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TITLE: Strategy for the conservation and
restoration of the Lower Bulgarian Danube
islands 

LOCATION/Geography:

The Bulgarian Danube islands total 75 in number
and together amount to an area of 10,713.4ha.
They are located mainly along a 1200km stretch
where the Danube river separates Bulgaria from
Romania.

BACKGROUND
The Lower Danube with its floodplain habitats is
one of the world’s most outstanding freshwater
ecoregions. Fourteen groups of habitats with 53
main habitat types and combinations of them have
been described on the Bulgarian Danube islands,
ranking their biodiversity as high as that of
Bulgaria’s largest National Parks. There are
approximately 300 species of higher plants
identified on the Danube islands. Natural
floodplain forests on the islands are represented
by different willow dominated communities, with
white willow (Salix alba) covering the largest
areas. The island banks, subject to long periods of
flooding, are characterised with different
formations of white willow (S. alba), almond willow
(S. pentandra), and purple willow (S. purpurea),
with individual trees of black (Populus nigra) and
white poplar (P. alba), ash (Fraxinus oxycarpa) 
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and elm tree (Ulmus campestris and U. effusa).
Less common natural forest communities are
those dominated by ash, elm, white and black
poplar, most often in combination with white
willow. 

Floodplain oak forests are extremely rare and
valuable on the Danube islands.  They are
dominated by a local ecological variety of the
common oak (Quercus longipes Stev.). 

PROBLEM/THREAT:
In Bulgaria, over the last 40 years, forestry
management on the Danube islands has
consisted largely in the conversion of floodplain
forests to large-scale hybrid poplar production. 

The areas currently covered with native tree
species is about  30% and until 2001 plans to
further convert those were threatening to bring
that proportion down to 7% in 5 years' time.

WWF'S ACTION

In 2000, WWF supported a preliminary financial
analysis to identify the economic soundness of
further conversion to poplar plantations in the
Bulgarian Danube island. This analysis
demonstrated that further conversion was not
financially attractive. Based on this preliminary
analysis, the government of Bulgaria announced
that it would halt any further conversion of the
floodplain forest and restore one third of the
islands. At a press conference in October 2001
the new government in Bulgaria (ministries of
agriculture and forestry and environment),
together with WWF, announced their commitment
to see this Bulgarian Danube island restoration
strategy implemented. The implementation plan is
now being developed together with local partners.
It looks at alternative sources of livelihood for local
communities, awareness raising amongst key
stakeholders, specific restoration interventions as
well as developing a solid monitoring framework
to monitor the impact of the restoration at a
landscape scale.

In addition, the organisation of a meeting between
the Bulgarian and Romanian government
counterparts encouraged the Romanians to adopt
a similar strategy to protect and restore their
Danube islands (more numerous than the
Bulgarian ones) as well as their floodplain forest
along the Danube. These interventions are also
timely demonstrations of FLR as a good option for
afforestation/reforestation with the EU accession
requirements likely to provide significant support
for such activities in both countries.


