
 

 

GRASSLAND CONSERVATION IN ROMANIA: PATHS FOR 

TOURISM 

 
SÂNGEORZAN D.D.*, MOREA Adriana F. *,**, ROTAR I.* 

 
*Faculty of Agriculture. Department of Plant Crops. University of Agricultural Sciences and 

Veterinary Medicine Cluj-Napoca, Mănăștur way, 3-5, 400372, Romania. 
**Corresponding author e-mail: adriana.morea@usamvcluj.ro 

 

Abstract  
Romania, with semi-natural grasslands occupying more than ¼ of the land, holds 

many High Nature Value areas and protected sites that are at risk of degradation from 

both overuse and underuse. Direct land use provides low revenues in these areas, keeping 
people in a semi-subsistence state, so indirect land use must fill this gap. Tourism can be 

an economic model. We discussed the types of tourism that can match the rural 

landscapes of Romania while providing for grassland conservation efforts. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Conservation of semi-natural 

grasslands in Europe is a necessary 

step in maintaining the high-

biodiversity habitats of Europe 

(Hopkins and Holz, 2006). These 

areas are High Nature Value 

farmlands that have evolved under 

oligohemerobic and 

mezooligohemerobic conditions 

(Akeroyd and Page, 2011), as 

humans have slowly replaced 

forested land with arable land and 

grassland (Zanon et al., 2018). Their 

unique biodiversity is dependent on 

human land-use practices and 

without it, reforestation can occur 

naturally. Modern intensive 

management reduces grassland 

biodiversity (Vickery et al., 2001), as 

does abandonment (Vaida et al., 

2016). In between these two trends, 

the middle way, that of traditional 

management– a form of extensive 

management (Kampmann et al., 

2008) with family farms – does not 

offer a competitive model for the 

people living in these areas, 

condemning them to conditions that 

favor poverty and management 

focused on short-term gains, leading 

to further loss of HNV grasslands 

(Akeroyd and Page, 2011). This 

conundrum is similar to that of 

mining communities, a problem 

arising from the overspecialization 

of the local economy that is at odds 

with the major changes in the market. 

The European Union has been 

funding diversification of such local 

economies in order to improve the 

long-term economic viability of the 

communities, but it needs local 

people to engage in new 

entrepreneurial activities. One type 
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of activity, tourism, has been an 

important feature of semi-natural 

areas all over the world and, in this 

paper, we discuss the role that 

tourism related to HNV grasslands 

can play in their conservation.  

 
1. TOURISM 

The touristic potential of a 

place and indirectly the economic 

value depend strongly on the larger 

economic context. As tourism 

involves the movement of people, not 

of commodities, a touristic area needs 

to have the attractions to bring in 

people and the means to host them. 

For HNV grasslands, this raises the 

basic questions involved in good 

planning: Why would people from 

hundreds or thousands of kilometers 

away come to experience a grassland 

habitat? Why would people do it? 

Lindemann-Matthies et. al. (2010) 

looked at the psychology of how 

attractive a grassland is in terms of 

biodiversity and found that the 

participants were able to judge 

grassland phytodiversity moderately 

well just by looking, but with 

overestimation for low phytodiversity 

grasslands and underestimation for 

high phytodiversity grasslands. The 

authors also found that people are 

attracted to the aesthetic beauty of 

high phytodiversity grasslands more 

than to low phytodiversity grasslands, 

with forbs being more attractive than 

grasses. These characteristics fit well 

with natural and semi-natural 

grasslands, because these grasslands 

hold the highest levels of 

phytodiversity and more general 

biodiversity, with colorfully flowing 

plants and their pollinators. The 

aspect of short grass is also attractive 

compared with tall grass, bringing 

further importance to the need to for 

extensive management (Pardini et al., 

2004) With its semi-natural 

grasslands occupying around 27% of 

the land (EUROSTAT Land Cover, 

2015), Romania clearly has these 

attractions to offer to tourists. When 

considering how this type of tourism 

can grow, we must consider that 

infrastructure may be poor, but the 

lack of development is also what has 

saved HNV areas in Romania from 

the fate of similar areas in Western 

Europe, places full of potential 

tourists.  

Semi-natural grasslands do 

not offer just high biodiversity, they 

are also cultural landscapes, 

landscapes that are unique because of 

how the people have lived there for 

centuries, whether or not the tourists 

or the local people understand it. 

While Romania does not have any 

areas included in the UNESCO World 

Heritage list of Cultural Landscapes, 

the HNV semi-natural grasslands 

would fall under the organically 

evolved landscape, continuing 

landscape category – meaning that 

the landscape still plays an active 

social role based on traditional 

activity and is shaped by this activity 

(Phillips, 2002).  

Disturbance, as the constant 

risk for grassland habitats, can be 

minimized with measured for 

sustainable management (Zhang et 

al., 2012).  
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2. AGRITOURISM AND CULTURAL TOURISM

Many semi-natural grasslands 

that can be classified as HNV areas 

exist in Romania because of 

pastoralist traditions that started with 

converting forest area to farmland. 

These areas are a good match for 

agritourism (Parente and Bovolenta, 

2012) – a type of tourism where 

visitors are hosted at a farmer’s home 

where they consume local products, 

enjoy local customs and even 

participate in farm activities, but this 

type of tourism does not consider the 

conservation of grassland 

biodiversity to be a primary priority.  

The risk is, in this case, 

mismanagement by overgrazing or by 

high-input grassland management. 

Products sold at such farms may be 

seen as high quality, which is very 

important to the local producers. The 

risk to biodiversity can be reduced by 

using management at a community 

scale, sharing responsibility and 

profits tourism by using institutional 

actors for planning and support 

(Ristic et al., 2019).  

Agritourism is often 

combined with cultural tourism 

because it's the culture that provides a 

meaningful context and the 

authenticity of the whole experience.  

The local tourism 

establishment also needs to do public 

relations and branding in order to 

establish and promote their unique 

identity, benefiting all the small 

operators in the area (Akeroyd and 

Page, 2011).  

Agritourism and cultural 

tourism also favor the conservation of 

grasslands because it requires that the 

local population maintain old 

traditions and practices which involve 

more extensive grassland 

management and conservation of 

culturally significant species of plants 

and animals.

 
3. EDU-TOURISM 

Educational tourism (edu-

tourism) consists of groups of people 

visiting an area for the purpose of 

learning about specific aspects of the 

area, as part of a structured learning 

opportunity (Bodger, 1998). This 

type of tourism is not usually for the 

general public, and it requires 

experts and specialists that can 

provide the teaching services. For 

areas with semi-natural grasslands, 

the educational attractions are 

cultural practices (agronomy and 

grassland management) and the very 

biology of the area, requiring the 

help of guides who are experts.  

The tourists are often 

children and students visiting as part 

of their schooling process, but an 

organized group of amateurs guided 

by specialists from conservation 

organizations (NGOs) can also take 

part. Semi-natural grasslands offer a 

wealth of lessons in botany, 

ornithology, entomology, ecology, 

pedology, and climatology – all 

being factors that play a role in the 

evolution of the grassland habitat.  
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This type of activity is less 

risky for the grassland because of the 

presence of experts and specialists 

who are guiding the experience, but 

it's also less attractive because it 

requires a higher level of 

organization where the actors have a 

non-profit status.  

The incentive for locals is 

diminished without some type of 

extended touristic activity or profit 

sharing.
 

4. ECOTOURISM

Ecotourism is similar to 

cultural tourism at the behavioral 

level: it respects principles of 

sustainability by visiting in very 

small groups and trying to have the 

experience without disturbing the 

local resources and conditions 

(Fennel, 2007). With ecotourism, the 

tourist interacts with semi-natural or 

natural habitats, witnessing the 

elements of the habitat without 

destroying anything, taking home 

only memories, photographs and 

video recordings or products from 

local shops. For semi-natural 

grasslands, this type of tourism can be 

a great match, as the aesthetics of 

such habitats make for great 

memories and photos (Kim and Kim, 

2018). For grasslands, working 

towards silvopastoral systems can 

help bring back wildlife that acts as a 

tourist attraction (Hoogendoorn et al., 

2018). It is not necessary to maintain 

livestock in order to maintain the 

grassland, deer can also act as 

extensive grazers (Riesch et al., 

2018). In terms of management, 

improving the landscape and creating 

landmarks will provide tourists with 

something to experience and share 

with others. For locals, such an effort 

also requires regular work to maintain 

the area, protect it and to envision it 

as a tourist would, looking for the 

right elements to compose the 

landscape.  

The risk for conservation of 

grasslands comes from having too 

much success – too many tourists 

(resource depletion) and a runaway 

tourism sector, and from ignorant 

tourists (White et al., 2000). 

Preventing this requires improving 

high-level management at the 

community level and providing 

educational resources, such as 

minimal-impact guidelines (Buckley, 

2002) and incentives for tourists to 

educate themselves and others.

5. SCIENTIFIC TOURISM

The most specialized type of 

tourism is scientific tourism, and one 

of the reasons HNV grasslands are 

important is their wealth of 

biodiversity and connections to 

culture. The oligohemerobic 

characteristic of such grasslands 

provides researchers with insight on 

the evolution of these habitats, on 

their biology, ecology and how each 

species and subspecies, often 

endemic ones (Sângeorzan et al., 

2018), have managed to adapt and be 

part of a complex ecosystem. The 
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emergence of such biodiversity is 

what attracts biochemists who study 

the medicinal properties of alkaloids 

produced by rare plants. 

Anthropologists can study the 

cultural landscapes that emerged in 

these habitats in order to understand 

how human ancestors lived and 

changed, and what role such places 

may play in the future.  

The risk for semi-natural 

grasslands with this type of tourism 

are very small, while the rewards are 

rare. The most important revenue 

stream originates from well-funded 

research organizations, often 

international ones.  

For a site to become part of 

the research networks, the local 

community has to reach out to 

universities and start by trying to 

identify sites that can be registered in 

international databases. It is also 

useful for local guides to learn at 

least one world language such as 

English, French or German. The 

ability of local people to guide 

researchers and help with charting 

areas and establishing long-term 

experiments can make this type of 

tourism act as a long-term 

investment. Romania being in the 

European Union is also a major 

advantage, not just because of 

European research grants and 

projects, but because researchers can 

travel easily between countries. 

Scientists from Romania also have a 

responsibility, in this case, to start 

projects and to do their work at 

international standards with 

harmonized methodologies and 

nomenclature.  

The benefits of scientific 

tourism related to grassland tourism 

transfer very quickly to grassland 

management as researchers discover 

new ecological relationships that can 

be influenced to restore and protect 

the area (Păcurar et al., 2018). 

 

6. RECREATIONAL TOURISM

People visiting a place to 

spend their leisure time for their own 

pleasure is known as recreational 

tourism. As the broad definition 

suggests, this is the most common 

type of tourism. Because of its 

general appeal and simple goal of 

enjoying one's self, priorities such as 

conservation of the habitats do not 

take a high priority in this endeavor. 

Nevertheless, people could benefit 

from simple walks or rides in 

grassland habitat and the grassland 

could benefit from the conservation 

efforts if the disturbance from tourists 

is kept at low levels. The role of 

education is essential in this case, as 

is the role of policing. Good 

management requires understanding 

the local carrying capacity and 

respecting that limit. Isolation of 

important grassland areas can be 

achieved by rerouting tourists and 

creating living barriers or artificial 

barriers that blend with the scenery.  

Between recreational tourism 

and health tourism, wellness tourism 

aims to provide people with 
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wellbeing and relaxation by visiting a 

place there is a natural resource or 

where there are providers that 

mediate access to that resource in 

order obtain the benefits. While there 

are many claims about natural 

resources that provide wellness, 

grasslands tend to be underestimated. 

This simply means that there is room 

to grow. One important attraction for 

wild areas such as semi-natural 

grasslands is mental health.  

There is considerable 

evidence to show that experiencing a 

more natural habitat reduces stress 

(Hunter et al., 2019), improves focus 

in children (Dadvand et al., 2017), 

Scotland even allowing general 

practitioners to prescribe being in 

nature to patients (RSPB, 2018). Such 

tourism would require grassland 

management that facilitates slow and 

peaceful tourism with smaller 

crowds.  

7. THE IMPORTANCE OF INSTITUTIONAL FACTORS

Due to the threat of climate 

change and biodiversity loss, there is 

more and more interest in 

conservation, and the conservation of 

natural and semi-natural grasslands 

can play an important role in this 

scheme. Most farmers are already 

aware of "greening", financial 

incentives paid by the European 

Union and/or the local state in order 

to encourage farmers to reduce the 

intensity of land use, protecting 

ecosystem services.  

These payment schemes have 

been shown to work for high-

biodiversity grasslands (Kampmann 

et al., 2012) and can act as a 

predictable income stream to buffer 

the more unpredictable income from 

tourism services. 

Semi-natural grasslands with 

unique flora and high biodiversity 

may also benefit from being included 

in international conservation 

networks like Natura 2000 (Akeroyd 

and Page, 2011; ÓhUallacháin et al., 

2018), a certification which also acts 

as advertising by attracting the 

attention of specialized tour 

organizers.  

8. GRASSLAND TOURISM IN ROMANIA

Considering the need for 

grassland conservation, the need for 

communities to survive and thrive 

and the natural and cultural resources 

of Romania, tourism for areas with 

grasslands may be one of the few 

practical economic models that: does 

not require major investments, does 

not require major re-specialization of 

the population, does conserve culture 

and identity, can help maintain the 

biodiversity of HNV grasslands by 

providing continuity in the factors 

that have shaped these semi-natural 

habitats.  

.
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