
ĐELEKOVEC
Croatia's First Sand Martin Village

A STORY OF COMMUNITY,  
DRAVA RIVER AND BIRDS

Sand Martin (Riparia riparia) — 
ambassador of healthy rivers. 



THE POSITIVE POPULATION 
TREND OVER THE LAST 10 YEARS.

Lara Samošćanec Kiš, the mayor of the Municipality 
of Đelekovec and Jasna Puhar, Puhar Family Farm, 
© Marko Horvat

Vida Bartolin, the youngest member of the Vendi 
Association, © Mladen Međimorec

PROOF THAT LOCAL ACTION 
MAKES A DIFFERENCE

A GROWING COLONY
Across the UNESCO Five-Country Biosphere 
Reserve Mura-Drava-Danube, Sand Martin 
populations have been declining due to the 
loss of natural river banks. Against this 
trend, the colony at Libanovec stands out as 
a rare and significant success story.

A MODEL OF COMMUNITY, RIVER, 
AND NATURE LIVING SIDE BY SIDE

In 2024, Đelekovec was proclaimed Croa-
tia’s first Sand Martin Village - an award 
recognising the community’s dedication to 
protecting the colony on the steep sandy 
river bank of Libanovec on the Drava River. 
This achievement reflects years of collabo-
ration between the Municipality of Đelek-
ovec, the Puhar family farm, Hrvatske vode 
and WWF Austria.

Data source: River bird monitoring on the Mura, 
Drava, and Danube (2025), Prirodoslovno društvo 
Drava / Ivan Grlica
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The Sand Martin is Europe’s 
smallest swallow and one of 

the most fascinating riverine 
birds. Each year, it travels 
from central Africa to nest 

along European rivers, digging 
tunnels up to 70 cm deep into 

steep sandy river banks. 
In Croatia, it can be found 

in the UNESCO Five-Country 
Biosphere Reserve Mura-

Drava-Danube and along the 
Sava River, including secondary 

habitats such as gravel and 
sand extraction sites.
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When Sand Martins 
disappear, the river ecosystem 

is in serious trouble.

• WINGSPAN: 25–29 cm

• Greyish-brown upperparts, 
white belly, brown breast band

• Slim body with fast, agile flight

• SIZE: 12 cm 

• WEIGHT: 
about 14 g

APPEARANCE

WHY DOES IT MATTER?
The Sand Martin is more than a charming bird; it is an 
ambassador of river health. Where Sand Martins thrive, 
rivers retain their natural dynamics — making them one 
of the most reliable indicators of a living, functioning 
ecosystem.

THREATS – WHY IS THE 
POPULATION DECLINING?
The Sand Martin is a strictly protected species, yet its 
populations are in decline across Europe. 

The main causes are:

• River regulation, embankments, and hydropower 
plants › loss of natural steep banks and nesting sites

• Pesticides › fewer insects, less food

• Human disturbance during the breeding season

• Climate change › droughts in African wintering grounds 
reduce survival

SAND MARTIN 
IN NUMBERS

One family (2 
adults + 3 chicks) 
eats up to 10,000 
insects per day — 

up to 70% of which 
are mosquitoes 

From a few dozen 
to 5,000+ pairs in 

a single colony

6,000+ km 
migration 

to wintering 
grounds in Africa

New tunnels are 
dug every year, 

taking 2 to 14 days



A COMMUNITY 
PROTECTING NATURE
The Sand Martin has become a symbol of 
Đelekovec and of the Drava River. Local 
schools, cultural associations, farmers, 
tourism boards, and visitors are building a 
shared culture of care for nature:

• Workshops, pottery, drawings, and 
souvenirs inspired by Sand Martins 

• Ecotourism and educational visits 
at a safe distance from the colony 

• Collaboration between the commu-
nity, experts and institutions 

Educational actvity in the school, © Vendi

Sand Martin's souvenirs, author Dragutin Ciglar 
© Tourist board Central Podravina Sand Martin, © Bojana Dujmović

There is potential for the natural development of steep 
banks along the Drava in Koprivnica-Križevci County.

The Đelekovec 
colony shows that 

populations can 
recover when we 
give rivers space

to follow their 
natural dynamics.
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STEEP RIVER BANKS 
– KEY TO THEIR SURVIVAL

Sand Martins depend 
on steep river banks 
formed by natural 
river erosion. When 
banks are artificially rein-
forced, or when rivers lose 
their natural dynamics, 
Sand Martins lose their 
nesting sites - and they 
are not alone. Countless 
other species disappear 
with them. Preserving 
natural river banks means 
preserving a home for Sand 
Martins and the entire 
river ecosystem.

Steep river bank Libanovec, © Marko Lorenzo Blaslov

Sand Martin, © Goran Šafarek



“We farmers live from nature and with 
nature. We are glad to be able to farm the 

land in harmony with these birds.”
- Jasna Puhar, OPG Puhar family farm

“Đelekovec has proven that a commu-
nity can make a difference in protecting 

its natural values. It is a unique model 
for other communities in the UNESCO 

Five-Country Biosphere Reserve Mura- 
Drava-Danube.” 

   - Tanja Nikowitz, Nature Conservation 
Expert, WWF Austria

“The steep bank at Libanovec is a result of 
the Drava's natural dynamics and should 

be preserved. Hrvatske vode implemented 
an alternative approach here giving 

space for natural erosion processes, while 
protecting Sand Martin habitat and 

addressing the local community needs. 
This shows water management can work in 

harmony with nature.” 

        - Igor Tošić, DRAVA LIFE Project Manager, 
Hrvatske vode. 

“Sand Martins are a key indicator of river 
ecosystem health. We must keep raising 

awareness of their importance and fight to 
protect their habitats.”

- Mladen Levak, Association “VÊNDI”

VOICES OF THE COMMUNITY
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Healthy rivers, thriving birds, stronger communities!

Spread the word - healthy rivers 
need engaged communities 

Do not approach the 
edge of steep banks 

Do not disturb birds during the 
breeding season (April-July) 

Support initiatives that 
protect natural river banks 

HOW CAN YOU HELP?

“I am proud of this achievement in protecting 
our natural heritage along the Drava River. 
The return of the Sand Martins shows the 

power of linking our natural values with our 
community’s daily life.”

- Lara Samošćanec Kiš, Mayor  
of Đelekovec Municipality

Đelekovec is a model that other 
riverside villages can follow.


