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Abandonment of traditional agricultural habitats: a perspective from North East Hungary 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In March 2010, I went as a working volunteer on a trip with the European Conservation Action Network 
(EuCAN) to Aggtelek National Park (ANP), in North Eastern Hungary. The main aims of the trip were to 
provide of a workforce for practical conservation management within the national park, whilst increasing 
participants understanding of the wildlife, ecology and conservation challenges facing another part of 
Europe. 
 
Acskó is an area of grassland nestled amongst the forest above the town of Szogliget, where the cessation 
of traditional grazing by livestock has led to the encroachment of scrub (woody species; largely alder 
Alnus glutinosa, blackthorn Prunus spiosa, and hawthorn Crataegus monogyna) from the surrounding 
forest. Filling the functional gap left by grazing animals, as EuCAN volunteers we cleared scrub from 
Acskó as well as part of a large area of abandoned plum orchards near the village of Tornakápolna (which 
also included a considerable amount of field maple Acer campestre). Habitats such as these which have 
evolved over time with the traditional small-scale agriculture are unique and ecologically valuable, and in 
Hungary (as elsewhere) are increasingly being lost as socio-economic pressures force changes in 
agricultural land use, leading to their abandonment. Our work helped to preserve a small area of these 
habitats for the species that rely on them, but this trip left me wondering what the prospects of such 
habitats are in the wider context. I wanted to use this report as a means to try and follow up some of the 
questions raised with some further research, rather than describing the entirety of our trip as other people 
will do much better. I have tried to consider how the habitats we worked in have come about, why are 
they in danger of being lost, and what factors might play a role in their potential to survive. I’m not sure I 
have clarified anything, but at the very least the EuCAN trip has spurred me on to read about conservation 
issues in a wider context than I might otherwise have done!  
 
 
Habitats of ANP, and the role of traditional agriculture 
 
Designated as a World Heritage Site for its impressive and unusual network of limestone karst caves 
(Caves of Aggtelek Karst and Slovak Karst  in the Gömör-Torna Karst region), the primary task of 
Aggtelek National Park is to 'explore, protect and preserve the natural and cultural assets, and also to 
develop ecotourism' (ANP Directorate, 2010). The history of statutory protection in the park is as follows: 
 
1978 - Landscape Protected Area 
1979 - Designated a Biosphere Reserve under the UNESCO Man and Biosphere Program 
1985 - National Park/ANP Directorate 
1990/1997/2001 - Enlargement of core of ANP 
1995 - World Heritage Site 
1997/2007 - Enlargement of the operational area of ANP 
2001 - ANP designated RAMSAR wetland of international importance (Domica-Baradla caves) 
2004 - With the accession of Hungary to the EU, the first NATURA 2000 sites are designated  
 
Despite being afforded protection for abiotic factors, it also supports an important biotic diversity with 
around 8000 animal species including cave-dwelling invertebrates endemic to the Aggtelek karst, and 
over 900 vascular plant species. The park is made up of about 77% forest and 18% grassland, although 
the area of grassland is decreasing. Over 50% of the park is hornbeam/oak (Carpinus betulus/Quercus 
petrea) forest , ~11% beech (Fagus sylvatica) forest, and ~9% scrub with pubescent oak (Quercus 
pubescens). The hornbeam/oak forest supports some of the bigger mammals, including wild boar (Sus 
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scrofa), and occasional wolf (Canis lupis) and lynx (Lynx lynx). The beech forest provides habitat for 
Rosalia alpina, a beautiful turquoise blue and black longhorn beetle, and the Ural owl and Eurasian 
pigmy owl (Strix uralensis and Glaucidium passerinum). Many invertebrates feed on the pubescent oak 
scrub, such as the moth Phalera bucephaloides. Rock bunting (Emberzia cia) and hazel grouse (Bonasa 
bonasia) can also be found here. The freshwater streams arising from the cave systems within the 
mountains provide perfect habitat for the larvae of the fire salamander (Salamandra salamandra) to 
develop in. Even in March when there is snow on the ground, these beautiful animals can be seen 
occasionally at the edges of the streams. Within the caves, as well as the many invertebrates reside 
numerous colonies of 26 species of bat, including the greater horse-shoe bat (R. ferrumequinum) and 
Geoffroy’s bat (M. emarginatus)(Boldogh, 2006). 
 
Sub-Mediterranean and Xero-Montane rocky grasslands are also valuable habitats that are found within 
the park. On the hilltops of south facing slopes and under abandoned vineyards, the grassland habitat is 
slope steppe. Notable species here include the scarce swallowtail butterfly (Inphiclides podairius), a 
stunning black and yellow lacewing called the owl-fly (Libelloides macaronius), and the fritillary 
Melitaea telona kovacsi, a sub-species found only in Hungary. The white stork (Ciconia ciconia) is a 
Palaearctic migrant with breeding grounds in Hungary, where they often roost on power line masts. As 
the birds add to their huge nests each year they often become too heavy, causing damage to the masts as 
well as the birds, who receive electric shocks from the cables. Staff at ANP work hard to provide safe 
nests for the birds, and when we cleared scrub from the orchard we were shown how to use sticks and 
bigger stems to make sturdy nests of about 1meter in diameter, which would later be hoisted up onto 
electricity pylons/telegraph poles. The species-rich hay meadows created by traditional livestock-farming 
are thought to be beneficial to the white stork (Goriup & Schulz, 1990).  
 
Last year 3 bears were found in ANP, and sightings of Pigmy Owls are increasing. Within the 
hornbeam/oak forest there is wild boar, and there has been occasional data showing the presence of Lynx 
(Lynx lynx), which is now protected, having previously been hunted much in Slovakia. Populations of 
large carnivores have been doing well in recent years, with research utilising DNA sequencing techniques 
to map the movements of wolves, for example, showing that populations are expanding (Valiere et al, 
2000, Hausknecht et al, 2010). Adam Szabo, who spends a lot of time tracking of wolves around the area 
of ANP for some of this research, took our EuCAN group for a walk looking for signs of the large 
carnivores. He explained that although populations were expanding their range and the work he is 
involved with strongly suggests the residence of a population in Hungary, it is still extremely rare to find 
any signs, let alone see them; Adam has no more than a couple of wolf sightings each year, if that.  
 
Contrary to popular belief, some of the most valuable habitats are not on land untouched by humans, but 
rather on land that has been farmed for thousands of years. In the area of ANP for example, local people 
have historically grazed low densities of livestock in the areas of grassland found amongst the forest. 
Such habitats represent some of the most species-rich grasslands in Europe and, although they have been 
shaped by agriculture since pre-historic times, the communities of species they contain can be considered 
relatively natural; the management practices of this extensive agriculture 'do not over-exploit the natural 
carrying capacity of the land' (Bignal & McCracken, 2000). Studies have shown that insect diversity is 
higher in extensively managed meadows, than in those managed under modern practices where high 
levels of fertiliser are added and 'improvement' has taken place (Di Giulio et al, 2001), and also that plant 
diversity is often increased by large grazing animals (Olf & Ritchie, 1998). The fact that many 
traditionally managed areas are now classed as High Nature Value farmland (HNV farmland; Paracchini 
et al, 2007), reflects the high level of biodiversity that this system supports. In 1989, 50% of all 
Hungarian households were engaged in small-scale agricultural production, which provided one third of 
the countries agricultural output, half of which was consumed, the other half sold (Feige, 1989).  
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Plum orchards once constituted an important agricultural industry in Hungary, supplying the raw 
ingredients used to make traditional Palinka, a plum spirit, as well as a hay cut being taken from the 
grassland below (Malatinszky et al, 2005). Interestingly, one study has shown that although botanical 
species diversity decreases significantly with abandonment, the diversity of bees and wasps does not 
differ between orchards that are still managed and those that are abandoned (Seffan-Dewenter & Leschke, 
2002). In addition to the rich ground flora, the plum trees themselves represent an important genetic 
diversity carrying resistance to disease, superior taste and other qualities that may not be found in the 
limited number of varieties grown today in more intensive production systems. The ANP rangers we 
worked with seemed not to be familiar with the idea of pruning the trees as we might do in the UK, which 
suggests that a considerable amount of deadwood habitat may also be available in these traditional 
orchards, ideal for woodpeckers as well as many invertebrates. The importance of conserving such 
habitats is explained in a report by the European Environment Agency (2010): 
 

In addition to improving the quality of agricultural products (in terms of taste, sugar content and 
so on), genetic diversity represents a natural insurance against pests and diseases. It also provides 
a genetic pool that facilitates adaptation to changing environmental conditions, including those 
brought by climate change’ 

 
As well as the biological diversity preserved in these habitats, they reflect a rich cultural diversity and 
tradition of people working the land. We were lucky to experience firsthand the traditional wine cellar 
that each family historically (and many still do) owned at the site of their strip of orchard on the hillside 
above the village. ANP ranger Imre welcomed us into his cellar, which lies behind and below a tiny two 
storey chalet with sleeping quarters and has walls covered with white mould (a sure sign of years of 
quality wine, we are told) and flanked with barrels. We received the most wonderful hospitality and were 
plied with an assortment of delicious wines straight from the barrel, palinka made from the used wine 
grapes amongst other things, and pig fat roasted over flames outside.  
 
 
The rural economy in Szogliget, and why traditional agriculture is in trouble 
 
Our EuCAN group stayed at Szalamandra Haz, an ANP hostel near a village (ca. 700 inhabitants) called 
Szogliget, a name which translates as ‘corner part’. The village lies not only at the end of a road, but in 
the hills straddling Hungary and Slovakia, and in fact very near to the easternmost edge of the European 
Union. Marginal rural communities such as this are least able to adapt to the changes in market forces that 
have occurred over the past years (MacDonald et al, 2000), and a number of factors have caused many of 
the younger generation to leave, with few opportunities for those who remain. Important industries in the 
area include forestry, goods from clothes, the distillation of plum brandy and production of Elder syrup, 
and the village also has a pallet maker, a small saving bank, three shops, a pub, a house-museum run by 
the enthusiastic Pistobache, and a poet (Chavopetchka). However, there is a general lack of employment 
in the area compared to 20 years ago when, under communist rule, everybody was employed. Before the 
collapse of communism in 1989 Hungary was already beginning to struggle economically, and afterwards 
came a strong increase in unemployment (13% in 1992; Robert, 2002).  
 
The Mayor of Szogliget, Katalin Mihalik, visited our EuCAN group to give us an insight into the 
workings of the local community, and the problems they face. It is apparent that a small-town mayor in 
Hungary plays a vital role in the community, with the Mayor’s duties reaching to bus-driving and 
checking up on elderly residents, as well as the more mundane and bureaucratic. There has been a huge 
change since the 'social time', and Katalin talked of people forgetting how to work, not wanting to work, 
waiting for the government to pay them as they used to, and generally having a lack of optimism in the 
face of limited employment opportunities. Some sociologists recognise this as a common problem for 
countries moving from a communist regime to the western capitalist model, suggesting that communism 
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does not engender motivation in individuals to achieve above the 'norm', as there is no reward given for 
this. However, a study by Roe et al (2000) showed that there was no after-effect of communism on work 
motivation in Hungary. Perhaps this is because Hungary, in comparison to other communist countries at 
the time, had a 'second-economy' of small scale private enterprise that was tolerated? In any case, the 
poorest people (which may include marginal communities such as Szogliget) may not have had the 
opportunity to gain from such enterprise. Similarly, it may be difficult for people who have been fully 
reliant on state employment to adapt to the more changeable market in an unplanned capitalist economic 
system, where it is often necessary to be more flexible about the kind of employment obtained, when (and 
if) opportunities become available. In any case, there are few opportunities available at present. 
 
Since the accession of Hungary into the EU in 2004, employment opportunities in the agricultural sector 
have dropped significantly (Szabó, 2007). Agriculture is now less important than it used to be in 
Szogliget, as it has become cheaper to buy food than to grow it (Mihalik, pers. comm.). As development 
and industrialisation allow for the globalisation of agricultural markets, there is a constant move away 
from the subsistence farming of the past. Although this, alongside the rise in global population, means 
that the market demand for agricultural produce is growing, the advent and increasing availability of 
modern agricultural machinery and methods means that less labour is required per unit output, hence the 
reduction in employment opportunities. The liberalization of world trade increases competition between 
farmers, and intensive agriculture which uses high inputs of chemical fertiliser and pesticides is, in the 
short term, much more profitable than extensive livestock grazing. This is causing a phenomenon across 
the developed world, where agricultural production has become much more concentrated in the most 
fertile and accessible areas. These are usually in the lower regions (such as the great plains in Hungary) 
and this, along with urbanization due to people searching for more profitable employment (primarily in 
service and industry) elsewhere, is causing a decline in the population of rural areas such as Szogliget, 
and the abandonment of traditionally farmed land. We learnt that despite the increase in population of 
Hungary in recent years, the village is suffering from a declining and aging population, with 20 deaths 
last year and only 1 birth. 
 
On a more positive note, the local communities around Aggtelek National Park understand the huge 
potential for tourism in the area; the World Orienteering Championship was held there in 2009, bringing 
in some 5000 people from 40 countries, many of whom have since returned. During the EuCAN visit we 
were joined in the National Park by a wildlife sound recordist who, carrying out a comprehensive study of 
the 10 European species of Woodpecker, was thrilled to find 9 of the 10 species in the area - a testament 
to the richness of the local biodiversity, and opportunities it holds for wildlife enthusiasts. The beautiful 
scenery, wildlife, and tranquillity, offers a valuable escape from the fast pace of life that modernisation 
has brought to more urban areas, and can contribute to the livelihood of marginal rural communities such 
as Szogliget.  
 
 
Ecological effects of grassland abandonment, and possibilities for restoration 
 
When traditional management is ceased, the changes in pressures (disturbances) on the plant and animal 
communities cause a process of secondary succession to occur. Succession is defined by Begon et al 
(1996) as 'the non-seasonal, directional and continuous pattern of colonization and extinction by species 
populations', and the term 'secondary' refers to the fact that the process is taking place within a pre-
existing biological community. Grazing slows or alters the trajectory of secondary succession; when 
grazing is stopped, the taller vegetation causes a decrease in species sensitive to shading whereas vigorous 
species can still thrive (Stránská, 2004). Grazing can also suppress species usually more dominant, 
providing a greater chance for less competitive species and those otherwise lying dormant in the seed 
bank. Provided grazing is not too intensive (this will increase the prevalence of ‘undesirable species’; 
Crawley, 1983), the result is often increased diversity of the flora (Olf & Ritchie, 1998). With these 
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changes to vegetation composition, it is thought that the diversity of the butterfly populations may suffer 
(West Midlands Butterfly Conservation and the Hungarian Lepidopterological Society, 2006).  
 
So, the loss and fragmentation of suitable habitat by changes in human land use is causing declines in 
species richness, diversity, and abundance. However, studies have shown that restoring grazing on 
abandoned pastures can reverse the declines in grassland flora diversity. Grazing by cattle or horses is 
likely to give the best results in the long term (Pykala, 2003), although it could be beneficial to use sheep 
initially as they will browse the young shrubs and saplings that have been allowed to encroach onto the 
grasslands (Hellstrom et al, 2003). It has been shown that plant and butterfly species can survive in semi-
natural grasslands 5-10 years after abandonment (Öckinger et al, 2006) meaning that restoration is 
possible on sites such as Acskó and Tornakápolna, provided that grazing is re-introduced. Of course this 
can only occur when the larger scrub has been removed first and, as we proved during our trip, this can 
take a considerable amount of man-power which may not be available of a wider scale. We found a 
positive example of continued grazing above the village of Jósfavo where, in 1986, 10 rare Hucul horses 
were introduced. Today there are over 100 horses there, representing around 5% of the world population, 
and so also a valuable asset in their own right. We also saw one small patch of grassland near Ascko 
being cut with a tractor. Although cutting can be beneficial to grassland diversity, the effect on species 
composition of the grassland are different to grazing (Crawley, 1983). Extensive grazing is particularly 
difficult to continue here, as shepherds are needed to control the livestock in this forested landscape with 
only small and discrete areas of grassland. Another factor threatening the conservation of grasslands in 
the area, that ANP rangers were concerned about, is that farmers often use burning as a cheap and quick 
method of management. Although under controlled circumstances burning can be used in grassland 
restoration, it has also been known to cause the extinction of populations of Marsh Fritillaries 
(Euphydryas aurinia; European Commission, 2008). 
 
 
The role of government policy and subsidies  
 
Hungary’s Fourth National Report to the Convention on Biological Diversity (2009) states that current 
forestry policy in Hungary aims to increase the area of forest cover to 25-27%, from 20.3% in 2007, in 
line with EU policy (Behan et al, 2006). Active management of the forest within Aggtelek National Park 
has declined since it’s designation as a forest reserve in the 1990s (Tanács et al, 2007), which prohibits 
human activities in order to let natural processes occur; the natural vegetation of Hungarian Karstlands is 
Forest, according to Tanács (2005). This may explain the reluctance of ANP staff to cut down anything 
resembling a tree or ‘forestry’, as opposed to the smaller scrub. Is this policy failing to recognise the 
historic influence of grazing, and could it obstruct the future expansion of butterfly habitat in areas such 
as Acskó? The extensive grazing we saw continued with Hucul Horses and Grey Cattle in some areas, and 
the fact that we were permitted to clear scrub from areas obviously reverting from grassland was, 
however, promising. Some of the HNV farmland in ANP is now part of the EU-wide network of nature 
protection areas, known as Natura 2000 sites, which the ANP Directorate (who also write management 
plans and arrange research) have the power to designate. Natura 2000 is a network of sites which are 
designated as Special Protection Areas (SPAs) or Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) under the Birds 
Directive and the Habitats Directive, in order to protect species or habitats recognised as threatened by the 
EU. Across Hungary 21% of land is designated under Natura 2000, with almost 39% of this area 
protected at a national level.  
 
As well as the more traditional protected areas such as national parks, there has been a recent drive for 
cohesion and complementarity between nature conservation and socio-economic policy; EU rural 
development policy aims to reconcile agriculture with nature conservation. Throughout the EU, despite an 
improving outlook for some habitats and species (i.e. the wolf), habitat types associated with agriculture 
have a particularly poor conservation status (Commission of the European Communities, 2009). 
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According to the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, an international treaty to which Hungary 
became a signatory in 1994, it is important that agricultural landscapes are able to maintain a role in 
ecological regulation and hence in the conservation of biodiversity. Whilst it is the actions of landowners 
and farmers that affect biodiversity directly, governments can influence this by enforcing rules and also 
by incentivising good practice, as well as protecting the land for which they have direct control, such as 
National Parks (Secretariat of the CBD, 2000). The EC (2008) states that 'farming and the protection of 
Natura 2000 sites have everything to gain from coexisting on the same land', and subsidies for farmers to 
reducing the pressure on biodiversity may help to implement this. 
 
Subsidies paid to farmers within the EU have had a chequered past in terms of effects on biodiversity, 
with the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) historically linking payments to production, thus 
encouraging the intensification (and abandonment) that we now see as an ecological problem. This has 
changed to a certain degree in recent years, with a significant portion of EU funding for rural 
development (Pillar II of the CAP) aiming to support the development and diversification of rural 
communities, whilst encouraging environmentally friendly practices to be carried out by farmers with 
what are known as agri-environment schemes (AES). In the UK for example, the Environmental 
Stewardship scheme allows farmers to receive payment for management such as taking annual hay cuts 
on old hay meadows, clearing scrub from species-rich grassland, or rejuvenating old hedgerows. The aim 
is to enable practices which are no longer economically viable to continue, in order to protect the integrity 
of these valuable ecosystems and the species they support. It is possible that economic incentives could be 
available for small scale farmers who would historically have grazed their livestock at Acskó, for 
example, or harvested plums to make palinka near Tornakápolna. In the UK approximately 60% of 
orchards have been lost since the 1950s, but the value of traditional orchards is now widely recognised, 
with AES including options for their management and many local authorities including them in Habitat 
Action Plans. Although examples of shepherding being funded by AES can be found in the UK, for 
example, it is still the case that they are extremely expensive (Ashdown Forest, 2010), and perhaps 
prohibitively so for countries with a weaker economy. One drawback of AES in the current EU funding 
structure is that governments have to put up a large percentage of the funding themselves, and this is all 
too often not seen as a priority when purse strings are tight. 
 
The European Commission (2000) believes that agri-environmental schemes within the EU have 
encouraged some farmers to continue with more traditional extensive agriculture (reducing the amount of 
land being abandoned), but that they have had little effect in reverting intensive farming already 
occurring. The same report suggests that possible causes for this lack of effect are problems with resource 
targeting, programme design, approval, and evaluation. Indeed, Katalin Mihalik suggested that in 
Hungary government subsidies to farmers are not distributed in the right way, as people need only prove 
that they plough the land, and not necessarily grow anything, and hence the local economy does not gain 
either, and Scientists have also criticised the way that schemes have been set up (Kleijn & Sutherland, 
2003). In Hungary, between 2002 and 2005, arable farms increased their share of government subsidy 
income by 20% at the expense of livestock and mixed farms (Hubbard et al, 2007).  The UK is trying to 
address these problems, with the Higher Level Environmental Stewardship (HLS) scheme providing more 
comprehensive assistance for farmers, allowing more focused management that must meet specific local 
conservation targets. During the 25 years of agri-environment initiatives in the UK, monitoring to 
measure the success of these schemes has become more widespread. Today, as well as rigorous scientific 
study to try and improve the outcomes of subsidised management, some schemes (i.e. HLS) have inbuilt 
'indicators of success', that show a positive change in species abundance/habitat quality if met. Baseline 
monitoring of habitats on farms recently entered into schemes is also carried out, both at a basic level 
when farms enter into schemes (a ‘farm environment plan’ is drawn up) and with more complexity on 
randomly selected farms (i.e. Mountford et al, 2010), which can be repeated in future years to observe the 
difference. Financial assistance for farmers in the form of agri-environment programs may be necessary 
in order to preserve examples of ‘humans living in harmony with nature...for future generations’ 
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(Malatinsky, 2005), although it has been suggested that it may be more beneficial to biodiversity 'to run 
these schemes more like traditional protected area schemes, with farms or groups of farms managed using 
extensive farming methods' (Whittingham, 2007).  
 
However, some critics (particularly in the United States) argue that agri-environment schemes are simply 
a covert way of continuing to subsidize production (Baylis et al, 2006). Pillar I of the CAP, which 
represents ¾ of the total agricultural subsidy, has also been criticised for similar reasons. It includes direct 
payments to most farmers who meet EU standards for animal and plant health, animal welfare and 
environmental protection on a rather basic level, as well as some measures to control the market for 
agricultural goods. However, many small farms are excluded from this payment, and higher payments are 
often made to those large and intensive farms that are already most economically viable. A joint report by 
the European Forum on Nature Conservation and Pastoralism, Birdlife International European Division, 
Butterfly Conservation Europe and WWF European Policy Office, explains how the CAP could be 
reformed so that more of this money could be used to support and prevent the decline of Europe’s HNV 
farmland (Beufoy& Marsden, 2010).  
 
                                                                                      Despite Hungary being 'a strong supporter of the 
                                     classical direct [CAP] payments' (Visegrad.eu, 
                                                                                      2010), a National Agri-Environment Programme    
             was started in 1999. The main themes of Hungary's    
                                                                                      agricultural and rural development policy/subsidies   
             are summarised in table 1. 
                                              

                                                   There are a number of regional and inter-regional  
                                                   programs with political support for the 
                                                   development of sustainable tourism in ANP, but 
                                                   they are not providing the support required for 
                                                   local initiatives and small business, and so don't 
                                                   address the socio-economic aspects of 
                                                   environmental sustainability (Schliep, 2008). In an 
                                                   interview reported by Schliep (2008), Zsuzsa  
                                                   Tolnay stated that 'Aggtelek NP is not dealing with 
                                                   rural development: it cannot coordinate micro 
                                                   regions due to missing legal mandate and lacking 
                                                   economic and personnel capacity'. Similarly, the 
                                                   government's rural development policy professes                                         
                                                   to encourage the promotion of local products, 
                                                   but EU and national legislation may be 
                                                   hampering this with strict rules and regulations, 
                                                   according to Judit Sándor in an interview for 
                                                   the same report. Whilst there are ideas and policies 
                                                   for the integrated protection for rural communities 
                                                   and the environment, it seems they are not  always 

                                          implemented successfully. Furthermore, there are              
                                          concerns that the  imminent reforms to EU  
                                          agricultural policy due in 2013 will result in a 
                                          reduction in subsidies available which could have 
                                          'deleterious collateral consequences on the   
                                          environment and would greatly decrease  
                                          employment in agricultural production' (Dorgai &                                                                                 

                                                                                      Udovecz, 2009). 

Less favoured area payments - promote extensive 
agriculture, thus encouraging people not to migrate 
away from marginal areas 

Natura 2000 payments - preserve and sustain EU 
protected species and habitats, by up keeping 
environmentally sound land use methods 

Agri-environmental payments - promote 
agricultural practices based on the sustainable use of 
natural resources 

Diversification into non-agricultural activities - 
encourage generation of income in addition to 
agriculture (i.e. promotion of local produce and value 
added products/services) 

Village renewal and development - investments to 
increase the living standard in marginal areas aim to 
reverse outward migration 

First afforestation of agricultural and non-
agricultural land - increase forest cover and develop 
the forestry sector 

Agroforestry - alternative use for abandoned 
agricultural land, maintenance of soil cover, and the 
preservation of biodiversity 

Forest environment payments - supporting various 
aspects of forest management for conservation 

Restoring forestry potential - decrease risk to 
managers of forests, thus maintaining the ecological 
and public services of the forests 

Table 1: Summary of rural development policy in 
Hungary (Hungarian Ministry of Sustainable 
Development, 2007)    
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Conclusion 
 
In the UK, our species-rich habitats benefit greatly from the work of conservation charities funded largely 
by the public, and many people also give up much of their time and energy to provide a voluntary work 
force. This is less common in other parts of Europe; Sandor Boldogh an ecologist at ANP, believes that 
'the name of volunteering was destroyed...given a pejorative meaning' during years under communist rule. 
Projects such as those run by EuCAN provide a platform to encourage locals of the benefits of 
volunteering, as well as providing a thought-provoking and thoroughly enjoyable experience for the 
participants. This report has tried to investigate some of the issues that became apparent during the 2010 
EuCAN trip, although a foray into the socio-economic situation and how this may affect biodiversity 
seems to have thrown up more questions than answers! As well as protecting areas of species rich habitat 
in nature reserves and national parks, government subsidies in the form of agri-environment schemes aim 
to help preserve biodiversity in the wider landscape. Agricultural policy may be over-shadowed by the 
economic, technical and demographic factors it tries to counterbalance in terms of land use change and 
the effects on wildlife, but it certainly has the potential to play a key role. Ultimately, it is important that 
the multifunctional role of agriculture is recognised across Europe. By this I mean that facets such as 
cultural heritage, high quality regional produce, and the conservation of biodiversity, which are of value 
to the wider society and provided by HNV farmland, should be recognised and rewarded. It remains to be 
seen whether advice from non-governmental organisations concerned with nature conservation will be 
taking into account when EU agricultural policy is revised in 2013, which is seen as ‘a last opportunity 
to redress years of bias that favoured intensive farming’ (Beufoy& Marsden, 2010), and this could 
significantly affect the fate of habitats such as the grasslands of Acskó or orchards of Tornakápolna.   
 
It is heartening to see that there is a considerable amount being done in and around ANP for biodiversity 
and the rural community, with exciting research projects and conservation initiatives being carried out. 
However, it may be the case that incoherent government policy and a lack of capacity are hampering the 
ANP Directorate's efforts. ANP is certainly a wonderful place to visit with a huge potential for a thriving 
tourism industry focused around its rich biodiversity, and I am very grateful for the insight the EuCAN 
project has given me into the challenges faced by this unique place. I would love to return to ANP – 
perhaps in the summer to see the butterflies that rely on the habitats we worked in. Also, although I 
enjoyed the novel challenge of trying to ID plants from dead leaves and flower heads emerging from thick 
snow, I would like to discover the flora in its full flowering glory!  
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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 ). 
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