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BOJAN ERHARTIČ'S CONTRIBUTION
TO GEOGRAPHY

Aleš Smrekar, Matija Zorn, Blaž Komac

Bojan Erhartič: geomorphologist and conservationist.
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ABSTRACT: At the beginning of the twenty-first century, Bojan Erhartič had a strong impact on Slovenian
geography because he placed it on the map of countries where geographers deal with geomorphological
heritage. He began his research path into the world of natural heritage with the study of geography. After
receiving his bachelor's degree, he turned his attention to studying geodiversity, and this led him to issues
concerning the evaluation of geomorphological heritage, especially in mountainous areas. Erhartič was among
the first in Slovenian geography to deal with the aesthetic evaluation of geomorphological heritage. His
interest in the »beauty of nature« stemmed from many years of planned work in (geographical) photog-
raphy. The Anton Melik Geographical Institute of the Research Center of the Slovenian Academy of Sciences
and Arts holds approximately 218,000 of his »geographical« photos, which he took during his many trav-
els in more than forty countries on five continents.
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1 Introduction
Bojana Erhartič's research path into the world of natural heritage began with the study of geography, when
he started dealing with mountainous areas and their conservation. At the end of his bachelor's program,
he wrote the following in his thesis: »With the expansion and modernization of the Triglav Lakes Lodge in
the mid-1980s, we came to the realization that the impact of mountain lodges on drinking water in the Alps
was becoming a serious problem« (Erhartič 2004, 1). Soon after he graduated, he turned his attention to study-
ing geodiversity, or the diversity of nonliving nature (Erhartič 2007). This led him to questions concerning
its scientific value. He especially dedicated himself to evaluating geomorphological heritage and its con-
servation (Erhartič 2011, 2012), and also to the application of these findings in society (Erhartič and Šmid
Hribar 2010). Because of his skills, Erhartič was employed at the Anton Melik Geographical Institute of
the Research Center of the Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts, where he primarily dealt with nature
conservation in various projects. He dedicated himself to natural and cultural heritage in towns (Smrekar,
Erhartič and Šmid Hribar 2011b), in the countryside (Smrekar et al. 2014), and especially in the moun-
tains (Erhartič 2012; Zorn et al. 2015; Figure 1).

2 A brief outline of Erhartič's heritage research
During his relatively brief research career, Erhartič published many works on natural and cultural her-
itage, and his works dedicated to geomorphological heritage stand out in particular. In these, he was primarily
oriented toward their evaluation (Erhartič 2010a, 2010b; Erhartič, Komac and Zorn 2012). He also ded-
icated himself to the analysis of landforms (Erhartič 2007) and geodoversity (Erhartič and Zorn 2012).
He was one of the few people to deal with geomorphological heritage from the perspective of geomor-
phic processes (Komac, Zorn and Erhartič 2011) that either shape it or »destroy« it. Using the examples
of rockfalls that considerably reduced the height of Čedca Falls (once the highest in Slovenia) in 2008 (Triglav
Čekada and Zorn 2014) and the effects of the 2007 flash floods that destroyed the Franja Partisan Hospital
from the Second World War, which is on the European heritage list, he drew attention to the dynamic char-
acter of the landscape (Erhartič and Jelenko 2010), which is not always apparent and which in some manner

Figure 1: Erhartič's volume on the Triglav Lakes Valley, in which he evaluated
its geomorphological heritage (Erhartič 2012).
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also internally conflicts with the idea of nature conservation. In addition, he described the development
of people's relationship to heritage in karst studies, with special attention to tourism (Zorn, Erhartič and
Komac 2009, 2012). In Slovenia, which is known for its great diversity of natural values (Ciglic & Perko 2013;
Erhartič, Zorn and Komac 2013; Perko, Hrvatin and Ciglič 2015), tourism was also initially »research tourism«
because it was based on many visits by foreign researchers. This is especially true for the Kras (Karst) Plateau
in southwest Slovenia (Smrekar et al. 2007), which is considered the »cradle« of karst studies (Zorn, Erhartič
and Komac 2009; Ferk and Zorn 2015).

Erhartič was one of the rare geography researchers in Slovenia that sought to evaluate natural and cul-
tural heritage as a whole. »In nature everything is connected and equally important, and people perceive both
tangible and intangible values in it« (Erhartič 2012, 34). It is therefore no surprise that, in addition to unspoiled
nature, he was also interested in issues of protecting nature and cultural heritage in the countryside and
especially in urban areas (Smrekar, Erhartič and Šmid Hribar 2011a; Smrekar et al. 2014). This is also con-
firmed by his productive participation in projects on plot gardening in Ljubljana (Breg Valjavec et al. 2008),
values of Tivoli, Rožnik, and Šiška Hill Nature Park (Smrekar, Erhartič and Šmid Hribar 2011a), and inter-
pretation of heritage in the Ljubljana Marsh Nature Park (Smrekar et al. 2014). In the case of the Tivoli,
Rožnik, and Šiška Hill Nature Park, he determined »that green areas are one of the key factors for pleasant
living« (Smrekar, Erhartič and Šmid Hribar 2011a: 120). In another place he wrote that its »main value
[lies] … in offering a diverse experience of nature and the opportunity for psychological relaxation and recre-
ation in a natural environment« (Smrekar, Erhartič and Šmid Hribar 2011b, 109). Because he was aware
of how man can upset the natural balance, it is no surprise that he saw the »necessity of … zoning with opti-
mal distribution of activities« (Smrekar, Erhartič and Šmid Hribar 2011a, 124). In the same publication,
he also wrote that in »recent times … there has been a strong public emphasis on nature conservation aspects
of the area, but considerably less on its cultural significance, which needs to be balanced in the future« (Smrekar,
Erhartič and Šmid Hribar 2011a, 109). He concluded the same for the town of Idrija: »The Idrija area is
a nice example of man's adaptation to natural endowments. Nature defines culture, and culture protects nature.
This harmony is especially visible in the mix of natural, cultural, and technical heritage« (Erhartič and Šmid
Hribar 2010, 76). Elsewhere he wrote: »Similarly to nature conservation, in recent years the protection of cul-

Figure 2: Erhartič masterfully combined photography and research in his
study of heritage.
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Figure 3: For Erhartič (first from the left), the mountain landscape was a point of departure for research.
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tural heritage has seen the increasing establishment of the doctrines of comprehensive conservation and active
management of protected monuments« (Erhartič 2014, 40).

3 Mountains: the unifying theme of Erhartič's research work
Love for the mountains directed Erhartič's basic research work toward Alpine landscapes (Figure 2). This
is where, as a student, he produced his bachelor's thesis, in which he examined the applicability of con-
structed wetlands at mountain lodges in Triglav National Park (Erhartič 2004). For each mountain lodge
he worked out an assessment of the suitability of building a wastewater treatment plant and a proposal
for solving the problem using a constructed wetland. Even at that time, he understood the broader con-
text of environmental protection, and he wrote that it is »necessary to emphasize that wastewater treatment
plants are not the optimal solution … Much more important is the adoption of preventive measures« (Erhar -
tič 2008, 64), such as reducing water use, and thus the quantity of wastewater. He also conducted his doctoral
fieldwork in Slovenia's only national park, in its core area: the Triglav Lakes Valley (Erhartič 2012; Figure 1).
Posthumously, he contributed to a volume commemorating the ninetieth anniversary of its protection (Zorn etal.
2015). He assessed the geomorphological heritage in the Triglav Lakes Valley, where he stumbled across
the problem of subjectivity, which he felt was »an unavoidable evil, but it is necessary to reduce the impact
of subjective judgments as much as possible« (Erhartič 2012, 172). He took an active role in studying the
Triglav Glacier as an indicator of climate change in the southeastern Alps (Erhartič and Polajnar Hor vat 2010).

4 Evaluation of natural heritage
For Erhartič, the question of a scholarly approach to evaluating natural heritage was such a great challenge
that he dedicated his doctoral research to it (Erhartič 2011, 2012). In it, he studied the geomorphological
heritage in the Triglav Lakes Valley and carried out a scientific evaluation of landforms as geomorphological
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Figure 4: Geomorphological units in the Triglav Lakes Valley and proposals for geomorphological heritage and its protection (Erhartič 2011, 139, 196;
Erhartič and Zorn 2012, 60).



heritage. It seems that his participation in the workshop Mapping Geoheritage, which the International
Association of Geomorphologists held in Lausanne in 2008 and which focused on the evaluation of geo-
morphological heritage, was a milestone for his research (Regolini-Bissig and Reynard 2010). This was
where, as a doctoral student, he became acquainted with the basics of mapping geomorphological her-
itage, and especially with the methods of evaluating it.

He evaluated landforms using the Swiss method (Reynard et al. 2007), which for the scientific value
takes into account the following criteria: rareness, representativeness, integrity, and paleogeographic value.
The method also uses additional values, such as ecological, aesthetic, cultural, and economic values (Erhar -
tič 2011, 2012). The result of such analysis is an assessment of the value of a particular landscape or its parts
from the perspective of geomorphological heritage. In the Triglav Lakes Valley, he classified the landforms
into seventeen geomorphological units based on their genesis and the processes that (re)shape them (Figure 4).
Erhartič was also engaged at the applied level, and in his conclusion he suggested which areas should be
given additional protection due to their high research or aesthetic value or due to the rarity of features
found there.

His work was also important because it added to the methods used up until then for evaluating land-
scapes from the perspective of geomorphological heritage (Reynard and Coratza 2016). Such evaluation
was started by Panizza in Italy (Panizza and Piacente 1993; Panizza 2001, 2003), and his work was contin-
ued in neighboring countries. Thus, in addition to the Italian method, there gradually also appeared Swiss,
Spanish (Serrano and Gonzales-Trueba 2005), Portuguese (Pereira, Pereira and Caetano Alves 2007), and
other methods (e.g., Coratza and Giusti 2005) for assessing geomorphological heritage. Erhartič's contri-
bution can easily be ranked alongside these and one may also speak about a »Slovenian method« (Table 1;
Erhartič 2010).

Erhartič dedicated special attention to natural heritage in the former mining town of Idrija, which is
on the UNESCO list of world heritage sites because of its five-hundred-year heritage of mercury mining
(Zorn, Nared and Razpotnik Visković 2015). Erhartič's comprehensive treatment of territory in the
Municipality of Idrija from the perspective of natural heritage is probably the apex of the application of
his expertise (Erhartič and Šmid Hribar 2010; Nared, Erhartič and Razpotnik Visković 2013). His work
has broader social significance because he showed that it is possible to use research findings to solve cur-
rent challenges (Goluža and Erhartič 2014).
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Table 1: Geomorphological heritage assessment criteria according to the Slovenian method (Erhartič 2010, 304).

Short description

Exceptionality We assess exceptionality within the typological group according to the frequency of appearance, dimensions and other
characteristics. Usually the comparison is made within Slovenia, sometimes even wider. We distinguish the absolute and
the relative rarity of a feature, exceptional dimensions and extraordinary or unique landforms.

Representativeness The criterion for representativeness is used for all objects or areas of natural heritage on the basis of which literature offers
descriptions of specific natural features, landforms, processes, or for those objects and areas which are characteristic of or
are evidently formed representatives of a specific type of natural features.

Complexity Objects or areas of geomorphological heritage frequently intertwine and together form a new value. This can happen
due to a peculiar combination of values within an area or due to the merging of objects into bigger, connected units.
The value of such complex areas is bigger than the sum of all individual values, and one individual object as part of
a bigger unit is assessed on a higher level.

Ecological aspect Assessment on the basis of the ecological aspect takes into account ecosystems with higher levels of protection, ecosystems
with greater diversity of habitats or species (stable ecosystems), as well as ecosystems that are rare.

Cultural aspect The cultural aspect is the most subjective one, as it defines our relationship towards our heritage. It is based on the
following criteria: expressiveness, symbolic value, diversity and the landscape aspect (the aesthetic relationship of
natural heritage towards the surrounding environment).

Exploitation aspect The exploitation aspect (scientific and educational aspects) was used regarding the protection of the heritage and not for
its assessment. The assumption was made that all objects which match at least one of the aforementioned criteria are
important for scientific study. The suggestion of intended use – what is acceptable from perspective of natural heritage
conservation – derives from the evaluation of the conservation aspect and the accompanied exploitation or function.
This intended use can partly or fully match other exploitations of space, or it can exclude them.
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5 Aesthetics and interpreting nature
Erhartič was among the first to deal with the aesthetic evaluation of geomorphological heritage in Slovenian
geography (Smrekar and Erhartič 2015; see also Smrekar, Polajnar Horvat and Erhartič 2016 in this spe-
cial issue), or the issue of beauty as a criterion for classifying landforms among natural values. He took
issue with aesthetic evaluation, because, as an old Slovenian proverb says, Vsake oči imajo svojega malar-
ja (essentially, ‘to each his own’; Erhartič 2012). Later he carried out an extensive survey on the beauty of
landscape forms and determined that »people are most attracted to landforms with a water element; one
can speak about collective patterns of perceiving nature's beauty« (Smrekar and Erhartič 2015, 123).

Erhartič's interest in the »beauty of nature« proceeded from his many years of planned work in (geo-
graphical) photography. His colleagues recall how precisely he planned his trips, which were often oriented
toward learning about and documenting natural and especially geomorphological heritage. Thus it is not
surprising that, due to his outstanding familiarity with various landscapes around the world and their nat-
ural and cultural characteristics, he was distinguished by exceptional knowledge and breadth, patience,
and photographic talent. This is reflected in his photos, which grace many of the publications by the Anton
Melik Geographical Institute of the Research Center of the Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts and
beyond, and also in his travel lectures, in which he emphasized a comprehensive experience of the land-
scape, including with music. The Anton Melik Geographical Institute of the Research Center of the Slovenian
Academy of Sciences and Arts holds nearly 218,000 of his »geographical« photos (Figure 2), which he took
on his many trips to more than forty countries on five continents.

In the conclusions to his doctoral dissertation, he indicated what his next challenges would be: »visitor edu-
cation and interpretation of geomorphological heritage« (Erhartič 2008). Soon afterwards, he was offered the
opportunity to create an interpretation of the landscape along the Iška River in the Ljubljana Marsh Nature Park
(Figure 5; Smrekar et al. 2013, 2014; see also Smrekar et al. 2016 in this special issue). He was aware that one
of the key tasks is »to enrich experience and ensure visitors’ satisfaction«, whereby he did not forget that it is nec-
essary to inform people »without significant negative impacts on the environment« (Smrekar et al. 2014, 121, 123).

A FAN BUILT UP

than in the Iška Gorge or in the Ljubljana Marsh near the 
village of Lipe? You’re standing on a fan—a fan-shaped 
accumulation of alluvial deposits. It was piled up by the 
river, which loses power as it enters the plain from the gorge, 
and so it starts to deposit material. It gradually deposits so 

the Iška River has constantly changed its course—like a 
dragon wagging its tail left and right. In the past few centuries 
people have tried to tame this dragon, and that’s probably 
why they pushed it under the foothills of Mount Krim. Its 
naturally twisting course, full of meanders, has been 
replaced by a rather straight river channel.

The ground that you’re standing on is material that the Iška carved 
out in the Iška Gorge and brought here! Because of its gravelly 
foundation, very fertile soil developed on the Iška Fan. In the 

in the middle of the fan, and so they built their houses on the 
edge of the fan. There are also many springs there, which were an 
important local source of drinking water in the past.

Shallow soil that’s good for farming developed 
on the gravelly alluvium. Scientists call this 
eutric brown soil.!

carried more and more material, depositing 
it in the shape of a fan when it left the gorge. 

formed.

The size of the fan can only be 
appreciated from a bird’s-eye view.

CONTEST

What shape does a fan have?
• spreading: M
• narrow: K
• hilly: Z ×
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Figure 5: Interpretation of natural heritage on the nature trail along the Iška River: the example of a fan (Smrekar et al. 2013).



6 Conclusion
This volume of the journal Acta geographica Slovenica is dedicated to the geographer Bojan Erhartič (Figure 6).
In just a few years at the beginning of the twenty-first century, Erhartič had a strong impact on Slovenian
geography. His greatest contribution was to place it on the map of countries where geographers deal with
geomorphological heritage. He drew attention to the fact that it is necessary to understand natural values
at multiple levels, especially at the intrinsic level, which encompasses understanding their genesis and trans-
formation through geomorphic processes. Through his work in photography, he emphasized the importance
of cultural and aesthetic elements. He made a lasting contribution to the socioeconomic, educational, and
functional aspects of geomorphological heritage. His contribution to environmental protection also can-
not be overlooked. He specifically drew attention to the long-term significance of nature conservation:
»In the preservation of natural heritage it is essential to recognize that we are not protecting against nature,
but against man, for man. We are preserving nature, which is in a state of dynamic equilibrium and gradual
change. Man should not interfere in these processes and, if life and property are threatened, he should only guide
them!« (Erhartič and Jelenko 2010, 26). This thought was reflected not only in his research, but also in his
private life.

Bojan Erhartič summed up his relationship to geography, protection of nature and the environment,
and man's place in the landscape with the following thought (Smrekar et al. 2014, 119):

»An important mission of protecting the environment is also making it possible to experience the heritage
that has been preserved. Protected areas are suitable for learning, education, recreation, and »soft«
tourism. Visits to such areas should be planned, guided, and supervised, because the sensitivity of land-
scapes means that visits may disturb them, which is contrary to the primary goals of protecting and
safeguarding unique and diverse landscapes.«
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Figure 6: Erhartič (foreground) had a sense of humor that endeared him to his colleagues.
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