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My name is Alan Sumnall and I spent three of the most memorable weeks of my life on a 

Conservation Project in Hungary from the 3
rd

 – 20
th

 March 2009. 

 

This included outward and return travel to the UK via trains. Not as bad as it sounds! We 

called at Brussels, Munich, Cologne, Vienna and Budapest to name but a few beautiful 

cities.  

Included within this was the night train that ran from Munich to Budapest on departure 

and Vienna to Cologne on return. That was an experience that I will never forget and one 

that I fully recommend everyone must try! 

 

We were based at Aggtelelek National Park for the majority of the project but spent the 

last three days at Fertő-Hanság National Park. 

 

As well as working within two fantastic national parks we also had time for exploring the 

largest cave system in Europe, tracking wolves, renting bicycles and cycling to Slovakia, 

visiting castles, horse riding, bird watching and one of the best snowball fights ever! 

 

Instead of an entry of diary reports of my time spent in Hungary, I have decided to base 

my report on the actual conservation projects that the group undertook, and the reasoning 

behind these tasks taking place. 

 

This report will focus on the three projects that I participated in, which are listed below. 

 

The group worked on two sites within Aggtelek National Park: 

- The fields of Acskó 

- The plum orchards close to Tornakápolna 

 

At Fertő-Hanság National Park we concentrated our efforts at Hideség butterfly site. 



1. Aggtelek National Park - The fields of Acskó 

 

The main task within the fields of Acskó was to clear the fields of invading scrub, 

particularly Blackthorn. This was for the benefit of wildflowers and butterflies, many of 

which are becoming increasingly rare. 

 

Butterflies have recently been the study of many reports, and the results continue to show 

the same findings. The single most important finding is that many resident butterflies 

continued to decline in the final decades of the 20
th

 Century (Fox et al, 2001). 

 

Historically, these areas of the park were grazed by the local population using livestock, 

which is a very effective way to control scrub, as well as increasing plant diversity.  

The role of natural disturbances, such as grazing, in maintaining species diversity is a 

central tenet of ecology - in recent years, the maintenance of appropriate disturbance 

regimes has become recognised as a general principle in conservation biology (Harrison 

et al, 2003). Where studies have compared grazed and ungrazed treatments, it is useful to 

note that grazing increases plant species diversity (Bullock et al, 2001). 

 

However, in recent years most of the local population, especially the younger generation, 

have become attracted to the bright lights of the cities and do not care about grazing with 

livestock. As a result, this practice has been lost, and as the grazing animals have been 

withdrawn and disturbance halted, scrub and woodland have moved in through a process 

known as succession (picture 1.1). Succession is the gradual process of change in species 

composition, community structure and physical characteristics that occur following 

natural and human-caused disturbance to a biological community (Primack, 1993). 

 

 

   
Picture 1.1 Invasive scrub beginning to dominate Picture 1.2 Acskó fields cleared of scrub allowing  

the fields of Acskó    wildflowers to grow 

 

One could argue that this is a natural process and these open areas should be allowed to 

follow succession and eventually become woodland.  

However, these open spaces have become very important habitats for rare butterfly and 

plant species within the park. Wildflowers grow in these areas which provide food-plants 

for caterpillars and rich sources of nectar for food. They are also excellent spaces for the 

butterflies to bask in the sun. 



As mentioned, reduced grazing effects many plant species - grazing reduces the sward 

height that allows shorter species to persist and creates gaps so that plant regeneration can 

take place (Sutherland, 2000).  

From opening up these areas, it will encourage the spread of grassland species, and also, 

diversity will be improved. Various studies regarding butterflies have shown that 

maintaining high-quality grassland habitat is an effective conservation strategy (Collinge 

et al, 2003). 

Moving a single domestic grazer can result in drastic decline, and even local extinction of 

plant species, presumably because other, more competitive plant species increase 

(Newman, 1993). 

 

Many species occupy only a specific habitat or a specific successional stage of a habitat 

such as areas of high disturbance. Natural disturbances, including grazing are key 

elements in the presence of certain rare species, and the relationship of grazing on 

successional stages is now well understood (Grant et al, 1985). 

 

From this the task was clear - remove all scrub within the fields!! 

 

Now I’m sure many of you are thinking “What about the wildlife that lives in the scrub?”  

 

Not all areas of scrub were cleared, some patches were left and would continue to be 

managed to prevent it from spreading into the open spaces. It is also worth noting that 

some of the Juniper trees growing within the fields were not felled (picture 1.2). This is 

because they are beneficial to many species of bird e.g. Thrush 

 

   



2. Aggtelek National Park - The plum orchards close to 

Tornakápolna 

 

The main job at the plum orchards was similar to that of the fields of Acskó; scrub 

clearance. 

 

In Hungary it is National Park law that the orchards must be managed, and an agreement 

has been made between the government that the orchards are well managed. To manage 

the orchards successfully, the task was to remove scrub that was competing with the plum 

trees for resources - light, nutrients, space to grow!  

In theory, no two species can occupy exactly the same ecological niche, and where they 

do, competition for specific resources is quite intense (Hunter, 2002). 

 

The task was quite clear, remove competitive species to allow the plum trees to flourish 

(picture 2.2) 

 

   
Picture 2.1 The plum orchard site Picture 2.2 Clearing scrub from around plum trees 

into piles ready for fires 

       

There was no mention as to the density of the plum trees so they were left alone. Another 

task was that the cut scrub was not allowed to rot down so the group had fires to burn the 

material. 

The actual conservational value of this to the park was unknown, but if it allows the park 

staff to continue their valuable conservation work with the governments blessing then I 

think spending time managing the orchards is well worth the effort! 



3. Fertő-Hanság National Park - Hideség Butterfly Site 

 

At this site the group spilt into two groups.  

 

Three members of the group went with two of the park Rangers to clear vegetation from 

small islands on a lake within the park. This was to create favourable habitat for nesting 

birds that nest on low vegetation cover. 

 

The remainder of the group, including me, worked at the Hideség butterfly site within the 

park. The main task was to clear and stack debris of felled trees which would later be 

burnt (picture 3.1) 

 

The reason for the removal of these trees was to create habitat corridors for butterflies so 

that they could successfully move between favourable areas of habitat. The trees had 

fallen and acted as barriers and fragmented suitable butterfly habitat. 

Habitat fragmentation is one of the greatest threats to biodiversity, and is thought to be 

the single most important cause of extinction (Norton, 1986).  Habitat fragmentation is 

the process whereby a large area of habitat is reduced in area and divided into two or 

more fragments (Primack, 1993). 

This is a problem for many species - they will not, or cannot, leave favorable habitat due 

to exposure to predators, lack of food sources, or in this case, a insurmountable barrier 

(Meffe & Carroll, 1994). 

 

   
Picture 3.1 Felling trees to create a wildlife corridor Picture 3.2 Construction of the dam  
 

By reconnecting suitable butterfly habitat it would prevent the butterfly species becoming 

isolated in each fragmented patch.  

The isolation of a species in a fragmented patch is a serious concern to conservation 

biologists. For example, reduced genetic diversity; members of a population may only 

receive genes from other members of the local population (Wilkinson, 2001), leading to 

suffering from a number of genetic disorders resulting from a lack of breeding 

opportunities causing inbreeding depression (Spellerberg, 1996).  

Isolated populations will also become more susceptible to disease, predation and are 

more effected by local weather conditions e.g. a larger population has a greater chance of 

surviving a poor season. 

 



As a result, people have tried to connect these fragmented patches in the form of wildlife 

corridors. These are zones of relatively high permeability (to target species) linking 

habitat patches (Pullin, 2002). Corridors provide important structural connectivity in 

habitats that have been fragmented by human activities (McDonald & St Clair, 2004). 

 

Having a larger population is better than many small isolated populations because 

interactions occur among the populations through movement between habitat patches 

(Sackville Hamilton, 2001). 

 

This is the reasoning behind the creation of habitat corridors, and why one was created at 

Hideség Butterfly Site. 

 

After this task was completed the two groups joined up and a dam was built to help dam a 

drainage channel to raise the water level in the adjacent reedbed to improve the habitat 

and to make the adjoining lake more suitable for fish (picture 3.2) 
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Well, that’s my report! I hope you enjoyed reading it and that each conservation activity 

was well explained. 

 

If you are reading this, you must have some interest in EuCAN or have heard of it 

somehow. My advice is to go!! I had a fantastic time in Hungary and would recommend 

it to anyone. I have had friends participate on other EuCAN placements, so if Hungary is 

not for you, try one of the other placements in France, Poland…etc. 

 

If you are looking into a career in conservation/wildlife/environment, then this is 

wonderful opportunity to see how National Parks are managed in a foreign country and it 

will also look great on your CV! 

 

If you just have a general interest in this area and have heard about the program and are 

thinking of going, it is a great way to meet people with similar interests and to get first 

hand experience of how practical conservation management projects are completed. 

 

Did I mention that it is free!!! A brilliant opportunity not to be missed (and the food, wine 

and beer are gorgeous!)  

 

I hope you do apply for a placement, and if you do, I hope you have a great time! 

 

 

 

Alan Sumnall 

 

 

 

The European Conservation Action Network was established in 2007 by 

The Kingcombe Trust, a charity based at The Kingcombe Centre in west 

Dorset, dedicated to conservation and environmental education (Reg. 

Charity no. 1054758), in association with the Dorset Branch of Butterfly 

Conservation. The project is funded through the Leonardo da Vinci 

section of the European Union Lifelong Learning Programme and has 

partners in France, Hungary, the Czech Republic and Poland. 

Further information can be obtained from www.kingcombecentre.org.uk  

or from Nigel Spring (tel: 0044.1963.23559; email: 

nigelspring@yahoo.co.uk ). 
 
 

 


