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Abstract: The multi-faceted relationship of society and wildlife is partly shaped by local 
perception determined by cultural or economic factors and resulting in positive or negative 
attitudes. The approach taken may influence the survival and the range of species and species-
groups, in particular species associated with extremely negative emotions. 
Connections between local communities and wild vertebrate species were studied in four 
regions within the Carpathian Basin (Gömör/Gemer – Slovakia, Szilágyság/Sălaj – Romania, 
Gyimes/Ghimeș – Romania and Drávaszög/Baranja – Croatia). During the work, spontaneous 
manifestations obtained in semi-structured interviews aiming at the exploration of the locally 
known fauna were taken into account.
Reviewing the five generally known families of vertebrates it can be stated, that – similarly 
to the global trends – the perception of amphibian and reptile species is extremely negative 
in the Carpathian Basin just as well. Most positive attitudes are related to bird species but due 
to presumed or true economic reasons some birds also include less favoured species. As to 
mammals, large predators are seen as harmful pests for husbandry and fearful for humans. The 
antipathy felt for bat species is an interesting phenomenon, mostly explained by their special 
physical constitution and mysterious lifestyle.
The perception of local communities originating from cultural or economic factors and resulting 
in varying signs may have an impact on the size of the populations of certain species or 
species-groups. Ethnozoological research provides significant help to deeper knowledge about 
background of connections between local communities and species of wildlife, motivations 
behind the activities of society has become of paramount importance for development of 
conservation strategies. 
Keywords: perception, human-wildlife conflicts, ethnozoology, Carpathian Basin 
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Introduction

Snakes, frogs and large predators – they were never welcomed by human communities, 
while certain bird species enjoy invariably high degree of love and respect. Relations 
between human culture and wildlife are shaped by deep-rooted, even thousands of 
years old cultural and/or economic habits, prejudices with positive or negative signs, 
social-demographic factors (sex and education), in addition to the complex set of 
interconnections provided by ecosystem services (Pinheiro et al. 2016).

Land use practices of and reliance on ecosystem services by human communities 
living in regular and close intimacy with the natural environment requires a deep-rooted 
and thorough knowledge of the natural environment and wildlife (traditional ecological 
knowledge) (Berkes 2012; Menzies – Butler 2006). Modernising, urbanised 
communities get into closer contact with the natural environment a lot less frequently 
(such as outdoor sports) and only through recreational and cultural ecosystem services, 
therefore their ecological perception and knowledge is often superficial and not built on 
hands-on experiences (Pilgrim et al. 2007). The difference between the knowledge of 
the two groups is significant, yet, whether more or less frequently, both of them have 
encounters with the representatives of the living world, and pay special attention to 
certain species, be it in the positive or negative sense just as well. Such a distinguished 
attention and sometimes extreme attitude is primarily directed to the representatives of 
the animal world, relations with plants are more neutral in nature.

Bad reputation may even seal the destiny of some species or groups of species, in spite 
of the fact that a community in direct dependence on the natural resources recognises 
the role and function of the group of animal species in the ecosystem (Rego et al. 2015) 
or in agriculture (pest control) (Lamarque et al. 2009; Pandey et al. 2016; Rego et al. 
2015). Such prejudices afflict amphibians (such as frog and toad species), and reptiles (for 
instance, snakes) most frequently (Ceríaco 2012), including the Carpathian Basin (Babai 
et al. 2016; Gub 1996; Kovács 1987). Human communities feature extremely ambivalent, 
yet mainly negative relationships with amphibians and reptiles. Snakes emerge as worst of 
them. Perception and attitude towards snakes may be both positive and negative in human 
communities (Pandey et al. 2016), but for most cases the relationship is extremely biased, 
some species belonging to snakes are the least liked animal species of the living world 
(Alves et al. 2014; Fita et al. 2010). There is a significant human-caused mortality of snakes 
e.g., in Nepal (Pandey et al. 2016), India (Joshi – Joshi 2010), Brazil (Alves – Filho 2007; 
Moura et al. 2010), Kenya (Wojnowski 2009) and Australia (Whitaker – Shine 2000). 
The underlying cause is often the fear from venomous snakes (Pandey et al. 2016). The 
same attitude prevails in the Carpathian Basin as well, where a number of legends and tales 
demonstrate that the perception of snakes has been ambivalent, but predominantly negative 
in Hungarian folk culture (Babai et al. 2016; Erdész 1972; 1984; Róheim 1925).

Even though the sharp distinction made between useful and harmful species based 
on the economic damages they cause seems to be an obsolete approach these days (cf. 
Herman 1901), yet, doubtlessly, farming communities still keep in evidence that there 
are species which cause harm or which are useful with respect of their specific activities 
(Babai et al. 2016).

The relations between human and wildlife including the related traditional ecological 
knowledge is a significant area of ethnozoological research, which frequently gains 
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specific importance in conservation efforts (Alves 2012; Huntington 2000; Nadasdy 
2007). The need of an approach to nature conservation from the perspective of human 
sciences (Mascia et al. 2003) is shown particularly well by the complexity of the 
cultural and economic relations between human communities and wildlife (Pandey et 
al. 2016; Salick 2003). The efficacy of nature conservation efforts may be improved 
substantially by the exploration and a better understanding of the land use patterns and 
land transforming activities of human communities, including the underlying mental, 
cultural perception and motivations (Colding – Folke 2001; Middleton 2012). 
Research into traditional zoological knowledge may offer a great advantage to nature 
conservation in this respect (as well), drawing the attention of the experts to those groups 
of species the protection of which requires the consideration of various perceptions with 
cultural or economic origins. Culturally transmitted fears, distaste or love concerning 
certain groups of animals may result in the survival of certain species, while others may 
become extinct due to such reasons (Ceríaco 2012; Dickman 2010). For certain groups 
of animals it is not only cultural and/or economic aspects which make conservation 
work more difficult, but aesthetic considerations as well. Such approaches are seldom 
in the focus of attention, even though emotional factors and aesthetic factors (such as 
morphological characteristics) may bear great significance in the eyes of a supportive 
public or of decision makers (Biró et al. 2014; Ceríaco 2012).

Based on the ethnozoological research conducted in the four regions of the Carpathian 
Basin, the perception of Hungarian folk culture related to animals, in particular to 
vertebrate species is reviewed in this paper, and it is revealed that the cultural or economic 
judgement of which species or groups of species may have an impact on conservation 
efforts and which of them contradict the ecological significance of the species arising 
from their roles in the ecosystem.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The research was made in four small regions of the Carpathian Basin (Gemer / Gömör 
– Slovakia, Sălaj / Szilágyság – Romania, Ghimeș / Gyimes – Romania and Baranja / 
Drávaszög – Croatia).

In three of the regions studied (Gemer / Gömör, Sălaj / Szilágyság, Baranja / 
Drávaszög) the typical climate is moderately continental, with an average annual 
amount of precipitation ranging up to 600–700 mm, and an average annual temperature 
of 8–10 °C (Bartoly – Bozó 2003). Potential vegetation is the climax community 
of deciduous oakwood forest with a mosaic pattern of wetland habitats (Quercetum 
petraea-cerris, Waldsteinio-Carpinetum). In Ghimeș (Gyimes), at an altitude of 800–
1300 metres above sea level, a boreal-montane climate is the predominant climate type 
with an average annual temperature of 4–6 °C, and an annual amount of 800–1000 
mm precipitation in average (Ilyés 2007; Pálfalvi 1995). Potential vegetation consists 
mainly of woody plants (fir woods – Hieracio rotundati-Piceetum, to a lesser extents 
beech-woods – Symphyto cordati-Fagetum). The once continuous forest cover is now 
replaced by large areas of cleared, seminatural grasslands – mountain hay meadows 
and pastures: Trisetetum flavescentis, Arrhenatheretum elatioris, Festuco rubrae-
Agrostetum capillaris (Babai et al. 2014).
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Extensive (traditional) land use is still a widely held practice in the regions investigated, 
maintaining a species rich anthropogenic cultural landscape. As a consequence, most 
respondents are full time workers in the agricultural sector. A total of 99 respondents 
were interviewed (16 in Gemer / Gömör, 20 in Sălaj / Szilágyság, 30 in Ghimeș / Gyimes, 
and 33 in Baranja / Drávaszög). Their average age was 72.5 years (71 in Gemer, 78 in 
Sălaj, 67 in Ghimeș and 74 in Baranja). 

The primary goal of the research project was to draw up a basic assessment of 
ethnozoological knowledge. Traditional ecological knowledge was documented in 
relation to a total of 212 vertebrate species (Babai 2011; Ulicsni 2012; Ulicsni et al. 
2013; 2016). A number of unprompted statements were recorded in these interviews, 
dealing with the preferences of various species or groups of animals. Folk taxa, groups 
of species subject to positive or negative views from cultural or economic aspects were 
selected and the consequences of such attitudes on behalf of the respective communities 
were evaluated in terms of nature conservation. In the course of the mostly indoor 
interviews, free-listings (Which kind of birds, snakes etc. live here?) and, with the use 
of coloured photographs, structured interviews were accomplished, in a duration of 
approximately 120 hours. In average, the pictures of six similarly sized species of those 
found commonly in the surroundings of the settlement in question were put on an A4 
format page, which were the starting points for respondents to talk about the species on 
the pictures and about those which occur in their surroundings. The method proved to 
be a practical tool to facilitate the perception of the scale, which caused difficulties in 
many cases during the preliminary assessments. When the characterisation given was not 
unequivocal enough, the exact determination of the species or species group in question 
could be appointed through the answers received to cross-questions concerning its less 
frequent properties. Interviews were transcribed word by word and all unsolicited data 
on the cultural perception of the species concerned were picked out of the texts. Such 
data were analysed hereinafter. Cultural and/or economic perception of each species was 
evaluated on a five stage scale (-2 – +2) in the four communities under investigation, 
and the average values of the figures received were illustrated on a graph, analysing 
specifically cultural and economic perception. Wherever it was possible, the reason for 
the bad reputation or for the respect was determined (cultural, economic, or both).

RESULTS

Approaches towards the various animal species are shaped by a number of cultural 
and/or economic aspects. In a review of the species included in the five conventional 
families of vertebrate animals it can be concluded that positive reputation of cultural 
origin would concern mainly birds. Negative approaches derived from cultural and/or 
economic factors can be observed in relation to amphibians and reptiles, plus a few 
mammals (Figures 1 – 2).

In the regions under investigation the fish species are considered as neutral living 
beings in terms of culture and economy, practically no known fish species occurred in the 
statements and opinions with outstanding positive or negative cultural or economic aspects.

Amphibians and reptiles are inflicted by a typically bad reputation (apod reptiles, 
larger or strikingly glandulous-skinned frog and toad species). It is interesting, however, 



191Conflicts of Economic and Cultural Origin Between Farmers and...

how a few species (in Gyimes the common frog – Rana temporaria or, from the reptiles, 
the limbless elongated lizard, the Eastern slow worm – Anguis colchica) enjoy unusually 
high esteem, they are even featured in peasant Bible tales: 

“we do have slow worm (Anguis colchica) here, it has a butt-edged tail. It was said, it has a 
butt-edged tail because when Noah had made the bark, it leaked and water poured in. And when 
the slow worm went there, it could plug it in … It was the Devil who bore it with a drill, and 
the slow worm was able to put its tail in, so that no water could go in.” (Gyimes, AB 05 03 ‘10)

Figure 1. Estimated cultural perception of selected Vertebrates in the Carpathian Basin based on 
spontaneous statements of the informants during semi structured indoor interviews
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Hate towards toads (Bufo/Bufotes species) has specifically deep roots culturally. One 
of the reasons for this intolerant behaviour is that these species are seen as animals of 
rather poor aesthetic appearance: “maybe it would not harm me, yet I don’t like to see it 
even on a picture” (Gömör, TK 27 08 ‘12). A strongly cultural background confirms the 
negative perception related to toads in Gyimes region: “there are some people, who catch 
the scabby frog (common toad – Bufo bufo), it would make animals run dry (cows). Cows 
then will have such bad milk, thin milk, they kick, you can’t milk them. This is true, this 
is reality. The warty frog is dangerous, maleficient kind” (TF 22 02 ’10). However, the 
impact of media can also be detected: “a harmful animal. And, on the other hand, it kills 
off the spiders, poisonous spiders from the pastures. It kills them off, this is why you 

Figure 2. Putative economic perception by local people of selected Vertebrates in the Carpathian 
Basin based on spontaneous statements of the informants during semi structured indoor interviews
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must not destroy it” (Gyimes, GyJ 26 02 ’10). If this regulatory ecosystem service gets 
more and more to the foreground and the false beliefs related to drying cows are fading 
(professed by the elderly generations only, while personal experiences are restricted to 
a few people), the bad reputation of some toad species which are getting rare in several 
regions may be subject to change. These species, namely, became scarce indeed in two 
of the studied regions, in Gyimes [“the large, black scabby frog is very rare” (LG 23 02 
’10)] and in Gömör as observed and witnessed by locals [“it seldom occurs, by the way. 
Before, there were parts of the fields, or mainly in the woods, there were a lot. No big 
ones exist any more” (Gömör, KL 28 08 ‘12)].

Snakes have a strikingly bad reputation even among reptiles. The reasons can be of 
religious and cultural origin, but also economic losses. The latter aspect emerges less 
frequently, but in such instances the dangerousness of vipers to children and farm animals 
is highlighted: “should it deal only with its own business, nobody would do any harm to 
it. However, it is hurt because it bites a number of cows and children as well. This is why 
a child must not be put on the ground. It is a beast, well, yet hardly anybody spares it” 
(Gyimes, AJ 25 02 ‘16). As a consequence, almost all specimen of snakes detected are 
killed in the regions studied: “when hay making starts, they pull away, because folks set 
off, they persecute them. They have to leave because they go around in fear of their […] 
lives.” (Gyimes, PB 05 03 ‘16) Additionally, according to some opinions, killing a snake 
might be beneficial for you: “if you hit a snake, you will be freed from seventy seven 
sins” (Gyimes, PB 05 03 ’16).

The destruction of snakes is irrelevant whether or not the snake species in question 
is dangerous, venomous or harmless. Members of traditional communities (for instance, 
Gyimes) behave the same way in other regions where no venomous snakes exist (a story 
from Hungary about the nonvenomous Aesculapian snake): 

“[…] he did not drove on it, the man stopped, went there and grasped the big snake by the tail 
from behind, took it away and put it down. He said, you must not hit them. He told János so 
[the guest worker from Gyimes]. [But] János was afraid of them badly, hit them whenever he 
caught sight of one. […] He killed them instantly and cleared them out, whenever the boss not 
near. However, when the boss was present, he always warned him not to hit them, they cause 
no harm to man. […] It must be true for if not, they would be chased.” (Gyimes, TS 01 03 ‘16)

In the Gyimes region dead snakes are hanged from trees, fences and rocks, they are 
seldom left on the ground (Figures 3–5), because it is held that even the bones of an 
adder (Vipera berus) was poisonous, and it is not good for the grazing livestock or man 
to step on the bones of a snake: “he threw (the body of the snake) into water. Sad, to fling 
in, you never can tell, where it goes, how it goes, the cattle or anything, treads on the 
bones, it will sting it, it would lose its legs” (Gyimes, TA 26 02 ‘16).

In all the four regions under investigation, a widely held belief says that a killed snake 
perishes irretrievably only after the Sun has set: “you have to break it, smash at its head. 
Why, it will be killed. It is said, before the Sun has gone down, it will still survive … 
however you crash it, as long as the Sun is up, it will survive” (Gyimes, JGy 02 03 ‘16).

Snakes found in open nature are smashed to death without exception, provided there 
are the appropriate tools and ways available to do so, although many are aware that adders 
and grass snakes (Natrix natrix) are quite useful by killing farm pests like small rodents 
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Figure 3. A viper killed during hay cutting, put 
on a rock. Háromkút, Bárány-hegy, 2009. (Photo 
by Ábel Molnár)

Figure 4. The body of a viper killed earlier 
on and hanged from the branch of a fir tree. 
Gyimesközéplok, Hidegségpataka, 2008. (Photo 
by Ábel Molnár)

Figure 5. A viper smashed to death and left on the road. Gyimesközéplok, Hidegségpataka, 2015. 
(Photo by Dániel Babai)
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(mice and field voles). However, water snakes found around the house or in the stable 
wall are injured only on the rarest occasions. This practice, however, is not explained by 
their usefulness, rather by the superstitions associated with the mysterious house snakes: 

“they say you shouldn’t be afraid of that, it will do no harm. Lucky is the house where snakes 
live. They say it is like a watch-dog. And you don’t be afraid of the other snake, […] it will not 
hurt the children, if this one is present.” (Drávaszög, SzI 22 07 ‘12) / “A young man saw a white 
snake at the corner of the house, he stroke it dead. Why, in two weeks time […] he was kicked 
by horse on the head that he died instantly. You must not harm such snakes.” (Szilágyság, FA 
12 06 ‘10)

Birds include species with positive and negative esteem alike. Some of them are 
thought to be harmful or others which really cause damages (e.g. hooded crow – Corvus 
cornix), but others are positively liked or even widely liked (for instance, the common 
white stork – Ciconia ciconia, barn-swallow – Hirundo rustica). Of the birds, mainly 
birds of prey have bad reputation, in particular the northern goshawk (Accipiter gentilis): 
“goshawks have always been shot, because it can catch doves and pigeons, damn it” 
(Drávaszög, LL 17 07 ‘12). From time to time songbirds may also cause harm, such as 
the great tit (Parus major) which often pilfers cheese [“It punches the cheeses, that’s 
what it does” (Gyimes, GyJ 26 02 ‘10).] or a member of the thrush family (Turdidae), 
the fieldfare (Turdus pilaris) may also be unpopular for tapping fruits: “it likes fruit trees 
greatly, they nest there and eat the fruits so that you can’t prevent them from eating. 
When the fruit is ripe, they eat it” (Gyimes, TS 27 02 ‘10). It is interesting, how bad 
a reputation of the not too abundant white-throated dipper (Cinclus cinclus) has as a 
plunderer of fish: “it makes a lot of harm to small fish. It picks out fish eggs from the 
water, and the small fishes as well” (Gyimes, TS 27 02 ‘10).

Figure 6. A freshly killed slow worm. Kárpátalja, 2013. (Photo by Viktor Ulicsni)
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Popular birds mostly include smaller songbirds (Passeriformes), which deserve such 
reputation by their singing: “it sings so nice, meaning spring is coming” (Gyimes, CsI 
27 02 ‘16). The cuckoo (Cuculus canorus) is in the focus in many places because of its 
special lifestyle: “I went out and heard the cuckoo singing, as it called up here yonder 
and it felt so nice” (Gyimes, PV 02 03 ‘10); “Oh dear, how is it… When it sings, we are 
also pleased with the cuckoo” (Gyimes, 01 03 ‘16).

As to mammals, you have to underline the case of large predators, which cause 
significant economic losses at some places but are basically held in low esteem everywhere 
(brown bear – Ursus arctos, grey wolf – Canis lupus, lynx – Lynx lynx). Large sized 
predators proliferating due to conservation efforts are typically a problem primarily in 
Gyimes, but they occur in Gömör as well, while in Szilágyság their memories are still 
living. Economic losses and the fear related to such species confirm negative judgements, 
in particular due to the strongly reproducing populations of bears and wolves. At the 
same time a kind of respect and curiosity can also be observed with respect to large 
predators, people are quite knowledgeable about the lifestyles of these species, their 
activities are followed with great interests, their traces are tracked in the land: “this 
ant-hunting bear […] walks around rather during the night. I keep on listening, when I 
came away in the evening, there were no bear prints, and when I went there again in the 
morning to cut the hay, a big hole was dug and such an ant-hill in which he plundered in 
the night” (Kászon, SzJ 30 07 ‘14).

Mainly smaller carnivore mammals like Mustelids are inflicted by unfavourable 
prejudices of cultural origin. This can most frequently be observed in relation to their 
name sake, the least weasel (Mustela nivalis): “the old people before used to say, the 
weasel bites on the udder of the cow. And it will swell up and will become painful and 
you have to get a treatment for it […] its udder is spoilt” (Szilágyság NK 19 07 ‘10); “It 
can be healed with the hide [of the weasel]” (Gyimes, TS 01 03 ‘16). The fact that the 
least weasel is able to cause serious damages not only to cows but poultry stock – and in 
a wasteful manner, too, – does not improve its situation either: “it only sucks its blood, it 
will not eat the meat of the poultry” (Szilágyság, LL 14 06 ‘10).

In many regions the representatives of the dormice are deemed to be a great pest 
which is specifically problematic (in particular the edible dormouse – Glis glis): “how it 
tortured me in the summer shelter. It chewed on the cheese. Somehow it came in. Well, 
it ate them all, chewed around it. […] It ate enough there, whatever it could get hold of” 
(Gyimes, TT 01 03 ‘16).

The basically negative perception of bats (Chiroptera) is typical in all places, with 
interesting beliefs associated with them such as sticking to the hair [“we worried all the 
time that the bat would stick into our hairs […] there was a doctor, he then wanted to 
go up on the attic of the church, but he was attacked” (Szilágyság, BE 14 06 ‘10).] or 
transformation of old mice and shrews into bats [“my dad said to me that the bat will 
come from the old, old mice. Mice are getting transformed into bats through many-many 
years” (Gyimes, NI 05 03 ‘16)]. The unfavourable attitude related to bats is magnified 
in a great extent due to their poor aesthetic appearance and mysterious night life: “I am 
afraid of it, it looks so ugly. It has ears like a mouse, I do not like mice either, they are 
not my friend” (Gyimes, FD 02 03 ‘16).
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DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS

Beliefs and emotions of people on their environment and the surrounding wildlife 
determine their behaviour towards them a great extent (Pooley – O’Connor 2000). 
False beliefs and negative perceptions originating from folklore influence people’s 
approach to certain animal species clearly (Ceríaco 2012). Such fears may be 
irrational, cultural issues (Bjerke et al. 2001; Kellert 1996) others may be specific 
phobias (Bjerke et al. 2001), or emotional reactions (Knight 2008). The cause of the 
negative opinion may be assumed or true damage to husbandry (Treves et al. 2006). 
Therefore, the ethnozoological information gathered from local perceptions primarily 
to the negative and/or their economic background supports the efficacy of conservation 
measures related to species in need of protection due to human activities with important 
data (van Maanen et al. 2001).

In the regions studied by the authors, practically no beliefs and assumptions or 
experiences related to damage causing behaviour exist with respect to fishes which 
would push the opinion on these species to an unfavourable direction. Their use as food 
reinforces their positive appreciation. In regions (such as along the river Tisza), where 
fishing and fishes are given a more important role in livelihood and nutrition, more 
definite positive and negative views from the economic or even cultural aspects occur 
(Borsos 1997; Solymos 2005).

Amphibians and reptiles have to endure an almost general aversion, in spite of 
the fact that they do not cause any substantial economic damages (though the people 
of Gyimes use such pretexts with respect to the adder – Vipera berus), what is more, 
several species are explicitly useful due to their ecological roles (Pandey et al. 2016), as 
a source of food (Ferrand et al. 2001), or for medication (Alves et al. 2008) eventually 
as other raw materials (Pough et al. 1998). The very low esteem of toad and snake 
species originating from cultural and partly economic reasons is indicated clearly by 
the statements on specific species turning up spontaneously during interviews in the 
Carpathian Basin as well.

The distaste for toads can be highlighted among amphibian species. The negative 
perception of the toad is triggered by the false beliefs related to the cows going dry or 
curses inflicted by witchcraft. Direct experiences related to such beliefs are held only by 
the elderly these days. Younger generations know about them only by indirect awareness 
obtained through story-telling: “are there any still around? / You can’t hear about them 
nowadays. I hear, before, there were these old witches, I don’t know, that […] they 
kept toads” (Drávaszög, LJ 23 07 ‘12). Thus, fading of the belief and the mitigation of 
the negative judgement can be expected (cf. Keszeg 2002). These beliefs had caused 
ruthless destruction of toads for instance in the Gyimes region, up to complete extinction 
just as well. In the meantime, more and more people have recognised the usefulness of 
these species (such as their feeding in insect pests). The impact of media (educational 
television channels, documentaries on nature) and environmental education efforts (cf. 
Burghardt et al. 2009) have been instrumental in changing perceptions. Negative 
attitudes and emotional reactions towards toads are driven not only by fears and beliefs 
but aesthetic reasons as well (Knight 2008).

Reptiles are surrounded usually by greater hate than amphibians (Ceríaco 2012). This 
attitude can mainly be seen in the Carpathian Basin in the extremely negative perception 
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of snakes. It is particularly typical with respect to snakes that their negative judgement 
is determined mainly by their dangerousness to human and potential risks rather than 
the role they play in the ecological system (pest control) (Ceríaco 2012; Pandey et al. 
2016). This negative approach is particularly complex and developed in parallel with 
human evolution (Isbell 2006), irrespective whether it goes about venomous or non-
venomous snakes (Pandey et al. 2016). Earlier on, reckless devastation mostly inflicted 
snakes detected in the outskirts of settlements, in the fields of the villages (Erdész 1984), 
and spared those living near the house, because killing a snake close to your home meant 
bad luck and even a mistake which may cause death to the owner or a close relative. 
In certain locations, the belief held in the first place is that man is unable to kill snakes 
living in the house (Salánki-Fazekas 2011). Today this belief has weakened and in 
Gyimes, for instance, vipers appearing beside the house are hit to death just as much as 
the specimens found in the hay meadows. 

In Gyimes, the adder (besides large predators) is public enemy number one, which is 
killed systematically whenever encountered. Whenever a snake is killed, people think in 
Gyimes the animal will not perish until sunset and will continuously moving on up to that 
time. An explanation might be that it is always the head of the reptile which is smashed, 
thus the spinal chord is left intact and therefore the body would wriggle for a long time 
after the blow (Figure 3). Vipers are surrounded by hate and fear, because it would 
threaten the physical integrity of children and farm animals (cf. Australia: Whitaker – 
Shine 2000; Nepal: Pandey et al. 2016). It can be said in general that in the case of snakes 
the maximum potential damage they might cause has a greater weight than the real danger 
or damage when the actual frequency of the incidents is taken into account.

Deliberate killing of snakes, mainly venomous ones was typical throughout Europe 
during the 19th and 20th century, and still representing one of the biggest threat to the survival 
of the species up to date (Brito et al. 2001; Cox – Temple 2009). As a consequence, 
several species and populations died out in this period (for instance, the extinction of the 
Hungarian meadow viper in Austria, its repression in Romania – Langton – Burton 
1997; in Portugal – Brito et al. 2001). The adder population in Gyimes, however, can be 
judged as stable, in spite of systematic persecution. Although there are no exact figures 
available on the existing population, local farmers continuously monitor the changes in 
the number of individuals setting up the population based on the number of individuals 
killed, and they do not feel any significant reduction. The substantial killing may be 
off-set by the non-targeted habitat protection fostered by traditional land use practices 
(Brooks et al. 2008).

Protection of amphibians and reptiles is definitely influenced by the surviving beliefs 
up to date, the resulting bad reputation and the poor accuracy of folk taxonomy, which 
is characteristic mostly for snakes (Ceríaco 2012). Locals sometimes are unfamiliar 
with the snake species present in the region they live in and they kill off all and any 
individuals encountered for the potential sensation of danger which can be derived from 
evolutionary (Sagan 1977) and aesthetic (Knight 2008) reasons as well (Pandey et al. 
2016). Such an approach is a disadvantage for the grass snake (Natrix natrix), which 
appeared only recently in Gyimes and is otherwise harmless. This must be taken into 
account when conservation efforts are planned (Ceríaco 2012; Pandey et al. 2016).

For the perception of bird species, the economic damages caused by for instance 
eagles or great tits are evaluated more realistically compared to other baleful taxonomic 
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groups and the basically positive cultural approach are of great significance in terms of 
the judgement of the species. Positive images are formed about several bird species as a 
consequence of their assumed capacity of weather forecasting and predictions in relation 
to a number of other topics (Gránicz 2015). Cultural ecosystem services such as the role 
of bird songs in recreational power are seldom mentioned by local farmers, yet most of 
such statements relate to bird species.

The views on mammal species are equally influenced by perceived and genuine 
economic aspects. The least favoured group is that of the bats, as this can be observed in 
many parts of the world (for instance in Brazil: Fleck et al. 2002; Raymundo – Caballes 
2016; Rego et al. 2015). Bats are able to adapt to urbanised human environments, they 
survive in chimneys or buildings, therefore they are present and sometimes even thrive 
in settlements (Rego et al. 2015). The prejudices they are victims to are caused by bad 
reputation nourished by beliefs, in addition to the unfavourable aesthetic appearance 
(Prokop – Tunnicliffe 2008). In several cultures in East-Asia encounter with a bat is 
a good sign (Mullen 2005), but in most cultures worldwide (in particular in Western 
civilisation) these species are considered to be carriers of diseases and death (Frembgen 
2006). In Brazil, the hate of bats can be derived from the blood sucking ones – most 
people judge the whole species group based on a few species only (Rego et al. 2015).

The underlying cause for the significant regional differences between the opinions on 
the various species of dormice is thought to be the difference in the land use practices 
present among the regions studied. Dormice are not eaten in Gyimes and in Szilágyság 
(Ulicsni et al. 2013), and in the former region its perception is basically unfavourable due 
to the damages made to cheese production (Babai 2011). The presence of the sophisticated 
catching techniques in the regions can be associated with the hunting practices existing 
here earlier on and existing still elsewhere (Carpaneto – Cristaldi 1998).

Certain mammal species become the target of human communities for fear and 
economic losses they cause. This can mainly be observed in the case of large predators 
representing a risk for both man and farm animals (such as the grey wolf, brown bear, 
snow leopard), which were deliberately killed in almost everywhere (e.g. Bagchi 
– Mishra 2006; Bjerke et al. 2000; Ceríaco 2012; Kleiven et al. 2004; Treves – 
Karanth 2003). Sometimes quite detailed and yet surprisingly accurate pictures are 
drawn up on such species (for instance lynx in the Gyimes and Macedonia, bear or wolf 
in the Szilágyság), with which there is a virtual absence of interactions (Lescureux – 
Linnell 2010). Populations of these species strengthened lately, thanks to conservation 
efforts. The phenomenon worries the population of those regions where they are present 
in greater numbers (for instance, in the Gyimes region). 

CONCLUSION

Positive or negative relations to various vertebrate species may have a great impact on 
the conservation activities related to these species. 

Our results also highlight which of the species would benefit from strengthened 
communication, mutual respect and acceptance of each other’s position between nature 
conservation and local communities. It also point out the topics where awareness raising 
and improvement of environmental educational efforts for local communities are very 
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important (Megaze et al. 2017). The use these means, such as information dissemination 
on the real role of the different animal species in the ecosystem – by highlighting the 
less apparent correlations – might be a lot more efficient than protection by the law 
(Ceríaco 2012). Folkloristic analysis may also be important in order to understand the 
kinds of beliefs surviving in contemporary communities, why they did survive and what 
consequences they will trigger in terms of the survival of the species concerned (Ceríaco 
2012). In the meantime we should never forget that certain species are threatened by the 
vanishing traditional value order and the elimination of the taboo-like protection, causing 
a serious problem to conservation efforts (Aiyadurai 2016; Colding – Folke 2001).

All in all, it can be stated that studies in ethnozoology may provide a significant 
amount of help when conservation strategies are developed by exploring local perceptions 
of species to be protected and the origins of such perceptions.
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