific (expert) and the real life (local person) view.

In summary, using Lotman’s terminology, path

dependency can be one way to describe how land-

scapes pass through the explosions.

Second, what about sustainability? Despite

Antrop’s (2006) declaration that the concept of

sustainable landscapes could be viewed as a utopian

goal, there seems to be a rising understanding that

cultural sustainability might be a useful concept (Soini

and Birkeland 2014; Palang et al. 2017). Culture has

been called the fourth pillar of sustainability, thus, to

achieve sustainable landscapes, one should focus on

maintaining values, practices and functions (Widgren

2004), and the knowledge needed for these. One

option to observe these is through place-shaping and
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identity involved in community development based on

Horlings (2016) and the Landscape Identity Circle

(Stobbelaar and Pedroli 2011). As Viik et al. (2015)

stated, the key question remaining is how to handle the

past: should it be forgotten, destroyed or absorbed into

the new emerging system? They argue that a cul-

ture/landscape can only be described as sustainable

when it is capable of absorbing elements of other

cultures. Cultural sustainability of landscapes depends

on how much history and heritage has been integrated

into an active landscape. Incorporating the knowledge

about and understanding of the past is crucial in

ensuring the continuation of a landscape. At the same

time, it is important not to get stuck in the past. Pavlis

and Terkenli (2017, p. 185) conclude: ‘‘if cultural

sustainability is viewed as a fallback to ways of the

past, regarding thinking, feeling and acting with

regard to the landscape, as would be exemplified here

by perceptions, mentalities, attitudes, and values of

our rural sample, then obviously such sustainability

would not be desirable in light of more recent and

contemporary inroads into landscape conceptualiza-

tion and stewardship (i.e. the European Landscape

Convention)’’. What remains unsolved here is the

definition of a sustainable landscape. Sustainable

landscapes vary according to landscape type and

factors and as landscape changes, so does its meaning

and significance change and consequently its

management.

Third, there has been a recent focus on cultural

ecosystem services (CES) where it has been claimed

that they encourage multi-functionality within land-

scapes (Plieninger et al. 2015). ‘‘However, CES can

either encourage the maintenance of valuable land-

scapes or act as barriers to necessary innovation and

transformation depending on the context. Hence CES

is contested when viewed through the analytical lenses

of landowner behaviour, cultural practices of commu-

nities, and landscape planning’’ (Plieninger et al. 2015,

p. 28). Criticism has centred on its largely separatist

perspective on humans and nature, its reductionist

view of culture as a service provided by ecosystems

and for its neglect of social-ecological co-generation

of benefits (Plieninger et al. 2015, p. 29). CES are

supposed to include, among other issues, security

(Pascua et al. 2017) originating from the capability of

reading (Widgren 2004) and understanding surround-

ing landscapes, the time depths of these, orienting and

navigating there—the loss of it may have influence on

human well-being. This is secured by history and

heritage creating identity resulting in better social

cohesion, stronger sense of place, spiritual and cultural

well-being and thereby better care for the environment

(Daniel et al. 2012). This way CES are also linked with

care.

Care is ‘‘… a deep, pervasive cultural norm that is

imposed upon what is noticed and noticeable to others

and care that evokes an immediate aesthetic response,

can both provoke behaviour to change, maintain, and

protect landscape appearance. A halo-effect can be

created where the appearance of the landscape affects

assumptions about the people who are responsible for

providing care, as well as assumptions about resource

characteristics’’ (Nassauer 2011, p. 321). This evi-

dence of care and stewardship can create normative

reactions, like reflecting on the way the landscape

should look, given cultural norms, but also aesthetic

responses, like immediately eliciting pleasure or

displeasure. A neglected place suggests stewards

who are irresponsible or overwhelmed and not desir-

able neighbours.

Methodology

Case study area

Many studies have been done presenting alternative

views of the future, but little has been written on how

those landscapes have subsequently altered in reality.

Our observations are based on mutually linked studies

in the Setu region, in the south-easternmost corner of

Estonia (Fig. 1). This is a marginal area characterised

by low income and depopulation. Compared to the rest

of the country, this region was also economically poor

a century ago. Tammekann and Kant (1928,

pp. 52–53) noted that the Setu economy was at a very

primary level with agriculture forming the basis for

living, mostly due to their poor education. It is also a

culturally distinct area. The Setus, although being an

Estonian sub-group, are more culturally influenced by

Russia: whilst the language spoken is an Estonian

dialect, they adhere to the Orthodox religion (com-

pared to the Lutheran in the rest of the country). Their

respect for traditions, traditional costumes, architec-

ture, and way of life are closer to Russian than

Estonian. Life between two worlds makes people

conservative and mistrustful of that which is new and
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alien. This distinct cultural identity has impacts on the

local landscape changes (see Palang et al. 2009 for

more).

Methods

In the short time period when Estonia was out of one

union (Soviet 1991) and warily discussing accession to

the other (EU 2004) we were interested in capturing

the expectations for the regional changes of land-

scapes. By studying the wider context of the landscape

changes, analysing the results from the interviews and

combining those with the visible results, we track the

background to the changes, and not just what has

changed in terms of land use/cover.

The results are presented in four blocks from

different years and studies in the same Setu region

allowing to follow the dynamics of diverse scenarios.

First we present a baseline scenario study of 1999 in

Härmä village and then try to explore the ways the

projected scenarios have been realised in the wider

area. A general narrative of landscape change in the

Setu region continues with the undercurrents of

heritage and emerging identity around the time of

Estonia joining the EU in 2004. This is followed in the

upsurge of local identity and community development.

Finally, the scenario realisations are verified with the

most recent map and statistical data.

Results

The baseline study: the original scenario study

prior to Estonia’s accession to European Union

The study conducted in 1999 in the marginalised Setu

region created future scenarios based on policy

document analysis and existing knowledge, then

investigated the public preference for these (Palang

et al. 2000). The research was inspired by the works of

Emmelin (1982, 1996) and Jones and Emmelin (1995).

The current situation and four possible future options

Fig. 1 Location of the case study site (based on Estonian Land Board 2018, 2019; gadm.com 2018; ESRI Media Kit 2006)

123

Landscape Ecol (2019) 34:1807–1823 1811



126

were illustrated by an artist (Fig. 2). All pictures

feature the same location in Härmä village and were

drawn to depict similar seasonal characteristics and

weather conditions. These images (A–E) were used to

discuss the predicted changes with inhabitants.

A—the existing situation on which the scenarios

were based, showed homesteads on both sides of the

road with different buildings. Next to them are small

fields, larger hay meadows and pastures with forest

in the background.

B—the status quo scenario showed the specialisa-

tion of farms capable of competing with production

from other EU countries; the scope and robustness

of landscape changes are similar to those during

Soviet times. On both sides of the road there are

large fields. The old houses are demolished and

replaced by a field on one side of the road and a

modern grain dryer. Fields have been expanded at

the expense of forest.

C—the EU model 1992 agricultural policy scenario

showed some decline of agriculture. The homestead

on the left is abandoned, the one on the right is still

populated, but the buildings are dilapidated. The

field on the left has fallen out of use, the field on the

right is used as a pasture for a couple of cows. There

are still small fields close to the homestead.

D—the zero scenario indicated the deepening

marginalisation of the area and a prolongation of

the current trend. Homesteads on both sides of the

road are abandoned and slowly decaying. The field

on the left has been long abandoned and is

overgrown with brushwood, the field on the right

has been abandoned recently. The logs in the

background refer to increased forest felling.

E—the unpredictable surprising future scenario

showed transformation from the traditional agricul-

tural activity to small-scale business and a corre-

sponding alteration of the landscape. On the left side

a stable has been built to replace old buildings. On

the right some older buildings still remain, but a new

home has been added. The surroundings are cared

for, there is a small patch of field. The land on the

left is used as a grazing ground for horses, while a

pond and a camping site have been created on the

right.

Generally, all scenarios included continued

marginalisation and depopulation, the difference

being the speed of these processes. The Scenarios C

and E were considered being more coherent with the

trends of the time in the landscape, while Scenarios B

and D introduced large-scale changes and total loss of

the present landscape appearance. The study con-

cluded that people preferred landscapes that appeared

Fig. 2 The illustrated scenarios: A the existing situation; B the status quo scenario;C the EU model 1992 agricultural policy scenario;

D the zero scenario; E the unpredictable surprising future scenario
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to ‘‘create a feeling of certainty, predictability, welfare

and well-being’’, even if the landscape involved large

changes. The scenarios from most preferred to the

least were: A, C, E, D and B.

The undercurrents of heritage and emerging

identity

Estonia joined the EU in May 2004, which meant a

new set of drivers for landscape changes (e.g., free

movement of people, in addition to environmental and

agricultural incentives). The situation in 2005

included components from the different predicted

scenarios (Fig. 2). The photo looked the closest to the

visualisation of Scenario C (the EU model 1992

agricultural policy) (Fig. 3). The household on the left

was abandoned. The household on the right was

occupied and seemed to be in the same condition as

six years previously. There were still small fields and

pastures around the houses, but one of the fields on the

left was fallow. In addition, there are elements of

Scenario E (the unpredictable surprising future), such

as the horse, sheep, cows and the well maintained

fence. Most of the agricultural land was well tended,

with cattle, sheep and haymaking.

By 2009, the picture had changed further. The last

cow in the village was sold in 2008, the buildings were

dilapidated, the fields in the foreground were aban-

doned and becoming overgrown, and the fields closer

to the village were grazed by sheep or were hay

meadows. The elements of Scenario E (the unpre-

dictable surprising future) gradually withdrew from

the scene and Scenario D (the zero or trend prolon-

gation) became dominant.

When comparing the landscape of Härmä village to

the area as a whole, the reality in 2005 was not

markedly different. Some households in disrepair in

1999 were abandoned, but numerous houses empty in

1999 were inhabited by newcomers or part-time

residents. The fields were better cared for and fallow

land had decreased due to the introduction of agri-

environmental subsidies and the increased local self-

confidence of inhabitants (see Soini et al. 2006).

These changes were a result of the unforeseen

increase in identification with the local cultural

heritage (see Palang et al. 2009 for more), which

attracted many younger people to buy second homes

and some to settle on a permanent basis. A social

network was formed leading to an innovative revival.

They started repairing and restoring the vernacular

buildings in the traditional architectural style and

inspired some others to do the same. Tsässons—small

chapels—were also repaired and had reacquired their

former social standing in the landscape and the

indigenous Obinitsa art gallery became the centre for

local life. However, agriculture, the biggest shaper of

the landscape appearance had still not regained its pre-

independency scope.

In 2005 and 2009, two sets of interviews were

carried out with the local people, asking them to rank

the pictures of the scenarios according to their

preferences, and also to describe the changes that

occurred in the preceding years. The problem with

these interviews is that due to the very small popula-

tion in the area (see Fig. 4) the sample sizes were also

very small (n = 23 in 2005, n = 16 in 2009) inade-

quate for a reliable statistical analysis of answers, only

a qualitative description.

Two questions regarding landscape change in the

previous six years were asked in the 2005 interviews.

First, which of the depicted scenarios fitted best with

the current landscape situation and second, which

Fig. 3 Härma village on October 2, 2005 and on October 17, 2009 (photo: Mart Külvik)
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were the most important landscape changes. In the

1999 survey, Scenario D (the zero or trend prolonga-

tion) was considered the most realistic. Interestingly,

six years later, the two scenarios that were considered

to illustrate the current landscape best were Scenario

D, and Scenario C (the EU model 1992 agricultural

policy).

The respondents, however, often felt that there had

been no change or they could not identify any changes.

A common answer to this question included an

opinion that more fields were cultivated and there

was less fallow land. Phrases illustrating the landscape

changes perceived by locals in 2005 include:

the growth of brushwood has been stopped,

fields are tended more due to the agri-environ-

mental support (male 39, taking care of large

field areas);

some farms are neglected and in disrepair, while

others have been restored and lived in (female

62).

The results from the 2005 survey indicated there was

equal support for two pictures, A (that is not a scenario

by itself but illustrates the starting point, i.e. the

landscape that was there in 1999) and Scenario E (the

unpredictable surprising future). The level of support

was so similar that no other scenarios (except one

respondent’s support for Scenario B (the status quo))

were mentioned as the most preferred ones. Surpris-

ingly, the outcomes of the 1999 survey revealed the

majority of the respondents admired the landscape

scenario called ‘‘surprising future’’ (Palang et al.

2000). The shift has been noteworthy. However, it was

the elements depicting living landscapes that showed

the continuation of rural life, such as tended house-

holds, cultivated fields, and livestock that were the

most attractive in both studies. No large scale devel-

opments Scenario B (the status quo) or abandonment

Scenario D (the zero or trend prolongation) were

appreciated.

There were also additional questions asked regard-

ing landscape preferences and people’s views about

different aspects of the landscape. For most respon-

dents, the ideal landscape would consist of cultivated

fields and tidy households. Cattle were often seen as an

important element of the ‘‘picture’’. A number of

respondents also mentioned forests, but essentially

ideal landscapes seemed to be farmed land and nice

(vernacular) buildings. As one inhabitant stated:

the village has to be lived in! (female 62).

When asked which landscape elements they consid-

ered important in their territory, the vast majority of

respondents referred to single (old) trees, sometimes

also to vernacular buildings. A few respondents found

that they had no such landscape elements on their land.

any element is important, I don’t like sterile

landscapes (male 31).

Further, the respondents were asked about the impor-

tance of maintaining the landscape heritage of their

forefathers, i.e. whether the landowners should try to

keep the landscape as it has been, should change the

land use, or something else. Several respondents could

not answer the question, so we must conclude that the

question was not well-chosen or well-posed. However,

this question also required extra thought, and people

were often not prepared to philosophise on these

issues. Still, interesting answers as such were

retrieved:

parts of the heritage I maintain, parts I don’t find

necessary to keep and parts I don’t have the

strength [finances and time] to maintain (male

46);

small fields are irrational to keep, fields should

be larger than they used to be (male 47);

we try to restore the landscape of 50–60 years

ago, to mow the meadows and have sheep

(female 27);

Fig. 4 The number of inhabitants in selected villages/scenarios

(data: Statistics Estonia: ‘‘Eesti Vabariigi külanõukogude ja

maa-asulate rahvastik 1970. a, 1979. a ja 1989. a rahvaloenduste

andmeil’’; 2000 and 2011 census data and data for 2017 and

2018 statistics map application (estat.stat.ee/StatistikaKaart/

VKR))
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partly important, partly I change it (male 31);

the landscape changes all the time anyway, so I

also change it. The landscape 100 years ago was

not the same as 200 years ago, was it? (male 31);

you’ve got to change it, if necessary (male, 52);

I am active in landscape management. Some

parts of the heritage should be maintained, but

the landscape changes anyhow, like infertile

lands are afforested, etc. (male 39);

we don’t change the land use much, but we don’t

know how it used to be. We are not going to

cultivate flax any more, are we? (female 28, new

resident).

In 2009 questions on heritage landscapes seemed to be

more easily comprehended by locals, at least for some

elements of landscape heritage. Several of them have

experienced visitors showing interest towards certain

‘‘forgotten’’ elements in the landscape, such as flax-

ponds, ceremonial trees, border-stones etc. Reading

the heritage landscape as a complex feature is

something that ‘‘ordinary people’’ were not prepared

for.

Identity and community development

Further studies within Setu region were located in

Obinitsa area and centred on place-shaping and

identity involved in community development. These

were based on Horlings (2016) and the Landscape

Identity Circle (Stobbelaar and Pedroli 2011), follow-

ing the trend towards a focus on social impacts on

landscapes.

Horlings (2016) describes sustainable place-shap-

ing practices of re-appreciation, re-grounding and re-

positioning as having transformative power. Stobbe-

laar and Pedroli (2011) break landscape identity into

four aspects: Personal–Existential, Cultural–Existen-

tial, Cultural–Spatial, and Personal–Spatial. These

aspects respectively cover how places have personal

meaning through their personal biographies linked to

the place. By taking these different ways of perceiving

the landscape they can take into consideration ethical

and aesthetic viewpoints.

The study investigated how community develop-

ment actions in the area had changed over time and

affected the place-shaping and subsequent

development of the area. Inhabitants described how

things had changed in time, also what or who has

caused these changes and their ideas for the future of

this area. Although people generally viewed the

changes as negative and were pessimistic about the

future, they did see that their own involvement was

required to support sustainable development and

creating better and stronger community.

Inhabitants of Obinitsa expressed appreciation for

the peace and quiet of their rural location, with the

solitude and the slower pace. They described them-

selves as ‘‘not city-people’’ and felt it was a good place

to raise children due to the greater freedom of the open

spaces.

As in previous studies people continued to appre-

ciate tidy, well-maintained fields but disliked the

larger fields of modern agriculture regretting the loss

of the smaller homesteads. Community adhesion was

also impacted by reduced local food production due to

a reduction of shared activities, for instance potato

planting and harvesting followed by a party to

celebrate each event.

People worked during the week and at weekends

they were free and then they worked together.

When it was potato picking time, then all people

came together and picked together all the

house’s potatoes. Back in time people commu-

nicated more with each other (male 55).

Modern lifestyles further exacerbated this as work and

education took people away from the area and reduced

the flexibility to take part.

The re-vitalisation in cultural heritage led to an

increased pride in the local Setu culture and in the

distinctive hilly terrain of the area with its rich history

of myths and legends associated with various land-

scape features, strengthening the cultural pillar of the

society.

The re-vitalisation of the cultural heritage provided

limited employment and the benefits were not wide-

spread, as most of the events are based on the work of

individual initiators, contributing to the feeling that

only a few inhabitants benefitted from the funding.

You can explain to those people, where this

money comes from and where it goes and they

still do not understand. You can show papers,

bills that are connected with the project, make
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everything so transparent, but this is still not

enough (female 27).

Re-vitalisation did not offset unemployment caused

by demise of local food production and move to larger

farms and potential incomes remained small. There

was also a general feeling that the State should do

something to aid the rural areas to bring increased

opportunities for employment.

During the Soviet times peoplemoved towork at the

local collective farms (kolkhozes) creating a significant

non-Setu segment to the community. The plethora of

activities associated with the Setu culture failed to

incorporate many of the newer non-Setu inhabitants

weakening the sustainability of the Setu cultural pillar.

Many felt the Setu people were obtaining all the

resources just to hold Setu parties and the Setus had a

superior attitude through their education; however the

Setu people often viewed the non-Setus as unmoti-

vated, uneducated whiners who would rather sit and

watch their televisions than be involved in community

activities or organise their own.

The local population had continued to decline and

the infrastructure suffered as a result. Consequently

people felt increasingly isolated. The loss of the local

school was particularly detrimental, discouraging

young families from moving back into the area or

encouraging them to move away as their children

grew. Inadequate bus services meant after school

activities were inconvenient and older inhabitants

were unable to access resources they needed. As Setu

traditions also rested on a tribal people rooted in a

landscape for a millennium, attracting back their own

people was considered important.

Forests were important as sources of mushrooms

and berries but also as familiar features of the

landscapes that inhabitants enjoyed. Forests were

associated with Setu myths and legends, such as

leaving the first berry for the Forest God. The

inhabitants appreciated the State Forest’s maintenance

of the forest and understood they needed to be felled

when mature, however there was distress over the

rapid felling by new private owners which impacted

where they could forage. This was a significant change

of perspective from the problem of overgrowth in the

1990s as now forest felling was the primary concern.

The forest areas are also cut. Previously you

could go and pick berries, now all the forest areas

are cut and so there is nothing (male 70);

I think in Setu region there has not been so much

forested areas as we have right now, maybe

when it was 500 years ago or so. Of course,

many forest areas have been cut, but still we

have quite a lot. Many open views have over-

grown (male 58).

Generally people in Estonia describe themselves as a

closed people, but this is particularly strong amongst

the Setu people. The Setu people primarily relate to

each other through kinship relationships and not as

strongly outside of this.

Setus, it seems, do not traditionally use that term

(‘‘friend’’). There are just good or bad people,

and people whom they know, or do not. Or who

live in vicinity, or apart. Very important, and still

in use, is the word ‘‘tribe’’. Our tribe (kin) or

different tribe (kin). And most relationships are

reducible to this tie (female 42).

The reduction of multi-generational households due to

young people leaving the area has also left the older

generations isolated and without the support networks to

maintain their homes, gardens or homesteads, adding to

the perception of abandonment.Whilst the population has

declined over time, the upsurge of local identity ensured

that the decline did not lead to the complete demise of the

culture.Many prior-inhabitants maintain their connection

to the area and the culture and so it continues in a part-

time capacity ensuring some continuity of traditions and

thus continues to impact the landscape.

Verifying scenario realisations

Since the initial scenario study of 1999 created only a

narrative of change and the general image of the area,

the same tools should be used to check how much of

these scenarios have been realised. For that, a set of

proxies seems to be useful. For further analysis, eight

villages were selected. From expert knowledge and

interviews we presumed these might demonstrate the

four development paths as projected by the 1999

scenarios. We presumed Rääptsova and Triginä rep-

resent the least desirable option, Scenario D (the zero

scenario)—prolongation of the marginalisation trend

of 1990s into today. Other villages should then

demonstrate the deviations from the course to

marginalisation. Ignasõ and Tääglova could serve as

examples of Scenario C (the EU model 1992
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agricultural policy) or the slowed marginalisation;

Hilana and Talka examples of continuous agriculture

of Scenario B (the status quo); Ostrova and Härmä

could serve as prototypes of surprising developments

of Scenario E. How are the differences expressed, or—

are there any?

First, let us look at population dynamics in these

villages (Fig. 4). The numbers suggest the major

depopulation happened just prior to the first study, and

has stabilised at very low levels after that. This helps to

explain the support, or rather nostalgia, for the

landscape that had recently ceased to exist noticed in

the first study, while during the more recent studies

people were more used to (but still not satisfied with)

the changes. The problem here is that the villages in

the area are extremely small, both in terms of area and

population. The smallest of these, Triginä, covers only

43 ha and the largest, Rääptsova, 1751 ha, the others

fall mainly between 150–200 ha. Currently the pop-

ulation of these villages fluctuates below 20 people

meaning the living cultural landscape is dependent on

the individual decisions of a very few people.

The land use statistics about the villages is sketchy,

but it is still possible to compare the land use of 1990s

and today (Table 1). Usually, the declining share of

grasslands is the first indicator of abandonment

(Fig. 5)—they fall out of use and get overgrown

rapidly. Forest and fields are more stable, although in

conditions of marginalisation the share of forests tends

to grow at the expense of other land use categories.

Figure 5 and Table 1 show these changes in villages.

The general tendencies are the same: open agricultural

lands have decreased and forests have increased.

Ostrova village has lost close to 1/5 of its field area,

and the share of forest has increased. Ignasõ’s

agricultural land has also decreased and forest

increased. In Triginä village the grasslands have

turned into forest. Concerning the wetlands, much

amelioration was done during Soviet period. After the

collapse of the collective economy many wetlands

started to slowly return to their natural state, as there

was no money to maintain hayfields or pastures due to

the reduction in livestock.

The changes that occurred in land use are perhaps

better illustrated through aerial photographs (Fig. 6).

The most significant change one can notice is the

emergence of forest clearcuts—however, these are not

reflected in official land use statistics as the land use

category has not changed. Nevertheless, the overall

trends in land use are similar everywhere.

At the same time, there are several new develop-

ments happening in some of the listed villages that

define the appearance of the landscape. There is a new

organic farm being developed in the villages of Hilana

and Talka, which, from landscape point of view, points

towards Scenario B (the status quo), where the

agricultural production is the highest. The inhabitants

from Härmä and Ostrova have also developed new

opportunities in farming blackcurrants and organising

cultural events, thereby (re)creating local identity.

Fields are also used for the production of solar energy

here—this is also not reflected in land use statistics,

but show that marginalisation could be decelerated.

Finally, Fig. 7 shows real estate (land) prices in the

county of Võru. This demonstrates that the price of land

per hectare has increased by almost ten times in 20 years

(for comparison, the average salary has risen by only five

times in the same period). This suggests that even in

marginal areas land values are increasing. Mostly this

increase has been caused by people selling forest land for

logging; prices for agricultural land and buildings have

not risen as quickly. Nevertheless, it indicates that even

in conditions of marginalisation and extremely low

population people have found use for landscape.

Table 1 Change of

land use/cover categories in

percentage points from the

village area, from 1980s

until 2000s–2010s (data:

Cadastral map 1989 and

Estonian Topographical

Dataset)

Village Field Grassland Forest Yard Wetland Other

Hilana (B) - 2 - 3 5 - 1 0 1

Talka (B) 2 - 7 5 0 0 0

Ignasõ (C) - 7 - 4 11 - 1 0 1

Tääglova (C) - 1 - 1 1 0 0 0

Rääptsova (D) - 2 - 2 - 1 0 4 1

Triginä (D) 2 - 14 14 - 2 0 0

Härmä (E) 0 - 2 1 0 0 0

Ostrova (E) - 17 2 13 0 0 3
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Discussion

There are different views on temporal change: one

from the time preceding the anticipated change, the

other looking back at the change. Lotman’s (2009)

explosion model fits well with trying to describe the

change and making the past part of the present. In late

1990s the society was well aware of the changes

looming ahead, and by means available/fashionable at

that time—scenario studies, focusing on the visual and

involving participatory approach—tried to (fore)see

the future. The observations in mid-2000s were an

attempt to describe the change while the change was

still going on—and by definition were meant to fail.

The current study should then both describe the

change and create the needed links with the past.

Two questions were asked in the beginning of this

paper. First, did actual landscape changes follow any

of the options presented in 1990s scenario study, and

second, have the preferences changed.

The answer to the first question is partly yes. Of

course, scenarios never tell the whole truth, but rather

make assumptions on general directions of a process;

however the actual changes that occurred indeed

reflected one of the general scenario trends presented.

The scenario pointing towards rapid marginalisation

(C—the EU model 1992 agricultural policy) seemed

the most probable to experts during the first study in

Fig. 5 Left: field and forest change from 1980s until 2000s–2010s as a percentage of the village area. Right: grasslands and yards (data:

Cadastral map 1989 and Estonian Topographical Dataset)

Fig. 6 Land cover changes in Ostrova village between 2002 (left) and 2017 (right) (data: Estonian Land Board 2019)

Fig. 7 Real estate (land) prices (€/ha) in Võru county. Data on

the total value of transactions (gift, other transaction, purchase-

sale, exchange) is displayed only when there has been at least

five transactions (data: Estonian Land Board, transactions

database (9.01.2019)
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1999, but it has been compensated for by the boost in

local identity that in some places has bent the

trajectory towards the surprising future scenario (E).

As we have seen, there are deviations and backlashes,

but the general tendency follows this route. Also,

visualisation of the scenarios with pictures proved

useful and helpful in initiating conversations about

landscape issues, as often people are unable to grasp

the idea of changes from maps and/or texts. Ideally,

however, these tools should be used in combination.

The answer to the second question arose from the

comments showing clear preference towards land-

scapes that carried signs of continuation of rural life.

There was a distinction (also noticed by Soini et al.

2006) between those resigned to marginalisation and

those willing to counteract it who valued their cultural

heritage and roots. We also found that the role of

culture and identity in shaping landscape changes

cannot be underestimated, and similarly one cannot

underestimate the power of small interest groups to

introduce desired changes in the landscape.

In the theoretical background of the paper we

outlined three possible study lines that depart from the

cultural explosion theory and wondered whether any

of them might be useful. First, what about cultural

explosion? At first glance one notices that joining the

EU was not seen by the locals as such a significant

change compared to the changes that happened after

WWII (see Palang et al. 2006). Creating the link with

the past, from such a short time distance (2005), was

not a problem. However, this is perfectly fine from the

theoretical point of view. As Lotman (2009) stated, it

is impossible to describe the explosion from inside; it

can be done only afterwards. The question however

remains about the time scale of the explosion—

politically and socially the turn is clearly completed.

In another study (Palang 2010) a three-step model was

used to study the transformation from one formation to

another, the steps being changes in representation as

projected by the new power; changes in real land use,

and memory of the change. While it is maybe too late

to study the changes in representations of the projected

future (the scenario work could be understood as that)

and too early to study memory changes, it seems to be

the right time to look at land use changes.

The landscape in the study area had changed

somewhat over the study period. Although people

were sceptical about the future in 1999, and also in

2005, the reality was promising at this point. As the

interviewees have stated, the fields and houses were

better cared for than in the previous 5–6 years.

Certainly some houses had been demolished, but

many others had been re-inhabited and repaired. Also,

the growth of brushwood that was a major landscape

trend in the mid-1990s, had been stopped and several

fields returned to agricultural land again. This was

mentioned as the biggest change by the majority of the

respondents in all studies. This altered perspective is

one of the biggest changes in attitudes that has

happened within the last 20 years: in the 1990s people

were dismayed over the brushwood overgrowth, today

it is too much forest felling.

What is not answered here is the question whether

path dependency might be useful. On the one hand,

there is a growing body of literature that links

marginalisation and peripheralisation with post-Soviet

issues (e.g., Plüschke-Altoff 2019). On the other,

depopulation of these landscapes leads to them being

very dependent on the actions of a very small number

of individuals, and that topic asks for more research.

Second, what about sustainability? Is the Setu

landscape culturally sustainable? While the under-

standing of cultural sustainability seems to be still

somewhat vague (see Palang et al. 2017) it concen-

trates around the terms of heritage and identity. From

the viewpoint of cultural explosion this means the past

has been interlinked with the present through these

concepts. Identity at the same time means people feel

the link with landscape, and they care for it. At the

same time, the surge of identity in Setu region has

been brought forward by a minority in the society, and

the question remains how sustainable this surge might

be.

This upsurge of local identity in the early 2000s and

its impact on the landscape could not be foreseen when

designing the scenarios. The bond with the land

encouraged the return of people of Setu origin who

have been living outside the area and has resulted in an

increased interest in everything that is or was consid-

ered authentic. This group had an important effect on

the landscape. They were concerned about retaining

the heritage, both for the local residents and for the

wider public as well. However, Soini et al. (2006)

claim they often lived on the perceived memories

rather than the actual situation and felt in a position to

judge what was authentic and what was not, thereby

defining traditions (see also Semm and Palang 2004;

Semm and Sooväli 2004; Sooväli et al. 2005). This rise
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in identity changed what was deemed to be important

in the landscape. Traditionalism, authenticity and

cultural heritage landscape were not at the forefront in

1990s but gained much higher esteem in subsequent

years. There are many marginalising areas in Estonia,

but strong local identity and culture can at least

mitigate the marginalisation to some extent. This

notion could also be used in mapping CES, for

instance.

Whilst there had been significant activity and

commitment to passing on the traditions down the

generations by all sections of the Setu community,

there was a difference between the perception of the

older and younger generations as to the vitality of

those traditions. The older generations feared that the

traditions would die out over time, whereas the

younger generation perceived the traditions as robust

that will continue.

This fear in turn leads the older generation to resist

any evolution of the traditions that may enable the

traditions to continue to be relevant to the future.

Additionally, the younger generations were not as

committed to the Orthodox religion, on which many of

the events were based, this was considered to weaken

the culture of the area.

Additional hindrances included the fact that tourists

were not returning to visit the area after the initial

interest stemming from Obinitsa being a centre of

culture in 2015. Setu culture and food was not enough

to maintain the tourist industry and therefore this

posed a further threat to the local economy and

sustainability of the culture.

A general lack of trust between people exists

between Setu and non-Setu communities and to a

degree within the Setu community, this is in part a

Soviet legacy but also due to more recent events.

There is also a mistrust of the local municipality where

the Setu community do not feel supported hence the

individual nature of the projects. This presents an

institutional barrier to constructive efforts to work

together.

Third, on cultural ecosystem services. Recently,

research has started to appear that argues for using

landscape services (LS) instead of (cultural) ecosys-

tem services, or at least using landscape units for

assessing the CES (Aalders and Stanik 2019; Keller

and Backhaus 2019). As Keller and Backhaus (2019)

put it, ‘ES has a stronger focus on (natural) science

aspects, such as species, while LS is more a social

science approach that focusses on human perception.

Moreover, landscape is a common expression that

people understand better than the term ‘ecosystem’’.

Our results fall very much in line with these

statements.

The fear that the culture would become diluted or

die out limited the opportunities to allow the traditions

to be developed or adapted to modern interpretations

leading to innovative and novel products or events that

could provide an economic stimulus to the locality.

The lack of progress over time inevitably leads to a

more pessimistic outlook of the community. There is a

sense of loss by those who wish to return but feel

unable to due to the hindrances of low employment

opportunities and reduced resources such as school

provision. However if these were to be overcome,

there may still be a pool of people ready to take up

opportunities to return and maintain the traditional

nature of the area. Additionally, if everybody takes

good care of their land, there is stewardship in

landscape, a kind of regional governance, territorial

sustainability.

Conclusions

Looking back at old scenario studies is useful in many

ways. First it helps in understanding the assumptions

behind some former decisions, but it also reveals the

changes that have happened in our own thinking. In

the Estonian Setu case we found that the number of

people diminishes in rural areas, but the appearance

(visual side) of the landscape has not changed as much

as we would have expected after 20 years. All this

raises a question of how few people do we actually

need to sustain landscapes. Social aspects of land-

scapes, i.e. our perception and perspectives, seem to

alter faster in this case.

Second, well-maintained landscapes and landscapes

that show signs of being taken care of are ones that

people tend to prefer. That has not changed over the

20 years of this study. Abandonment and loss should be

avoided, and strong local identity and culture could be

used as driving factors here. The stronger the identity,

the more people care, the more secure they feel and the

more involved they are. With continuing urbanisation,

more and more people become consumers of land-

scapes meaning that some new forms of distant care/

stewardship should be developed.
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Third, history, heritage and identity are the three

concepts that cultural landscape sustainability could

be based on. Understanding history—being able to

link with the past—encourages continuity and tradi-

tions. Heritage should be understood in a flexible

way—not getting stuck in it, but rather it should be

able to absorb positive aspects from other cultures

while maintaining the specificity and character of the

local landscape. Identity, as said, is a strong driver for

care and stewardship.

Two issues come through strongly in this discus-

sion. One of them is stewardship, another culture. Let

us put these two together, add a little of cultural

ecosystem services (see also Musacchio 2018) or

rather nature’s contribution to people (Pascual et al.

2017), and we can claim that caring for and after

landscape is one of the pillars of (cultural) landscape

sustainability. And while studying landscapes one

inevitably ends up with studying people.
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Garcı́a Martı́n M, McCarthy S, Müller M, Palang H, Plie-

ninger T, Printsmann A (2017) Cultural landscape change

across Europe—processes and driving forces. Landscape

Ecol 32(11):2097–2112

Burkhard B, Maes J (eds) (2017) Mapping ecosystem services.

Pensoft Publishers, Sofia

Cosgrove D (1984) Social formation and symbolic landscape.

University of Wisconsin Press, Madison

Daniel TC, Muhar AS, Arnberger A, Aznar O, Boyd JW, Chan

KMA, Costanza R, Elmqvist T, Courtney G, Gobster PH,

Grêt-Regamey A, Lave R, Muhar S, Penker M, Ribe RG,

Schauppenlehner T, Sikor T, Soloviy I, Spierenburg M,

Taczanowska K, Tam J, von der Dunk A (2012) Contri-

butions of cultural services to the ecosystem services

agenda. Proc Natl Acad Sci 109(23):8812–8819

Emmelin L (1982) Painting the future. Visual impact analysis of

changes in the Swedish landscape. Forskningsrådsnämn-
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P, López-Santiago CA, Nagabhatla N, Oteros-Rozas E,

Raymond CM, van der Horst D, Huntsinger L (2015) The

role of cultural ecosystem services in landscape manage-

ment and planning. Curr Opin Environ Sustain 14:28–33
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9. Understanding the Latvian 
and Estonian context using 
psychosocial perspectives
Joanna Storie, joanna.storie@gmail.com

Joanna is currently a doctoral candidate at the Estonian University of Life Sciences. She is interested 
in how psychosocial techniques could be useful in overcoming social and self-esteem issues in two 
Baltic countries which have undergone rapid and often traumatic transitions. In this article she reflects 
on how a psychosocial perspective could open up previous interpretations of data from a conflict 
case study and a sense of place network study. These studies were based in rural Latvia and Estonia 
where there are multiple issues relating to distrust and dealing with a Soviet past.

Introduction
I am a British researcher, living and working in Latvia and Estonia, and examining various communities 
there. These have been firstly in the context of a conflict over wild boar management90 and second 
an analysis of attachment and connectivity to rural communities with a view to addressing rural 
development issues91. Over time I have grown in respect for these people who have undergone, and 
endured, rapid transitions socially, politically and economically. 

The problems: rural abandonment and neglect of 
the countryside
Both countries are sparsely populated and were part of the Soviet Union until the early 1990s when 
they regained independence. Prior to that they were subject to various empires: Russian, Germanic, 
Swedish, and Polish-Lithuanian, with a brief spell of independence between the World Wars. Post-
independence has been hard, with some exploiting various advantages to the detriment of others. 
Many have left the countryside to work abroad, to look for a better way of life, seek new opportunities 
or due to financial problems; this has resulted in extensive rural abandonment (see left hand image 
overleaf). Both countries have benefited from membership of the European Union92, but some have 
benefited more than others (right hand image overleaf shows the influence of EU subsidies with 
increasing maize production for biogas replacing the traditional open meadows).

The Latvian and Estonian countryside are a mix of open meadows, forests, intensive agriculture, 
dilapidated housing stock and regenerated large farms. The left hand image overleaf shows a typical 
run down Latvian farmhouse, now abandoned. The right hand image overleaf is a working farm in an 
open landscape without hedges. These days maize production for biogas units sometimes eats up 
the traditional meadowland that can also be seen in this image. 

90 Storie, J.T. and Bell, S., (2016). Wildlife Management Con�icts in Rural Communities: A Case-Study of Wild Boar (Sus scrofa) Management in 
Ērgļu Novads, Latvia. Sociologia Ruralis , 57(1), 64-86.

91 Paper in process.

92 Accession to the European Union in 2004 for both countries.
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Two key issues: researcher access and apparent 
lack of cooperation

The Soviet past and the unequal exploitation of resources post-independence has left a deep 
distrust within communities, which inhibits in-depth interviews, as people exercise caution in opening 
up. One interviewee refused to be recorded for fear of repercussions from a local hunting organisation, 
whilst others were only reached through trusted gatekeepers. The Soviet past hampers development 
and innovation, as people are unused to voicing their opinion and expect to be told what to do. This 
attitude is still evident in many top-down approaches in education and local authorities, although it 
is slowly changing as training and outside influences encourage and promote innovative thinking. 

As I interviewed various people I realised that they loved the countryside deeply and they knew 
they had to work together for change. However this was hindered by a lack of cooperation due to 
distrust of authority and destructive social behaviours such as alcoholism. The Behaviour Change 
from the Inside Out workshop helped me begin to unpick how people who are able to come together, 
with pride, to harmonise in enormous choirs93 are yet unable to collaborate with their neighbours. In 
this article I first outline my research and then examine how the psychosocial approach could bring 
fresh insight to the issues and dilemmas facing Latvians and Estonians living and working in rural areas.

My research
This brief introduction can only hint at the complex inter-relationships that people have with their 
compatriots94, 95. Trying to untangle and understand these webs of relationships has required patience 
and keen observation of communities over time. My initial research examined the e�ects conflict 
over wild boar management was having on rural communities. Land abandonment and feeding 

93 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C8Q_KVLDR9c&index=2&list=RD07n-I71VfgE - 15,000 strong choir in a nation circa 2 million.

94 Kalniete, S. (2013). A song to kill a giant. Publicetava – a book detailing the period of regaining independence.

95 Vanaga, M. (2015). Suddenly a criminal: Sixteen years in Siberia. FriesenPress – the traumatic stories of being exiled to Siberia.
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by hunters resulted in increased wild boar populations, and an unhelpful legal framework favoured 
the hunters whilst preventing farmers taking action themselves. Farmers displayed inconsistencies 
in wanting to take control of their land to mitigate against wild boar damage whilst also expecting 
the government to ‘do something’ despite distrusting those in authority. These conflicting emotions 
appeared to lead to paralysis in dealing with the current situation as their past experiences and fears 
entwined with current realities.  As Petrov has observed, there are rigid and limiting roles in post-
Soviet communities that have undergone traumatic episodes; this makes engagement with citizens 
di�icult for those in positions of ‘authority’96. 

My next piece of research involved the communities of six rural villages, three in Latvia and three 
in Estonia. I was interested in the networks that the communities were embedded in, and inhabitants’ 
connectedness to their home environment. The aim was to obtain an ‘on-the-ground’ picture of these 
fluid communities, one which is not possible to determine from statistics alone. A lack of jobs and 
a lack of innovation is too shallow an analysis to explain why people leave an area or why they do 
not thrive; the reality goes much deeper. Development literature, whilst good at cataloguing factors 
precipitating rural depopulation in ‘lagging communities’, does not capture the complexity of ‘rational’ 
and ‘irrational’ decisions that people make when contemplating staying or leaving a place. This has 
led me to considering other analytical approaches, for example the psychosocial perspective.

Re�ections on some psychosocial ideas
Here I discuss three di�erent elements discussed at the workshop, and explored in my later reading, 
and how these relate to my work.

Use of narrative and biography
During my research I have taken steps to grasp relevant contexts and understand the influences 
on various stakeholders, for example by asking about the biography of the interviewees to better 
understand their values and attitudes.  Whilst I understood biographies were important, I did not 
understand how di�erent aspects of biography might then be combined into one event, using 
transformational objects. For instance the meadows are a source of herbal teas and medicines, the 
collective haymaking of the past, and source of rich midsummer traditions that runs as a thread 
through people’s lives. Rural abandonment of the meadows and subsequent growth of new forests 
is a source of much sorrow for the rural people and often mentioned. People’s personal stories are 
thus not exactly factually or chronologically correct narratives, but rather stories that encapsulate 
attitudes and feelings from both the past, and the present, in ways not always fully apparent even to 
the story teller. 

I felt the workshop filled gaps in my knowledge by helping me to see how those narratives may 
be important in explaining current behaviour. It helped me to understand how people can both feel 
committed to a place where they live, yet also choose to move away due to a sense of hopelessness. 
In the case of my research, this hopelessness may not just be a reaction to historical issues from 
the Soviet system but a complex inability to reconcile present opportunities, present barriers and 
perceived lack of alternatives. 

96 Petrov, R., (2009). Autobiography as a psycho-social research method. In: S. Clark & P. Hogget, (eds.) Researching beneath the surface : psycho-
social research methods in practice. London: Karnac Books. 193-214.
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Interviewer-interviewee relationship
The interviews for my first study of wild boar management were facilitated through a snowball 
technique, where one interviewee would aid access to the next. This technique97, 98, is well defined 
in development literature for gathering interviews when trust is low. However, why this approach 
works in these scenarios and how delicately interviews need to be undertaken in order to enable 
interviewees to open up and feel comfortable with the researcher is not always well explained. As 
Lertzman99 argues, a connection also needs to be made between the interviewer and the interviewee 
to avoid superficiality. Although this makes explicit the subjectivity of the researcher, psychosocial 
researchers would see this as necessary to understand the context of peoples’ lives, particularly when 
dealing with complex histories, such as in the Baltic States. The snowball technique facilitates the 
gathering of data through the use of personal connections by the building up of relationships, which 
leads to better interviews. However it does not in itself purposely help to uncover the meanings 
attached to the data, or always help people to feel heard and validated; this is where psychosocial 
techniques may have an important role to play.

In my second study of village networks, connecting personally with the interviewees to encourage 
them to be open was again essential, and here I used gatekeepers who could ease access to overcome 
distrust. Such gatekeepers were socially embedded in the community in a non-threatening way, for 
instance a motherly carer within a boarding school, or trusted family members. This led to better 
quality interviews than would have been possible without their help. 

The methods I used to gain trust within interviews, such as a gentle approach, an attempt to get 
to know the people, their history and how this informed their attitudes and actions in the present, was 
intuitive but the workshop helped me to see a deeper theoretical underpinning. I was relieved to read 
in Environmental Melancholia99 that unresolved grief could lead to the type of passivity I was seeing 
as people sought to deal with the trauma from Soviet repression and betrayal by compatriots after 
independence. 

“Apathy”
It is sad to hear those in authority moan about the apathy of the local population and their lack of 
participation. This is similar to the complaints of conservationists, as reported in Lertzman’s book 
Environmental Melancholia, who felt that communities were not engaging with ‘their’ initiatives that 
they felt were important. In both cases there is a failure to engage with communities to find common 
ground. Lertzman argued that people who are apparently apathetic about the environment may in 
fact care deeply about it. I too found that the rural dwellers cared about their environment. As one 
Estonian interviewee commented “When you think about it, there is not much to say about it [the 
local area]. But this “ordinary” landscape has its own charms as well”. In Latvia a farmer su�ering from 
intensive wild boar damage still stated “It is part of the natural environment, if you take them out there 
would be a hole.” 

Many in these communities grow their own food, buy local produce and have comparatively 
low consumption levels. The also adore the cultural festivals of Jani and Ligo in Latvia and Jaanipaev 

97 Luyet, V., Schlaepfer, R., Parlange, M. B., and Buttler, A. (2012). A framework to implement Stakeholder participation in environmental projects. 
Journal of environmental management, 111, 213-219.

98 Sjölander-Lindqvist, A. (2009), Social-Natural Landscape Reorganised: Swedish Forest-edge Farmers and Wolf Recovery. Conservation & 
Society, 7(2), 130–140.

99 Lertzman, R. (2015). Environmental Melancholia: Psychoanalytic dimensions of engagement. London: Routledge.
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in Estonia100, which they celebrate in the natural environment. Their knowledge of herbal teas, for 
refreshment and treating ailments, and of berries and mushrooms in the forests is astounding and 
not considered extraordinary knowledge by local people. I have learnt much from the community, yet 
often o�icials do not value such rich stores of knowledge and the traditions that are vital to keeping 
rural areas alive. This is one element in a complex picture where the number of rural inhabitants is 
dwindling and the population continues to age. 

Concluding thoughts
I feel the ongoing work of processing my data from a more psychosocially-informed perspective 
will lead me forward in understanding how to encourage active participation in decision-making 
processes by recognising some of the issues that lead to passivity. In the future it will help me to 
be more conscious of developing a safe space in which to speak and where future strategies can 
be worked out.  Safe spaces are also needed to overcome the wariness of inhabitants due to the 
mistrust bred by the Soviet Union legacy and post-independence hierarchical planning, which still 
assumed that the State knew best. The psychosocial approach has begun to help me understand 
the paralysis of hopelessness better, and may also help me to understand the motivations of the 
inspirational leaders in some of the communities.  In summary the material and insights from the field 
of psychosocial studies has given me a better grounding for some of the techniques I have (intuitively) 
attempted to use in Latvian and Estonian communities. I feel it will also help me in the future when 
trying to design research aimed at supporting planners, through a deeper and richer analysis of rural 
communities and their struggles followed by better strategies aimed at inviting creative participation 
within the safety of conversations where feelings are heard, thus overcoming the perceived apathy 
of the inhabitants.

100 http://www.baltictimes.com/news/articles/23097/
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Wildlife Management Conflicts in
Rural Communities: A Case-Study of
Wild Boar (Sus scrofa) Management in

�Ergļu Novads, Latvia

Joanna T. Storie* and Simon Bell

Abstract

Wildlife conflicts are often characterised by conflicts between groups due to an incom-
patible understanding of the management of the resource. Latvia has experienced an
increase in wild boar numbers and associated damage due to improved habitat, caused
by land abandonment and actions taken by hunting organisations to maintain boar pop-
ulations. In �Ergļu Novads, an administrative district of Latvia where the damage is par-
ticularly intense, wild boar management is a contentious and emotive issue among
different groups within the community. This study sought to investigate the ecological,
economic and social dynamics of the conflict using qualitative interviews with members
of different interest groups, conducted according to a conceptual framework developed
by White et al. (2009) to analyse biodiversity management conflicts. Results showed
high wild boar numbers, poorly written contracts between landowners and hunters and
a lack of trust between various stakeholder groups, such as landowners, hunters and the
authorities, causing conflicts, as well as a lack of effective dialogue preventing the elabo-
ration of solutions. The study identified the need for all stakeholders, including the
authorities, to listen more seriously to those most affected by the damage.

Introduction

W ildlife conflicts are rarely just conflicts between people and wildlife. These
conflicts reflect disputes between social groups that have divergent interests

in wildlife management, view the natural world differently, or have competing prior-
ities over the resource (Cantrill 2011; Redpath et al. 2013; O’Rourke, 2014; Frank
et al. 2015). Wildlife conflicts have been described as situations where one social
group exerts their influence in order to promote their interests in natural resources
to the detriment of other groups (White et al. 2009). Such conflicts may pose threats

VC 2016 The Authors. Sociologia Ruralis VC 2016 European Society for Rural Sociology.
Sociologia Ruralis, Vol 57, Number 1, January 2017 DOI: 10.1111/soru.12122
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to local livelihoods and cultures arising from ‘an incompatible understanding of nat-
ural resources’ (Sj€olander-Lindqvist 2009, p. 131).

This is the case in Latvia and elsewhere in Europe where increasing wild boar

populations (Latvijas Statistika 2014), have caused damage to crops and grassland

leading to conflicts within farming communities (Schley et al. 2008; Thurfjell et al.
2009). Many factors contribute to the increasing wild boar populations: lower inten-

sity land management, land abandonment, wild boar’s adaptability to landscape

change, milder winters, reintroduction of wild boar in some areas, winter feeding

and the declining numbers and ageing of hunters (Massei et al. 2014).
No simple solutions exist as these problems encompass diverse stakeholders with

different management objectives, priorities, historical grievances and power imbalan-

ces. It is therefore crucial to understand how stakeholders relate to one another in

order to address these issues (Stenseke 2009; Glass et al. 2013; Sarkki et al. 2013).
This is also important because these problems belong to a wider debate about future

landscape changes in areas where rural societies are increasingly marginalised and

struggling with outmigration, ageing populations and agricultural extensification

(Ruskule et al. 2013). One of the many consequences of these issues is an increase in

wildlife populations.

Study aims and objectives

This study investigated the dynamics of an ongoing conflict between farmers and

hunters over wild boar management in the area of �Ergļu Novads, a Latvian adminis-

trative district considered by the authorities to be a ‘hotspot’ for wild boar damage

(State Forest Service, official, Pers comm). Local farmers face many challenges in

obtaining a sustainable livelihood due to poor land quality and severe winters; this is

exacerbated by wild boar damage. The problem leaves many farmers feeling frus-

trated, helpless and at the mercy of hunters. The hunters are expected to control wild

boar numbers whilst, in the farmers’ opinion, they enjoy sporting opportunities at

the farmers’ expense. The conflict has taken on the character of two opposing groups

with contrasting paradigms set within a weak institutional and political context that

is related to the slow rate of political development and a lack of meaningful public

participation, still evident in former Soviet Union countries (Kluv�ankov�a-Oravsk�a
et al. 2013).

The study’s objective was to explore the ecological, economic and social dynamics

of the conflict in depth, drawing out factors and indicators that could help to clarify

and solve problems related to social dynamics and local power relations.

Theoretical framework

Wildlife conflicts have become a topical issue in many European countries. Research

has shown that incompatible understandings of natural resource management lead

to disagreements among different interest groups (Buller 2004). Re-introducing

wildlife can threaten farmers’ livelihoods, for example the re-introduction of wolves

in Sweden and France (Ismael and Beltran 2009; Sj€olander-Lindqvist 2009) or the

WILD BOAR IN �ERGļu NOVADS, LATVIA: A CASE-STUDY 65
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support by hunters of wildlife populations such as wild boar, which are not endan-
gered in Latvia. Research into the impacts of these interventions often focuses on

ecological impacts or impacts on local communities and do not investigate the com-

bined ecological, economic and social aspects (White et al. 2009; Redpath et al.
2013). This is especially pertinent in Latvia where central elements of national iden-

tity rest on Latvia being a nation of farmers with a close connection to nature. The
cultivated ethnoscape, however, where ‘primordial nature has never been celebrated’

means the damage incurred by wild boar is inconsistent with the ideal of well-

cultivated farmsteads (Schwartz 2006, p. 55).
Inequity between those who benefit from the resource and those who bear the

expense is often the basis of wildlife conflicts (MacMillan and Phillip 2008;
O’Rourke 2014). Those who can control resources in their favour have little incentive

to reform their practices (Yasmi et al. 2006; Davies and White 2012); this is espe-

cially true in cases of game animals, where management activities on one property

frequently affect neighbouring properties (Davies and White 2012). However in Lat-

via, many landowners are forced to rely on hunters to manage wildlife populations
on their own properties due to inadequate regulations (explained below); this results

in a conflict of interests and a lack of incentives for hunters to reform their practices.

This poses a problem, as successful wildlife resource management requires function-

ing co-operation amongst diverse rural groups and various agencies (Yasmi et al.
2006; Davies and White 2012).

Several authors have identified the need for more sustainable and equitable natu-

ral resource governance, which involves moving from governance through top-down

regulatory means to a wider community involvement in the decision-making process.

These authors emphasise the need to include ‘reflexive and collaborative engage-
ment’ of stakeholders (Gerner et al. 2011; Davies and White 2012; Glass et al. 2013).
This would improve understanding, assure legitimacy within the affected commun-

ities and improve decision-making. These studies focused on wildlife conservation

issues and disputes between conservation bodies and/or experts and the local popula-

tion. In this Latvian case, however, the issue is primarily a conflict between stake-
holders acting at the local level (both permanent residents and second-home owners),

set in a context of inadequate regulatory support and regarding a species of non-

threatened status.
Authors identified disincentives for reform including lack of trust, fear, unwilling-

ness to engage or compromise, bureaucracy, inflexible legislation, unrealistic world
views, lack of transparency and stereotyping of other stakeholders as ‘stupid’ or

‘uneducated’ (Davies and White 2012; O’Rourke 2014). These issues are common in

ex-Soviet countries, where trust is an issue and people are unused to co-operating

with the authorities (Storie et al. 2013). Ignoring values and attitudes of other stake-

holders hinders both communication and the integration of local knowledge into pol-
icy decision-making (Stenseke 2009; Davies and White 2012; Glass et al. 2013),
leaving stakeholders feeling less important than wildlife (Buller 2004). This is exacer-

bated in ex-Soviet countries where institutions have struggled to adapt their hierarchi-

cal structures and develop more inclusive governance styles, and yet, sometimes are

overwhelmed by the transition process (Kluv�ankov�a-Oravsk�a et al. 2013).
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Sarkki et al. (2013) identify the need to develop a shared understanding of a prob-
lem, using a common language where issues are discussed. Skilled facilitators can
also bridge the gap between experts, the authorities and local stakeholders, and sup-
port marginal stakeholders ensuring their knowledge is recognised and their experi-
ence is taken into account (Madden 2004; Sarkki et al. 2013).

Policymakers need to accept a range of scenarios that embrace ‘uncertainty, com-
plexity and diversity’ (Sarkki et al. 2013, p. 189). As Redpath et al. (2013) argue, policy-
makers should devise flexible legislative frameworks that enable the development of
local solutions. Complex conflicts require analysis to discover causes and to predict
possible future problems (Young et al. 2009; Gerner et al. 2011); monitoring of
actions then helps to prevent new problems arising (Niemel€a et al. 2005). As Yasmi
et al. (2006) explained, it is better to deal with conflicts early than allow them to
escalate.

The literature demonstrates how wildlife conflicts are set within a complex web of
beliefs, perceptions and economic conditions, with different social groups demon-
strating varied experiences and understandings of natural resources, ecology, land-
scape dynamics and rural economics (Stenseke 2009; Glass et al. 2013; Sarkki et al.
2013). Ecological understanding of the consequences of various management techni-
ques is essential, as this will frame the range of alternative solutions (White et al.
2009). Reliance on technical solutions alone, however, can exacerbate conflicts if the
different groups feel alienated from the decision-making process and especially if
unfamiliarity with technical language is confused with a lack of expertise (Sarkki
et al. 2013; Frank et al. 2015). Both negotiated agreements and technical solutions are
therefore necessary (Davies et al. 2013). Authors argue that conflicts need to address
the stakeholders’ roles, their perceptions and use of resources; combining the social
and natural sciences should, therefore help in the understanding of the complexities
of a conflict (White et al. 2009; Redpath et al. 2013; Frank et al. 2015).

Conservationists and wildlife experts are of the opinion that an interdisciplinary
approach should correct ‘previous imbalances between different perspectives’ (White
et al. 2009, p. 241). In addition, White et al. (2009, p. 243) highlight the need for an
‘integrated, conceptual, yet functionally applied approach’ to identify indicators that
allow the development of conflicts to be monitored over time. The framework of
White et al. (2009, p. 244) (Figure 1) is based on three different schools of thought,
‘ecological population dynamic theory, economic optimisation models and attitude-
behaviour and social cognition theory’. These theories highlight the social, economic
and ecological factors that influence stakeholder decision-making and their conse-
quent behaviour, as well as the wildlife impact on communities.

White et al. (2009) argue that integrating social factors into the ecological and eco-
nomic framework strengthens the analysis, as social factors are rarely considered in
in multi-disciplinary studies of environmental concerns. Conversely, incorporating
ecological and economic factors into sociological research will help in developing
achievable solutions set within the limitations of the ecological boundaries. The
framework draws out the dynamics of the conflict in terms of beliefs and values
regarding relationships between stakeholders and about wildlife and their manage-
ment. It describes how stereotyping prevents the understanding of each other’s atti-
tude and behaviour. The aim of the framework is to stimulate the exploration of a
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variety of factors and their interplay and ‘to encourage and organise diagnostic and

descriptive enquiry’ (White et al. 2009, p. 245). In this study the framework was

used to develop interview questions, ensuring that important aspects of stakeholders’

lives were included, and to identify actual and potential, stated and hidden areas of

conflict. Themes leading to conflicts, for instance divergent understandings, conflicts

over resources or differing cultural understandings, with the resulting attitudes,

behaviour and outcomes are identified. This study sets out to assess if the wildlife

conflict analysis framework developed by conservationists is useful when applied to

conflicts about species of non-threatened status that was not introduced by a conser-

vation group.

The case-study area

�Ergļu Novads (Municipality) (Figure 2) is a Latvian government unit in the upland

Vidzeme region. It is a sparsely populated area with a hilly terrain, a mosaic land

cover pattern, pastoral and small-scale arable agriculture, forest, wetlands, lakes,

small villages and scattered farmsteads (Latvijas Statistika 2014). Farming and educa-

tional establishments constitute the largest local economic sector and, although chal-

lenging, farming constitutes the main or a significant source of income for many

residents. Hunting is a popular local activity, but there are no professional hunters in

the area.
During the Soviet era farms were managed under the kolkhoz (collectivised) sys-

tem. Landowners were forced to move from their land into new villages (or deported

Figure 1: White et al. (2009) framework developed to analyse wildlife-human conflicts.
The framework includes the social, ecological and economic factors that can lead to
conflict
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if they did not cooperate) (Schwartz 2007), severing ‘the primordial roots of their
identity as Latvians’ (Schwartz 2007, p. 275).

‘[T]he shape of rural life was profoundly transformed. The intimate relationship of the
saimnieks [owner or manager] to his vienseta, [farmstead] in which exploitation and beau-
tification were harmoniously balanced – the Indrani relationship [a nationally revered
play based on rural Latvian life] – was replaced by the vast scale of collectivized agricul-
ture’ (Schwartz 2007, p. 270).

Upon independence ‘the vienseta was rehabilitated as the defining element of the
Latvian cultural landscape’ (Schwartz 2007, p. 283) and land was returned to
native Latvians (Ruskule et al. 2013). ‘Politicians and government officials, too,
emphasised closeness to nature in their constructions of Latvia’s restored national
identity with the emphasis on Latvians becoming “the saimnieks of his own land!”’
(Schwartz 2007, p. 284). Still, many farms have been abandoned since independ-
ence, which led to secondary forest formation. The complex landscape of irregu-
larly shaped forest patches with long forest edges provides the wild boar with an
ideal habitat and cover. The traditional open field system without hedges, walls or
fences, allows wild boar to move easily into fields to dig up the grassland for
roots and grubs, a problem for the remaining local farmers (Raadik and Cottrell
2007; Bell et al. 2008).

Hunting, meanwhile, has deep roots in the area’s cultural traditions and offers
opportunities to socialise (State Forest Service, official, pers. comm.). The Ministry of
Agriculture sets hunting policies, but the State Forest Service implements the regula-
tions. Hunting organisations enter into contracts with several local landowners to
attain the required minimum area necessary to obtain hunting quotas, currently
1000 ha for wild boar. If the relationship with the hunting organisation breaks
down, a landowner may be left without the ability to hunt on his own land or have
any other hunting organisation hunt there.

Methods

Semi-structured interviews with a number of stakeholders formed the basis of the
research. White et al.’s framework (2009) was used to develop the questions and

Figure 2: �Ergļu Novads is an administrative district, approximately 100 km east of the
capital Rı̄ga
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structure the subsequent analysis. The interviewees were drawn from a broad range

of stakeholders involved at different levels, from national institutions influencing the

issues to those acting at the local level. The aim was to allow the interviewees to talk

freely without prompting or leading questions and to explore how understandings

overlapped and diverged between and within stakeholder groups. Documentary evi-

dence, such as websites, newspaper reports and government documents were used to

validate the information where appropriate. Field visits to observe damage first-hand

were made.
Subjects were reached using the snowball method and convenience sampling

(Marshall et al. 2007; Sj€olander-Lindqvist 2009). Twenty-five interviews were con-

ducted between December 2011 and February 2012 (23 interviews were conducted

with one person present, one interview with two and one with four). Interviewees

were a Ministry of Agriculture representative, two State Forest Service representa-

tives (one at national and one at regional level), one local authority representative,

one national farming representative, local farmers (16 who derived some or all

their income from farming activities; five held hunting licences. Only two were

members in active hunting organisations), two landowners derived no income

from their land but growing produce for their own consumption and five hunters

(two hunting union heads, one journalist and two at local level not deriving

income from farming activities). Landowning interviewees included both long-

term residents and recent incomers and represented different farming sectors:

meat, dairy production, goat rearing, mixed farming, a combined sheep farm and

camping/conference centre, and subsistence farming. The hunters represented

three of the nine local hunting organisations, covering between 4,500 ha and

13,000 ha of territory, with most based locally. Only one was a city-based week-

end hunter.
Interviews were all face-to-face, except for one conducted via Skype. All but three

interviews were recorded; when not recorded, handwritten notes were taken. An Eng-

lish researcher, resident in Latvia for four years, carried out the interviews, which

were conducted either in English or in Latvian. Local English speaking people were

employed as informal translators where necessary, which helped to gain trust.

Recorded interviews were then transcribed and analysed using Text Analysis Markup

System (TAMS) version 4.45b4ah (Weinstein 2013) and coded to identify themes

emerging from answers to questions related to the White et al. framework.

Results and discussion

The interviews revealed that the following themes were the most prominent in the

conflicts:

• Different understanding of the wild boar’s role in the environment,
• How wild board should be managed.
• Costs and benefits
• Relationships in crisis and
• A Soviet legacy

70 STORIE AND BELL

VC 2016 The Authors. Sociologia Ruralis VC 2016 European Society for Rural Sociology.
Sociologia Ruralis, Vol 57, Number 1, January 2017



156

The following sections discuss these themes in more detail, explaining which con-

cerns they entail and how they relate to the framework of White et al.

Theme 1: Divergent understandings

Following the interviews, it emerged that the understanding of the wild boar’s role

differed between and within stakeholder groups. In more detail, this related to ideas

about the wild boar’s role as a part of nature, and ideas about acceptable densities of

wild boar.

Wild boar as part of nature. The farmers interviewed were generally sympathetic

to environmental issues. However, they were also concerned about the impact of

wild boar on local habitats, such as rare flower meadows, which benefit from the tra-

ditional hay-cutting cycle. Farmers also reported reductions in ground nesting birds,

ants, forest berries, and mushrooms as ‘the forests are all dug up’. They stated that

wild boar ate ‘just about everything’ and claimed they raided bee hives, rabbit

hutches, orchards and gardens that farmers use for personal consumption.

‘Wild boar are part of the natural chain but they have spread so much that they are dam-
aging nature’. (Local farmer)

Farmers stated that wild boar started to behave like domestic pigs, without fear of

humans, their dogs, or scaring devices, such as firecrackers, soiled baby’s nappies,

wolf urine spray and bird scaring devices. ‘We tried everything and we haven’t any

more ideas’, said another local farmer.
Various farmers felt as if they were blamed for not protecting their own land,

although they tried to do so using many strategies yet with little success. Many farm-

ers considered stock-proof fences culturally unacceptable. Some hunters indeed

blamed farmers for being lazy and not protecting their fields properly. One hunter

explained that farmers could have prepared better as conflicts with wild boar were to

be expected in a mosaic landscape with a sparse population.

‘Mostly people prefer living with forests, with fields and this is territory of wildlife too
and if you want to save something in your territory from animals: Sorry! You must do
something to protect your fields, your potatoes’.

A contested issue, often raised, concerned the hunting of wild boar sows with piglets.

Hunters had ethical objections to shooting them whereas others believed it would

quickly reduce numbers. A national hunter explained, ‘If you shoot a piglet, she [the

mother] will move her piglets away for safety; if you shoot the mother then the pig-

lets will scatter and be more of a nuisance’.
Hunters had the idea that they were supporting the balance of nature when feed-

ing wild boar over winter, particularly when snow is deep, by selectively culling

young and sick animals, and by not hunting mothers. One hunter even believed that

numbers could increase without damaging the environment.
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The authorities recognised damage to individual farming property as an issue. A
State Forest Service official also recognised the need for moderate hunting to reduce
wildlife conflicts.

‘If a species is totally protected from generation to generation, they change their behav-
iour. They lose their fear of people, they come to human settlements more and more
and potentially they are doing more damage. But if a species is moderately hunted, it
somehow keeps the [distance between] animals and wildlife and humans’.

Likewise, a local official argued that if farmers were allowed to shoot wild boar on
their own property, the boar would become afraid of people.

The two main stakeholder groups, farmers and hunters, held different paradigms
regarding nature and the place of wild boar. Both groups were knowledgeable about
various aspects of the wild boar’s ecology, but neither had the complete picture. For
example, farmers correctly identified the issue of wildflower meadow impact (Hum-
bert et al. 2009) and the lack of efficacy of fencing as a preventative measure (Schley
et al. 2008), but hunters correctly identified shooting mothers as an issue. As Sodei-
kat and Pohlmeyer (2003, p. 48) state ‘the social structure of a wild boar group must
be maintained by preserving the leading sow’ to prevent the group breaking up and
dispersing over a wider area. Also insisting wild boar mothers be shot may risk alien-
ating the hunters. Arriving at a common understanding of these questions can
decrease the intensity of the conflict but this requires effective dialogue, which again
requires trust and a readiness to listen and understand each others’ viewpoints.

How many wild boar are enough?. Farmers and hunters had different views on
the issue of acceptable wild boar numbers. Farmers preferred well-managed pastures
and forests (according to their perception of how the Latvian countryside should be),
but hunters preferred to see thriving, abundant, healthy, wild boar populations as
this would be the most suitable for hunting purposes. Stakeholders had clearly differ-
ent perceptions and expectations of the rural environment based on their interests
and their own experiences. These are not necessarily based on scientific understand-
ings of ecological resources, since local stakeholders do not have easy access to scien-
tific data to support their views. The experience of damage and their views on the
place of wild boar in nature helps to explain why farmers see the need to reduce wild
boar numbers whereas hunters see little reason for the reduction in numbers.

Though farmers who suffered extensive damage blamed hunters for inadequate
hunting, many hunters blamed farmers for poor land management. They claimed
farmers were not removing hay, but leaving it on the ground for prolonged periods,
which encouraged invertebrates to surface and attracted wild boar. They also com-
plained that maize grown for biogas, equated to ‘pig heaven’ and resulted in high
numbers and extensive damage. On the other hand, weather changes might leave
farmers no choice except to leave hay in the field, which added to misunderstandings
between the two groups.

Some hunters believed quotas set by the State Forest Service were too low and
were responsible for the high numbers, rather than the actions of hunters them-
selves. Both farmers and hunters believed that wild boar were clever animals, and
one local official wryly stated that, since hunters were coming at weekends, when
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they are free from work, ‘Those wild boar would come all other days’. She also

explained, ‘It is more a hobby and not a responsibility’.
Wild boar herds were seen as particularly numerous by farmers with one saying: ‘In

one family there are 80 or 100 and that’s not normal’. Wild boar were reported as com-

ing within 50m of homes; one farmer reported wild boar coming to the front porch:

‘In my childhood, my mother said, “Somewhere in the forest are some forest pigs and I
would like to see some, because you can never see them”. But now you can see them
quite often, they are coming next to the house’. (Local farmer)

One landowner noted that damage was high in the 2011/2012 winter season due

to the ‘soft autumn’. A thin layer of snow covered the unfrozen ground, meaning

wild boar continued to dig throughout winter. Destruction patterns were variable

throughout the study area; for instance one large landowner stated that he suffered

little damage because hunters responded quickly to reports of wild boar activity

whereas smaller landowners reported hunters to be unresponsive.

‘The perfect life for a hunter would be if the forest was full of wild boar, but that is
really damaging for farmers. . . But the perfect life for farmers would be if there were no
wild boar at all, so there wouldn’t be any damage on their field and so we have to think
together how to manage what they [the farmers] want’. (National level Hunter)

Divergent views between farmers and hunters also emerged regarding the ecologi-

cal carrying capacity of the landscape. A ministry official suggested that wild boar

numbers might be two or three times too high but at the same time there was little

exact information about how many there actually were. More accurate population

estimates by the authorities – and thus appropriate hunting quotas - would be benefi-

cial, as it would give an accurate picture to both farmers and hunters and present sci-

entific evidence for setting population levels (Gort�azar et al. 2015). Calenge et al.
(2004) suggest that supplementary feeding should cease in high population densities

greater than 15 animals per 1000 ha of forest, as in this Latvian case. Phasing out

supplementary feeding is recommended, unless it is the animals’ primary food

source to avoid starvation among the boar population or locally intensified damage

(Conover 2002, p. 280). High numbers are a good indicator for more intense con-

flicts to occur given the risk of higher damage.

Theme 2: Wild boar management

Stakeholders differed in their view on how to manage wild boar with differences of

opinion on suitable strategies and clearly conflicting priorities between the groups

involved.

Prevention strategies. National authorities and hunters suggested various strategies

and methods, such as bird-scaring devices and fences to prevent wild boar damage.

Farmers considered these ineffective and expensive and were reluctant to undertake

a major expenditure to secure their properties with no guarantee of success. Some

farmers were adamant that permanent fences were unattractive and restricted
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wildlife, demonstrating concern for the impact on wildlife movements. One local offi-
cial was worried that stock-proof fencing would visually impact the area and affect

tourism. Some considered electric fencing an acceptable alternative to permanent

stock-proof fencing, as it is less visually intrusive.

To feed or not to feed. Opinions differed about the volume of feeding between

hunters and those farmers suffering extensive damage. Farmers placed the blame on
hunters for high wild boar numbers and the resulting damage to fields. They

believed feeding the wild boar made them ‘very lazy’ but local hunters claimed 80

per cent efficacy in distracting wild boar from rooting in fields. Yet hunters also dif-
fered in their opinion on feeding. Some hunters disagreed with feeding except in

winter when feeding was considered necessary in order to keep the animals alive, as

overfeeding would, contribute to ‘boar increasing like rats’. Within the study area
hunters from three hunting organisations considered winter-feeding to be necessary,

with one hunter favouring continuous feeding. A hunter at national level explained,

the ‘geographical position of feeding is important’, emphasising that hunters must
place feed away from fields to reduce damage to fields.

Disagreement over feeding was a strong contributory factor to the conflict according

to many interviewees. As Buller (2004) highlighted, the distinction between wild and

domestic animals is becoming increasingly blurred, especially as boar lose their fear of
open spaces and habitation. Damage is no longer confined to the forest edge due to

winter-feeding by hunters to protect wild boar numbers. Studies indicate the conse-

quences of long-term feeding are increased populations, and is thus an indicator of a
future risk of increasing conflict (Geisser and Reyer 2004; Gort�azar et al. 2015).

Theme 3: Wild boar’s presence: whose benefits and whose costs?

Farmers and hunters had differences in opinion related to strongly polarised views
on the unequal distribution of costs and benefits. Farmers were quick to highlight

economic costs of lost production and costs of repairs to damaged fields and machin-

ery. One local official commented:

‘For farmers who produce meat and milk these are serious losses because they need to
rework their fields, replant, level out the holes, they have to look for hay elsewhere, so
they really have economic loss, they suffer the most’.

Farmers reported losing European Union subsidies or even being fined for not
fulfilling their stated objectives due to damage caused by the wild boar, which a local

official described as a ‘painful thing’. One farmer was fined after boar dug deep holes

that were considered dangerous for workers and machinery; instead the field was
used for grazing, with cattle eating what was left. Costs noted by interviewees

included lost opportunities to grow American cranberries, strawberries, different

grains, fodder beet, bees and potatoes for commercial use, in summary, all crops
farmers would like to grow, but considered too high an investment risk with wild

boar present in the area. One farmer stated he no longer raised his own crops due to

the wild boar, ‘because half an hour after the tractor has worked on the field the wild
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boar comes to see what has been put on her table’. Another explained that he had
lost a maize harvest to wild boar.

Interviewees reported that rooting behaviour by wild boar seriously hindered farm-
ing, as it was difficult to plough or harvest badly degraded land. Holes were difficult
to see in long grass and unearthed stones could damage tractor-mounted or towed
equipment (Figure 3). Some farmers complained about widespread grassland
destruction, a fact validated by a field study conducted by one of the authors (Storie
2012) One farmer reported that 60 to 70 per cent of his land was damaged by wild
boar. Not all farmers owned agricultural machinery and, hence, faced additional costs
when hiring help for restoring the land, for buying extra seed and paying for repairs
to damaged machinery. The degradation of the land meant some farmers reduced
stocking levels, whilst others rented land up to 5 kilometres away to produce enough
hay for their needs.

Moreover, farmers reported increased contaminants, such as wild boar faeces and
soil baled with the grass, rendering it unfit for animals and increasing the risk of dis-
ease and parasitic infections; one farmer blamed wild boar for the presence of Listeria
on his farm. They also reported reduced hay quality due to invasive weeds, such as
burdock (Arctium), sedges (Cyeraceae) and ground elder (Aegopodium podagraria).
One farmer stated, ‘Cows cannot eat that’.

Farmers expressed their concern about loss of produce raised for personal use in
addition to the commercial losses. One farmer could not move her garden, located in
the same place for many years, as that would require new expensive fencing materials,
‘and without a fence there is no meaning’. Produce raised for personal use made an
important contribution to the national food safety net, as one local official explained:

‘Now we are in this position [of economic crisis], people are trying to raise plants here,
to garden, to raise something to eat, even for their grandchildren in the towns to give
away and now they can’t do that’.

When questioned about his attitude towards wild boar, one exasperated farmer
stated, ‘More work! More money! More time!’ but generally the attitude was, ‘As long
as they don’t bother me and stay in the forest, then that is okay’. Some agricultural
workers, however, were afraid, when wild boar appeared, with some running away
from their cattle or goat herds and some carrying firecrackers to frighten wild boar

Figure 3: Wild boar damage can range from small holes excavated to find roots to large,
extensive damage. a) shows damage to a meadow just prior to hay cutting, b) shows dam-
age that exceeds 50 cm in depth and c) shows extensive damage to a field in one night
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off. When interviewees were asked if the wild boar brought any benefits to the local

area, one local farmer summed up the feelings of many, ‘What benefits? Maybe

some hunters have some benefits, but for me there is only damage’.
A local official explained that whilst local hunting organisations did not pay any

taxes to the municipality, shooting competitions attracted people from other parts of

Latvia with local hotels benefitting from foreign hunting groups. Hunting also pro-

vided meat for people both locally and further afield; one local hunting organisation

sold meat to a restaurant in Riga, the capital and to a wild game dealer. Farmers,

however, complained that they continued to pay taxes on fields they cannot use.
A ministry official was concerned not to alienate the volunteer hunters but admit-

ted that city residents lacked an understanding of rural inhabitants. ‘Managing wild-

life is in the hunters’ interests’ but their interests and the farmers ‘are clashing’ in

some areas, particularly �Ergļu Novads. Costs were being borne by farmers, whereas

hunters were benefiting from the high wild boar numbers. For instance, farmers

reported up to 60 to 70 per cent damage to their fields, whilst hunters could enjoy

abundant sporting opportunities. Contracts written in the hunters’ favour, however,

meant there was little incentive for them to reform their practices.
The literature suggests that costs resulting from wildlife damage are unevenly

spread amongst all stakeholders (Conover 2002, p. 360; MacMillan and Phillip 2008),

which appears to be the case here. Farmers worried about the economic aspects of the

dispute, however, they were also distressed because they had the opinion that they

were not being taken seriously by the authorities and the hunters, which also fuelled

the conflict. As K€orppen et al. (2008, p. 26), argue the acknowledgement of historical

grievances is ‘an important precondition for any sustainable peace process’.
Also, cultural attitudes need to be considered when devising options for farmers to

protect their land. Latvians prefer the traditional open countryside without hedges and

fences, which potentially reduces options available for landowners (Bell et al. 2008).
The rising incidence of disease amongst wild boar is a significant problem too

(Kasjauns 2012; Gort�azar et al. 2015). Literature clearly indicates that wild boar are a

reservoir for disease; therefore monitoring is necessary especially in high density pop-

ulations with a younger age structure (Artois et al. 2002). It is important for hunters

to be aware of control methods during disease outbreaks, for instance high intensity

drive hunting risks dispersing populations, which poses additional problems. This

could increase the intensity of the conflict even more unless the authorities react

appropriately (Scillitani et al. 2010; Gort�azar et al. 2015).

Theme 4: Relationships in crisis

This conflict is not only caused by wild boar damage but is also due to the strained

relationship between farmers and local hunting organisations; their perception of the

landscape, the environment and their respective management roles also differs. These

strained relationships are also set within a framework of inadequate regulatory support.

In one area hunters and farmers had stopped talking and farmers felt humiliated and

intimidated by the hunting organisation. In other areas dialogue between hunters and

farmers was under strain. Farmers often perceived hunters as uncaring and only
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interested in ‘looking after themselves’ as well as arrogant and uninterested in under-

standing the situation of farmers. Farmers complained that hunters were doing ‘a bad

job’, ‘won’t stay long enough to protect the land’ and were unresponsive to farmers’

calls for help, ‘They don’t really come, they don’t do anything about it’. Although a

national level hunter admitted that arrogance and disinterest were major problems

among hunters, she also indicated that, ‘Slowly the attitudes are changing’.
Some hunters felt hatred by local farmers and were tired of being ‘screamed at’

for something they did not feel responsible for, arguing they were maintaining the

balance of nature. Both groups felt strongly about these conflicts, as a national level

hunter noted, ‘The wild boar conflict is a highly emotional issue’.
Hunters considered hunting a traditional activity that offered an interesting sport-

ing pastime and healthy meat. It was also a voluntary activity with hunters mainly

active at weekends and holidays. For farmers hunting worked well, when hunters

responded quickly to damage, and were living locally.
The present case demonstrates that differences in opinion between stakeholder

groups concerning nature and landscape management undermine the relationships

between stakeholders; it feeds mistrust and renders the development of an effective

dialogue about how to solve the problem very difficult. In such cases mediation that

addresses power imbalances is required, as numerous authors have suggested (Mad-

den 2004; White et al. 2009; Young et al. 2010). Solutions are also difficult to find

because the principal means of controlling the wild boar population, hunting, is a

voluntary activity. Despite contracts between landowners and hunting organisations,

it is difficult to force hunters to undertake control measures when required by farm-

ers. Legislation hampers farmers in taking alternative action and the slow response

of the authorities increases farmers’ mistrust of them (Young et al. 2009). The sub-

sequent changes in the law pass the responsibility from one authority to another

without resolving the local situation.

Theme 5: A soviet legacy and governance difficulties

The historical context of the conflict is not directly related to the natural resource

therefore, it is not explicitly accounted for in the theoretical framework. However, in

this case it is clearly relevant as the management of the problem changed substan-

tially during the transition process to an independent Latvia.
In the Soviet times, land was managed within the kolkhoz system and hunting

was organised in 5000 ha blocks; wild boar was hunted for local consumption and

other game species for export. Post-independence, the kolkhoz system was dismantled

and land privatised. Land was returned to the previous owners or their descendants

and became private property. Wild boar are hence, no longer affecting collective kol-

khoz land but obtaining food from the farmers’ private fields or gardens. Losses thus

became personal losses.
Hunting rights passed to the landowners but as the average property is approxi-

mately 10 ha (State Forest Service Personnel), in practice contracts with hunting

organisations are needed in order to obtain quotas for shooting game. The legal

requirement is 1,000 ha of land for managing wild boar. During the transition period
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it was felt that many hunting organisations exploited people who were unfamiliar
with contracts. As a ministry official explained few understood the system then; hence
contracts were often for life with no recourse for landowners in the event of disputes.

Farmers often stated that they needed the right to protect their own land and were
tired of fighting the authorities over the situation – a situation the authorities admitted

had been continuing for a long time with the promise of legislative changes.

‘Those ministers, they don’t really care at all how the farmer lives or about their living.
That is the problem here’. (Local farmer)

Inadequate regulatory processes have been an issue ever since Latvia became an
independent democratic state. A State Forest Service official explained that compen-

sation laws existed but to his knowledge none had ever been paid. Farmers had to
take steps to protect their fields but the protection required was not defined. Conse-

quently, farmers felt helpless and believed that regulations were working against
them. As a ministry official admitted, ‘You are like a hostage, you have no chances’
and a local official described the situation as a ‘losing place’, a situation that farmers

could not address themselves. Under the new law (2014) a local commission was
formed to deal with issues concerning wildlife damage but this only appeared to give

farmers a forum they can turn to, perpetuating the dependence on state mecha-
nisms, a mind-set established during the Soviet era.

Communication is also an important issue in a country unused to two-way com-
munication between the authorities and the people. At the time of the study a public

debate was organised to discuss the role of hunting in wildlife management but
farmers seemed either unaware of the debate or felt unable to participate, some
refusing to sit in the same room with hunters from one specific hunting organisation

(according to a national hunter). A ministry official hoped that legislation would solve
the arguments over differences in managing wildlife.

Lack of trust is a major legacy of the Soviet past too. As mentioned earlier, farmers
distrusted State Forest Service personnel, accusing some of corruption, and the

authorities of favouring hunting organisations. State Forest Service staff members
were also accused of actively hampering efforts of local farmers to deal with their sit-

uation, for example by not submitting forms correctly, if at all. Some farmers com-
plained that they were obstructed in developing their own hunting organisation. A
hunting journalist explained, however, that State Forest Service personnel are facing

understaffing following budget cuts, which further hinders their ability to deal with
wildlife conflicts. The authorities expressed that they had little trust in farmers and

did not feel comfortable about giving them the responsibility for shooting wild boar
on their property as they believed that they would decimate the wild boar popula-
tions, a view farmers disagreed with.

Historical backgrounds to conflicts are important and in this case explain some

pre-conceived notions among stakeholders that influence group interactions. It also
explains some of the cultural conditions and expectations surrounding public involve-
ment in local decision-making and land use management.

All interviewees were old enough to remember living under the Soviet regime,

where dissent was discouraged and potentially dangerous, leaving many Latvians
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with difficulties in solving disputes, in opening themselves up to others, trusting

authority or acting together. Latvians rarely express united resistance against the

authorities and tend to feel helpless and hopeless when confronted with what they

perceive as indifference from the state (Storie et al. 2013). For some farmers this

sense of helplessness is a reason to seriously question whether to carry on farming,

because of the economic harm and deteriorating quality of life caused by wild boar

damage (Skogen and Krange 2003). This is a problem, as rural communities need

farmers to stay viable (Bell et al. 2008; Ruskule et al. 2013).
After the Soviet Union fell, newly independent countries had to adapt rapidly to

implement laws and hastily drafted and unclear rules and regulations have since

proved to be a hindrance, as is also the case here. The Soviet system had no participa-

tory mechanisms and imposed top-down management decision-making, and after

the collapse of the Soviet regime under-resourced authorities have struggled to

develop novel, participatory governance approaches (Kluv�ankov�a-Oravsk�a et al. 2013).
Reliance on legislation, however, is counterproductive for solving human-wildlife

or inter-group conflicts where frameworks to build effective dialogue are needed

(Redpath et al. 2013).

Usefulness of the analytical framework

The framework White et al. (2009) developed was developed to analyse conflicts

between conservationists and local stakeholders; it is, however, also useful in this

case of conflict over wild boar management in �Ergļu Novads, a conflict over a non-

threatened species between local stakeholders set within an inadequate regulatory

context. Table 1 describes the relationship between attitudes, behaviour and outcomes

such as related to the framework. The framework provided a broad base for ques-

tions, covering the ecological, economic and social aspects of the dispute and sup-

ported the analysis of contributory attitudes and behaviours by examining how

individuals and groups perceive and utilise resources. Whilst the framework did not

refer to the historical context, this proved to be important in this case, and was

referred to many times in the interviews. The framework also highlights how the

social factors of the conflict and possible management solutions are set within an

ecological framework that sets limits to the solutions possible.

Effective dialogue

As noted earlier, mechanisms for effective dialogue are needed. Madden (2004)

explains that external facilitation is required when local expertise in human-wildlife

mitigation is absent, where conflicts are adversarial and trust is lacking; it is also

needed in complex situations and in areas where a breakdown in communication

exists between stakeholders. Young et al. (2009, p. 8), moreover, argue that independ-

ent, trusted facilitators are needed in cases where some stakeholders are on an unequal

footing with other stakeholders. The present Latvian case fulfils all these conditions.
The range of possible solutions that are acceptable for both stakeholder groups is

limited due to the divergent understandings and differences in opinions regarding
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the role of wild boar in nature and their management. The farmers regarded the pop-
ulations as too high and harmful for nature, thus calling for reduced numbers, whilst
the hunters wanted to maintain the present numbers and therefore felt they needed
to protect and nurture the wild boar. Hunting is the most effective means of prevent-
ing damage, but the relationship breakdown between hunters and farmers is a prob-
lem where farmers rely on the efficacy of hunting to control wild boar populations
(Geisser and Reyer, 2004; Bieber and Ruf, 2005). Proper evaluation of alternative
methods is still required, (Månsson et al. 2011) so farmers and hunters can receive
the best possible advice and not have to rely on unsubstantiated opinions.

Expertise in human-wildlife conflict mitigation was not available locally and the
farmers did not believe that the legislative reform addressed the local power imbalan-
ces. Even though legislative reform, with enough room for manoeuvre in local situa-
tions, is helpful (Stenseke 2009), further steps need to be taken to include the locally
affected stakeholders in a meaningful way and to tackle issues of power whilst also
developing strategies to address issues. Political and legislative regulatory mecha-
nisms alone are insufficient to deal with local issues and can even lead to conflict
(Niemel€a et al. 2005; Davies et al. 2013).

Reliance on legislative reform and a lack of local expertise in conflict mitigation
are both legacies of the bureaucratic Soviet era, as is the high degree of mistrust. Few
of the local interviewees had any confidence in national level discussions or the open
debate on the role of hunting in wildlife damage mitigation and yet paradoxically
expected the government to do something. The Soviet legacy of secrecy, mistrust and
top-down management lingers in the minds of many, an indicator of a systemic
issue, despite the demise of the Soviet Union over 20 years ago.

Where trust is low, transparency is needed, with information relayed to local areas
and stakeholders involved in the process (Niemel€a et al. 2005). As Stenseke (2009, p.
210) argues, the authorities need to listen to past local grievances of ‘perceived
oppression’, as well as present issues. She also argues that local stakeholder participa-
tion needs to be thought of as an ‘evolutionary product’, where skills and networks
are built over time. It should not be seen as just a time-consuming and costly exer-
cise, because it deals efficiently with issues at a local scale (Stenseke 2009, p. 221
and 215). Meanwhile other authors stress the importance of mediation professionals
to manage the conflict in developing local solutions (Reimoser and Wildauer 2007;
Davies and White 2012; Redpath et al. 2013), with active steps taken to demonstrate
that corruption, another feature from Soviet times, will not be tolerated (Marshall
et al. 2007). State Forest Service staff require training in communication skills and
facilitation (Conover 2002: O’Rourke 2014).

Madden (2004) recommends facilitation in areas of communication breakdown.
This is actually the case here where because of perceived threats and lack of under-
standing, farmers’ communication with hunters is problematic. Communication is
also poor between the authorities and local farmers, who feel excluded from the
decision-making process. Farmers believe that the authorities are not acting on their
behalf and show a lack of concern. As Conover (2002, p. 366) explains, a demonstra-
tion of ‘empathy and understanding’ by the authorities can reduce tension.

Strong, resilient communities require active participation by local stakeholders in
decision-making, taking care that agendas are not hijacked by those with the loudest
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voices (Carnegie UK Trust 2007; Richardson 2011). Participation is not a panacea and
poorly applied participatory or empty processes ‘dominated by policy interests’ can have
long-term consequences with consultation fatigue and disenchantment as strong possi-
bilities (Stenseke 2009; Fox and Murphy 2012; Redpath et al. 2013). Initiatives to
improvemanagement with outside facilitationmay incur initial costs; however, the bene-
fits of boosting productivity and improved relationships could outweigh long-term costs.
Additionally valuable lessons could be learnt in dealing with similar future situations
and could lead to better aligned policymaking (Klugman, 2010; Davies andWhite 2012).

Conclusion

This research demonstrated that the framework of White et al. (2009) is useful for
drawing out the factors contributing to the conflict over wild boar management. It
revealed that research into conflicts ‘will always have to balance global insights and
generic guiding principles with local variability and specificity’ (O’Rourke 2014, p.
130). Whilst this paper highlighted specific factors for Latvia, common threads run
through all conflicts: the need for open, effective dialogue that addresses historical
grievances between stakeholders and the need for collaboration between all sectors of
a dispute at local levels (Frank et al. 2015). Particular note should be taken of the
Soviet legacy of top-down management styles and how mistrust exacerbated this con-
flict, as this is potentially relevant to other post-Communist countries. Conflicts can
bring positive change but are often destructive and costly, undermining effective
management, preventing ‘economic development, social equality, and resource sus-
tainability’ (Redpath et al. 2013, p. 100), as this research demonstrates.

* Corresponding author.
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Transformative actions on communities and landscapes: the case
of Kaldabruna village
Joanna T. Storie and Mart Külvik

Landscape Architecture Department, Estonian University of Life Sciences, Tartu, Estonia

ABSTRACT
The dynamic relationship of people to landscapes changes according to
the context; as regimes change the balance of power shifts, resulting in
different values arising where landscapes are perceived in different ways
and new landscape uses examined. Changing landscapes can bring
a restoration of hope to a place. This paper examines the role that an
evolving landscape, both physically and culturally, in a small, rural
Latvian community played in the formation of a revitalised landscape
identity. By combining new and old traditions, self-esteem rose and in
turn contributed to further changes to the landscape with influence
rippling outwards to neighbouring areas. We have used observation,
workshops and ongoing dialogue as data collection methods at the
site. We draw on historical and individual narratives to tell the story of
the landscape and then draw some conclusions regarding the transfor-
mative actions upon the communities and the landscape.

KEYWORDS
Community transformation;
landscape–community
interaction; promoting
collaboration; art in
community; post-Soviet

Introduction

The European Landscape Convention (Council Of Europe, 2000, p. 11) states each ratifying country
should ‘recognise landscapes in law as an essential component of people’s surroundings, an
expression of the diversity of their shared cultural and natural heritage, and a foundation of their
identity’. Landscapes are not merely the sum of their physical environments but also cultural and
historical layers that contribute to individual and community identity. Egoz (2012, p. 272) describes
landscape identity as the relationship between people and the landscape in which they are
engaged ‘in response to the basic human need to belong’. Engagement occurs at various levels:
‘human-ecological, social, economic, psychological, spiritual, aesthetic and functional’ (Palang,
Mander, & Naveh, 2000, p. 272), and at multiple governance scales through planning and manage-
ment. This results in ongoing landscape character changes, which in turn shape the bond between
people and place (Loupa-Ramos, Bernardo, Carvalho, & Eetvelde, 2016). Consequently, significant
environmental changes require commensurate societal values changes and cannot occur without
attitudinal change; they have to co-evolve (Buchecker, Hunziker, & Kienast, 2003; Karro, Mägi, &
Palang, 2014).

Landscape identity needs to be considered when enacting changes, as they have policy
implications. Well-designed policies provide a framework for actions, leading to a more positive
identity, thereby improving satisfaction with the surrounding landscape. This is beneficial to the
community and successful policy implementation (Loupa-Ramos et al., 2016). However, landscape
change is rarely a planned process but a combination of independent and planned actions by
people (Antrop, 1998; Palang, Alumäe, & Mander, 2000). The stakeholders’ role, their beliefs and
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values regarding landscapes need to be acknowledged and understood, with their place-based
knowledge made ‘useful, accessible and actionable to potential users’ (Horlings, 2016, p. 33). This
needs to be done through the collation of a coherent, understandable narrative for those unfami-
liar with the locality, as community participation is essential for creating resilient and vibrant
communities’ (Zwiers, Markantoni, & Strijker, 2016)

According to Horlings (2016, p. 34), sustainable place-shaping practices have transformative
power and occur via processes of:

Re-appreciation, which includes perceptions, meanings and values attached to place, processes of sense-
making and how actors take the lead in appreciating places;

Re-grounding, rooted in (agro-)ecological and cultural place-based assets and resources, influenced by wider
communities, cultural notions, values, assets, technology and historical patterns; and

Re-positioning, alternative, diverse or ‘hidden’ economies and ways of value-adding, altering political-
economic relations shaped by globalization.

This constructive approach acknowledges and builds on the positive aspects within the landscape,
creating anchors to a place, thus deepening landscape identity (Storie, 2015). Stobbelaar and
Pedroli (2011) divide landscape identity into four aspects, Personal–Existential, Cultural–
Existential, Cultural–Spatial, Personal–Spatial. These aspects respectively cover how places have
personal meaning through their linked biographies; how social processes, such as religious,
celebratory, commemorative or recreational, influence the image of a collective future; and how
spatially unique features are used to define regional identity and those specific to individuals. By
taking these different ways of perceiving the landscape ethical and aesthetic viewpoints can be
taken into consideration in landscape development planning.

As mentioned, individuals need to belong and therefore individuals will seek to make a positive
connection to others and the environment in which they engage. Re-appreciation, re-grounding
and re-positioning aid the sense of belonging as affirmative narratives are built. Horlings (2016,
p. 33) suggests this process is ‘not pre-given but constructed; it is a node in a network and part of
wider networks and relations, linked to other places through social, economic and political rela-
tions’. It also needs to be built on trust, as mistrust hinders cooperation (Buchecker et al., 2003).

This paper examines how landscape identity has been constructed through a process of
change in the small village of Kaldabruņa, Latvia (Figure 1), through the actions of an NGO,
Ūdenszīmes, and its members. A brief historical overview gives an insight into the marks
regimes have left upon the landscape and the communities inhabiting the area. Then it tracks
how landscape changes have led to rising self-esteem and landscape identity, creating further
positive landscape changes

Methodology

Karro et al. (2014) suggest landscape identities are formed from individual and community
narratives connected to the landscape in which they live and work. Thus, various methodolo-
gical approaches are required, including a phenomenological approach, connecting the place-
based narratives with people and their relationship to the landscape. Despite criticism they feel
it fits well with developing a participatory approach, by telling the story from the landscape
users’ daily lives perspective. It acknowledges their intimate connection and feelings for a place
and ‘helps to animate landscapes’ (Karro et al., 2014, p. 12). Stobbelaar and Pedroli (2011) also
argue various approaches are needed to set the place in a holistic framework with different
angles and various heritage values considered. They suggest landscape identity has both
personal and social components interacting with spatial landscape elements and cultural
spheres resulting in the place’s perceived uniqueness.
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The Landscape Identity Circle (Stobbelaar & Pedroli, 2011) presents a detailed view of the
components creating landscape identity and is therefore used to identify key aspects leading to
a revitalised landscape identity in Kaldabruņa. In parallel, Horling’s (2016) division of sustainable
place-shaping practices is utilised to understand the interconnections of transformative actions and
landscape identity process.

Ūdenszīmes first came to the authors’ attention when the question was asked: ‘Where has
successful development occurred in Latvia?’ Data was collected between May 2014 and
February 2017 representing factors from the different components described in the Landscape
Identity Circle. Observations and quotes used in this article were selected from Ūdenszīmes website
and Facebook page, ongoing email dialogue, workshops: ‘A Reflection Day’ (May 2014) and
‘Building the Local Story’ (March 2016), interviews ‘Building community-based learning evaluation
for CLLD/LEADER’ (April 2016 with Matteo Metta, Wageningen University) and ‘Ūdenszīmes’
Relationship to Landscape’ (November 2016), and a questionnaire ‘Personal reflections on
Kaldabruņa’ (February 2017).

This paper seeks to answer the question ‘How do the facets of the Landscape Identity Circle
contribute to the re-appreciation, re-grounding or re-positioning of landscape identity in
Kaldabruņa village?’

Historical background

The historical background sets the context: new political powers make changes and create their
ideal version of the landscape. Monuments and new landscape uses are added, but the past exists
alongside the new through community memories and stories (Palang, 2010).

Since the 1200s, Latvia has been occupied by many empires, with independence prior to 1991
limited to 1918–1939. Each regime has left its mark on the landscape: German, Russian, Swedish
and Polish-Lithuanian.

Figure 1. Map of Kaldabruņa, Latvia.
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During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Latvian identity and self-esteem
were fuelled by writers and poets. This identity focused on the landscape and Latvian’s
relationship to nature as stewards of their own land. However, annexation by Soviet forces
imposed Soviet ideology on the Latvian countryside through collectivisation (kolkhozes). The
Soviet ideology, ‘We must not wait for gifts from the nature, to demand them is our task’
(Palang, 2010, p. 178; Vanwambeke, Meyfroidt, & Nikodemus, 2012) contrasted starkly with the
Latvian ideal of working in harmony with nature. Consequently the harmonious ‘mosaic of
fields, meadows, forests, rivers, lakes and farmsteads’ (Schwartz, 2007, p. 270) were removed
and many homesteaders deported (Nikodemus, Bell, Grı̄Ne, & Liepiņš, 2005; Schwartz, 2006).
Lands were also drained and levelled to create fields for large-scale mechanised agriculture and
peripheral areas abandoned. People were moved into multi-storey apartment buildings in
kolkhoz villages.

The shape of rural life was profoundly transformed. The intimate relationship of the saimnieks [homesteader]
to his vienseta [homestead], in which exploitation and beautification were harmoniously balanced—the
Indrani relationship [famous play depicting Latvian rural life]—was replaced by the vast scale of collectivized
agriculture. (Schwartz, 2007, p. 270)

Latvia regained independence in 1991 and its identity connected to the rural vienseta was
celebrated with renewed enthusiasm. Collective farms were dismantled and land restored to
previous owners, where possible. This return to a perceived glorious, agrarian past was
unsuccessful, leading to mass unemployment and dwindling village populations. Many
moved into urban areas or abroad to start a new life. Abandoned Soviet-era buildings littered
the countryside, reinforcing the sense of dereliction and neglect for many. Managing this Soviet
heritage is an issue due to rapid deterioration once abandoned. Whether to demolish or
renovate and which should be considered important historical objects are topical questions.
However, limited resources to repair and restore added to the sense of hopelessness and
a paralysis of action (Lertzman, 2015; Ruskule, Nikodemus, Kasparinskis, Bell, & Urtane, 2013;
Vanwambeke et al., 2012).

History of Kaldabruņa

The name Kaldabruņa derives from the German ‘deep well’; there are stories of a deep, clear well
on the hillside, but the location has been lost. Kaldabruņa has undergone many regime changes,
but it was often on the border of these changes. For instance, whilst situated in the mainly
Lutheran Zemgale region it is close to the predominantly Catholic regions of Latgale, Latvia and
Lithuania and is interwoven into their development.

Kaldabruņa’s hilly nature, unsuited to large agricultural machinery, spared it from the mass
destruction of homesteads. During the Soviet era, the small kolkhozes raised animals, sheep or
cattle and produced hay.

Kaldabruņa suffered after independence and some inhabitants capitalised on the chaotic times
at other’s expense (Vanwambeke et al., 2012):

At the end of Soviet times, at the end of kolkhoz and so on, unhappily these people who were at the top in
these changing times were not good people. They were stupid enough and greedy enough. So, we know
a woman who took the windows from this school to build her greenhouse . . .and such were the leaders of this
time. (Ieva)

Some reminisced about the Soviet work brigades, when they had employment, missing the sense
of camaraderie and celebration of festivals and holidays together. The population was larger then
and working together brought a sense of fulfilment. Out-migration post-independence brought
feelings of desolation (Ruskule et al., 2013), and the place felt emptier and frightening to some,
‘The Latvian countryside is dying out’ (Jānis).
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As Karro et al. (2014, p. 5) state, landscapes are dynamic places, under constant transfor-
mation by inhabitants, not ‘fixed entities’. In 2007 the local NGO, Ūdenszīmes was created,
transforming the locality. The community began to believe circumstances could change
bringing a sense of pride in their local environment and strengthening the community over
time.

As is common, when schools close the heart of the community is removed. It is a meeting
place, a place with memories and a connection point for the community. Ūdenszīmes has put
the heart back into the community by renovating the old school building, a place people call
their second home. Collaborative effort has brought the community together and built esteem.
For instance, a community campaign to remove the derelict dairy at the centre of their village,
a relic of its Soviet, collectivised past signified the removal of abandonment felt within the
village and a sense of a new beginning. It is now described as a significant place: ‘A dilapidated
place has been made a beautiful and orderly place’ (Ieva).

Ūdenszīmes has drawn on the area’s historical roots as the birthplace of a popular Latvian
writer and poet, Rainis. Ūdenszīmes, in collaboration with a local museum, has created a tourist
route through the forest from the farmhouse where Rainis was born to Červonkas church in
Kaldabruņa where he was baptised. Creators aimed to encourage people to see the hidden,
historical landscape through his childlike eyes, one that inspired his stories and poems in later
life.

All poetry by Rainis is very rich and full of symbols, and so full of simple symbols. Symbols which are
everywhere and we must just show it and put a wider meaning to this place. (Ieva)

Heritage is a social construction, a celebration of the past to suit the present (Loupa-Ramos
et al., 2016). Historical events are woven into a narrative defining regional identity, where the
landscape acts as ‘a container and medium of collective identity’ (Loupa-Ramos et al., 2016,
p. 39). Ūdenszīmes utilised historical events and characters to weave a narrative of the past that
raised self-esteem in a place considered ‘the middle of nowhere’ (Solvita).

The organisation has chosen to reflect on affirming events and values rather than the
negative painful events of the Soviet occupation and subsequent disordered collapse. They
chose to reflect on the freedom before the occupation, when writers defined a new identity for
the nation through stories embedded within the natural landscape.

Recently Ūdenszīmes created artistic products using glass and wood from abandoned
buildings, transforming abandoned objects into something useful. This encapsulated villagers’
feelings as they are transformed from a community without hope, abandoned and useless, to
one believing the impossible can happen.

Our old houses have souls, emotional relationships with people. In my mind—an old, long time inhabited
house dies like a human being . . . slowly and painfully . . .. Many rural people feel the same. (Ieva)

The revitalisation has come to national attention and put Kaldabruņa ‘on the map’:

We have become more and more famous. Now Kaldabruņa is written about in many newspapers, never
a mention anywhere before. (Ina)

Connectedness to rural landscapes

Latvian identity is intertwined with nature (Schwartz, 2007) and many traditions such as the
national Jāni and Ligo midsummer festivals incorporate time spent in nature and utilising
natural objects for decoration. Many Latvians spend time in summer and autumn collecting
forest berries and mushrooms, or relaxing in their summer houses, even if that house is
a rundown property.

LANDSCAPE RESEARCH 5
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Many favourite memories centre on the natural landscape. Elina describes the sense of freedom
and vastness of Kaldabruņa, with fields that stretch out on all sides and where wild animals and
livestock are seen. Ina cannot imagine Kaldabruņa without the hills and the ponds, as elsewhere is
flatter. Indra describes the smell of the grass on the wind, the daisy meadows and sledging in
winter, which evoke pleasant childhood memories. Dzidra describes her fields, pastures, floodplain
meadows and birches as her ‘world’. The director of Ūdenszīmes recounted how the apple orchard
and dandelions in bloom and goats grazing first attracted her to the dilapidated school house.

Ūdenszīmes created a Hay Museum to celebrate their natural heritage in the renovated school,
connecting it to the area’s role as a hay provider. The meadow has become an allegory for the
community, where the combination of people scattered through the meadow landscapes con-
tribute to a harmonious whole.

In the meadow of God every type of grass is different. Because of that, the world is so beautiful. . . (wise old
man of the village, quoted by Ieva).

Ūdenszīmes needed an inclusive event to bring people together. Sculptural artworks were created
from the cheap and plentiful grasses around them (Figure 2). The Hay Festival taps into traditional
rural lifestyles, bringing creativity to the celebration and creating special memories. This reinforces
their identity rooted in the surrounding fields and connected a new feature to the annual
midsummer celebrations. It has drawn in new members and increased the visibility of
Kaldabruņa in the wider area, a source of pride.

Natural features within the landscape are revered, such as the many erratic boulders left after
the Ice Age and old sacred trees that dot the landscape. Ancient Latvian farmers protected all trees
as ‘an element of beauty’ (Schwartz, 2007, p. 276). Along the Rainis route, two stones are high-
lighted, one with a natural, water-worn imprint of Latvia and one memorial stone to mark the
writer’s birthplace.

There is some kind of rock with a hole where is rain is going, like a Latvian map. Yeah really! We have lots of
those places, but they are sleeping. (Solvita)

The route was designed along a forest road, avoiding the main road to connect with a calmer and
quieter landscape suitable for reflection. Ūdenszīmes has developed a plan for a viewing platform
that overlooks the wider landscape. Many inhabitants feel trapped by only seeing the problems
around them, in the same way a view is obscured by bushes and trees. The platform designers

Figure 2. Hay Festival. Copyright Ūdenszīmes.
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hope that visitors stepping onto the platform, feeling the wind in their hair, will be able to see
further than the horizon—having their worries blown away and raising expectations.

Aesthetics social/cultural landscape

The ideal landscape is often captured through art and communication—together with the
historical memories—feeds into policies to promote particular landscape uses or patterns
(Palang, 2010). The constructed Latvian identity, although intimately connected to the natural
environment, does not celebrate wilderness, but a cultivated landscape shaped by man accord-
ing to aesthetic considerations, tidy and well kept (Schwartz, 2006). Writers in the late nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries inspired by the folk themes and peasantry of their day sought
to depict them in their environment in a positive manner. The landscape they described had
a profound influence on the Latvian landscape appreciation and landscape values (Schwartz,
2007).

The emphasis on the romantic and heroic peasants, which ignored the darker features of
peasant life, resonated with Latvians as they emerged from the Soviet yoke and sought to re-
capture their agrarian roots. This nostalgic imagery became a cultural feature that influenced
landscape perception (Sooväli-Sepping, Kaur, & Palang, 2010). It also inspired, captivated and
mobilised people, ‘providing the arena within which land use change and development are
negotiated and contested’ (Scott, 2011, p. 2754). Promoting the Rainis tourist route therefore has
the potential to ‘wake up’ people to the landscape as his source of inspiration and influence
landscape appreciation.

Different social and cultural traditions influence the social structure and management traditions
of the landscape (Antrop, 2005; Loupa-Ramos et al., 2016), and can be seen in the change from the
dispersed settlements in a mosaic landscape favoured by the Latvian people to the Soviet ideology
homogenising influence. The yearning for ‘their’ landscape, free from imposed feudal or ideological
systems, means the aesthetic appreciation and identity associated with it is so interwoven with the
cultural identity it is hard to separate the two. Likewise, cultural traditions are inseparably
embedded in the landscape and the natural environment.

The character and identity of a place or region depends upon its legibility and traditional
landscapes have a particular coherence and legibility related to heritage values. The ability to
be able to relate the ‘(his)story of a place strongly enhances the identity and the overall value’
(Antrop, 2005, p. 21; Loupa-Ramos et al., 2016). The historical writers and poets gave the
landscape legibility and coherence through storytelling at a time of rising identity before
being crushed by the Soviet regime. It became a symbol of hope and overcoming that it
could once again rise, although based on elements constructed during a short period in the
past of a perceived glorious era.

The legibility of a landscape evolves over time due to actions carried out in a place and the
memories developed, creating a deeper emotional bond and ‘a set of cognitive representations
giving the place a special character or entity’ (Loupa-Ramos et al., 2016, p. 40). Ūdenszīmes is
creating a positive landscape identity through the creation of a library of memories and, by
their admission, their wildly ambitious plan to become the most creative village in Europe.

New events based on an agrarian lifestyle, such as the Hay Festival, a Stork Festival,
Christmas events and church activities, provide an anchor to community members, contri-
buting to the social and cultural landscape and their sense of place. Many Ūdenszīmes
members listed the various festivals they hosted as favourite memories connecting them
to the community. Art is used as a background for each event providing multiple connec-
tions to the affective emotional bond. As Ieva states it is important to connect with all the
senses when creating events.

LANDSCAPE RESEARCH 7
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For every event, for every seminar something beautiful, amazing, you must have something to look at. Not only an
input to the brain, but the inputs must be very different, very rich, we must see, listen, feel and think. (Ieva)

Ūdenszīmes members demonstrated resourcefulness in using simple materials to create beautiful
surroundings. This is having a local impact as inhabitants adopt the ideas to decorate their own
properties and people strive to create a happy atmosphere.

A place to live my dreams. The place where it is good, and all—both people and nature give those dreams
wings and body. All is realised. Often, even easier than it could have been imagined. It amazes me. Surprising
Kaldabruņa inhabitants with wisdom, kindness and creativity. Yes, this is a special place. A place that gives my
life value. (Ieva)

This demonstrates the development possible in people’s minds that can bring joy and energy to
a whole community, especially as this has occurred during a period of significant economic
upheaval within the country and in a community that they felt was a forgotten place.

Connectedness to home

As Lewicka (2011) argues, home is the major fixed point for structuring reality. In the
questionnaire people listed their own home as the most important place to them in
Kaldabruņa, with various descriptions: their ‘birthplace’, their ‘sweet home’ (Indra), ‘the
home in which I live with my beloved people’ (Elina), and ‘where my parent’s home is and
the home I built’ (Artis).

During a workshop conducted for Ūdenszīmes, participants emphasised that the previous
school had created a safe community space and a second home to many. This sense of home
provides another node around which reality can be structured. This sense of safety has allowed
people to feel special with gifts they can contribute and teach others, a place to blossom and
create new beginnings. It is said the very walls ‘breathe inspiration and friendliness’ (Inga). It is
a busy place that recreates a community feeling of working together, reminiscent of the
kolkhoz days, a meeting place, a place where things happen and a place where dreams have
been realised.

There is life, you can meet people . . . realise again that life does not end here and you’re not completely alone.
(Ina)

This safe place encourages members to look outward to meet the needs of others. For example,
seeds and support for growing vegetables for impoverished families and a clothes swap for
young mothers. This is an example of social and cultural landscape changes impacting the
community. Ieva recalls one old alcoholic, in poor health, transporting a chest of drawers in
a wheelbarrow to them, knowing the furniture would not become firewood—a poignant story,
adding to the library of memories and demonstrating trust in their work in a country where
trust is rare.

Re-opening and gradual renovation of the church building provides a spiritual home, an
additional node around which reality can be structured, an example of church and community
working together through a shared vision (Figure 3):

There was a big story behind that church, because of that poet and the church stayed forgotten, and we want
to wake up and wake up others that they see that church, that great church even if this looks empty with
nothing. It is a really strong historical story. There is no church in that area, it is like a symbol that you have
a belief in yourself that you can wake up. (Solvita)

Ūdenszīmes is focussed on the local community, not only attracting tourists or businesses to the
area. All events and activities are organised for the locals and inhabitants receive personalised
invitations to ensure they feel included.

8 J. T. STORIE AND M. KÜLVIK
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It is very important we can’t forget it, we can’t do it . . . to switch only to tourists. No! It is dangerous! Everyone
likes more money, more status . . . dangerous. We will keep it in our mind: if we haven’t community then we
have nothing. All these tourists then are for nothing if there are no local people. (Ieva)

General findings

The general findings from the observations, workshops, interviews and questionnaire can be
arranged into the quadrants of the Landscape Identity Circle (Figure 4). This presents a holistic
picture of landscape identity within Kaldabruņa, showing the varied elements that comprise
a sense of connectedness to this particular village and contributing to their landscape identity.
Whilst some are more general and indicative of landscape identity connected to rural Latvia, such
as the connection to traditional homesteads and meadows, some are specific to Kaldabruņa, such
as the deep connection to the renovated school as a place where their community meets and
a second home to many.

Quadrant I: the ‘I-feelings’ of individuals, centres on personal memories and associations to
a place. In common with many Latvians, meadows are considered special places with the open
fields and the smell of the grass, evoking pleasant memories. Despite the privations of the Soviet
occupation, many Kaldabruņa inhabitants have positive memories of the Soviet kolkhoz as a busier
place with work for everyone, something that was lost on independence. Many suffered disap-
pointment when the land they regained from their forebears could not sustain them even though
they gained their freedom from an oppressive regime. There was also a loss of security and
companionship as people migrated.

Ūdenszīmes helped to bring hope by creating happy, personal memories. With the dilapidated
dairy gone there was a chance to believe in a future for residents within the landscape and a re-
appreciation that their own dreams can be realised there.

A safe place in the school has been created where people feel needed and appreciated. People
feel a sense of freedom and space, which is important to a people who have been subjugated.
Hope has replaced despair and links the people back to their land, opening up their minds to new
possibilities, re-grounding and re-positioning people to face the future.

Figure 3. Community activities in the church undergoing renovation Copyright Ūdenszīmes.
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Quadrant II: the ‘we-feelings’ of a group is defined by the corporate atmosphere of the place.
Spatial landscape changes have been driven by ideologies; for instance, during the first indepen-
dence as Latvians strived to be masters of their own land responsible for their own plot, the
landscape became a mosaic of fields, forests and scattered homesteads. The Soviet ideology of
collective action created a different pattern of agricultural land use, replacing individual home-
steads with collectivised farmsteads. The inability to re-capture the agrarian past in a more modern,
post-Soviet time reinforced the sense of hopelessness and disappointment in the local landscape.
This negativity stifled innovation and lead to many migrating to look for work.

The positive ‘we’ culture developed by Ūdenszīmes has created a rich cultural landscape
identity, by breathing new life and hope into the people, cultivating a re-appreciation for the
value of community, community gatherings and the historical connections lost on
independence.

Hope has impacted the physical landscape as places are renovated, and cultural landscapes as
new traditions are born, re-grounding the community through these developments in their place-
based assets and resources. This corresponds with Horlings’ (2016, p. 33) view that developing
landscape identity does not require a prior world view but can be constructed. The process in
Kaldabruņa has been set within a network of relationships, which Ūdenszīmes has built over time.

Figure 4. Kaldabruņa Landscape Identity Circle.

10 J. T. STORIE AND M. KÜLVIK



186

The process the village has gone through was set within the Latvian context, of rural economic
hardship, political upheavals and European Union influence providing funding and knowledge. The
authors would also suggest these linkages can connect through time, particularly with reference to
reconnecting with a ‘glorious past’.

Ūdenszīmes has also re-positioned the community as a creative people working towards
becoming the most creative village in Europe. Their ideal may not be reached but they intend to
enjoy the process.

Quadrant III: consists of elements in the physical landscape that creates a distinctive region.
Many landscape features of the area are similar to elsewhere in Latvia with a similar topography of
rolling hills, such as the hay meadows, fields with livestock, ponds, sacred stones, churches and old
schoolhouses. The distinctive features, however, are the creation of vibrant community spaces,
where people feel valued and able to contribute and, in contrast to elsewhere in Latvia, where trust
is high. The collaborative effort to remove the Soviet-era dairy has been beneficial to the commu-
nity, as they began to believe change was possible and reignited the Latvian appreciation for
a well-ordered ethnoscape (Schwartz, 2007).

The hay sculptures are a unique aspect to the village, with locals copying designs to decorate
their own gardens. The sculptures re-position the traditional agrarian work of haymaking, by
retaining the flavour of the past and imbuing it with new significance and artistic interpretation.
The festival itself is thus a re-appreciation of the area’s agrarian roots.

Designing the tourist route from Rainis’ birthplace to the church re-grounds the past into the
current landscape and re-connects the people with a historical inspirational writer. Likewise re-
opening the church re-grounds the community in its spiritual heritage.

The many deserted, scattered homesteads and old houses are perceived as having souls with
memories of past inhabitants, reinforcing the sense of abandonment. Now they are being given
new life in jewellery and household items, a process bringing renewal and usefulness to both the
objects and to people.

Linking the past to the present helps to improve the perception of continuity, legibility and
coherence of the landscape, thus enhancing identity and the overall value of that landscape
(Antrop, 2005, p. 21; Loupa-Ramos et al., 2016). Renewal of landscape assets provides mental
maps allowing people to work through the grief of loss and allow them the space to flourish once
more (Lertzman, 2015).

Quadrant IV: describes landscape features and elements in the living environment, perceived as
special to inhabitants. These include their own homes, particularly birthplaces or ones they built.
The school holds a special place, as rich personal memories are created there becoming a symbol
that has been re-grounded into the heart of the community. Companionship and self-worth have
become built into the fabric of the building, as it breathes ‘inspiration and friendliness’ imbuing the
place with added value.

Landscape identity acts as an anchor to a place and is connected to various facets within the
landscape but importantly it connects to the perception each person has of that landscape—a
perception built over time through memories and social interactions that occur in that place. As
Loupa-Ramos et al. (2016) states policymakers have often treated landscape identity in
a fragmented way. The Landscape Identity Circle provides the overview necessary to examine
the landscape factors and Horlings’ process is useful to see where factors are hampered and
synergies can be achieved.

A holistic description of the creation of landscape identity within Kaldabruņa is achieved by
incorporating facets from the four quadrants. This identity highlights the landscape features, both
existential and spatial, that inhabitants consider significant. As Horlings (2016) states, sustainable
development requires innovative place-based policies, which recognises, empowers and involves
local stakeholders and processes. Therefore there is a need to recognise Ūdenszīmes’ development
of re-appreciation, re-grounding and re-positioning in their activities and actions.

LANDSCAPE RESEARCH 11
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Re-appreciation of Kaldabruņa’s agrarian roots of haymaking occurred through the Hay
Festival and re-positioning by giving the activity a modern interpretation. The flavour of the
past is retained but imbued with new significance, thus re-positioning an integral feature of the
local environment.

Re-appreciation of Kaldabruņa’s historical past and connections with the living landscape
were developed through the creation of the Rainis road; it also re-grounded people in the
current landscape by linking it to historical inspirational writers.

Re-opening of the church is a re-appreciation of the spiritual heritage. This action re-positions
the spiritual heritage through the utilisation of the space for community activities within the
spiritual framework, thus revitalising a sacred space.

Re-appreciation, re-grounding and re-positioning need to happen in the various quadrants
outlined in the Landscape Identity Circle to re-vitalise a community. It has to happen on
a personal to community level to provide a cohesive and inclusive movement towards a
more positive future. In this particular instance the individual sphere influenced the community
sphere, as leaders encouraged and motivated others. Leaders drew inspiration from the spatial
and cognitive elements connected to the landscape, both elements from the past and current
natural features to inspire and draw together inhabitants. These in turn flowed into impacts on
the current landscape, both physical aspects and internal mental landscapes.

Their encouragement of landscape thinking has helped to anchor a community’s sense of
place within the physical, social and cultural landscape, and to raise self-esteem, intimately
connected to the landscape in which it operates. As mentioned above, sustainable place-
shaping practices have transformative power (Horlings, 2016).

Sustainable landscape identities need to evolve by repeatedly ‘connecting people to place’ by
adding value to place-based assets (Horlings, 2016). Ūdenszīmes has done that and we would
argue they created new assets for the place. Ieva’s inspirational leadership has driven the change in
an inclusive way, where many inhabitants are members or actively supporting Ūdenszīmes. People
were moving from despair to believing the impossible could happen, a theme repeated often in
workshops and interviews. Increasing confidence has been observed and greater initiative taking,
demonstrating a cultural shift in the village.

Landscapes have stories in which individual stories are embedded. These stories are set
within the wider cultural and political landscapes of the region and govern inhabitants’ beliefs
and values related to their place. The findings showed that together, the Landscape Identity
Circle (Stobbelaar & Pedroli, 2011) and the place-shaping model (Horlings, 2016), helped to
form a coherent narrative of transformation in the village of Kaldabruņa. The Landscape
Identity Circle (Stobbelaar & Pedroli, 2011) highlighted in rich detail the inhabitants’ sense of
pride and identity in their landscape, an important indicator that inhabitants will remain in the
area. The Place-shaping model (Horlings, 2016) allowed the community place-shaping changes
to be tracked over time. It also enabled the transformative elements that contributed to
increased landscape Identity to be elucidated, such as connections to historical writers and
innovative use of hay for sculptures. The NGO, Ūdenszīmes, is described as a success story in
a country that is struggling with transformation of rural communities and out-migration. The
emerging narrative from the collation of inhabitant’s stories, rooted in the landscape, provides
useful insights in how landscape identity can be constructed to provide inspiration for rural
development. The narratives also demonstrate the importance of a central gathering place,
where ‘things happen’ enabling the creation of new memories to build a community’s self-
esteem.

Coherent narratives of place-dependent, sustainable rural development are lacking in the
academic literature (Horlings, 2016), especially in post-Soviet countries such as Latvia. This
narrative of transformation in a small village in the ‘middle of nowhere’ demonstrates how
a spiral of despair and low self-esteem can be reversed through place-shaping practices that
develop landscape identity. It has brought hope, aided the development of small businesses
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and the revitalisation of old buildings for community use and inspiration. Rural development
quality of life indicators often focus on economic or service improvements and not landscape
identity that anchors people to place. Kaldabruņa’s transformation has taken many years, driven
by the long-term commitment of a determined leader, which does not fit readily with funders’
short-term objectives or funding cycles. It is therefore important to highlight the need for slow
sustainable development that initially focuses on building esteem and the ability of inhabitants
to collaborate by reconnecting people to their landscape.

Conclusions

Stobbelaar and Pedroli’s Landscape Identity Circle is a helpful tool in studies on the dynamic
relationship of people to landscapes changes. The four quadrants approach enables the develop-
ment of a balanced picture of the factors contributing to a community’s connection to its land-
scape. The factors encapsulate the different layers and scales involved in developing identity,
highlighting both strengths and weaknesses.

This study highlights how the process elaborated in Horlings (2016) contributed to the
success seen in development of the Kaldabruņa landscape, both physical and existential.
Through the activities of the local NGO it was shown how re-appreciation, re-grounding and
re-positioning can create a new and revitalised community landscape identity. From the
holistic overview of the Landscape Identity Circle it was possible to draw out the strands
contributing to this re-appreciation, re-grounding and re-postitioning of the community
within the landscape they live and work in; how both personal and corporate views
combined to produce fresh significance leading to new initiatives benefiting the community.

As we have shown, the Landscape Identity Circle allows comprehensive multi-level analysis of
a community in a more comprehensive manner, elucidating those anchors holding the people to
that place. Combining this analysis with Horling’s sustainable place-shaping practices allows
a holistic assessment of the landscape-based development of the area and its potential for
sustainable development into the future. By combining these two approaches it revealed how
new traditions were constructed from physical and existential elements within the landscape.
Through the process that Horlings described the community has breathed fresh life into old
traditions based on meanings attached to places and landscape elements. Through this process
they have brought hope for the future that helps to overcome past traumas in a country lacking
many positive examples. The sense of belonging is the glue keeping a community together and
working towards their future leading to a renovation of landscape features. Harnessing the good-
will of the local inhabitants through cooperative behaviour also demonstrates how cultural land-
scapes can be redeemed, when cooperative behaviour is still often equated with the kolkhoz.

As Loupa-Ramos et al. (2016) highlight, the ‘local’ has been valued through Rural
Development Policies at European and regional levels, with protection of less outstanding
landscapes and heritage. Ūdenszīmes is an example of successful valorisation of local land-
scapes in the ‘middle of nowhere’ and is having a significant impact on a small local
community. It is leading to spin-offs in terms of small-scale businesses, attracting visitors,
raising self-esteem and stemming the flow of locals away from the area, counter to the
experience of small villages situated outside of the greater Riga area. By removing landscape
elements that encapsulated despair Ūdenszīmes was able to bring hope. By reconnecting
inhabitants to the historical connections present in the landscape, they have brought
a sense of pride. This evolving landscape, both physically and culturally in a small, rural
Latvian community has played an important role in the formation of a revitalised (landscape)
identity. As Buchecker, Hunziker, & Kienast (2003) states, landscapes and societal changes
have to co-evolve. Using these two approaches has enabled the process of coevolution to be
analysed in Kaldabruņa. Further studies are needed to show if these analyses are helpful in
areas where development has stalled.
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Abstract: This paper uses the tripartite place attachment framework to examine six rural parishes
across Estonia and Latvia. Existing analyses/frameworks on participatory processes often neglect the
complexity of relationships that rural residents have to their local environments. From a qualitative
analysis of face-to-face, semi-structured interviews with case study area inhabitants (23 interviews in
Estonia and 27 in Latvia), we depict varying degrees of attachment of individuals to each other and
to the place in which they live and their readiness to participate in terms of willingness and ability to
participate in a landscape-scale management process. Attachment to the local area was strongest
where the social ties were strongest, independent of their sociogeographical features. Social ties were
strong where there were good family connections or strong religious or cultural institutions. Taking
individual parishes and engaging inhabitants through in-depth interviews using place attachment
analysis gives an overall perspective of life in that rural location. These findings reveal important
connections within the communities with the potential for planners to engage with local inhabitants
and possible barriers to participation.

Keywords: qualitative social network analysis; participatory landscape processes; tripartite framework;
social ties; barriers to engagement

1. Introduction

1.1. Background

Estonia and Latvia, two of the Baltic States, have undergone significant, intense social
transformations. The greatest of these was experienced during the years of Soviet domination
between 1944 and 1991 that impacted rural community structure and management [1–3]. The small,
independent farms in the countryside were reorganised into collective or state farms, (kolkhoz or sovkhoz)
and landowners were forced to give up their land to become employees with regular hours and social
benefits. Agricultural engineers were trained to manage the resulting large units that encompassed
many farmsteads. The structure of the landscape was substantially changed as wetlands were drained,
new road infrastructure built and urban-style housing constructed in new village centres, complete
with shops and administrative/cultural houses [2,4]. On regaining independence in 1991, another
social transformation took place as the collective farms were quickly dismantled, causing mass rural
unemployment and depopulation. Many of the large farm buildings became redundant, littering the
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post-Soviet countryside with derelict buildings [2,3]. Previous landowners or their descendants were
allowed to reclaim their land, however, they often lacked the skills or investment needed to modernise
them [5–7].

Landscape regulation aimed at preventing unacceptable changes or mediating conflict has a long
history [8]. Post-Second World War, the new Soviet state provided everything through centralised land
planning policies [9]. This modernist approach regarded the world as a predictable machine through
the application of scientific methods [10]. This was a strong feature of the system into which Estonia
and Latvia were incorporated, where Soviet ideology sought to bend nature to its bidding [3,11,12].
This reductionist thinking did not envisage people being attached to places amidst a “complex web
of non-linear relationships and multiple interactions” [13] (p. 170) or crossing existing geographical
boundaries of rural landscapes [14].

Kyle et al. [15] proposed that planners move beyond the modernist idea that landscapes are
a collection of attributes to be manipulated to one that was sensitive to inhabitants’ relationship
to place. Likewise, Dorning et al. [16] argued there is a need to integrate human perceptions and
decision-making processes regarding landscapes, to better understand land change processes in order
to support landscape planning. Various conventions and policies, such as the Aarhus Convention
and the European Landscape Convention, aimed to close the distance between decision-makers
and inhabitants who live and work within the landscape by developing new policies encouraging
stakeholder participation within a flexible framework [17–19]. Participatory processes, however, are
not a panacea for successful stakeholder integration in development. Failure to identify relevant
stakeholders or consider their attachment to place glosses over sociopolitical contexts and risks the
unidentified stakeholders negatively impacting a project in the future [14,20,21].

It is widely recognised that administrations need to move from government to governance [9] to
improve local knowledge integration, local population empowerment, improved process legitimacy
and increased trust [20,22,23]. However, countries, such as Estonia and Latvia, which are transitioning
from a strong centralised system with modernist paradigms, often lack the political will, resources or
skills to move to an enabling role. This contributes to failures in collaborative policymaking or results
in ineffective policies [9,10,23].

In addition, alienated, distrustful and deprived communities often lack the confidence to
participate; they also lack the political or socioeconomic infrastructure and knowledge base required to
organise representative citizen groups [23–25]. A prerequisite for successful landscape management is
the ability of the local population to be able to express their opinions and perspectives about their local
landscapes [26]. Previous poorly implemented participatory approaches and historical tensions also
raise barriers to development [9,25,27], requiring a need for flexible policies and the development of
participatory tools [18,23]. The political nature of landscape, e.g., the multiple stakes, power relations
and conflicts associated with it, necessitates that these aspects are made more explicit in practical
landscape planning [28].

Participatory processes require an understanding of the narratives people build. These narratives
influence how people perceive their landscape, how they believe it should be managed and their
willingness to engage in planning processes [14,16]. Policies, therefore, need to incorporate residents’
stories, emotional bonds formed by traditions, sensory experiences and memories to set the place
attachment in context, so that inhabitants feel listened to [29–32]. As Scannell and Gifford [33] explain,
memories are the most commonly expressed benefits connected to place, thus it is important that
these are strengthened. As the roots developed during childhood are long-lasting and shape adult
identity [32], it could be argued children should be included in development planning too.

Landscape-scale management activities may threaten emotional bonds to a place depending on
how the process is perceived and there is, therefore, a need to understand the landscape from a human
perspective [34]. As Butler [35] states, planners often miss the subjective, intimate, lived-experience of
inhabitants. Values that are disregarded or missed in the early planning stages are rarely incorporated
later in the decision-making process, so it is important they are included at the start [35]. Poorly
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applied management processes can generate negative reactions, where people experience deep distress
as either nostalgia, a longing for a cultural setting in the past where a person felt at home, or solastalgia,
a period of mourning where an individual feels isolated in their own home environment, or both [36].
As Scannell and Gifford argue, these “broken or ‘stretched’ place bonds” can cause issues with physical
health [33] (p. 256). Thus, successful integration of relevant stakeholders that integrates community
values sensitive to their local needs is required in a trusting environment [21,30,37].

Developing collaborative landscape management in rural Latvia and Estonia requires understanding

• rural communities, their history and the issues they consider important,
• the networks, embedded in heterogeneous communities with diverse views and vested

interests, and
• an individual’s degree of attachment to the physical environment and the community context that

influences the intensity of association and how they participate [13,14,21].

These transformations have had an impact on how rural residents relate to place and their
attachment to it [38]. Place attachment refers to the emotional bond that connects people to a place and
that develops over time as people interact with the landscape [39]. Landscapes become associated with
memories that support a connection to the past or to a community, creating a sense of belonging and
anchoring people to that place. However, in Estonia and Latvia the authors suggest that, as a result of
the social transformations, such place attachment is not strong, leading to weak communities and a
lack of interest in planning the future of rural landscapes. Given that public participation in landscape
management decisions is one of the key aims the European Landscape Convention, as well as national
policy, a better understanding of how the bonds of people to place and how community landscape
values develop can be helpful for effective policymaking [40].

1.2. Theoretical Framework

Place attachment is not often fixed to one place and people may have multiple places of
belonging [31,32]. Internalised landscape values, set within the context of family and culture and the
place itself, begin to be shaped in childhood. Multiple anchors are formed [31], inextricably linked
with love, grief, pleasure and security, contributing to an individual’s identity, “This is what shaped
me. It was shaping my identity. It was shaping who I was, who I am” [32] (p. 17).

The place-based values formed over time are important in guiding environmental evaluations that
lead individuals to attach to or reject a place later in life and influence their choice of residence [32,33].
As mobility patterns change, people demonstrate varying adaptability to new environments depending
on their ability to maintain a sense of continuity or by putting down anchors in a new place or
situation [29,38]. Place attachment is also influenced by the mobility of others in a person’s social circle
or the degree to which a place meets their needs at a particular life-stage [36,41].

Healthy, confident and open communities need bridging, bonding and linking social capital [42].
Bridging social capital consists of the bonds to groups with differing interests across communities.
Bonding social capital reflects the ties to close friends and family or with people of similar interests.
Linking social capital is the engagement with external agencies to influence policies or draw in resources.
In Estonia and Latvia these bonds and ties were weakened or lost as a result of the mistrust built during
the Soviet era and the post-independence chaos, where some people benefitted more than others [12].

Place attachment is generally stronger in rural than in urban areas because rural inhabitants
choose their home or decide to stay based on factors other than the proximity to services and access
to employment [43]. As Stenseke [21] pointed out, this does not mean they make a homogeneous
unit. Rural place attachment may reflect links to a person’s ancestors or culture; these links strengthen
social capital and a sense of belonging [33,44]. Painful memories also affect the range and quality of
place attachment, so that personal histories within a landscape can be important [29,33,44]. As well
as shaping identity, place attachment can foster a sense of well-being [33,43]. Estonian and Latvian
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place attachment suffered disruption, as the identity of rural people, closely connected to nature and as
stewards of their own land, was forcibly overlain by Soviet ideology [12].

1.3. Research Aims and Objectives

Following the arguments outlined above this paper therefore investigates the role of place
attachment among the residents of six rural communities, three in Estonia and three in Latvia. It seeks
to answer the following questions:

• How do inhabitants, past and present, experience place attachment, the emotional and relational
ties, to the place where they live or grew up?

• What are the push and pull factors affecting continued residence in these rural locations?
• What are the important place-related landscape features and values according to inhabitants, and

how can these be taken into consideration in landscape-scale management decisions?
• How ready are the communities to participate in (rural/spatial) development?

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Analytical Framework

While past research has often outlined the rules governing landscape development, they rarely
describe the landscape and its construction over time that captures the dynamic changing nature of
place attachment [29]. Studies of place attachment have focused on the people-people relationships,
ignoring people-place relationships and how place attachment develops [44]. Place attachment, along
with place identity and dependence, feeds into this sense of place providing anchors to a place [44–46].

Narratives are important in understanding development of people-place attachment and how that
is interpreted by individuals [29,47]. Qualitative investigations are therefore needed to understand the
nuances of the different patterns that shape place attachment across time and aid understanding of
responses to proposed changes [29,33].

Scannell and Gifford’s tripartite framework of place attachment [48] supports the investigation of
the beliefs and values embodied in place attachment and the processes by which they are acquired.
It captures the place attachment values embedded in the social networks of a place, from the individual
networks to the wider networks. It allows greater attention to be given to the memories connecting
people to a place, because these are important to place attachment and well-being [33]. Through
questions based on the framework, the cultural and political influences can be elucidated and a
narrative of place constructed. It can also be used to determine people’s willingness to engage in
management decisions regarding their landscapes and participation barriers.

The analysis of the results was developed from the themes that emerged from the interviews
based on Scannell and Gifford’s tripartite framework.

2.2. Case Study Areas

Three rural parishes in Estonia (vald1) and three in Latvia (pagasts2) were chosen as case studies
(see Figure 1). The rural parish is the level that most inhabitants associate with. The aim of the study
was to compare and contrast parishes with good access to markets and other resources with remoter,
marginal ones. Defining rurality is fluid, as parishes close to cities have a primarily dormitory function
and residents are urbanised as well as having higher tax revenues [49]. Road infrastructure is also
important for giving access to other resources. Latvia has been slow to utilise European Union road

1 Vald (pl. vallad) is the smallest administrative subunit in Estonia. Many of the smaller vallad have now been amalgamated
into larger subunits. In this paper the original smaller unit was examined.

2 Pagasts (pl. pagasti) was the smallest administrative subunit in Latvia. Administrative reform in 2009 merged pagasti into
larger subunits called Novadi (sing. Novads).
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infrastructure funding; consequently, minor rural roads are in a poor state. To avoid these urban and
infrastructure influences, parishes more than 60 km from the nearest large town and either on a main
inter-city route or in a peripheral area were chosen.

The Estonian case study parishes, Adavere and Lustivere, lie in the same municipality, close to the
main road between Tallinn, the Estonian capital, and Tartu, the second-largest city. Each parish shows
commonalities and differences within a single municipality and similar logistical conditions. Similarly,
two corresponding Latvian parishes with similar geographic positions were selected for comparison.
Tūja and Svētciems, in the same municipality, are situated on the highway linking the Latvian capital,
Rı̄ga with Tallinn. Both peripheral parishes were chosen for their strong and distinctive religious and
cultural aspects, contrasting with the country’s main culture and being close to border areas. Obinitsa,
in Estonia is populated by the Seto minority and close to the Russian border, has a strong Orthodox
tradition, and Dagda, in the Latgalian region of Latvia close to the Belarussian and Russian borders,
has a strong Catholic tradition.
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The parishes varied in population from 135 to 2178, with limited employment opportunities and
limited resources (see Table 1).

Table 1. An outline of resources in each parish.

Area Population School Public Resources Commercial Facilities Main Employment

Estonia

Adavere 567 Primary school
kindergarten

Cultural centre, library
sports centre, doctor

Small grocery store,
petrol station, chemists

School, grocery store,
agricultural work, most
work in Põltsamaa (the
nearest large town)

Lustivere 444 Primary school,
kindergarten

Cultural centre, school has
a gym and stadium

Small grocery store,
visiting hairdresser

School, grocery store, local
agricultural enterprise,
most work in Põltsamaa

Obinitsa 135 Kindergarten
Cultural centre, museum,
gym, library, ATM, local
church, doctor

Post office, hairdresser,
small grocery store,
bakery

Stores, local agriculture

Latvia

Tūja 298 None Library, meeting hall 2 shops, café Café, shops

Svētciems 379 Kindergarten Library with meeting hall Furniture shop
Shops, most work in
Salacgrı̄va (the nearest
large town)

Dagda 2178 7–19 years
Municipality office, library,
meeting hall/cultural centre,
doctor

3 supermarkets, café
(summer only), chemists,
2 ATMS

Municipality, school, shops
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Landscape management in Estonia and Latvia was subject to Soviet rules from the time of
occupation until independence was regained in 1991. Since then, the countries have followed similar
pathways as they adopted policies in line with the European Union, which they joined in 2004.
Both countries have also ratified the European Landscape Convention, however Latvia ratified the
convention in 2007 and Estonia in 2018. While Estonia agreed in principle with the convention, there
were issues encountered in terminology due to the fact that “landscape” proved difficult to translate
into Estonian. The strategic approach of the European Landscape Convention has impacted the
landscape planning in both countries with an influence on sustainability planning, and protection
of biodiversity and cultural heritage. Although Estonia and Latvia have both formally recoginised
processes to involve the public in planning, many changes occur that do not fall within the spatial
planning system, such as forest management, land management changes, and abandoment etc. Hence,
the impact is fragmented at a sectoral level and policies are not well defined regarding participatory
processes [50].

2.3. Research Methods

Using Scannell and Gifford’s tripartite framework of place attachment [48], the use of
semi-structured interviews was selected as the most appropriate method for the research. Small
populations in each study parish (see Table 1) meant that stratified sampling was not possible, so the
aim was to gain a wide range of opinions from as many people who were willing to participate. The
questions were open-ended and interviewees encouraged to explain their answers; this allowed the
interviewees to talk freely, revealing significant place associations [51]. Figure 2 shows the framework
and the questions posed relevant to each element.
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Since Estonians and Latvians consider themselves introverts, building trust with outsiders is
an issue. To overcome this, “gatekeepers” were identified through authors’ existing networks that
provided access to initial interviewees; this was followed by the snowball method, where each



199

Land 2019, 8, 125 7 of 24

interviewee suggested other people worth speaking to. As Palang et al. [11] and Storie and Bell [25]
note, the snowball method is justified in post-Soviet Estonia and Latvia in order to gain trust, but care
was taken to avoid network homogeneity [20]. Interviewers also sought out local inhabitants who are
in contact with a wide variety of inhabitants, such as activists, librarians, shopworkers and school staff
to gain insight into the wider population.

Interview data was collected between 2015 and 2017 by Estonian and Latvian research
assistants. Twenty-three face-to-face interviews were conducted in Estonia (Lustivere—6, Adavere—7,
Obinitsa—24). Thirty-four individual interviews took place while one interview in Obinitsa was
conducted with a group of three people. Twenty-seven face-to-face interviews were conducted in
Latvia (Dagda—14, Tūja—6, Svētciems—7). Twenty-six were interviews with a single person and one
interview in Dagda was conducted with a group of two. All interviews were conducted in Estonian or
Latvian and each was recorded, except for two interviews where detailed notes were made instead.

2.4. Data Analysis

The interviews were transcribed and each coded using Qualitative Data Analysis (QDA) Miner
LITE software [52] or Text Analysis Markup System (TAMS) Analyzer for Macintosh OSX [53]. The
codes used in the transcripts were grouped according to the themes that emerged. All analysis was
conducted in the relevant native language and translated into English.

3. Results

The results from each parish demonstrated a unique combination of characteristics that determined
how well the community functioned and their capacity to develop. Some parishes in close proximity
demonstrated striking differences, potentially influencing how landscape planning is presented to the
community and the ease of integrating local stakeholders in the process. A short introduction to each
parish, elicited from the interviews, is followed by an analysis comparing the spheres of society and
external influences that play an important role in place attachment (Table 2 gives an overview of the
sections and subsections).

Table 2. Details of the following results sections and subsections.

Section Subsection

3.1 Introduction

3.1.1. Lustivere

3.1.2. Adavere

3.1.3 Obinitsa

3.1.4 Tūja

3.1.5 Svētciems

3.1.6 Dagda

3.2 Spheres within society

3.2.1. Individual

3.2.2. Family

3.2.3. Wider Community

3.2.4 Community cohesion

3.3. Influences on place attachment

3.3.1 Culture

3.3.2 Religion

3.3.3 Characteristics of Place

3.3.4 Sense of home and childhood memories

3.3.5 The importance of location

3.3.6 Participation in local community politics
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3.1. Introduction

Many of the interviewees grew up under the Soviet system and experienced first-hand the intense
social transformations. The following short sections are an overview of the key aspects identified by
the interviewees.

3.1.1. Lustivere

Lustivere is situated in a strategic location close to the Tartu–Tallinn road, providing a quiet
environment away from heavy traffic but with convenient access to cities. Inhabitants were proud
of the 2013 Estonian Village of the Year award. The parish has a low resident turnover and few
available apartments for new residents. Inhabitants, however, are increasingly working away from
home; therefore, they are not available for community events.

3.1.2. Adavere

Adavere is also considered a strategic location due to its position on the Tartu-Tallinn road;
however, some interviewees felt the road dissected the village centre. Inhabitants rarely related to
issues outside their own sphere of interest and there was little interest in landscape planning at a larger
scale. Interviews revealed distrust at multiple levels and an incohesive community.

3.1.3. Obinitsa

Obinitsa is situated in southeast Estonia and includes a Seto community, an indigenous ethnic
and linguistic group with a strong cultural identity. The identity was maintained throughout the
oppressive Soviet era and subsequent border issues. There are some current internal issues with a
group “holding onto power” from the Soviet era.

3.1.4. Tūja

Tūja is a coastal parish situated on the main road between Riga, the Latvian capital and Tallinn,
the Estonian capital. It is mainly dependent on summer visitors for its economy and has a large
second-home ownership.

3.1.5. Svētciems

Svētciems is a coastal parish situated on the main Riga/Tallinn road. Many inhabitants formerly
worked at the nearby fishing kolkhoz in Salacgrı̄va during the Soviet era. It is a close-knit community
where neighbours consider each other friends.

3.1.6. Dagda

Dagda is situated in southeast Latvia. Its population increased during the Soviet era when several
factories opened, but these have since closed. Family relationships were strong with many former
residents returning for family events and holidays. The municipality encouraged young families to
stay in Dagda by filling positions with local people where possible.

3.2. Spheres Within Society

3.2.1. Individual

Generally, interviewees valued the benefits of rural lifestyles (see Table 3). They valued the peace
away from the city rush and the space and freedom to pursue rural activities like growing vegetables.
They felt out of place in the busy cities. One interviewee considered himself richer than his friends
overseas with larger incomes, because he was his own master and life abroad was costly.
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Table 3. Sense of rural identity.

Rural Identity

Lustivere

I am completely a rural person. We grow
cucumbers, cabbages, potatoes by
ourselves. I could not imagine things
otherwise (Male 58).

I am a rural person. Perhaps with having
children I have realized that rural life has
more values, but I have never had the need
to make a popular decision to “go rural”
since I have always been a rural type
(Female 36).

Adavere

In the city you bump into people. I am
shoved and pushed more during one day
than I am here for a whole year. I have
freedom here. (Female 78).

Generally, I am not such a . . . crowd person.
I like to do things alone or things where I
have my friends by my side (Female 62).

Obinitsa
When I go to the city, I always want to
come back as soon as possible. The city
life is horrible (Male 64).

When I go to the city sometimes, I get tired
fast and I am much more calm here. I
would not ever want to go and live there
(Female 30).

Tūja

In a city I am only a guest for a few days, I
like living here, I like the people here,
nature, and I wouldn’t want to live in a
city (Female 51).

I don’t like Riga; it is just for work (Male 45).

Svētciems
I always would want to live close to sea,
close to nature. I don’t like big city’s rush
and noise (Female 34).

I have not lived in a big city, and I wouldn’t
want to (Male 47).

Dagda
I wouldn’t want to live in the city with all
the noise and the rush and the public
transport (Female 26).

I don’t like big cities; I have tried to live
there but if you don’t like them you cannot
maintain yourself there (Male 28).

Many former rural inhabitants wished to return with their families. They felt children had freedom
growing up in the countryside. Some, however, preferred the rhythm of city life during the week and
the countryside at weekends. Adavere and Obinitsa inhabitants tended to value the private aspect of
rural environments. In Adavere, many preferred to keep their distance rather than joining community
activities. Younger inhabitants in Dagda and Svētciems, however, wanted to leave, as they felt the
countryside was boring.

Individuals displayed resilience and adaptability to cope with the limited employment
opportunities. For example, some developed self-employment opportunities in tourism in Tūja
and Obinitsa; one Dagda inhabitant combined business consultancy by selling real estate and managing
his parents’ farm. In Dagda inhabitants displayed adaptability by taking employment offered through
their local networks. One graduate in languages, working for the local Dagda paper, explained,

It is not really the job I want to do myself, but it is a very small town and because I do want to live
here in my native hometown, I should take all the possibilities I can for a job. (Female 26)

3.2.2. Family

Family relationships were important for strengthening place attachment and providing supportive
networks. In Obinitsa and Dagda many people returned for family reunions and events, such as Jān, i,
the mid-summer festival in Dagda, and cemetery celebrations like Paasapäiv in Obinitsa. Lustivere
and Svētciems interviewees expressed a good connection to both family and neighbours.

Family ties within the community in Adavere were weaker, with many people moving to the
prestigious sovkhoz during the Soviet period or, more recently, into the area for cheaper housing.
In Dagda family ties remained strong despite an expansion in the 1960s with incomers to the new
factories; this may reflect the strong Catholic background in the area.

Family roots created a feeling of home, and many interviewees had fond childhood memories.
These roots encouraged circular migration, as some took temporary employment, arranged through
social networks, to overcome financial difficulties or for education but returned later.
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I moved to Ireland for three years and I came back because I missed home. It is easier to fight the
struggles over here. (Female 26)

In Latvia and Estonia some families became separated after the Soviet Union collapsed, as
borders were created that were once porous. For example, the Seto people are divided by the
Russian/Estonian border; therefore, easy access to the major trade and ancestral centre was severed.
One resident explained,

Our centre used to be Pechory and . . . even if not on a daily basis, on weekends, almost everyone
would have some business there. You would go to the church or the marketplace. People who engaged
in agriculture could sell their products there. (Male 51, Obinitsa)

3.2.3. Wider Community

Place-based relationships anchor people to an area and interviewees highlighted the advantages
of living in a village where people know each other. This contrasted with city life where it is possible
to disappear.

The Estonian is a recluse, does not want to communicate that much, but this is different living in a
village. Because in the village we know which porridge is on the table in another farm, and if they
have troubles or worries, we would know. (Female 82, Obinitsa)

In Lustivere, Obinitsa and Dagda, many wished to contribute to the positive atmosphere by
participating in community or family activities. However, involvement was limited due to work and
family commitments, limited local educational opportunities and health issues. In Adavere, opinions
were divided; some interviewees enjoyed being part of the community and others felt threatened by
local social issues.

When I think of Adavere, there is a wide range of people who go from place to place. Rootless people
who live in these apartments. (Female 62 Adavere)

Common issues in all parishes were alcoholism, rural depopulation and declining agricultural
employment due to increased mechanisation. Fewer workers meant decreasing social circles as
inhabitants moved away, leaving many feeling isolated.

You could see back then, when you looked out of the window, there were lights on in neighbouring
households and someone was in there. But now there is silence. You don’t hear the cows; this makes
me sad. (Male 55, Obinitsa)

3.2.4. Community Cohesion

Social cohesion and the ability to integrate newcomers varied between parishes. For example,
despite Lustivere and Adavere’s close proximity, they differed markedly in attitudes. Interviewees in
Lustivere were open and worked together for the common good, developing pride and trust, spurred
on by winning the Village of the Year award and by well-known and approachable local activists.

In Adavere, however, a criminal reputation caused fear and distress.

There is a local generation of criminals; a few of them even are our neighbours. There has been an
increasing rate of delinquents. These people are the cause of fear. There are also some “mean” locals.
(Female 56)

Activists were working hard to encourage greater cohesion in the community and one
activist complained:

I can never respect those who say, “Oh how horrible it is here in Adavere”. I mean . . . what do you do
in order for it not to be horrible? (Female 44)
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However, there was pride in the local Adavere speed skating scene, where local skaters represented
Estonia internationally. Some residents were willing to organise and participate in park maintenance
but generally, activism was low due to the community’s individualistic and private nature.

I don’t think community-wise. I am very individualistic, only what involves myself. (Female 62)

Obinitsa had a tight-knit society based on a strong Seto identity, but interviewees tended to view
local non-Seto people, who had moved to work in the sovkohoz, as lazy and unwilling to participate
in community activities. The Seto were cautious and reserved by nature. “Let’s see first how things
progress” is a common saying. However, they saw their Seto and Estonian identities as intertwining
and enhancing each other. “I have always had the feeling that a good Seto is a good Estonian” (Male
55). There was also a desire to pass on the Seto culture across generations.

Tūja experienced issues with seasonal influxes of visitors, contributing to a waste disposal problem
and differences between permanent inhabitants, wishing to develop the area, and second-home owners,
resulting in a fragmented community. Some interviewees felt that second-home owners had a sense of
entitlement that culminated in restricting beach access and limiting bike lane provision.

They basically buy a house by the seashore and they think that the sea is theirs. (Male 45)

No cultural, historical or religious groups were reported by residents in Svētciems, but there is
a football club where younger people socialise. Svētciems and Dagda interviewees emphasised the
friendliness of local people, particularly in Svētciems.

Here we know each other, we help each other out when it is necessary and when we have the chance.
My neighbours and colleagues are my friends. (Female 34)

Some locals in Svētciems, though, were described as troublesome, “like guerrillas (partizans), always
calling and making suggestions for change” and not helping with community activities (Male 53).

Dagda inhabitants consisted of various nationalities—Latvian, Belorussian, Russian, and
Polish—who all got along well. Some inhabitants retired to Dagda from Rı̄ga, as properties were
cheaper. Workforce quality was considered a problem, as many residents were elderly, unqualified, or
had social problems, such as alcoholism.

The social environment is not good here and that is why people go away and it goes in circles. (Male 28)

3.3. Influences on Place Attachment

3.3.1. Culture

Estonian and Latvian identity is strongly tied to the culture of theatre, song and dance with
widespread participation in groups, across ages and from local to international levels. Some interviewees
believed that cultural activities, particularly in the Estonian parishes and Tūja, brought the community
together where supportive group members played an important role.

Basically it [the theatre group] is about communication. People are coming from different corners
of the parish. They are coming with different problems. There are solutions made while people are
communicating; there are business relationships made. (Female 54, Tūja)

However, participation in cultural activities has diminished due to time constraints, ill health,
and outmigration with people working abroad or in distant cities.

Although politically controversial, older inhabitants generally had positive memories of cultural
activities during the Soviet era. This was evident in Adavere as the esteemed local sovkhoz was well
funded and guided by an enthusiastic leader who maintained social and cultural activities within
the community.



204

Land 2019, 8, 125 12 of 24

I don’t want to sing an ode to the Soviet era, but ... the sovkhoz . . . they financed culture. It had a
culture centre, it had decent workers; they were invited, they had theatre, whatever. It was strongly
represented. When it collapsed, there wasn’t that inner drive anymore that would’ve kept it all together.
(Female 56)

However, some had negative recollections:

When the Soviets came, then things changed. Initially even when they worked in the kolkhoz, they
would go and sing after work. You could hear how women sang while returning, they were leelo-ing.
Then in the second year all the singing disappeared. Everyone realised what had hit us. (Female 82,
Obinitisa)

When the Soviet regime collapsed, local activists again gained freedom to organise local
cultural activities.

Some make a living out of culture. You don’t have anything to fear now. Before you were afraid,
because if you emphasised your culture too much, you could’ve been repressed. Now you don’t have to
fear that, just do it. (Male 51, Obinitsa)

In Obinitsa, the Seto Societies united the Seto people through an intensive cultural schedule,
including choral singing, dancing, handicraft workshops, theatre plays and film productions. The
Seto Society published literature on Seto culture and architecture. The older generations remembered
the rituals performed by their ancestors and the land was rich in cultural symbols, such as historic
graveyards and weirs (see Table 4). Natural areas often had their own unique tales and legends.

Table 4. Obinitsa traditions.

Obinitsa Traditions

Traditions Connected to Nature

My grandmother used to go to the forest, and she communicated with
the forest god. The first berry would always be left for the forest god
and the first mushroom (Female 82).

Even nowadays they believe that when you wash your eyes in the
stream of Meeksi, it will heal your vision (Female 30).

Community Traditions

Interviewee 1: Yes, we have watchful eyes here: “Why are you working
on a holiday?” Interviewee 2: It is very important to follow these
traditions. They will tell you if you make an error (Female 37).
Interviewee 1: But you should not take it as a negative thing. Since the
youth have their busy lives, they come and help you. You should not
take the scolding seriously. (Group interview with Female 30
[interviewee 1] and Female 30 [interviewee 2]).

Architectural Traditions
We used to have those wooden gates, which are now made of iron.
Wooden curtain rods have also been replaced with metal. A lot of
archaic things have been replaced (Female 52).

Borrowed Traditions The Setu folk have a lot of things borrowed from the Russians. Words,
choice of colours, clothing. They are quite close by (Female 37).

The Lustivere Village Society foundation was considered an important local milestone and a
unifying feature for the whole parish. Schools also played an important role in cultural, sporting and
outdoor activities. The Lustivere school organised a summer camp promoting environmental care
through outdoor work activities. In Dagda, a teacher set up a ping-pong club and in Adavere, the
school played a central role in community building through school plays, which is important in a
community lacking community cohesion.

3.3.2. Religion

Generally, church influence was low, except in the peripheries; Obinitsa has a strong Russian
Orthodox presence and Dagda has a strong Catholic presence. Some locals in Obinitsa observed the
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Estonian neo-pagan religion (Maausk) with local sacred places, such as groves, trees and boulders.
In Obinitsa, many gathered for the frequent church events demonstrating the corporate nature of
religious observance in this area. This contrasted with the personal nature of religious observance in
Dagda, where many interviewees mentioned they attended church on a regular basis.

I go for inner peace; basically I simply have to do that because I am a Christian. Not that I really like it
or enjoy it, I simply need to. (Male 39, Dagda)

In Obinitsa church events were a traditional way to socialise, especially the religious holiday
Paasapäiv (Transfiguration Day). Families gathered from all over Estonia and Russia to picnic at their
ancestral graves to remember and honour them. Despite the Soviet era, the Setos continued to observe
Paasapäiv, as the partorg (Communist Party local branch leader during the Soviet era) organised the
work schedule around the holiday and planned his vacation accordingly.

3.3.3. Characteristics of Place

A quiet natural landscape with fresh air was important to many interviewees (see Table 5).
Interviewees described feelings of peace, freedom, happiness and satisfaction. Solitude was also
mentioned as a reason for living in Adavere, Obinitsa and Svētciems. One interviewee stated:

It is peaceful, it is calm, there is nature and there is everything you need. There is a grocery store, a
doctor, there’s a pharmacy, and the big city is not for me. (Male 73, Dagda)

Table 5. Connection to a Physical Place.

Connection to a Physical Place

Lustivere

It is kept tidy. The park is
very tidy. The pond has a
fish ladder, it is lovely. The
human factor. It is beautiful
(Female 36).

Clean air, birdsong,
peace, quiet . . . which
keeps the person healthy
(Female 36).

I think Lustivere is a beautiful
place. There is a manor park
where one can walk which is
definitely a plus. There are many
pleasant places near Umbusi river
and plenty of springs around
(Female 60).

Adavere

I don’t say that I go to the
countryside every time. But
it is a safe place to retreat to,
I know that (Female 56).

I don’t know... the peace
and quiet. I like when I
go to jog in spring and
how the first flood water
is gurgling (Female 20).

When we go and clean the park
with our school staff and students,
then the elderly ones always join
in (Female 44).

Obinitsa

I think this liberty and a
greater personal space
[connects me to this place].
But then again, I notice that
those who come here, don’t
really engage in [local events
as much as] perhaps those
who have been here their
entire life (Male 55).

I like the varying
landscape. Vast plains so
you can see far. And
then there are those hills
and valleys. And there
are lakes, river Piusa.
The riverbanks are
beautiful, those
sandstone cliffs. And old
water wheel ruins. The
sandsea of Piusa is also
close by, even though it
is artificial. But it is a
lovely place (Female 24).

You can do your own thing. There
is room to breathe (Male 40).
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Table 5. Cont.

Connection to a Physical Place

Tūja

It has been my family’s
property from somewhere
around 1890s, so a long time
ago (Male 45).

You can see the beach,
the forest, these bicycle
lanes and these old roads
that do not have any
asphalt they go right
beside the seashore. So,
if anyone wants to see
something beautiful, he
will because each place
has its own beauty
(Female 51).

I like the sea, so we decided to
build a house here (Female 56).

Svētciems

It is hard to say; it is just my
home now. I have lived all
my life in this area, I always
would want to live close to
sea, close to nature (Female
34).

As my house is close to
the sea, I can say that the
place I work, is not so far.
Basically, you can say I
work at home (Male 72).

I have lived all my life in this area,
I always would want to live close
to sea, close to nature. [Female 34]

Dagda

I want my children to grow
up here because it is much
better here in Latgale, not so
much polluted air (Female
26).

It is a place of many
islands there are many
important sites in Dagda
. . . it is very special . . .
(Female 57).

I cannot imagine (living)
anywhere else, the people, the
nature is unique in such a small
place. For example when my
daughter brought her fiancé here
for the first time I told him, “Oh
wait I will take you to Dagda’s
park,” and he was amazed and
said, “The whole of Dagda is like a
park, do you still have a special
place called a park?” (Female 64)

Although many interviewees disliked the large agricultural operations’ practices of using chemicals,
they preferred the neat and tidy appearance to encroaching scrub. It was considered an improvement
on Soviet agricultural practices which led to water pollution and negative impacts on biodiversity and
nitrate sensitive areas.

The flat agricultural landscape in Lustivere and Advere with some forest stands was considered
unremarkable, but still valued.

When you think about it, there is not much to say about it. But this “ordinary” landscape has its own
charms as well. (Female 50, Lustivere)

Also,

When you look at the grain field moving in the wind. Is there anything more beautiful than that?
(Female 78, Adavere)

Some interviewees disliked the Adavere landscape, describing it as “lousy”; some expressed
concern about the highway that cut through the village.

What is a whole different topic is the highway. I don’t even want to talk about that. This divides the
community and goes right through these beautiful fields here . . . splits them in half. (Female 44)

Interviewees appreciated Obinitsa’s hilly terrain, as it favoured the more traditional extensive
farming, which they preferred.

The current technology cannot handle the hills and cultivate these. But otherwise . . . in every possible
place they push their ploughs into the soil and start cultivating. Only our unique landscape keeps
them at bay. (Male 51)
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Coastal erosion in Tūja was a concern: the local lighthouse, which was 60 metres away from the
sea 35 years ago, now stands in the water:

The sea is coming towards the land. My basement door is 2 metres away from the beach. After the
storm, it comes closer and closer. (Female 63)

Inhabitants of both countries joined in national environmental clean-up campaigns at the local
level, but littering was still considered a problem with annual spring-clean campaigns having limited
effect in some places.

Abandoned land and decaying buildings from the Soviet era were common features throughout
Estonia and Latvia as people migrated to the towns or abroad after the restoration of independence.
Recently, foreign-owned companies have purchased land and larger-scale farmers rent extra hectares
from local people, resulting in limited land for farmers wishing to expand. Even though interviewees
in Svētciems described some issues with dangerous buildings, abandoned buildings were not generally
considered an issue. When people migrated, they retained ownership of rural properties or inherited
them from relatives. These properties were maintained but not occupied year-round. Abandonment
was an issue in the more sparsely populated border areas.

There were few environmental problems due to limited industry in the case study areas. The
relatively unpolluted landscape meant that many interviewees could enjoy many rural activities, such
as mushroom and berry picking, gardening, making medicinal herb teas, and fishing. However, felling
in the forests caused distress to local inhabitants demonstrating a lack of cooperation between the state
forest management and local inhabitants or participation in the decision-making process:

We get confused when we go to pick berries and mushrooms and there is no forest any more.

(Female 53, Dagda)

Some respondents raised issues regarding regulations within Nature Protection Areas; for instance,
one interviewee explained that he was prohibited from cutting firewood, as it would disturb the insects
in the ecosystem.

Where my forest ends is the State forest and the State forest is cut down to the ground. (laughing) and
the bugs do not go any further right? (Male 45, Tūja)

Although generally there are few environmental problems, a leak from a Belarusian chemical
factory upstream from Dagda killed fish in the local river, and there is an ongoing eradication
programme for the dangerous, invasive Siberian hogweed introduced as animal feed during the
Soviet era.

3.3.4. Sense of Home and Childhood Memories

The interviewees’ sense of home generally centred on relationships or an attachment to rurality,
such as the space to grow their own food. Sometimes there was attachment to local features, such as
the Obinitsa valleys, the sea by Tūja and Svētciems and the lakes around Dagda.

Oh, yes, I have lived here all my life. I have been a fisherman all my life. As my house is close to the
sea, I can say that the place I work is not so far. Basically, you can say I work at home. (Male 70,
Svētciems)

The sense of home was unique to each individual, for some a refuge in times of crisis and for some
a source of pride. Obinitsa interviewees had the strongest attachment, which was reflected in their
sense of history that had evolved over a millennium. Their culture is also deeply rooted in the unique
hilly terrain of southeast Estonia, with dense pine forests.

The hills dominate, and from whichever side you approach Obinitsa, you have to cross a valley, a deep
valley. These are exciting valleys; the locals always have some memories connected to them. (Male, 51)
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Many interviewees had fond childhood memories of natural features such as trees, the agricultural
chores, experiencing the rhythms of nature and the freedom of playing in a natural environment (see
Table 6).

Table 6. Childhood memories.

Childhood Memories

Lustivere

I used to go and see where the first primulas
would bloom, where they used to be. I go to
see different flowers. I know where they
bloom during spring (Female 36).

In my youth I used to herd cows and walk
through all the fields with my herd. And
those riverbanks where I played with the
flowers. All of my youth plays a part. It is
probably the reason why I feel connected to
this environment (Female, 60).

Adavere

I am glad that I am from a rural place. I like that I have not grown up in a city. I think it
gives the children so much more when they can grow up in the countryside and play in the
open and have no boundaries. I remember how we had running and bicycling
competitions and played near the fields. I have fond memories of my childhood games and
I think the countryside is a good place to grow up in (Female 20).

Obinitsa

I remember what was done back then. I
remember how we went to the forest when I
was 5, I remember how we visited the
forestry crew. And how we used to make
things of alder bark. And how I rode
downhill with my bicycle and fell over.
And how the locals were speaking their
stories of things that had happened in the
village recently (Male 55).

There are fields. I remember in my
childhood how we would pick the barley
heads when father had harvested and
stored them. And we had to pick it all, it
was taught very early to us. And how we
kept the land when we made hay. It was all
quite spiritual (Female 82).

Svētciems
I cherish that I have had a chance to live so
close to sea and enjoy summers on the
beach (Female 23).

Wonderful childhood! The sea, fresh air,
nature, peace. Memories (Female 49).

Dagda

I have dear memories in the school in
Ezerrnieks by the shore it is very beautiful
and it is in a park and the school itself is like
a historical heritage (Female 53).

I was born here and I couldn’t imagine
living anywhere else (Female 57).

3.3.5. The Importance of Location

During the Soviet era, Adavere had a sovkhoz, a prestigious state farm, and many inhabitants
moved there as farming specialists. Today, its central location close to the main Tallinn-Tartu road
allows some flexibility in employment and its rural nature is considered an important attribute by
interviewees; attitudes were similar in nearby Lustivere.

Tūja is considered a desirable coastal region close enough to Riga to attract tourists. The beach is
an asset, and the local municipality requested a campsite to maintain access to it. Organising facilities
such as public toilets and a lifeguard station proved difficult due to a biosphere reserve and the
coastline’s protected status. Permanent buildings are forbidden within 300 metres of the beach and the
campsite owner complained, “Why do you need a lifeguard building in the forest?”

Dagda interviewees complained that restrictions in Rāzna National Park hindered livelihoods.
Special permission was required to fell trees or build new houses. However, the park’s scientific value
attracted researchers and students. Dagda’s church is also a cultural heritage object restricting possible
changes to windows to combat the winter cold.

3.3.6. Participation in Local Community Politics

One might expect that strong place attachment leads to a willingness to work to improve the
community through active involvement in local politics. However, participation at the local political
level varied between individuals. One interviewee from Tūja area and one from Dagda were deputies,
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some were previously deputies, and one from Tūja and one from Svētciems were referred to as elders
(elected as liaisons between the local authority and the smaller parishes to represent their interests).
Emotions in the community, however, generally ranged from a hopelessness regarding the current
situation to a united resolve that could influence decision-making processes.

Some interviewees in Dagda believed the community could not affect the decision-making process,
because “no one ever speaks up much” (Male 28), and some in the municipality “do what they want to
do and they pretty much don’t do what the society needs and wants” (Male 73). Some suggested there
was nobody able to “fight for society’s needs” (Male 39), as many young adults had left and society
now comprised mainly of elderly residents and local government workers.

In Obinitsa, there was a similar view to the local authorities as it was suggested that several local
projects were initiated without proper consultation or engagement with the local inhabitants, which
resulted in distress.

“Participation is more a formality here. In the end, the municipality acts as they see fit”. (Male,
49 years)

Generally, interviewees stated time constraints limited involvement, but some admitted they do
not “like things complicated” (Male 72, Svētciems), and, “Maybe I am too lazy to do that kind of stuff”
(Male 47, Svētciems). Attending meetings was described as a “headache” (Female 29, Dagda) that
only municipality workers attended. However, people were motivated to participate when an issue
affected them. Efforts to encourage participation in Dagda through meetings in different parishes were
considered a failure as people did not attend, but the elder in Svētciems approached gathering people
together in a different manner.

I will have an event tomorrow (Easter) at my guesthouse, to motivate people to act. I am going to grill
herrings and invite people over like old times. (Male 53, Svētciems)

4. Discussion

The analytical framework proved a useful structure for interviews, generating many insights into
the current composition and issues within communities. As Scannell and Gifford [48] (p. 3) explained,
“the cultural and individual levels of place attachment are not entirely independent”, meaning the
analysis is complex, with many overlapping themes. As our research showed, separating the Process
aspect from Person and Place was inadequate to describe the complex interrelated processes connecting
people to place. The various aspects are more usefully viewed as flowing into each other through a
process of people influencing place and vice versa (see Figure 3).

Scannell and Gifford [48] argue place attachment has a multidimensionality that differs in type
and level, our results show this to be the case. In general, although there are some similarities between
parishes with similar socio-geographical features, a more nuanced picture emerges, embedded in the
networks of the heterogeneous communities with their diverse views and vested interests.

Those choosing to stay in rural areas did so because they preferred the peace and disliked the
city rush. In Adavere the emphasis was on the privacy, whereas in Dagda, Svētciems and Lustivere,
there was emphasis on the positive benefits of a close-knit and friendly community, with Dagda
having the greatest emphasis on family ties. Supportive family networks were important in times of
crises, demonstrating the importance of these networks. Each aspect acted as anchors to the place (see
Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Place attachment can be visualised as anchors, with boats representing the individuals’ trajectory
through life. Each memory, experience and realisation creates an anchor to a place within the context of
individual, family, social, cultural and physical interactions with the place. Anchors can be consciously
raised allowing people to move on or people experience loss, such as the loss of social connections which
may sever the connection to a place, leaving people feeling adrift. This visualisation aims to demonstrate
the fluid nature of place attachment, rather than as a fixed entity. (Source: the authors).

Ryan [34] states that the landscape perspective is important and financial considerations are not
the only push/pull factors; therefore as Butler [35] insists landscape assessment decisions need to
take into account inhabitants’ emotions, networks and actions connected with the landscapes. Rural
people tend to form communities of place rather than communities of interest (common in urban
areas) [48]. As expected, our results showed a strong attachment to the peace of the countryside.
Many interviewees describing themselves as “not city folks”, choosing to live there despite resource
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constraints, up to a point [33,43]; however, financial considerations and family circumstances did take
precedence. This has repercussions for the future regarding inhabitant inflow and outflow caused
by the limited employment opportunities. Inhabitants may identify themselves to be a rural person
independent of a deep connectivity to a particular area but demonstrated settlement identity typical of
a mobile population such as Latvian and Estonian post-Soviet rural societies [38,41,44]. Settlement
identity is where a person is attached to a settlement type, rather than a specific geographical place.

Many interviewees’ current home reminded them of the place where they grew up, or the place to
which they returned after time away. There was evidence of repeated residential mobility or circular
migration as inhabitants took up short-term work opportunities. Whilst some found temporary
migration an enriching experience as they realised the value of home, for some their place attachment
had become tenuous and their well-being suffered when economic constraints took priority and social
opportunities decreased [33,38].

Many interviewees experienced solastalgia, as the place failed to meet all their needs and as
neighbours left the area, creating an increasing sense of isolation. This was exacerbated by the feelings
of hopelessness in being able to affect the changes occurring within their landscapes. Although older
interviewees did not want to return to the Soviet era, they mourned the loss of work and community
associated with those times [36]. Neither did they feel the new governance structures were working
for them or with them, for example the lack of consultation on significant landscape changes. Even
younger interviewees who grew up after the Soviet era ended were worried for the future of the
parishes where they lived as the population declined. Depopulation reduces the strength of attachment,
as community connections decreases, weakening the social anchors to place.

Bailey et al. [29] and Scannell and Gifford [33] suggest that place attachment should be explored
across a person’s lifespan, as previous experiences influence present attachments. Our interviews
illustrated the importance of memories to rootedness in a place. Strong attachments were often centred
on connections to the community through strong bonding social capital, particularly the family circle,
despite family breakdowns and family members working abroad.

The strongest family ties were found in Obinitsa, which reflected attachment to the strong local
culture. As Kizos et al. [42] noted, a combination of bonding, bridging and linking social capital leads
to a more effective participatory and trusting environment. We found this to be true to some extent
but due to the introverted nature of the Latvians and Estonians, stronger family ties were sometimes
at the expense of either local ties or external ties. Adavare had low bonding social capital due to
individualistic attitudes and ties to family living elsewhere. Conversely, Obinitsa had low bridging and
linking social capital due to strong tribal ties (bonding social capital). Both communities experienced
higher levels of mistrust that will influence their ability to cooperate in landscape management decision
processes in the future.

Activities that increased place attachment included working on common tasks such as park
clean-ups or agricultural chores, such as potato harvesting. In Obinitsa and Dagda, local religious
institutions and events were influential in place attachment, providing a supportive role to strengthen
social capital and identity. Family reunions also strengthened place attachment as the space afforded
by the rural homesteads were utilised to reinforce family connections, creating positive memories in a
rural context.

Interviewees had varying levels of attachment and of motivation to participate in community
events and landscape decision-making; some were, or had been, elected representatives and some
were unmotivated and believed it to be a hassle. Readiness to participate appeared to be dependent on
individual motivations and perceptions rather than on attachment to place, as many believed their
individual voices would be unheard if they did participate. This reflects the Soviet influence on the
communities, which many still remember, although even younger interviewees sometimes expressed
hopelessness that decision-making rested with an unresponsive government.

The socioeconomic infrastructure and knowledge base required for participation was lacking, and
while this is changing there are still significant knowledge gaps in moving from authoritative state to
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participatory governance [23]. Top-down authoritarian decision-making—for instance in clear-felling
of forests where people collected berries and mushrooms—is evidence of a lack of cooperation between
the authorities and the local inhabitants requiring a bottom up social innovation to facilitate trust [23].
As Eiter and Vik [26] also explain, some people do not feel comfortable with the format of public
meetings and attendance at meetings can be a problem in rural areas. However, people were motivated
when they believed development or planning would affect them personally.

Place attachment and identity is negotiable through socio-cultural and political processes, where
landscapes are constructed through both global and local impacts. As Arts et al. [14] (p. 451) argue,
“the shaping of landscapes should be the starting point of any governance analysis, and not their fixed
state of the art.” Governance should therefore start with the landscape values of inhabitants, and this
research demonstrates that the application of Scannell and Gifford’s tripartite framework of place
attachment [48] is capable of revealing values that citizens hold and their roles in the landscape that
are needed for more sensitive planning [30,37].

Rogge et al. [9] (p. 335) found “The multitude of actors, the integration of different knowledge
systems and the presence of different policy levels can result in a complex interface”, which was evident
in these six cases. Rogge et al. [9] also explained the necessity to work with multiple stakeholders to
manage the complex issues and to find the “building bricks that shape these processes”. The analyses
summarised here cannot fully address the complexity of each community or the issues they face, but
they give a snapshot of community structure and various avenues for working with communities
by highlighting opportunities and barriers. The key to integrating multiple stakeholders is through
identifying important nodal points where connectivity is highest for effective knowledge transfers.
Building these networks and experience of collaboration will lead to a reduction in the time taken
in participatory processes in the long term [23]. As highlighted in this study, family connections are
strong in some areas and these can be utilised to improve communication, a potential often missed by
landscape managers.

It is important to note that the quality and depth of the interviews improved when interviewers
had prior connections to the area; however, that restricted the choice of sites. Many people are willing to
talk about places they love but high levels of mistrust in Latvia and Estonia often result in a reluctance
to talk. One interview was proceeding slowly until the interviewee realised she knew the interviewer’s
grandmother; her guard then visibly relaxed. Only Svētciems with its more friendly outlook did not
require prior networks.

Gatekeepers, therefore, were important for accessing networks; as Stenseke [21] noted, trusted
relationships are key for successful outcomes. A powerful position in the community was unnecessary
but gatekeepers needed to be well respected. For example, a carer at a local high school, with a
motherly nature and well known to teachers, parents and pupils, both past and present, helped in
gaining access to inhabitants from a wide age range and background. Still, the authors believe that
an influential position could be a hindrance where hostilities exist within communities. Therefore,
the snowball technique was helpful, although as Luyet et al. [2012] notes, care had to be taken to
prevent network homogeneity being reproduced. Attention was given to using multiple entry points,
ensuring that alternative views were taken into account. Shop workers, bus drivers and carers are all
key network entry points into rural life.

5. Conclusions

In this research we asked four questions:

• How do inhabitants, past and present, experience place attachment, the emotional and relational
ties, to the place where they live or grew up?

• What are the push and pull factors affecting continued residence in these rural locations?
• What are the important place-related landscape features and values according to inhabitants and

how can these be taken into consideration in landscape-scale management decisions?
• How ready are the communities to participate in (rural/spatial) development?
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To answer the first research question, our work has revealed the unique place identities of each
small rural community by ensuring a comprehensive overview of place attachment through time
and the effects this attachment had on its inhabitants and the landscape. We have shown that people
demonstrate strong attachment to the local area where the social ties were strongest, such as good
family or neighbour connections or strong religious or cultural institutions, independent of specific
sociogeographical features or proximity to resources.

Regarding the second question, even the communities with the pull factors of strong networks
demonstrated that place attachment is insufficient to overcome the economic restraints in rural areas.
Communities struggle with problems such as restricted access to resources, e.g., education and medical
facilities, unemployment and low viability of small farms that often act as push-factors forcing people to
move away for work. Thus, communities are not thriving, as evidenced by dwindling populations, and
need extra resources to reverse the flow of people away from the rural areas. Even though economic
considerations are not the strongest anchors, they are the strongest enablers for the attachment process
by providing a livelihood facilitating positive memories and connections to others.

The answers to the third research question generally were not very specific in terms of the
important features and values of the physical landscape. The landscape features that interviewees
noted were the peace and quiet, in contrast to noisy urban environment. Inhabitants preferred
well-maintained areas, such as agricultural fields rather than untended scrub. They also noted a
number of environmental problems or concerns which differed from place to place. Access to forest,
however, was a valued feature of the landscape and maintaining access for mushroom and berry
picking was considered important. There is a need, therefore, for forest managers to work with the
local inhabitants to reduce distress caused.

The answer to research question four, on the willingness to participate in landscape development,
is that while shared visions and networks exist, particularly through family and cultural connections,
they are insufficiently utilised for development purposes. The weaknesses in social capital and the
level of interest and willingness to participate in local community politics do not bode well for building
participatory processes in these parishes. Building trust in management processes is needed. Our
results also indicate issues that need addressing, for example, low community cohesiveness in Adavere
and issues between permanent residents and second-home owners in Tūja that require participation
from multiple stakeholders within a safe environment with trusted facilitators.

Building a picture of rural life with its networks and connections, where vibrant communities
are built and supported, is needed. It should not romanticise hardships but recognise the positive
diverse aspects of rural lifestyles [14,21]. These findings can only be considered as a starting point for
landscape managers to access valuable information routes and connectivity, which will need constant
re-evaluation through the process to remain relevant to the community and ensure social inclusion
of relevant stakeholders. This research demonstrated the advantage of building a trusted network
(gatekeepers) that would allow meaningful access to communities and build relationships, helping the
authorities to move from authoritative governance to participation. This is particularly important in
post-Soviet countries with a high degree of mistrust [23] like Estonia and Latvia. Much can be done
to help to activate the most marginal communities and the research shows quite strong differences
between the sample parishes, where different routes to place attachment can be found. Thus, no
one-size-fits-all solution exists, but each place needs to be understood separately and the key factors
identified before serious participatory planning can take place.
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