European Conservation Action Network (EuCAN) Zdanice, Czech Republic
(19™ August — 5™ September)

In August 2009, I was lucky enough to join a small group of volunteers interested in conservation and the
environment. I applied for the trip rather late, so unfortunately missed the training weekend in
Kingcombe, Dorset. Despite this, it was very easy to get on with the group of thirteen vibrant volunteers.
We met at a youth hostel in London and went to a nearby Italian restaurant- a great ice breaker! The next
day we went to the Natural History Museum where we were invited ‘behind the scenes’ to explore the vast
labyrinth of insect collections. We were shown an assortment of beautiful and intriguing butterflies, some
of which were very old. Later that afternoon we started the long journey to Czech Republic, taking us
through France, Brussels and Germany...(The eco- friendly train option!) Despite a broken down train
causing us to nearly miss our sleeper train, 24hours later we made it to Brno where Cathy and Nigel
greeted us. We hopped into the minibus and Nigel drove us to Hotel Radlovec where we would be staying
for the next fortnight. The journey was great fun and gave me a chance to get to know everyone a bit
better before we started working together.

Zdanice is a small town in the Hodonin district, situated in south Moravia. The inhabitants are extremely
hospitable and there is a great sense of community in the town. During our stay, the annual Histopedal

festival was taking place which the Mayor invited us to. All ages dressed in old Czech costumes and got
together to ride around on their old bicycles in all shapes and sizes. Everyone enjoyed themselves as the
locals cycled laps of the park whilst onlookers applauded.

That evening, the histopedal party
took place and crowds gathered
despite the drizzly weather. A
stage was set up where local
children dressed up and
performed dance routines. By the
end of the night everyone was up
dancing fuelled by lots of Czech
beer and some very greasy but
delicious smoked sausages! The
next day while everyone was
feeling a little worse for wear, the
Mayor invited us to his office
where we were greeted with a
shot of alcohol.




Meleager's Blue

Queen of Spain Fritillary

Whilst in Zdanice, we had a couple of Czech lessons
with a local English teacher called Nastia, where we
learnt some useful phrases. During our visit, Nastia and
the Mayor accompanied us to look around Zdénice’s
Museum in the park and also gave us a brief history
lesson. The science exhibition includes a collection of
butterflies, beetles, birds and a deer leg... It was
particularly interesting to see the butterflies up close
after observing them in the field at ‘Butterfly Valley’.

There was also a large collection of folk costumes from
Zdénice and the nearby villages, a technical section and
an archaeological collection.




Most days our schedule was jam packed with work and themed walks. Nigel arranged for Karel Simeéek,
of the Czech Ornithological Society to give us a guided tour of Mutenice fishponds in Kyjov. We stopped
off along the way and managed to sight some beautiful bee-eaters (Merops apiaster) perched on telephone
wires. Near to the fishponds we found a Fire- bellied Toad (Bombina
bombina). We then met George Candle, a bird ringer who had caught a
dozen birds in mist nets for us to see. It was so fantastic to see a Kingfisher
so close, I will never forget how beautifully vibrant its feathers were.
Afterwards we were fortunate enough to see the rare and elusive Black
Stork, which excited a lot of us! Later on we travelled to Kyjov air field in
search of Susliks, however few of us were convinced of their presence..!

We visited the Knights Templars wine cellar at Cejkovice where we had a guided tour of the vast
underground network of cellars. Many wine cellars in the area were open to the public on this particular
day but we only visited this particular one. After our tour, we were able to taste a few of the wines, (rather
generous taster glasses too!) We then went on to have a fantastic evening meal in a nearby restaurant
which was a converted wine cellar.

On one of the final nights in Zddnice, the Mayor invited us to visit his
wine cellar in the local park. There was a fabulous array of foods, great
live music and a lot of dancing. The Mayor then went on to present us
with a ‘goody bag’ filled with wine, t-shirts and postcards of the local
area. This was such a brilliant end to an extraordinary trip. I got on with
everyone so well and it was very hard to adjust to normal life
afterwards!




The Food
Throughout our stay in Zd4nice, we enjoyed a range
of speciality Czech dishes, with dumplings playing a
main role! Lunch was always the biggest meal of the
day so the portions were huge, just what we needed
after exhausting mornings in the valley. On a couple
of occasions,
w we organised
AL - BBQ’s at the
campsite with
the goats for
company! The
beer flowed,
giving us a
good chance to
|, getto know the Czech volunteers.

-

‘Butterfly Valley’

Zdanice town council owns the common land known locally as ‘Butterfly Valley’, which contains some of
the last remaining unimproved grasslands in the area. Working in the intense heat was extremely tiring
and often challenging, yet despite this I was amazed at how well everyone worked together. There was a
great sense of moral in the group, encouraging us all to keep going and working as hard as we could. A
highlight of the mornings work was the tea and cake break! This really boosted group spirit!!

It was so satisfying to look back upon the
work we had done and see the landscape
changing before our eyes. Towards the end
of our trip, a group of eighteen office
workers from the Kooperativ Insurance
group came to volunteer with us. Despite the
language barrier, we managed to
communicate well and have a good time

. together. It was magnificent to stand at the

- top of the hill, looking down on the valley to
see so many people working together like
little worker ants!

During the trip, Janos took two small groups of people to
look for butterflies and explained to us about
identification and ecology. I was particularly amazed by
the beauty of the Queen of Spain Fritillary (Issoria
lathonia). The blues were strikingly beautiful, a group of
butterflies I would like to learn more about as I found
identification between the blue species rather difficult! A
total of 47 species were recorded during our stay, which
was a good number considering the time of year.



Celebrity Status
Local newspaper journalists visited the site whilst we were working to report on our progress. We were

also featured on local television news!
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This trip has been an amazing opportunity for me. I completed my bachelor’s degree last year and since
then I have been unsure of what to do and where to go next. This project has given me the courage to do
things I would never normally do. I am currently considering a number of conservation projects abroad

whilst continuing with my volunteering in the UK.



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, Belgium, Poland and Romania.
Further information can be obtained from www.kingcombecentre.org.uk or from Nigel Spring (tel:
0044.1963.23559/mobile: 0044.7981.776767.Email: nigelspring @yahoo.co.uk ).




