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The Czechoslovak First Land
Reform and Nature Conservation

Pavel Pesout

One of the significant milestones in nature conserva-
tion in the Czech Republic was the land reform of the
First Czechoslovak Republic (the term used for the for-
mer Czechoslovakia in 1918 — 1938), which took place
a century ago. Its aim was to establish a more socially
just system of land ownership, expand the middle class

among the agricultural population, and create self-suffi-
cient medium-sized farms that would drive the agricul-
ture modernization. The relevant authorities of the First
Republic sought, as part of the reform, to ensure the
conservation, protection and management of the natural
and cultural heritage of what was then Czechoslovakia.

Figure 1. A monument near the village of Zal3i in the Sobéslavska Blata/Sobéslav Marshes region (South Bohemia) bearing the inscription “In memory of the transfer of manorial
land to the people of Blata region through the 1924 land reform” illustrates support for the First Republic’s land reform—an intervention in the private rights of landowners that
would be unimaginable today. © Pavel PeSout
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Figure 2. In 1903, Prince John Il of Liechtenstein established the first nature reserve in Moravia, covering an area of 172 hectares, known as the Liechtenstein Virgin/Primeval
Forest, in the summit parts of Mt. Vozka and Mt. Keprnik, northern Moravia (photograph of the local peat bog from 1923). Reserves established before the founding of the

Czechoslovakia in 1918 were largely nationalized as part of the land reform.

The implementation of a large-scale land re-
form was included in the very foundations of
the First Republic (the term used for the former
Czechoslovakia in 1918 — 1938). The principle
that “large estates shall be expropriated for
domestic colonisation” had already been in-
cluded in Masaryk’s Washington Declaration of
October 18, 1918. The reasons for such broad
political support for the reform can be found
primarily in the negative perception of the ar-
istocracy and the anticlerical sentiments of that
time.1) Despite the release of half of the con-
fiscated land, the Czechoslovak land reform
was one of the largest in Europe. In relative
terms—that is, in terms of the proportion of
land confiscated—the Czechoslovak land re-
form ranks third, just behind Latvia and Estonia
(Maslov 1929, Peichlovd 2011). Of the total
area of 4,068,370 hectares, of which 1,312,721
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hectares was agricultural land, 1,831,920 hec-
tares was left to owners under various titles, of
which 418,858 hectares was agricultural land;
the remainder was allocated or sold to new
owners or “nationalized for the public good”
(Pavel 1938). Land reform had a positive im-
pact on the social structure of rural areas/
countryside and their development, leading
to anincrease in medium-sized farms, a rise in
livestock production, etc. (SPU 1925).

The land reform had the support of society,2)
but also its critics (e.g. Jefabek 1919). The
most prominent among them was one of the
leading historians of that time, Josef Pekatf.
He warned very strongly against the conse-
quences of such an ambitious land reform
and proposed a much more gradual pace and
a differentiated approach to the reform in the

Czech lands and Slovakia (Pekaf 1923). He de-
scribed in detail the reasons for his concerns,
particularly regarding the economic impact on
public budgets and the threat to cultural and
natural monuments. He considered the cen-
turies-old parks surrounding manor houses,
the old tree-lined avenues on large estates,
and in some places or sites even “true nature
reserves” to be seriously endangered as a re-
sult of the reform (Pekaf 1919).

Legislative Framework
for the Reform

Constitutional support for the reform legisla-
tion came somewhat belatedly in 19202. In fact,
the 1918 Act on the Seizure of Large Estates
had already foreshadowed the upcoming
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land reform®: it was intended to ensure that
the size of the plots of land subject to land
reform would not be reduced. Even the basic
law governing the entire land reform, the so-
called “Expropriation Act,” was enacted before
the Constitution in 1919%. The purpose of the
framework legislation was to expropriate “large
landholdings” located within the Czechoslovak
Republic” territory®. Atthe same time, this law
established the State Land Office (SLO).

One of the most important implementing
laws for the Expropriation Act was the “Land
Allocation Act”. The law, enacted in 1920, es-
tablished to whom expropriated land was to
be allocated if the state did not use it for public
benefit purposes. The second important regu-
lation issued in the same year, which clarified
the basic provisions of the Expropriation Act,
was the so-called “Compensation Act”®, which
established the principles for determining the
amount of compensation (purchase price) for
the acquisition of expropriated property.

As part of the land reform, representatives
of the Ministry of Education and National
Enlightenment (MENE) sought to secure ter-
ritorial protection for significant areas—which
had been often already considered nature
reserves—by transferring them to the owner-
ship of the Czechoslovak Republic. Examples
include the Rokytskd, Mlynafskd, and Bukova
in the Knizeci Plané& peat-bogs, Cerné jezero/
Black Lake and Certovo jezero/Devil’s Lake
(all of them located in the Sumava/Bohemian
Forest Mountains), the primeval forest on
Zakova hora/Pupils” Hill, the Ceskomoravska
vysoclina/Bohemian-Moravian Highlands), the
Mile$ovka and Rip Hills (Central Bohemia), the
Lanzhot old-growth forests (South Moravia),
the caves in the Moravsky kras/Moravian
Karst (South Moravia), the Lednice fishponds
(South Moravia), and the park in Priihonice
near Prague (Vozenilek 1930). The use of
agreements with landowners—similar to
today’s public-law agreements—became
a significant tool for ensuring the protection,
conservation and management of valuable
natural sites.

Exemption from
Expropriation for Nature
Conservation Purposes

The Expropriation Act® set forth two excep-
tions allowing for the exclusion of land from
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erty and certain types of ownership (municipal,
district, and provincial property was excluded
from expropriation). However, a third excep-
tion, enacted later in the Land Allocation Act”,
is important for regional nature conservation.
The provision required the State Land Office
to ensure “that the allocation does not disrupt
natural beauty and the character of the land-
scape and that natural, historical, and artistic
monuments are not harmed.” While the in-
clusion of the provision was appreciated—“W-
ere it not for this, instead of beautiful trees
and flowers, beets would be growing around
the castles today!” (Baték 1925)—it did not
silence the critical voices represented by J.
Pekar (see above) and many other prominent
figures. Experts and journalists pointed out the
impossibility of maintaining castle parks with
valuable dendrological collections using the
income from the remaining estates, especially
when such a park became freely accessible
to the public. They cited, for example, the fate
of the Prthonice or Buchlovice parks, or “how
the once-beautiful Konopisté parks have been
plundered since being opened to the public.”
Land reform was also criticized for failing to
adequately protect monuments, tree-lined av-
enues, and orchards—as well as the natural
environment and landscape—after the land
was allocated to new owners. The failure to
account for the higher costs associated with
the maintenance of natural and cultural herit-
age was seen as the greatest shortcoming of
the legislation. The disadvantaged landown-
ers found no support even from the Supreme
Administrative Court, which stated that “there
is no justification for allocating more land to the
maintenance of these unproductive estates”
(Baték 1925).

As noted above, the State Land Office had the
option, pursuant to an exception in the Land
Allocation Act, to allow the owner—at his re-
quest—to retain above the limit for an exten-
sive property® additional land and structures
containing “natural, historical, and artistic mon-
uments”® and to set conditions for their use
that were binding on the owner’s heirs or other
successors and were to be recorded in the
land registers as “public law encumbrances.”
The SLO assessed each individual request on
a case-by-case basis and did not always grant
them. For example, it did not grant Jan Il of
Liechtenstein’s request to release the so-called
“Pfedméstsky les/Suburban Forest” near the
town of Uhersky Ostroh, as it found that the

&3, 343/1985. V Novjch Hradech dne 9.1istopadu 1935.

V&c: Velkostatek Nové Hrady / u Kaplice/
pralesni reservace - rezijnf vjlohy.

Pan Karel Ji¥{ Buquoy, velkostatkd¥ v Novych Hradech v ji%.
Cechdch jest majitelem plnfch pralesnich reservaci v polesi Hojnd
Voda-Sejby na vrehu Vysoké ¢ vymdFe, 8.5610 hs%x;qls;a v polesi
Obora uLZorfma,o vimsie 100.8030 ha, které jsou p¥fsnou reservact,
neddvajic #4dného ufitku. § vydr¥ovdnim persondlu pro ochranu téch
to pifrodnfch pamdtek proti ohni, podkozent a krdde¥i stromovi,spo:
Jeny jsou zna¥né vflohy,které v dobd nyn¥j¥f hospodd¥ské tisnd jsou
tim citelndjil.

Dovolujeme si proto pfednésti uctivou prosbu, aby snahy
pana majitele velkostatku udrieti pro vefejnost ukdzky pralesa,mam
ocen¥ny a podpo¥eny byly slavnfm ministerstvem poskytnutim p¥fspév-
ku na zmfn¥né re’ijnf vilohy.

Figure 3. Following the land reform, some landowners
had lacked the finances to maintain the natural and cul-
tural monuments that had been released from confisca-
tion. They therefore turned to the State for financial sup-
port; in this case, the Central Directorate of K. J. Buquoy
is requesting support from the Czechoslovak Ministry of
Education and National Enlightenment. Source: Nature
Conservancy Central Register, Nature Conservation
Agency of the Czech Republic Prague, photo reproduc-
tion © Josef Votrubec

forest was of a standard commercial nature™.
In some situations, the office also utilized other
forms of agreement with the owner. For exam-
ple, in 1933, it had concluded an agreement
with the Forest Directorate of Karel Jifi Buquoy
to retain the “Prales/Virgin Forest” reserve
(part of today’s Zofin Forest National Nature
Reserve) “for free management until 1955,” and
it was not released from expropriation. This
did not happen until a year later (see below).

Ensuring the conservation, protection and
management of natural and cultural heritage
during the implementation of land reform was
complicated by a jurisdictional dispute between
the State Land Office and the State Heritage
Authority, which was ultimately decided by the
Supreme Administrative Court™, which ruled in
favour of the Ministry of Education and National
Enlightenment. The SLO continued to decide
on exemptions from expropriation; owners sub-
mitted their applications to the SLO, listing the
natural and cultural monuments they wished to
retain, along with a request for additional land
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to cover their maintenance costs. The SLO was
required to seek the opinion of the Ministry
of Education and National Enlightenment. At
the Ministry, the agenda was handled by the
Department of Public Enlightenment under the
leadership of Zdenék Wirth. Rudolf Maximovic
prepared the statements regarding the release
of natural monuments, which constituted the
largest part of the agenda (Stejskal 2006). The
expert opinion was drafted based on an on-
site inspection and discussion with the owner
and, in addition to an assessment of the mon-
ument’s significance, also included conditions
for its continued use. The SLO incorporated
these conditions into its decision, which usu-
ally included a warning that in the event of
non-compliance, the State Land Office would
have the right to “continue to consider the re-
leased land and structures as confiscated and
to immediately take them over and allocate
them.” Because the use of the exception un-
der the Allocation Act—that is, for the purpose
of ensuring the conservation, protection and
management of natural and cultural heritage—
allowed for a significant increase in the area
of property released from requisition, and the
owner was entitled to retain the properties in
question provided the conditions were met, this
exception was widely requested™ This placed
a heavy burden on the Ministry of Education and
National Enlightenment, leading to situations
where the SLO decided on the release but the
specific terms were not determined until later.
An example is the decision to release land from
requisition in the case of the Nové Hrady and
Rozmberk estates dated December 18, 1934, by
which the NLO in Prague subsequently released
the land from requisition based on a request
from the owner — Karel Jifi Bugoy — 4,033.3 hec-
tares of predominantly forested land, provided
that “the owner complies with the conditions” to
be subsequently added by the Ministry®.

Conditions for Release

The primary aim of the conditions was to en-
sure the preservation of the natural and cul-
tural heritage. The areas were not to be re-
duced in size, built upon, used for quarrying,
or utilized for other purposes. Forest stands
were to be managed sustainably, using se-
lective cutting, and only native woody plant
species were to be used for reforestation.

For example, in the aforementioned case
of the Nové Hrady and RoZmberk estates,
the Ministry of Education and National

Enlightenment supplemented the condi-
tions with a protocol in 1935, following
a local investigation conducted on behalf
of the Ministry by Chief State Conservation
Officer Rudolf Maximovic¢'¥. According to the
amended conditions, the owner was required
to ensure “strict /complete/ preservation as
a primeval forest in the Hojna Voda—Sejby
forest district on an area of 8,561 hectares,
in which any activity would be permanent-
ly prohibited. Fallen trunks were not to be
utilized, except in the event of an imminent
bark beetle threat or where a forest road ran
through the reserve” (this refers to the cur-
rent Hojnd Voda National Nature Reserve),
as well as in the Obora/Game Preserve forest
district, to continue maintaining the “com-
plete reserve” established as early as 1838
and permanently exclude it from commercial
use (this is the core of the current Zofinsky
prales/Zofin Virgin Forest National Nature
Reserve).

In the case of castle grounds frequently re-
leased from expropriation, the owner was re-
quired to preserve their integrity and ensure
adequate maintenance. Significant changes
and renovations were subject to prior ap-
proval by the heritage authority or, in the
case of natural sites, by the MENE. Trees
in parks were to be protected, maintained,
and replaced in a timely manner in the event
of death; e.g. specific protective conditions
were established for non-forest trees in
Babi¢cino udoli/Grandmother’s Valley (to-
day’s National Nature Reserve) owned by
the Ndchod Estate: “All trees, unless they
are part of forests, that form avenues, tree-
lined paths, or stand individually or in groups
in the meadows of the Babi¢¢ino udoli/
Grandmother’s Valley , especially trees dis-
tinguished by their size, age, or historical
significance, shall be spared in every way
possible and shall not be felled or pruned
without prior permission from the State
Heritage Authority.”'®

The terms and conditions for releasing some
sites/areas placed great emphasis on making
the relevant sites and buildings accessible
to researchers and, in some cases, to the
general public. For example, in the above
case of the Ndchod Estate, the State Land
Office, in agreement with the Ministry of
Education, Ministry of Education and National
Enlightenment, stipulated to the owner,
Bedfich of Schaumburg-Lippe, inter alia,
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that all roads and trails'™ would be accessible
to pedestrians visiting the Babi¢¢ino udoli/
Grandmother’s Valley and that no motorized
or other vehicles would be permitted there.
It was further stipulated that “free camping,
lighting fires, and walking off the trails and
paths, as well as swimming in areas not des-
ignated for that purpose, shall not be permit-
ted on the retained properties, particularly
in the Babic¢¢ino udoli/Grandmother’s Valley.
Furthermore, the owner was required to “al-
low the installation, placement, and mainte-
nance of tourist signs and directional signs,”
and conversely, not to permit the placement
of advertising signs of any kind™. From these
few selected conditions, it is clear that the
SLO sought to regulate the activities of third
parties through the owners.

Areas Released from
Expropriation

Areas that could be released from expropriation
included, inter alia, those designated as parks,
nature parks, or areas that otherwise serve to
enhance the landscape, or whose purpose is to
preserve an example of the landscape’s original
scenery/character® The criteria were general,
and therefore depended on the assessment
made during specific proceedings. The re-
lease of natural beauties and monuments from
requisition was closely watched by the public
and widely covered by the media. The scientific
community proposed many sites for conserva-
tion/protection, while the public criticized the
release from requisition of objects that were
allegedly of no value (e.g. the garden in Cervené
Pecky [PSenickova 2000]).

In total, more than two hundred sites were
left in the hands of their original owners for
the purpose of protecting natural monuments
(as of 1930, this included 205 sites of natu-
ral beauty [VoZenilek 1930]). Today, less than
a third of them are protected within the Specially
Protected Areas network, i.e. within the nation-
ally designated protected areas. Below is a se-
lection of only a few that are currently protected
by the State Nature Conservancy.

The most common type of released sites/are-
as are castle parks, such as Kacina, Letovice,
Paskov, Petrohrad, Veltrusy, Vinof, and Vlasim,
which today serve as refuges for a wide
range of endangered species and are most-
ly specially protected as Nature Monuments.
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Landscape units have also been protected; to-
day, they often are the cores of National Nature
Monuments, Nature Reserves, National Nature
Reserves, or Protected Landscape Areas,
e.g. as the Prachovské skdly/Prachov Rocks,
Hruboskalsko, the AdrSpasské skaly/AdrSpach
Rocks, Babic¢cino Valley/Grandmother’s Valley,
Tercino tdoli/TerkaValley, and the Zehuriskd ob-
ora/Zehur Game Preserve, inter alia. (However,
some sites/areas met a different fate, e.g., the
Vltava River Valley with the Svatojénské proudy/
St. John’s Flows rapids, which was released
from confiscation on the grounds of protecting
natural beauty.) Many of the virgin/primeval for-
est reserves were provided with protection by
conditional retention with the original owner,
e.g., Javorina, Koksin, or Vrapac. Natural monu-
ments whose protection, conservation and man-
agement justified their exclusion from confiscat-
ed property also included karst phenomena (e.g.
the Mladecské jeskyné/Mladec Caves), distinc-
tive rock formations (e.g., Mrhatina or Mnichova
skdla(Monk’s Rock near the town of Tel¢, Vyrova
skdla/Eagle Owl’s Rock near the village of
Tavikovice, etc.), veteran/memorable trees (e.g.
Oldfichtv dub/Oldtich’s Oak in the village of

Notes:

) See, e.g. the excerpt from a speech by T.G. Masaryk: “Our
homeland was a land of large estates; as a result of the
forced re-Catholicization of this Hussite country by the
Habsburg dynasty, nearly three-quarters of the land was
confiscated and divided between the Crown and its Catholic
administrators; the republic abolished the aristocracy, the
owners of the large estates, took over their land, paid them
a fair price for it (the enemies of our republic speak of ‘land
confiscation’), and distributed the land among the landless;
in this way, around half a million new landowners were
created. | am presenting you with only a very brief outline
of our land reform, which is the greatest and most difficult
undertaking of the new republican administration; it was,
in fact, a great economic and social revolution—mistakes
may have been and are being made, but all in all, the ac-
tivity deserves the attention of thoughtful statesmen in all
countries.” (Masaryk & Fejlek 2003)

2)

“Land reform brought Czechoslovakia quite far from Eastern
conditions, and was one of the forces that brought the state
closer to and made it more like the West.” (Peroutka 1934)

3)

Section 109 of the Constitutional Charter No. 121/1920 Gazette
of Laws and Regulations, dated February 29, 1920; Act No.
121 of February 29, 1920, enacting the Constitutional Charter
of the Czechoslovak Republic.

)

No. 32/1918 Gazette on the Seizure of Large Estates, dated
November 9, 1918.

5)

No. 215/1919 Gazette on the Confiscation of Large
Landholdings, dated April 16, 1919.

6)

“Large landholdings are defined as groups of real estate
properties, together with the rights associated with their

Peruc, Napoleon(lv dub/Napoleon’s Oak near
the town of Znojmo), and arboreta (e.g. the
Americka zahrada/American Garden, Bukovina
in the Cesky rédj/Bohemian Paradise).

The Benefits of Land Reform
for Nature Conservation

Even already while the reform was underway,
its benefits were viewed with mixed contra-
dictory opinions. Both the SLO and the MENE
highlighted the benefits (c£ SPU 1925), includ-
ing establishing state reserves and the secur-
ing of additional ones through agreements
with landowners. Moreover, a significant part
of the professional community and journalists,
assessed the situation much more critically™.

The World War Il and post-war developments,
nationalisation, the expulsion of the German
population, collectivisation and socialisation
of the countryside caused the breaking the
owners’ relationships to the land and almost
wiped out the results of the First Republic land
reform. All this was completed after 1989 by

ownership, where the total area located within the territory
of the Czechoslovak Republic and owned by a single person
or by the same co-owners exceeds 150 hectares of agricultural
land (fields, meadows, gardens, vineyards, hop fields) or 250
hectares of land in total. Unmarried spouses are considered
a single person” (Section 2 of Act No. 215/1919 Gazette., as
amended®).

7 Act No. 81 of January 30, 1920, which, pursuant to Section
10 of Act No. 215 of April 16, 1919, as amended, establishes
provisions regarding the allocation of confiscated land and
regulates the legal relationship with respect to the allocated
land (the Land Allocation Act).

&

Act No. 329 of April 8,1920, on the Acquisition and Compensation
for Confiscated Real Property (Compensation Act).

£

According to Section 20 of the Land Allocation Act”: “When
drawing up the plan, the State Land Office shall ensure that
the allocation does not impair the natural beauty or scen-
ery/character of the landscape and that it does not damage
natural, historical, or artistic monuments. To this end, the
State Land Office may authorize that areas designated as
parks, nature parks, or areas otherwise serving to enhance
the landscape, or whose purpose is to preserve an example
of the original scenery/character of the landscape, or to
secure and protect historical monuments and their closely
related surroundings, be left to the owner in addition to
the area of land which, pursuant to Section 11 of the Act of
April 16,1919, No. 215 Gazette of Laws and Regulations, may
be released from expropriation to the current owner if the
owner complies with the conditions set by the State Land
Office in agreement with the relevant ministries regarding
the accessibility of those sites to the public, to scientist
and artists, or their use for philanthropic purposes.”
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the state land privatisation, which did not even
attempt to take into account the objectives of
the First Republican land reform. The positive
impact of the reform on the agricultural land-
scape - the establishment of medium-sized
farms and family farms and the increase in ru-
ral employment - has thus largely disappeared.
The benefits of the now unimaginable interfer-
ence with property rights are difficult to assess
even after a century. In any case, however,
the persistent efforts of the completely under-
staffed Department of Enlightenment at the
then Czechoslovak Ministry of Education and
National Enlightenment to ensure the protection
of areas of natural importance as part of the
land reform should be highlighted (PeSout 2019).
During the First Republic, when several attempts
to pass a nature conservation law failed (PeSout
2022), these efforts were the only real form of
territorial protection. It can be stated that with-
out the efforts of the above MENE's Department
of Enlightenment, many sites/areas would not
have been preserved, areas that today rank
among the most significant Nature Reserves
or Nature Monuments from a nature science
perspective (PeSout 2013). |

0" Judgment No. 22763 of the Supreme Administrative Court,
dated December 23, 1924.

1

State Land Office in Prague, Decision No. 33532/28-I1/3 dated
March 22,1928.

1

)

By 1933, under the Land Allocation Act (Section 20°), 803,072
hectares of land had been released from requisition to 600
landowners (PSenickova 2000). A total of 1,178,758 hectares
were released from requisition, of which 67,989 hectares were
agricultural land (Peichlova 2011).

1

&

State Land Office in Prague, Decision No. 67649/34-11/1 dated
December 18, 1934.

1

=

Report of June 28, 1935. Reservation Book of the Zofinsky
prales/Zofin Primeval Forest National Nature Reserve, Box No.
I, Nature Conservancy Central Register, Nature Conservation
Agency of the Czech Republic Prague.

1

Kl

State Land Office in Prague, Addendum Ref. No. 158006/31-11/1
dated September 11,1931, to Decision Ref. No. 146025/26-11/2
dated February 17, 1927.

1

2

Excluding the path leading past the gazebo to Bazantnice/
Pheasantry, see ™

1

3

“...the State Land Office should not even mention its own
contribution to establishing nature reserves in the Sumava/
Bohemian Forest Mountains virgin/primeval forests, the na-
tional parks near Karldv Tyn/Karlstein, and the Aderbasské
skaly/Adersbach Rocks. — Or should the virgin/primeval
forests, which foreign nobles have preserved for genera-
tions, for centuries, be cut down, and should quarries be
opened in the Adersbassské skdly/Adersbach Rocks...?”
(Baték 1925).





