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Abstract

The goal of this article is to trace the appearance of a pattern of forest mismanagement from the begin-
nings of modern Serbian state in the 19th century. The article will demonstrate that rapid demographic 
growth, accompanied by the expansion of arable land due to a gradual transition from animal husbandry 
to agriculture as the dominant form of economy, led to a vigorous increase in the process of deforestation 
in the period spanning from the attainment of autonomy (1830) to the wars against the Ottoman Empire 
(1876-1878). Supremacy of agriculture in the beginning of the 1870s was achieved at the expense of for-
ests, because the increase in agricultural yields in the peasant existential economy, which was character-
ized by underdeveloped agricultural techniques, meant a continuous expansion of arable land. The exam-
ple of the Principality of Serbia confirms that in agrarian economies competition between the usufruct of 
the forest and its potential as agricultural land regularly ends with the removal of the forest.
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Introduction
At the end of 1899, the Ministry of National Economy of 
the Kingdom of Serbia issued an order for the establish-
ment of a forest management administration provided 
by the Law on Forests from 1891. The Order was impor-
tant because it symbolized the moment after which se-
rious efforts to collect statistical data on Serbian forests 
followed. Although statistical data on forests began to 
be published after 1903 on an annual basis, they were 
incomplete (Statistical yearbook, 1906). The 1906 Re-
port of the Ministry of National Economy, which con-
tained the first data on a national level, demonstrated 
that at the time the state had no precise data on the ter-
ritory covered by forests (Reports, 1907). A precise sta-
tistical account of the area covered by forests was essen-
tially a task that had been unfulfilled by the statistical 
administration of the Principality/Kingdom of Serbia 
until the First World War. Data on forests appeared for 
the first time in national statistics in the census of 1889 

(Statistical yearbook, 1894), and the first official data 
from the Forestry Department of the Ministry of Na-
tional Economy (published in the aforementioned 1906 
Report) noted that in 1905 31.4% of the country was cov-
ered by forests (Reports, 1907). Therefore, it is not possi-
ble to write statistically reliable observations about the 
dynamics of deforestation in Serbia’s “long 19th centu-
ry”, or for the time before the state’s independence and 
territorial expansion in 1878. However, the importance 
of dealing with this phenomenon, regardless of the lack 
of statistical data, emanates from the analysis of re-
searchers who, following the dynamics of the growth 
of arable land concluded that “in the early seventies 
the amount of cultivated land already exceeds the total 
area under forest” (Simeunović, 1957). Bearing in mind 
not only the rather short time frame (from autonomy 
to state independence), but also the fact that this was 
a period when, to a significant extent, the dynamics 
of the socio-economic processes was determined, the 
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causes and dynamics of deforestation become an inter-
esting research issue because they reflect in a paradig-
matic way the problems and dynamics of the develop-
ment of agriculture as a dominant type of economy.

Deforestation:  
literary testimonies and dynamics
As a landlocked country in the north of the Balkan 
Peninsula, the Principality of Serbia was dominat-
ed by hills and mountains. The Dinaric Alps moun-
tain range to the southwest, the Carpathians to the 
northeast and the Balkan mountain range to the east 
and the southeast, as part of the “mountain chaos” of 
the peninsula (Buxton, 1908), all intersected in area 
of Serbia, giving the Principality the “appearance of 
a rough sea” (Karić, 1887). Serbia was a country slop-
ing from south to north. According to a description 
of contemporary geographer Vladimir Karić, from 
the highest mountain peaks on the southern border 
(Mt. Kopaonik), the edges of the mountain ranges 
descended in waves northward toward the Sava Riv-
er, disappearing into the plains or in the vast undu-
lating plateaus of western Serbia. In the central part 
of the country, west of the mouth of the Morava Riv-
er into the Danube, the mountain ranges extended to 
the banks of the Sava and Danube in waves of hills, 
while to the east, towards Golubac and the Iron Gate, 
the mountains disappeared into the Danube. Along 
with a gradual descent towards the north, the moun-
tain ranges also diverged, making space for river val-
leys, from the Morava basin covering almost the en-
tire territory of the Principality to the valleys of the 
bordering Drina, Sava, Danube and Timok Rivers 
(Karić, 1887).

Apart from the different levels of hydrographic dis-
persion from the southwest to the northeast, Serbia’s 
moderate continental climate was marked by consid-
erable climatic differences conditioned by the direc-
tion of the mountain ranges. To the southwest the in-
fluence of the Mediterranean climate area could be 
felt and the valley of Morava was exposed to climat-
ic influences from Central Europe, while the Timok 
Region faced the consequences of geographical sep-
aration from the Morava Valley by the ranges of the 
Carpatho-Balkan Massif and exposure to climat-
ic influences from the European east (Karić, 1887; 
Vlahović, 2011). Regardless of regional differences 
caused by various climatic influences, altitude, relief 
etc, it was a climate suitable for the development of 
flora characteristic of a moderate climatic zone. At the 
time of independence in 1878, the landscapes of Serbia, 
with their vast forests, fields and meadows not only in 
the plains, but also in the hills and mountain peaks, 
served as confirmation of this.

At the same time, the Serbian landscapes of 1870s 
were a distinctive indicator of anthropogenic trans-
formation as a consequence of economic development 
during previous decades. The population of the Prin-
cipality in the 19th century was predominantly agrar-
ian. The geographical position at a crossroads of cli-
matic influences, with its diversified and developed 
relief which further contributed to the modification 
of the method of distribution of climate and vegeta-
tion conditions, were a consequence of the diversity 
of the conditions of the emergence and development 
of soil, making the territory of the Principality a sort 
of pedological collection with fifteen different types 
of soil. The Šumadija (which included the Belgrade, 
Smederevo, Kragujevac, Jagodina and Rudnik dis-
tricts) and Mačva (which included the Šabac, Valje-
vo and Podrinje districts) regions, as well as the west-
ern parts of Požarevac and Ćuprija districts and parts 
of Morava River Basin of the Aleksinac district, were 
parts of Serbia predominantly covered with soil that 
did not require significant amelioration or irrigation 
works and were, thus, most suitable for intensive agri-
cultural production (Škorić, 1977). On the other hand, 
in the south of Serbia before the Treaty of Berlin, on 
the edges of the Dinaric Alps and border ridges of the 
mountains of Javor, Golija and Kopaonik were dis-
tricts dominated by soil unsuitable for cultivation and 
with only small oases of fertile land. A characteristic 
example was the Užice district, with fertile land only 
in the smaller valleys of the Đetinja and Moravica riv-
ers (History of T. Užice, 1989; Škorić, 1977). Conse-
quently, more than half of the territory of the Princi-
pality could be counted as a soil of a high or satisfying 
level of fertility and suitable for crops with the use of 
different level and form of amelioration.

However, fertile land was also suitable for forest 
vegetation, so the period of Ottoman rule was marked 
by reforestation, while in the 19th century the exploi-
tation of its potential for agriculture was determined 
by the dynamics of the process of deforestation. Con-
temporary travelogue sources discuss the Princi-
pality’s significant forestation at the time of auton-
omy. When traveling in 1833 from Niš to Belgrade, 
the French poet Alphonse de Lamartine wrote of the 

“ocean of Serbian forests” that “stretch on all sides in-
definitely, leaving room only for a wide, meandering 
road” (Lamartine, 2006). A few years before Lamar-
tine, Joakim Vujić and Otto Ferdinand Dubislav von 
Pirch had similar impressions when traveling through 
Serbia. Writing in 1826 during a journey through Ser-
bia that lasted several months, Vujić, a Serbian writer 
from southern Hungary, left a number of notes about 
the Principality’s “frightful forests” (Vujić, 1999), 
while in 1829, the Prussian officer Pirch left the most 
detailed data on forests. While on the road from Bel-
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grade to Smederevo he recorded that “on both sides 
of the road a … forest was so thick ... that the human 
foot can’t pass through,” and, similarly, wrote about 
the “dark”, “large” and “frightful” forests during the 
rest of his trip around Serbia (Pirh, 2012). Half a cen-
tury later, shortly after independence, while traveling 
through the cultivated fields of Morava River valley, 
Sreten L. Popović recalled an old saying that, “it was 
once such a [thick] tangle of forest, spinney and bush-
es that not even a snake could be pulled out of it by its 
tail” (Popović, 1950).

Lamartine’s romanticist enthusiasm, intertwined 
with the subjectivity of his memories as well as the 
travelogue literature, created a subsequent percep-
tion of Serbia as “a large forest garden” whose bor-
ders matched the boundaries of forested areas (Jekić, 
1928). Literature from the first half of the 19th century, 
which essentially dealt with areas along main roads 
and often in river valleys, led to the conclusion that 
forest covered the Principality not only on the moun-
tain ranges, but “on the lowest platforms and valley 
bottoms” as well, as was later pointed out by Jovan 
Cvijić (Cvijić, 1922). According to Dušan Simeunović, 
conclusions about the forests of Serbia in the early 19th 
century can also be made on the basis of research of 
various factors such as location and types of settle-
ments, types of houses and building materials, the oc-
cupations and habits of the population, geographical 
terms derived from the word “forest”, that manner in 
which and to what extent wood was used in everyday 
life, etc. (Simeunović, 1957).

However, the process of deforestation was already 
gaining pace by the time of Lamartines’ journey 
through Serbia. The archpriest Matija Nenadović re-
called in his memoirs in the 1830s that the deforest-
ed areas of the Morava and Mačva during the time 
of the First Serbian Uprising (1804-1813) were charac-
terized by forests and spinneys so thick that a “pedes-
trian could not pass” (Nenadović, 1957). When writ-
ing about Serbia during the rule of Prince Miloš on 
the basis of contemporary sources, Tihomir Đorđević 
noted that “forests…were destroyed without order 
and without any economy,” that they “were destroyed 
to help the spread of the old population, and the new 
to inhabit, and to create clear land for cultivation,” 
while simultaneously “the forest was destroyed…for 
fences, and for firewood, and as fodder for livestock 
through the winter” (Đorđević, 1983). Thus, he de-
scribed a wide range of reasons for such fast deforest-
ation. The period from the acquisition of autonomy to 
the “wars of liberation and independence,” as Serbian 
historiography called Serbo-Ottoman Wars of 1876-
1878, was marked by particularly intense deforesta-
tion. During his travels through Serbia in the 1860s, 
Felix Kanitz, an Austrian travel writer, picturesque-

ly noted that a “war was declared” on forests (Kan-
itz, 1868; Sundhaussen, 1989). The report on the state 
of forests in the Belgrade, Valjevo, Šabac and Rudnik 
districts from 1862, written by one of the head-chiefs 
of the Ministry of Finance, demonstrated that he was 
not exaggerating in his estimation. When describing 
the alarming situation in these districts, he conclud-
ed that “throughout Serbia…there is and there is not 
forest,” because “observing from afar one might say 
the whole country is covered with forests; and when 
he enters the woods, one can see there is no real forest” 
because of continuous and uncontrolled exploitation 
by peasants (Report, 1863).

A paradigmatic example of the process of deforest-
ation which attracted the attention of contemporaries 
probably due to the fact that it was a late example from 
the 1860s and the 1870s when the problem was gener-
ally obvious was that of Mt. Miroč (Krajina District). 
First, in 1855, the Serbian government settled Mon-
tenegrin families in the village of Petrovo Selo, and 
then in 1872 allowed the establishment of the village 
of Miročevo by Bulgarian refugees on the southern 
slope of the mountain (Jagodić, 2004). While warn-
ing about the problem of the “destruction of forest,” 
one contemporary wrote that in the early 1860s Miroč 
was an “immense, impenetrable … mountain with 
branches all over the place, to Brza Palanka, Ključ and 
Donji Milanovac, almost to the Danube waterside,” 
and that by the end of the 1870s “everywhere are fal-
lows, fields and meadows, and the central and highest 
part of the mountain, where the village Miročevo was, 
had all been cut down and cleared”. According to the 
description, the state of the mountain was such that 
it would no longer be profitable for the state to organ-
ize exploitation of the forest. “One who has an oppor-
tunity to observe the mountain or forest from high-
er ground…during the spring, summer, or autumn, 
can see smoke all around, like the mountain is on fire.” 
(Bogdanović, 1880).

Causes
It is estimated that due to continued deforestation, the 
area covered by forest in the early 1870s was for the 
first time smaller than that of cultivated land. The ac-
celerated process of deforestation was the result of the 
Principality’s dynamics of economic development af-
ter gaining autonomy. According to the opinion of 
Simeunović, the primary factor behind this was de-
mographic (Simeunović, 1957). In a period of four dec-
ades the population of Serbia doubled—from 698,624 
in 1834 to 1,353,890 in 1874—which led to the expan-
sion of existing settlements and the establishment of 
new ones (Ljušić, 2001). Demographic growth im-
posed an ongoing necessity to provide sufficient quan-
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tities of food. In premodern, agrarian societies, this 
usually meant an increase in arable land. In the Ser-
bian case, since the technological level of cultivation 
was low and showed slow developmental trends, this 
also included low yields per hectare, and the acceler-
ated expansion of arable land with a poorly developed 
system of fallow or alternative means of adding nu-
trients necessary for maintaining the level of agricul-
tural yield. Rapid expansion of arable land occurred 
primarily at the expense of forests or earlier deforest-
ed lands used as meadows and pastures. At the same 
time, the transition from animal husbandry to agri-
culture as the dominant economic activity narrowed 
the material basis for animal husbandry because of 
the conversion of meadows and pastures into fields, 
with further pressure increasing on the forest. All 
these factors were correlated and intertwined, thus 
marking the process of deforestation during the 19th 
century in different ways, to varying degrees and in 
various areas (Simeunović, 1957).

The starting point for understanding of the pro-
cesses or the dynamics of economic development and 
associated deforestation is the peasant economy as an 
essential segment of peasant societies formed due to 
the effect of various geographical, historical, econom-
ic and social conditions (climate, relief, methods of 
land acquisition, cultural systems, etc.) which deter-
mined their specificity. In contrast to international or 
national flow of goods and capital, a peasant economy 
is defined as a “culture of survival” (Mrgić, 2013) and a 

“process of being subjected to reproductive dynamics” 
(Harris, 1996). This is fundamentally different from 
capitalist farm management which is based on pro-
duction for the market; therefore peasant agriculture 
can be viewed as existential in nature. This existen-
tial agriculture was the dominant feature of a peas-
ant economy that defined its own agricultural system 
by correlating the number of mouths to feed with the 
number of hands needed for the job—hands that with 
processing of available land must meet necessary ex-
pectations, primarily financial, of the state’s adminis-
trative system, the pressure of which slowly, but con-
tinuously intensified (Mendras, 1976).

On the existential level of agriculture, with the 
technology of cultivation on the same existential lev-
el, the “ocean of Serbian forests” was an obstacle that 
had to be overcome. The highest quality forests cov-
ered with trees most valuable for extractive animal 
husbandry, were at the same time on the most valu-
able soil for agricultural production. These were of-
ten in the river valleys, and especially in the Morava 
River valley. Deforestation was a necessity for Serbi-
an peasants. Much later, the Serbian sociologist Sreten 
Vukosavljević wrote that when dividing or taking new 
uncultivated land, peasants were always more eager 

to take an area that was not covered by trees. In the 
first half of the 19th century this possibility was rare. 
It could be said that in the first decades of the exist-
ence of the vassal principality, the construction of set-
tlements and economic activity could not begin be-
fore clearing of the land of forests. As pointed out by 
Vukosavljević, the forest was “a torturous obstacle for 
creating a cultivating soil” and “to overpower the for-
est was one of the main cultural deeds of the first gen-
erations of settlers” (Vukosavljević, 2012).

At the same time, the attitude of the government, or 
the non-existence/negligence of legal regulations and 
the absence of organized forest management was un-
doubtedly one of the significant factors that affected 
the dynamics of deforestation. Based on the needs of 
the peasant society and the dominant features of his 
economic activity, forest legislation in the Principali-
ty of Serbia reflected a tendency to regulate the supply 
of timber for firewood and other forest products and 
the provision of sufficient quantities of fertile land 
necessary for preserving the continuity of the peas-
ant economy. In the first half of the 19th century forest 
management was predominantly determined by the 
importance of forests for extractive livestock breed-
ing, particularly for pigs as the most important export 
good. The essence of later legislative activities was de-
fined between the first known legislative act dealing 
with forests in 1820 (Petrović and Petrović, 1882) and 
the first act that explicitly dealt with forests after the 
adoption of the Constitution of 1839 (Collection of 
laws, 1880). This included forbidding the cutting down 
of acorn-rich forests (oak forests and European beech 
forests) which were fundamental for pig breeding (the 
most important export oriented economic activity), or 
only by special approval from local authorities. Oth-
er types of trees were available for ruination (Collec-
tion of laws, 1877).

After the decree of 1839, the government clarified 
and amended forest legislation on several occasions, 
essentially nullifying and disabling its basic purpose, 
which was protection of acorn-rich forests. Their pres-
ervation or extinction was closely related to the pri-
mary, demographic factor that led towards the expan-
sion of existing settlements and the creation of new 
ones, as well as to the increase of arable land, mostly 
by clearing forests. When faced with the demographic 
challenge of an existential agriculture the state slow-
ly relented.

A new legislative framework for forest manage-
ment—or, to be more precise, its removal—issued by 
the laws of 1857 and 1861 reflected the process of tran-
sition from animal husbandry to agriculture as the 
dominant economic activity, followed by a narrow-
ing of the material base of livestock breeding which 
increased pressure on the forest. Faced with the new 
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needs of existential agriculture for arable land, the 
state defined a different place of forest after two dec-
ades of continuous deforestation. The provisions of 
the 1857 and 1861 laws legitimized the existing trend 
of deforestation by formulating a justification for it 
and creating a legislative framework, while the pen-
alty provisions for uncontrolled deforestation proved 
to be ineffective in the long run (Collection of laws, 
1853). According to Dušan Simeunović, the forest law 
from 1861, in force at the time of independence, didn’t 
have “the character of forest laws in today’s terms, but 
represented a set of rules governing the procedure for 
issuing timber from the forest and the procedure for 
granting the necessary area for clearing” (Simeunović, 
1957). The law, therefore, reflected the essence of the 
pragmatic character of forest legislation within the 
value system of a peasant society where existential ag-
riculture was the dominant economic activity, and re-
flected the necessity for legal regulation of the supply 
of timber for firewood and other forest products, and 
the provision of sufficient quantities of fertile land to 
preserve the continuity of the peasant economy. Start-
ing from Simeunović’s remark that tracking the evo-
lution of forest legislation is a good indicator of the at-
titude of the state towards forest preservation, it can 
be concluded that the governments’ forest policies left 
the forest essentially unprotected.

Consequences
Due to the accelerated process of deforestation and 
the position of the state which failed to define a clear 
concept of forest preservation, negative effects were 
apparent long before independence. Erosion in de-
forested surfaces began to appear throughout Serbia. 
Contemporary writers remarked on the “rocky de-
serts” (Karić, 1887) and “the barren land where or-
ganic life had become extinct” (Prvo Pančićevo pu-
tovanje, 1914). In the 1862 report of the Ministry of 
Finance mentioned previously, attention was brought 
to the increasingly obvious problem of the deforesta-
tion of mountain slopes and to possible catastroph-
ic long-term consequences (Report, 1863). A paradig-
matic example in 1849 was a major erosion of arable 
land in the Užice district, in the rolling hills along 
the river Drina, where, according to reports, spring 
floods washed away more than a hundred acres of ar-
able land (Miljković Katić, 2014). The Serbian botanist 
Josif Pančić had already noticed signs of erosion in the 
1850s1, and in the 1870s named parts of the Rudnik, 

1	 In 1856 Pančić, as a lecturer at the Great School in Belgrade, or-
ganized his first field trip around Serbia with students. In 1863 
a new group of students traveled through Serbia. The texts that 
were the result of these field trips mention in many places soil 
erosion as a consequence of deforestation.

Čačak, Užice, Jagodina, Knjaževac and Krajina dis-
tricts as the “hottest” spots with the highest level of 
erosion, adding that “these rocky terrains are so dev-
astated and deprived of any useful flora, that the peo-
ple who live there are facing the greatest scarcity in 
pasture and necessary forest products” (Pančić, 1893). 
In one of many typical descriptions in the 1862 report 
from the Ministry of Finance, Despotovac Gorge was 
described as “entirely rocky, in a way that one can see 
nothing but rock, and just here and there one can see 
a deserted log as a sad reminder that this area once 
flourished in the same way it’s now turning into per-
fect desert,” and that “as you enter the gorge, the des-
olation becomes even sadder, because apart from 
rocks constantly rolling into the valley, there’s noth-
ing more to see,” and that “no one could believe man’s 
hand is capable of producing such a terrible devasta-
tion” (Jekić, 1928)2.These processes were also noted by 
Kanitz who wrote, “we should not be surprised that 
Serbia, once a land so rich in woods, now has areas 
where shortages of firewood appear or threaten to ap-
pear in the near future” (Kanitz, 1868).

These processes were most obvious in the north of 
the country in areas marked in the 1850s and the 1860s 
by significant growth in agricultural production, not 
only of maize as the dominant crop, but especially of 
grain, which is known for its fast depletion of nutrient 
levels in soil, and which required clearing new areas 
to maintain and increase the level of production. One 
consequence of the process of deforestation and land 
clearing that was most evident in the decade before 
independence, even for peasants, was the problem of 
providing the peasant society’s basic needs: firewood, 
cattle fodder, etc. According to testimonies from the 
1860s, in Kitog, located in the Mačva region and the 
area mentioned by Archpriest Matija Nenadović as 
being covered by forest and bushes at the time of the 
First Serbian Uprising (Nenadović, 1957), “there is no 
wood suitable for a yoke to cut” and “peasants have 
problems finding firewood, so they have to go to the 
mountains in bad weather and are forced to bring fire-
wood from far away” (Statistics, 1870). This was not an 
isolated case. In periodical reports on the condition 
of the peasant economy from the 1860s and the 1870s, 
especially in the municipalities of the northern dis-
tricts, there were frequent observations indicating the 
absence of forests, or that they had been diminished.

2	 The descriptions of other areas he visited were similar. The sta-
tus of the forest cover of any particular mountain, and the po-
tential risk of erosion, was assessed by looking at the streams 
below. “I didn’t have to observe Venčac (Kragujevac District - 
M. S.) long. It was enough to observe the streams coming out of 
it, to know immediately what condition the forest was in. Large 
amount of sand and rocks, brought by water from the highest 
peaks of the mountain is proof that there is no forest which 
should be there.”
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After erosion, the most significant consequence of 
deforestation was periodical flooding. In the 1880s 
Vladimir Karić noted that, “today there are moun-
tainous areas without woods that have become 
rocky deserts from which streams after heavy rains 
bring stones and overwhelm fertile fields and plains” 
(Karić, 1887). Mountain regions became areas of tor-
rents, while the plains collected water. Water quickly 
flowed into deforested areas after heavy rainfall. As a 
result, the second half of the 19th century was marked 
by three major floods: the first in 1864, and then again 
in 1871 and 1896, but the spring and autumn torrents 
and smaller floods became a regular phenomenon the 
Serbian peasant could be sure of. 

An additional consequence of the varying intensi-
ty of deforestation was the phenomenon of an une-
venness in forest dispersion. The forests mainly dis-
appeared in the river valleys and fertile plains of 
northern Serbia (Mačva, Stig, the Kolubara Valley, 
and the Danube and Morava river valleys in the Sme-
derevo district), and deforestation was also intense in 
the river valleys in the interior of the country. For-
ests were mostly devastated in the vicinity of settle-
ments, but the need for arable land forced further de-
forestation of more remote places. Sources from the 
1860s and the 1870s mention the edge of the forests 
continuously moving to higher altitudes. On the oth-
er hand, even though the literature claims that in the 
early 1870s the amount of cultivated land exceeded 
the total area covered by forest, a high percentage of 
forestation on a national level in the 1870s was the re-
sult of difficult access to certain sparsely populated ar-
eas at higher altitudes (i.e. Kopaonik, Tara, etc.) cov-
ered by forests and owned by the state, and the fact 
that, in spite of the appearance of the first sawmills in 
the 1860s, organized exploitation of forests still didn’t 
exist (Simeunović, 1957). It could be said that, to a cer-
tain extent, the consequences of the process of defor-
estation coincided with Serbia’s geographical charac-
teristics, and that the largest forest areas managed to 
survive on its southern borders, in regions at higher 
altitudes and, of course, with the lowest population 
rates.

Awareness of the negative consequences of defor-
estation was present at the beginning of the 1870s par-
tially as a result of the previously mentioned publi-
cations, and, in particular, after two major floods in 
1864 and 1871. However, it was only present at the lev-
el of the educated elite. Efforts by the Ministry of Fi-
nance at the beginning of the 1870s to encourage re-
forestation were a reflection of this awareness. In 1873 
the Ministry devoted particular attention to the im-
plementation of forest legislation and to warning local 
authorities “not to allow trees to be cut down where 
the forest is already thin, particularly in the cliff areas, 

where heavy rain could cut ravines and to bring down 
earth, sand and rocks onto the valley, or where the 
land is rocky, so the forest is hard to raise when the 
old one is destroyed” (Collection of laws, 1886) and 
stressed the importance of the law issued in 1872 ac-
cording to which local authorities were obliged to sup-
port reforestation in general, “and especially on the 
rocky hills and slopes, from where the pouring wa-
ter is destroying roads and overwhelming fertile land 
with stones and sand” (Collection of laws, 1872).

One of the questions in a questionnaire from the 
Ministry of Finances for the annual reports on the 
state of the peasant economy dealt with data about re-
forestation. The response from local authorities was 
almost always negative: peasants and local authorities 
were not doing anything to implement the legislation 
from the beginning of the 1870s. Forced by the conse-
quences of deforestation and the inability to promote 
planting of new trees, before the wars with Ottoman 
Empire the state supported the idea of establishing a 
forest service “to raise and cultivate forest and to or-
ganize logging in the country’s forests” (Collection 
of laws, 1886).3 However, efficient regulation of forest 
service requires time. As was previously mentioned, 
the state waited until the end of 1899 to order the or-
ganization of forest management, despite the provi-
sions of the Law on Forests of 1891, which had provid-
ed a legal framework for this.

Conclusions
Rapid demographic growth, accompanied by the ex-
pansion of arable land due to a gradual transition 
from animal husbandry to agriculture as the domi-
nant form of economy led to a vigorous increase in the 
process of deforestation in the period between gaining 
autonomy and the wars against the Ottoman Empire. 
Despite certain steps, in the existing context of peas-
ant society the legal protection of forests was not a pri-
ority for the government. The government’s primary 
objective was to regulate the process of deforestation 
in order to ensure society’s existential agriculture to 
function. In the first phase the main task was to pre-
serve acorn-rich forests as a prerequisite for animal 
husbandry, especially for the purpose of breeding pigs 
for export. Gradually, the focus was transferred onto 
securing sufficient quantities of fertile land necessary 
for preserving the continuity of the peasant economy 
in a time of transition from animal husbandry to ag-
riculture as the dominant economic activity. Suprem-

3	 According to known historical sources, the state made its first 
unsuccessful attempt to organize a forest service by appointing 
foresters in 1836 (which lasted only one year). In 1859 the Min-
istry of Finances advised local authorities to appoint foresters if 
they were capable of financing them from their own funds.
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acy accomplished by agriculture in the beginning of 
the 1870s was realized at the expense of forests be-
cause the increase in agricultural yields in a peasant 
existential economy characterized by underdeveloped 
agricultural techniques meant a continuous expan-
sion of arable land. Thus, the example of the Princi-
pality of Serbia confirms the regularity once noted by 
the British geographer Ian G. Simmons, who claimed 
that in agrarian economies competition between the 
usufruct of the forest and its potential as agricultur-
al land regularly ends with the removal of the forest 
(Simmons, 2008).

Even though there are no exact statistical data for 
the deforestation process in the 19th century, based on 
an analysis of existing historical sources and literary 
works, it can be concluded that the pattern of the de-
struction of forests, which lead to long term negative 
side effects such as erosion and floods, was formed 
during the first decades of the modern Serbian state 
in the 19th century. An interesting topic for future re-
search could be to focus on different parts of Serbia, 
particularly those that were affected by the floods in 
2014, and to compare archival and literary sources 
from the 19th century with detailed statistical data on 
forests from the first half of the 20th century, and then 
with its evolution during the second half of the 20th 
century, with a particular focus on the issue of nega-
tive side effects and the (non)existence of state driven 
policies to prevent such a development. 
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