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European Conservation Action Network

EuCAN Visit to Romania
July 7th – 30th 2011

Visit Report

This was our first visit to Romania and we divided our time between our two partners: first the Pogány-havas (Pagan Snow-caps) Microregion Association in the Csík and Gyimes areas of Transylvania near Miercurea Ciuc (Csíkszereda in Hungarian) and second, the Adept Foundation in Saschiz and the ‘Saxon villages’ area just south of Sighisoara. In both cases the aim was to carry out butterfly surveys to enable our partners to negotiate better for agri-environment funding for the farmers in their target areas. Not only were we able to provide the partners with very useful data, the experience provided invaluable ecological and identification training for the individuals in our group and a superb taste of Romanian culture, history and politics.

We were very fortunate to have with us János Tóth and Judit Bereczki, entomologists from Debrecen University in Hungary, who worked with us in the Csík and Gyimes areas; botanist Gabor Sramko also from Debrecen, for the first three days; and Andras Szabadfalvi who worked with us for a week in the Saschiz region. Without their guidance and knowledge of butterflies, moths, language and Transylvanian culture, our efforts would have been greatly limited. All the butterfly data is downloadable from this website, as is the list of moths recorded in the light traps over the three week period. A collection of photos taken by the group has been uploaded onto the EuCAN Flickr site.
Funding: without Leonardo da Vinci support, this visit was financed by contributions from the participants, a generous donation from the Colin Reid Countryside Trust, and an element from The Kingcombe Trust (now The Dorset Wildlife Trust), through which EuCAN has operated since 2007.
The journey and accommodation: the group travelled out to Debrecen in eastern Hungary by train from London St Pancras, a journey which included the sleeper from Köln to Budapest. Kathy and Nigel drove the 17-seater minibus out to Debrecen to meet the group and our Hungarian friends. After two nights in the Hortobagy National Park, the fabulous wetland west of Debrecen, we drove into Romania, staying in the mainly Hungarian-speaking village of Kalotaszentkiraly near Huedin on the way, enjoying the hospitality, food and of course the pálinka. We spent four nights in Magda’s Rose Guesthouse in Pauleni Ciuc (Csík Pálfalva in Hungarian), three nights in Attila Sárig’s Áldomás Guesthouse in Ghimes-Faget (Gyimesbükk), then eight nights in the Pensiune Violeta just outside Saschiz. On the return journey, the group travelled back to London from Debrecen by train, while Nigel and Kathy returned via our EuCAN partners in Aggtelek National Park and in south Moravia in the Czech Republic. Altogether the participants spent 24 days away, a great experience for all.
Eating: we ate as a group throughout the visit, occasionally in restaurants – including in the Hortobagy and in Kalotaszentkiraly on the journeys out and back – but mainly with our hosts. In Csík, Barbara Knowles laid on delicious evening meals for us in the barn at her home in Delniţa (Csíkdelne), but we had breakfasts with Magda at our guesthouse. In Gyimes, Attila and his mother produced all our meals for us, everything was local and distinctively Hungarian. In Saschiz, our host Violeta provided very generous breakfasts and suppers in her newly built guesthouse, with local homemade wine and plum spirit made by her husband the mayor, all with a noticeably Romanian bias, as a contrast to the food we had eaten in the Csík and Gyimes regions. Most days we bought food from local stores to make our own picnics for lunch.
Culture: we travelled widely within the areas where we were working and were able to absorb a great deal about the history, politics and culture of Transylvania. We are very grateful to our hosts for their contributions in this, and to our Hungarian colleagues who were extremely informative and helpful. Andras Szabadfalvi particularly was a mine of information about all aspects of the ecology, history and culture of the area and was able to unlock several doors to amazing experiences for our group which would have otherwise remained closed. We were able to visit the beautiful but still unrestored Bethlen chateau at Criş where we were shown round by the young Count Bethlen who happened to be there that day. We were able to visit the charcoal burners’ camp on the track west of Criţ to watch one of the huge mounds being lit and a small group of the team stayed the night and trapped moths and small mammals there. Andras also gave us a tour of the town of Mediaş. Our friends Tibi Hartel from the Mihai Eminescu Trust and entomologist Jacqueline Loos gave us a tour of Sighisoara. During our stay with Attila in Gyimes, we were treated to a dramatic evening of music and dance with a backdrop of a terrifying thunderstorm with 2 cm diameter hailstones raging around us. At Violeta’s Guesthouse in Saschiz, the hosts’ older daughter Diana arranged for her traditional music and dance group to give us a rousing display of Romanian folk dancing – it was especially interesting to notice the similarities and differences between this and the Hungarian dance style we had witnessed in the Gyimes region.
Agriculture: throughout our visit we were overwhelmed by the richness of the landscape and the incredible biodiversity maintained by the small-scale subsistence agricultural systems that we saw everywhere. Many of the holdings are extremely small, less than 5 hectares, and provide part-time farmers with food to supplement the very low wages that they earn. Much of the farm work (and the transport) is carried out with horses (occasionally cattle) and therefore hay is an essential part of the system. In the Hungarian ethnic areas we visited, haymaking was in full swing – literally, as most of it is done with scythes. We were able to have a go with scythes while we were staying with Attila, and two of the group bought local scythes to bring back to the UK. Many of the families still take their cattle to the higher pastures in the summer and spend long periods there making cheese for their own use or for sale or exchange for other goods and services. Our group walked up to one of these high pastures early one morning to see Attila’s cattle being milked and the cheese being made. Most of the cheeses are eaten very young; there is little mature cheese made.
In the Saschiz area, the changes caused by the collectivisation of farming during the communist era and then subsequently by the departure of the ‘Saxons’ who had been farming the region since the 14th century, have produced a different landscape with large areas of abandonment. Here modern development and political changes seem to be more noticeably colliding with the ancient management systems, epitomised by the terrifying interactions between the impatient heavy juggernauts on their way to the west and the horses and cartloads of hay on the main road through the village of Saschiz. We saw enormous expanses of very rich grassland habitat undermanaged or totally abandoned and with little statutory protection; we also saw hectares of former arable land now just growing wild carrot and other ‘weeds’, with little prospect of reverting to useful habitat but with great potential for growing food. There seems to be little money in dairy farming – the market for cow milk is very poor unless it is produced in industrial dairies; there is little interest apparently in converting to beef as this does not feature much in the Romanian diet. Sheep milk production seems to be thriving but as interesting (and romantic) as the sheep milk and soft cheese enterprises might seem, the inevitable consequences on the ecology and the landscape were plain to see, with the areas round the dairies overgrazed and eroded ( and on the lower ground, more intensively farmed for hay production), and the grassland in the outlying areas almost abandoned.
Somehow, a solution has to be found to enable Romanian agriculture to develop so that the country can grow sufficient food while at the same time maintaining its incredible biodiversity through support for the small subsistence farmers in the high nature-value areas (without making them feel they are being fossilised in the past). It’s a very complex situation with no easy answers!

A file of comments by the participants on the Romania placement is available on the website – here.
