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Spatial connectivity of biotopes: A foundation 
of nature conservation  
Carsten Kolbe-Weber 

 

 

1 Introduction 

The ongoing high rate of loss of biodiversity indicates that the current efforts of nature protection are 
not sufficient. The dynamic of landscape and habitat fragmentation could not be stopped. Landscape 
and habitat fragmentation is one of the main causes of decreasing biodiversity and one of the most 
serious problems nature protection is facing. Questions of spatial connectivity of biotopes – based on 
different models and theories – have been discussed strongly for more than thirty years. Today, con-
cepts of ecological networks represent a central strategy to achieve spatial connectivity in the light of 
continuously intensifying land use and fragmentation of landscape.  

The Habitat and the Birds Directives lay the legal basis of the Natura 2000 network which is currently 
the most far-reaching effort to ensure biodiversity. Against this background and along the lines of 
scientific discussion the article shows that modern concepts of spatial connectivity of biotopes are 
useful and indispensable for nature conservation.  

In the following chapters the loss of biodiversity and habitat fragmentation is analysed. Then basic 
concepts of spatial connectivity and ecological networks are presented and assessed. After that, exis-
ting initiatives towards establishing ecological networks discussed. Finally, conclusions regarding the 
need for spatial connectivity of Natura 2000 sites are drawn. 

 

 

2 The problem – loss of biodiversity 

2.1 Loss of biodiversity in Europe 

Globally a species goes extinct every twenty minutes. This adds up to 26,000 species per year. 
34,000 plants and 5,200 animals are currently endangered (BfN 2001: 10). An important aspect is the 
coextinction of one species, caused by the loss of another species. In addition to the 12,257 endan-
gered species declared by the IUCN in 2003, another 6,300 species could be coendangered (Koh et 
al. 2004: 1632). A study from the European Environmental Agency from 1999 shows that wildlife is 
drastically threatened as many semi-natural habitats are degraded or lost in Europe. For example 
38 per cent of birds and 45 per cent of butterfly species are under the threat of extinction and more 
than 60 per cent of wetlands areas have been lost (Kommission der Europäischen Gemeinschaft 
2002: 2).  

Figure 1 shows the percentage of extinct or endangered mammals in Europe at the level of nation 
states. The highest percentage of endangered mammals (51-75 per cent, dark areas) is located in the 
centre of Europe. As biological diversity has a high value in social, economic, scientific, educational 
and cultural terms (UNEP 1992: Preamble), the loss of biodiversity is a serious problem.  
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Figure 1:  Percentages of extinct or endangered mammal species in Europe 
 

 

2.2 Reasons for the loss of biodiversity 

The loss of biodiversity is chiefly caused by high densities of settlements and transportat infrastruc-
ture as well as by an intensification of agriculture and forestry. These factors lead to an alteration of 
ecosystems and also to the fragmentation of landscapes (BfN 2002: 71; Jedicke 1994: 32 ff.). In gen-
eral, when fragmentation occurs, nutrient cycling, carbon and water fluxes and many other functions 
are altered (Solé, Montoya 2001: 2044 after Borval et al. 2000). 

As a consequence of the increased intensity of land-use and the cumulative effects of fragmentation 
of landscape, protected areas more and more become islands in a “hostile” environment. Therefore a 
central question is how negative effects caused by landscape fragmentation can be reduced. 

Habitat fragmentation divides large areas of natural habitats into smaller patches. The results are an 
overall loss of habitats, a reduction of the size of the remaining habitats and increasing isolation. 
Small fragments with a high ratio of perimeter to area are more vulnerable to edge disturbance that 
can be caused by agriculture, highways, or tourism. The sharpness of habitat edges, i.e. the contrast 
and interface between natural areas and developed landscape and infrastructures, is especially hard 
when buffer zones are absent and the remaining patches are small (Bennett 2003: 13 ff.). On the 
other hand the total number of species can also increase because of immigration of species, re-
placement of stenecious by euryecious species and an increasing number of small habitats (Jedicke 
1994: 55 ff.).  
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According to a recent prognosis, the consumption of new land for transport infrastructure, settlement 
and economic activities will further increase (BfN 2002: 71). The EU enlargement of 2004 will also 
contribute to this development, particularly in border regions, e.g. through the improvement of infra-
structure systems. 

 

As fragmentation of habitats and populations is a major reason for the loss of biodiversity, spatial 
connectivity of biotopes ought to be a key element of modern conservation strategies. 

 

 

3 Biological foundations of spatial connectivity  

Connectivity is a parameter of landscape function, which measures the processes by which sub-
populations of organisms are interconnected into a functional demographic unit. Connectedness also 
refers to the structural links between elements of the spatial structure of a landscape. It can be de-
scribed on the base of mappable elements (Bouwma et al. 2002: 23). This article follows Bennett who 
uses the term connectivity in both ways (Bennett 2003: 49 ff.).  

A lot of species need inter-linkages between several sub-habitats for different purposes like feeding, 
breeding, resting or migrating. Such linkages can be achieved by different elements of connectivity 
such as habitat mosaics, stepping stones and habitat corridors.  

Three ecological theories give basic hints why and how patches in the landscape should be con-
nected: 

• Equilibrium theory of island biogeography, 

• metapopulation models, and 

• the concept of minimal viable population (MVP). 

The equilibrium theory of island biogeography postulates that the number of species occurring on an 
island tends towards an equilibrium. This is determined by a dynamic balance between the rate of 
colonisation by new species and the rate of extinction of species resident on the island. Main aspects 
are the correlation between the number of species and the size of the island, the turnover of species 
and the distance to the next island (like a stepping stone), which have a positive influence on the 
colonisation rate and the number of species (Bennett 2003: 38 f.; Halle 2002: 135). Basically biodiver-
sity is seen as a dependent variable of the size of the island and of its distance. Although there are 
obvious parallels, it seems that the equilibrium theory of island biogeography can not be applied with-
out any limitations to real landscapes. Fragmented landscapes and their habitats are embedded in 

Figure 2:   

Process of habitat fragmen-
tation (drawing by Kolbe-
Weber) 
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other structures than islands within an ocean. The borders in real landscapes are less hard and dif-
ferent exchange correlations exist in the landscape (e.g. shift of species). The equilibrium theory of 
island biogeography is generally important to understand the problem of isolation and its conse-
quences for the development of ecological networks which include a differentiated assessment of 
isolation effects for single species (Jedicke 1994: 56 f.). For the application to nature protection the 
theory seems mainly to be practicable for protected areas on a small scale and for approaches which 
cover the whole geographical extension of species (Jedicke 1994: 83 f.). On the basis of the equilib-
rium theory of island biogeography the metapopulation model focuses on different single populations 
which form a network of exchange by movements of individuals. Most commonly it is referred to as a 
“metapopulation” or “population of populations”.  

The metapopulation model was developed because most populations are divided into local popula-
tions. The local populations settle on suitable habitats which are separated from other populations by 
areas of poorer quality. Extinction and colonisation occurs within the local populations, resulting in a 
pattern of distribution, which changes over time. Habitat patterns which assist animals to move 
through the landscape reduce the risk of extinction in one habitat, enable recolonisation by individuals 
and genetic interchange more rapidly and support the overall persistence of the species on the re-
gional level. The local populations interact in the landscape on different scales, depending on the kind 
of species and on their diameter of movements. Local populations can also interact via different land-
scape structures. In figure 3 the metapopulation model of a diverse set of local populations is disperse 
in the landscape (patchy population model). If a population on one of these patches was extinct, im-
migrants from the other patches would have the opportunity to establish a new local population (Ben-
nett 2003: 40 ff.; Halle 2002: 137 f.). 

 

The minimal viable population (MVP) is a concept that defines for single species a minimal habitat 
area that ensures survival in the long term. Thus the MVP concept defines the smallest isolated viable 
population size with a specific surviving rate (Hovestadt et al. 1992). The MVP concept is appropriate 
for protection measures for single species in their specific habitat (Jedicke 1994: 83). But most re-
serves are too small to sustain viable populations and natural ecological processes (Bennett 
2003: 160).  

The different theories and models like the equilibrium theory of island biogeography, the metapopula-
tion model and the concept of minimal viable populations are important for the development of con-
cepts of nature and biodiversity protection and for policy making. The ecological network concept 
integrates, as a result of discussions during the last decades, different spatial approaches and strate-
gies into a holistic concept.  

 

 

Figure 3:   

Patchy population model: Each patch represents a local popula-
tion. The arrows indicate the links between the different popula-
tions which constitute the metapopulation (Bennett 2003: 40, 
slightly modified) 
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4 Ecological network concepts 

Ecological networks have different elements to reduce negative influences from the surroundings and 
to reach spatial connectivity. Core areas should be surrounded by buffer zones. Buffer zones sepa-
rate them from intensive land use in the outside areas and reduce negative influences. Additional 
space is needed are needed to develop buffer zones and core areas (see figure 1 in the article of 
Rientjes and Végh in this volume).  

Elements of connectivity like stepping stones, small patches and habitats, corridors, gaps, multiple 
pathways, tree canopies, shrubs, ground vegetation and all sizes of linear corridors like hedgerows or 
streams should be part of a network (see Bennett 2003: 153 ff.). They can connect local populations 
with other populations and extent resources for feeding, breeding and so on. Landscape corridors and 
restoration areas are important elements of an ecological network in intensively used landscapes.  

Different species need different features of the landscape and different elements of ecological net-
works. They have e.g. different patterns of mobility and also different vulnerability to e.g. disturbance 
(see fig. 4). Also the protection of one important species can be a contradiction to the development of 
another species at the same place. Therefore the elements of ecological networks must be based in 
every single case on the needs of species and habitats of the network, also on different spatial levels 
(local, regional, national and international).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4:  

Different species need different elements of an ecologic network 
(drawing: unknown author; text: Kolbe-Weber) 
 

 

 

5 Conclusions 

The previous chapters showed that biodiversity is seriously threatened in Europe. Some of the main 
reasons are the reduction of the size of natural and semi-natural habitats as well as their fragmenta-
tion: The smaller the size of a habitat and the more it is isolated, the fewer species can use it and the 
higher is the risk of extinction.  

Ecological networks, i.e. a system of spatially linked protected areas, can significantly reduce the 
isolation of individual sites. Ecological Networks have the ability to integrate different human and na-
ture protection needs including appropriate changes of land use. Because of their larger sizes they 
are useful to face fragmentation of landscapes and strengthen spatial connectivity. Cross-border co-
operation can also contribute to a regional sustainable development, like international experiences 
demonstrate. 

The Natura 2000 network can be important to improve spatial connectivity and reduce the fragmenta-
tion of landscape elements. Natura 2000 could strengthen ecological networks in general if they be-
come part of other ecological networks (integrated landscape approach) and if cross-border coordina-
tion ensures spatial connectivity in border areas. 
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Ecological networks: From the continental 
level to the regional, and back 
Sandra Rientjes and Mihály Végh 

 

 

1 Introduction 

Over the past decade, the concept of ecological networks has become prominent in nature conserva-
tion policies as a measure to counteract fragmentation and increase ecological connectivity (Bennett, 
de Wit 2001). The concept can – and is – applied at different levels of geographical scale, from the 
regional to the continental. This poses the question to what extent ecological network activities at the 
different levels of scale are coordinated and synergetic. Will the regional and national ecological net-
works in Europe automatically merge into a Pan-European ecological network? Another question is 
the relation between Natura 2000 and ecological network initiatives, especially at the European level. 

 

 

2 The ecological network concept 

Primarily, the ecological network concept is a response to the damage that had been inflicted on 
Europe’s natural heritage. Economic development, industrialisation of agriculture and population 
growth had caused significant damage to natural areas and rural space, resulting in loss of habitats 
and fragmentation of what remained by roads, urban development and areas of intensive agriculture.  
The basic premise of the ecological network concept is straightforward: the fragmentation of habitats 
can be counteracted by creating buffer zones to protect the remaining natural areas; these core areas 
will be connected by stepping stones and corridors which allow species to colonise new areas and to 
move freely through a wider area in search of food or a mate.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1:  

Schematic example of an ecological  
network (Source: ECNC) 
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Scientifically, the concept is rooted in island theory and meta-population theory, both of which provide 
insight in the survival chances of isolated populations (Bennett, Wolters 1996: 11). Politically, it is 
linked to wider trends in nature conservation policy making: 

• The drive to take a wider approach to nature conservation, recognising that the traditional ap-
proach of focussing on the protection of individual sites and species would in the long run not be 
sufficient, and that semi-natural areas and the wider countryside were of crucial importance for 
the survival of species. 

• The wish to make nature conservation policy making more strategic, to develop consistent plan-
ning instruments which would set priorities for a longer period of time, based on transparent crite-
ria and latest insights in ecology. 

In the 1980’s, the Netherlands, Denmark, and the former Czechoslovakia were among the first coun-
tries where conservation and landscape ecologists working on the borderline of research, planning 
and practical conservation action started exploring the notion that the fragmentation of habitats in their 
countries could be counteracted by creating buffer zones, stepping stones and corridors. Hungary and 
the Baltic Republics followed a few years later.   

It is worth noticing that the countries where the ecological network idea was born have some charac-
teristics in common: they are among the smaller countries in Europe, they have relatively few areas of 
‘undisturbed’ nature, but large semi-natural areas and areas of agricultural land use. They also have 
in common that the national government had a strong role in developing and implementing nature 
conservation policy, and that there is a tradition of centralised rural planning.  

Interest in ecological networks as a policy concept initially remained limited to a small number of 
countries. Especially larger countries and countries with relatively large areas of un-fragmented na-
ture had difficulties to see the relevance of ecological networks at any scale. In the past years, this 
has begun to change. There are now ecological network initiatives in a large number of European 
countries, including countries that were initially hesitant or critical of the concept such as France and 
Spain. Often initiatives in these countries are on the regional level; in Germany and the UK, however, 
the development of a national ecological network is now making its way into national policy. 

 

 

3 International ecological networks 

There are also initiatives to develop ecological networks at the international level. For the purposes of 
this paper the Emerald Network, Natura 2000 and the Pan-European Ecological Network (PEEN) are 
most relevant. 

In June 1989 the Standing Committee of the Bern Convention adopted a recommendation aimed at 
the development of a network of areas (the Emerald Network). The Bern Convention provides a 
framework for the international designation of important sites inside and outside the EU; it also en-
courages the conservation or restoration of ecological corridors although it does not require their ex-
plicit designation (Council of Europe 2004). 

Although the EU’s Natura 2000 process up till now focuses on the designation of sites, the concept of 
ensuring ecological connectivity is incorporated in the legislation on which is it based (the Habitats 
Directive).  This rather ambivalent character is the result of a political compromise achieved during the 
drafting of the Habitats Directive between proponents and opponents of the ecological network con-
cept. 

In 1991, final discussions on the EU Habitat Directive coincided with the Netherlands’ Presidency of 
the European Union. The Netherlands strongly backed efforts to achieve consensus concerning the 
Habitat Directive and the establishment of Natura 2000. However, a difference of opinion occurred 
when the Netherlands suggested to introduce ecological corridors into Natura 2000. A number of 
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Member States already felt that the claims made for nature conservation under the draft Habitats Di-
rective were too excessive and would jeopardise economic development. The European Commission 
had reservations as to whether it would be wise to introduce an even more ambitious ecological net-
work concept in the European conservation policy arena. In the end, a political compromise was 
reached: the concept of coherence between Natura 2000 sites was introduced into the Habitats Direc-
tive, without imposing on the Member States a formal obligation to identify and designate corridors 
(European Commission 1992; Rientjes, Roumelioti 2003: 15). 

Until very recently, the European Commission remained slightly wary of any plan to establish a Euro-
pean Ecological Network including corridors before Natura 2000 is fully implemented. However, the 
recent review of the EC Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan showed that attention is growing for the 
issue of ecological connectivity in the framework of Natura 2000 implementation (European Commis-
sion 2004).  

The PEEN was introduced at the 3rd Environment for Europe Ministerial Conference in Sofia (1995), 
where the plan to develop a complete ecological network (i.e. including core areas, corridors, and 
buffer zones) for the whole of Europe was endorsed by the European Ministers of the Environment. 
The underlying philosophy of the PEEN is to promote synergy between existing nature policies, land 
use planning and rural and urban development; it is not as such a new policy instrument in its own 
right. Activities are undertaken within the political framework of the Pan-European Biological and 
Landscape Diversity Strategy, but there is no legal or mandatory obligation for the European states 
involved in the PEBDLS process to contribute to the establishment of PEEN. Recently, commitment to 
the PEEN initiative was reaffirmed in the Kyiv Resolution on Biodiversity (Fifth Ministerial Conference-
Environment for Europe 2003) which set the following aims: 

• By 2006, the PEEN (core areas, restoration areas, corridors and buffer zones, as appropriate) in 
all States of the Pan-European region will be identified and reflected on coherent indicative Euro-
pean maps, as a European contribution towards a global ecological network. 

• By 2008, all core areas of the PEEN will be adequately conserved and the PEEN will give guid-
ance to all major national, regional and international land use and planning policies as well as to 
the operations of relevant economic and financial sectors (UN-ECE 2003). 

 

 

4 Appreciation of the ecological network concept in Europe today 

A survey among researchers and policy makers in the field on nature conservation (carried out by the 
European Centre for Nature Conservation in 2002) indicated that widely in Europe, ecological net-
works are considered to be relevant for the protection of habitats and species, at least in theory. Prac-
tical relevance is considered highest if a network focuses on specific species or habitats, and does 
not exceed a specific level of geographical scale. The regional (i.e. sub-national) level is considered 
most appropriate for the development of ecological networks, followed by the local and the national 
level. International ecological networks are considered effective, particularly if they have a well-
defined bio-geographical basis such as an international river or a border-crossing mountain range. 
There are some doubts about the possibilities to create an effective international ecological network 
without such a clear bio-geographic focus. Ecological networks are considered to be relevant for most 
ecosystem types, but effectiveness is considered to be medium for alpine systems, and low for the 
marine ecosystem (Rientjes, Roumelioti 2003: 23). 

The survey indicated that conservationists are in general positive about the practical relevance of 
ecological networks for their country, and about the feasibility of developing such networks. Respon-
dents from larger countries are just as likely to consider national ecological networks feasible as re-
spondents from smaller countries. However, respondents from countries with a federative structure 
are slightly less likely to consider national ecological networks feasible than respondents from non-
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federative countries. This would indicate that doubts about feasibility, and relevance, are not as such 
related to the size of the area to be covered by the network. These doubts could be related to the 
legal or administrative problems that are foreseen when an ecological network covers different admin-
istrative areas or ‘jurisdictions’ (Rientjes, Roumelioti 2003: 26). 

Creating an ecological network on paper is relatively easy, but developing the network on the ground 
can be (and is) extremely difficult. Lack of resources, insufficient understanding of the concept among 
key decision makers, and insufficient expertise to explore the concept adequately rank high in the list 
of experienced problems. The availability of data apparently causes fewer problems in reality than 
expected, whereas the translation of the concept from the national to the regional level proves more 
difficult. 

Developing an ecological network means involving land-users, economic sectors and other govern-
mental departments. Experiences show that researchers and conservation NGOs are most outspo-
kenly positive about ecological networks, closely followed by conservation policy makers and own-
ers/managers of existing protected areas. Planning departments and the forestry sector take a more 
or less neutral position. Farmers and other landowners are most clearly critical, but during the process 
of network development these ‘opponents’ of ecological networks have been known to move from 
‘critical’ to ‘neutral’ or ‘supportive’ (Rientjes, Roumelioti 2003: 27-28). 

 

 

 

5 Establishing the Pan-European Ecological Network 

The survey carried out by ECNC shows that PEEN is considered to provide an added value com-
pared to other international conservation initiatives. However, its ‘formal’ status in international nature 
conservation policy remains somewhat unclear. This applies especially to the relationship between 
PEEN, Natura 2000 and the Bern Convention. For some, Natura 2000 and PEEN are so closely inter-
twined that the implementation of Natura 2000 is equivalent to the first phase of establishing PEEN 
(identifying the core areas), with the Bern Convention providing a legal framework outside the EU and 

From the international to the regional level: Practical approaches to achieve a PEEN 

In 2001, ECNC published a map which indicates the possible location of core areas and corri-
dors of the PEEN in Central and Eastern Europe. Potential core areas were identified based on 
an inventory of sites designated under international conventions and frameworks (Ramsar, 
Bern Convention, Natura 2000 etc.) and other key sites such as important bird areas. The map 
also indicated existing ecological corridors, such as rivers, and tentatively located the areas 
where other corridors could be developed to ensure connectivity between the core areas. The 
map provides a framework for the development of national and regional ecological networks 
which will take into account international connectivity requirements (Klijn, van Opstal, Bouwma 
2003). 

A good example of regional cross border cooperation in the development of ecological networks 
can be found between Hungary and Croatia. The two countries are involved in developing an 
ecological network in the Danube-Drava area, which will incorporate the Hungarian Duna-Drava 
National Park and the Croatian Kopacki Rit Nature Reserve. Based on a joint exercise of data 
gathering, mapping and planning, concrete plans were developed to establish a continuous wa-
terway from the Hungarian side, via the international waters of the Danube to the innermost wa-
ter bodies of the Croatian nature reserve. Restoration works were carried out (such as remov-
ing man-made barriers, building new habitats, and improving water movement between differ-
ent parts of the sites) that ensure the ecological connectivity of this river system and allow it to 
function as a real ecological network. 
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the Accession Countries. Others see Natura 2000 and the Emerald Network merely as a first step in 
the establishment of PEEN core areas and feel that other areas could also be part of PEEN. Within 
the European Commission there are some reservations concerning the desirability of actively pursu-
ing the establishment of PEEN as long as the implementation of Natura 2000 is not completed. As 
long as core areas are not designated and protected under a legal framework, practical problems are 
foreseen with creating a functional and sustainable ecological network on a European scale (Rientjes, 
Roumelioti 2003: 16-17). 

Generally, a combination of top-down and bottom-up approaches is considered necessary to estab-
lish PEEN. Practical implementation of ecological networks can only be done on a fairly limited geo-
graphical scale, and the building blocks of PEEN would be national and regional ecological networks. 
However, there is little support for the idea that PEEN will develop automatically if and when all coun-
tries of Europe have developed national ecological networks. Experience shows that the development 
of national or regional ecological networks is not consistently placed in an international perspective, 
even when the network is being developed in a border region. Therefore establishing a PEEN will 
require a certain amount of top-down guidance to ensure that ecological connectivity across Europe is 
eventually achieved (Rientjes, Roumelioti 2003: 33-37). 

 

 

6 Challenges for the future 

One challenge will be to provide this top-down guidance without introducing a heavy structure of in-
ternational regulation and the ensuing bureaucratic burden on all involved. Initiatives such as the de-
velopment of indicative maps of sections of the PEEN can play a constructive role in this process, by 
making national and regional policy makers aware of the fact that they can contribute to the develop-
ment of transcontinental ecological corridors. At the same time, such maps will provide the necessary 
guidance to bridge the gap between regional and national initiatives on the hand, and international 
initiatives on the other. An even more important challenge is to promote that the concept of ecological 
connectivity is integrated into policy-making at the local, regional, national and international levels, 
and that policies are developed and implemented in consultation with relevant stakeholder groups. 

 

 

References 

Bennett, G.; Wolters, R. (1996): A European ecological network, in: Nowicki, P. et al. (eds.): Perspec-
tives on ecological networks, Tilburg, 11-17. 

Bennett, G.; de Wit, P. (2001): The development and application of ecological networks: a review of 
proposals, plans and programmes, Amsterdam. 

Council of Europe (2004): The Emerald Network, a network of Areas of Special Conservation Interest 
for Europe [Online] Available: http://www.coe.int/T/E/Cultural_Cooperation/Environment/Nature 
and_biological_diversity/Ecological_networks/The_Emerald_Network/02General_information.asp
#TopOfPage 

European Commission (1992): Council directive 92/43/EEC (1) of 21 May 1992 on the conservation of 
natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora, Brussels. 

European Commission (2004): Message from Malahide: halting the decline of biodiversity – priority 
objectives and targets for 2010, in press. 

Klijn, J. A.; van Opstal, A. J. F. M.; Bouwma, I. M. (2003): Indicative map of the pan-European Eco-
logical Network for Central and Eastern Europe, Tilburg. 



 

 54 

Rientjes, S.; Roumelioti, K. (2003): Support for ecological networks in European nature conservation, 
Tilburg. 

United Nations – Economic Commission for Europe (2003): Report of the fifth Ministerial Conference 
Environment for Europe, Geneva. 



 

 55

German-Polish co-operation on nature  
conservation, particularly with regard to 
Natura 2000  
Georg Moskwa 

 

 

1 Introduction  

Poland´s countryside has great natural value in terms of biodiversity. The current state of the preser-
vation of nature is relatively good. Co-operation between Germany and Poland with respect to envi-
ronmental protection and conservation of nature is based on the treaty on friendly neighbourhood of 
June 17, 1991. Since then two bilateral committees on conservation of nature have been in place. 
Implementing the European Natura 2000 network is one of the most important objects of this coopera-
tion. 

 

 

2 A personal report about German-Polish co-operation on nature 
conservation in general and Natura 2000 in particular 

2.1 Biodiversity in Poland 

The current state of the preservation of nature in Poland is relatively good. The country has a large 
share of rural areas with great natural value. Nevertheless, there are deficiencies in the fields of legis-
lation, implementation, and administration. Before explaining this in more detail, I will address Po-
land's efforts to preserve its natural beauty. 

According to the European biogeographical classification Poland belongs to the continental region, 
with the exception of the Tatra and the Krkonose/Karkonosze Mountains, which are part of the alpine 
region. The first Polish national park “Bialowieza” was already established in the 1920’s and was fol-
lowed by many more: The most recent national park “Warta Estuary” (Ujscie Warty) was established 
just three years ago. At the moment there are 23 Polish national parks, most of which meet the re-
quirements for being classified as national park (category 2) of the World Conservation Union IUCN. 
All national parks are managed centrally from Warsaw. Since they are outside the sphere of influence 
of local governments, their status compares to that of extraterritorial areas. 

The nature reserves (rezerwaty przyrody) are also centrally managed by the national government. 
Their status as well as the status of nature monuments is comparable to those in Germany. A wide-
spread form of nature conservation is the so called “landscape park” (parki krajobrazowe) which can 
be established by the voivode, a state deputy in a Polish province. The aims and regulations of a 
“landscape park” may vary strongly. Currently, there are more than 100 “landscape parks” in Poland, 
and their design ranges from a nature park to a national park in the German sense. The weakest form 
of a Polish nature reserve is a “landscape protection area” (tereny chronionego krajobrazu), often 
dubbed as “conservation of nature on paper”. 

In the past, the less intensive cultivation of large areas of former national agricultural enterprises 
(most of them in northwest Poland) caused interesting types of “passive renaturation”. This process 
was accelerated after the political change in the early nineties by the privatisation of the national agri-
cultural enterprises. Some parts of the former agricultural areas have been transformed into protected 
areas, e.g. in the lower Odra valley and in the Warta Estuary (Ujscie Warty) region. 
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Although there are remarkable efforts to conserve nature in Poland, the preservation of nature strug-
gles with deficiencies and threats: the Polish administration in charge of the preservation of nature 
suffers from a “scarce staff policy”. Often, a so-called voivodship-nature-conservator has no more 
than three employees at his disposal to take care of an area the size of the German federal state of 
Brandenburg. This is the case, for instance, in the voivodship Western Pomerania. Low wages and 
the political strategy of replacing employees after a change in government result in weak incentives 
for staff members, and hence to a negative selection in this labour market with little hope for im-
provement. 

The Polish administration of nature protection lacks financial resources as well as instruments in order 
to translate its ideas into action. Moreover, it is still common thinking in Poland that nature is a com-
mon good, which should be made available to everybody without any charge. The authorities there-
fore cannot apply impact mitigation regulations, compensatory measures nor fines or monetary com-
pensations for impairments of nature. In case of conflicts nature conservation is often inferior to pow-
erful interest groups who are promoting traffic and water infrastructure projects as well as conven-
tional forestry. There is only a sporadic financial support by the Polish National Fund for Environment. 
Moreover, since the authorities in charge of nature conservation form part of the overall state admini-
stration, they do not have access to external financial sources by law. Finally, the cooperation with 
private institutions and the establishment of public-private partnerships such as leagues failed be-
cause of a mutual lack of confidence.  

The co-operation between nature conservation administrations and NGO’s is making painfully slow 
progress. The reasons for this can be found on both sides: For example, the modernisation of the 
“Polish Nature League”, an old and traditional organisation, is not effectuated consistently. Most of the 
conservationist clubs are not respected by the administration, because of their often enthusiastic but 
unprofessional members. What is more, it is not unusual that this organisation is tainted with corrup-
tion. However, WWF opened an agency in Warsaw a few years ago. Since then, WWF has been suc-
cessfully developing a well-structured NGO-platform in Poland, thereby setting an example for the 
leagues as well as for the Polish administration. 

Finally, I would like to address the administrative cooperation between Brandenburg and Poland con-
cerning environmental protection and conservation of nature. 

 

2.2 German-Polish co-operation in terms of nature conservation in general 

The cooperation between Germany and Poland with respect to environmental protection and conser-
vation of nature is based on the treaty on friendly neighbourhood of June 17, 1991. In this context the 
German-Polish Council of the Environment was founded. This cooperation is effectuated by different 
councils, supervised by the Council of the Environment and by the neighbourhood commission as its 
executive organ. 

In Brandenburg, deputies of the ministry for Agriculture, Environment and Spatial Planning and the 
State Environment Agency play an active role in all relevant bodies. Last but not least, Brandenburg 
holds a special position in the German-Polish cooperation due to its 260 km long border with Poland. 
However, Brandenburg coordinates its decisions closely with the German Federal Ministry of Envi-
ronment as well as with the federal states of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern and Saxony (which also 
share borders with Poland). In order to intensify cooperation with the adjacent Polish voivodships, i.e. 
the voivodships Szczecin, Gorzów Wielkoposlki and Zielona Gora, Brandenburgs first environment 
minister Matthias Platzeck signed a joint declaration with the Polish voivodes in August 1996. This 
declaration has been renewed and confirmed by his successor Dr. Eberhard Henne, after the admin-
istrative reform in Poland in 1999. This declaration has also been signed by the voivodes and mar-
shaleks of the new voivodships Zachodniopomorskie (Western Pomerania) and Lubuskie.  
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The bilateral Polish-German committees on conservation of nature include 

• the German-Polish council “Internationalpark Lower Oder” and 

• the German-Polish team “Transboundary Conservation of Nature” 

Both institutions are chaired jointly by the German Federal Ministry of Environment in Berlin and the 
Ministry of Environment in Warsaw. The annual meetings take place alternately in Germany and Po-
land. The cooperation is based on mutual information on recent developments, on implementation 
and realisation of common projects, as well as on the solution of relevant problems. 

These are some examples of joint Polish-German projects in the field of nature protection: 

• The creation of transboundary protected areas in the Lower Odra Valley, and 

• supporting the WWF initiative “green ribbon along the rivers Oder/Odra and Neisse/Nysa”. 

 

2.3 German-Polish co-operation regarding Natura 2000 

In the year 2000 a joint “German-Polish Handbook of Nature Protection” was published. The Hand-
book gives insights into the legislative framework as well as into technical terms, structures and actors 
in the field of nature protection in both countries. The Natura 2000 network plays an important role 
therein. Some of Brandenburg’s Special Protected Areas (SPA’s) under the Birds Directive and some 
of the Sites of Community Importance (SCI’s) under the Habitat Directive are located along the rivers 
Oder and Lausitzer Neisse adjacent to Polish landscape reserves. This offers the opportunity to ex-
tend the status of these areas in Poland, since the country has entered the EU. 

Actors form Brandenburg shared their experiences with Natura 2000 with Polish partners through 
discussions, lectures and publications. 

The German federal states of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern and Saxony also gave a copy of their list of 
proposed Sites of Community Importance (pSCI’s) to the Polish officials. 

The first draft of the Polish list of pSCI’s from 2001 showed a far-reaching conformity with the list for 
Brandenburg. However, the proposed areas in Poland were usually larger than those in Brandenburg. 
By the end of 2002 we finally got a revised version of the Polish list of pSCI’s. Early in 2003 the Polish 
Ministry of Environment presented the Natura 2000 concept in all 16 voivodships.  

Brandenburg´s Ministry of Environment got the chance to participate in two of the regional presenta-
tions, which took place in the voivodships Zachodniopomorskie (Western Pomerania) and Lubuskie. 
There we noticed that only the deputies of the water management and forestry adminstrations, both of 
which are supervised by the Ministry of Environment, were present. Nevertheless, there was enough 
opposition from these deputies to force the Polish minister to solve the open conflicts with Natura 
2000 with us in September 2003. From my point of view this meeting was successful for both sides.  

At the moment Poland, is revising its national list of pSCI’s for the second time. Hopefully, not too 
many areas along the border will be removed from the list. 

Poland’s Accession to the European Union will give a new drive to cross-border cooperation. For sev-
eral years now Brandenburg has been supporting the Polish voivodships along the border through 
workshops and internships in our ministry for Polish civil servants. In the last two years, four of the 
participants came from the administration of Polish national parks. Their main interests were on envi-
ronmental protection, Natura 2000 and wildlife preservation. Brandenburg supports the Polish coun-
terparts not only in the fields of environmental protection and conservation of nature, but also in the 
field of agriculture. We will continue to offer joint workshops on topical issues of EU environmental 
legislation, as well as on immediate cross-border projects based on the EU Community Initiative IN-
TERREG. 
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3 Future tasks 

Poland has made the first steps in realising the Natura 2000 network since it became a EU Member 
state in May 2004. The national list of pSCI’s is much smaller than proposed in 2003. Perhaps it 
represents the first part of a “stet-by-step” strategy. We are optimistic. The cooperation of the two 
bilateral committees on nature conservation, the German-Polish council “International Park Lower 
Odra” and the German-Polish team “Transboundary Conservation of Nature” will be continued.  
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