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Introduction to EuCAN 
 
EuCAN (European Conservation Action Network) is one of many projects involved in 
the European Union’s Lifelong Learning Programme (LLP), funded by the Leonardo 
da Vinci fund.  The LLP was formed to help support education and training across 
Europe for people of all ages and is made up of several different programmes 
offering a variety of opportunities.  The Leonardo Programme is just one of these, 
providing funding to any organisation in the UK that provides vocational education 
and training. 

EuCAN’s role is to enable people from the UK to help in wildlife conservation across 
Europe.  It was set up by The Kingcombe Trust in 2007 and has since made it possible 
for over 200 people to become more actively involved with European wildlife 
conservation.  It is open to applicants over 18 that are employed, out of work or 
retired but not those who are still in full time education.  EuCAN run a number of 
trips throughout the year including visits to France, Hungary, Czech Republic, and 
Poland. 

I was lucky enough to be accepted as a participant on the trip to Hungary in July 
2010. 
 

My EuCAN Experience 

 
Our particular trip was based in two different locations in Hungary; Fertő-Hanság 
National Park and Aggtelek National Park, during July 2010.  Aims included learning 
how to identify butterfly and moth species, helping collect data in a mark-recapture 
study, and exploring the differences between habitats in each location as well as the 
differences between the two as a whole. 
 
Outward Journey 

 
For me, the trip began at Basingstoke station where leaders Nigel Spring and Kathy 
Henderson picked a number of us up in a minibus and set off across the country 
collecting others before reaching our campsite in Dover.  The next morning we 
caught an early Dover-Calais ferry and continued through France and Belgium to our 
next campsite in Germany.  It was a sweltering day with temperatures into the 
thirties so a swim in the campsite’s lake on arrival didn’t take much persuasion! After 
dinner we went to a small nearby village to watch the world cup final on a ‘big’ 
screen.  After the first half I decided to explore the village surrounding us.  Germany 
surprised me; the village was very quaint, extremely neat (even the building work 
was in order: see fig.1), and had an almost homely appeal.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Left to right – World cup final, Building Work, Telephone Box Library 

Figure 1. Germany 
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The next morning we had our first taster in butterfly identification which began 
extremely well, spotting two Purple Emperors within metres of our stroll.  We then 
spent the rest of the day travelling across Germany.  The traffic wasn’t great this 
time but it did mean we got to experience a German traffic jam which is quite frankly 
the most obscure thing I have experienced on a road; the motorway just comes to a 
complete stand-still, but people don’t get angry, they just get out of their cars, 
sunbathe or chat to other road users.  In our case we took the opportunity to do a 
spot of butterfly identification along the motorway verge; for an area you wouldn’t 
normally associate animals with there were a surprisingly large amount of 
butterflies! Then all of a sudden the traffic starts to move and within minutes the 
once miles long congestion is open road again.  We eventually reached our final 
campsite on the German-Austrian border with just enough light to pitch the tents. 

The morning started with a lovely stroll down to the picturesque Danube before 
packing up the minibus for the final leg of our journey.  We arrived in Hungary that 
day (13th July) and were kindly welcomed into the guest house based within Fertő-
Hanság National Park.  Once showered and organised we all went for dinner at a 
nearby restaurant along with three Hungarian ‘butterfly experts’ who would spend 
the whole two weeks with us and another; our guide/leader in Fertő-Hanság, Andras 
Ambrus. 

Fertő-Hanság National Park 

 

Fertő-Hanság is situated in North-West Hungary on the Austrian border.  The 
National park itself is located half in Hungary and half in Austria and was officially 
acknowledged by the IUCN in 1991.  The park covers 235.88 km² with the core 
conservation effort going into the westernmost Eurasian steppe lake, Lake Fertő.  
The Hungarian side of Lake Fertő became a landscape protection area in 1977 due to 
the outstanding variety of fauna and flora it attracts.  This also earned it a place on 
the UNESCO list of World Heritage Sites in 2001. 
 
Our stay in Fertő-Hanság 

 
We spent a total of 7 days based within Fertő-Hanság National Park, lodging in the 
park’s very unique visitor centre, Kócsagvár (see figure 2.).  Our first full-day there 
was spent building our knowledge of the area and the various species we would 
hope to find.  This included a short video at the education centre and a bird-
watching session at a spectacular lake just down the road from where we were 
staying.  The lake hosts a large variety of bird species including Grey-lag goose, 
Spoonbill, Black Winged Stilt, Whiskered tern, Avocet and Lapwing.  We were also 
lucky enough to spot a few Sousliks (ground squirrels) popping up and down in the 
nearby fields. 
 
In the afternoon we had our first taster in catching and identifying butterflies. 
Andras took us to a place where blue butterflies (Maculinea species) have been 
known to breed before.  On arrival at the site we found most of the meadow had 
been mown and there was very little food plant present therefore we couldn’t find 
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http://www.ferto-hansag.hu 

Figure 2. Fertő-Hanság 

Left to right: Kócsagvár Visitor Centre, ‘bird lakes’ at Fertő-Hanság 

any evidence of Maculinea.  We did however find many other species as well as a 
number of other invertebrates such as wasp spiders, grasshoppers and praying 
mantis. 
We were later told that this particular genus of butterfly (Maculinea) is what we 
would concentrate on for the whole duration of our trip in particular in Fertő-Hanság 
where we would have a strong role in helping monitor the species population. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction to Maculinea 

Maculinea butterflies, otherwise known as the large blues, have attracted a lot of 
attention from the scientific community due to their specialised lifestyles.   
Maculinea are myrmecophilous, meaning they have a strong relationship with ants.  
The butterfly larvae (caterpillar) feed on specific foodplants for a short period of 
time before dropping to the ground where they are picked up by Myrmica ant 
species.  It is believed the ants mistake them for their own larvae and adopt them by 
taking them back to their nests.  It is here where the Maculinea species differ the 
most: ‘predatory species’ M. arion, M. nausithous and M. teleius prey on the ant 
brood, feeding off the ant larvae, whereas ‘cuckoo species’ M. alcon and M. rebeli 

are fed by the foster ants.  The larvae pupate here before emerging as adult 
butterflies. 

There are five European species of Maculinea, all of which have been reported to be 
declining in numbers and are highly endangered with local extinctions seen in many 
countries. Take Maculinea arion (Large Blue) for example; this species became 
extinct in England in 1979 but, after 27years, efforts to reintroduce the species have 
only recently been deemed a success.  

It is this obvious decline in numbers that has therefore attracted a great deal of 
scientific and conservational attention.  There have been many studies into why 
Maculinea are declining and how conservation can be improved to help restore the 
species.  Although research is still ongoing it is commonly thought loss of habitat, 
either through change in land use or by harvesting at the wrong time, is the main 
cause of population decline.  It is important to continue study into this unique 
species’ lifestyle so, as with all species, collecting as much information as possible 
and identifying/monitoring specific populations is a great start. 
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Our role in Maculinea conservation 

During our stay at Fertő-Hanság we were involved in a mark-release-recapture study 
of two species of Maculinea; Maculinea teleius (Scarce Large Blue) and Maculinea 

nausithous (Dusky Large Blue) at a site in Ebergőc.  From what I could gather the site 
itself was newly discovered by the national park and no other population studies had 
been conducted here before.  In fact the first time we visited the site we had 
difficulty finding it as our leader took a wrong turning.  Luckily this worked well on 
our behalf as not only did we spot a Honey Buzzard and Bee-eaters close to the road 
but also discovered a lovely butterfly-rich wood clearing.  We took some time to 
explore the clearing and found many species including a Scarce Swallowtail butterfly 
and a couple of blues which took a liking to people’s sweaty socks. 

Eventually we found the meadow site we were looking for, after very cautiously and 
quite comically following Andras down a very bumpy overgrown track into what can 
only be described as a grass jungle that cars, let alone a minibus, are just not 
designed to drive through!  But yet again the Hungarians proved us wrong as Andras’ 
car managed to get much further through the meadow than we dared to go.  Once 
abandoning our vehicles and reaching the anticipated meadow by foot, the mark and 
recapture techniques were explained to us and we were set our task. 

The meadow itself was left unmanaged due to the common problem in Hungary 
where the land has many owners with no-one actually taking responsibility for it.  
We were to spend four days at this site recording any M.teleius or M.nausithous we 
could find within a set area. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark-Release-Recapture Method 

On the first day of survey we paired up and caught any blue butterflies we could find 
with nets. We then handed them to one of our ‘butterfly experts’ who handled, 
identified and marked the butterfly with a permanent pen before another helper 
wrote down where it was found, when and what sex each individual was.  Each 
butterfly was numbered (see figure 5.) so on the subsequent days we recorded the 
location and number of any recaptured butterflies, in addition to continuing the 
marking process with any unnumbered butterflies caught.  Each sampling period was 
carried out during the morning and lasted for roughly 2-3hours. 

Figure 3. Maculinea MRR study 

Left to right: Maculinea teleius, Maculinea nausithous, Study site in Ebergőc 

http://www.eurobutterflies.com 
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Findings 

On our first day of data collection we caught a total of 45 Maculinea.  On the second 
day 62 unnumbered were caught and 15 re-caught. By the third and fourth day we 
had perfected our butterfly catching skills and had spread further across the 
meadow meaning over 100 unmarked Maculinea were caught on each of these days.  
Our overall total saw over 300 butterflies caught with roughly one third of the 
recorded population re-caught each day. I’m no expert in butterfly population 
dynamics but we were told this was very good considering the short lifespan of the 
Maculinea species (2-3 days; Nowicki et al. 2005). Unfortunately I do not have access 
to the final results but from memory and subsequent reading, M.teleius seemed to 
be more abundant in our study, possibly due to most of our surveying taking place in 
the meadow centre (for map see figure.4).  Studies on M.teleius and M.nausithous 
have looked at the differences between the species and have reported teleius to 
prefer interior meadow habitat whereas nausithous tends to stay closer to tree or 
road verges (Batary et al. 2009; van Langevelde and Wynhoff 2009). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unfortunately there were a couple of days where we were unable to continue our 
study due to the poor weather conditions.  This did however give us the chance to 
learn and experience how to handle butterflies properly in order to minimise any 
possible damage to them.  We did this using Large White butterflies which are much 
larger than the blues and therefore easier to handle (see figure 5.).  

The correct way to handle a butterfly is to hold the top of upper wings before very 
gently and carefully holding the thorax to enable the freedom to mark and examine 
the inner wing pattern. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.: Data map of MRR site at Ebergőc. 

Blue dots: location of Maculinea  

Red/green dots: boundary/trees 

Left to right: Marked M. teleius, food plant Sanguisorba officianalis, MRR practice. 

Figure 5: Mark-release-recapture study 
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In addition to the MRR study we also spent a great deal of time exploring other 
habitats in the surrounding Fertő-Hanság area, building up a large list of butterfly, 
moth, plant, bird and other invertebrate species we had identified.  This included a 
trip to a woodland clearing where we spotted Dryad, Common Blue, Duke of 
Burgundy and Clouded Yellow to name just a few; a meadow clearing where I 
experienced wild strawberries for the first time, and a Hornbeam woodland in search 
of Camberwell Beauty.  Unfortunately we didn’t find any Camberwell’s at the latter 
however we did discover a small clearing occupied by a very impressive cluster of 
dragonflies with literally hundreds flying above us. 
We spent a couple of evenings moth trapping which was relatively successful 
considering the number of mosquitoes and water beetles around.  My personal 
favourites included Clouded Magpie, Emperor, Reed Tussock, Privet Hawkmoth and 
Poplar Hawkmoth. 

Cultural activities in Fertő-Hanság 

Although the area we were staying in was rather remote there was a small market 
selling souvenirs and a couple of restaurants where we spent the majority of our 
evenings.  Here we got to experience Hungarian cuisine, being mainly meat and 
potatoes.  We also got the opportunity to visit a Hungarian supermarket where 
prices of everything (especially alcohol) was very ‘good value’.  Needless to say we 
spent nearly every night in Fertő slightly under the influence, either socialising with 
locals at the nearest bar or playing musical instruments and singing hymns.  

On our final full day we visited a converted quarry where a statue stood representing 
the iron curtain (figure 6).  This really opened my eyes to the history of Hungary and 
its previous political issues.  In the evening we were all invited to the visitor centre 
for a Hungarian style BBQ and farewell.  We arranged our chopped log seats in a 
circle as two burly men placed the biggest cauldron of goulash I have ever seen into 
the middle (figure 6).  The portions they dealt us were also huge but I can truthfully 
say it was the best goulash/BBQ I have ever tasted!  And a great way to end our stay 
at Fertő-Hanság. 

The next morning we said our farewells and continued on a 6 hour drive to our next 
destination; Salamander house in Szögliget, Aggtelek National Park. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Final day in Fertő-Hanság 

Left to right: Monument to the Iron Curtain, Sand lizard, James and the huge Hungarian goulash cauldron. 
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Aggtelek National Park  

Aggtelek National Park is located in North Hungary, close to the Slovakian border.  
The park itself was founded in 1985 and has been recognised by UNESCO as a World 
Heritage Site since 1995.  It covers 198.92 km² and contains 260 caves including 
Europe’s largest and most attractive stalactite cave, Baradla Cave.  The park is mainly 
made up of forest (77.1%) and grassland (13.7%) which is managed by mowing and 
grazing to help prevent unwanted fires and invasive species from destroying the 
habitat.   

More than 50% of forested area is hornbeam and oak and are home to deer, wild 
boar, wolf and lynx.  The grassland areas include rocky grassland where many 
different sub-mediterranean species such as moths and grasshoppers subside, and 
wet meadows where butterflies are most commonly found.  
 
Our stay in Aggtelek 

 

We were staying in the very picturesque Salamander guest house on the edge of 
Szögliget village (figure 7).  The house is surrounded by woodland and as first 
impressions go appeared much greener and more plant-rich than Fertő-Hanság.  
There was a great deal to explore and see here including streams, woodlands, lots of 
wildlife, and a castle shaped playground in replication of the castle that once 
overlooked Szögliget (figure 7). 
 
Our first night here was spent at a lovely restaurant next to the entrance of Baradla 
cave on a forested hillside.  This was the start to our ‘real’ Hungarian food 
experience; watery-soup as a starter followed by some kind of meat or stew as a 
main.  After our meal we took a wander along a stream down to the nearby lake in 
hope of spotting fire salamanders.  No luck this time but the sunset and the mist 
rising off the lake made it really atmospheric.  Saw lots of bats on the way back to 
the minibus so attempted some bat detection when we got back to Salamander 
house.  I learnt how to use a bat detection device and although I did manage to pick 
up a few they were few and far between. 
 
Wildlife Conservation in Aggtelek 

 
The main focus of our stay here was to record sightings of Maculinea teleius, 
Maculinea nausithous, Lycaena dispar (Large Copper) and their specific food plants 
at a number of different sites/habitats.   

The surveying technique we were to use was described to us at the first wetland 
meadow we visited.  This was a very beautiful site with a wide variety of wild flowers 
catering for many tiny creatures such as young tree frogs, grasshoppers and even a 
couple of sand lizards.  The area we were surveying was the taller untouched 
grassland nearby.  We were told we were to survey the area using a walking transect 
technique.  This is a popular way of surveying butterflies and involves walking in a 
straight line through the habitat recording anything you see in front of you.  In this 
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particular case we all spread out in a line roughly 10metres apart before slowly 
walking parallel to each other straight through the tall grass.   
Every sighting of any one of the three target species was recorded onto GPS by one 
of our ‘butterfly experts’ to help map the population.  Location of food plant 
Sanguisorba officianalis was also recorded as was Marsh Geranium, the foodplant of 
the Geranium Argus butterfly.  I only spotted one individual during this particular 
transect; a male teleius.  However we did also see a Lesser Spotted Eagle (Aquila 

pomarina) soaring above the fields and a Black Stork (Ciconia nigra). 

On return to the guesthouse we went for a wander around the nearby grounds and 
found an amazing spot for butterflies literally metres from our residence.  There was 
an abundance of different species and even tears of joy were seen in a few members 
of our EuCAN team as a total of over 20 Lepidoptera species were noted in this tiny 
area. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Over the next 6 days in Aggtelek we surveyed another four areas using the walking 
transect method.  This included a large area near a gypsy village where, due to the 
size of the area, we split into two groups.  My group was led by butterfly enthusiast 
Roland and it wasn’t long till we found ourselves clambering through thick brambles, 
dodging snares and scrambling over a muddy stream just to get to the survey site.  A 
few M. teleius and a large amount of Sanguisorba officianalis were recorded but 
with the grass so high, the day scorching hot and an abundance of hungry horseflies 
it was quite difficult to stay on task.  The area also had a very strong smell of wild 
boar and we were almost certain one bombed through the undergrowth within 
metres of us.  On a more positive note we did manage to catch a glimpse of Idas Blue 
and a Silver Washed Fritillary. 

The next site we visited consisted of a series of managed (mown) and unmanaged 
meadows.  The day started very well as on arrival we spotted a Hoopoe, which is a 
bird I have always wanted to see in the wild.  Our team (Team Janos; pictured below) 
set off across a mown field concentrating on finding Large Copper, Maculinea teleius 
and evidence of their food plant.  Very little evidence was found within this area 
however we did note some cut Sanguisorba officinalis.  We then formed a line and 
spread out to traipse through a grassy bog area recording on GPS the location of any 
finds.  Between us we spotted over ten Maculinea teleius and two Large Coppers.  
We also found Dark Green Fritillary, Meadow Brown and Dryad.  On return we 
explored a wonderful patch for fire-bellied toads that another group had discovered.  
There were tens of them, all residing in little pockets of water close to a river where 

Figure 7: Aggtelek National Park 

Left to right: Salamander House, Gardens of Salamander House, Young treefrog 
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cattle had churned up the ground.  We continued our data collection at another site 
in the afternoon where a few more M. teleius were recorded. 

Our final species survey was completed at another wetland site in a rural area just 
outside the village of Aggtelek.  Here we split into groups again and Team Janos 
continued data collection of both mown and untouched meadows.  Again a couple of 
Large Coppers were spotted along with two Short-tailed Blues.  Lots of geranium and 
some Sanguisorba officinalis were also found here.  The survey was abandoned 
however when we found ourselves in a very thick reed/grass bed presenting perfect 
territory for wasp spiders and a very impressive looking moth, the Red Data Book 
species, Diachrysia zosimi (figure 8). 

 

 

 

 

 

Overall the habitat surveys emphasised the importance of conservation and land 
management.  We found little evidence of Maculinea in areas that had been mown, 
however some wetland left completely untouched also appeared too overgrown and 
therefore unsuitable for Maculinea.  It is important to manage the land efficiently 
and ensure meadow harvests do not occur too soon in the season in order to 
maintain vital food plants and therefore butterfly populations.  In Hungary, it is 
already legislation within National Parks that only a certain percentage of meadow is 
harvested depending on the season, however the real problem here is whether or 
not the landowners abide by the rules. 

Other Wildlife Experiences 

During our stay at Aggtelek there were a couple of days where rainy weather 
prevented data collection.  It was, however, perfect conditions in which to search for 
fire-bellied toads and fire salamanders.  Our first port of call was a large pond close 
to Baradla cave; unfortunately we had little luck here so continued in the minibus 
towards the caves.  All of a sudden there was a cheer from the front of the bus 
followed by strong braking. The cause: a striking black and yellow fire salamander 
crossing the road in front of us.  I decided to continue the search for salamanders 
and followed the road down to the streams below.  Here I was extremely lucky to 
spot yet another salamander just before it launched itself into the stream and swam 
across to the other side (see figure 9). 
 
We also had the opportunity to visit a Bee-eater colony, which was quite incredible.  
This comprised of a hollowed out area with steep sandy banks containing many Bee-
eater burrows.  We counted at least ten of these beautiful birds as they soared 

Figure 8: Habitat surveys, Aggtelek 

Left to right: Large Copper, Survey site, Diachrysia chrysitis 
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Figure 10: Exploring Aggtelek 

Left to right: Istvan’s Caves, Church, Butterfly Gathering 

around collecting various flying invertebrates before entering their burrows to feed 
their young.  
 
Cultural Activities in Aggtelek 

 
Aggtelek presented us with ample opportunity to experience Hungarian food and 
culture at its best.  Every evening we had an onsite Hungarian chef, Eszter, who 
cooked traditional local Hungarian food for us.  This included many interesting and 
delicious meals such as homemade thick sausages, wild boar, fruit soup, and pork 
stuffed cabbage leaves.  All of which started with a traditional appetiser: a shot of 
Palinka (very strong spirit brewed from plums). 
 
Cultural activities included a wonderful jazz festival in a cave, pre-breakfast walks 
including a trek up the hill overlooking Szögliget village where the ruins of a castle 
remain, and a visit to an incredible cave nicknamed Istvan’s caves purely because he 
was giving us the tour.  The cave was definitely the most amazing and interesting 
cave I have ever visited, rich with stalagmites and popcorn formations.  At the 
bottom of the cave there was a large pool, which in places is up to 44 metres deep.  I 
even got the opportunity to taste the water as Istvan climbed down especially to 
fetch a bottle of it. 

We also visited a church to experience and admire the more religious and historical 
side of Hungary.  As the majority of Hungarians pride themselves as Christians the 
church was very delicately decorated inside and obviously well maintained on the 
outside (figure 10). 

One afternoon we went for a lovely walk out into the countryside along a track 
adjacent to a river.  Along the way we discovered hundreds of blue butterflies 
gathering in groups of tens over small patches of mud/newly laid cement (pictured 
below).  The walk brought us to a beautiful wild meadow where we took a short 
break before meandering back.   
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 9: Aggtelek’s Wildlife 

Left to right: Fire salamander, Bee-eater colony, Pair of Bee-eaters 
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The majority of our evenings based in Aggtelek were spent admiring the stars, 
singing around a campfire or competing against each other in a table tennis 
tournament.  One of the most interesting evenings however was when Gabor and his 
wife Iszabella gave us our first Hungarian dancing lesson.  This was rather amusing 
but surprisingly very fun. 
 
Homeward Bound 

 
Our return journey, although starting a little dramatically (our first train was 
cancelled so Nigel had to drive us to Budapest just in time for our next booked train), 
went surprisingly well with stops in Vienna, Cologne and Brussels before arriving in 
London a day later on the 29th July. 
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