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Hungarian meadow viper
(Vipera ursinii rakosiensis)

• Described in 1893 (Méhely)
• Length: 45-60 cm
• Preferred habitat: mosaic of wet 

and dry meadows, grasslands
• Overwinters in burrows
• Diet: Orthoptera, rodents, lizards, 

rarely birds
• Mating is in April-May
• 5-20 vipers are born in August
• No fatality since its description!





Threat factors and reasons of decline
• Ploughing of grassland – habitat loss
• Drainage programs
• Mechanic mowing
• Climate change



Hungary – before and after waterway control

Hanság

Kiskunság



IUCN CBSG PHVA: 2001



Species Conservation Plan - 2004

• signed by the Minister of Environment and 
Water Affairs – Miklós Persányi

• vision for 15 years
• includes Protocol for Breeding



I. LIFE-project: 2004-2008 
„Establishing the background of saving the Hungarian meadow viper (Vipera ursinii rakosiensis) 
from extinction” HUNVIPURS LIFE04/NAT/HU/000116

• 2004: Opening of Hungarian Meadow Viper  
    Conservation Centre



The Minister survived the opening ceremony...



II. LIFE-project: 2009-2013
„Conservation of Hungarian meadow viper (Vipera ursinii rakosiensis) in the Carpathian-basin”
      CONVIPURSRAK LIFE07 NAT/H/000322 

• 2010: Reintroduction started
• László Sólyom, the President visiting – and he also survived...



...and even Angelo Salsi survived handling a viper





2014-2019: „After-LIFE”

• Continuous breeding and reintroductions
• Monitoring of reintroduced populations







2019-2025: III. LIFE-project

„Viability improvement of Hungarian meadow viper 

populations and habitats in the Pannonian region”
      LIFE HUNVIPHAB - LIFE18 NAT/HU/000799



Improvement of breeding conditions at the 
Hungarian Meadow Viper Conservation Centre

• Indoor facility: 140 terraria
• 1st stage: 100 outdoor terraria
• 2nd stage: further 96 terraria



20 years - 4.900 vipers born



• Conversion of arable land or tree plantation to grassland 
on larger scale in Kiskunság and Fertő-Hanság NPs

Habitat reconstruction



Annual number of reintroductions



Monitoring results



E11. Development and dissemination of viper 
friendly land management methods

• analysis of the current CAP payment systems
• participatory planning process, involving stakeholders, but COVID...
• use of available spatial information, including species distribution 

modelling (SDM)
• CAP Policy Recommendation
• submitted to Ministry if Agriculture



Main results of the analysis

• ensuring earlier description of the species habitat use: mainly drier 
grassland types preferred

• most significant threat factors are related to agricultural use
• large-scale depopulation of the lowland subspecies was caused primarily 

by changes in the utilization of grasslands, conversion to arable land or tree 
plantation, and the intensification of the use of remaining grasslands

• heterogeneity, the lack of regular disturbance are key factors
• implementation is not totally in line with management prescriptions
• treatment required to maintain the character of an open, grassy habitat, 

but with minimal human presence and intervention, instead of classical 
grassland management, can create ideal conditions



Implementation



Mechanical mowing still affects viper habitats



Financial constraints for mowing



Timing of management

• Timing of mowing or grazing is 
decided by logistic or fiscal 
basis, or according to other 
nature conservation priorities

• Bales are often left on the site 
for long period

• Sensitive periods for vipers:
• mating season in March-April
• birth in July-August
• pre-hibernation moves in 

October



A2. Prediction mapping of potential 
Hungarian meadow viper habitats

• analysis using climatic variables or 
climate + land cover

• Paun Georgina: WorldClim – 
Corine 2018

• Dennis Rödder:  CHELSA – Corine 
2018 – EEA 2015, later ecosystem-
function map (NÖSZTÉP)



SDM results

• besides presence of grasslands, rainfall seasonality and 
annual rainfall are the most important environmental 
factors for vipers

• Two-thirds (67%) of potential viper habitat overlaps with 
one of the protection categories (protected nature areas, 
Natura-2000 areas, High Nature Value Areas)

• A total of 11 515 ha could be designated within the four 
HNVs concerned, of which 7 621 ha are eligible areas 
under CAP.



Policy proposal

• Hoped to be included in the CAP Strategic Plan for the period 2020-2027
• Independent thematic set of regulations developed for viper habitats of in 

High Nature Value Areas
• Ten-year period proposed, beyond the current commitment period.
• Support program for potential viper habitats: “Nature conservation 

grassland in arable land” - supplementing the relevant content of the Rural 
Development Program “Non-productive investments for habitat 
development” call

• For key private habitats, long-term guarantees can be provided by the 
transfer to state ownership of the land and the management by national 
park directorates (but financial constraints should be handled)



Study done by LIFE-IP GRASSLAND-HU

• Analysis on arable land-use and vis-major payments due to climate 
extremities (drought, flood) - 2-3 times higher frequency of payments

• A total of 72 915 ha area (1.71%) proposed for instant cultivation change
• Creation of grassland on those arable land parcels would significantly 

reduce such vis-major claims in the future
• These future grasslands may help bringing back various ecosystem 

functions, like pollinators, water-storage, carbon-fixation
• This spatial information combined with distribution modelling, adding 

potential climate change scenarios into the models, can provide strong 
reasoning in the prioritisation of any future habitat restoration effort.



Sensitivity to draught, flood or erosion



Conclusions

• Dry grass is an important habitat feature for vipers (and many other species), 
having ecosystem-functions that are not valued

• Unmowed stripes are focusing predation, usually not wide enough, better to 
leave unmowed areas

• Bales are serving as perch-places for predators, they should be removed ASAP
• Lack of management or reduced management is necessary to maintain or 

improve viper habitats
• Goals of management are not the same from all stakeholders
• Financial constraints should be handled in a viper-friendly way
• SDM is a promising tool
• We already possess knowledge to a great extent. Let’s use in planning!



Thank you for 
your attention!
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