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FEMALE-LED INNOVATION IN AGRICULTURE AND 
RURAL AREAS IN SLOVENIA: INSIGHTS FROM 
THE FLIARA PROJECT

Not only rural Europe, but also rural areas in Slovenia have 
been transforming. In the search for a new balance, certain 
existing practices in rural areas must be modified, upgraded 
and new paths taken, and a functioning enabling environment 
has to be created. The European Union project FLIARA, which 
runs from January 2023 to the end of 2025, involves 15 project 
partners and explores the role and innovative power of women 
in agriculture and rural areas in ten European countries. Among 
other project activities, we identified and interviewed 200 female 
innovators (20 in Slovenia) and analysed their agricultural 
practices and innovations in rural areas. We systematically 
identified and mapped the obstacles these innovative women 
face on their innovation journey, analysed the priority areas and 
sustainability dimensions of their innovations and changes, and 
assessed the need for scaling up their innovations, etc.

The Slovenian innovative practices and interviewees were 
selected from a wider selection of innovative practices in rural 
Slovenia. The FLIARA project partners, especially the Slovenian 
researchers from the Faculty of Arts at the University of Ljubljana, 
are grateful to all participants for their openness and willingness 
to cooperate. We are also proud to be able to show a wider 
European audience how small steps in various fields in Slovenia 
contribute to positive changes in rural areas. At the same time, 
we are self-aware and acknowledge that there are many more 
capable, brave, and pioneering women innovators in agriculture 
and rural Slovenia who should be captured in a broader and 
more comprehensive study.

In this brochure, we present the Slovenian interviewees in two 
sections. In the first section, ten interviewees present various 
practices related to agricultural activities, while the second 
section highlights ten rural innovations. The order of the 
innovators follows the alphabetical order of their first names, and 
we have created a map for better geographical representation. 
The innovative practices of women presented briefly summarize 
their exceptional efforts and achievements: they describe 
challenging beginnings, the overcoming of numerous obstacles 
and the small and large successes along the way. Of course, 
the results of various practices are significant, but at the same 
time is the journey of each woman a valuable lesson in how 
unpredictable and sometimes convoluted path to change and 
achieving set goals can be. At the same time, these stories 
remind us that the journey of these and many other “hidden” 
women innovators in agriculture and rural areas is much more 
significant than visible and measurable short-term results.
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In the section on agricultural innovations, we first present 
Damjana Ostanek, who transformed a small farm on the outskirts 
of Ljubljana into a recognized farm specializing in vegetable 
production through entrepreneurial and thoughtful investments. 
Karmen Čarman, Slovenian Young Farmer of the Year 2023, 
is a teacher but, together with her husband, she is reviving the 
tradition of milling, thus preserving the cultural heritage. On her 
biodynamic herb farm, Katja Temnik actively promotes her 
environmentally and socially responsible farming practices and 
passes on her extensive knowledge in lectures. Lenka Puh, one 
of the first social innovators in Slovenia, is constantly enhancing 
her innovations under the umbrella of the Allium cooperative 
(a farm, an employment center and social enterprise working 
together in various Slovenian regions), which provides numerous 
green jobs. Lucija Kadiš and her colleagues on an eco-social 
farm involve people with disabilities in agricultural work as part 
of rehabilitation and socialization processes. Nina Froggat 
develops experience-oriented rural tourism on an organic farm 
in the coastal region of Slovenian Istria and raises awareness 
of organic farming and local self-sufficiency among younger 
generations. Petra Jazbec runs the Veles Farm, where she, 
with her husband, have been establishing a sustainable learning 
platform and a space for working with volunteers. Šenkova 
Homestead, run by Polona Virnik Krničar in the hilly northern 
part of Slovenia, is a recognized and successful example of 
combining organic farming and tourism, inspiring other farms 
in the local community. Sara Berglez Zajec has revitalized her 
grandmother’s mountain farm by developing various tourism 
products and experiences. The final featured agricultural 
innovator is Saša Kržič (also Slovenian ambassador for the 
FLIARA project), a pioneer of microgreen farming in Slovenia, 
who not only creates local jobs, but has also expanded her offer 
of microgreens to schools and kindergartens in recent years.

In the second part, featuring rural innovations, we first 
present the story of Amanda Kladnik and Maja Žerovnik, 
who are developing unique experiences related to the natural 
environment and cultural heritage in their hometown of Gornji 
Grad. Anamarija Slabe has expanded her decades-long mission 
related to the development of organic farming in Slovenia by 
establishing a network of organic school gardens. Darja Korelc, 
with her social enterprise and through various initiatives, has 
launched numerous environmental projects in northeastern 
Slovenia, while providing support and collaboration within the 
local community. In the border area of Rogaška Slatina, Marija 
Zupanec is bringing a better quality of life for people with 
different disabilities. Entrepreneur and social innovator Marinka 
Vovk is not only helping to promote sustainable environmental 
practices in waste management, but is also creating dozens 
of jobs for hard-to-employ by setting up reuse centers across 
Slovenia. Nina Arnuš and Anka Pintar actively work to improve 
the situation of immigrant women and their integration into 
society.  Petra Matos, our second FLIARA project ambassador, 
together with her husband, has established a wide network of 
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international volunteers that serves as a support environment  
for other organizations, innovators, active individuals, or people 
in need in the local rural community. In a small town, Polona 
Štolfa contributed to the revitalization of the town center by 
opening a store. Today, with her own brand “Zlata ptička”, 
she brings small entrepreneurs and farmers together and 
promotes short supply chains and sustainable approaches. 
Entrepreneur Sabina Hameršak Zorec focuses on creating 
unique and environmentally friendly clothing, emphasizing the 
reuse of materials and the preservation of traditional sewing 
techniques and knowledge. Concluding the presentation of 
innovative rural practices with Špela Smuk, founder and head 
of the development of the collective regional brand “Dobrote 
Dolenjske”, which connects producers and processors and has 
a significant impact on local self-sufficiency.

The FLIARA project team is proud to have the opportunity to 
present at least a part of achievements of this women. The 
stories and experiences of Slovenian interviewees reflect their 
innovative power, adaptability, resilience, dedication, and often 
selflessness, which are clearly evident in the many women who 
are helping to shape a vibrant Slovenian rural area.

Dr. Barbara Lampič and the FLIARA research team 
Faculty of Arts, University of Ljubljana
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FARMING INOVATIONS

Spatial distribution of interviewed female entrepreneurs in agriculture.



FLIARA

10

Damjana Ostanek Herič 
Vegetable Farm Ostanek 

Damjana Ostanek Herič took over the family 
farm after completing her degree in agronomy. 
At the time of the takeover, the farm, which is 
dedicated to the production and processing of 
vegetables, consisted of 2 ha of land and less 
than 30 acres of covered area. To date, the 
farm has grown to 7 ha, with a covered area 
of 80 acres. 

Damjana, who runs the farm together with 
her husband, also an agronomist, and with 
the help of her retired parents, has achieved 
growth through her decision to invest in 
the development of vegetable growing and 
through her entrepreneurial and well-thought-
out investments. The farm is formally divided 
into two branches, one primary – growing 
vegetables and one complementary – pickling 
vegetables, but they work hand in hand. 
Around 30% of vegetables are processed into 
pickled products.

In the beginning, the farm was met with 
suspicion as pickling was new and Damjana, 
as a young entrepreneur, was looked at with 
additional doubts and challenges.
The economic and accounting knowledge 
she acquired during her secondary school 
education and her internship at her mother’s 
accounting firm served her well in managing 
the farm.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT USEFUL LINKS
www.kmetija-ostanek.si
www.facebook.com/kmetijaostanek/

Today, the products are sold at over 100 
locations in Slovenia in total (different farm 
markets, trade fairs, small shops, restaurants, 
retail outlets, schools, elderly houses, and 
wholesalers). 

It is a leading farm in the field of pickled 
products in Slovenia. The company’s most 
important achievements include: own 
vegetable production and own recipes for 
pickled products, consumption of all raw 
materials on farm, with no waste, technological 
progress of the farm - computerised irrigation 
system, ventilation of greenhouses, semi-
automatic bottling, cold stores, own solar 
energy, which has greatly reduced the cost 
of electricity consumption for cooling, etc. 
Finally, financial stability and independence 
of the whole family.

What began as an idea to provide the farm 
with an income during the wintertime has led to 
greater flexibility in the face of weather events 
and market fluctuations, the development of a 
private label and the creation of new jobs (two 
full-time and several seasonal workers). 
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Karmen Čarman 
Farmstead Vajs

Karmen Čarman, the Slovenian Young 
Farmer of the Year 2023, is a math teacher, 
a farmer and a miller who has been gradually 
building her innovation journey on a small 
farm with a 500-year tradition since 2018. 
Together with her family, she is developing 
the production and processing of agricultural 
products, tourism and educational activities, 
as well as the creation of various (innovative) 
artisanal products, etc. 

She and her husband found and bought a 
farm with a mill by chance. However, she 
was born with a love for cultural heritage, 
traditional knowledge, working on the farm 
and, above all, working with people. This is 
also why she chose to become a teacher.
Karmen manages the farm in addition to 
her regular work, growing new crops each 
year (aronia, beans, soybeans, corn, etc.). 
In the future, she would like to work as an 
independent farmer, although she loves 
teaching students. She would like to continue 
teaching on the farm itself (organizing baking 
courses, pedagogy, handicrafts, milling).

The Vajs Farmstead is still under development: 
there are plans to increase the agricultural 
area, restore the old sawmill, arranging 
tourism accommodation facilities and more.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
https://www.vajsovadomacija.com/
https://www.facebook.com/vajsovadomacija 

preserves the traditional cultural heritage 
(traditional baking recipes, baking classes, 
millwork demonstrations, revival of old games, 
customs). By developing and implementing 
various activities and by engaging in various 
forms of networking, she has gained new 
communication skills, self-confidence and 
new ideas. The Young Farmer of the Year 
2023 award has contributed to her recognition 
and expanded opportunities for further work.

Karmen is particularly proud about how she 
and her husband had the courage to go 
their own way and develop and create all 
the activities and tangible achievements as 
a family. In 2024, they will open their own 
store and visitor center. Through various 
educational programs and activities, Karmen
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Katja Temnik 
Herb Farm Majnika 

The organic-biodynamic farm Majnika in 
Žiče near Slovenske Konjice is run by former 
professional basketball player Katja Temnik, 
who, after finishing her sporting career, 
became enthusiastic about Rudolf Steiner’s 
anthroposophy, from which biodynamics is 
derived, and started farming.

Katja’s mother, who grew biodynamic herbs 
and sprouts as an amateur, is her inspiration, 
source of knowledge and most important 
support in her work. Katja turned her mother’s 
hobby into a successful business story. As a 
professional sportswoman, she was aware 
of the importance of healthy food, but she 
also believed that a holistic understanding of 
how nature works and the life processes that 
take place within was necessary. Therefore, 
organic and then biodynamic farming was the 
only logical approach for her.

They started production on less than one ha 
of rented farmland. As demand grew, they 
bought another 5 ha of farmland nearby. The 
main products are herbal salt, sprouts and 
herbal teas. Hydrolates are also produced 
and there is a growing demand for products 
to support healing. They use 95% of their own 
raw materials for production.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.majnika.si
www.facebook.com/ZeliscniVrtMajnika

responsible farming practises. She has 
received numerous awards for her work 
(Prize for Innovative Young Women 
Farmers, Agrobiznis Prize from the Finance 
newspaper). As a newcomer in agriculture, 
she contributes to a different understanding 
of the role of agriculture in Slovenia and 
encourages many other women to develop 
their own small, non-traditional farming 
stories. Together with her mother, she passes 
on her extensive knowledge of herbs, sprouts 
and biodynamic agriculture in various lectures 
to hobby and professional farmers.

The Majnika farm, where Katja, Katja’s 
mother and her brother are joined by two 
employees and occasional seasonal workers, 
runs educational activities (herb garden 
tours, science days for schools, farm visits 
for children with special needs and other 
vulnerable groups). Katja has always  publicly 
spoke about her environmentally and socially
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Lenka Puh 
Cooperative Allium 

Lenka Puh began her entrepreneurial 
journey at the age of 25. Since then, she 
has continuously developed innovations in 
various fields, focusing primarily on those that 
change the functioning of society.

Founded in 2012, the Allium Cooperative 
and Institute, is a farm, an employment 
center and a social enterprise. Three units 
(and practices) operate under its umbrella in 
different Slovenian regions (in the rural area 
near Ljubljana, in Metlika and Goričko). The 
cooperative employs people with disabilities 
whose work productivity is limited and who 
can only work with the help of a supervisor. 
Part of the innovation is carried out on land 
that Lenka inherited or purchased. As part of 
the expansion, further land has been leased. 
Lenka is constantly developing innovations. 
In 2023, she opened an innovative Mini 
Factory concept in collaboration with Lidl, 
which addresses the need to process 
food surpluses produced by farmers or 
small processors. Today, the cooperative 
connects various partners, farms, institutes, 
and the academic community, all striving to 
produce and process food according to the 
principles of sustainable agriculture. Lenka’s 
contribution is important for both sustainable 
development and social innovation.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.dobro.si

practices and provides job and career 
opportunities by employing people from 
socially disadvantaged groups, which 
significantly contributes to improving their 
quality of life. They produce organically 
certified food with a focus on herbalism, 
while the cooperative also educates people 
about healthy lifestyle at work and at home. 
The cooperative also makes an important 
contribution to circular economy and to 
reducing food surpluses, as it processes food 
into new products.

The Allium Institute has gradually created 12 
new (green) jobs and regularly hosts around 
10 volunteers. It employs severely disabled 
people and has developed educational 
programs for the less academically inclined  
individuals (e.g. biotechnology assistant). The 
institute successfully implements innovative
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Lucija Kadiš 
Eco-Social Farm Kocljevina 

The Employment Center for the Disabled – 
Institute Kocljevina runs an organic and social 
farm in the northeastern Slovenia, near the 
Hungarian border. 

They started organic farming in 2015 when 
they leased an old military building and its 
associated farmland from the state and the 
municipality. In 2023, the ownership and 
management of the farm changed due to 
retirements. The new manager of the eco-
social farm Kocljevina is 23-year-old Lucija 
Kadiš, who decided to take this step with the 
support of her family, which has experience 
with this type of entrepreneurship.

On the Kocljevina farm, disabled people are 
involved in the rehabilitation and socialization 
process through agricultural work. On around 
5 ha of farmland, they grow fresh vegetables, 
which they process into various preserves, 
their main product. The farm also has a large 
herb garden and some animals, which are 
mainly used for therapeutic and educational 
purposes.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.kocljevina.com
www.facebook.com/Kocljevina/ 

The farm organizes various camps and 
workshops for children and youth and is 
involved in international and local projects. 
Lucija’s long-term vision is to set up a hostel 
on the farm. The Kocljevina Eco-Social Farm 
has established good cooperation with the 
municipality, local schools, associations, and 
others. Projects are also carried out with the 
Hungarian community, as the farm is located 
in a bilingual area. 

The eco-social farm currently employs 12 
people, of whom 10 are disabled and two are 
mentors. All crops and products are certified 
organic. Most of the produce is sold to local 
schools, especially fresh vegetables and 
preserves, while the rest is marketed in local 
boutique stores and to selected restaurants.

Education and awareness-raising are 
becoming increasingly important at the 
Kocljevina eco-social farm. This aspect has 
been further strengthened last year. 
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Nina Froggatt 
Farm Gramona 

Nina Froggatt, a trained landscape architect, 
runs the Gramona organic farm in Slovenian 
Istria. While living abroad (Australia) for 8 
years, Nina and her husband visited many 
farms. When they returned to Slovenia in 
2012, they started to professionally develop 
the part-time farm of Nina’s mother. Today 
they grow 8.8 ha of olives, a hazelnut grove, 
figs, persimmons, vegetables, etc. The farm 
has specialised in processing (olive oil) 
but has also developed into a rural tourism 
business.

Although coastal tourism is highly developed 
in this region, they were initially faced with 
a lack of interest in their activities from local 
tourism stakeholders. Therefore, the first 
activities were designed for school children. 
Later, good co-operation was established 
with some hotels in the region. Today, they 
are known for their tastings for individual 
guests or groups, which they organise in their 
olive grove or in the farmyard.

Access to agricultural land in the coastal zone 
where the farm operates is difficult due to 
high prices and urbanisation pressures, so 
most of the land is leased from the Farmland 
and Forest Fund of the Republic of Slovenia. 
They decided to go organic because they 
wanted to bring the farm as close as possible 
to the natural cycle, believing that this is the 
only way to eat healthy while ensuring the 
wellbeing of nature.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT USEFUL LINKS
www.gramonafarm.com
www.facebook.com/people/Gramona-Farm

agriculture, so that the main impact of 
their actions is visible in the environmental 
sphere. By focusing on guided tours and 
tastings, they have managed to stabilise the 
farm financially and make it independent. 
This way of working also allows them to 
sell most of their products in loco. They are 
a recognised supplier of organic products 
and farm experiences in the region.

Another important achievement of the 
Gramona Farm is the preservation of 
the agricultural landscape in the coastal 
zone, where there is a lot of development 
pressure, and the preservation of farmland 
for future generations. Through guided tours 
and tastings on the farm, they help to raise 
awareness of healthy food, environmental 
protection and the importance of short 
supply chains. They also target the younger 
generation by educating them about organic 
production and local self-sufficiency, helping 
to shape the future of our planet.

Gramona Farm is a certified organic farm 
that also incorporates the principles of   
permaculture, biodynamics and regenerative
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Petra Jazbec 
Farm Veles 

Petra Jazbec, a qualified primary school 
teacher, runs the Veles farm together with 
her husband Janez. The farm serves as a 
sustainable learning platform and provides 
space for volunteering and soft skills training.

Her story goes back to her school days when 
Petra was already active as a volunteer. 
During her studies, she developed a passion 
for traveling, and met her husband Janez 
there. Together they bought an older farm in 
Šentjanž na Dolenjskem.

The farm, which covers nine hectares (half 
of which is forest), was initially intended for 
a family life close to nature. However, both 
Petra and Janez soon gave up their regular 
jobs to focus on the alternative development 
of the farm. They are gradually renovating 
the farm according to the principles of natural 
building. Janez runs courses on natural 
building, while Petra works mainly with 
volunteers, runs trainings for youth workers 
and teaches alternative project management.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.kmetija-veles.si
www.facebook.com/kmetijaVeles

natural building. Some have even started 
similar projects in other countries, with 
followers especially in the Balkan countries.

In eight years of working with volunteers, 
they have introduced young people to food 
production and life on the farm through 
various European projects. Despite initial 
financial difficulties and obstacles at national 
level, they have persevered and found 
support for their ideas from some social 
innovators. Their efforts have earned  them 
the respect of the local community and 
created good connections with supportive 
organizations internationally. Their work 
is also reflected in the introduction of 
the national professional qualification for
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Polona Virnik Karničar 
Tourist Farm Šenk’s Homestead

Polona Virnik Karničar grew up on a farm that 
belonged to her family for five centuries. After 
studying tourism in Ljubljana and further at 
the Biotechnical Centre Naklo, in 2010, she 
and her husband officially took over the family 
farm in a hilly, touristy municipality.

Šenk’s homestead is a cultural monument 
of national importance. After the takeover, 
Polona began a multi-stage revitalisation 
of the old farming heritage, which was 
completed in 2019. She and her husband 
converted production to certified organic and 
later (2010), they opened the farm to tourists. 
They have also obtained the Green Key 
certification, a leading standard for excellence 
in environmental responsibility in the tourism 
industry. Moreover, they have been included 
in the “ARK Farm” programme as they breed 
indigenous Slovenian breeds.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.senkovadomacija.si 
www.facebook.com/SenkovaDomacija/

and agritourism.  It passes on its knowledge 
and experience  to other (small) farms in the 
neighbourhood and is a model for tourist 
farms in Slovenia.

Transforming the farm into an organic and 
tourist destination has helped Polona and her 
family to preserve their cultural heritage while 
creating a new source of income. Their farm 
now attracts visitors who are looking for an 
authentic experience and want to learn about 
life in rural Slovenia. 

Under Polona’s management, the farm has 
gradually created new jobs and strengthened 
the local community and its tourism offer. 
Their sustainable activities help to preserve 
fertile land, biodiversity and endangered 
species. 

The farm has become an example of good 
practise in the integration of organic farming
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Sara Berglez Zajec 
Farm Linca 

Lipnik farm - Linca is an organic mountain farm 
in the municipality of Podvelka, which invites 
visitors to take a look through a “linca” – a 
small window - into the world of Sara Berglez 
Zajec and her family. The tourist farm offers a 
variety of farm products and visitors can learn 
more about the farm and the mountain region 
through educational and tourist activities.

Sara inherited the mountain farm from her 
grandmother. Since she officially took over 
the farm in 2012 and moved to the farm with 
her family from the city, she and her husband 
have bought two other small, abandoned 
neighbouring farms. Today, the farm covers 
around 40 ha, mostly forest.

Sara has completely revitalized the 
activities on the formerly self-sufficient farm. 
By combining supplementary activities 
(processing and tourism) with forestry, she 
wanted to create a sustainable workplace 
on the mountain farm. A severe storm that 
damaged the forests meant a major setback 
for the farm, which severely impacted its 
income. The main challenges for the farm in 
the remote rural area are the poor accessibility 
and distance to major urban centers, the 
difficult logistics for their products, the lack 
of suitable support in the region and the high 
seasonality of tourist visits (individual guests 
and groups), primarily in the summer months.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.linca.si 

producing over 50 certified organic products. 
With the help of projects, they have developed 
various tourist products and experiences, 
such as herb gardens, a tree educational 
trail, and offer accommodation on the farm. 
The Linca farm serves to educate and to 
raise awareness about organic farming, 
biodiversity conservation, agricultural 
traditions and survival on mountain farms in 
the high altitudes of Slovenia.

The farm, which provides one employment, 
has newly planted one hectare of aronia, 
various high-stemmed fruit varieties and an 
herb garden. Sara processes the fruit into 
various juices, jams, teas, herbal syrups, etc.,
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Saša Kržič 
Microgreens Šebenik 

Saša Kržič is a pioneer in the cultivation of 
microgreens in Slovenia. She has gradually 
built up two well-established brands. In 
2014, Saša embarked on a completely new 
business path, as the work she was doing 
at the time was not satisfying and did not 
suit her lifestyle. So she developed a new 
business idea: growing micro vegetables. 
She got the idea from a Slovenian couple who 
were living in New Zealand at the time. What 
followed was a period of intensive research, 
reading and experimentation with the actual 
cultivation of microgreens.

After difficulties at the beginning, due to 
a lack of the right partners and financial 
support, the complexity of the new knowledge 
about the entire cultivation process (growing 
medium, cultivation, temperature, etc.) 
and unsuccessful attempts, the business 
gradually succeeded.

Today, they (Saša, her husband and 
employees) are an established company 
that is constantly developing and adding 
new products. In the future they would like to 
own their own premises (currently they are 
renting), expand their online shop with new 
innovative products and focus on developing 
a wholesale edible dried flowers business 
known as Bloomy.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.mikrozelenje.si 
www.facebook.com/mikrozelenjesebenik
www.instagram.com/mikrozelenje.sebenik/

reorganise. Microgreens have gained visibility 
and have been included in the strategies and 
tenders of the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry 
and Food and in the protocols of the National 
Institute of Public Health. Saša advises and 
helps with the introduction of this activity: 
even established (mixed) farms have started 
to grow microgreens.

Saša has promoted the transfer of the practise 
abroad (e.g. Croatia, Bulgaria, Italy, etc.) 
through online courses (in English). Schools 
and kindergartens are an increasingly 
consuming microgreens, while children grow 
and eat them, they develop a positive attitude 
towards microgreens production.

They founded the well-known and established 
brands Mikrozelenje Šebenik and Bloomy, 
where all four jobs are filled by locals 
(from Borovnica). The company survived 
the Covid-19 epidemic when it suffered a 
double loss of income and had to completely
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Spatial distribution of interviewed female entrepreneurs in rural areas.
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Amanda Kladnik and
Maja Žerovnik 
Babave 

Amanda Kladnik and Maja Žerovnik were 
united by their love of their home region, 
herbalism, and tourism. They develop tourist 
experiences in the remote and rarely visited 
Gornji Grad. The experiences are based on 
their herbal activities and incorporate the 
natural, cultural, and intangible heritage of 
Gornji Grad and the Upper Savinja Valley.

With enthusiasm, a little naivety, a love 
for where they live and an ambitious 
vision to develop local resources for the 
most discerning tourists, they began their 
entrepreneurial journey in 2018. Their idea 
of developing tourism and preserving cultural 
heritage was supported by a LEADER/CLLD 
project, which enabled them to set up and 
gradually expand their business.

Today, their activities are based on a herb 
house and a herb garden. These are the two 
spaces they have at their disposal. One for 
workshops, the other for experiences and 
also as a source of raw materials for their 
creations. They focus on experiences and 
organise tea parties, a walk through the 
garden, a walk in nature to collect and learn 
about herbs, workshops to make creams and 
incense. The experiences include learning 
about cultural and natural heritage, local 
stories, dialect, etc.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT USEFUL LINKS
www.babave.si 
www.facebook.com/babave.herbal.village
www.instagram.com/babave.herbal.village 

They have various projects in the local area, 
including setting up an herbal shop as a 
meeting place where they organise discussion 
evenings with locals, an artist residency with 
foreign artists in Gornji Grad, they have also 
participated in projects to record local stories 
and published a book with recipes about herbs.

With their activities, they have created two 
jobs and thus contributed to the economic 
development of the small local community. 
Their efforts have also helped to raise the 
profile of Gornji Grad as a tourist destination. 
The products they have developed help to 
realise the vision of Slovenia as a boutique 
green destination for 5-star experiences, 
while preserving and promoting the local 
intangible and cultural heritage, which is key 
to sustainable tourism and respect for local 
traditions.

Amanda and Maja market two 5-star 
experiences under the brand “Slovenia Unique 
Experiences”, which allow visitors to discover 
unique corners of  Slovenia. In addition to the 
experiences, they also offer their own herbal 
products such as teas, incense, ointments, etc.
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Anamarija Slabe 
Organic School Gardens

Anamarija Slabe has designed and 
established a broad network of organic 
school gardens at all levels of the Slovenian 
education system - from kindergarten to 
secondary school. A graduate agricultural 
engineer, specialised in organic farming, 
she made it her mission to develop organic 
farming in Slovenia.

The experience she gained in raising 
awareness among farmers and other 
stakeholders encouraged Anamarija to look 
for other solutions for the dissemination 
and transfer of knowledge. She wanted 
to introduce young generations to organic 
farming in an innovative way. As part of the 
project, she started setting up organic school 
gardens in 2010 and encouraged schools to 
grow their own produce in their own gardens 
or in co-operation with local organic farms.

The innovation launched by an NGO was 
initially financed by the Swiss mechanism. 
Today, it has grown into a well-functioning 
network of schools and kindergartens (around 
100 participants) that offers training for 
mentors (teachers), cooperation, exchange 
of practises, etc. under the umbrella of the 
Organic School Gardens Association.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.solskiekovrt.si 
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/dashboards/87a-
8c43a8bcd4cc2ace4d94633550aaa 

nature. Changing habits is encouraged 
on a broader scale as the children carry 
their new knowledge into their homes and 
local neighbourhoods. The Organic School 
Gardens Association also has a major 
impact in the field of education. Sustainable 
development issues are now being integrated 
into the curriculum of most school subjects.

As part of the EU project EATHINK2015, they 
have transferred their best practises to other 
EU countries. The idea of school gardens 
has also gained wider support - after the 
experience of the COVID-19 period, outdoor 
education is becoming particularly desirable. 
The work of the network has been recognised 
by policy makers at national level and organic 
school gardens have been included in the 
Action Plan for the Development of Organic 
Farming until 2027.

The impact of this innovation is 
significant in terms  of  environmental  
and social sustainability. Through the 
activities in the gardens, children and 
teachers learn about food production
gardening and fruit growing and come 
into contact with the garden, plants and
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Darja Korelc
Makrobios Panonija

Since 2016, Darja Korelc has been running 
the social enterprise Makrobios Panonija, 
which brings new knowledge and methods to 
remote rural areas through various projects 
and trainings. Ten years ago, she and her 
family decided to buy an abandoned farm 
in Goričko. They moved from Ljubljana to 
a remote rural area that was struggling 
with problems such as depopulation, an 
unfavourable age structure of the population 
and a lack of knowledge, among others.

The change of location and career was 
triggered by her son’s initiative to create an 
open space for collaboration and networking 
in the fields of environmental protection and 
self-sufficiency. In 2016, they registered the 
social enterprise Mikrobios Panonija, which 
introduces innovations and changes through 
various projects, such as responsible use of 
local materials for construction, agriculture, 
and more.

Darja also plays an important role in 
connecting with the local community, 
especially on environmental issues. The 
business will to gradually be passed to the 
younger generation, but Darja still has many 
ideas for the future. She is in the process 
of completing the renovation of old farm 
buildings and building a greenhouse. In the 
future, they also want to focus on empowering 
women, who are one of the more vulnerable 
groups in the region.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.makrobios.si 

using natural materials like hemp and straw 
while maintaining traditional construction 
methods; employing three people and 
carrying out various activities, including the 
employment of vulnerable groups; conducting 
numerous environmental protection projects 
such as natural construction, installing bird 
nesting boxes, raised garden beds, colorful 
meadows, and more; founding the Pomurje 
Organic Farmers’ Association Rodna 
Grüda and Cooperative, raising awareness 
about organic farming; and fostering close 
cooperation with the local community and 
residents, ensuring the transfer of specific 
local knowledge and raising awareness 
among young people through collaboration 
with local schools, etc.

The results of Mikrobios Panonija’s activities 
are numerous and constantly evolving: 
construction and renovation of farm buildings 
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Marija Zupanec 
Institute Uvid 

Marija Zupanec has lived in Rogaška Slatina 
all her life. In 2018 she started to build and 
develop programmes and services for 
psychosocial support and inclusion of people 
with disabilities in various activities in the 
border tourist municipality. She founded a 
private organisation in the field of personal 
assistance and obtained social enterprise 
status in 2023.

Together with her colleagues, Marija fills 
an important gap in the provision of public 
services: She is committed to developing 
activities to enable people with various forms 
of physical and/or mental disabilities to enjoy 
a good quality of life. In recent years, Institute 
Uvid has also been successful in project 
tenders (Norway Grants, Erasmus, national 
projects); as “pioneers”, they are gradually 
and comprehensively tackling the issue of 
cycling for people with disabilities on the 
Beaver Centre’s cycle paths.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.zavod-uvid.eu  
www.facebook.com/p/Zavod-Uvid-Rogaška-Sla-
tina-100080363233550/

unemployed people on-the-job training  and 
prepare them for a new working environment.

They provide comprehensive care for a 
large group of people with various forms of 
disabilities. They also work increasingly closely 
with the local community - the municipality, 
the local action group, the development 
agency, volunteers, associations, a primary 
school for children with special needs, etc. 
As advocates for people with disabilities, they 
sensitise society as a whole to the fact that 
there are groups of people in the community 
who would like to cycle but cannot because 
they do not have suitable bicycles. In co-
operation with other actors in the local area, 
they will therefore gradually try to develop 
the full range of activities towards a bicycle 
product for businesses of people with 
disabilities or as a tourism product.

Although it is a young organisation, its most 
important results show the breadth of their 
work and their holistic approach. They have 
set up advice centres for older people and 
people with disabilities, providing them with 
verified and up-to-date information in several 
areas relevant to the needs of their users. More 
than 50 personal assistants are involved in the 
functioning personal assistance network, with 
interaction taking place between the user, the 
personal assistant, key members of the user’s 
environment and the social worker. They want 
to show users that it is possible to live well 
even with some disadvantages. They involve 
them in various programmes, offer long-term
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Marinka Vovk 
Reuse Centre 

Marinka Vovk is a socially responsible 
entrepreneur, innovator, founder of the first 
reuse centre and the first social enterprise in 
Slovenia.

The first Reuse Centre was opened in 2009 
in the rural municipality of Rogaška Slatina, 
where support from the local level (mayor, 
municipal company) was important. In 2014, 
the network of reuse centres began to expand, 
and they were involved in the opening of six 
more centres in Slovenia. After a few years 
of support, most of the reuse centres were 
gradually handed over to local actors for 
independent management.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.cpu-reuse.com 
www.facebook.com/CenterPonovneUporabe 

waste management legislation, social 
entrepreneurship and the management of 
innovative projects to promote environmental 
and social sustainability.

She believes that their work has helped to 
change attitudes towards waste. She is proud 
that they have managed to achieve a shift from 
selling individual products to offering reusable 
products. For example, they use modular 
shipping containers to demonstrate the reuse 
of products and use them as offices for co-
working”. Marinka sees the greatest added 
value in giving people who are disadvantaged 
in the labour market the opportunity to lead 
a normal life. She is characterised by the 
efficient adaptation of her business model 
and the constant search for new solutions.

Today, they operate four reuse centres - three 
in rural municipalities and one in Ljubljana. 
Each centre has its own “specialisation” (e.g. 
repair of electronics, upholstered furniture), 
but there is cooperation and exchange of 
goods and products between them. They 
currently employ 32 people. Most of the 
employees are women. The employees 
are trained for the work as many of them 
are long-term unemployed and people with 
disadvantage in the labour market, especially 
women.

Half of the income comes from the sale of 
products and the other half from various 
projects. The most recent project is the 
breeding of silkworms for medical purposes, 
which they see as an opportunity to integrate 
people who are disadvantaged on the labour 
market into work with higher added value.

Marinka is involved in the development of
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Nina Arnuš and 
Anka Pintar 
Institute Tri 

Nina Arnuš and Anka Pintar are the driving 
forces behind the Institute Tri, an organization 
that develops social and cultural innovations 
in the local community, with a particular focus 
on the integration of migrant women and the 
promotion of gender equality. The Institute Tri 
operates as a non-governmental organization, 
whose project activities are mainly funded 
through public tenders and NGO support.

Anka Pintar, a philosopher and sociologist, 
started her career in youth centers and as 
a researcher, while Nina Arnuš, a cultural 
scientist, gained experience in various NGOs 
and conducted trainings at the European 
level. Both encountered challenges in rural 
areas, such as accessibility and community 
homogeneity, and have committed themselves 
to improving the situation of immigrant women 
and promoting gender equality.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.zavod-tri.org 
www.facebook.com/brejapreja 

encourage local communities to adopt a more 
open and inclusive attitude towards migrants 
and women.

The Institute Tri focuses on the quality of 
their work rather than the expansion of 
activities and aims to create sustainable 
and effective solutions to the challenges in 
their communities. Nina and Anka remain 
committed to promoting social change and 
improving the lives of people in the local 
community, placing great emphasis on 
solidarity, empathy and equality.

The Institute Tri successfully conducts 
education for local communities on migration, 
provides intercultural mediators and offers 
courses for immigrant women tailored to 
their needs. They have established a textile 
community that promotes intergenerational 
cooperation and learning through creative 
activities and develop projects that emphasize 
the achievements of women.

They also advocate for a better understanding 
and management of migration and gender 
equality in rural areas where they are 
confronted with stereotypes and traditional 
patterns. Nina and Anka’s approach aims 
to raise awareness of the importance of 
community and non-formal education and to
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Petra Matos 
Park Istra 

The masterminds behind the project are 
geographers Petra and Janez Matos, both 
of whom have been volunteers all their lives. 
Park Istra is an innovative initiative that 
addresses the needs of the local environment 
through volunteer work. 

The couple were inspired to set up Park Istra 
during their stay in India, where they took part 
in a similar volunteer project. With a strong 
desire to do something good and enjoy life 
to the fullest, they moved to the outskirts of 
Primorska and started a new story.

Park Istra has existed since 2013 and at any 
given time hosts around 15 volunteers from 
different parts of the world who live, work and 
learn in the community for an average of two 
to four months. The volunteers carry out daily 
activities and help tackle various challenges 
in the local environment. 

Park Istra is committed to creating green jobs 
in rural areas, bringing young people back to 
the countryside and strengthening solidarity 
and volunteering. Through their work, they 
support other organisations and individuals. 
Five years ago, the Slovenian army rented 
out for free the old guardhouse in Kastelec 
which they renovated and set up a welcoming 
volunteer centre. In the early years, it was 
also difficult to secure continuous funding, but 
in recent years this has been made easier by 
the European Solidarity Corps programme. 

Petra is the project manager and mentor 
for the volunteers, while Janez coordinates 
the volunteers and the work with other work 
organisations.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.parkistra.com/en/
www.facebook.com/parkistra

In 11 years, they have hosted (and trained) 
1,250 volunteers from 56 countries, working 
successfully with more than 50 organisations 
in the local area. Together they have carried 
out 3,400 work actions and donated around 
105,000 working hours to the Obalno-Kraška 
region.

Park Istra acts as a supportive environment 
for other organisations, innovative, active and 
needy people in the local area. Through their 
activities, they contribute to the creation of 
green jobs and the promotion of sustainable 
development in the region. Through their 
voluntary work, they take care of the people 
in need and thus contribute to a fairer society.
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Polona Štolfa 
Zlata ptička 

Polona Štolfa founded the Zlata ptička 
(Golden Bird) shop in Kamnik with the idea 
of supporting Slovenian small businesses. 
Her desire was to present approaches for 
a healthy lifestyle in a direct way. The ideas 
came from her previous knowledge and 
experience, and Polona envisioned her own 
space where she could work independently 
from a young age.

The concept of the Zlata ptička shop was 
based on offering healthy local food (Polona 
opened the shop in 2014), and she gradually 
added natural cosmetics and handicrafts to her 
range, and later also nutritional supplements. 
As the product range expanded, so did the 
number of employees.

A few years ago, she expanded the shop with 
her own brand, Zlata ptička, which exclusively 
involves small businesses and places a strong 
emphasis on sustainability. With their own 
brand, they mainly produce a range of gifts 
that they offer to companies for corporate gifts 
and occasionally to other small businesses.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT
USEFUL LINKS
www.zlatapticka.si
www.facebook.com/zlata.pticka
www.instagram.com/zlata.pticka 

for whom Zlata ptička represents an important 
part of their monthly income. They promote a 
healthy lifestyle and short supply chains.

The shop contributes to the revitalisation of 
the abandoned old town centre of Kamnik. 
Zlata ptička attracts many people from 
Slovenia with its concept and is an important 
link in the revitalisation of Šutna (the old town 
centre of Kamnik)
.
They co-operate with various local actors 
(Municipality of Kamnik, Kamnik Institute for 
Tourism and Sport, etc.) and thus contribute 
to the development of tourism in Kamnik.

Polona has gradually created 6 full-time jobs 
with the business and ensures good processes 
and a positive environment that creates a 
high level of trust among employees. She has 
developed her own brand, Zlata ptička.

The functioning of the shop creates good 
relationships with suppliers and a high level 
of trust among (local) small entrepreneurs, 
farmers, etc., for whom the shop provides 
a stable income. They support small, local, 
Slovenian farmers, craftsmen, artists, etc.,   
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Sabina Hameršak Zorec 
Stitch for the Environment

Sabina Hameršak Zorec is a refreshing 
example of an innovative entrepreneur in a 
rural area. With a degree in fashion design, 
she has focused her passion and knowledge 
on designing unique, environmentally friendly 
clothing, raising awareness of sustainable 
practices in fashion and demonstrating 
that it is possible to influence global trends 
and contribute to positive change from the 
countryside.

Her work in the local community contributes 
to economic development and breaks 
stereotypes about limited opportunities for 
women in rural areas. By attracting customers 
from different regions and using modern 
technology to market her products, Sabina 
proves that geographical distance is not a 
barrier to success.

Sabina not only manufactures finished 
products, but also allows the public to 
participate in the entire production process. 
She promotes recycling and reuse of 
materials, preserves old sewing techniques 
and knowledge, and advocates for a longer 
lifespan of clothing – using her creativity 
to raise awareness of the importance of 
environmental protection and sustainable 
development.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.instagram.com/sabinahamersak/
https://issuu.com/lasbogastvopodezelja/docs/_
iv_za_okolje_katalog_2022_web

environmental awareness and promotes 
sustainable development. Sabina actively 
shares her knowledge in workshops and as 
a mentor, encouraging others to learn craft 
skills and develop their own creativity. She 
strengthens the community and promotes a 
culture of mutual support and collaboration. 

The impact of Sabina’s work can be 
seen in her expertise and innovation in 
textiles and sewing and underlines her 
commitment to sustainable development, 
education, and social engagement.

Innovative approaches to sewing and reusing 
clothing. Preserving old sewing techniques, 
manual skills and reducing dependence on 
electricity. She favours the recycling and reuse 
of materials, helping to reduce environmental 
impact, promote creative reuse and  extend 
the life of clothing. This contributes to greater
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Špela Smuk 
Dobrote Dolenjske 

“Dobrote Dolenjske” (Dolenjska Delights) 
is a regional collective brand that emerged 
from a social initiative aimed at connecting 
producers and processors, creating added 
value in agriculture and developing tourism in 
Dolenjska. 

Špela Smuk is the founder and development 
manager of Dobrote Dolenjske. She started 
her professional career in a travel agency and 
later became one of the founding members of 
an association in the municipality of Trebnje 
that focused strongly on rural development. 
As part of various projects, they implemented 
activities in the local community, e.g. setting 
up a local farm and craft market, encouraging 
farmers to register processing on their farms, 
etc. In 2012, they founded an institute under 
which they still operate today, with Špela 
taking the lead role. 

Today, the company offers more than 700 
products. Some products are sourced directly 
from local producers and sold as is, others are 
repackaged, and around 40% are processed 
and developed in-house. They adhere to the 
principles of known origin, local ingredients 
and quality control. In addition, they carry 
out various project activities, including the 
development of a regional culinary map 
of Dolenjska to bring tourists closer to the 
destination through taste experiences, as 
well as conducting educational workshops for 
children. Their social responsibility is reflected 
in the fact that they employ disadvantaged or 
hard-to-place groups of people.

THE INNOVATION JOURNEY

THE INNOVATION IMPACT

USEFUL LINKS
www.dobrote-dolenjske.si  
www.facebook.com/dobrotedolenjske

Dobrote Dolenjske is a regional collective 
brand, operating as an institute with 11 
employees, a production and store unit in 
Trebnje, and boutique stores in Ljubljana and 
Novo mesto. Through their activities, they 
contribute to the promotion and support of 
agricultural production and processing. They 
have the status of an organization operating 
in the public interest in agriculture and in 
tourism promotion.

In addition to their impact on local self-
sufficiency, they contribute significantly to the 
recognition of the region and the development 
of culinary tourism in Dolenjska. They have 
received numerous awards for their work 
(Gault&Millau, Agrobiznis, etc.). 



Title: Female-Led Innovation in Agriculture and Rural Areas in 
Slovenia

Authors: dr. Barbara Lampič, dr. Eva Boštjančič, dr. Darja Kobal Grum, 
Sara Mikolič, dr. Irma Potočnik Slavič and Lea Rebernik

Design and break: Lena Kropivšek
Published by: Department of Geography Faculty of Arts 

University of Ljubljana
Circulation: 50 copies

September 2024

Photographers: 
J. Golob, T. Jeseničnik, M. Jordović Potočnik, D. Nemeš. 

Photo sources: 
Department of Geography Archive, Archive of Interviewees.



32

Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however 
those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European 
Union or the European Research Executive Agency. Neither the European 

Union nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them.

Female-Led Innovation in 
Agriculture and Rural Areas

www.fliara.eu


