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The change of ecosystems is mainly influenced by the material handling 
activity of man. This is particularly accentuated in an area sensitive in 
other respects as well, where a couple of decades ago man still fought 
hardly for a farming as efficient as possible on this extensive area with 
saline, bad quality soils. A characteristic feature of Hortobágy is that it 
represents a well-delimited natural unit from both botanical and 
zoological and hydrographic respects, which preserves several cultural 
features. I will present the environment-modifying activity of man mainly 
after the industrial revolution on the example of communities with large 
agricultural lands.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
As the human society plays an ever more determining role in the 

ecosystem metabolism, the research of the activities and material handling 
of man as a key species, i.e. of the society metabolism necessarily comes to 
the front. In this, the demography, economy, culture, sociology, political 
and power structure and operation of local communities are determining. 
My objective is to show the impact of man as a key species on ecosystems 
on the example of the settlements around Hortobágy. In the rural settlements 
to be presented, I analyse in the first place the change of the role of 
agriculture from the point of view of the demographic changes of the 
communities (Oláh, 2006). 

There have been differences in the economic activity of the chosen 
settlements, both in the past and present. The studied settlements were 
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Árkus, Hortobágy-halastó, Kónya, Máta, Szásztelek and the following 
farmsteads: Borsós, Kungyörgy, Kuntelek, Várostanya, Malomháza, 
Faluvégháza, Villongó I and Hortobágy that administratively unites these 
settlements. 

The listed settlements are all typical agricultural, rural ones. The lack 
of independence of the settlements shows already by itself that they are not 
viable on their own, neither from a demographic nor from an economic 
point of view. According to the classification of the rural human 
organization levels, they correspond to small clusters of communities that 
are more isolated and offer less services compared to the town of Hortobágy. 
 
 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 

The demographic and economic data were collected personally in 
the settlements. In addition to my own collection, necessary information 
was obtained from the Central Statistical Office and the T-STAR database. 
The demographic indices were determined using the parameters of the 
Clocke index indicating the directions of the possible future development of 
the given settlement. The studied settlements, Árkus, Hortobágy-halastó, 
Kónya, Máta, Szásztelek, Borsós, Kungyörgy, Kuntelek, Várostanya, 
Malomháza, Faluvégháza, Villongó I and Hortobágy are typically 
agricultural settlements, and thus, their study over more years is interesting 
in view of the ever decreasing population holding capacity of the agriculture. 
 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 
 

The changes of the resident population closely follow those of the 
economic life. Earlier in time, in the 1960s and 1970s, the peripheries had 
higher population. In the eighties, the fiscal goods coming from agriculture, 
especially from animal husbandry, permitted the increase of the demands of 
the peasantry. Because of the better infrastructural conditions, the 
population moved from the farmsteads to Hortobágy, while retaining their 
occupation. This is when the total population of Hortobágy and the 
neighbouring farmsteads reached its maximum of nearly 2000 persons 
(Figure 1). Following this, a slowly decreasing trend started in the 1990s, 
which has lasted to our days. 
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Figure1: Run of the population in periphery and core areas 

 
As a result of the depopulation process, the farmsteads have either 

become part of Hortobágy (e.g., Borsós) or totally depopulated like e.g. 
Várostanya, Malomháza, Faluvégháza or Kuntelek. In Kungyörgy and 
Villongó I, not even ten families live, while in Máta, Kónya, Hortobágy-
halastó, Árkus and Szásztelek, there are more than 10 families left (Egyedné, 
1999). 

The parameters of the Clocke index show the dynamics of the rural 
population. The parameters study the ratios of the following age classes that, 
in case of Hortobágy, show the pattern presented in Table 1 in the studied 
two years. 

Table 1 
Demographic structure of, village population 

 1985 1995 2000 2004 
Aging Ratio 0,10 0,30 0,57 0,70 
Generation’s rejuvenation Ratio 0,20 0,20 0,20 0,19 
Fertility Ratio 2,0 1,3 1,03 1,15 
Sex Ratio 95 97 99 101 
Dependants Ratio 0,47 0,35 0,3 0,34 
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As a result, it can be stated that the aging of the population, which 
corresponds to the nation-wide trend, is even more pronounced in 
agricultural-type rural areas like Hortobágy and the neighbouring 
farmsteads. The age composition of the Hortobágy settlements shows the 
following pattern. In 1995, 21% of the population was children, 67% was 
middle-aged (15-19 years old), while 12% were over 60. On the basis of the 
2001 statistical data, it can be seen that a part of the children of the 1995 
statistics moved to the middle-aged group, but this reduction was not 
compensated by reproduction, and therefore, children represented only 19%. 
In the middle-aged group, the same trend can be observed, their share is 
69%. The population over 60 years of age makes 11%. The generation 
rejuvenation can be considered good, although it is gradually approaching 
one. The fertility ratio also shows a decreasing trend. 

The dependants’ ratio can be considered good in the settlement, as 
the share of the actively occupied population is predominant and 
unemployment does not exceed 10%. These results show that the previous 
emigration process is now complemented by a slow aging process, which 
can have unpredictable consequences in this area, important from many 
respects. This process is also well reflected by the changes in the total 
population of the settlement (Table 2). 

 
Table 2 

Run of the population 
Years Total population/head 
1960 1508 
1970 1791 
1980 1848 
1990 1741 
2000 1757 
2004 1681 

 

Next, I study if the changes of the economic data corroborate the 
demographic changes. 

Here, I also go back to the early years of the industrial revolution. 
After the Second World War, there several ideas were proposed regarding 
the better exploitation of the Hortobágy puszta. However, all proposals 
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concurred in that they considered animal husbandry as one of the possible 
main directions. It is the principal branch of agriculture today as well. The 
required feeds were produced in the ploughed areas of the Hortobágy. 

In the 1960s, farming started on an area of 30 351 ha, whereof, in 
correspondence with the planned agricultural profile, the largest share was 
given to meadows and pastures that occupied approximately twice as much 
area as the plough-lands at the time. 

This area would seem big enough to entirely satisfy the feeding 
needs of the warm-blooded livestock during all the summer and winter 
period. The real situation is much worse. In fact, great part of the meadows 
and pastures are barren from the beginning of June, they can be used only as 
sheep pastures. Areas with such characteristics make 65% of the farmed 
area of Hortobágy. 

The lucerne growing on 22% of the study area also serves the 
feeding needs of animal husbandry. Plants as poppy, tobacco or soybean 
were grown on a further 5% of the farmed area, which did not produce 
adequate results. Autumn wheat was generally cultivated on the sodic or 
highly sodic soils with the lowest production capacity, using intensive wheat 
sorts and significant quantities of fertilizers (Table 3). 

Table 3 
Land use/ha 

 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 

Plough-land 5379 5610 5350 3215 2802 

Garden 3 4 7 7 7 

Vineyard  - -  -  -  0,36 

Orchard  -  -  - -  3,61 

Meadow 
16179 10221 10100 12821 13006 

Pasture-land 

Reed 551 570 1345 1869 2183 

Forest 875 825 820 814 796 

Fish-pond 7150 6920 6431 5011 4070 

Total bearing surface 30137 24150 24053 23737 22870 
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Another result of the sixties was the systematic forestation 
programme started on the lowest-lying parts of the pastures. 

The land use trends have lasted throughout the years, although the 
usable crop land has shrunk, partly because of their exclusion from 
cultivation and partly because of land appropriations by the Hortobágy 
National Park founded in 1973. 

The village of Hortobágy has its own administrative area since 1 
January 1966 (a total of 28 458 ha), previously it belonged to 
Balmazújváros. Of the 28 458 ha, the surface used by the core areas and 
excluded from cultivation has been continuously increasing, i.e. the crop 
land under agricultural cultivation has been diminishing.  

The ploughing land use was the most widespread in the 1960s and 
1970s because of rice growing on ploughed areas, which terminated in 1980. 
Since that time, the ploughed lands have been continuously shrinking, while 
the grasslands and – in the recultivated wetlands – the reedy areas have been 
growing. The use of the fishponds established in the early 20th century has 
been constantly decreasing. The Hortobágy National Park, established in 
1973, has been continuously increasing the protected areas and the area in 
its property has also grown. By 2000, over 80% of the crop land under the 
jurisdiction of the village of Hortobágy was transferred under the 
administration of the National Park, these areas are mainly used by the 
Hortobágy Non-Profit Company, while a smaller part of them is leased by 
agricultural entrepreneurs (Szeifert, 1969). 

Of the animal husbandry of the 1960s and 1970s, sheep breeding 
reached exceptional economic levels resulting in significant exports, and 
thus, incomes, but the fisheries and poultry farming show similar 
characteristics, whereof the highest was the share of the guinea-fowl and 
duck farming. The cattle and horse breeding dealt only with issues related to 
the rehabilitation of the genetic pool at the time (Table 4). 

The largest share in the exports and thus, the highest incomes came 
from fish exports, however, interestingly, the statistical evaluations do not 
provide numerical data for these stocks. 
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Table 4  
Livestock/pieces 

 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 
Cattle 2172 2615 2980 2955 2681 
Pig 7489 7820 7905 5015 1870 
Horse, 630 715 608 520 385 
Sheep 31838 33200 29020 14835 6485 
Poultry 59949 450300 690100 71500 20891 
Bee 48 69 36 55 46 

 

During the decentralized privatization of the State Farm, the large-
scale intensive animal farms were constantly privatized or liquidated 
between 1988 and 1992, which resulted mainly in the reduction of the cattle 
and sheep stocks. In this area, pig breeding had traditions mainly in 
household farms, but it has decreased to a minimum by today. The poultry 
stock consisted of waterfowl (geese, ducks) and guinea-fowl. Between 1960 
and 1980, the State Farm raised large quantities of so-called meat geese, 
pond-reared broiler ducks and broiler guinea-fowl according to the market 
demand of the time. By 2000, the poultry stock has reduced to a minimum. 
It is typical that in the village of Hortobágy, 100% of the cattle is kept 
industrially, while 30% of the horses, 65% of the sheep and 70% of the pigs 
can be found in small-scale, privately owned farms. As a result of the survey 
of the animal husbandry sector of the agriculture, it can be stated that, in 
accord with the Hortobágy soil conditions and the productivity of the natural 
vegetation evolved here, rearing cattle that is grazed in the open air all the 
year round and sheep is more dominant even to this day, as well as the fish 
culture, done within the frame of partly natural pond culture. 
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