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ECOLOGICAL CHANGES OF THE RIVER TÚR WATER BASIN IN 
ROMANIA IN THE XX. CENTURY 

 
FAZEKAS Lóránd 

Societatea Ornitologică Română Satu Mare, Str. Paris nr. 83, 440044 Satu Mare 
 

 
Rezumat: Schimbările ecologice a bazinul hidrografic al râului Tur in secolul 
XX. La începutul secolului XIX-lea regiunea superioara a râului Tisa de care aparţine si 
râul Tur, a fost un peisaj cu păduri, zăvoaie, meandre a apelor curgătoare, iazuri si zone 
mlăştinoase supuse forţei modelatoare a apelor. Viiturile venite de multe ori prin 
surprindere, inundau regiunea de mai multe ori pe an. Primul proiect de amenajare a văi 
râului Tur au fost conceputa in anul 1886, insa realizarea ei a rămas pe planul al doilea. 
Principalul motiv era ca toate viiturile si inundaţiile din lunca râului Tur s-au retras in 
general fără să lase in urma lor zone întregi băltoase-mlăştinoase iar lunca inundabila era 
dominata de păduri de stejar si silvostepa. Lucrările de regularizare de la începutul 
secolului al XX-lea au produs schimbări majore în ecologia peisajului. Efectuarea 
lucrărilor de îndiguire a albiei principale si a cursurilor de ape aferente, precum 
secţionarea meandrelor a durat mai mult de 60 ani cu mai multe întreruperi in timp a 
lucrărilor. Iazurile, secţiunile de meandre izolate, si gropile cu apa rămase după lucrările 
de terasamente au devenit cu timpul noi biotopuri care oferă o mare varietate de condiţii 
pentru supravieţuire. Aceste ape se încălzesc repede si sunt bogate in elemente nutritive 
asigurând un mediu adecvat pentru vietăţi acvatice. Forţele naturii, timp de un secol nu 
au reuşit sa schimbe faţa acestui peisaj atât de mult cât a reuşit forţa umana. Oare toate 
schimbările au fost benefice sau chiar am greşit când ne-am implicat mult prea mult in 
schimbarea acestui peisaj – răspunsurile vin încetul cu încetul de la mama natura. 

 
 

The landscape of Upper Tisza region in the middle of 19 century with its open 
woodlands, meandering rivers, oxbow lakes and swampy plains were shaped by the 
overwhelming force of different rivers. Túr is one of them – with her unexpected 
floods as well. 

For centuries, outside forces has not resulted in so many changes on this landscape 
than the force of human power. What we have done well, or where we have changed 
things more than enough – and having transformed the face of this specific landscape 
excessively – we only realize it nowadays. 

The water and flood control of Upper Tisza and the rivers Szamos and Túr was 
called into existence by the successive floods in 1869, 1879, 1881 and 1884, which 
came over this region destroying settlements and produced huge damages.  

In May 14, 1879 the Szatmár County Water Control Society was found, its first 
step was the control of Ér, Ecsedi wetland and Szamos River. The first plans 
regarding the water management of River Túr were made in 1886, but their 
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achievement took time because the floodplain of River Túr was open woodland, with 
oak forests and the river withdrew leaving no swampy patches or plains behind. Water 
planning of streams Éger and Sár were realized in a collaboration of 12 villages who 
founded The Éger and Sár Draining Society – with a primary purpose to straighten 
the streambeds and drain some minor swamps. In 1920, activities, documentation and 
administration of The Éger and Sár Draining Society were taken over by the newly 
formed Tisa-Somes Organization. 

At the beginning of the 20th century the whole valley area of the River Túr had 
been often flooded not only by River Túr but also by River Tisza because there had 
not been any kind of embankments in the region. Floodwater of Tisza came through 
the stream Batár, which is a tributary of Tisza and the water, making its way between 
Nevetlenfalva and Péterfalva invaded the Túr valley.  

Using their own resources, some villages made embankments but these banks in 
some places did not reach one meter high and they were very close to the river – as 
noted in 1903 by a catholic priest in Historia Domus, that day men were working at the 
embankments on the river side. These old embankments were used as built-in 
elements during a later construction of embankments in 1974. 

The year of 1907 brought the renewals of the water management plans of 1886 for 
the regions of Rivers Tisza and Szamos. There were two conceptions concerning the 
flood problem of the region: one was to make a barrage which was supposed to hold 
back the power of flooded waters and another one was to build a Tisza-Túr channel, 
rescuing the human settlement from the fear of unexpected floods. The second idea, 
which involved the building of a channel – an artificial bed branching from Túr, 
starting where it passes through the Sárköz Forest and ending at the foot of the 
mountain it was supposed to collect the water from Turc, Hodos and Batár streams. 
According to the plan it would have fallen into River Tisza at Tiszativadar (Ukraine) 
after a length of 33 kilometers.  

Based on the approved plans from 1914 – in the spring of 1915 the channel 
construction work started – from the direction of River Tisza and the same time, the 
First World War started, too. Because the lack of manpower there were war prisoners 
working in 4 points of construction until April 4 1918 when they were withdrawn 
from the sites. In spite of using an excavator only 4 km of the channel was finished 
between River Tisza and Csomafalva village by. 

The Treaty of Trianon saved the Túr valley but the flood control remained a 
problem. The treaty cut the region into 3 different parts and it took considerable time 
to gather the specialists again at the planning table for the same purpose – to start a 
new water management project. This happened in1926, in Szatmár city, when 
Romanian, Hungarian and Czechoslovakian specialists in water management – made a 
common decision to not continue the channel construction, mainly due to financial 
reasons. The substitute suggestion involved the arrangement of the riverbed of Túr 
and the constructions of higher embankments alongside of the river.  
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According to the agreement, Hungarians had to start the construction works at the 
mouth section of Tisza River after this, the construction works would continue on the 
Romanian territory. Within 210 days an 11.5 km channel had been finished. It starts 
from Sonkád, and reaches River Tisza near Halabor village (Ukraine) – resulting in 
River Túr loosing a 65 km meandering section from its length. From Sonkád to the 
Romanian border 12 cutoffs were made on the River Túr. 

 
River Túr originates in the Gutin-Kőhát range, at the Buiona hillside at 960m 

altitude. The whole water basin of the river lies on Romanian territory in Szatmár 
County and more than 2/3 part of its 1210 km2 is lowland. The river enters the basin 
at the village of Kőszegremete, passing between Somos and Külyön hills. 

Restrictions of the water basin of the river in the 1920’s have changed the 
ecological conditions of the county. Alongside the main channel secondary dams were 
being built in 1922, 1928, and 1938 and in 1942 – including more than 30 cutoffs on 
the river. 

The remarkable moments of the constructions were the change of the wooden 
bridge to a steel one at the Szatmár-Halmi railway pass in the 1920’s and in 1942, 
when a complete riverbed arrangement of the River Túr took place at the village of 
Túrterebes, in order to made a short detour outside the village, and the change of the 
wooden bridge at Vámos into a concrete one so as to let the mash forward of the 
German troops.  

It took more than 60 years to complete the embankment of the main and 
secondary channels, to raise the old embankments and to cut off meanders.  

As embankment resulted in leaving artificial ponds, oxbow lakes and pits outside 
the embankments, these, at high water level become new habitat patches in the 
landscape with a rich vegetation and special fauna. 

 
The shallow part of deep waters are dominated by the Broadleaf Cattail (Typha 

latifolia), while deeper parts of backwaters are inhabitated by the deeply rooted Yellow 
Pond Lily (Nuphar lutea). In the meander near the railway bridge, in the west part – 
Water Soldiers (Stratiotes aloides) - a protected plant occupies the whole water surface. 
One can find the Giant Arrowhead (Sagittaria sagittifolia) in many places, while on the 
margin of still and slowly moving water is occupied by the Flowering Rush (Butomus 
umbellatus) with its umbel-like pink flowers and by other aquatic species such as the 
Water Plantain (Alisma plantago-aquatica).  

Orchids like Orchis laxiflora subsp. palustris, Yellow Loosestrife (Lysmachia punctata) 
and Wand Loosestrife (Lythrum virgatum) are found in various types of wet soils 
including swamps and along lake and stream shores. Special fish species like Rutilus 
picus virgo live here. This was first described from Romania by Petru Banarescu in 
1964. The lakes, streams and wetlands provide a variety of habitats that are attractive 
to amphibians such as the Great Crested Newt (Triturus cristatus), reptiles such as the 
Grass Snake (Natrix natrix), swamp tortoise (Emis orbicularis) and a range of aquatic 
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birds including Litter Bittern (Ixobrychus minutus), Spotted Crake (Porzana porzana), 
Common Moorhen (Gallinula chloropus), and warblers (Acrocephalus sp.) species such as 
the Great Reed-warbler (Acrocephalus arundinaceus). 

Mammals are represented by the ermine (Mustela erminea) in low species number 
and by the otter (Lutra lutra). Otters inhabit water filled gravel pits of Dabolc, the 
backwaters near Turterebes and the River Túr as well.  

The year 1973 brought along great ecological changes when the non-ferrous metal 
mining had started at Turc. The high concentration of toxic chemicals contaminated 
the water of Turc stream, a tributary of River Túr. The contamination led to drastic 
changes in the water quality of the stream, as it became rusty-red and ”silent”. 
Continuous water poisoning of Túr River through Turc stream – with high doses of 
heavy metal ions – resulted in fish poisoning and massive fish death in the summers 
of 1994 and 2000. 

Restricting the flow of the river water raised new problems – inland inundations 
and the need for a channel system and ditch locks along embankments. Due to 
changes to the landscape architecture, more and more wet meadows were involved in 
agricultural practice. These fresh meadows were also important for storm water and 
floodwater retention – their names shows this specific feature: Sárér (meaning mud-
stream), Patak oldala (Csedreg village), Fekete vizi dűlő, Pótor kátyó (Kökenyesd 
village), Határ lápos (meaning margin-wetland or swamp,) Egres (Halmi village), Kőrös 
mocsár (meaning Kőrös-swamp) (Dabolc village), Csíkászó (Kisbábony village), Hódos 
tanya (Túrterebes village) and others. To drain the inland inundation waters there new 
and bigger channels were constructed in the 40’s: the Szénégető channel, near the 
village of Szárazberek in 1941, and another one near the village of Kökenyesd in 1942, 
and in 1942 at the left side of the river the Cser channel had also been finished near 
the country border.  

Floodwater drainage from wetland meadows were drained by the 70’s. Channels 
were deepened, the whole channel system was enlarged and 11 suction–pump station 
were built to control the high water level after heavy raining – and to pump the water 
into the river. 

Inland flood and rainwater were collected by Batár stream before 1970, but the 
new channel system conducted them into River Túr. To this end, deeper main 
channels were needed and in the case of Csedreg village a new suction pump station 
had to be put into operation. Obviously the channel system quickly drains the 
rainwater that accumulates on agricultural fields after heavy rains, but in the dry 
periods of summer every drop of water is essential for agriculture. In the case of the 
river Tur, draining the water surplus had a simple and bad consequence – the 
groundwater level dropped under the threshold level and in dry periods of summer 
agricultural fields became arid lands. 

The newly introduced channel system brought a new disposition in the lowland 
landscape – the old landscape elements, like ditches, tree and hedgerows which used 
to locate field plots, have lost their importance. 
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The new system of ponds, ditches, embankments and low surface woodland plots 
was useful in the fast drainage of rain and flood water – but sometimes it was not 
enough.  

At the night of May 14 in 1970 a terrible flood stroke trough the embankments 
near Halmi village and hundreds of hectares of agricultural lands, pastures, and 
woodlots were covered by the furious water. Many Hungarian villages were destroyed 
over the right embankments of River Túr. After this devastating flood water control 
specialists decided to construct a flood control reservoir. The first plans for this 
artificial lake had been conceptualized back in 1886. 

The biggest artificial lake of Szatmár County was finished in 1972: it is the 
Kányaházi reservoir (Calinesti Oas) reservoir at the foot of Zselnice hills. Later, 6 
other minor lakes were added. The artificial lake of Kányaháza (“Avas Sea”) with 360 
hectares of open water surface became an attractive new element of lowland 
landscape, and of course it is a perfect habitat for birds. 

 
At the beginning of the 70’s other fishing lakes were constructed alongside the 

river. 2 huge lake systems were formed: one at the village of Berek with 345 hectares 
and the second at Adorján with 220 hectares of open water surface. The River Túr 
remains the water source and suction pumps are used to lift the water from the river 
into the lakes. There are other important lakes were the water filled gravel pit from 
Dabolc and the 10-ha fishing lake near the village of Kökenyesd.  

Within a short period of time the open water surface became a real water bird 
paradise. At spring and autumn many migrating bird flocks from Central and North 
Europe use these lakes to rest and feed.  

In mild winters The Grey Heron and teal species spend the whole season here but 
The Northern Harrier (Circus cyaneus) and The Short-eared Owl (Asio flammeus) also 
overwinter here. From spring to autumn bird species like Little Egret (Egretta garzetta), 
Great Egret (Ardea alba), Eurasian Spoonbill (Platalea leucorodia), Black Stork (Cicconia 
nigra), Purple Heron (Ardea purpurea) are present in this wet habitat. 

Shallow waters and muddy margins were invaded by small flocks of Jack Snipes 
(Lymnocryptes minimus), Northern Lapwings (Vanellus vanellus) and Black-headed Gulls 
(Larus ridibundus). Open water surfaces were preferred by Greater White-fronted 
Goose (Anser albifrons) and rare species could also be found here including the 
Eurasian Wigeon (Anas Penelope), the Common Pochard (Aythya farina), the Northern 
Pintail (Anas acuta) the Common Goldeneye (Bucephala clangula) and others. Deep 
waters were frequented by Red-necked Grebe (Podiceps grisegena) Great Crested Grebe 
(Podiceps cristatus) and Horned Eared Grebe (Podiceps nigricollis). The Arctic Loon (Gavia 
arctica), the Smew (Mergellus albellus) together with the Common Merganser (Mergus 
merganser) were also present here in smaller flocks.  

After the change of the regime in the 90’s, the whole lake system was neglected. 
Sometimes some of the lakes remain without a water supply for whole seasons long. 
Within a relatively short period of time the fauna and flora of this special habitat 
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patches declined and disappeared. In springs and autumns only a small number of 
water bird species and bird flock are there for feeding or for overwintering. 

By restricting the river in order to free agricultural land from inland inundations, 
the range of woodland was also changed. At the beginning of the last century in many 
places the woodland had reached the villages. The landscape elements are remaining 
living memories with their names reflecting that there used to be woodlands and 
clearings: Vágott erdő (Halmi village), Kis bikes (Túrterebes village), Nagy csere, 
Véneredő (means Old wood) (Adorján village), Nagy Éger (Dabolc village), Tőgyes-
szeg (means Oak wood) (Kökenyesd village) and there are other denominations. The 
word “láz” was used to denominate the borders between fields and land patches. The 
word is of Hungarian or Slavic origin and used to mean “clearing”: Rákóczi-láz 
(Csedreg village), Selymes-láz, Kosán-láz (Kökényesd village), Bornyú-láz, Kis Békás-
láz (Túrterebes village). Nowadays these places are pastures and arable lands.  

The floodplain of River Túr with its old oak and sallow trees has disappeared. The 
main part of wet woods and open woodlands were cut out in 30’s. This happened to 
the woodland between villages Túrterebes and Adorján, along the left riverside. At the 
right riverside between villages Túrterebes and Túrterebesihegy woodland from both 
side of the road was simply cut out. The main part of woodlands near Mikola and 
Berek villages and a part of Kökenyesd wet wood on the right river side of the river 
were deforested. Loosing habitats decreased the number of predatory birds: Eurasian 
Buzzard (Buteo buteo), Eurasian Hobby (Falco subbuteo), Eurasian Sparrowhawk (Accipiter 
nissus), and Tawny Owl (Strix aluco). Open woodlands, with ancient trees are generally 
suitable nesting place for the Green Woodpecker (Picus viridis) and the Gray-faced 
Woodpecker (Picus canis) but after deforestation their population numbers decreased, 
and the same trend was observed in the case of other bird species like the Common 
Wood-Pigeon (Columba palumbus), the Eurasian Turtle-Dove (Streptopelia turtur), the 
European Roller (Coracias garrulous) and other warbler species. 

Green corridors, trees and hedgerows alongside the ditches were destroyed for 
various reasons and the connection between remaining woodland patches were 
annihilated this way. Some bird species such as the Eurasian Nuthatch (Sitta europaea) 
live and nest exclusively in this type of forest patches near Mikola village. Due to the 
lack of green corridors only an extremely low number of birds can be found in the 
nearer forest patches in the 5 km-range of Berek and Kökényesd villages.  

Some bird species need a special habitat structure to survive. In this altered 
landscape their population is decreasing: species like Sylvia is one of the sad examples. 
Ground-nesting bird species also decrease in number due to habitat lost.  

Beside the negative effects of landscape changes, some bird species find the new 
place suitable to reproduce, one of these newcomers is the Black Woodpecker 
(Dryocopus martius). In 2 well isolated woodlots, there are nests of 20- 30 pairs of Grey 
Heron (Ardea cinerea) and a low number of Black Stork (Cicconia nigra) also prefers the 
same places for nesting.  
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Fieldfares (Turdus pilaris) are wandering in large flocks from autumn to spring in 
the lowland shrub patches for fruits and berries, during overwintering. 

Analyzing the changes to the landscape of River Túr we clearly see the man, as 
being the main factor behind. But are we able to stop ourselves at this point? Can the 
present biodiversity of the land be preserved? The answer is probably laid in the 
decade yet to come. We would like to express our worries and strong wish that 
ecology should not fall a victim of economics.  
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