
SPRING 2015 WILDSIDE  51WILDSIDE  SPRING 2015   50

Monitoring

populations in Slovakia

WOLF,
LYNX

& BEAR

Biosphere Expeditions offers ecovolunteer expeditions and one of 
them take you to a little-known part of the Slovakian Carpathian 
mountains to monitor lynx, wolf and bear populations and their 

interrelationship with prey species.
Story by Sam Mittmerham

Surveying. 
© Biosphere Expeditions

Wolf caught in a camera trap. 
© Tomas Hulik
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“Don’t panic, don’t run, and don’t 
approach”. “It’s best to turn around 
now” Tomas, the resident scientist, 
murmurs to the group.  We turn 
around as quietly as we can but fol-
low Tomas’ gaze up the hill and see 
it. A cave with tracks in the mud in 
front of it.

We’re in Slovakia in the Vel’ká 
Fatra National Park in the Carpathian 
Mountains. The Vel’ká Fatra is 
where the Carpathians rise out of 
the Eastern European plains, starting 
their arching journey through the 
lands of Dracula, who has his castle 
in neighboring Romania. It is a land 
of hard winters and hot summers, of 
high peaks and formidable forests, of 
misty mountain meadows, lore, and 
where Europe’s three big carnivores 
still survive – the wolf, the bear, and 
the lynx. 

Not much funding

I’m on a volunteering expedition 
with Biosphere Expeditions, a non-
profit conservation organization, help-
ing Tomas Hulik, our Slovakian sci-
entist, gather data on Slovakia’s “Big 
Three”. “Conservation is not high 
on the agenda here in Slovakia,” he 
bemoans “and there is not much fund-
ing, so you are my helpers on several 
levels,” he explained to us – a group of 
people from all over the world. Kate, 
the nurse from Australia, Martyn, a 
Biosphere Expeditions veteran of ten 
expeditions from the UK, Anna and 
Frank, Information Technology boffs 
from California, Peter, the bricklayer 
from Germany with a wolf “obsession” 
as he admits freely, Helene, the lawyer 
from Austria, Sergii from the Ukraine 
and David from Singapore. 

Our ages, 23 – 68, are as varied as 
our backgrounds and home countries 
but it has not been an issue ever since 
we first met each other in a cold 

and windswept train station in the 
Slovakian capital Bratislava to start 
our journey into the mountains. Our 
interest in wildlife and travel binds us 
together. How could such a crew be of 
use to a mountain man like Tomas? 
“You are my eyes and ears in the for-
est,” he explains, “and you bring much 
needed funding”. 

Anyone can learn

It turns out that anyone can learn 
how to set up a camera trap, operate 
a GPS, photograph tracks, document 
carcasses (the remains of animals 
killed by the Big Three predators). 
“The beautiful thing about biology is 
that much of it is stamp collecting,” 
Tomas explains. “But there is no tech-
nology to do it. I cannot ask a satellite 
to tell me how many wolves or bears 
or lynx live in the Vel’ká Fatra. I need 
foot soldiers like you to look for their 
tracks, catch them on camera traps, 
and find their kills. It’s very labor-
intensive. With all of you, I can cover 
ground in two weeks that would take 
me a year or more all by myself. The 
funding pays for the camera traps, 
batteries, fuel, analyses to conduct 
research.

A few days later it snowed at night. 
When we went to bed, the hills out-
side faded into darkness as a sea of 
green and brown, dusted only very 
lightly on the tops, like a dark cake 
sprinkled with icing sugar, looking 
sad in the greyness of the low clouds, 
When we awoke the next morning, 
the world had changed. Half a meter 
of snow had turned the mountains 
into a picture postcard scene of bril-
liant white devoid of sharp edges. A 
soft, fluffy blanket of pure whiteness 
had lain itself across the earth framed 
by the most perfect, cloudless blue sky. 
We were raring to go out.

A few hours later we are in L’ubochňa 

Valley, standing knee-deep in the 
snow. Ahead of us are the last rem-
nants of a roe deer carcass. Clear paw 
prints of lynx surround the carcass. 
They must have enjoyed a veritable 
feast here last night. 

The L’ubochňa Valley is 25 kilom-
eters long. It is the longest valley in 
Slovakia and forms the spine and 
core of the Vel’ká Fatra National 
Park. One of the typical signs for 
national parks indicates the entrance 
to the local protected area. Built of 
long, sturdy wooden planks, it was so 
inconspicuous that I noticed it only 
the third time we drove past.

Each morning we drive into the 
valley and then continue on foot to 
look for traces of the great hunters of 
the woods. In groups of three to five 
we roam the park for several hours 
each day together with Tomas and our 
expedition leaders. We help Tomas 
to gather evidence of the presence of 
predators and their prey so that he 
has reliable data on the wolf, lynx and 
bear populations for his conservation 
work.

Estimates are higher

Slovakia is one of a handful of 
European countries, where the Big 
Three survive in their natural habi-
tats. However, official estimates 
are almost always higher than the 
numbers the experts working on the 
ground come up with. For wolves, for 
example, the figures vary from 2,000 
to 400 as estimated by the “real field 
biologists”. For bears the discrepancy 
is 2,400 vs. 800. The lynx — Europe’s 
biggest feline predator – is endangered 
across the continent. Yet another rea-
son for us to check at the populations 
in the valley, year after year, resulting 
in a great dataset.

The National Park authority esti-
mates that around 500,000 tourists 
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Biosphere

About Biosphere
Biosphere Expeditions is an award-
winning not-for-profit conservation 
organization, and a member of 
IUCN (International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature) and of 
the United Nations Environment 
Programme’s (UNEP) Governing 
Council and Global Ministerial 
Environment Forum. Achievements 
include the implementation of 
conservation recommendations and 
species protection plans by numerous 
national and regional governments 
and NGOs, the creation of protected 
areas on four continents, scientific and 
lay publications, as well as capacity-
building, training and education all over 
the world.

Expedition Details
Their annual expedition to Slovakia 
happens next in 2016: 6-12 February 
and 13-19 February
Visit: www.biosphere-expeditions.org/
slovakia. 
Other project include tigers in Sumatra, 
snow leopards in Kyrgyzstan, and reef 
surveys in the Maldives.

Top Tips
Biosphere Expeditions was amongst a 
group of experts in volunteering, wildlife 
conservation and protection to develop 
pointers to provide practical help to 
those looking to choose an experience 
that was going to be beneficial not only 
for themselves, but a for the wildlife 
and communities that they would 
encounter. 
For the top tips visit www.biosphere-
expeditions.org/toptentips

Based in a cozy and comfortable mountain chalet, you will be part of a small international team, working 
with the local scientist and contributing to an important piece of research. You will track large carni-
vores through snow in the forest and meadow habitats of the mountains (using snow shoes, which are 

easy to use) and you may be involved in capturing and radio-collaring them. You will also learn how to recog-
nize and record other signs of their presence, such as radio telemetry signals, scats and scent markings, camera 
trap them, collect samples to study their diet and for genetic analysis, and survey prey species. All in an effort to 
create a sustainable future for these icons of the Carpathian wilderness and to promote greater understanding 
of their role in European ecosystems. Sam Mittmerham recently joined and expedition and shares the story.

visit the Vel’ká Fatra annually but 
only a fraction is likely to be out 
and about in the L’ubochňa Valley. In 
winter, only a handful of visitors find 
their way here as the narrow road that 
twists through the valley is closed to 
motor traffic, except us with our 4x4s 
and special permits. The only other 
vehicles we see are large timber trucks 
leaving the valley. Tomas explains 
that over the past few years logging 
has doubled. The timber is sold to 
Poland and Scandinavia. I struggle to 
reconcile the concepts of logging and 
national park.

Soldiering on

So we soldier on through the snow, 
tracking, recording, setting and check-
ing camera traps, finding kills, mov-
ing camera traps around them to 
catch the wolves coming back for a 
second helping or the bears coming 
to scavenge. It’s tough, but rewarding 
work and the sense of achievement 
at the end of the day is palatable. At 

the end of one week we have walked a 
total of 228 kilometers on 17 different 
routes, found 10 lynx tracks and 23 
wolf tracks, taken camera trap photo-
graphs of wolves and lynx. Only the 
bears can now no longer be tracked 
or caught on camera. With the snow, 
they have gone into hibernation.

Each year, after the expedition’s work 
is done the results are summarized, 
analyzed and interpreted by Tomas. 
One part will show in detail where 
money went, the other will make rec-
ommendations for conservation.

“Biosphere Expeditions is one of 
the few organizations with a direct 
one-to-one feedback for participants 
– one expedition, one report,” says 
Tomas. The volunteer industry is 
unregulated and those seeking to go 
on such a trip need to be cautious and 
thoroughly investigate who they are 
going with.  Biosphere is a highly cred-
ible organization and offers an adven-
turous and informative expedition 
where you really do make a positive 
difference to conservation.  

Vel’ká Fatra National Park. © Tomas Hulik

Surveying. 
© Biosphere Expeditions

Discovering a kill site . 
© Biosphere Expeditions

Wolf. 
© Biosphere Expeditions

Getting to grips with 
map & compass. 
© Biosphere Expeditions


