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Slovakia Project  
Addressing t he issue of  hum an/ w ildl i fe conf l ict  in t he Tat ra Mount ains 
 
Overview  
 
The purpose of the Animals on the Edge (AOTE) Ð Slovakia Project is to research and propose 
solutions to the problem of human/wildlife (in particular bear) conflict in the Tatra Mountains 
region of Slovakia.  
 
Legal set -up 
 
Animals on the Edge is registered in the United States as a 501(c)(3) organization, and in the 
UK as a Companies House registered not-for-profit Company Limited by Guarantee (reg. no. 
06994155). 
 
I nt roduct ion 
 
Planning and implementation of successful conservation action is fundamentally a problem-
solving art requiring polit ical support. Biological information, which is assumed to be objective, 
is a major influence on the development of the action planning process, but it is not the sole 
determinant of whether individuals or groups will support policies to conserve wildlife 
populations. Those decisions are based upon cultural beliefs, values, economics, threats (either 
real or perceived as a result of action), and polit ical considerations. This is especially true in, but 
not restricted to, rural areas such as those found in many parts of the Tatra region, where 
public understanding of scientific concepts and methods of inquiry is limited. In such areas, the 
growing demands of people for the same resources that animals need to survive (e.g. space, 
water, food, shelter and travel corridors) requires that conservation programs and wildlife 
management schemes simultaneously consider the needs of both people and animals in order 
to strike a balance between conflicting demands. 
 
Planning 
 
In order to set its goals it is important that AOTE has a thorough inventory of the extent of the 
problem relating to carnivore/human conflict and carnivore conservation in the Tatra region, 
and its own capacity to address it. The following table identifies areas of knowledge that must 
be acquired and the purpose of gaining that knowledge. 
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Know ledge required Purpose 

 
Biological/ Environment al  (Carnivores)  
High priorit ies:  Distribution of carnivore 
populations; distribution of females with cubs; 
mortality source, location and causes; 
human/carnivore conflicts;  habitat use (from 
sign); habitat fragmentation; population size 
and genetic viability; reproductive interval and 
age of first reproduction; seasonal habitat use. 
 
Moderate and lower priorit ies:  Food habits 
(from scats); food abundance; litter size;  
home-range size and movement patterns. 
 
Biological/ Environment al  (Hum ans)  
Population growth and distribution;  activit ies 
(e.g. road building, settlements, crops, 
grazing, timber harvest, hunting, etc.); effects 
on carnivores (mortalities, changes in 
behaviour, etc.); and carnivore use of habitat 
(access, habitat fragmentation and loss, etc.)  
 

Identify threats to carnivores, priorit ize threats 
and determine location of the most vulnerable 
point for each threat. 
 
Determine what is necessary to address each 
threat and the criteria on which to judge 
success. 
 
Monitor management/conservation action. 

Socio-pol i t ical inst i t ut ions 
 
Pow er  and aut hor it y over  resource use 
Ability to enforce policies and regulate 
resource use; ability to encourage co-
operation with other groups; public attitudes 
towards institutions with authority. 
 

Determine who will be responsible for 
implementing project tasks. 
 
Set timetable to address each threat based on 
institutional capacity. 
 
 

Continued … 
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Legal/ Economic 
 
Land resource ownership patterns, land rights, 
etc; access to capital and education/ training; 
availability of labour (informal and formal); 
market issues influencing trade in carnivores 
and their parts, perceived threats to 
livelihoods, etc. 
 

Understand incentives needed to create 
stewardship for bears and compensate losses 
from desired changes in human activity. 
 
Set timetable based on external factors. 

Valuat ional 
 
Cultural and spiritual beliefs; public attitudes 
towards carnivores and other elements of the 
natural world;  understanding of the concepts 
of conservation, bio-diversity, sustained 
resource use, etc. 

Build programs on existing beliefs, thus 
strengthening acceptance of project goals. 

 
I dent i fying t hreat s 
 
While most carnivores are threatened by human-caused mortality, habitat fragmentation, 
habitat loss, and lack of public or political support, a priority of the AOTE Slovakia Project must 
be to clearly define and accurately categorize current and potential threats to carnivores 
inhabiting the Tatra region. 
 
The way people behave is strongly influenced by how they perceive the costs and benefits 
associated with protecting carnivores and carnivore habitat. Therefore, threats must be defined 
comprehensively, taking into consideration not just biological factors but also social, economic 
and political factors. To do so, it will be necessary for the AOTE Slovakia Project to have 
information about the people who cause carnivore mortalities and compete with carnivores for 
resources, which requires identifying key participants, clarifying perspectives, describing their 
relationships and strategies, and identifying outcomes that are relevant to them. This will 
require conducting an opinion survey of local people, communities and groups in order to reveal 
what the public thinks about issues and how they might react to AOTE Slovakia Project 
involvement.  
 
Once threats have been identified, they must be priorit ized based on the efficient use of AOTE 
Slovakia Project resources and with an emphasis on actions that are immediately required to 
preserve carnivore populations, which will require that the AOTE Slovakia Project develop a 
strategy for ranking threats based on its ability to address them in a timely manner. 
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Addressing t hreat s 
 
Once relevant threats have been identified and priorit ized, the AOTE Slovakia Project must 
determine what needs to be done to reduce or eliminate them. A rational approach is to 
determine a desired future condition for the factors that were found to threaten the survival of 
carnivore populations in the Tatra region and for these to become goals for specific programs 
undertaken by the AOTE Slovakia Project. Each goal must identify: 
 
1. The recipient of the action (e.g. carnivore population, human group, location, etc.) 
2. What is to be done (objectives and specific strategies). 
3. The criteria to be used to measure the projects success. 
 
At all times, goals must be based on both the threat priority and the AOTE Slovakia ProjectÕs 
capacity to implement them in a timely manner. 
 
Barr iers t o success 
 
The success of the AOTE Slovakia Project in achieving its goals will be determined by 1) its 
ability to control enough of the internal and external environment projects operate in, 2) the 
ability of project managers to make creative adjustments to project implementation when 
external factors threaten to derail it, and 3) that project managers are given the latitude to 
make such decisions. 
 
Internal and external factors that have the potential to disrupt the implementation of AOTE 
Slovakia Project programs include: 
 
• Lack of administrative support 
• Poor organisational structure 
• A resistance to learning 
• Political turmoil 
• Natural disasters 
• Staple resource shortages 
• Insufficient scientific evidence to counter opposition to project goals 
 
Timely and accurate feedback on the performance of projects and project participants will help 
to minimise the barriers to success, assuming required modifications are implemented in a 
timely manner. 
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Recomm ended act ions 
 
The actions the AOTE Slovakia Project proposes to take can be split between those aimed at 
wildlife and others that focus on people and communities.  
 
Act ion for  w ildl i fe 
 
The following table identifies the actions proposed by the AOTE Slovakia Project relating to 
wildlife in the Tatra region that will be used to plan, implement and monitor programs that 
benefit carnivores, in particular bears, wolves and lynx.  
 
1. Assess distribution of the three main carnivore species. 
2. Assess distribution of females with cubs. 
3. Identify the sources, location and causes of mortality. 
4. Identify areas of human-carnivore conflict. 
5. Identify habitat use and fragmentation. 
6. Identify feeding habits and abundance of food. 
7. Identify reproductive intervals and age of first reproduction. 
8. Assess seasonal habitat use. 
9. Identify home ranges and movement patterns. 
 
Human caused mortality is one of the most severe limiting factors relating to carnivore 
population growth and because changing the frequency and lethality of encounters between 
humans and carnivores will result in reduced mortality, research into items 3 and 4 above are 
seen as a high priority. 
 
Lim it at ions on act ion 
 
Much of the existing data on carnivores in developed countries such as the United States and 
Canada has been conducted over many years and at considerable cost. At its outset, the 
financial and logistical resources of the AOTE Slovakia Project are limited, restricting its ability 
to initiate similar costly and widespread efforts until such time that adequate funding is sourced. 
However, this does not limit the ability of the AOTE Slovakia Project to conduct good science 
and conservation work.  
 
The following is a guide to how the AOTE Slovakia Project will maximise its efforts in the short 
term: 
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1. Many of the needed programs address non-biological issues that are the predominant threat 
to carnivores (e.g. legal, social, polit ical and cultural pressures that determine human values 
and their behaviour). Subtle changes in this behavioural landscape may be all that is 
required to reduce illegal kills, limit human activity in carnivore habitat, and increase 
stewardship for carnivores while long-term solutions are sought. The important thing is to 
act immediately. 

 
2. We will do what is possible within the limits of our resources at any given time. While the 

ultimate goal is to secure the funding and resources needed to sustain a lengthy radio 
tracking effort, information for interim management needs can be obtained from yearly 
harvest data, questionnaires, interviews and/or examination of evidence of carnivore and 
human presence along trails and transects.  

 
3. We will use all the data that is available to us from outside sources, relating to individual 

species, habitat, threats, etc., and we will avoid duplicating efforts. 
 
4. We will match our objectives with the physical landscape, based on accessibility and 

viability.  
 
Act ion for  people and com munit ies 
 
Some of the most important conservation actions that benefit carnivores in particular focus on 
people and communities. The AOTE Slovakia Project will seek to ensure that government 
ministries and departments are informed about natural resource policies that affect carnivores 
in the Tatra region and, to the extent possible, have the same expectations from those policies.  
 
Significantly, and more immediately, we intend to do the same at community level. Compliance 
with policies is a function of how much community members perceive conservation action to be 
in their self-interest. To that end, the AOTE Slovakia Project proposes the following actions: 
 
1. Provide communities with benefits, such as public education, rural development, agricultural 

extension, compensation for agricultural losses due to carnivores, in return for favourable 
treatment of carnivores and their habitats. The intended outcome of this action is the 
preservation of large areas for carnivores that simultaneously provide a sustained and long-
term benefit to local people.  

 
2. Include flexibility in how goals and objectives are achieved, facilitating support rather than 

direction as a means of successfully forming community-based groups that preserve forest 
resources. 
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3. While rural inhabitants in Slovakia may respond to some or all of the measures identified in 
item 1, above, these programs alone will fail to prevent the conversion of carnivore habitat 
to agricultural and other uses by people who have no other means of making a living. 
Therefore, it is important that the AOTE Slovakia Project set realistic goals that take into 
account how local people perceive benefits and costs, their systems of distributing them and 
how they assess risk.  

 
4. Match specific tasks with existing human capacity, ensuring that local labour can be 

employed without the need for extensive training.  
 
5. Forecast the consequences of success and have measures to address them. For example, 

increasing carnivore numbers can add to existing problems of carnivore encounters with 
livestock, agriculture and people. I t is therefore necessary to anticipate these prospects and 
plan for them. 

 
6. Provide local people and communities a meaningful role from the beginning of any program 

that affects them, without compromising scientific objectives. Responsibilities may include 
helping to devise data collecting methods, sharing in project financing, determining the 
distribution of costs and benefits, and helping to select project alternatives.  

 
7. Preserve roles for women, who are often the primary users of forest resources and thus 

should participate in project development. Such involvement must be relevant to their needs 
and roles and may include provision of extension of information and a hand in decision-
making. 

 
8. Understand local meanings where they differ from those of AOTE Slovakia Project and 

respect the position that local terms represent.  
  
Lim it at ions on act ions for  people and comm unit ies 
 
Rural inhabitants view the following actions to reduce threats to carnivores as incompatible with 
their own self-interests: road closures, limits on development and the harvest of forest 
resources, village resettlement programs, restrictive hunting regulations, and increased law 
enforcement.  
 
Quali f icat ion on proposed act ions 
 
In assessing the viability of the actions described above among alternative actions it is 
important to ensure that the criteria used are compatible with the aims of the AOTE Slovakia 
Project, as well as its organisational structure, authority and leadership; and that compatibility 
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extends to incentives, access to information and power, communication mechanisms, the 
availability of expertise, resources (including capital, t ime, human, technology, knowledge, 
infrastructure, etc.), administrative ease, legality and political viability. Where any of the above 
are lacking, the AOTE Slovakia Project will seek to engage in collaborative efforts with other 
organisations. 
 
Peer  review  
 
Adequate and authoritative peer review is essential to ensure that poorly designed plans are not 
authorised or implemented. Insight Wildlife Management, a Washington-based company 
specialising in carnivore research and education, will oversee the AOTE Slovakia ProjectÕs plans 
and activities in this regard. 
 
I m plem ent at ion 
 
To meet its goals and objectives, the AOTE Slovakia Project needs a clear mandate and 
autonomy, the ability to co-ordinate with all the entities involved, and the ability to deliver 
project resources to human and carnivore populations. In order to achieve this the AOTE 
Slovakia Project must work with external resources at both government and community level.  
 
Government  
 
The AOTE Slovakia Project can work with the Slovak government both at national and local 
level, making use of these functionsÕ enabling power, support services, extension services to 
related groups, and the co-ordination and regulation of activit ies. Where regional wildlife 
agencies lack staff and financial resources, the AOTE Slovakia Project will seek co-ordination 
from top levels of government.  
 
In order to encourage government support and assistance, the AOTE Slovakia Project must 
establish links between: 
 
1. Preserving carnivore habitat and having watershed products on a national scale. 
2. Having watershed products in large urban environments and maintaining national security. 
3. Improving regional capacity for watershed management by its participants in projects that 

focus on carnivores. 
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Comm unit ies 
 
Long-term maintenance of carnivore populations depends on their stewardship by the people 
who have the most contact with them. I t is vital that rural communities are included as partners 
in the AOTE Slovakia ProjectÕs efforts to manage carnivore populations. Additionally, 
communities are often a vital source of information about individual carnivore populations, 
information that would be costly and time consuming to acquire independently. Finally, where 
local authority and ability to control resource use is strong, the AOTE Slovakia Project may need 
only to empower communities and provide technical support in order to achieve its aims. Such 
support and empowerment may include: 
 
1. Balance the risk assumed by communities for not exploiting carnivores or their habitats with 

meaningful benefits. 
 
2. Create a co-operative incentive by having the beneficiaries share not just the benefits 

associated with projects but also the costs (direct costs such as loss of income, and 
opportunity costs resulting from a decision to refrain from exploiting a resource), so that 
costs and benefits may be calculated for individuals to assess whether incentives are 
realistic to encourage people away from destroying resources. 

 
3. Allow project participants to organise themselves according to how they define consensus 

and equitable participation. 
 
4. Avoid isolating people from resources without creating alternative resources. 
 
5. AOTE Slovakia Project personnel should be sensitive to how they are perceived by 

community members. 
 
6. Listen carefully to what rural people say and being patient and sensitive when asking 

questions. 
 
Benef it s of  NGO st at us 
 
The AOTE Slovakia Project is a program of a registered non-government organisation (NGO). As 
such it is able to provide what governments and communities lack in mechanising and 
facilitating conservation projects. The flexibility of the organisational structure enables the AOTE 
Slovakia Project to explore innovative solutions to problems that are not forthcoming from more 
rigid bureaucracies (e.g. governments), and its marketing and capital managements skills 
enables it to analyse resource-use options for their sustainability. Working with communities, 
the neutrality of the AOTE Slovakia Project enables it to liaise between groups that mistrust 
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each otherÕs actions, encouraging, in particular, governments to delegate more authority to 
lower levels of authority or to divest itself of certain functions through privatization. The AOTE 
Slovakia Project also provides a structure that communities can operate under, giving them a 
collective voice. 
 
I ndividual par t icipant s 
 
The challenge of managing the disparate elements of carnivore conservation and human 
interest requires a team of people with a diverse range of skills that include a solid and 
thorough knowledge of the relevant species (i.e. bears, wolves and lynx), latest conservation 
technology and practices, research and management techniques, experience of implementing 
conservation actions, and knowledge of the local polit ical and socio-economic conditions.  
 
The AOTE Slovakia Project is made up of the following people: 
   
Leo Gr i l lo Ð Founder  and Head 
 
Leo Grillo is the Founder and Head of the non-profit NGO Living Earth, co-founder of the 
Animals on the Edge program, and an expert in animal rescue. In 1981 he founded Delta 
Rescue, a care-for-life shelter for dogs and cats that has grown to become the largest centre of 
its kind in the world, incorporating on-site veterinary facilit ies providing ICUÕs, surgical suites, 
diagnostic labs and a physical therapy unit, managed by a team of highly trained veterinarians. 
Delta Rescue is also the facilitator of the International Vet Tech Training program, which 
enables veterinary technicians from around the world to work in the USA and be trained in care-
for-life animal care. The centre also incorporates the unique ÔStraw Bale Dog HouseÕ, designed 
and built by Leo. In 1988 Leo helped invent a model hemodialysis center at UC Davis Veterinary 
Medical Center and supported the creation of a clinical fellowship in renal medicine and 
hemodialysis. In the same year, he founded Horse Rescue of America. In 1990 he established 
Living Earth Productions as an educational division, which has gone on to produce several 
acclaimed documentaries. Outside of the USA, Leo has been instrumental in building a state-of-
the-art care-for-life animal rescue centre in India (VSPCA), funding an animal care program in 
Romania and opening the first ever animal care centre in Afghanistan. Leo has made guest 
appearances on many television shows and news programs, including National Geographic, The 
Today Show, CNN, NBC and the Disney Channel. He continues his ground breaking, far-
reaching work to this day. 
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Chr is West on Ð Direct or  of  Field Research 
 
With a degree in Business and Marketing and several years experience working in the fields of 
credit finance and marketing strategy, in 1998 Chris Weston turned to photojournalism, 
specializing in wildlife conservation. Today, he is widely published both in Europe and the US 
and, in 2008, his research into community-based conservation led to the publication of the 
authoritative work Animals on the Edge, and, with Leo Grillo, the development of a not-for-
profit program of the same name, under the umbrella of Living Earth, a US-based Non-
Government Organisation (NGO). In recognition of his work and ethical approach to 
photographing the natural world, in 2003 Chris was awarded Associate Membership of Canopy, 
a US-based NGO working in the field of conservation Ð one of only two photographers 
worldwide to receive the honour. He is also an Ambassador for the African Lion and 
Environmental Research Trust, based in Zimbabwe, and his membership of the International 
League of Conservation Photographers is pending. Through Animals on the Edge, Chris is 
involved in implementing community-based conservation projects in India, Portugal and Borneo.  
 
Chr is Morgan MSc Ð Scient i f ic Consult ant  (Bear  Research)  
 
Chris Morgan is a British conservation ecologist specializing in international bear research and 
conservation. He has a Masters degree in Advanced Ecology and has worked on bear research 
and environmental education projects in many wild locations including Spain, the Pakistani 
Himalayas, the Canadian Arctic, Ecuador, the Canadian Rockies and the USA. In 1997, he 
immigrated to Washington State (USA) and established Insight Wildlife Management, an 
organization that specializes in field research and environmental education Ð especially 
regarding bears and other large carnivores.  Chris has been a regular lecturer at Western 
Washington UniversityÕs Environmental Science Department and is also the co-director of the 
North Cascades Grizzly Bear Outreach Project Ð an innovative approach to promoting 
knowledge about bears in local communities. In 2007 Chris co-founded Wildlife Media, a non-
profit organization that creates epic films and funding campaigns for global wildlife 
conservation. In 2003 he received an honor from the Environmental Education Association of 
Washington as 'Outstanding Environmental Educator' of the year. In 2008 his contributions to 
grizzly bear conservation in the USA were honored with an award from the Interagency Grizzly 
Bear Committee in Montana. 
 
Time frames 
 
I t must be noted that carnivore conservation is a long-term project not least because growth 
rates for carnivores tend to be low, meaning measurable changes in density of populations are 
likely to be unknown for several years and, subsequently, the impact of management decisions 
only become evident over a long period of time. Also, the speed at which the AOTE Slovakia 
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Project is able to instigate conservation projects is directly linked to its financial and human 
resources. 
 
Based on the AOTE Slovakia ProjectÕs current situation, the following action plan has been 
devised: 
 
Year  one Ð high pr ior i t y 
 
1. I dent i fy t he sources, locat ion and causes of  mor t al i t y. 
 
Research act ion: 
Devise and initiate a rapid field survey of high priority communities and groups living and 
working in or close to carnivore habitat. 
Liaise with Tatra National Parks Authority (TANAP) on recorded carnivore mortalit ies and 
investigate causes (historic as well as new events). 
 
Out come: 
Based on an analysis of the results agree, draw up and initiate plans to minimize human caused 
mortalities, which may include setting up compensation schemes for lost livestock, provision of 
physical deterrents (e.g. electric fencing to honey growers), and education of affected groups 
(e.g. farmers). 
 
2. I dent i fy areas of  hum an-carnivore conf l ict  
 
Research act ion: 
Devise and initiate a rapid field survey of communities living in or close to carnivore habitat. 
Set up the mechanisms to conduct medium- to long-term research into human/carnivore 
encounters, using additional resources (e.g. the internet and telephone) to generate user-driven 
feedback. 
  
Out come: 
Based on an analysis of the results of the rapid field survey, agree, draw up and initiate plans to 
minimize human/carnivore encounters, which may include education of affected groups (e.g. 
tourists, hikers, farmers), general education about living with carnivores in schools and 
communities, and installation of physical deterrents. 
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3. Assess seasonal habit at  use 
 
Research act ion: 
Initiate radio-tracking program of carnivores, to include bears, wolves and lynx. 
Investigate human use of relevant habitat areas, and timings. 
  
Out come: 
Restore and generate natural habitats for carnivores away from population centres. 
Where possible, encourage seasonal disparities in human use of carnivore habitat. 
 
Monit or ing and evaluat ion 
 
Monitoring and evaluation of projects is essential to ensure their long term success and will 
involve and/or require: 
 
1. Using several independent methods with minimal impact on individual animals 
2. The provision of adequate financial and human resources 
3. The independence of the monitoring authority 
4. Monitoring often using a consistent methodology 
5. Publication of findings 
 
A positive assessment will include an increase in the population of carnivores, reduced human 
caused mortality rates and reduced incidence of human/carnivore encounters.  
 
Volunt eer  program 
 
In order to provide adequate resources for conducting field surveys and monitoring projects, 
the AOTE Slovakia Project is looking into the possibility of starting a volunteer program that will 
have two aspects: 
 
1. Comm unit y/ Educat ion 

The AOTE Slovakia Project will look to involve schools and universities in the research 
program, with the aim of involving, in particular, young local people and making them 
stakeholders in the conservation process. 

 
2. Commercial 

A commercial volunteer program will provide eco-tourism opportunities for foreigners to get 
involved in the work of the AOTE Slovakia Project, which will have the additional benefits of 
providing funding for the AOTE Slovakia Project and attracting foreign tourists to Slovakia. 
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Sum mary 
 
The long-term goal of the AOTE Slovakia Project is to secure and protect the population of 
carnivores living in the Tatra region of Slovakia by working with local communities to reduce 
incidents of human/carnivore conflict and providing financial alternatives to income-generating 
human activities that conflict with carnivore conservation. 
 
The AOTE Slovakia Project is planning for a long-term investment in conservation efforts in the 
Tatra region. In its first year, its goals are to implement a well thought out, peer reviewed 
program of activity aimed at assessing the immediate threats to carnivore populations and 
devising and implementing programs that will eliminate or significantly reduce those threats.   
 
In devising and implementing programs, the AOTE Slovakia Project will work with local and 
international authorities on carnivore conservation, and involve local communities at all stages. 
Throughout the course of any project or program, its effectiveness will be subject to continuous 
and consistent monitoring. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 


