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The Great Bustard (Otis tarda) is distributed over the temperate zone of 
Eurasia, and its total number is estimated as around 26,000 (Osborne — Collar-
Goriup 1984.). In the Central European part of its enormous rangé, it is in 
Hungary where the species finds the most favourable ecological conditions for 
its survival. Therefore, second to the number found in Spain, Hungary has the 
most numerous bustards in Europe. In recent years the number of bustards has 
been estimated as around 3,000. The first figures of the number of bustards in 
the Carpathian Basin date back to the beginning of this Century, when about 
12,000 birds were estimated. The first census of scientific precision was made 
in 1941 when, 8,557 bustards were counted in the area of present-day Hun
gary. Since 1969 the Hungárián Institute for Ornithology has been keeping a 
register book of the Hungárián population, the size of which has stabilized at 
around 3,000. If the present figures are considered, a 73% decrease in number 
can be established for the period 1941 — 1969. 

The Great Bustard is a resident bird in Hungary, although it has been 
reported as migrating in the past. In recent years even weather with tempera
ture below — 20 C did not prompt the birds to migrate. The bustards in Hun
gary gather in flocks of varying size in winter, the largest of which may be 
over 400. Mating, accompanied by the spectacular display of the cock, takes 
place from March to May. The females lay their clutches 1—5 kms from the 
diplay grounds. Most of the nests are built in cultivated fields of alfalfa or 
wheat, less often in natural grassland. The clutch consists of 2 or 3 eggs. The 
winter flocks are förmed in September after the young have attained inde-
pendence from the parents. 

A l i the 22 species of the 9 genera in the Otidae family are declining in 
numbers and in rangé, and the explanation for this probably ües in their evolu-
tionary background. At the same time, many of the causes for the decüne of 
the Great Bustard during thé last few centuries, are known. In Hungary these 
are the following: 

1. Overhunting and unfair chase during past centuries. 
2. The productivity of the populations was severely set back by the trophy-

centered hunting at the beginning of the Century, when the best cocks 
were continuously removed by shootíng. 

3. Military actions during the Second World War. 
4. Small-plot farming practices after the year 1945. 
5. From the 1960s onwards, increasing mechanization and chemicalization 

of the large-scale farming practices. 
6. With increasing cattle husbandry, more intensive hay production and 

rangé management of wet meadows. 
Since the Hungárián bustard population, especially the one in Bekes 

county, is among the best in the world as regards density and genetic constitu-
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tion, Hungary must assume a leading role in bustard conservation. The follow-
ing measures have been taken in the last two decades to this aim: 

1. A hunting ban was introduced in 1969, and at the same time the species 
was declared protected, later strictly protected. 

2. The establishment of the Hortobágy National Park in 1973 and the Kis
kunság National Park in 1975 extended protection to bustard habitats. 

3. In 1976 a landscape conservation area was gazetted in the main bustard 
locality in Hungary, around Dévaványa. 

4. A bustard rescue Station was established in 1978 at Dévaványa by the Na
tional Authority for Environment Protection and Nature Conservation. 

5. Further areas have been declared in im portant bustard habitats. 
6. Hungary supports the bustard reintroduction programmes in other count-

ries ( F R G , Poland, Great Britain). 

Table 1. 

The number of Great Bustard populations in 
Hungary between 1972-1982. 

Year No. of 
populations 

Total 
number 

1972 21 2,982 
1973 26 3,365 
1974 24 2,953 
1975 26 2,979 
1976 68 3,022 
1977 66 3,237 
1978 73 3,324 
1979 62 3,485 
1980 63 3,442 
1981 63 3,433 
1982 56 2,888 

Table 2. 

Number of bustard eggs rescued and chicks raised of 
Dévaványa 1979-1985 (Based on data by Pálnik F., 

1986) 

No. of No. of No. of 
Year rescued rescued patriated 

eggs chicks birds 

1979 97 15 37 
1980 231 16 49 
1981 92 31 68 
1982 148 20 66 
1983 264 16 52 
1984 159 18 41 
1985 152 16 39 

Total 1143 132 366 
A 
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In order to provide better conservation measures, the National Authority 
for Environment Protection and Nature Conservation has taken over direct ma-
nagement of the Dévaványa Landscape Protection Area, and some other smaller 
areas in the Kiskunság National Park. Acquisition of the ownership of these 
areas provide an advantageous Standpoint for conservation. In these areas farm
ing practices are prescribed and only crops favourable for the bustards are 
grown. Rape and winter cabbage are sown to provide winter forage for the 
bustards, and wheat for suitable nesting sites. Another important measure, to 
be introduced in the near future, will be to delay the first mowing of alfalfa. 
This delay will incur financial loss to the farmers, so compensations will have 
to be awarded from some sort of financial source. 

At present the bustard eggs found during alfalfa mowing are artificially 
incubated at the Dévaványa Bustard Station. 

Rescue of bustards at Dévaványa 

Many clutches are lost during the first mowing of the alfalfa in May, 
therefore a Bustard Rescue Station was established at Dévaványa. A l l the found 
clutched are taken there from the Trans-Tisza region of the country. 

Rapid, shock-free transportation and careful packing of the eggs are very 
important. In most cases a telephoné call to the Station is made, and a vehicle 
of the Station collects the eggs. 

The eggs are placed in R A G U S incubators, and the origin and date of 
the eggs are carefully registered. The hatched chicks are kept indoor under 
brooder Stoves, at most 5 — 8 chicks of the same age under each artificial foster 
mother. The chicks are raised at 25 C until they are 10—12 days old. Intially 
the chicks are fed by the attendants using tweezers and pipettes. The young 
are able to feed on their own when they are 7—10 days old. 

The young are placed in aviaries for the day when they are 3 weeks old, 
and as they grow their feathers they spend increasingly more time there at 
night. x 

At the age of 12 weeks the young are placed in a large (6 ha) enclosure, 
which they leave at free will when they develop the ability to fly, at the end of 
August or in September, and they join their free-living conspecifics. 

During the 7 years between 1979 and 1985, altogether 1143 eggs and 132 
young were taken to the Rescue Station. Of these 366 (28,7%) were success-
fully raised and returned to the wild. This 28,7% rescue success can be consi
dered as an achievement, since otherwise all those clutches would have perished 
as a result of the farming activity. 
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