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1. Introduction

A considerable number of conservation conflicts arise in rela-
tion to protected species of wildlife, which include birds of prey
(Thirgood et al., 2005; Redpath et al., 2013). Conflicts related to
protected raptors generally occur because they may  compete with
hunters or fisherman by preying on small game or fish, feed on live-
stock, or because economic activities are prohibited or restricted
around their nesting places during sensitive periods. Studies have
revealed the occurrence of such conflicts in many parts of Europe,
for example between conserving hen harrier (Circus cyaneus) and
hunting grey partridge (Perdix perdix)  in France (Bro et al., 2006)
or red grouse (Lagopus lagopus scoticus) in the United Kingdom
(Redpath et al., 2004; Marshall et al., 2007; Thirgood and Redpath,
2008), and conserving white-tailed sea eagles (Haliaeetus albicilla)
and sheep farming in Ireland (O’Rourke, 2014).Q4

Many studies, especially concerning protected predator species,
emphasise that the ecological dimensions of conservation conflicts
are well studied, but taken on their own, tend to be insufficient
to understand or resolve emerging conflicts. Social, economic and
political aspects of conflicts also need to be considered when
analysing or resolving conflicts (Madden, 2004; Thirgood and
Redpath, 2008; Dickman, 2010; Young et al., 2010; O’Rourke, 2014).
This view has broadened the scope of investigations; therefore,
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stakeholder perceptions and the main drivers of conflict situations
have in recent decades become the focus of many research projects
on conservation conflicts, especially those regarding predator
species (Zimmermann et al., 2005; Václavíková et al., 2011; Arthur
et al., 2013; O’Rourke, 2014).

Stakeholder participation, especially with regard to participa-
tory planning and management, is gaining importance in nature
conservation. It is often highlighted that participation can serve
as a good instrument for mitigating or resolving conservation
conflicts (Messmer, 2000; Treves et al., 2006, 2009; Reed, 2008;
Jones-Walters and Ç il, 2011). Stakeholder involvement can help
foster communication and build trust between conflicting parties,
increase information and knowledge exchange, thus enhancing
mutual learning, mobilising new ideas and improving the legiti-
macy of proposed management options (Bulkeley and Mol, 2003;
Reed, 2008; Jones-Walters and Ç il, 2011; Young et al., 2013). Con-
versely, participatory processes have limitations as well. As stated
by Arnstein (1969) in his prominent paper, participation is often
used without being defined, without clarification of its premises
and formulation of the expected outcomes. Participatory processes
usually require substantial financial resources and time from the
involved parties. Power might be distributed unequally between
participants during the process leading to unsatisfactory outcomes.
Additionally, failures in the design and implementation of partic-
ipatory processes often generate false expectations, mistrust and
disillusionment, therefore even generate new or deepen existing
conflicts (Bulkeley and Mol, 2003; Reed, 2008; Booth and Halseth,
2011; Díez et al., 2015).
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In conservation management, stakeholders are defined as those
individuals, groups or organisations that can affect or are affected
by a conservation related decision or action (Reed et al., 2009) or
have a special interest in the management or use of certain ecosys-
tems and/or their services (TEEB, 2010). It has been emphasised by
a number of scholars that understanding the interests and views of
stakeholders is important for the successful implementation of con-
servation objectives (Bagnoli et al., 2008; Rauschmayer et al., 2009;
Jones-Walters and Ç il, 2011). However, the use of the stakeholder
concept together with participation has also been criticised for rein-
forcing the strategic dimension of participation at the expense of
a collective responsibility (such as of nature conservation) based
on mutual respect and a more deliberative approach (Hansen et al.,
in press). The stakeholder concept was popularised within busi-
ness administration in the early 1980s by Freeman (1984) without
any sort of democratic intent. Therefore, some fundamental ambi-
guities emerge when labelling the participants in participatory
processes ‘stakeholders’ or ‘users’ instead of ‘citizens’, ‘residents’ or
‘community members’. If stakeholders are involved in participatory
processes then the main focus is on their interests, while in cases
of public involvement, opinions, preferences and values of citizens
about a “common good” is highlighted (Pellizzoni, 2003). Never-
theless, we will argue that a stakeholder participation process,
especially related to a conservation conflict can address not only
interests, but common values as well. In addition, some conflicts
are so rooted and reproduced by particular strategic predetermined
interests that they need to be dealt with separately before any other
participatory approaches are possible.

There are an increasing number of cases from Central and
Eastern European (CEE) countries that present conservation con-
flicts or conservation related participation processes. Young et al.
(2007) discuss potential conservation conflicts in CEE countries
after accession to the European Union (EU), and propose participa-
tory methods which can be used for future conflict management.
Some existing CEE studies on conservation conflicts concentrate
on different stakeholder perceptions and the drivers of conflicts
in relation to the designation or management of protected areas
(Grujčič  et al., 2008; Blicharska and Angelstam, 2010; Anthony
and Szabo, 2011; Václavíková et al., 2011; Niedziałkowski et al.,
2014; Kovács et al., 2015) or on protected species (Kloskowski,
2011; Václavíková et al., 2011). Other studies discuss the result
of participatory processes in nature conservation (Lawrence, 2008;
Švajda, 2008; Malatinszky et al., 2013; Cent et al., 2014) or the need
for involvement of local communities (Anthony and Moldovan,
2008). However, successful cases where stakeholder participation
has been used to address or even mitigate conservation conflicts
remain underreported from this particular region.

This paper attempts to fill this gap by describing how and to
what extent a participatory management planning process could
contribute to assessing and resolving a conflict in relation to the
conservation of the Eastern Imperial Eagle (Aquila heliaca) in the
Jászság Special Protection Area of European importance (SPA). Ille-
gal poisoning of eagles seriously affecting the population had been
present before the participatory process started thus indicating
conflicts between different land user groups (MME,  2010). How-
ever, it is very difficult to trace down the poisoning incidents and
to identify who was responsible. It is also uncertain if the eagles
were the main target of this activity. Therefore, we did not focus
on the poisoning, but used it to illustrate that a conflict exists. In
this paper, we concentrate on the conflict between three primary
stakeholder groups: farmers, game managers and nature conserva-
tionists. Initially we used a standardised stakeholder approach in
the planning process as described in the stakeholder participation
literature. However, as we will show, the later part of the pro-
cess transcended the more strategic dimensions of the conflict and

offered new insight to the discussion of stakeholder participation
as well.

2. Material and methods

2.1. Eastern Imperial Eagle (A. heliaca)

The Eastern Imperial Eagle (A. heliaca)  is a globally threatened
species of the Eurasian forest steppe zone, with a world popula-
tion of only a few thousand breeding pairs (Horváth et al., 2009). Q5
It is classified as ‘vulnerable’ on the IUCN Red list of Threatened
Species (BirdLife International, 2013), listed in Annex I of the Euro-
pean Union’s (EU) Birds Directive, and strictly protected in Hungary.
Hungary hosts the largest population of this species in the EU, with
155–165 breeding pairs in 2012 (Horváth et al., 2012). In the early
1980s, the population reached its lowest, with approximately 20
breeding pairs, but since then has continually increased, mostly
due to concentrated monitoring and conservation efforts (Kovács
et al., 2008; Horváth et al., 2009). The breeding area has expanded
towards lowland agricultural areas, while habitats in mountainous
areas have decreased (Horváth et al., 2014). The Eastern Imperial
Eagle nests in patches of old forest or uses solitary trees or groups
of trees for nesting, and research indicates that it is highly sensi-
tive to disturbance (Kovács et al., 2005). It forages in grasslands
and arable lands in a radius of a few kilometres around its nesting
site (Horváth et al., 2009). The bird mainly preys on common ham-
ster (Cricetus cricetus), European hare (Lepus europaeus),  common
pheasant (Phasianus colchicus) and souslik (Spermophilus citellus)
(Kovács et al., 2005). Horváth et al. (2010) show that in recent years,
there have been dramatic changes in the composition of the Impe-
rial Eagle’s diet: the souslik has almost disappeared from the diet,
the ratio of hamsters being preyed on has decreased, while the ratio
of hare has increased.

2.2. The Jászság SPA (Special Protection Area)

The Jászság SPA is situated in central Hungary, in the northern
periphery of the Great Hungarian Plain and is part of a larger his-
torical, ethnographical and geographical region of Hungary, called
Jászság (see Fig. 1). The area belongs to the EU’s Natura 2000 net-
work of protected areas, due to the presence of the Eastern Imperial
Eagle and other protected bird species (e.g. Falco cherrug, F. vesperti-
nus). The natural vegetation of this area comprises salty grasslands,
floodplain vegetation and small patches of hardwood forest (MME,
2010). The Jászság SPA constitutes one of the most important habi-
tats for the Imperial Eagle within Hungary, with its 10–12 breeding
pairs and 25–50 wintering individuals. Although its population
has also increased in this area in recent years, it is threatened
because of illegal poisoning, the possible disturbance of its nest-
ing places, and the loss of habitat of its key prey species (MME,
2010, 2013). Between 2003 and 2009, 12 eagles were poisoned in
this area, which is about third of the total reported poisoning cases
in Hungary in this period (MME,  2010).

Nowadays, arable land is dominant in the SPA with some grass-
land and a few patches of small forest. The exact number of farmers
is known only for the larger administrative region (less than 100
economic entities and over 7000 small farmers) (KSH, 2012). Most
intensively cultivate arable land and some use grassland for mow-
ing or grazing. There are only a few forest users in the area,
cultivating small patches of forest.

Game management is significant in the SPA, with four hunting
organisations operating in the region, specialising mostly in small
game species including European hare (L. europaeus)  and common
pheasant (P. colchicus). Roe deer (Capreolus capreolus) is also hunted
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Fig. 1. Map of the study area.

here. The hunting organisations are responsible for the efficient
game management and predator control in their operational area.

Due to the SPA’s conservation status, the area is subject to nature
conservation activities. The Hortobágy National Park Directorate
(HNPD) is the main state conservation body operating at the site.
It is responsible for the coordination of conservation activities,
mainly supervising and monitoring protected areas and species of
national and European importance. The MME’s (Birdlife Hungary)
local group is the most important nature conservation civil organ-
isation present, focusing on the conservation of protected bird
species and coordinating monitoring and other conservation activi-
ties. The MME  and the HNPD cooperate closely; also in conservation
activities related to the Imperial Eagle.

2.3. Management planning process

The preparation of management plans for Natura 2000 sites is
not obligatory in Hungary and the conservation measures listed
in the plan are voluntary as well (except for those taken from a
specific regulation). The plan needs to be developed in consultation
with local stakeholders, but methods for consultation and the level
of participation are not specified in the legislation on Natura 2000
sites (Governmental degree No. 275/2004).

Within a LIFE+1 project on the conservation of Imperial Eagle
in Hungary, a participatory management planning process was ini-
tiated by the MME  in the Jászság SPA in order to secure the most
important habitat for this bird of prey in Hungary. The management
team comprised a planning team with conservation experts and a

1 LIFE is the financial instrument of the European Union co-financing environ-
mental, nature conservation and climate action projects. It has been operating since
1992 in 7-year phases adjusted to the EU’s budget planning periods (http1). The
phase between 2007 and 2013 was called LIFE+. The Nature and Biodiversity part
of  LIFE+ assisted in the implementation of the nature and biodiversity policy and
regulation of EU, especially the Birds and Habitats Directives and the management
objectives of the related Natura 2000 network (EC regulation No 614/2007).

facilitator team, with experts experienced in conservation-related
participatory processes. The Hungarian authors of this paper were
members of the facilitator team, responsible for the participatory
process. The tasks included identifying the most important stake-
holder groups in the area, compiling a stakeholder analysis for the
planning team based on interviews with local stakeholder groups,
and organising, facilitating and documenting consultation forums.

The entire planning process covered the period from September
2012 to October 2013, when the management plan was sent to
the Ministry of Rural Affairs (currently Ministry of Agriculture) for
approval. The management plan was  approved in 2015.

2.4. Methods

2.4.1. Methods for data gathering
At the beginning of the participatory process, a desk study was

conducted in order to gather information on the environmental,
social and historical context of possible conservation conflicts in
the SPA. It was  followed by semi-structured interviews (Patton,
2002) with representatives of the most significant local stakeholder
groups, to reveal the diversity of perceptions on nature conserva-
tion, the Imperial Eagle and conflicts between different stakeholder
groups in the area (see the main themes of the interviews in
Appendix A). The interviewees were selected through purposeful
sampling and the ‘snowball’ method (Patton, 2002). Our sample
consisted of local stakeholder groups that had had a significant
impact on the status of habitats and species in the SPA. The local
ranger of the national park directorate was  our key informant, and
helped us to compile an initial list of stakeholders. In addition, we
used other sources of information (including the internet) to find
contact details for other stakeholder groups and asked our intervie-
wees to provide additional contacts. Altogether, 21 interviews with
20 interviewees were carried out between September–December
2012, some were combined with a transect walk. The duration of
each interview was 40–90 min, with an average of an hour. They
were conducted in pairs, with one researcher asking questions, the
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other taking notes. Recordings were not made due to the sensitivity
of some of the issues, in order to increase the trust and openness
toward the interviewers, and because it was specifically requested
by some interviewees

Two consultation forums were organised for local stakeholder
groups as part of the participatory planning process; the first one
for a wider group of local stakeholders and the second for farm-
ers and game managers only. The main aim of these forums was  to
collaboratively discuss the content of the management plan with
the stakeholder groups and to reach consensus on the different
nature conservation measures (see the Agenda of the forums in
Appendix B). The two forums were held in a local hunting cen-
tre and were facilitated by an experienced facilitator of the team,
responsible for the participatory process. They were recorded and
literally transcribed.

Follow-up semi-structured individual and group interviews
were also conducted with game managers and farmers who had
been active during the stakeholder consultation, and with all
conservation experts in the planning team. The purpose of the
follow-up interviews was to, first, uncover the opinion of the
selected participants regarding the participatory process and, sec-
ond, to acquire information about attitudinal changes toward the
other stakeholder groups (see the main themes of the interviews in
Appendix C). They also provided useful information about the role
of the participatory process in the resolution of conflict, although it
was not a priori planned. The follow-up interviews lasted between
1–2.5 h, with an average of 1.5 h and were documented by written
notes.

The interviews and focus groups adhered with the basic ethical
principles of social research securing voluntary participation, con-
fidentiality and anonymity, and causing no harm to participants
(Patton, 2002; SRA, 2003).

2.4.2. Methods for analysis
Currently, most studies on conservation conflicts follow a

case study approach without a theoretical framework (White
et al., 2009). Nevertheless, theoretical considerations can be
used from different fields, e.g. sociology (Dahrendorf, 1958),
social-psychology (Deutsch, 1949, 1973) or political ecology
(Martinez-Alier, 2002). Analytical frameworks are also diverse (e.g.
Vatn, 2005; White et al., 2009; Dickman, 2010; Young et al., 2010),
but still can be further developed.

The conceptual basis for analysing participatory processes is not
uniform either. Analytical frameworks vary, focusing on the out-
comes, the process or both (Kiss, 2014), but they usually do not
particularly address conflict resolution.

Our aim was to analyse a participatory process from the point
of view of conflict resolution, therefore we decided to search for
an analytical framework in the conflict management literature.
As Moore, (2003) analytical framework was developed to analyse
complex social conflict situations, and to assist the conflict resolu-
tion process, it seemed well suited both to reveal the multifaceted
nature of conflicts and to analyse the success of the participatory
process in resolving the conflict. It was also sufficiently compre-
hensive, integrating many elements from the framework used by
others (e.g. Vatn, 2005). Moore identified five main types of conflict
connected to different causes: (1) structural conflicts, (2) interest
conflicts, (3) data conflicts, (4) relationship conflicts and 5) value
conflicts. Structural conflicts are caused by the unequal distribution
of resources or unequal power, but time or legal constraints, geo-
graphical, physical or environmental factors hindering cooperation
can also be important. Interest conflicts are related to the perceived
or actual competition over substantive interests. Data conflicts can
be caused by a lack of information, misinformation, contesting
views on the relevance of data, differing interpretations of data, or
by following different assessment procedures. Value conflicts are

based on different ways of life, ideology, religion, or on different cri-
teria for evaluating ideas or behaviour. Relational conflicts might
involve strong emotions, misperceptions or stereotypes, and are
exacerbated by poor or faulty communication.

Notes made during the semi-structured interviews (prior to the
consultation forums) and transcriptions of the forums were ana-
lysed in order to identify the main causes of the conflict, while
transcriptions of the forums and notes of the follow-up interviews
were used to investigate the progress made during the participatory
process in resolving those causes. A qualitative content-analysis
method (Stemler, 2001) was  applied to assess the conflict and the
process, as well using Nvivo software (Bazeley and Jackson, 2013;
http2) by applying a priori codes based on Moore’s typology. Sepa-
rated codes were used for analysing the conflict, and for analysing
the success of the process in resolving the conflict. Two members of
the research team conducted the content analysis separately, and
the results were compared and discussed in order to have a cross-
checked final result. Regarding structural conflicts, results from the
interviews and forums were also checked using the background
documents and relevant regulation.

3. Results

3.1. Conflict analysis

The following section synthesises the various causes of the con-
flict (conflict types) using Moore (2003) categorisation.

3.1.1. Structural conflicts
One of the most significant structural conflicts in the Jászság

SPA was  related to the system of property and user rights. At the
time of the research most of the land in the area was  private agri-
cultural land. Although the national park directorate undertook
conservation supervision of the Natura 2000 site, and the hunt-
ing associations had specific user rights related to game species,
neither party was able to directly influence the habitats of small
game species. The success in conserving small game species, and
the Imperial Eagle, depended primarily on farmers’ activities.

The difference in focus between conservation regulation and
game management regulations hindered any effective cooperation
of game managers and conservationists in the conservation of both
the Imperial Eagle and small game species. The nature conservation
regulation focused on the protected species of Hungarian and Euro-
pean importance, neglecting non-protected game species; while
regulation on game management considered only game species,
failing to consider birds of prey.

In the Jászság SPA, arable land was  the predominant land use
pattern. Farmers cultivating arable land were not eligible for Natura
2000 compensatory payments co-financed by the EU. Therefore,
they were not financially encouraged to support conservation
goals, given that their costs were not compensated. Furthermore,
the EU’s agricultural subsidies also had the side effect of causing
habitats to deteriorate, because the requirements of direct agricul-
tural payments had not been harmonised with the goals of nature
conservation and local game management. Direct agricultural pay-
ments could only be received for cultivated land; uncultivated
grassy patches and field margins were excluded. This arrangement
forced farmers to maximise the areas they cultivated, accelerating
the loss of important small game habitats.

Related to game management, another structural problem was
mentioned by some hunters, i.e. the current means of predator
control permitted by regulation were inefficient and costly.

3.1.2. Interest conflicts
The main interest of local farmers was to maximise revenues

from farming activities and agricultural payments. Therefore, they
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Table  1
Main characteristics of the methods used in the participatory process.Q9

Method Period Main stakeholder groups involved (number of persons)

First round of interviews September–December 2012 20 persons: game managers (6), farmers (7, but one was  also a
forester), conservationists (2, one was interviewed twice),
representatives of local governments (2), agricultural advisors (2),
representative of the water management directorate (1)

Consultation forums May  and June 2013 1st forum: 35 persons: game managers (13), farmers (7, but one was
also a forester), foresters (1), local conservationists (2), representatives
of  the water management directorate (3), representatives of local
governments (2), conservationists in the planning team (3), others
excluding the facilitators (e.g. researchers) (4)
2nd forum: 20 persons: game managers (4) farmers (7), agricultural
advisors (2), local conservationists (1), conservationists in the planning
team (3), others excluding the facilitators (e.g. researchers) (3)

Follow-up interviews July 2013 11 persons: local game managers (5), farmers (2), conservationists in
the planning team (4)

farmed intensively, planting profitable crops (wheat, corn, rape-
seed and sunflower), and cultivated the largest area possible to
receive the maximum amount of payments. At the time of the
planning process, they had no interest in maintaining field margins
and hedgerows as habitats for small game species. The interviews
revealed that they were ambivalent towards birds of prey. While
some mentioned the usefulness of raptors in catching harmful small
game and rodents, there were concerns about the possible harmful
effects that birds of prey would have on poultry (Table 1).

The main interest of local game managers was  to maintain the
population of small game species (especially hare and pheasant),
since the income of the hunting organisations was  partly based
on these species. The interviews and the forums showed that the
hare was an especially important game species for hunters. Hare
could be hunted or caught and sold alive, but could not be bred
intensively in the same way as pheasant. Game managers also had
an interest in a cost effective and efficient predator control in the
area. One game manager mentioned that he considered the pro-
hibited poisoning methods more cost effective and efficient than
the currently allowed methods, such as using traps or cleaning out
warrens (Table 2).

The interviews and the forums also showed that the main inter-
est of conservationists in the area, i.e. representatives of the HNPD
and members of MME,  was to maintain the local Imperial Eagle
population and other protected raptors, and to protect the habitats
of the prey species.

3.1.3. Data conflicts
Our interviews showed that farmers mostly attributed the popu-

lation decline of small game species to extreme weather conditions,
such as droughts and floods. They did not mention in the interviews
that their farming activities had negative impacts on small game
habitats, and as an ecological consequence, on the population of
the Imperial Eagle. The conservation experts and game managers
agreed that the loss of habitat due to current agricultural practices
is a major factor in the decline of the small game population. How-
ever, there was no consensus between the two groups concerning
the appropriate population size and the feeding habits of the birds
of prey, including the Imperial Eagle, and thus, their impact on
the hare population. Game managers contended that birds of prey,
especially the Imperial Eagle and common buzzard (Buteo buteo),
exerted a relatively large influence on the local hare population,
and their current population exceeded the carrying capacity; mean-
while, conservationists stated that the impact was only moderate
and the size of the population was adequate (Table 3).

3.1.4. Value conflict
For conservationists, the Imperial Eagle was a highly valuable,

strictly protected bird species and the flagship species of Hungar-
ian bird conservation, with its population successfully increased
in recent years. It was  considered a keystone species, being the top
predator bird in its habitat, and an umbrella species. For game man-
agers and farmers, the Imperial Eagle did not hold such a unique
value.

Game managers considered the game species a valuable ele-
ment of nature, while nature conservationists regarded these small
games mostly as the prey species of birds of prey. Game hunting
was also important for game managers as a tradition. Some game
managers considered themselves “conservationists”; in their inter-
pretation, hunting functions as a stewardship of nature and thus,
as a form of conservation.

3.1.5. Relational conflicts
Among conservationists, game managers and farmers, there had

been little communication, collaboration or involvement in each
other’s activities before the LIFE+ project. Indeed, there had been
a long historical conflict between conservationists, and especially
game managers, related to the perceived negative effects of the
other group’s operation. The interviews showed that there had
been a generally low level of trust between the conservationists
and game managers, and they had difficulties establishing any kind
of long-lasting cooperation. Game managers were also resentful
towards farmers, because they thought that farmers were concen-
trating only on their self-interests and not on the common good.

3.2. Analysis of the conflict resolution process

Following Moore (2003) conflict concepts, the progress of the
participatory process and its impact on the existing causes of the
conflict are described in this section.

3.2.1. Structural conflicts
Even if it is very difficult to resolve structural conflicts, in our

case, some steps were made toward this direction. During the con-
sultation process, the planning team initiated the preparation of a
new High Nature Value Area (HNVA) including the Jászság SPA.
HNVAs can be proposed by anyone, but they are designated by
the ministry responsible for nature conservation and agriculture,
when included in HNVA payment schemes as part of the agri-
environmental payments co-financed by the EU. The planning team
of MME  prepared a proposal for the HNVA including conservation
measures from the management plan, which had been discussed
with the main stakeholders. The idea of preparing the HNVA pro-
posal was  announced in the first forum, and was supported by
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Table  2
The main causes of the conflicts connected to the most important stakeholder groups.

Stakeholders/causes of the conflicts Farmers Nature conservationists Game managers

Structural conflicts Agricultural direct payments:
no payments for keeping field
margins

Limited control on private land Limited control on private land

Nature conservation regulation
concentrates only on protected
species

Game management regulation
concentrates only on game
species
Permitted means of predator
control are inefficient and
costly

Interest  conflicts Maximise revenue from sales
and subsidies (not maintaining
habitat for small game species)

Conservation of the habitat and
population of Imperial Eagle
and other protected birds of
prey and their prey species

Conservation of small game
population and their habitat

Maximise revenue from small
game hunting and selling
caught hare alive

Data  conflicts They name extreme weather
conditions as the main cause of
decline in small game
population

They consider the relatively
low impact of birds of prey on
the hare population

They suppose a large impact of
the birds of prey, including the
Imperial Eagle, on the hare
population

In  their view, the population of
the birds of prey is adequate

They consider the birds of prey
population, including the
Imperial eagle, too large

Value  conflicts The Imperial Eagle has no or
little value

The Imperial Eagle is a flagship,
keystone, umbrella species,
symbol of the success of bird
conservation

Game species are valuable for
hunters

Game species are considered
only to be prey species of
predator birds

Hunting is valuable as a
tradition

Some consider themselves
conservationists

Relational conflicts Lack of communication and
collaboration with nature
conservationists and game
managers

Lack of communication and
collaboration with farmers and
game managers

Lack of communication and
collaboration with nature
conservationists and farmers

Low level of trust toward game
managers

Low level of trust toward
conservationists

Table 3
Summary of the main results of the participatory process in resolving the causes of the conflict.

Causes of the conflict Steps taken toward the resolution Further steps needed

Structural conflicts Preparation of a new HNVA with small game
conservation elements and its inclusion in the
proposal for HNVA payment scheme

Harmonisation of nature conservation and
game management regulation

Introduction of a more efficient predator
control;

Interests conflicts Common interests of nature conservationists
and game managers in the conservation of
small game habitats are recognised

Implementation of the management plan and
new HNVA payment scheme

Compromises in the management plan
Preparation of new HNVA and its inclusion in
the payment scheme provides incentives to
farmers for small game habitat conservation

Data conflicts Information sharing about main goals and
interests of different stakeholder groups

Further discussions between game managers
and nature conservationists about the capacity
and the feeding habits of the birds of prey
Involving and informing more farmers

Value conflicts Opportunity to learn about each other’s values More interaction and cooperation are needed
to  learn more about and accept each other’s
values

Relational conflicts Appreciation of involvement by game
managers

More interaction and cooperation are needed
to  build trust and stabilise the improving
relationship between game managers and
conservationists

Mutual acceptance of each other’s work
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farmers and game managers. The proposal was  submitted to the
ministry at the end of 2013, and was included in the proposal for
HNVA payment schemes of the Rural Development Programme
2014–2020. The new Rural Development Programme, including
the Jászság HNVA payment scheme was approved by the Euro-
pean Commission in August 2015, the call for application for the
HNVA payment schemes appeared in November 2015, and pay-
ments will start from 2016. The HNVA preparation marked a major
step towards resolving the structural conflicts related to agricul-
tural subsidies, as it contained elements which would reconstruct
the previously eradicated field margins of small game habitats. The
HNVA scheme also addressed the structural problem arising from
the private property rights, providing an incentive for land users to
fulfil nature conservation and game management goals.

3.2.2. Interest conflicts
The consultation process also helped to move toward the reso-

lution of the main interest conflicts. The most significant result of
the participatory process was that the game managers and conser-
vation experts both realised and stated that they have a common
interest in protecting and developing the habitats of small game
species.

During the forums, nature conservation measures were dis-
cussed and better tailored to the needs of farmers in the area. Some
restrictions previously proposed by conservationists were elimi-
nated (e.g. prohibition of rolling grasslands), made more flexible
(e.g. restrictions on the date of mowing) or substituted with restric-
tions better suited to the everyday practice of farmers (e.g. green
fallow zones instead of pesticide free zones).

The HNVA scheme providing payments to farmers to establish
and maintain small game habitats can also assist in solving the main
interest conflicts between farmers on one side, and conservationists
and game managers on the other.

3.2.3. Data conflicts
The consultation process helped settle some of the data conflicts

as well. The results of the interviews and conflict analysis were
shared with the conservation experts in the planning team before
the consultation forums, so they were able to eliminate some of the
information conflicts. At the forums, they talked about the goals of
the Imperial Eagle conservation project and also about the Natura
2000 network; therefore, participating farmers and game managers
became better informed of these issues. The leading nature con-
servation expert at MME  (Birdlife Hungary) emphasised that the
current size of the Imperial Eagle population is considered satisfac-
tory in the Jászság SPA from a conservation point of view and no
further efforts will be made to increase it. It was  important infor-
mation for the game managers. Nevertheless, regarding the debate
on the carrying capacity and the feeding habits of the birds of prey,
more discussions are needed between game managers and nature
conservationists.

The discussions of conservation measures led to a mutual
information exchange among all stakeholder groups. The farmers
received an explanation about the importance of the proposed mea-
sures from a conservation point of view, while the conservationists
(including the experts of the planning team) got feedback about the
applicability and acceptability of the measures. During the follow-
up interviews, game managers emphasised that they had gained
new information during the forums. The planning experts stated
that they needed the knowledge of farmers as ‘a reality check’ of
the proposed measures, because farmers had practical experience
in the area.

3.2.4. Value conflict
The consultation process gave an opportunity for stakeholders

to learn more about each other’s values. However, the follow-up

interviews showed that value orientations are quite stable and
mutual acceptance of each other’s values will probably take time.
Some examples (e.g. the involvement of game managers in nature
conservation activities such as ringing) showed that cooperation
can foster this process.

3.2.5. Relational conflict
During the consultation process, the main stakeholders had an

opportunity to form an opinion about the nature conservation goals
and requirements, which also assisted in resolving relational con-
flicts. Game managers, in particular, appreciated that they had been
invited to participate and were treated as partners.

The forums and the follow-up interviews also showed that game
managers and conservationists were starting to appreciate each
other’s work.

Many participants emphasised the importance and need for fur-
ther cooperation, especially between game managers and nature
conservationists, but also between the latter two  groups and farm-
ers.

4. Discussion

4.1. Reflecting on the analytical framework

In our study Moore’s analytical framework with the five
categories of conflicts proved to be useful in analysing nature con-
servation conflicts and revealing even a complex conflict situation.
However, these various types of conflicts are also interconnected
with each other, adding to the complexity of the situation, which
is not captured by Moore’s framework. On one hand, conflicts
inherent in structural frames can have an impact on the interest
conflicts (in our case, the requirements of the agricultural subsidies
determined the main interests of the farmers). On the other hand,
value conflicts can affect the relations between stakeholders (in
our case, the opposing value systems of game managers and nature
conservationists made it difficult for these groups to establish a
good relationship). These examples show that further research and
more case studies are needed in order to uncover the interactions
between the different causes of the conflicts, and to integrate them
into this framework.

4.2. External factors contributing to the success of conflict
resolution

A new seven-year period started in 2014 for agricultural sub-
sidies and payments co-financed by the EU. The timing of the
consultation process was convenient, as it was  possible to include
the new HNVA with the proposed conservation measures in the
planning of the new payment schemes for HNVAs. Morelli (2013)
and Morelli et al. (2014) show that HNVAs are important for
many bird species partly because they provide habitats through
hedgerows, trees and field margins thus increasing the heterogene-
ity of the landscape. However, in our case still much effort needs to
be taken by the HNPD to encourage farmers to apply for funding,
because the HNVA payments scheme is new for farmers in this area
and there is a short period of time for the application. Without this
payment scheme the success of encouraging farmers to take vol-
untary actions to establish habitat for small game species probably
would have been limited.

The ‘greening’ of the direct agricultural payments was intro-
duced in the new budget period (2014–2020) of the EU. If this is
successfully implemented, it will also increase field margins and
green areas in arable land, providing habitat for small game species,
even in those areas where land users do not participate in the HNVA
payment scheme (Hart, 2015). In the areas of HNVAs, the measures
are harmonised with the greening measures.
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The LIFE+ project had other actions with a positive effect on con-
flict resolution. While the Hunters’ National Chamber was  a project
partner involved in many actions, co-operation started between the
two stakeholder groups involving local hunting organisations (e.g.
traps have been distributed to them). Research and monitoring of
small game species and predators were conducted in the area, the
results of which were shared on the project website. A new visitor
and research centre has been established in the area as well, show-
ing the main natural values of the Jászság SPA and giving insight into
the conservation of the Imperial Eagle and other raptor species.

4.3. Some strengths of the participatory process

Literature on conservation related participation emphasises
that the success of participatory processes highly depends on how
they are implemented (Reed, 2008; Booth and Halseth, 2011). In our
case interviews and consultation forums were chosen to involve the
main stakeholder groups. Interviews before the forums helped to
build trust with the various stakeholders, attract their attention and
strengthen their engagement. All three are important factors for
a constructive participatory process. During the interviews inter-
viewees were able to share their knowledge, ideas and concerns
about the conservation of Imperial Eagle and other birds of prey in
the Jászság SPA with someone actually willing to listen, generating
political recognition (Honneth, 1995). Interviews also provided the
management team with information about the main conflicts and
showed the potential for future cooperation as well. Consultation
forums played an especially important role in knowledge sharing,
mutual learning about the values and interests of other stakeholder
groups and in generating new ideas (e.g. changing restrictions in a
way that can be acceptable for both conservationists and farmers).
Follow-up interviews provided the opportunity for interviewees to
give their feedback on the process.

Evaluating the entire process it is the impression of the authors
of this paper that the interdisciplinary composition and approach
of the management team also contributed to the achievements.
Conservation experts are usually trained as natural scientists with
intimate knowledge about natural habitats and protected species
but with less experience in communication, participatory processes
or conflict resolution (Madden and McQuinn, 2014). This one-sided
professionalism has actually been pointed out to be a significant
pitfall in nature conservation conflicts (O’Rourke, 2014). Our study
shows that involvement of experts with social science training and
experience in participatory methods can be fruitful in conservation
related participatory processes, especially in conflict situations.

Many scholars underline that the balance of power is a cru-
cial factor in any participatory processes (Reed, 2008; Booth and
Halseth, 2011). The participatory planning process in our case was
initiated by a nature conservation civil organisation and not by an
administrative nature conservation body. In our view it provided
a good opportunity for a balanced power relationship and avoided
domination of one party over others.

4.4. Limits of the participatory process

Although we consider the participatory process successful in
taking steps toward resolving the main conservation conflict in
the Jászság SPA, the process was not without its shortcomings.
The planning process lasted approximately one year. While this
was long enough to mobilise some stakeholders to participate in
the preparation of the management plan and foster cooperation,
further efforts are needed to implement the proposed measures
and to establish a successful, long-lasting relationship. Literature
on participation also emphasises the time consuming character of
participatory processes (Reed, 2008; Booth and Halseth, 2011).

Studies discussing stakeholder participation underline the
importance of involving all stakeholder groups at a satisfactory
level to reach a good result and increase the legitimacy of the pro-
cess (Reed, 2008). In this case farmers could not be mobilised at a
satisfactory level during the planning process (mostly due to insuf-
ficient data) therefore, further efforts are needed to involve them
in the next steps, especially related to the new HNVA scheme.

Another shortcoming was that some structural causes of the
conflict raised by the stakeholders could not be remedied (e.g.
conservation and game management regulation have not been
harmonised; efficient predator control within the current regula-
tory framework could not be developed). However, changing these
structures is usually a complex task; it is time consuming and
requires the sustained, coordinated efforts of interested parties.

The same could be said for the transformation of attitudes and
values which caused a hindrance in managing the value conflicts
related to Imperial Eagle conservation within a short period of time.
This emphasises the importance of long term and consistent plan-
ning and management horizons. The goal could be to reach a mutual
acceptance of differing values among the stakeholders. Coopera-
tion can foster this process, as the different stakeholder groups
can have insight into the activities of other groups, understand the
main goals and motivations behind their actions and through this
the views and value orientation of the other stakeholder groups as
well.

4.5. The ambiguities of the ‘stakeholder’ concept

As mentioned in the introduction, scholars from a deliberative
democratic point of view have criticised stakeholder participation
as the means by which societal goals and plans are realised. The
main argument is that stakeholder participation strengthens the
interest groups in society already holding the power, by addressing
the participants as stakeholders instead of citizens, while exclud-
ing the broader public and eroding the collective responsibility
(Hansen et al., in press). However, it is hard to imagine that a conser-
vation conflict, such as the one described in this paper, involving
privately owned farmland, would be possible to resolve without
systematically targeting the strategic interests of the stakehold-
ers of the conflict. Nevertheless, the outcome of the presented
stakeholder participation process to some extent did manage to
transcend the strategic dimension of the conflict by creating a space
to develop a shared responsibility by identifying the resources and
values as ‘commons’. Hunters and nature conservationists started
to consider both the eagle and the hare population as important
common assets. It can be seen as a step towards a more equal,
mutual respectful and collective responsibility, the treatment of
the participants as citizens, and not necessarily as a reinforcement
of those already holding the power.

4.6. Relevance of the study in the CEE context

Our study reinforces the results of other studies that emphasise
the importance of participatory processes in the resolution of con-
servation conflicts (Messmer, 2000; Reed, 2008; Treves et al., 2009;
Jones-Walters and Ç il, 2011). In our view gaining experience in
participatory processes in nature conservation is especially impor-
tant in CEE countries, where top-down processes have dominated
nature conservation decision-making (Niedziałkowski et al., 2014).
Our case is congruent with other studies, which show that partici-
pation related to nature conservation is also gaining importance in
this region (e.g. Rodela and Udovč, 2008; Švajda, 2008; Cent et al.,
2014). Participation in CEE countries is usually at a medium level
according to the categorisation of Arnstein (1969), not reaching
the real sharing of power. Nevertheless, if the participatory pro-
cess gives the opportunity to stakeholders to share their opinion
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and views about the topic under discussion and if these views are
taken into account in the final decision, then it can be considered a
good step toward enhanced participation. The participatory process
described in this paper is a good example for this potential.

5. Conclusion

The case study presented in this paper focused on a stake-
holder oriented participatory management planning process of a
Natura 2000 site and a related conservation conflict in Jászság
SPA, Hungary. It demonstrated that such a participatory process
can reveal conflicts among different stakeholder groups concern-
ing the land use at the given site, so understanding and managing
the conflicts is important for the success of the whole process. Iden-
tifying underlying causes of the conflict, such as problems related
to financial and political structural conflicts, conflicting interest,
lack of information, deviating values and relationship tensions,
and creating a communicative space based on mutual respect and
recognition via facilitated dialogue contributed to the successful
management of the Natura 2000 site. The acceptability of proposed
conservation measures and the reduction of the conflict level were
beneficial to most stakeholders as well as to the nature conserva-
tion programs. The establishment of an administrative and financial
incentive such as the HNVA scheme proved to be an especially
important factor for conflict management and also contributed to
a more successful realisation of nature conservation objectives in
an area dominated by private land owners.
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Appendix A. Summary of the main themes covered in the
first round of interviews before the consultation forums

A separate interview line was prepared for each main stake-
holder group, tailored to the characteristics of each group. Here,
only a summary of the main themes covered in the interviews is
given.

1. Short introduction by the interviewer about the purpose of the
interview.

2. Introduction work and professional background of the intervie-
wee; main activities of the organisation he/she represents.

3. Local circumstances: local livelihood, employment opportu-
nities; state of local agriculture; local cooperation between
farmers.

4. Main local stakeholders and their relations: perceptions about
other stakeholder groups and their impacts on each other’s activ-
ities; main relationships between the stakeholder groups.

5. Agricultural subsidies: received agricultural payments, includ-
ing agri-environmental, forest-environmental schemes and
Natura 2000 compensatory payments; perception about these
payments; suggestions for improvement.

6. Natural values, protection of birds of prey (especially the
Imperial Eagle) and small game species: practical knowledge;
experience and perception about natural values, including birds
of prey and small game species; perception of the population
size of these species; impact of these species on economic activ-
ities; impact of the economic activities on these species; threats
to these species; problems and conflicts related to these species;
perception about the conservation of these species; suggestions
for the effective conservation of these species.

7. Changes in the landscape: perceived changes in the landscape
in the last few decades and the reasons behind them; changes
in land use, perceived changes in the population size of birds of
prey (especially the Imperial Eagle) and small game species.

8. Closing the interview: acknowledging the interviewees time;
asking about the willingness of the interviewee to further coop-
erate and participate in the consultation process and forums;
suggestions for further contacts.

Appendix B. Agendas of the stakeholder forums

1st stakeholder forum
Introduction (1 h)

1 Forum opening (member of the facilitator team).
2 General information about the Natura 2000 network and the

management plan (member of the planning team, Birdlife
Hungary).

3 Introducing the planning process of the Jászság Special Protection
Area and the Helicon LIFE project (member of the planning team,
Birdlife Hungary).

4 Presenting the natural values of the Jászság SPA (member of the
planning team, Birdlife Hungary).

5 Presenting the recommended conservation measures in the SPA
(member of the planning team, Birdlife Hungary).

Discussion (1 h)

6 Moderated discussion: questions, remarks, opinions (moderated
by a member of the facilitator team).

Closing and lunch (1 h)

7 Closing of the forum (member of the facilitator team).
8 Lunch.

2nd stakeholder forum
Introduction (0.5 h)

1 Forum opening (member of the facilitator team).
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2 Presenting the recommended conservation measures in the SPA
and the results of the consultation of the first forum (members
of the planning team, Birdlife Hungary).

Discussion, part 1 (1.5 h)

3 Moderated discussion: questions, remarks, opinions (moderated
by a member of the facilitator team).

Lunch break (1 h)
Discussion, part 2 (2.5 h)

4 Moderated discussion: questions, remarks, opinions (moderated
by a member of the facilitator team).

Appendix C. Summary of the main themes covered in
follow-up interviews after the consultation forums

A separate interview line was prepared for each main stake-
holder group, tailored to the characteristics of each group. Here,
only a summary is given of the main themes covered in the inter-
views.

1 Short introduction by the interviewer about the purpose of the
interview.

2 Motivation of the stakeholders: motivations for being involved
in the participatory process.

3 Changing knowledge and opinions related to nature conserva-
tion: knowledge gained about the Natura 2000 network and the
Imperial Eagle; changes in opinion about nature conservation and
the conservationists work; reasons behind it.

4 Changes in opinion about the other stakeholder groups: change in
the stakeholders views in relation to the roles of the other stake-
holder groups in reaching the goals of the Natura 2000 network
and the conservation of the Imperial Eagle; changes in the rela-
tionships with other stakeholder groups due to the consultation
process, or due to external factors.

5 Opinions about the participatory process: views about the con-
sultation process; perceived effectiveness of the process and its
results; expectations about the forums; satisfaction with the pro-
cess and the results; suggestions for improving the process and
the forums.

6 Opinions about the management plan and its implementation:
expectations about the management plan; satisfaction with the
management plan; expectations and personal views about the
implementation of the management plan; opinions about the
proposed HNVA scheme.

7 Closing the interview: acknowledging the interviewee’s time
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