
For more than 20 years, the Danube River has been a global conservation priority for WWF. 
Set up in 1998 to improve the state of the Danube and its tributaries after decades of destruc‑
tion and neglect, the ICPDR has served as a key framework for environmental action in this 
most international of river basins. WWF recognises the vital role played by the commission 
not only in maintaining the natural values of the river system, but also in achieving sustain‑
able management.

DANUBE TREASURES
The Danube is the most international river basin in the world, covering all or part of 19 coun‑
tries. On its journey from the Black Forest to the Black Sea, the Danube River flows through 
ten countries and four capitals. 81 million people call the Danube River Basin their home. 
Of these, some 20 million depend on the basin’s rivers for their drinking water.

The Danube basin, particularly the Lower Danube and Danube Delta, is included in WWF’s 
“Global 200” list of ecoregions – the world’s 200 most valuable ecological regions, with ‘excep‑
tional levels of biodiversity, species richness or endemism, unusual ecological or evolutionary 
phenomena’. The Danube is one of Europe’s most biodiverse rivers with 103 fish species, of 

which seven are 
found nowhere 
else in the world, 
and five stur‑
geon species. 
It is also home 
to 250 species of 
birds, including 
rare species like 
the red‑breasted 
goose and great 
white pelican.
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The Danube is the world’s most international river basin.

IMPORTANT ROLE
WWF recognizes the International Commission for the Protection of the  
Danube River (ICDPR) as a Gift to the Earth – WWF’s highest award – in recognition 
of the important role that the Commission has played in facilitating action by its fourteen 
member countries, the European Commission and relevant stakeholders to promote and 
secure clean flowing rivers as well as healthy habitats and species in the Danube River 
Basin, and in serving as a model for integrated river basin management.
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14
COUNTRIES AND THE 

EUROPEAN UNION ARE  
PARTIES TO THE ICPDR



80%
OF FLOODPLAINS AND 

WETLANDS IN THE DANUBE 
BASIN HAVE BEEN LOST

THREATS AND CHALLENGES
Water quality in the Danube has improved significantly over the past few decades thanks to 
a number of factors including improved standards and investment in sewage treatment. Dif‑
fuse and non‑point sources of pollution, especially from agriculture, remain a major challenge.

Inadequate treatment and storage of mining waste also pose threats, as underlined e.g. by the 
major spill of cyanide from gold tailing ponds in Romania in 2000.

Morphological changes to the river and its tributaries remain a major challenge. Approximately 
80% of Danube floodplains have been lost over the past 150 years, and with them valuable fish 
nurseries, resulting in significant loss in fish populations.

A particular concern has been infrastructure development such as for inland navigation as 
well as hydropower production. Over 700 dams and weirs have been built along the main 
tributaries of the Danube, and there has been an explosion of planning and construction of 
hundreds of small hydropower plants, many of them driven by perverse subsidies and with 
limited benefits in terms of clean energy but significant impacts on freshwater habitats.

Recent efforts including habitat protection and bans on fishing are trying to bring Sturgeon, 
an ancient fish that survived the age of the dinosaurs, back from the brink of extinction.

A COMMISSION FOR THE DANUBE
The International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River (ICPDR) is a trans‑
national body established in 1998 to implement the Danube River Protection Convention. 
The ICPDR is formally comprised by the Delegations of all Contracting Parties to the 
Danube River Protection Convention, representing fourteen countries* and the European 
Union, and includes Observers representing various stakeholder groups including WWF. 
The ICPDR serves as a platform for the implementation of all transboundary aspects 
of the EU Water Framework Directive in the Danube basin.

FACILITATING ACTION FOR THE DANUBE
The ICPDR serves as a model for integrated river basin management – an example for how to 
bring together different countries and stakeholders across a large and very complex region 
to address conservation and development in an integrated fashion. From the beginning, the 
ICPDR has been open to and has actively involved relevant actors, including civil society – and 
demonstrated the value of their involvement.

In particular, the ICPDR has led and supported action by member countries and stakeholders 
across the Danube basin to:

• Protect and restore floodplain and wetland areas – embedded in the Danube River Basin 
Management Plan facilitated by the ICPDR. Between 2009 and 2015, more than 120 fish 
migration aids have been constructed and over 50,000 
ha of wetlands have been partly or completely restored. 
Well over 2 million hectares of floodplains and wetlands 
in the Danube basin are under some form of protection.

• Restore populations of Danube sturgeon – sturgeon are 
a flagship species for the Danube and conservation mea‑
sures coordinated by the Danube Sturgeon Task Force.

• Promote approaches to navigation and hydropower de‑
velopment with least impact on freshwater ecosystems – 
under the ICPDR’s leadership, Danube governments and 
stakeholders have identified and approved best practice 
guidelines for navigation and hydropower.

• Promote understanding and action across the basin to 
adapt to climate change impacts through development of 
a Strategy for Climate Change Adaptation.

WW
W.

PA
ND

A.O
RG

/G
TT

E

* Germany, Czech Republic, Austria, Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia,  
 Croatia, Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia‑Herzegovina, Bulgaria,  
 Romania, Moldova and Ukraine

30%
ALTHOUGH 

FRESHWATER 
WETLANDS COVER 

FAR LESS AREA 
 THAN OCEANS,  

THEY SUPPORT 30% 
OF ALL KNOWN 

 FISH SPECIES.

CONTACT:  
Irene Lucius  
Regional  
Conservation Director 
ilucius@wwfdcp.org

VISIT:  
www.panda.org/gtte
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