
An information network for people and organisations along the River Drava

Volume 2, Issue 4, 

Dateline: Koprivnica, February 12th 
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Editorial 

Gosh. It’s exactly three years since the Novo Virje project was announced, since the Drava League was formed and the co-operation with WWF started to take off. And at last, after incredible hard work and co-operation by a dedicated group of wonderful people, we have a finite statement on this proposed dam, a sign that governments are prepared to listen to the people – as long as we speak loud enough, and long enough, and have all the facts to hand…The Hungarian ministry’s statement is pretty clear: they don’t want this dam and will do all they can to oppose it. What we have to do now is get the same democratic message to the Croatian government - and keep repeating it, because, as our WWF colleague Andreas Wurzer wrote to us today, ‘dams are never over’. The developers have spent huge amounts of money on this project already, and they’re prepared to wait for years for their chance to revive it: we’ve seen this pattern all over the world, so many times.

As planned, Novo Virje could generate 4% of Croatia’s electricity needs: yet other studies show that currently 15% of the electricity generated in the country is lost through inefficiency in the grid. This 4% could be obtained so much more cheaply by overhauling the existing system. But of course there’s a lot of money to be made from dams – for the developers. Not usually for the operators, not these big dams, anyway. And certainly not for local communities, as the people of Donja Dubrava, site of the last Drava dam to be built, will be quick to tell you…Just like the gravel extraction which also threatens our Drava, behind all the promises and the rhetoric, there’s truly only one rationale, and that’s a quick profit, for a few people, and they don’t even live here. 

Helena Hecimovic, president of the Drava League, is one of that dedicated band of people who have given so much for the Drava. Helena’s ‘diary of events’ for 2003, included here, is very telling, so many things achieved; and yet I know of dozens of other events and activities which she and her team have worked on and they aren’t even mentioned. Very soon the Drava League, according to their charter, must elect a new president, and it’s not going to be easy to replace Helena, that’s for sure! 

More good news from our friends in Osijek, from Vojvodina, from Hungary; but we’re all facing the same struggle, commercial activities which, uncontrolled, threaten to destroy manifestations of nature which can never be replaced – so according to the very principles of the market which is threatening them, they are of an extremely high value. The logic defeats itself. Forestry, agriculture, water management and hunting – they are all pursuing a path of diminishing returns. Hunting is a very strange pursuit: organized groups of heavily-armed men – are there any women hunters? – somehow prove their superiority by murdering defenceless animals. Seen like this it’s disgusting, yet hunters are so proud of what they do, pay hugely for the privelege and thereby generate lots of money. Paradoxically, it’s hunting which has preserved many of our nature reserves today. Maybe we have to find some way of working with these people: but as the two articles on hunting show, things have got to change. 

Novo Virje, the Hungarian decision

This article was already released on February 1st as a communique.

The Hungarian Ministry of Environment and Water has just issued an official statement that they are opposed to the Croatian plan to build the dam at Novo Virje. If necessary they will use transboundary conventions and international law to prevent the project going ahead. However the decision still needs a Governmental Decree to make it totally binding.

This long-awaited statement on Hungary’s position follows a public hearing on the issue in the town of Barcs, Hungary, on October 17th last year: this was a requirement of the Espoo Convention process for dealing with transboundary environmental impacts. Since the hearing, WWF-Hungary and environmental NGOs in Hungary and Croatia have been lobbying the Hungarian government. Laurice Erifei of WWF-Hu and Miklos Toldi of the Drava Federation of Hungarian NGOs co-ordinated the sending of 5000 e-mails under WWF’s ’Panda Passport’ initiative and collected 3000 signatures for a petition against the dam. In Croatia, Helena Hecimovic, President of the Drava League, and her supporters collected 8000 signatures: this was a very important step, because the mistaken impression in Hungary had been that the Croatian public had accepted the proposed dam. Helena also used the petition to lobby the Croatian government and the action attracted much media attention.

Of course there is still a long way to go, but this is a very significant achievement, the first real success for nature conservationists since this old communist plan was revived 3 years ago. In February 2001 the Croatian government announced their intention to go ahead with this construction, and Croatian NGOs responded by uniting into the Drava League coalition and taking national and international action. The section of the Drava which would have been affected by this dam is one of the most natural lowland river ecosystems in Central Europe, with unique habitats and high biodiversity. Another threat to the Drava still exists: habitat destruction caused by the exploitation of gravel direct from the river bed and banks, combined with unnecessary river regulation. Stopping this is the next goal for the Drava NGOs. 

Press release by the Hungarian Ministry of Environment and Water, 02.02.2004,  translated by Laurice Erifei:

Protests against the proposed hydropower plant on the Drava river

E-mails have been received by the Ministry of Environment and Water in the past few days, in which Hungarian and foreign correspondents asked the Minister, Miklós Persányi, to protest against this proposed dam construction on the Croatian stretch of the Drava river. The project would endanger the ecological status of the Hungarian parts of river also. By Monday morning, almost 400 letters – equally in Hungarian and English – were received by the Ministry, and 170 of these were sent from different European countries. The ministry welcomes the fact that their statement against the dam is gaining ever more public support, and that citizens of other countries are also protesting against this nature-threatening proposition. Meanwhile the Ministry is asking the protesters to make known their opinions in Croatia also.

According to existing bilateral conventions, Croatia may legally construct such a hydroelectric dam only with the agreement of Hungary. If Croatia ignores this constraint and permits the project, Hungary could, according to the Helsinki Convention (on the protection and use of transboundary watercourses and international lakes) take the case to the international court if bilateral talks fail to find a solution. International law, irrespective of legal conventions, restricts the right of countries to use their natural resources – even on their own territory – if this causes damage to other states, or prevents other states from using their own resources sustainably. Thus one country’s use of a transboundary river in an unsustainable fashion is not allowed.

The Hungarian Ministry of Environment and Water nevertheless hopes that the Croatian government, mindful of its application to join to the European Union, will give up this plan, because EU law strictly regulates the water management, water protection and nature protection of member-states. For example the EU Water Framework Directive demands the achievement and maintenance of good ecological status of all surface waters.

The Hungarian side has made its position clear. According to the decision of the government (2066/1999) „we do not agree with the construction of the hydropower dam”. This opinion has not changed up to the present day. If necessary, the Hungarian Ministry of Environment and Water will use all its legal powers to obstruct the construction of the dam.  

A Year of Action by the Drava League, from Helena Hecimovic

   The year 2003 has been the most eventful so far in the years-long struggle to win against the Croatian water-mafia.

JANUARY 18, 2003: The Water and Wetlands Index survey – WWF and Drava league

The survey was made by WWF team and Goran Cizmesija of ZEUS, based on the answers collected from NGOs, scientists  and governmental institutions. Presentation of the survey results achieved unprecedented attention from high representatives of the State Water Directorate, Croatian Waters and HEP – the Croatian Electric company who responded with accusations and disputed the results of the survey. 

FEBRUARY : Continued correspondence with the Croatian State Water Directorate

The Drava league continued its long-lastiing correspondence with Croatian Waters and especially the State Water Directorate, which had specifically asked for more arguments to support the allegations of the Drava league stated in the previous letter. This time, all statements were repeatedly and even more strongly connected to facts, laws and examples of bad water management. The SWD replied to this letter after several months, following the exchange of letters between the Ministry of Environment, the Prime Minister's office, WWF  and the State Water Directorate. 

Drava issue of the ICPDR magazine Danube Watch

Another important point gained was a number of articles on the Drava river published in Danube Watch. The impression that this article reached its target was strengthened by angry reactions from both Croatian Waters and State Water Directorate officials who tried to dispute all the allegations and concentrated on minor mistakes in these articles.

MARCH 20: TUV certificate to HEP for Green Energy – press release by the Drava league

A heavy blow fell when HEP announced it was awarded with a certificate for 

« green energy « issued by TUV-Bayern. The certificate was to be used in the furthering of HEP projects of building more hydroelectric plants, in accordance with the obligation towards EU regulations (that the country should by 2008 produce 16% of energy from renewable sources). The Drava league responded with a press release, stating that water may be renewable, but the river ecosystems are not.

MAY 31: Mura-Drava Biosphere Reserve proposal completed and forwarded to MAB National Committee, Croatia

The Drava League expert team, supported and helped by county spatial planning officers and other professionals, succeeded in meeting the dealine for submitting the nomination of the Mura-Drava Biosphere Reserve by the end of May 2003. The National MAB Committee have not yet acknowledged the receipt of this nomination. Regardless of their personal opinions and professional expertise, this lack of common courtesy speaks for itself and ignores a tremendous effort invested in this project. However, at a county level along the Drava, this proposal received much more serious consideration.   

JULY 8-9: Press trip and demonstration in front of Croatian Parliament

Although the threat of the HE dam has always been the predominant worry of the NGOs which united into the Drava league, river regulation and gravel extraction direct from the river bed have been for some time actually reducing the ecological status and creating considerable damage to important habitats. The exchange of letters and arguments with Croatian Waters and the State Water Directorate has not brought any results, only wasting time and momentum. In contrast, the press trip for European environmental journalists and the „Fish ballet” in front of the Croatian Parliament, together with the „My share of the Drava” campaign focused on MPs, produced a lot of interest in the issue amongst the MPs and the Croatian public.

AUGUST 7: DETZ committee formed

The Drava Eco-Tourism Zone concept of the Drava league and WWF found partners in the Tourist Authority of Koprivnica-Krizevci county and the Technical High School of Rapperswil, Switzerland. This partnership was offically confirmed at the initiatory meeting of the partners who decided to spend the next year working on the concept before presenting their results to the Drava communities along the river.

AUGUST 25.-27. Drava Youth Expedition

This three-day cycling trip down the Drava bicycle route in Croatia drew the attention of the whole Drava community. This first step in the promotion of the Drava route and the concept of the Drava Ecotourism Zone met with widespread approval of the scheme.

AUGUST 29: Demonstration against gravel extraction at Botovo

Another gravel extraction site became active in the meantime: near Botovo in Koprivnica-Krizevci county. A co-ordinated simultaneous demonstration by Hungarian NGOs and the Drava League on both sides of the Drava river was seen as an important step. Gravel extraction was stopped temporarily and there was great media coverage in both countries.

SEPTEMBER 26: III International Drava Day

For the third year, the last weekend of September became the Drava Day(s) festival in Koprivnica. This time, it was officially sponsored by the Croatian Ministy of Environment and attended by an international audience. Besides partner NGOs, representatives from Slovenia and Hungary, and WWF, there were representatives of Croatian Waters, the State Water Directorate, the Ministry of Environment, businesses and local and regional instututions as well as representatives of the media. The festival involved a conference, a children's art workshop in the town square ('The living river'), and an exhibition of sculptures and paintings in the village of Gola. (« For the Drava museum «). The first Drava Art Annale – an art competition for young artists and a photographic exhibition „the 5th Djurdjevac International Photo salon” - was organized jointly in Djurdjevac and Koprivnica . 

SEPTEMBER – OCTOBER:  New regulation works on the Drava near Molve bridge

The Drava League and WWF, together with the Croatian Ornithological Insitute, made an official complaint regarding the river regulation works near Molve bridge. It is seen as yet another unnecessary regulation project, officially explained as a measure for protecting the bridge. It threatens the nesting sites of the little tern and is believed to be the first step towards yet another gravel extraction site.

OCTOBER : 17 October, Public hearing in Barcs

Perceived as an important step in the process of deciding about the future of the HE Novo Virje project, the public hearing in Barcs was attended by Drava League representatives who stated the negative opinions of Croatian NGOs and local communities about the Novo Virje project. The hearing raised several issues: What will be the answer of the Hungarian government? Has the process of raising public awareness in Croatia achieved any results? Has the negative opinion of the local communities been perceived outside the Podravina region and has it reached the Croatian Government?

NOVEMBER 4: Press conference in Zagreb followed by interview on TV and newspaper opinion poll (78% for another HE on the Drava)

This press conference in Zagreb, organized at the same time as the Cavtat International Hydropower conference, attracted a lot of attention from the media. The presentation of the problem by Drava League representatives was followed by an article in the leading daily national newspaper, but the on-line opinion poll confirmed the belief of the Drava League that the proposed HE Novo Virje is seen as a local issue and is not understood by vast majority of Croatian citizens. On the other hand, the survey results were based on a small number of participants (ca 480), which we believe to be too small to yield a genuine result.

DECEMBER( Nov 30 .- Dec 4) : Conference in Thailand ( Rivers for Life)

The problem of the HE Novo Virje was persented at the II World Conference 'Rivers for Life' in Rasi Salaj, Thailand. The Rasi Salaj declaration called upon all governments and the World Bank to prevent the construction of all big dams, including the Novo Virje dam.

JANUARY 2004: 12. – 31. : Petition against Novo Virje dam

Following an agreement with its Hungarian partners, the Drava League started the petition stating two main reasons for its urgency: calling on the Hungarian government not to approve the HE Novo Virje project in the ESPOO convention negotiation process; and putting pressure on the Croatian Parliament to exclude the Novo Virje dam from the new Programme of Spatial Planning. The petition was very successful, reaching almost 9000 signatures and attracting a lot of media coverage.

At the same time, the mayor of Koprivnica  started a Parliamentary compaign, asking the Prime Minister to state his personal opinion on this case and the line of action his new government will take regarding the Drava issue. The petition and its results confirmed the Drava League to be a strong and regionally recognized NGO, therefore it is believed that its future activities will undoubtedly attract more attention and support.

Research in Madagascar

On January 13th, Goran Safarek, the Drava League conservation officer, left for two months’ biological research work in Madagascar. We will miss him very much of course, but this is an opportunity he cannot miss! Goran was on an expedition in Madagascar in 2001, in the Maswada National Park, and took many photographs of snakes and amphibians. When he returned, there was one snake he could not identify, so he sent its photograph to a well-known herpetologist in Holland. He and his colleagues did not recognize it either, and there is a possibility that this is a species which has not yet been scientifically catalogued.

So, with support from Dutch and German herpetologists who will meet them in Madagascar, and sponsored by the National Geographic and Meridijani magazines, HRT and others, Goran and his colleague Zjelko are returning to Maswada to try and clarify this scientific puzzle. The National Park is quite remote, and can only be reached by boat, and living conditions will not be easy there! We wish Goran every success in his investigation, and look forward to his safe return when he will again be working with us on the Drava.

Green Osijek in action

The NGO Green Osijek has been busy lately! When the new Croatian government was being formed in December, one government proposal was that the Ministry of Environment would be disbanded. Several NGOs held a combined demonstration against this idea, outside the Parliament in Zagreb: Green Action of Zagreb, Green Osijek, Green Dream from Vinkovci, and both Pineta and Franjo Koscec from Varazdin all took part. They handed out to the government representatives their demand that the Ministry should be empowered rather than cancelled out. As it was near Christmas, the demonstrators wore ‘Father Christmas’ suits – the only difference being that these were green in colour! And there was another little gift for the politicians: fir cones, in keeping with the season and our need for harmony with nature…

Another recent initiative of Green Osijek is the Eco Centre Zlatna Greda: a centre for education, ecotourism and the protection of the natural and cultural values of Kopacki rit and Baranja. This is the result of the three year (2001-2003) OTOK project, which dealt with sustainable tourism and education on environmental protection in the Kopacki rit Nature Park. The Eco Centre is in the ‘pustara’ – or 'wilderness hamlet’ of Zlatna Greda, which used to be a living community with 100 inhabitants, its own school, a store, a soccer field…today Zlatna Greda is almost abandoned with just over 10 inhabitants, many ruined buildings and a decayed economy and infrastructure. With the loss of its inhabitants, the area is also losing its cultural and traditional customs, long-held knowledge which embodies many ecological solutions to living, and which we can benefit from today. 

Hrvatske sume, Croatian Forestry, is allowing Green Osijek to use one of its abandoned houses in the pustara for the project, a fine building about 100 years old, on a 15 year agreement. It needs thorough restoration in order to house the Eco Centre and this work will maintain the local natural and cultural 
character
; the furniture and other fittings will also reflect the heritage of Baranja. Already a clean-up action took place, in which 70 volunteers participated, from 9 ecological organizations; many local businesses sponsored the work and supplied materials. 
The centre will function through environmentally friendly solutions, such as composting, waste separation, renewable sources of energy, biological water filters and ecological agriculture. 

Kopacki rit is an ideal area for education on the protection of the environment and to bring people closer to nature. In Croatia there is a lack of “schools in nature” (eg like the 'forest schools' in Hungary), in which primary schools and other educational institutions can carry out the programme of ‘schools in nature’ proposed by the Ministry of Education. Accordingly the Ministry is supporting Green Osijek to provide this at Zlatna Greda.

Goals of the project

- nature protection (Kopacevo wetland, wetlands in Baranja, Danube, Drava)
- education of students and the public on the protection of the environment and 

ecologically acceptable ways of living

- preserving and practicing traditional and cultural values

- stimulating civil initiatives and the development of eco and rural tourism in this area, 

thus ensuring a balance between economic development and environmental protection


Activities in the Eco Centre
1. Campaigns for nature protection
- promotion of natural values, lobbying for its protection, reducing pollution, raising 

public awareness
2. Education
- creative workshops 
- conferences, seminars, courses
- workshops on old handcrafts, visits to cultural sites, practicing traditional knowledge 
3. Activities in nature
- hiking on educational and recreational paths 
- bicycling
- canoeing 
- recreational activities on the playground near the Eco Centre
4. Working with volunteers
- we want to involve both Croatian as well as foreign volunteers in the
  work of the centre 
5. Promotion of the area
- development of a website with the eco tourism offers in the area,  
  publications, eco tourism guidebooks

6. Co-operation with other NGOs, local and foreign, local inhabitants, state institutions and local government.

Contact: 
Marija Jurcevic, marija.jurcevic@os.hinet.hr


Jasmin Sadikovic, jasmin.sadikovic@os.hinet.hr
News from Veliki Pazut.
Hunting has once again been permitted in this Special Reserve at the Drava-Mura confluence, despite the impact on wildlife populations which results from the disturbance. There were complaints from local people about damage by game animals, and the local hunting society obtained permission from the MOEPP to reduce their numbers in a hunt: 4 wild boars were shot. The deputy governor of Koprivnica-krizevci county is head of the local hunting society, which is aware of the criticism earlier hunts in this reserve have created. He says that he is ‘keeping an eye on the situation’. 

189 species of birds have been recorded in Veliki Pazut, 25 of which are rare throughout the whole of Europe. In the absence of natural predators such as wolves, large game animals – deer and wild boar – have multiplied and feed on crops in the surrounding locality. A major problem is that the protected area is too small and also that there is agricultural land within the protected area. One solution would be for the authorities to buy that land and protect it, and also create corridors for wildlife migration. The soil over the area is very thin, it cannot be very productive – it appears that at present the farmers get more in compensation for the lost crop than the value of the crop itself.
Proposed Common Quail & Turtle Dove Hunting Ban, Serbia 

Press Release, 26 November 2003, Belgrade After a panel discussion held in Novi Sad on 4 October 2003, the Bird Protection and Study Society of Vojvodina and League for Ornithological Action of Serbia and Montenegro, together with the Ecological Movement of Stanisic, requested State officials to remove the Common Quail Coturnix coturnix and the Turtle Dove Streptopelia turtur from the game bird list and permanently prohibit further hunting. While fully protected in neighbouring countries (e.g. Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovenia), both species are under intense hunting pressure during the autumn migration in Serbia. Traditionally, these two species are not of interest to local hunters and are mainly offered as game birds to visiting foreign hunters (predominantly Italian). Serbian law presently allows the hunting of both species from 1 August to 30 September. 

Also, under cover of Quail hunting, it is unfortunately not unusual for other protected species to fall victim. Among these species, we know that the rare Corn Crake Crex crex is being killed; we have evidence of several specimens but reports to officials have been to no avail. We fear that the number of Corn Crakes killed might be fairly high, but the low number of hunting inspectors are unable (or unwilling?) to control commercial      shooting organized for visiting clients by hunting tour-agencies. These shoots are no different from the recent ‘Balkan Birds’ affair, when protected species were hunted in Serbia and smuggled to Italy as restaurant delicacies! 

It is estimated that the Common Quail population in Serbia & Montenegro is 10,000 to 15,000 pairs (1990-2002 period) but has decreased by 10% to 30% in the same period (estimates: Birds in Europe - Their Conservation Status II). In the 1996-2000 period, the annual number of Common Quails killed by hunters in Serbia is estimated at 20,000 to 30,000. Alarmingly, the Serbian Hunting Association’s “Long-term Program of Development of Hunting in Serbia from 2001 to 2010” plans 40,000 to 60,000 individuals to be killed on an annual basis (0.79% to 0.18% of the total European population). Common Quail population trends in most of Europe are decreasing, and these planned figures are not sustainable. With traditional hunting techniques using dogs, one hunter can expect 3 to 10 Quails per morning. In order to satisfy the ‘customer demand’, hunting agencies are often using tape recorders to play birdsong as a lure, prohibited by both Serbian law (Paragraph 46, The Law on Hunting) and the Bern Convention. Beside the tape recorders, also widespread is the illegal use of pump-action guns able to take more than two cartridges (prohibited by Paragraph 47 of the Law on Hunting). 

It is estimated that more than 90% of all the Quails in Serbia (mainly in the northern Vojvodina province) are killed using these illegal techniques, enabling a single hunter to kill 300 Quail per morning (wounded birds that can fly away to die elsewhere are not included in this figure). Our activists have reported numerous cases of illegal tape recorders to local hunting inspectors (TV B92 even managed to film the tape recorders and their ‘warden’), but again to no avail. Some hunting societies are almost ‘specialized’ in this kind of hunting, which represents their main income source. 

Also, it is estimated that the Turtle Dove population in Serbia is 50,000 to 100,000 pairs strong (1990-2002 period) but has decreased by 10% to 30% in the same period (estimates: Birds in Europe - Their Conservation Status II). In the 1996-2000 period, the annual number of Turtle Doves killed by hunters in Serbia is estimated at 10,000 to 50,000 individuals. “Long-term Program of Development of Hunting in Serbia from 2001 to 2010” plans 10,000 to 20,000 individuals to be killed on an annual basis (0.11% to 0.22% of the total European population). Like Quails, these birds are mainly killed in the northern Vojvodina province by visiting foreign hunters. 

Besides direct hunting pressure, there is significant disturbance at the places where birds traditionally roost during migration. Therefore, the Bird Protection and Study Society of Vojvodina and League for the Ornithological Action of Serbia and Montenegro, together with the Ecological Movement of Stanisic, requested the Natural Resources and Environment Ministry to change the legal status of these two species in the Law on Hunting, Game Hunting Seasons Order and Natural Rarities Protection Order. A permanent hunting ban is proposed on both species in Serbia, as well as removal from the game bird lists and inclusion in the List of Natural Rarities. Our request was signed by seven other animal protection NGOs. 

Marko Tucakov
Hon. Treasurer, Bird Protection and Study Society of Vojvodina 

 

Dragan V. Simic
Chair, League for the Ornithological Action of Serbia and Montenegro

We need your contributions! We will keep you informed about events on the Drava News website, http://www.drava.sziriuszstudio.hu Meanwhile, please do send us any news, ideas and opinions, we need your input, we must all work together to save our Drava!

