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BETTER
IMPLEMENTATION
“The Nature Directives are
fit for purpose. However,
full achievement of the
objectives of the Nature
Directives will depend on
substantial improvement
in their implementation.”
Commission Staff Working
Document on the Fitness Check.

18%

THE NATURA 2000
NETWORK CURRENTLY
COVERS 18 PER CENT
OF EUROPE’S LAND AND
AROUND 6 PER CENT
OF ITS SEAS

The EU Nature Directives
have proven to be effective
– but widespread failures in
implementation mean Europe
is still losing biodiversity at
an alarming rate.

The EU Birds and Habitats Directives (the ‘Nature Directives’) are the cornerstone
of EU-wide efforts to protect Europe’s natural heritage. They allow sustainable
development while aiming for the effective protection of rare and threatened species
across their natural range. This has led to the designation of the largest network of
protected areas in the world – the Natura 2000 network – which currently covers 18
per cent of Europe’s land and around 6 per cent of its seas.
There is strong support for the Nature Directives from Member States, the European
Parliament and European citizens – around half a million of whom called for them to
be maintained in a public consultation in 2015. Successes are already evident where the
Directives have been properly implemented – with some animal populations like brown
bears and white-tailed eagles showing recovery and some habitats being saved from
irrecoverable destruction. However, much of Europe’s nature is still in decline, and
the EU risks missing its 2020 target of halting the loss of biodiversity and ecosystem
services. Only 23 per cent of animal and plant species and 16 per cent of habitat types
protected under the Habitats Directive have a favourable conservation status.
In October 2013 the European Commission announced a “fitness check” of the Birds
and Habitats Directives, to assess whether they are effective in protecting Europe’s
nature. In December 2016, the College of European Commissioners confirmed that
the EU’s flagship nature laws will not be changed and that an action plan to better
implement them will be developed. With the publication of the Staff Working Document
by the European Commission, the evaluation of the EU Birds and Habitats Directives
came to a close, ending two years of uncertainty over their future.
WWF welcomes this result. Now, the focus must be on ensuring the full and
effective implementation of the EU nature laws, supported by adequate financing
and effective enforcement. In addition, the European Commission and national
governments must fully address the drivers of biodiversity loss in the wider
landscape by ensuring a proper and coherent integration of biodiversity
across different sectors, like agriculture and infrastructure development.

HOW THE NATURE DIRECTIVES WORK
Under the Nature Directives, Member States must designate and establish areas
to conserve species and habitats of particular importance – Special Areas of
Conservation (SACs) under the Habitats Directive, and Special Protection Areas
(SPAs) under the Birds Directive. Together these form the Natura 2000 network
of protected areas. Member States must put in place protective measures and
monitoring systems to ensure there is no deterioration of habitats or disturbance
to species within these sites. Developments that affect the integrity of the site
should only be approved if they are in the overriding public interest, there are no
alternative solutions and compensatory measures are taken.
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STEPPING UP IMPLEMENTATION
The Nature Directives are a successful example of how nature protection and
sustainable development can go hand in hand. The case studies presented in the
full report, and briefly summarized here, clearly illustrate their importance. On
the one hand, we see places where the Nature Directives are still not being fully
and effectively implemented, and as a consequence habitats and species not fully
protected. On the other are places where proper implementation has led to tangible
benefits for nature and people.
Most importantly the cases show the main shortcomings and solutions to achieve “full
and effective implementation”. With this in mind, we urge Member States and the
European Commission to step up their efforts by addressing the following priorities:
nC
 omplete the designation of marine Natura 2000 sites.
nD
 evelop conservation measures and management plans
for all Natura 2000 sites.
n I ncrease investment in Natura 2000.
nS
 trengthen enforcement across Europe.

1. COMPLETE THE DESIGNATION OF MARINE NATURA 2000 SITES
Under the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, governments have agreed to effectively
protect at least 10 per cent of coastal and marine areas by 2020; WWF wants to see coverage
increased to 30 per cent by 2030. Natura 2000 sites are the EU’s main way to implement the
CBD commitment. Marine Natura 2000 sites cover only around 6 per cent of EU’s marine
territory. Significant gaps remain, particularly in offshore areas.

2. DEVELOP CONSERVATION MEASURES AND MANAGEMENT PLANS FOR ALL NATURA 2000 SITES
Every Natura 2000 site must have defined conservation measures, and management plans are
the most important tool to set these out. The most recent figures report that only 30 per cent
of areas under the Birds Directive and 41 per cent of areas under the Habitats Directives
had management plans in place at the end of 2012.
If the Natura 2000 network is to consist of more than just “paper parks”, Member States need
to urgently define and implement conservation measures. They also must ensure protection
from negative impacts: all development plans or projects likely to affect Natura 2000 sites
need to be evaluated via appropriate assessments to avoid damage to the sites. As our report
shows, Member States are often failing to implement this crucial legal provision of the
Nature Directives, putting precious Natura 2000 sites under threat.

3. INCREASE INVESTMENT IN NATURA 2000
An estimated minimum of €5.8 billion per year is needed to manage and restore the Natura
2000 network to release its full potential for nature and people. These investments are greatly
outweighed by the benefits, which are estimated at €200-300 billion a year. Despite the clear
economic benefits of investing in the Natura 2000 network, there is a huge funding gap.
More national and European public funding urgently needs to be targeted for nature
conservation, including important areas such as stakeholder engagement, management
planning and incentives/compensation for landowners.

4. STRENGTHEN ENFORCEMENT ACROSS EUROPE
Reported breaches of nature-related EU law, including the Nature Directives, outnumber
those in other environmental sectors – but only one in five breaches lead to legal action by the
European Commission. The Commission should be more proactive in its enforcement
role to ensure all Member States fulfil their legal obligation to implement the Nature
Directives properly.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The case studies analysed in this report clearly illustrate the importance of
the Nature Directives.

FOR EU MEMBER STATES
Designation
Management

n Complete the designation of Natura 2000 sites, in particular marine sites.
nD
 efine and implement clear, specific and detailed conservation measures guided by specific
conservation objectives for species and habitats with significant presence, at site, national
and biogeographical levels.
nD
 evelop and implement management plans at site level, ensuring adequate participation of
landowners, resource users and other key stakeholders. Management plans should include
all conservation measures and address all impacting sectors (e.g. forestry, agriculture,
fisheries) in an integrated manner.
nE
 nsure species protection through efficient and integrated measures, with the aim of
achieving favourable conservation status for protected species.

Prevention of
negative impacts

nE
 ffectively protect Natura 2000 sites and the Nature Directives’ habitats and species
against negative impacts from plans and projects by carrying out appropriate assessments.
It is especially important to correctly assess adverse effects on the integrity of the site as
defined by the conservation objectives and status of the site, and to apply the precautionary
principle. Experts and evaluators must be completely independent and properly qualified
for conducting biodiversity studies.
nM
 ake decisions and relevant evidence, including the appropriate assessment studies,
publicly available, and seek the opinion of the public when deciding on plans or projects
that may affect Natura 2000 sites.
nD
 efine “no-go zones” – areas which are not suitable for developing certain projects or
activities due to their impact on nature.

Monitoring
Financing
Stakeholder
involvement

nE
 nsure that monitoring systems are in place and properly funded, and gather all relevant
data in order to assess the status and trends of species and habitat types, and threats to
nature. Member States should also monitor the effectiveness of measures taken to improve
reporting and management.
n Provide adequate national funding and increase the dedicated allocation of European
funds like the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), European
Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) and European Regional Development Fund
(ERDF) for biodiversity and Natura 2000.
nE
 nsure full public participation and transparency in decision-making impacting nature.
nE
 nsure that the designation of Natura 2000 sites and their management is done in a
transparent and science-based manner, involving local stakeholders.
nR
 aise public awareness on the importance of the Natura 2000 network, together with the
European Commission.
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On the one hand, we see places where the Nature Directives are still not being fully and effectively
implemented, and as a consequence their habitats and species are not fully protected. On the other are
places where full and effective implementation has led to tangible benefits for nature and people. We
urge Member States and the European Commission to step up their efforts to implement the Birds and
Habitats Directives by following the recommendations set out below.

FOR THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION
Improve protection
and monitoring

nM
 onitor the implementation of management plans in order to ensure improved
conservation status of protected species and habitats.
nE
 nsure that appropriate assessment studies are conducted more rigorously and
only with qualified evaluators, including by updating the guidance document on
the provisions of Article 6(3 & 4) of the Habitats Directive.
nW
 hen appropriate assessments for plans are conducted at national level, the
European Commission should make sure the results of the assessments are
properly integrated in the national sectoral policies.
nE
 nsure Member States use a common methodology to set favourable reference
values at the biogeographical level for habitats and species.
nE
 nsure common methodologies for monitoring are in place in all Member States.

Financing

nT
 ogether with the Member States, ensure that the next Multiannual Financial
Framework (i) earmarks and traces funding for biodiversity conservation in
each individual EU fund, and (ii) creates a solid dedicated funding stream to
sufficiently cover biodiversity investment needs.
nT
 ogether with the Member States, eliminate environmentally harmful subsidies
in line with global commitments under the UN CBD. As a matter of priority,
action should be taken to phase out or reform those subsidies already known to
be having harmful effects in key sectors (e.g. in agriculture, transport, fisheries,
energy) by 2020.

Enforcement

nT
 ake prompt and effective enforcement action to all environmental infringements
that occur and do not accept any further delays concerning the finalization
of the site designation, the development of conservation measures and the
establishment of good management plans 19.
nE
 nsure that the complaints and infringement processes concerning
environmental breaches are transparent.
n I ncrease EU projects’ focus on funding watchdog activities of NGOs which are
very important in signalling breaches of the Directives.
nU
 se interim measures (injunctive relief) more frequently so that the Court of
Justice of the European Union can intervene to stop or prevent damage from
potentially illegal activities before a final decision on the case is reached.
nD
 evelop together with Member States new tools for detecting and stopping
breaches, including enabling the application of “Global Monitoring for
Environment and Security” services to detect illegal activities in Natura 2000
sites (e.g. detecting land-use changes).
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CASE STUDIES

DOGGER BANK NORTH SEA
SCHAALSEE GERMANY

TIROLER LECHTAL AUSTRIA

RIVER
TORRE GUACETO ITALY
DOÑANA SPAIN
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LAKE SAIMAA FINLAND
ASKÖ-TIDÖ RESERVE SWEDEN

BIAŁOWIEŻA POLAND
AQUATIC WARBLER POLAND

TARCU MOUNTAINS ROMANIA
YANTRA BULGARIA

PIRIN NATIONAL PARK BULGARIA

LAGANAS BAY GREECE
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SITES OF CONCERN
The Birds and Habitats Directives offer protection to Europe’s most
precious natural environments and species. But protection on paper is
meaningless if it’s not backed up by effective management on the ground.
These examples illustrate some significant failures in the implementation
of the Nature Directives. Effective solutions and actions to put them right
can be found in the full report.

DOÑANA: EUROPE’S MOST IMPORTANT WETLAND DRYING OUT?
© DIEGO LÓPEZ / WWF-SPAIN

Doñana is home to the threatened Iberian lynx.

Doñana is one of Europe’s most important wetlands, but planned deepening
of the Guadalquivir River navigation channel threatens the wetland and the
UNESCO World Heritage and Natura 2000 sites it encompasses. In March
2015, the European Commission issued Spain with a formal warning that the
environmental impact assessment for this project had not taken into account
the impacts on the Natura 2000 sites. In December 2016, the Spanish
government communicated to the UNESCO World Heritage Committee its
intention not to authorize the dredging project. However, a formal decision
that leads to the permanent withdrawal of the project is still to be taken.

BIAŁOWIEŻA: LOGGING THREAT TO EUROPE’S PRIMEVAL FOREST
© ADAM LAWNIK / WWF-POLAND

Bialowieza is one of Europe’s best-preserved
old-growth forests.

Białowieża is the best preserved old-growth forest of the northern
temperate zone in Europe and is home to the largest bison population. In
March 2016, Poland approved plans to triple logging in this Natura 2000
and UNESCO site – going back on a 2012 agreement to limit logging to
save the most valuable species and habitats, while enabling small-scale
felling to provide wood for local people. Seven NGOs – including WWF
– filed a complaint with the European Commission, which responded by
launching a formal infringement procedure in June 2016.

SLIPPERY SLOPES: ILLEGAL SKIING DEVELOPMENT ENCROACHING ON PIRIN NATIONAL PARK
© KOSTADIN VALCHEV / WWF - BULGARIA

The Pirin National Park in Bulgaria, a UNESCO World Heritage and
Natura 2000 site, boasts exceptional biodiversity. But a new draft
management plan proposes a tenfold increase of ski areas in the Park’s
territory. No appropriate assessment has been carried out on the impacts
this plan may have on the natural values of Pirin. In addition, existing
illegal developments within the site could be legalized.

Pirin National Park is home to 45 mammal
species, including the brown bear.
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HYDROPOWER AND PERMIT PROBLEMS IN THE TARCU MOUNTAINS
© DIEGO LÓPEZ / WWF-SPAIN

Rivers in the Țarcu Mountains and other Natura 2000 sites in Romania
are threatened by hydropower developments, in breach of the Habitats
Directive – highlighting widespread management failings in the country.
Around half of Romania’s Natura 2000 sites do not have approved
management plans, and procedures for obtaining permits to develop
activities within the sites are not transparent. There is considerable
pressure on site managers – often NGOs – to accept new infrastructure
projects such as hydropower plants.

The Ţarcu Mountains Natura 2000 site forms part of
the largest intact forest landscape in temperate Europe.

LOGGERHEAD TURTLES: SPECIES COMEBACK IN THE MEDITERRANEAN MASKS GREEK FAILINGS
© RICHARD BOWDEN

Greece is home to 60 per cent of Europe’s
loggerhead turtle nests.

While the conservation status of the loggerhead sea turtle in the
Mediterranean is improving overall, this is not the case in Greece – where
their most important nesting beaches are found. Thanks to the Habitats
Directive, today all important sea turtle nesting sites in Greece have
been designated as Natura 2000 sites, and the National Marine Park of
Zakynthos was created to protect the important turtle nesting sites of
Laganas Bay from uncontrolled development. However, conservation
objectives and management measures are still lacking, hampering the
effective protection of the species.

LEGAL LOOPHOLES PUT BULGARIA’S RIVERS AT RISK
© IVAN HRISTOV / WWF-BULGARIA

Hydropower has had well-documented negative impacts on rivers in
Bulgaria, including reduced water flows, migration barriers, disruption
of sediment balance and destruction of riparian habitats. The number
of hydropower plants could double if all projects in planning go ahead.
While Bulgaria has introduced a ban on new hydropower plants in Natura
2000 sites, too many loopholes exist and the legislation is not properly
implemented, putting precious river-related species and habitats like those
of the River Yantra at risk.

The River Yantra is one of Bulgaria’s most
unspoilt rivers.

SHALLOW PROMISES ON THE DOGGER BANK
© UDO VAN DONGEN / WWF-NETHERLANDS

Soft coral on the seabed of the Dogger Bank,
central North Sea.

The Dogger Bank, a large underwater sandbank, is home to unique marine
species including corals, shellfish, spawning fish, foraging seabirds and
cetaceans. Its habitats and biodiversity are in unfavourable condition and
in need of restoration after centuries of degradation. But following years
of talks, the governments of the UK, the Netherlands and Germany have
proposed to effectively protect only 5 per cent of the Dogger Bank, leaving
95 per cent of this marine Natura 2000 site open to destructive human
impacts including fishing methods that can damage the seabed.
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SUCCESS STORIES
Properly implemented, the EU Nature Directives have brought significant
benefits. Not only has better protection allowed threatened species
and other wildlife to recover, but it has also been beneficial for local
people and their economy – from promoting tourism to increasing
fish stocks. Key ingredients for successful implementation include
involving stakeholders in planning and management of Natura 2000
sites, sufficient financing and large-scale implementation of management
measures, and ensuring protected areas benefit local people.

CONSERVATION, COOPERATION AND LOCAL PRIDE IN THE ALPS
© GRIDYAKINA OLEKSANDRA

Tiroler Lechtal is home to rare species such as
natterjack toads.

The Natura 2000 site Tiroler Lechtal was the first conservation area
in Tyrol to cover not only remote mountain sites but also potential
settlement areas and farmland in the valley. Initially, locals were
worried, but today there is strong support for the site: thanks to
proper engagement and cooperation, local municipalities, as well as
the private sector (farming, fishing, hunting, and tourism) now mostly
recognize the value and benefits of preserving the natural area. The
conservation area is a key part of local and regional development
strategies. It has helped attract tourists, built local identity and enabled
local farmers to obtain funding to maintain the landscape through
mowing and grazing of Alpine pastures.

COMPROMISE OVERCOMES CONFLICT ON LAKE MÄLAREN
© TORBJÖRN HEGEDÜS / WWF-SWEDEN

Nature school at the Askö-Tidö Nature Reserve.

The Askö-Tidö Nature Reserve, in a shallow bay of Lake Mälaren
in Sweden, contains unique broad-leafed forests, natural and
partly flooded meadows and reed beds. These provide a habitat for
bittern, marsh harriers, bearded tits and many other birds, along
with rare types of beetles and other insects. Local landowners were
originally opposed to designating the site, but a public participatory
process resulted in a compromise that resulted in 120 hectares
of wet meadows being included in the Natura 2000 area, with
18 hectares outside. Farmers receive financial compensation via
rural development funds for managing the wet meadows through
traditional mowing and grazing.
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STRICTER PROTECTION BOOSTS SAIMAA RINGED SEAL’S COMEBACK
© MERVI KUNNASRANTA / WWF-FINLAND

One of the rarest seals in the world, the Saimaa
ringed seal, Lake Saimaa in Finland.

The Saimaa ringed seal is one of the rarest seals in the world and can only
be found in Lake Saimaa in Finland. Due to hunting, the number of seals
declined to around 120 at the beginning of the 1980s, and has only now
slowly increased to approximately 360 animals. The Saimaa ringed seal is
listed as a priority for conservation action under the Habitats Directive,
requiring the designation of special areas of conservation and strict
protection. Pressure from the European Commission has led the Finnish
government to set out stricter rules to protect the seals, including seasonal
net fishing bans in the seals’ main breeding areas.

WATERBIRDS THRIVING IN THE SCHAALSEE
© THOMAS NEUMANN / WWF-GERMANY

Schaalsee region of Germany is home to sanctuaries
with a total area of more than 25,000 hectares.

The lakes and wetlands of the Schaalsee landscape in northern Germany
hold up to 40,000 birds. The resting populations of white-fronted goose,
bean goose, tufted duck, shoveler and common crane in the area are of
international importance. Management measures such as restoring small
bogs and ponds, raising the surface water level and establishing wildlife
corridors already show an impact through growing populations of common
cranes, European sea eagles and otters. A legal body – the Schaalsee
landscape association – is responsible for the four Natura 2000 sites in
the area, and has received substantial funding to deliver a comprehensive
management plan.

CO-MANAGEMENT IN THE ADRIATIC BENEFITS FISH AND FISHERS
© CLAUDIA AMICO / WWF-ITALY

Torre Guaceto is a marine Natura 2000 site. Strict management measures
have helped habitats such as seagrass meadows to recover and commercial
fish populations to increase. As a result, local artisanal fishers are now
able to carry out limited fishing within part of the site: on a good day they
can earn four to five times more within the reserve than outside it. A comanagement approach was put in place, where management authorities,
NGOs, fishermen and scientists come together to find long-term solutions
for marine biodiversity while providing benefits for local economies.

Small-scale fisheries can be sustainable while
supporting livelihoods in Torre Guaceto.

AQUATIC WARBLER’S RECOVERY AIDS FARMERS AND FENS
© ZYMANTAS MORKVENAS / WWF-POLAND

The aquatic warbler population in the EU
increased by 16 per cent from 2009 to 2014.

Thanks to the large-scale restoration of degraded habitats, the aquatic
warbler, Europe’s rarest migratory songbird, is recovering in Poland.
Measures to protect the warbler also benefit many other species that
inhabit its fen mire and peat meadow habitats. Rural development
payments have helped to more than quadruple the area of land managed in
a way that supports aquatic warblers, from 1,551 hectares in 2010 to 6,344
hectares in 2015, while the vegetation cleared from wetland areas is being
used as a source of renewable energy.
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• PREVENTING PAPER PARKS: HOW TO MAKE THE EU NATURE LAWS WORK – EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

100%

RECYCLED

DESIGNATE
Complete the designation of
marine Natura 2000 sites

MANAGE
Define and implement
conservation
measures and
management plans

INVEST
Increase investment
the
Why weinare
Natura 2000 network

ENFORCE

here
Strengthen
enforcement of and
To stop the degradation of the planet’s natural
environment
Europe’s Nature
Directives
to build a future in which humans live in harmony
with
nature.

Why we are here
To stop the degradation of the planet’s natural environment and
to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature.
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