
GEO 511 Master's Thesis: 

 

 

 

 

 

Shaping cultural landscapes: Agricultural decision-making in the Entlebuch 

(Switzerland) and Southern Illinois (USA) with particular focus on cultural 

ecosystem services 
 

 

by 

Patrick Schoch 

06-705-115 

patrick-schoch@bluewin.ch 

 

 

Submitted in the Department of Geography of the University of Zürich 

at the hands of Prof. Dr. Ulrike Müller-Böker in January 2012 

 

 

 
Supervision: 

Prof. Dr. Norman Backhaus 

Human Geography Unit, Department of Geography, University of Zürich - Irchel 

Winterthurerstr. 190, 8057 Zürich, Switzerland 

norman.backhaus@geo.uzh.ch 

Prof. Dr. Adrienne Grêt-Regamey 

ETH Zürich, Institute for Planning of Landscape and Urban Systems 

Wolfgang-Pauli-Str. 15, 8093 Zürich, Switzerland 

gret@nsl.ethz.ch 

Dipl. geogr. Enrico Celio 

ETH Zürich, Institute for Planning of Landscape and Urban Systems 

Wolfgang-Pauli-Str. 15, 8093 Zürich, Switzerland 

ecelio@ethz.ch 

 

 

   

 



Agricultural decision-making in the Entlebuch and Southern Illinois  

ii 

Preface 

As I was seeking an interesting field to conduct research in connection with a master's 

thesis, I got really excited about when Prof. Dr. Adrienne Grêt-Regamey proposed a 

comparative study between Switzerland and the USA (with focus on cultural ecosystem 

services) to me. It has been a good piece of work since then, but here now the final prod-

uct is available. It is my first bigger work written completely in English. 

Primarily, I have always seen this to be for training and education purposes – and indeed 

I was given a chance to learn a lot. It was the first time that I attended a research project 

from scratch. Every stage until this final text, with all its results, discussion points and 

remaining questions, were very instructive. Quite a number of people have, directly or 

indirectly, been involved in the project and of course it has not always been easy to com-

bine all the different interests and opinions. Neither has it always been easy to stay fo-

cused on the original research questions and to choose the methods appropriately where 

possible. Certainly, some decisions would be taken differently in retrospect. Still, I en-

joyed myself assembling this master's thesis and greatly benefited from it.  

I would like to encourage you as the reader to keep an open eye while reading the chap-

ters as you might discover coherences in the data that I did not see or you might find an 

argument onesided (neglecting relevant aspects). I would definitely be interested in hear-

ing about it.  

I must also emphasize that I am educated in geography, atmospheric sciences and spatial 

planning and not really in agricultural science or the like. In other words, I have no prior 

affiliation to farming and therefore conceive it to be disputable whether I am the right 

person to conduct such research. As said, it served for further education purposes, but 

nonetheless I regard it as important to ask such questions in business as in science.  

This thesis also wants to promote sustainable development and the concept of ecosystem 

services. However, I must ask myself whether a return flight from Europe to America 

and a stay in Illinois is justifiable in this context. If there is an easy answer to this ques-

tion, I sense it not to be in favor of my actions. The goal of sustainable development is an 

immense and pressing challenge and even though mainly farmers are in the focus of this 

thesis, it of course involves everybody from every background to make a contribution. I 

would like to dwell upon that spirit. 
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Summary 

Land use change, driven by demands on the land from economic development and 

growing populations, is putting pressure on natural resources and disrupting biological 

cycles which are ultimately essential to our well-being. The concept of ecosystem services 

is trying to sensitize for the problem and helps to pave the way for sustainable develop-

ment. It is applied in this research.  

Agriculture is a field that has manifold direct impacts on the environment. Therefore it is 

important to establish understanding of agricultural decision-making, to elaborate sensible 

and effective policies. To contribute to this goal, the objective of this study is to compare 

key factors in farmers' decision-making process in two contextually different regions, and 

thus understand land use decision-making in different systems with similar influences on 

the landscape. For this purpose, two case studies using mail questionnaire surveys in the 

Entlebuch (Switzerland) and Southern Illinois (USA) are conducted. It is initially assumed 

that policy contexts in the two regions are different, but the land use is similar – with 

mainly small-scale livestock operations. Farmers or individuals that actively shape larger 

parcels of agricultural land are the surveys' targeting group.  

A first research question investigates the structures (context) and the actual land use prac-

tices in the study areas. A second research question asks why land use decision-makers 

manage the land as they do. And in the issue, a final research question scrutinizes whether 

cultural ecosystem services – the nonmaterial benefits people obtain from ecosystems – 

are important in agricultural decision-making.  

The methods applied involve structured questionnaires with closed questions. Data analy-

sis relies mainly on descriptive statistics, but also regression analysis to explain farming 

intensities – determined primarily by a farm's percentage of ecological compensation 

strips and assuming that less intensive use is more beneficial to the environment.  

As to the results, surveys reach response rates of 24.2% in the Entlebuch and 18.4% in 

Southern Illinois. Both samples are deemed to be representative. However, while the 

systems – primarily in terms of agricultural policies – prove to be different, the land use 

emerges to be unalike as well. Small-scale cow-calf operations dominate in the Entlebuch, 

but only about a third of the respondents keep livestock in Southern Illinois. There, more 

than half of the land is in row crops – apparently an increasing development (since prices 

are currently high). This pertains even more so for full-time farmers which only amount 

to a fifth of respondents. The rest in Southern Illinois are almost exclusively retired hob-

by farmers who operate relatively small farms and often have all their acreage idling in a 

government conservation program. The bigger a farm, the easier it is to be economical 

and vice versa. On the contrary and most likely due to the country's agricultural policies, a 
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much larger number of small-scale farmers remain economically productive in the 

Entlebuch, even part-time farmers who account for about a fifth of respondents there.  

In Switzerland, farmers receive ample direct payments for operating their farms less in-

tensively, eventuating in extensive land use among the majority of farms. Government 

influence is weaker in Southern Illinois and conservation programs are voluntary. Com-

paratively, a higher percentage runs intensive farms and, not least, this applies to full-time 

farms.  

The main messages from the study are that financial and economic considerations as well 

as the natural premises, which actually allow certain land uses, are most important in agri-

cultural decision-making in either study area – above all for productive farms. Also farm 

succession is important, especially in Southern Illinois where most respondents are of 

advanced age. Less intensive land use is essentially contingent upon government financial 

incentives – even though other research also found different explanations. Farmers them-

selves prefer intensive farming which is again tied to profit-maximizing. Particularly in the 

Entlebuch, farmers perceive a conflict between conservation endeavors and financial 

well-being what is likely due to strong government involvement and regulations. A similar 

conflict can indirectly be detected in Southern Illinois. 

Another main message is that cultural ecosystem services – mainly spiritual and aesthet-

ical values – are of considerable importance in agricultural decision-making. This is appli-

cable to almost all the farms in both study areas. The Entlebuch survey evaluation even 

indicates them to be supportive of extensive farming. Therefore trying to incorporate 

related aspects into agricultural policies is concluded to be worthwhile.  

 

 


