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NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Subject: Petition 1328/2007 by Zsak Ferenc Tibor (Hungarian), on protection of 
environment in Hungary

1. Summary of petition

The petition concerns the irreversible damage caused to nature in the Sajolad woodland 
designated by code HUAN 2004 in the EEC´s Natura 2000 network. Until now the Sajolad 
woodland, owned by the Hungarian State was the largest hardwood gallery forest of the 
Aggtelek National Park Directorate, covering 180 ha, and was of great natural value; however 
as a consequence of the serious failings of the woodland management, the monitoring 
authorities and government bodies, 98% of the woodland has now been cut down. The 
destruction of the woodland was according to what we were told by an employee of the 
National Park, carried out by the forestry directorate charged with the forestry management of 
the Sajolad woodland, which argued that it was impossible to take care of the protected 
woodland owing to the ad hoc theft of trees by people living in the area. As a result of the 
total destruction of habitats, animal species of Community importance have completely 
disappeared from the Sajolad woodland. The petitioner asks the Committee on Petitions to 
commission an investigation in order to find out why the competent authorities of the 
Republic of Hungary failed to satisfy the provisions of Articles2(1)-(2)-(3), 3(3) and 6(2)-(3) 
of Directive 92/43/EEC (the Habitats Directive)

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 7 May 2008. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
192(4).

3. Commission reply, received on 26 September 2008.
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Following the adoption of Commission Decision 2008/26/EC of 13 November 20071, Sajólád 
Woodland has now been included under reference HUAN20004, with the name “Hernád-
völgy és Sajóládi-erdő”, on the list of sites of Community importance. 

It is to be noted that the Commission already received a written question from the European 
Parliament in January 2008 concerning the destruction of Sajólád Woodland. On the basis of 
the information submitted with that written question, the Commission has already opened an 
own-initiative case in order to investigate this matter further. Subsequently, the Commission 
also received a complaint concerning this case - together with a number of supplementary 
documents and several photographs of the site - from the same NGO that has submitted the 
present petition. 

On 30 January 2008, the Commission sent a letter to the Hungarian authorities requesting 
information and clarification concerning the case. In this letter, the Commission reminded the 
Hungarian authorities that Sajólád Woodland had been included (since 2004) under reference 
HUAN20004 “Hernád-völgy és Sajóládi-erdő” on the list of proposed sites of Community 
importance (pSCIs) transmitted by Hungary to the Commission pursuant to Article 4 of the 
Habitats Directive. Within this context, the Commission drew the attention of the Hungarian 
authorities to the case-law of the European Court of Justice. The ECJ confirmed2 that Member 
States are, by virtue of Directive 92/43/EEC, required to take the appropriate protective 
measures, from the point of view of the directive’s conservation objective, to safeguard the 
relevant ecological interest which the pSCIs have at national level. In addition, the ECJ 
confirmed3 that Member States must take all the measures necessary to avoid interventions 
which incur the risk of seriously compromising the ecological characteristics of the sites 
which appear on the national list transmitted to the Commission.

The Commission asked the Hungarian authorities for detailed information on:

 what precisely has happened to Sajólád Woodland, and more specifically, the
current state of the site as compared to its state at the time when it was 
proposed for inclusion on the list of sites of Community importance;

 the protective measures that have been taken for safeguarding the relevant 
ecological interest of this site since its inclusion on the list of proposed sites of 
Community importance;

 the implementation of the relevant provisions of the Habitats Directive 
(concerning surveillance of the conservation status of the natural habitats and 
species in Sajólád Woodland and provisions related to the protection of 
species);

 the measures planned to remedy the situation and the protective steps planned 
to safeguard the remaining part of the site.

The Hungarian authorities responded to the Commission's request in March 2008. The reply 
contains information on the description of the woodland, the reasons for the designation of 
this site in the Natura 2000 network and information on population data as well as a short 
                                               
1 OJ L 012, 15.1.2008, p.678-710
2 Case C-117/03 Dragaggi.
3 Case C-244/05 Bund Naturschutz
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description of the ecology of the most important species of Community interest (that is, the 
scarce fritillary butterfly). The letter also includes information on the current status of the site 
explaining, in this context, illegal logging activities (with reference to socio-economic 
aspects) and recent forestry activities. Moreover, the reply contains information on measures 
taken by the Hungarian authorities to preserve the ecological status of the site and the further 
measures planned to solve problems experienced in relation to this case (including the 
monitoring, strengthening of controls and enhancing coordination between different national 
authorities as well as measures planned to fight illegal logging activities). 

The Commission services are currently assessing the reply of the Hungarian authorities to 
decide on what follow-up action to take. In this context, the Commission will take into 
consideration the information submitted with the present petition, the complaint lodged with 
the Commission by the petitioner and all the supplementary documents received (including 
expert opinions of Hungarian biologists having thorough knowledge of the site).

It is to be noted that since the completeness and correctness of implementing legislation 
within the Member States are important determinants of good implementation in practice, the 
Commission is paying particular attention to identify potential shortcomings in the
transposition into Hungarian law of the relevant provisions of the Habitats Directive and 
potential interpretation problems related to the specific provisions of the directive that could 
lead to the present situation in the case of Sajólád Wood1.

Depending on the outcome of a thorough assessment of all the above-mentioned information, 
the possibility of launching an infringement procedure against Hungary on account of its 
failure to comply with the relevant provisions of the Habitats Directive, as interpreted by the 
European Court of Justice, cannot be excluded. 

4. Commission reply, received on 17 December 2008.

Further to its previous response in relation to this petition, the Commission informs the 
Petitions Committee that on the basis of the information communicated by the petitioner and 
of further information received from the Hungarian authorities, the Commission decided on 
16 October 2008 to send Hungary a Letter of Formal Notice under Article 226 of the EC 
Treaty for its failure to fulfil obligations under Directive 92/43/EEC on the conservation of 
natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora2 (the Habitats Directive) in relation to Sajólád 
Woodland. The Letter of Formal Notice also addresses shortcomings in the transposition into 
Hungarian legislation of certain provisions of the Habitats Directive.

The Commission invited the Republic of Hungary to submit its observations on the issues 
raised in the Letter of Formal Notice within two months of receipt of that letter. 

The Commission will keep the Petitions Committee duly informed of the outcome of this 
case. 

                                               
1 In this context, it is to be noted that the Commission has recently launched an 

infringement case against Hungary for the non-conform transposition into Hungarian 
law of several provisions of the Habitats Directive.

2 OJ L 206, 22.7.1992, p. 7–50
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5. Commission reply, received on 15 May 2009.

Further to its previous response to the Committee in relation to this petition, the Commission 
informs the committee that the Hungarian authorities replied to the Commission's Letter of 
Formal Notice in December 2008. 

The reply provides detailed information on the current division of competences and 
responsibilities regarding the management and safeguarding of forests, including Natura 2000 
woodlands. The general need for improvement of the situation is acknowledged and the reply 
envisages a number of measures to be implemented in order to reinforce the powers related to 
safeguarding of forests and hence, to prevent illegal logging. In respect of Sajólád Wood, in 
order to remedy the consequences of the large-scale illegal logging which has occurred in the forest 
and the subsequent omission of an impact assessment on the inclusion of the area into the Natura 2000 
network, as well as to preserve the existing old stand and to protect and manage the freshly reforested 
younger stands, the Hungarian Government envisages a number of compensatory measures pursuant 
to Article 6(4) of the Habitats Directive, 92/43/EEC1. In addition, the Hungarian authorities have 
indicated that district forest plans and management plans prepared before the accession of Hungary to 
the EU shall be reviewed with a view to the requirements of Natura 2000 areas in the first half year of 
2009 in accordance with the regulations of Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive. It is stated that under 
this arrangement the area of the Sajólád Wood shall be given priority, and the necessary review will be 
conducted out of turn in order to secure the remaining habitats.

With regard to the shortcomings identified in the Letter of Formal Notice in relation to the 
transposition of the Habitats Directive, the Hungarian authorities have informed the Commission that 
the text of the new Forestry Act is currently being negotiated in the House of Parliament. The 
authorities have indicated that the new legislation will further enhance the legal protection system for 
Natura 2000 woodlands in order to implement fully the objectives of the directive. 

The assessment of the Hungarian reply to the Commission's Letter of Formal Notice is ongoing in 
order to determine if the proposed compensatory measures and legislative changes are appropriate and 
acceptable. The Commission will keep the Committee on Petitions informed of further 
developments in this matter. 

6. Commission reply, received on 19 February 2010.

Further to its previous responses to the committee in relation to this petition, the Commission 
informs the committee that the Hungarian authorities submitted supplementary information in 
July 2009 concerning the measures taken to prevent illegal logging in Sajólád Wood and the 
state of play of the relevant compensatory measures undertaken with a view to offset the 
damage that has occurred to the site. Additional information was also received regarding 
important legislative changes that have, in the meantime, further enhanced the legal protection 
regime of Natura 2000 woodlands in Hungary.

Specifically, the Hungarian authorities have informed the Commission of the following 
measures taken:

 Adoption of the new Forest Protection Act (published on 25 May 2009) which has 
established a so-called forest protection service operated within the forest authority. 

                                               
1 OJ L 206, 22.7.1992
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To accomplish the tasks in relation to guarding forests and preventing illegal logging 
with due efficiency, the legislation lays down wide-ranging rights and obligations for 
this service. The forest protection service is expected to be operational from 2010 
onwards;

 The new Forestry Act has also introduced a new system for proof of origin enabling 
the forest protection service to check the origin of all wood consignments transported 
on the road and to identify lorries with forged authorisations or transport documents 
and wood illegally put on the market;

 Organised watch measures with the involvement of police bodies and forest 
management rangers in order to step up the monitoring and protection of territories 
threatened by illegal logging;

 Weekly monitoring of the territory of Sajólád Wood by the patrols of the 
Természetvédelmi Őrszolgálat (Conservation Patrol) of the Aggteleki Nemzeti Park 
Igazgatóság (Directorate of the Aggtelek Natural Park). On the basis of the patrol 
monitoring notes, surveillance, watchkeeping and intensified control measures are 
applied;

 Installation of three barriers to protect Sajólád Wood at the origins of the roads that are 
used regularly;

 Assignment of one conservation ranger to the territory of Sajólád Wood, from spring 
2009, which will increase the efficiency of the monitoring of the Natura 2000 
territory;

 Placement of official information boards marking the borders of the Natura 2000 site 
at the access points on the territory of Sajólád Wood;

 Press conference organised by the Hungarian Government on the spot together with 
the competent regional administrative bodies and the trustee of the forest on 26 May 
2009. At the press conference, the grounds for designating the territory a Natura 2000 
site were presented and information was given on the measures planned in connection 
with the infringement procedure launched by the Commission;

 The review of the forest work plan for Sajólád Wood was already in progress in 
accordance with the requirements of the Habitats Directive, 92/43/EEC1. The 
authorities have informed the Commission that, during this review, no felling would 
be authorised. The Commission was also informed that the Hungarian Government 
was providing for reforestation with respect to the appropriate changes necessary for 
the target population and to protect the forest habitat and biodiversity; 

 Regarding the compensatory measures taken so far, the Hungarian authorities have 
said that, since May 2009, efforts have been made to seek out stocks of the scarce 
fritillary (i.e. the marker species forming the basis of designation of the site) and to 
assess their potential habitat. The search has covered the territory of the valley of the 
Sajó and Hernád Rivers and checks have been carried out as to whether the species are 
present in the forest areas and woodlands in light of the suitability of the habitat. The 
authorities made it known that, on the basis of the on-the-spot checks, professional 
guidelines would be drawn up concerning potential habitat development, conservation 
intervention measures and the designation of new territories for the species within the 
Natura 2000 network;

                                               
1 OJ L 206, 22.7.1992
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 Inspection by the forest authorities has also revealed a vast territory suitable for 
planting a hardwood gallery forest between the Alsózsolca and Sajólád Woods, which 
could serve as an appropriate ecological (natural) corridor between Alsózsolca Wood 
with its suitable tree species and structure and the emerging Sajólád Wood, thereby 
making it possible for the scarce fritillary butterfly population to increase.

Conclusions

The Commission welcomes the progress made by the Hungarian authorities in reinforcing the 
powers relating to the safeguarding of forests and the measures implemented in order to 
prevent illegal logging. The Commission also welcomes the improvements in respect of 
remedying the environmental damage that has occurred in Sajólád Wood and, in particular, 
the compensatory measures already undertaken in accordance with the requirements of the 
Habitats Directive. 

The Commission is currently in the process of finalising its assessment regarding the 
appropriateness and acceptability of the compensatory measures and legislative changes. The 
Commission will continue to closely monitor the situation and will take follow up action, as 
appropriate, with a view to ensuring respect of the Habitats Directive. 

7. Commission reply, received on 10 November 2010.

Further to its previous response in relation to this petition, following an analysis of all the 
available information, it was decided to send Hungary a Reasoned Opinion under Article 258 
of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union for its failure to fulfil its obligations 
under Directive 92/43/EEC1 on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and 
flora (the Habitats Directive).

Once the Hungarian reply has been received, the Commission will decide which steps to take.

8. Commission reply (REV.V), received on 10 June 2011.

Hungary replied to the reasoned opinion in January 2011 providing updated information in 
relation to the measures already taken and planned to be taken in order to prevent illegal 
logging, to restore the advantageous ecological situation of the Sajólád Forest and to eliminate 
illegal waste disposal. The reply also contains a more robust programme of compensation 
measures than was proposed previously. It includes a proposal for additional Natura 2000 
designations and various restoration measures with a view to offsetting the damage incurred 
and to ensure the maintenance of the overall coherence of the Natura 2000 network.

The Commission welcomes the significant progress made, particularly with regard to the 
proposed programme of compensation measures which would appear to be sufficient to offset 
the incurred damage. The Commission will continue to monitor the situation.

                                               
1 OJ L 206, 22.7.1992


