HEATHLANDS
IN THE PODYJÍ/THAYATAL
NATIONAL PARK REGION

A walk through the colourful world of
heathlands in Podyjí
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A unique landscape unit can be found from Znojmo, across
Kraví hora Hill towards Hnanice and the Austrian Retz. It consists of the marginal slopes of the Bohemian Massif sloping
towards the Pannonian Lowlands. A mosaic of exceptional
species-rich heathlands and steppe grasslands has developed on the shallow substrates and plays host to a diverse
range of xerophilic and thermophilic species. It represents a
remnant of the old cultural landscape shaped by centuries
of gradual deforestation and centuries of grazing, and currently covers an area of about 100 hectares. Such an extensive landscape, the character of which is determined by the
low woody plant called Heather, cannot be found anywhere
else in the Czech Republic except in Podyjí. Thanks to the
location of the region and the variety of inanimate nature
here, the representatives of various migration flows have
found new homes here. These include thermophilic species
of Pontic-Pannonian or South Siberian origin, which have arrived here from the Pannonian Lowlands and are often on
the absolute edge of their range.

bucina) or Green-winged Orchid (Orchis morio) are among
the colourful jewels of the heathland and we will never forget a meeting with them. A peculiar feature of the springtime is the Purple Mullein (Verbascum phoeniceum), the
only one of our mulleins which has purple, or exceptionally,
white flowers. Rare species which originate on the nearby
Alpine meadows include the yellow-flowering Buckler Mustard (Biscutella laevigata subsp. varia). The silver whiskers,
which form the feathered awns of the Feather-grass Stipa
pennata, are also unmistakable.
The summer months on the heathlands bring such extreme conditions, caused by the combination of high daytime temperatures and the lack of rainfall, that only highly
specialised and adapted species can survive. These include
the yellow-flowering perennial Dwarf Everlasting (Helichry-

Flora
Heathlands are remarkable throughout the year, but are at
their most interesting in early spring and late summer.
In early spring the heaths are decorated by the purple
flowers of the Great Pasque Flower (Pulsatilla grandis). The
yellow flowers of the Early Star of Bethlehem (Gagea bohemica subsp. bohemica), which grows together with the rare
and inconspicuous California Rock-jasmine (Androsace elongata), will also catch our eye.
Spring on the heathlands is a colourful time. The multicoloured orchids – Elder-flowered Orchid (Dactylorhiza sam3
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1 Great Pasque Flowers are among the first messengers of spring,
adorning the Podyjí heathlands in late March and early April
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2 The Purple Mullein will catch our eye with its purple flowers
and only occurs in the south-eastern part of the park
3 The heathland is lit up by the bright yellow flowers of the
Eyebright Orthantha lutea in late summer

sum arenarium), Jenny’s Stonecrop (Sedum reflexum) and the
distinctive and spiny Field Eryngo (Eryngium campestre).
In late summer the heathlands are illuminated by the
tiny purple-pink flowers of Heather (Calluna vulgaris), the
striking flowers of the Yellow Garlic Allium flavum and the
Eyebright Orthantha lutea. In places where the mother substrate is covered by a loess layer, the steppe grasslands may
be enriched by the Goldilocks Aster (Aster linosyris).
In addition to Heather, small shrubs we may find include
Hairy Greenweed (Genista pilosa) together with the Brooms
Chamaecytisus ratisbonensis and Cytisus procumbens. The
low, creeping and inconspicuous Gallic Rose (Rosa gallica)
reveals its presence when its large pink flowers appear.

The occurrence of Waxcap fungi is characteristic – including
the Meadow Waxcap (Hygrocybe pratensis) and Scarlet Waxcap (H. coccinea), as well as Coral fungi. If you look carefully
you may even see such finger-like fungi of only a few centimetres in height. The Ebony Cup fungus (Pseudoplectania
nigrella) would be a rare find here.

Fauna
The Podyjí heathlands, with their mosaic of steppe grasslands, are among the biotopes with the highest species
diversity, especially of invertebrate animals. For example,
almost 1,200 butterfly species have been recorded here,
which is more than half of all the known species in Podyjí NP.
On our walks across the heathlands in springtime we may
meet the Green-underside Blue (Glaucopsyche alexis) or the
Spotted Fritillary (Melitaea didyma). In the summertime
the large Woodland Grayling (Hipparchia fagi) will catch the
visitor’s eye.
The colourful Jewel Beetle Anthaxia olympica, which often sits on the flowers of Hawkweeds or Yarrows, develops
on the sunlit roses on these dry lands. The massive flower
heads of the Great Mullein (Verbascum thapsus) are occupied by the rare Weevil Cionus olivieri. Recently, long missing
beetles which are bound to cattle dung have reappeared
here, thanks to the renewed grazing of horses – for example the Scarab Beetle Euoniticellus fulvus. The endangered
Fungus Beetle Lycoperdina bovistae hides in old puffballs.
If we are lucky we may see the male Ladybird Spiders
(Eresus spp.) as they search for breeding partners.
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The Thrift Armeria vulgaris flowers all-year-round on the
heathlands.
The shrub growths are also remarkable. In addition to the
common Dog-rose (Rosa canina), attentive visitors may also
find the very thorny Burnet Rose (Rosa spinosissima) with
its little white flowers or the rare Dwarf Cherry (Prunus fruticosa). The shrub with distinctive yellow flowers on bright
green stems is the Common Broom (Cytisus scoparius), the
branches of which were previously used to make brooms.
The rich undergrowth on the heathlands consists of lichens and mosses. Typical representatives of the lichens
include the Cup Lichens (Cladonia spp.). The mosses growing on bare soils may include the uncommon Brown Shieldmoss (Buxbaumia aphylla).
We may even find attractive fungi on the heathlands. In
suitable weather conditions we may encounter the attractive and edible Mosaic Puffball and the Parasol Mushroom.
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4 The Green-winged Orchid is a small orchid, which we may
see on the Popice Heath in early May

5 The Spotted Fritillary prefers overgrown areas of the heath
land
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highly regarded and is known as “the queen of honeys”, and
we should not forget its broad healing powers.
Great Pasque Flower is a perennial, extremely poisonous
plant with large blue-violet flowers. Every year in early spring
it decorates the rocky outcrops and heathlands in Podyjí. In
the Czech Republic it is only found naturally in Moravia. It
requires patches of bare earth without vegetation on the
heathland so that its seeds may successfully germinate.
Winged Greenweed (Genista sagittalis) belongs to the Legume family, which also includes the beans. It was obviously
planted on the heathland near the Popice Chapel in the past
and has become naturalised here. It catches the eye of attentive visitors in summertime with its large yellow flowers.
Its most distinctive feature is its narrow longitudinal leaves,
growing from all around the green stem.
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None of the vertebrates are strictly bound to the heathlands, but certain species prefer this habitat. Typical vertebrates we may meet on the heathlands include the agile
Emerald Lizard (Lacerta viridis) or the Smooth Snake (Coronella austriaca), a smaller snake, the colourings of which may
remind us of the Adder (which, of course, does not live here).
The plaintive song of the Woodlark (Lullula arborea) may occasionally be heard on the heathlands, but also on the forest
fringes or in the vineyards on the eastern edge of the national
park. With a little luck on our evening walks across the fringes
of the heath, where it borders onto open woodland, we may
hear the rolling call of the Nightjar (Caprimulgus europaeus),
a remarkable bird which may remind us of the Owls and the
Swifts, although it is not related to either of them.
The scattered old trees provide nesting sites in their hollow trunks for the Hoopoe (Upupa epops), which we may meet
quite frequently on the heathlands, especially in springtime.
The shrub growths on the heaths are the favoured habitat
of other bird species, such as the Barred Warbler (Sylvia nisoria), Red-backed Shrike (Lanius collurio) or the predominantly
ground-nesting Corn Bunting (Emberiza calandra). In the
past the varied mosaic of the landscape with heathlands and
open forests was inhabited by the Black Grouse (Tetrao tetrix),
but this species completely disappeared from the landscape
of Podyjí several decades ago.

Broom is a medium to large shrub, which grows in abundance around the Popice Chapel. Just like the previous species, it was clearly brought to Podyjí in the past. This plant
plays an important role as a food source for several insect
species (e.g. Jewel Beetles, Longhorn Beetles, Weevils and
Butterflies), although we sometimes have to cut back the
Broom growths to restrict their rapid spread.
Eastern Eggar moth (Eriogaster catax) – groups of the darkcoloured caterpillars of this rare moth from the Lasiocampidae hiding in their nests made of spider’s webs on the small

Features of the Heathlands
Heather is a small, woody species which is undemanding of
heat and moisture, and typically accompanies old pastures
on acidic soil. It can tolerate grazing, which actually supports
its spread. Heather used to be collected as bedding and
in some countries it is still used for fuel. Heather honey is
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6 The Smooth Snake is occasionally mistaken for an Adder
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7 The Winged Greenweed only grows in Podyjí on the heath
land near the Popice Chapel. It can be identified by the
narrow longitudinal leaves growing from all sides of the
stem
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Hawthorn bushes may catch our eye in April. This is a typical
species of the heathlands, shrubby areas and open woodland
in Podyjí and is protected under the Natura 2000 network.

The Woodlark is a rare relative of the well-known Skylark. In
Podyjí it prefers the heathlands with scattered trees. It may
even overwinter in this area in exceptional cases.

The Bush-cricket Ephippiger ephippiger – from the summertime onwards, for example around the Popice Chapel, we
may hear its short and curt chirping. These are the calls of
the males of this Bush-cricket, which live a hidden life. This
rare species inhabits dry and warm biotopes with shrub
growths. In the Czech Republic, it only lives in a few localities
in south-western Moravia.

The Corn Bunting is the largest of our Buntings, but it is also
one of the least colourful. Its favourite habitats are open,
preferably grassy, areas with scattered bushes.
Kraví hora (Cow Mountain). We may see the best examples
of the Podyjí heathlands alongside the ancient trails leading from Znojmo across Kraví hora to Austria. It is of interest
that the soldiers, who used this area as a training ground for
many years, helped to maintain the open, forest-free character of this heathland. Even in previous centuries it was
a favourite locality for military manoeuvres during military
campaigns. In addition to the beautiful views of Znojmo, we
may also admire the rich growths of Heather here.

The Emerald Lizard is our largest lizard. The males are coloured bright green with a blue throat. This thermophilic species is widespread on the heathlands between Znojmo and
Hnanice. In addition to movement across the ground, it is
also an excellent climber and may occasionally feast on bird
chicks taken from their nests.
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8 We may see the caterpillars of the rare Eastern Eggar
butterfly on Hawthorn and Blackthorn bushes in springtime
9 The bizarre Bush-cricket Ephippiger ephippiger is unique
to south-western Moravia
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10 The Corn Bunting catches our attention with its song, rather
than its inconspicuous appearance
11 The view of Znojmo from Kraví hora Hill in late summer is complemented by the sea of tiny purple flowers on the Heather

The Popice and Konice Hillocks spread out between these
two villages and play host to unique thermophilic flora with
psammophytes, species which are bound to sand. Examples
include the rare and inconspicuous Grey Hair-grass (Corynephorus canescens) or the yellow-flowering Dwarf Everlast.
The bushes are decorated by lichens, including strands of
Old Man’s Beard Lichens (Usnea spp.).
The Havraníky and Popice Heathlands are the largest
heathland complex in Podyjí. We can find the Winged Greenweed and growths of Bulbous Saxifrage here in May. The
old Cherry trees represent the remnants of old orchards and
scattered woody plants on the abandoned fields which were
previously cultivated here.
Fladnitz Heath is one of the nature monuments established
in the Podyjí NP buffer zone. This is a hillock built of more resistant rock with the occurrence of thermophilic vegetation
and surrounded by vineyards. A rich population of Greenwinged Orchids grow here. The rarer butterflies include the
Safflower Skipper (Pyrgus carthami).
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maximum extent, and combine them with modern conservation approaches and technical possibilities. The basis for
the maintenance of selected parts of the heathlands is grazing by sheep or goats. Areas which are extremely overgrown (Roses, Broom, Plums) are occasionally treated by
thinning out these clumps of shrubs and bushes.
The grassy areas with Oat-grass and Reed-grass on the
abandoned fields are gradually transformed into steppe
grasslands, using a combination of mowing and grazing.
Invasive species also bring certain problems here. An unpleasant immigrant is the North American Black Locust tree
(Robinia pseudacacia), which has completely replaced the
original heathland vegetation in places. Similar problems are
caused by the native, but strongly expansive Wood Smallreed (Calamagrostis epigeios). In the future, we would like to
extend the grazing areas and involve other species of ruminants – beef cattle and horses.

Heaths near Retz. In the surroundings of Retz we can find
several hillocks surrounded by sunlit vineyards and with the
picturesque backdrop of a windmill. The flora is very similar to the heathlands on the Moravian side, but we can find
several unique animal species here, e.g. the Lesser Spotted
Fritillary (Melitaea trivia) and the Eastern Baton Blue (Pseudophilotes vicrama) butterflies, which are already extinct in
Moravia. Another typical species is the rare Grasshopper
Stenobothrus nigromaculatus. The locality is protected under
the Natura 2000 network.

Management of the heathlands
Heathlands are an example of a habitat, which cannot survive without human care. The fragments of heathland in
Podyjí National Park contain exceptional species diversity
and allow many significant and rare species to survive. The
abandonment of traditional management leads to a gradual
degradation, and therefore it is necessary to maintain the
most valuable sites using targeted care. Important factors
which have shaped the local heathlands with varying intensities over the centuries were grazing cattle, haymaking and
burning old growth.
The current management methods seek to respect the
knowledge about the historical activities by humans to the
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12 Heathland near Retz
13 Breaking the sod is a successful way of suppressing
the Reed-grass and renewing the Heather

14

It turns out that the stands of Heather, but also some insect species, benefit from interventions which seem to be
destructive at first glance, such as the breaking of the sod
by using heavy machinery or burning in a mosaic pattern.
In terms of long-term sustainability, it is desirable that care
for the heathlands should became part of their rational cultivation (grazing and livestock breeding, production of meat
and dairy products, the use of biomass, etc.) and not just
narrowly focused on nature conservation activities.
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14 Without grazing the heathland would quickly turn into
a forest
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