
IOSF at work in 
Hungary

On 5th September Paul and Grace  

Yoxon of  the International Otter 

Survival Fund (IOSF) and six wildlife 

enthusiasts arrived at the headquarters 

of  the Somogy Provincial Association 

for Nature Conversation in Somogyfajsz 

about 2.5 hours from Budapest near 

the southern end of  Lake Balaton, the 

second largest lake in Europe.

The headquarters is the former home of  the Kund family, 
local aristocrats who were forced to abandon their home  
and lands during the communist era.

Left to the mercy of  the elements for many years and used 
for a number of  purposes including a football changing 
room, local cinema and sock factory, the building is now 
being renovated and restored as a centre for guests to learn 
about and enjoy the natural and cultural heritage of  the 
Somogy region.

Known locally as the Manor House, this quirky neo classical 
building was to be the group’s home for the duration of  their stay.

The Otter Park or Vidrapark as it called in Hungarian,  
is situated near the village of  Labod about an hours drive 
from the Manor House.

This part of  Hungary is primarily agricultural with even  
the smallest spaces between houses used for growing maize or 
[]VÆW_MZ[��<PM�J]QTLQVO[�\PI\�TQVM�\PM�ZWIL[�IZM�UQ`\]ZM�WN �NILML�



brown, green and red rendered homes, 
the majority of  which are single storey 
dwellings set against silver lollipop 
shaped water towers that look like alien 
space craft landing in the back yard.

Every village along the route has a 
church, which is often the brightest 
and most immaculately kept building, 
and has its own ‘big house’ from the 
days when each village was run by a 
single family. Mobile shops, impromptu 
market stalls and the blue bottles of  
soda water delivered to the front gate, 
line the streets.

The entrance to the otter park itself  
is a 2.5km, sandy, tree-lined track that 
OQ^M[�VW�KT]M[�I[�\W�_PI\�\W�M`XMK\�I\�
the other end.

As you emerge from the trees and 
climb out of  the car you immediately 
notice the lake. As you venture towards 

the wooden bridge you can hear a 
heron screech as it heaves itself  into 
\PM�IQZ�IVL�ÆQM[�\W_IZL[�\PM�MOZM\�I\�
the other end of  the lake. The water 
ripples and the sound of  ‘plopping’ is 
NZMY]MV\Ta�PMIZL�I[�Å[P�TMIX�IVL�JZMIS�
the surface.

At the far end of  the nature reserve 
QV�WVM�WN �\PM�ÅN\MMV�TISM[��WZ�XWVL[�I[�
they are known, you can look towards 
the tree line on the far side and watch 
a white tailed eagle effortlessly soar 
from its perch into the air and circle 
the lake. There are two of  them here 
and they are regularly spotted, often 

at the same time as a pair of  marsh 
PIZZQMZ[�\PI\�Æa�U]KP�KTW[MZ�\W�\PM�
surface of  the water scanning the reeds 
for prey.

This vast system of  ponds, spanning 
150 hectares, were man-made to  
KZMI\M��I�Å[P�NIZU�QV�\PM��!\P� 
century and whilst evidence of  the  
past remains in the form of  sluices  
and dams, nature has been reclaiming 
the ponds for over 30 years and they 
are now home to roe deer, lizards, 
NZWO[��J]\\MZÆQM[��LIU[MTÆQM[�IVL� 
an enviable array of  birds.

Then there are the otters.

In the shadow of  the amazing circle 
of  twigs that forms the white stork’s 
nest there is an enclosure of  rocks, lush 
vegetation, fresh water and two otters.

There are four otters kept in captivity 
at the reserve. The eldest two are used 
to teach visitors about the native otter 
of  Hungary and how they live. Anyone 
who has seen an otter in a zoo or park 
in the UK has probably seen the small 
short-clawed Asian otter. Therefore 
you might be surprised to see how big 
the full-size adults of  the Eurasian 
species Lutra lutra are by comparison.

All four otters have been rescued from 
various places and are too dependent 
on humans to fend for themselves in 
the wild. The preferred method of  
rearing rescued otters, is to have as 
little human contact with the otters as 
possible. Among the tasks for the group 
of  volunteers was to enhance the 
habitat for the captive otters and create 
a new pen where rescued otters could 
be held before being released back  
into the wild.
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“This is a very important site for wild 
otters. We’ve been here several times 
since 2008 and always found signs of  
wild otters around the lakes, which tells 
us this is a really healthy environment for 
W\\MZ[�\W�\PZQ^M�QV�º�;Ia[�,Z�8I]T�AW`WV��
Director of  Operations for IOSF. 

The other major project undertaken 
by the group was to remove non-
native invasive species of  plants from a 
shingle ‘island’ that is being managed 
to attract nesting terns and plovers.

“Non-native species are particularly 
problematic in a reserve of  this size 
because they can quickly spread and 

overwhelm the native species so it 
is important we keep them under 
control.’ Says Hajni Kovacs from the 
Somogy Provincial Association for 
Nature Conversation.

The volunteer group was made  
of  wildlife enthusiasts from diverse 
backgrounds including teachers, 
environmental consultants, an 
archaeologist, and a phlebotomist.

If  the group thought the digging and 
pulling was tough in the 26°C heat,  
they were soon longing for the 
sun when the rain came down in 
droves. Despite the weather the work 

continued with the group’s good 
humour and the quizzical looks from 
the otters keeping everyone motivated.

“The reserve here is run by and 
managed by one person with an 
occasional intern helping out but the site 
is massive and the thought of  any project 

must be daunting.” Said Graham Morris  
a retired teacher from York.

The group may have only been at the 
ZM[MZ^M�NWZ�Å^M�LIa[�J]\�\PM�QUXIK\�
they have had will have a lasting 
impression.

“It’s amazing to see the difference in 
the pen for rescued otters. When we 
arrived it was full of  silt, the fence 
posts were broken, and the banks 
had eroded.” Said Matthew Bentley 
I�J]QTLQVO�KWV[MZ^I\QWV�WNÅKMZ�NZWU�
Leeds, who joined the group with his 
_QNM�)VQI��IV�MV^QZWVUMV\IT�WNÅKMZ�
“We had to dig trenches, reinforce the 
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ZM\IQVQVO�_ITT�IVL�JIKS�ÅTT�_PMZM�\PM�
banks had been eroded. Then we had 
to dig out years of  silt to enable the 
_I\MZ�\W�ÆW_�\PZW]OP�\PM�XMV�J]\�Q\�Q[�
now ready if  they should receive any 
rescued otters.” says Ania.

Enhancing the environment for the 
captive otters was equally important.

The group of  volunteers helped to 
improve the pens for the youngest 
otters at the reserve “Otters are 
intelligent, inquisitive animals that 
need a lot of  stimulation so the 
objective was to create more interest 

within the pen using natural materials. 
Just giving them different options for 
ways of  climbing in and out of  the 
pool and old logs to climb over makes 
I�JQO�LQNNMZMVKM�º�;IQL�/ZIKM�AW`WV� 
of  IOSF.

Creating new habitat to attract  
nesting birds such as the common and 
little tern was the objective of  clearing 
the shingle island on one of  the larger 
lakes in the reserve.

“It felt like somewhere special and  
it was a great to think that what 
we’ve done might encourage different 

species to the area and increase the 
biodiversity” said Fiona Himsworth,  
an adult education teacher from York.

“The purpose of  IOSF is to help, 
advise and support organizations and 
individuals around the world who 
_IV\�\W�PMTX�W\\MZ[º�[Ia[�8I]T�AW`WV�
“Spending time with the Somogy 
conservation organization has meant 
that we have been able to learn about 
the ecology of  otters in Hungary 
but we have also offered advice that 
will hopefully help to sustain the 
population and ensure otters remain  
a part of  the Hungarian countryside.”

¹1\¼[�JMMV�I�OZMI\�M`XMZQMVKM��<PM�
ZM[MZ^M�Q[�I�_WVLMZN]T�XTIKM�\W�M`XTWZM��
It’s good to know that by working 
together we have made a difference 
and it would be nice to come back 
in a few years to see how the reserve 
has evolved” says Elaine Cameron a 
phlebotomist from Hampshire.

The vision for the Somogy Provincial 
Association for Nature Conversation is 
to ensure that there is a sustainable and 
permanent wetland corridor between 
the Balaton lake and the Drava river. 

The Otter Park is a key stretch of  
habitat and its on-going management 
of  the reserve is crucial not just for 
otters but all the wildlife that now relies 
on it for food, shelter and rearing young.
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