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Editorial

Plants are vital to almost every aspect of our daily lives. They provide us with food, 
fibres, medicines, fuel, shelter, clothing and even the air we breathe. Many animal 

species are also directly dependent on plants for their survival. Plants are essential 
constituents of ecosystems and a key to the Earth’s environmental equilibrium and 
stability. 

Europe is blessed with a high level of diversity, but, despite their undeniable impor-
tance, plants everywhere are under threat. Some 21% of Europe’s vascular plant spe-
cies (flowering plants, conifers and ferns) are classified as threatened according to the 
IUCN. Half of the continent’s 4,700 vascular plant endemics are in danger of extinction 
and 64 have already become extinct. In a number of European countries more than two 
thirds of the existing plant habitat types are endangered. Major land-use changes from 
agriculture and forestry, habitat destruction, fragmentation and degradation, direct 
impacts by economic activities, invasive plant species, and now climate change, are 
all rapidly eroding our plant communities.

The EU is firmly committed to halting the loss of Europe’s biodiversity, including endan-
gered plant species, and to restoring habitats and natural systems. A clear action plan 
to this end is identified in the Commission’s Communication on “Halting the Loss of 
Biodiversity by 2010 and Beyond”. The implementation of the Natura 2000 network, 
which aims to maintain habitats and species in a favourable conservation status, is 
critical in achieving this.

LIFE, the financial instrument for the environment, has been a cornerstone of plant 
conservation efforts, especially within the boundaries of the Natura 2000 network. 
Now, LIFE+, with a budget of over e2 billion, will continue to offer robust support to 
the conservation of plant species and of biodiversity in general across Europe.

Preventing the disappearance of so many species of plants is one of the major chal-
lenges that must be addressed in order to achieve the goal of halting the loss of 
Europe’s biodiversity.

Ladislav Miko
Director, Directorate B - Protecting the Natural Environment, DG Environment.

The Natura  2000 Newsletter is produced by 
the LIFE and Nature & Biodiversity Units of the 
Environment Directorate General (DG ENV) of the 
European Commission.
The newsletter is produced twice a year and is 
available in English, French, German, Spanish and 
Italian.

Cover photo: Lake Constance forget-me-not 
(Myosotis rehsteineri) by Gerold Ender, Stadt Bregenz 
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Plants are essential to life on the planet: without them there would be no other dependent spe-

cies. They are a key element of biodiversity and provide many of our basic needs, including food, 

fibres, medicines, fuel, shelter, clothing and even the air we breathe. Plants are also the primary 

constituent of habitat infrastructure for many ecosystems and the key to the Earth’s essential envi-

ronmental equilibrium and stability. The disappearance of so many of them sets one of the greatest 

challenges for the European Union. 

In Europe, Natura 2000, the corner-
stone of EU nature conservation 

policy, is the key legal instrument that 
aims to effectively protect European 
biodiversity and thus endangered 
plant species. A clear commitment 
to halting the loss of biodiversity in 
the EU and to restoring habitats and 
natural systems has also been identi-
fied in the Commission’s recent Com-
munication on “Halting the Loss of 
Biodiversity by 2010 – and Beyond” 
[COM(2006)216] see p.4. 

Europe’s varied geography and cli-
mate provides a vast range of habi-
tats supporting over 12,500 vascular 
plants (flowering plants, conifers and 
ferns). Centres of particularly high 
plant diversity include the mountain-
ous areas around the Mediterranean 
and the Black Sea with the floras of 
Spain, Greece, Italy, Bulgaria and 
Romania supporting the highest num-
bers of both endemic and endangered 
plant species. 

Europe’s flora is one of the best 
known in the world and has been 
shaped by human intervention for 
many hundreds of years. However, 
an accelerated pace of industrialisa-
tion in recent decades, together with 
major land-use changes have resulted 
in European plants today being con-
sidered among the most threatened 
globally. According to the World Con-

servation Union (IUCN), some 21% of 
Europe’s vascular plant species are 
classified as threatened and half of 
the continent’s 4,700 vascular plant 
endemics are in danger of extinction. 
In a number of European countries 
more than two thirds of the existing 
plant habitat types are endangered. 

The main factors that have contrib-
uted to the progressive decline of 
European plant diversity are major 
land-use changes from agriculture 
and forestry, habitat destruction, 
fragmentation and degradation, direct 

impacts by economic activities and 
the introduction of non-native invasive 
species (see “Invasive plant species” 
box p.4).

More recently, Europe’s plants are 
facing an unequivocal warming of the 
climate. According to the latest pro-
jections more than half of the plant 
species assessed could be vulnerable 
or threatened by 2080�. The impact 
of climatic changes on European 

1 Thuiller W. et al. (2005) “Climate change 
threats to plant diversity in Europe”.

Europe’s plants: status and threats

Very endangered orchid Cephalanthera cucullata, Crete, ‘caged’ to protect 
against grazing 
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Invasive plant species

Invasive alien species are acknowledged as one of the major threats to biodiversity, 

together with habitat loss and fragmentation. Reducing the impact on EU biodiversity 

of invasive alien species is one of the key policy areas identified for action for the 

2010-2013 period in the European Commission’s Communication on Biodiversity.	 	

Native species throughout Europe are under assault from invasive alien plant species (IAS) – non-

indigenous plants introduced deliberately or unintentionally outside their natural habitats that have 

the ability to establish themselves, invade, out-compete natives and take over the new environ-

ments and in so doing, adversely affect biological diversity. Particularly vulnerable are European 

island ecosystems (especially in the Macaronesian and Mediterranean biogeographical regions), 

due to their historic isolation. 

The problem of invasive species was specifically addressed in a LIFE-Nature project in Madeira, 

Portugal, which involved the removal of over 850 tons of Kahili ginger (Hedychium gardnerianum) 

plant material from an area covering 165 ha. The ginger is an ornamental plant introduced to 

local gardens in Madeira in the 1930’s, but which now runs wild throughout the island, displacing 

the native Macaronesian laurel forest, a priority Natura 2000 habitat. Like the Kahili ginger, the 

sour fig (Carpobrotus edulis) from South Africa, with its beautiful flowers, was planted in gardens 

very far away from its native soil. The diverse coastal plant habitats of Minorca, Spain have been 

particularly hard hit by this uncontrolled IAS. Thanks to a Spanish LIFE-Nature project, however, 

the sour fig is being eliminated from the island. 

flora, such as changes in the distribu-
tion of species, flowering times etc., 
are forecast to be most pronounced in 
mountainous areas and in the Mediter-
ranean and Pannonian biogeographical 
regions. Climate change poses an enor-
mous challenge to the conservation 
and management of the plant species 
and habitats both within and outside 
the Natura 2000 network (for further 
information, see the June 2007 issue of 
this newsletter - Issue 22 “Biodiversity 
and Climate Change”). 

Importance of plants:  
their goods and services
Plants are universally recognised as 
an essential part of biological diversity 
and a vital resource (i.e., in maintain-
ing carbon dioxide and oxygen equi-
librium in the atmosphere). In addition 
to the small number of crop plants 
used for basic food and fibres, many 
thousands of wild plants have consid-
erable economic and cultural impor-
tance and potential, providing food, 
fuel, clothing, shelter and medicine. 

An estimated 50,000 - 70,000 plant 
species are used in medicines 
throughout the world. These species 

make an essential contribution to 
healthcare, and provide an important 
source of income in rural areas.
The vast majority of medicinal and 
aromatic plant species used today 
are collected from the wild. Unfortu-
nately, this can sometimes result in 
unsustainable collection practices. 
For example wolf´s bane (Arnica mon-

tana), used to treat sprains, bruises, 
and muscle aches, and great yellow 
gentian (Gentiana lutea) are harvested 
throughout Europe (especially in Bul-
garia and Romania) and are included 
in Annex V of the Habitats Directive 
(92/43/EEC), which identifies plants 
(and animals) requiring management 
measures because of exploitation 
concerns. 

European Biodiversity Policy 
and plant conservation
European heads of State agreed at the 
2001 summit in Gothenburg to halt all 
biodiversity loss by 2010. The follow-
ing year, the parties to the Conven-
tion on Biological Diversity (CBD) and 
some 130 world leaders committed 
themselves to a significant reduction 
in the rate of biodiversity loss by the 
same target date (see “CBD – global 
and European strategy for plant con-
servation” box p.5). Europe’s commit-
ment to implementation of the CBD 
was reconfirmed in May 2006, with 
the Commission’s Communication on 
halting the biodiversity loss by 2010 
and beyond.

Two particular threats to EU biodiver-
sity are highlighted in the Communi-
cation. First, that of spatial develop-
ment: Member States have particular 
responsibility, through improved plan-
ning, to reconcile development needs 
with the conservation of biodiversity 
and maintenance of ecosystem serv-
ices. Secondly, the potential impact 
of climate change, where rising tem-
peratures are already having a bio-
logical impact, including earlier timing 

 
Project reference: 
LIFE97 NAT/P/004082
Website:
www.pnm.pt
 
Project reference: 
LIFE00 NAT/E/007355
Website:
http://www.cime.es/lifeflora/

Plant goods and services: wolf’s bane (Arnica montana) - left - a medicinal plant and cork 
oak (Quercus suber) a multiuse natural resource

Sour fig (Carpobrotus edulis)
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have reduced biological diversity. 
The presence of some plant species 
and habitats that are dependent on 
extensive farming, for example, has 
declined in recent decades.

EU Rural Development Policy (Coun-
cil Reg (EC) No.1257/1999) aims to 
reconcile agriculture with the objec-
tives of the EU nature conservation 
policy. This is achieved by financing 
agri-environmental measures that go 
beyond the usual good farming prac-
tices and that have a direct impact on 
the conservation of European flora, 
particularly through the maintenance 
of extensive systems and support for 
agriculture in Natura 2000 zones. 

The recent reforms of the Common 
Agriculture Policy (CAP) have also 
enabled further integration of bio-
diversity concerns into agricultural 
policy and the 2008 review of the CAP 
provides an important opportunity to 

further strengthen and support meas-
ures for farmland and forest biodiver-
sity. For example, national statutory 
requirements derived from EU direc-
tives covering birds, habitats, nitrates 
and pesticides are now included in the 
accepted standards for good farming 
practices.

Natura 2000 network and 
plant conservation 
The main focus of the Habitats Direc-
tive has been on the requirements that 
Member States establish a network of 
special areas of conservation (SACs) 
that, together with the special protec-
tion areas (SPAs) designated under the 
Birds Directive (79/409/EEC), make up 
the Natura 2000 network.

Annexes I (natural habitat types of 
Community interest) and II (animal and 
plant species of Community interest) 
to the Habitats Directive list the habi-
tats and species whose conservation 

Many biodiversity rich habitats in need of conservation are situated in, or close to, agricultural 
lands for example the grasslands of Karst Edge in Slovenia

of spring events, and poleward and 
upward shifts in ranges in plant, as 
well as animal species (see: Natura 
2000 Issue 22 p.4).  

The EU approach recognises that bio-
diversity is not evenly spread, and that 
certain species are more at risk than 
others. Consequently it affords spe-
cial attention to the protection of sites 
of highest nature value and species 
most at risk included in the Habitats 
and Birds directives. However, this 
approach also recognises that much 
biodiversity resides outside these 
sites, and that effective conservation 
and sustainable use of biodiversity, 
and the maintenance of essential eco-
system services, also requires action 
in the wider countryside. For plants, 
this is provided for by specific require-
ments in the Habitats Directive and 
more generally by the integration of 
biodiversity concerns into agricultural 
and other policies. 

The 2001 Biodiversity Action Plan for 
Agriculture (COM/2001/0162) aims to 
reduce the negative impacts of farm-
ing practices by promoting the sus-
tainable use of biological resources. It 
is one of the four biodiversity action 
plans, covering 1) conservation of 
natural resources, 2) agriculture, 3) 
fisheries, and 4) economic and devel-
opment co-operation outside Europe, 
included in the EU’s Sixth Environ-
mental Action Programme (6th EAP), 
approved by the Council of Ministers 
in 2001, and also with the goal of 
stemming biodiversity loss by 2010. 
Many of the biodiversity-rich habitats 
in need of conservation are situated 
in, or close to, agricultural land, where 
inappropriate agricultural practices 
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CBD – global and European strategy for plant conservation

In 1992, at the Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit, world leaders adopted the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), committing gov-

ernments around the world to develop national strategies for the conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity.

Ten years later, the Conference of the Parties of the CBD adopted the Global Strategy for Plant Conservation (GSPC) that aims 

to put an end to the reduction in plant diversity. Within the framework of the GSPC, in 2002 a European Plant Conservation 

Strategy was set as a joint initiative of the Council of Europe and the NGO Planta Europa with the following major objec-

tives: documenting and conservation of plant diversity; sustainable plant use; awareness raising and conservation capacity 

building. 

One of the contributions to the European Plant Conservation Strategy is the production of an inventory of Important Plant Areas 

(IPAs) in Europe. IPAs are natural or semi-natural sites exhibiting exceptional botanical richness, or supporting rare, threatened 

or endemic plant species or vegetation of high botanical value. Today the inventory covers IPAs in most of Eastern Europe and 

the UK (150 areas). The IPAs along with BirdLife Important Bird Areas (IBAs) provide a valuable reference for the implementation of the 

Natura 2000 network sites of Community importance, especially in new Member States.

The IPA programme in Europe is co-ordinated by Plantlife International, a UK-based environmental NGO, in partnership with the IUCN. 

For more information on the Global Strategy for Plant Conservation (GSPC), visit: http://www.cbd.int/gspc/default.shtml.  

http://www.cbd.int/gspc/default.shtml


habitats that are characterised by 
high rates of endemic plants, which 
are normally found in restricted areas. 
These tend to be dominated by a 
particular plant species and often 
are classified as “priority natural 
habitat types” under the directive. For 
example, the endangered golden oak 
(Quercus alnifolia) is the main species 
within a Cyprus Annex I priority habitat 
- scrub and low forest vegetation with 
Quercus alnifolia (9390*); the rock rose 
(Cistus palhinhae) is the main species 
within maritime wet heath formations 
(5140*) in the southwest of Portugal; 
and sea grass (Posidonia oceanica) is 
the main species within Mediterranean 
sea grass habitats (1120*). 

Other habitat types with broader dis-
tribution are also very important for 
some plant species such as orchids. 
The dry to semi-dry calcareous grass-
lands habitat (6210), which is widely 

distributed around Europe, can be 
host to important populations of rare 
orchid species. Where this is the case, 
the habitat is considered a priority for 
conservation. For example, impor-
tant endangered orchid species (e.g., 
genus Ophrys) are dependent on cal-
careous substrate semi-natural dry 
grasslands or forests (e.g., Cypripe-
dium calceolus).

Finally, Article 13 of the Habitats 
Directive requires that Member States 
should also establish both within and 
outside the Natura 2000 network, 
a system for the strict protection of 
endangered plant species included 
in Annex lV (b) by prohibiting the 
“deliberate picking, collecting, cut-
ting, uprooting or destruction” of such 
plants in their natural range in the wild; 
and the “keeping, transport and sale 
or exchange” of specimens of such 
species taken in the wild.

requires the designation of SACs. 
Some of them are defined as “prior-
ity” habitats or species (in danger of 
disappearing). 

Annex II identifies 324 animal spe-
cies whose conservation requires the 
designation of SACs. However, the 
number of plant species listed is much 
higher – 587, or 64%, of the total (see 
Fig.1). Moreover, some 204 (80%) of 
listed plant species are priority – com-
pared with just 51 for animals. 

The distribution of plant diversity 
across Europe is not even. A full 60% 
of the plant species included in Annex 
II are found within the Mediterranean 
and Macaronesian regions, according 
to the reference lists for biogeographi-
cal regions (EU-25), see Fig. 2.

As well as the plant species included 
in Annex II of the directive, there are 

In focus

Fig.1: EU-27 plant and animal species listed in Annex II  
of the Habitats Directive

Fig.2: Annex II plant species  
by biogeographical region 

Macaronesian laurissilva forests (left) and Asphodelus bento-rainhae (right) a priority, Annex II plant species of the Mediterranean  
biogeographical region
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vate land, or dependent on sustain-
able agricultural or forestry activities. 

Funding from the EU’s LIFE-Nature 
programme has been used to assist 
in the preparation of a number of 
management plans that include 
measures and management guide-
lines for specific plant species. 
Examples include projects in Spain, 
Greece and Slovenia.

Guaranteeing the protection of endangered plant species relies principally on the management of 

Natura 2000 sites. Across Europe, Member States are implementing conservation measures on 

these sites, but this activity is not without its challenges.

Managing plant diversity  
via the Natura 2000 network 

According to Article 6 of the Habi-
tats Directive, Member States 

are required to undertake conserva-
tion measures in order to maintain 
species and habitats at a “favourable 
conservation status”. If necessary, 
these measures may involve appro-
priate management plans.

The Commission has consistently 
encouraged Member States to draw 
up management plans to ensure the 
appropriate conservation manage-
ment of the sites and to verify how 
different uses are compatible with 
conservation objectives. Manage-
ment plans are also an excellent way 
of involving the key interest groups 
affected by the designation in the 
management decision-making proc-
ess, thus meeting the concerns of 
local stakeholders and other users.

However, Natura 2000 sites with a 
high level of plant diversity present 
a considerable challenge in terms of 
conservation and, therefore, in the 
drawing up of management plans. 
There are a number of reasons for 
this. Plant species often exist across 
only a small area, and the popula-
tions are normally isolated, and 

frequently there is also a lack of sci-
entific or monitoring data, and little 
local experience in managing Natura 
2000 sites for plants. 

Generally speaking, there is a low 
level of awareness of the threats to 
plants, especially when compared to 
the understanding of threats to animal 
species. Furthermore, plant popula-
tions are sometimes located on pri-

On site

Ophrys fusca, a micro-
reserve orchid species, 
Slovenia Creating a network of flora micro-reserves in the Valencian region

The aim of this project was to set up a network of 100 

small botanical Spanish reserves – up to 20 ha in size 

– which together would contain the main populations of 

rare, endemic and endangered plant species, as well as 

the different vegetation types present in the Valencian 

region. Ultimately, the project established 158 micro-

reserves, with an area of 285 ha, 77 of which were 

officially proclaimed and included in the Natura 2000 

network. The project also implemented the propagation 

protocols for 20 endangered endemic plant species and 

implemented recovery and management plans for 12 

Annex II plant species.

Micro-reserves cover 56 priority habitats listed in 

Annex I of the EU Habitats Directive and 12 plant spe-

cies included in Annex II. Together, these sites form 

the core of the Natura 2000 network sites for the 

Valencian region.

The micro-reserve plant conservation model is now 

being adopted by other Spanish territories and beyond, 

as a valuable management tool of the Habitats Directive 

and is helping in the implementation of the Natura 2000 

network. A network of micro-reserves has been estab-

lished on the island of Minorca, in the Kraški rob region 

of Slovenia, and in Crete, Greece under the aegis of three 

other LIFE-Nature projects (LIFE00/NAT/E/007355, LIFE02 

NAT/SLO/008587 and LIFE04/NAT/GR/000104).

Project reference: 
LIFE93 NAT/E/011100 (1st phase) and LIFE95 NAT/E/000856 (2nd phase) 
Website:
www.gva.es/coma/_espacios/flora_amenazada/flora1.htm

Natura 2000 species management - helping to conserve populations of rare and endangered 
plant populations
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Peatlands and wetlands can work as  
natural CO2 sinks – Müritz National Park,  
Germany
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Nota Bene: 
• �The Natura Barometer is managed 

by the European Topic Centre for 
Biodiversity and based on informa-
tion officially transmitted by Mem-
ber States.

• �Numerous sites have been des-
ignated according to both nature 
directives, either in their entirety or 
partially. It is therefore not possible 
to combine the numbers imple-
mented under the two directives 
to get an overall figure for Natura 
2000.

• �The surface area percentage relates 
only to the terrestrial area that has 
been designated, which is the over-
all SPA (Birds Directive), proposed 
SCI, SCI or SAC (Habitats Directive) 
area, not including the marine area. 
Some Member States have desig-
nated substantial portions of their 
marine waters. These are included 
in the number of sites and areas 
proposed but not in the percent-
age surface area or indications of 
progress. The sufficiency of national 
proposals for several marine habi-
tats and species cannot be deter-
mined, as further work is needed for 
the successful application of Natura 
2000 under both directives, espe-
cially in the area of offshore marine 
environment.

• �Several Member States have pro-
posed large areas including “buffer 
zones”, while others have proposed 
only the core areas. In both cases, 
Article 6 of the Habitats Directive 
also applies to new activities, which 
are foreseen outside a Natura 2000 
site but likely to affect it.

• �The 10 new Member States that 
acceded to the EU on 1 May 2004, 
had a duty to classify SPAs and 
propose SCIs by the date of their 
accession. All countries have sub-
mitted their lists and evaluations are 
ongoing. 

• �The global assessment of national 
lists may be revised upwards or 
downwards, following more com-
plete scientific analysis of the data, 
particularly at the relevant biogeo-
graphical seminars.

➜
➜

� 2000

SPECIAL PROTECTION AREAS (SPAs)  
Birds Directive
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The Natura 2000 Barometer:
commentary on progress
• �The current barometer reflects data 

submitted on the implementation 
of both the Habitats and the Birds 
directives in all 27 countries up to 
June 2007. Evaluation of progress 
is based on the biogeographical 
seminars.

• �Bulgaria and Romania, new EU 
Member States since January 
2007, have published their propos-
als. New proposals from Poland are 
beginning to fill in the gaps in that 
country, and Spain, France and Italy 
have all proposed new sites in order 
to begin to overcome the insuffi-
ciencies in their networks, as well as 
to improve the representativeness 
of the habitats and species in their 
proposals. 

• �Austria, Belgium and Luxembourg 
also proposed sites.

• �The proposed SCIs for the new 
Member States are being evaluated 
through biogeographical seminars 
to determine whether they cover 
sufficiently the relevant habitats and 
species. 

• �As for Sweden, the number of sites 
is diminishing, but this is simply 
because many of its sites have been 
combined. Overall in fact, Sweden 
has actually increased the total 
surface area of sites of Community 
importance (SCIs)

• �No new sites have been established 
in any of the other Member States. 
However, there is now additional 
information on the existing sites, 
along with updates on the presence 
of habitats and species.

• �With regard to evaluating the com-
pleteness of national SPA networks, 
there is no biogeographical screen-
ing process, but the Commission 
makes use of different scientific ref-
erences, including national inven-
tories, where they exist, and the 
Important Bird Areas’ (IBAs) publi-
cations of BirdLife International.

Total area 
 sites (km2)

3,241

14,882

7,244

11,136

53,294

11,328

10,561

27,641

123,382

52,156

45,059

711

7,663

6,664

399

13,929

48

7,510

8,888

23,256

16,503

32,833

6,360

5,739

48,552

62,782

25,109

626,870

Terrestrial 
 area (%)*

 10.0

13.3

9.2

7.4

9.9

16.5

10.2

16.4

23.4

8.5

14.2

11.5
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9.9

15.4

15.0

12.6

8.4

10.6

7.4

17.4

13.2

31.4

11.8

12.7

13.7

6.5

12.8

Number of 
marine sites

2

8

-

118

48

36

92

102

90

90

160

5

6

2

-

-

1

9

-

0

23

6

3

-

98

325

41

1,265

Marine 
 area (km2)

200

124

-

7,959

18,086

3,854

3,386

5,998

5,217

5,593

2,244

50

562

171

-

-

8

4,025

-

0.0

490

1,353

0.2

-

5,460

5,849

9,131

79,759
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Number  
of sites

280

180

864

254

4,617

497

413

239

1,430

1,335

2,281

36

331

267

48

467

27

141

166

294

94

273

259

382

1,715

3,971

613

21,474

notably insufficient

incomplete

largely complete

recent significant progress

being evaluated in the 
context of biogeographical 
seminars
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SITES OF COMMUNITY IMPORTANCE (SCIs)
 Habitats Directive

* % of SCI or SPA terrestrial area compared 
to MS terrestrial area
		
** The area of the MS and the % corre-
sponds to the area of Cyprus where the 
Community acquis applies at present, 
according to protocol 10 of the Accession 
Treaty of Cyprus
		



In November 2007, the Commission 
adopted a new initial list of sites of 

Community importance (SCI) for the 
Pannonian biogeographical region. 
This region was added following the 
accession of the Czech Republic, Hun-
gary and Slovakia in 2004. By the end 
of 2007, the Commission also adopted 
first updated lists of sites of Commu-
nity importance for the Atlantic, Boreal, 
Continental, Alpine and Macaronesian 
biogeographical regions. 

The Community list for the Mediter-
ranean region will be updated in early 

2008. With these decisions, 4,744 
new SCI with a total area of 108,355 
km2 will be added to the Natura 2000 
network (more than the size of Por-
tugal). At the same time, the Natura 
2000 network will for the first time also 
be extended to the ten new Member 
States that joined the EU in 2004: the 
Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovenia, 
Slovakia, Malta and Cyprus.

The Natura 2000 network will include 
21,087 sites of Community impor-
tance under the Habitats Directive, 

covering 538,249 km2 of terrestrial 
land and 78,129 km2 of marine areas. 
The network will also include 4,830 
Special Protection Areas (SPAs) 
designated under the Birds Direc-
tive, covering 429,615 km2 of terres-
trial land and 56,956 km2 of marine 
areas.

In total, the EU wide Natura 2000 
network will cover a terrestrial area 
of approximately 850,000 km2 (taking 
into account the overlap between SCI 
and SPAs) and more than 100,000 
km2 marine area.

proposed SCIs  -  as of 30 June 2007

SPAs - as of 30 June 2007

Progress in the establishment  
of Natura 2000

proposed SCIs  -  as of 30 June 2007

SPAs - as of 30 June 2007

proposed SCIs  -  as of 30 June 2007

SPAs - as of 30 June 2007
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Special Protection Areas (SPAs) under the Birds Directive - June 2007

Sites of Community Interest (SCIs) under the Habitats Directive - June 2007

Proportion of Member State land territory and marine surface area  
included in the Natura 2000 network

Note: *The area of the MS and the % corresponds to the area of Cyprus where the
Community acquis applies at present, according to protocol 10 of the Accession Treaty of Cyprus
Source: EEA-ETC/BD, June 2007



servation issues. Using a technique 
that had already been successfully 
applied on the German side of the 
lake, technical restoration works to 
stabilise the shoreline were imple-
mented during the four winters of 
the project period (April 2001 to May 
2005), to avoid damaging the sensi-
tive plant life on the shore. 

A line of coarse pebbles was laid 
along the low-water mark (to absorb 
the shock of the breaking waves). 
Then the space between this line and 
the original shoreline was filled with a 
thin layer of finer gravel, similar to the 
shore sediment that was previously 
found here and that had originally 
been the habitat of the forget-me-not. 
The choice of grain size of the gravel 
used for the outer border and the 
shallow infill depended on the inclina-
tion of the slope and the wave forces 
expected at that point. The lakeshore 
of about 2,600 m length was success-
fully treated by this technique during 
the low-water periods each winter. 

The Lake Constance forget-me-
not (Myosotis rehsteineri), as the 

name suggests, is found in the Lake 
Constance region, which straddles 
Austria, Germany and Switzerland. 
Here, in the lake’s natural flood plain, 
it thrives on the gravel banks built up 
during the postglacial period, from 
pebbles washed down by the Alpine 
rivers. 

In early spring when the Lake Con-
stance Forget-me-not blooms – and 
when lake water levels are at their 
lowest – strips of the shoreline used 
to be carpeted with a light blue sheen. 
Unfortunately, this spectacular sight 
has become increasingly rare. One 
reason for the species’ decline is that 
up until the 1990s, large amounts of 
the gravel were extracted from the 
lake for building projects. Over time, 
the broad gravel banks that used to 
gently slope down into the lakes grad-
ually disappeared and were replaced 
by unstable, steep slopes where the 
motion of the waves rolls the gravel 
to and fro unimpeded – leaving little 
chance for the delicate gravel bank 
flora to take hold.

The main objective of the LIFE-Nature 
project, “Protecting the habitat of 
Myosotis rehsteineri in Bregenz”, 
was to restore 2,600 m of eroding 
lakeshore near the city of Bregenz in 
Austria, to help guarantee the survival 
of Myosotis rehsteineri, as well as to 

preserve other important habitats and 
species found in the erosion zone. At 
the same time, the gravel deposited 
under water would serve as spawning 
ground for fish. 

The project was run by Amt der Lande-
shauptstadt Bregenz, the department 
(Amt) of the Austrian city of Bregenz 
responsible for environment and con-

Restoration works by a LIFE-Nature project along an Austrian stretch of the Lake Constance shore-

line have helped to ensure the long-term survival of Myosotis rehsteineri – a forget-me-not species 

endemic to the region.

Lake Constance forget-me-not  
flourishes once more

LIFE in action
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Lake Constance gravel bank shoreline - the habitat of the endemic forget-me-not (Myosotis 
rehsteineri)

LIFE-Nature works to restore the eroding gravel banks of Lake Constance



Completed in 2005, the works are only 
visible during times of extremely low 
water levels. 

Through collaboration with the local 
municipal plant nursery, the project 
team also demonstrated that the spe-
cies was easy to artificially propa-
gate. As a result, more than 1,650 
specimens were produced within 
a few months. These were then re-
introduced to certain sections of the 
shoreline within the project’s wider 
restoration actions.

Over the course of the project, the 
beneficiary faced two major problems. 
Firstly, there was political and social 
pressure to weaken the protection 
status of the site, which is situated in 
a popular tourist area, partly within the 

city of Bregenz. And, secondly, once the 
restoration was achieved, visitor pres-
sure increased, generating a need for 
management of these visitors to avoid 
trampling and disturbance. 

The project dealt with both these prob-
lems successfully by carrying out inten-
sive public relations, communications 
and visitor guidance work. This included 
the production of a video film “Grillfest 
meets Haubentaucher” (“Barbeque 
meets Great crested grebe”), dealing 
with tourist pressure and its impact on 
the designated Natura 2000 site, and 
also a website, designed and maintained 
by secondary school students, provid-
ing information on the LIFE project. 

In 2003, the designated Natura 2000 
site gained its regional protection sta-

tus. The conservation work carried 
out by the LIFE team was com-
mended in accompanying docu-
mentation for this process.  

Finally, in 2004, thanks to the res-
toration of its habitat and the artifi-
cial propagation of the plant, some 
83,000 individuals of the Lake Con-
stance forget-me-not species were 
counted in the project area. This 
was evaluated as a stable popu-
lation with “very good” long-term 
prospects.

LIFE in action

Project reference: 
LIFE00 NAT/A/007069
Website:
www.bregenz.at/index.php? 
id=1066

LIFE is the EU’s financial instrument that 

supports environmental and nature conser-

vation projects throughout the EU. Originally 

launched in 1992, LIFE has contributed 

approximately  e1.35 billion to the protec-

tion of the environment. 

Of all the LIFE-Nature projects, totalling 970 

since 1992, only 33 have actually directly 

targeted plant species, even though there 

is a far greater proportion of plants spe-

cies than animal species in Annex II of the 

Habitats Directive. Furthermore, the major-

ity of projects related to plants actually 

target plant conservation within a broader 

context, for example as part of habitat 

actions, Natura 2000 network site manage-

ment plans or more general conservation 

actions. 

LIFE has financed a range of plant-targeted 

projects that include 

l �plant species assessments 

l population or habitat recovery plans 

l �direct conservation measures for the pro-

tection and management of species and 

habitats

l �creation or development of designated areas 

for plant reproduction

l elimination of invasive alien species

LIFE has also funded a range of plans for 

ongoing Natura 2000 site management.

Additionally, an Annex II plant species can 

occur on private land, so land purchase, or 

acquisition of land-use rights, has been one 

of the key conservation measures.  Following 

the completion of LIFE III, LIFE+1 is now the 

new Financial Instrument for the Environment 

for the period 2007-13. With a budget of over 

e2 billion, LIFE+ will continue to offer robust 

support to the protection of plant species 

in Europe in the coming years. The projects 

targeting plants and habitats inside and out-

side Natura 2000 will be financed by the two 

components of LIFE+ Nature and Biodiversity: 

‘LIFE+ Nature’, which will co-finance best 

practice or demonstration projects contribut-

ing to the implementation of the Birds and 

Habitats directives; and ‘LIFE+ Biodiversity’, 

which will co-finance innovative or demon-

stration projects contributing to the implemen-

tation of the objectives of the Commission’s 

2006 Communication “Halting the loss of 

biodiversity by 2010 – and beyond”. 

LIFE’s contribution to plant conservation

1 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/
funding/lifeplus.htm

Cytisus aeolicus endemic to the Aeolian Islands (Sicily) In-vitro propagation of Annex II plants
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LIFE sustaining biodiversity

For nearly 50 years the IUCN’s 
Species Survival Commission 

has been assessing the conserva-
tion status of species, subspecies 
and populations on a global scale to 
highlight those threatened with extinc-
tion, and therefore promote their con-
servation. This is the first time that 
European mammals have been evalu-
ated according to the IUCN Red List 
criteria at regional levels, and as such 
is a major contribution to our under-
standing of the threats facing Europe’s 
mammals and of the actions required 
under the EU Habitats Directive and 
Natura 2000 network to improve their 
status. 

According to the “European Mam-
mal Assessment (EMA)”, Europe 
is now home to the world’s most 
threatened cat species, the Iberian 
lynx (Lynx pardinus), and the world’s 
most threatened seal, the Mediter-
ranean monk seal (Monachus mona-
chus) both classified as “critically 
endangered”. Only 150 Iberian lynx 
survive today and the Mediterranean 
monk seal population has decreased 

IUCN Director-General Julia Marton-
Lefèvre added: “This new assessment 
proves that many European mammals 
are declining at an alarming rate. How-
ever, we still have the power to reverse 
that trend, as the case of the European 
bison, which was brought back from 
the brink of extinction clearly shows.” 

The main threats to European mam-
mals are habitat degradation and 
loss, due to deforestation or wet-
land drainage, followed by pollution 
and over-harvesting. For marine 
species, pollution and accidental 
mortality from fisheries’ by-catch or 
ship collisions are the main risks. 
These threats are most severe in the 
enclosed Baltic, Mediterranean and 
Black Seas.

To reverse the decline of Europe’s 
mammals, the report recommends 
urgent implementation of the Euro-
pean Union’s nature conservation 
policies, development of species 
action plans and the integration of 
nature conservation into the EU’s land 
use policies.

to between 350-450 individuals. 
The most threatened category also 
includes the Arctic fox (Alopex lago-
pus) and the European mink (Mus-
tela lutreola), which both have very 
small and declining populations.

While some 15%, or almost one sixth, 
of mammals are threatened in Europe, 
the report also shows that the situation 
of marine mammals is even bleaker: 
some 22% are classified as threat-
ened with extinction. The real situation 
is likely to be even worse, as almost 
44% were classified as “data deficient” 
due to missing information. By com-
parison, according to BirdLife 43% of 
European birds are threatened.

Commenting on the report, published 
in May 2007, Environment Com-
missioner Stavros Dimas said: “The 
results highlight the challenge we 
currently face to halt the loss of biodi-
versity by 2010, as European govern-
ments have promised. It is clear that 
the full implementation of the Habi-
tats Directive, which covers nearly 
all mammals found threatened in this 
assessment, is of utmost importance 
to protect Europe’s species”.

For copies of the report and fur-
ther information, visit the DG 
Environment EMA website at: 
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/
nature/conservation/species/ema/

Iberian lynx (Lynx pardinus) – the most 
endangered feline in the world

Nearly one in every six European mammal species is threat-

ened with extinction – according to a new report prepared by 

the World Conservation Union (IUCN) on behalf of the European 

Commission. The report, the first comprehensive assessment of 

the conservation status of mammals at a European level, shows 

that population trends are equally alarming: over a quarter 

(27%) of all mammals have declining populations and a further 

33% have an unknown population trend. Only 8% were identified 

as increasing, including the European bison (Bison bonasus), 

thanks to successful conservation measures. 

New study of European mammals 
highlights actions required under  
the Habitats Directive

Mediterranean monk seal 
(Monachus monachus)  
- the world´s most  
threatened seal
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European Mammal Assessment
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Biological invasions in Europe 
& DAISIE initiative  
– conference & portal

Biological invasions by non-native 
or ‘alien’ species are widely rec-
ognized as a significant compo-
nent of human-caused global 
environment change. Organised 
within the framework of the Com-
mission’s Sixth Framework Pro-
gramme project DAISIE (Delivering 
Alien Invasive Species Inventories 
for Europe), this European confer-
ence will be held on 23 January in 
Portorez, Slovenia. 
For more information, contact: 
Melanie.Josefsson@snv.slu.se.
Meanwhile, the DAISIE portal 
brings together information on 
alien species and their impacts, 
and for the first time has devel-
oped an overview and assess-
ment of biological invasions in the 
Pan-European region. 
Visit the website at: www.europe-
aliens.org

European conference on  
invasive alien species 

Another European conference on 
“Invasive Alien Species”, organ-

ised by Spain together with the 
Slovenian presidency and the 
European Commission, will be 
held on 15 -16 January 2008 in 
Madrid. The event will provide 
stakeholders with an opportunity 
to meet and exchange knowledge 
and experience on the issues 
involved in this matter. 

Large carnivores - leaflet 

A Commission-financed project 
has published a leaflet showing 
the current distribution areas of 

grey wolf (Canis lupus), brown 
bear (Ursus arctos), Eurasian lynx 
(Lynx lynx) and wolverine (Gulo 
gulo) in Europe and explaining 
the background to the approach 
to managing large carnivores at 
population level.
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/
nature/info/pubs/docs/brochu-
res/large_carnivores_know_no_
boundaries.pdf

Large carnivores - website
For anyone interested in know-
ing more about large carnivores, 
the Commission website pro-
vides guidelines for the popula-
tion level management plans for 
large carnivores and a link to 
a “Species Online Information 
System” for Europe. This link 
provides easily-accessible, regu-
larly-updated, information on the 
distribution, status, population 
trends, management practices 
and conservation needs of grey 
wolf, brown bear, Eurasian lynx 
and wolverine.
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/
nature/conservation/species/ 
carnivores/index_en.htm

 News

Research recently published in the journal Science 

has shown that the European Union’s Birds Directive 

(79/409/EEC) has had a significant positive impact in 

protecting many of the continent’s most threatened 

birds. The research highlighted the effectiveness of 

special protection areas (SPAs).

Environment Commissioner Stavros Dimas said: 

“This provides further evidence of the effectiveness 

of EU nature legislation and underlines the critical 

role that must be played by Natura 2000 if we are 

to reach our target of halting the loss of biodiversity 

by 2010.”

Dr Paul Donald, the paper’s senior author from the 

RSPB (BirdLife in the UK) commented: “For over 25 

years, the Birds Directive has helped provide proper 

protection for those bird species facing the greatest 

threats. We can now reveal that this protection has 

apparently worked.”

Researchers analysed data from 15 Member States 

and showed that the populations of threatened birds 

not only fared better, on average, than other bird 

species in the European Union, but also that the 

same species perform better within the EU than in 

European countries outside. 

One of the ways that the EU is supporting the imple-

mentation of the directive is through the co-funding 

of LIFE conservation projects within the Natura 

2000 network. Many of these targeted projects have 

improved the habitats of endangered bird species, 

such as Eurasian spoonbill (Platalea leucorodia), 

white-tailed eagle (Haliaeetus albicilla) and Spanish 

imperial eagle (Aquila adalberti).

Research highlights ‘significant’ impact of Birds 
Directive

An example of the positive 
impact of the Birds Directive  
– a golden eagle (Aquila  
chrysaetos) chick has hatched 
in Donegal, Ireland, for the first 
time in 100 years, as part of 
a golden eagle reintroduction 
programme co-funded between 
2001 and 2006 by the EU’s 
LIFE-Nature programme.

mailto:melanie.josefsson@snv.slu.se
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/info/pubs/docs/brochures/large_carnivores_know_no_boundaries.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/info/pubs/docs/brochures/large_carnivores_know_no_boundaries.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/info/pubs/docs/brochures/large_carnivores_know_no_boundaries.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/info/pubs/docs/brochures/large_carnivores_know_no_boundaries.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/carnivores/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/carnivores/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/carnivores/index_en.htm


The LIFE programme has greatly assisted the implementation of 

the Natura 2000 network in the marine environment – providing 

co-funding for projects aiding the conservation of Europe’s highly 

endangered marine species and habitats. This publication provides 

further information and examples of successful case studies from 

around Europe. 

Published by the European Commission, 2006, 64p, it is available in 

English in electronic format at:

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/ l i fe/publ icat ions/ l i fepubl icat ions/ l i fefocus/ 

nat.htm#marine

The nature and environment case studies featured in this attractive 

new publication provide practical examples of the way the LIFE 

programme is helping Member States meet the requirements of 

the EU’s Water Framework Directive (2000/60/EC). Other case stud-

ies focus on issues detailed in other European directives, such as 

the EU Nitrates (91/676/EEC), Birds (79/409/EEC) and the Habitats 

(92/43/EEC) directives. 

Published by the European Commission, 2007, 52p, it is available in 

English in electronic format at:

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/ l i fe/publ icat ions/ l i fepubl icat ions/ l i fefocus/ 

nat.htm#rivers
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Guidance on Article 3 of Birds 
Directive & Article 10 of  
Habitats Directive

Many of Europe’s habitats are 
highly fragmented and at risk of 
further fragmentation as a result 
of ongoing developments and 
land use changes. A new report 
has recently been produced, on 
behalf of the Commission, to 
assist Members States in devel-
oping and implementing inte-
grated ecological connectivity-
related measures that contribute 
to the maintenance or restoration 
of the “favourable conservation 
status” of species and habitats 
of Community interest in accord-
ance with requirements of the 
Habitats and Birds directives. 
In particular, the IEEP (Institute 
for European Environmental Pol-
icy) report provides guidance on 
implementation of Article 10 of 
the Habitats Directive and Article 
3 of the Birds Directive. It also 
aims to support the connectivity 
and climate change objectives in 
the EU Biodiversity Action Plan. 
The guidance covers all terres-
trial, freshwater and inter-tidal 
habitats in Europe, but does  
not cover marine habitats and 
species. 
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/
nature/ecosystems/index_en.htm

Business & Biodiversity  
Conference

A conference on business and 
biodiversity was held in Lisbon in 
November 2007. Organised by the 
Portuguese presidency of the EU, 
the event explored the way Euro-
pean businesses can contribute 
to halting the loss of biodiversity 
and improving its performance.
h t tp : / / coun tdown2010 .ne t / 
business/  

Greek Natura sites under fire
Biodiversity hotspots including 
Natura 2000 sites were among 
those areas most damaged by the 
forest fires that ravaged Greece 
last summer. The forest fires, 
which resulted in significant loss 
of lives and left many thousands 
homeless, have had a devastating 
impact on the environment. 
The Natura 2000 sites affected by 
the fires include Mount Taygetos, 
a rich forest composed largely of 
pine and an endemic fir species 
(Abies cephalonica). The moun-
tain gorges are important for bird 
species such as the golden eagle 

(Aquila chrysaetos) and lesser 
kestrel (Falco naumanni). The 
area is also known to host a small 
population of golden jackal (Canis 
aureus).
Mount Parnonas was also dam-
aged by the fires. Parnonas con-
sists largely of conifer and pine 
forests and is the only European 
site with Syrian juniper (Juniperus 
drupacea). This area is home to 
diverse fauna with golden jackal 
populations, endemic snake and 
turtle species.
Elsewhere in Europe, Natura 2000 
sites were affected in Cyprus, 
France, Italy, Portugal and Spain. 
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LIFE and the marine environment 

LIFE and Europe’s rivers 

Eco-tourism activities, such as whale 
watching, provide business opportunities

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/publications/lifepublications/lifefocus/nat.htm#marine
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/publications/lifepublications/lifefocus/nat.htm#marine
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/publications/lifepublications/lifefocus/nat.htm#rivers
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/publications/lifepublications/lifefocus/nat.htm#rivers
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/ecosystems/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/ecosystems/index_en.htm
http://countdown2010.net/business/
http://countdown2010.net/business/


Financing Natura 2000 IT tool 
launched

The EU has recently introduced a 
new, interactive IT financing tool, 
which was piloted in Austria, Italy 
and Latvia, providing information 
on sources of funding for Natura 
2000 sites. The technical solu-
tions developed in these pilots 
regions can be adapted to other 
countries in the EU. 
For more details, visit: 
www. f inanc ing-na tu ra2000 .
moccu.com.

EU guidelines on Natura 2000 
in the marine environment

The Commission has published 
new guidelines to assist Mem-
ber States in establishing Natura 
2000 in the marine environment. 
Guidance is provided on the 
selection and management of 
sites under both Habitats and 
Birds directives and covers both 
the inshore and offshore marine 
environments. 
The establishment of Natura 
2000 in the marine environment 

remains an important gap that 
needs to be filled in 2008.
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/
nature/natura2000/marine/index_
en.htm

Natura 2000 Networking  
Programme 

In 2007 the Commission financed 
the “Natura 2000 Network-
ing Programme”, managed by 
Eurosite, ELO and Europarc. Fif-
teen workshops were success-
fully implemented throughout 
Europe.  A website (www.Natura.
org) has also been created to pro-
mote and provide information on  

Natura 2000, including exchange 
of best practices and the register-
ing of Green Days’ activities.

Natura 2000 event calendar
For anyone seeking information on 
Natura 2000 seminars or confer-
ences, the Commission is testing 
an on-line event calendar. The pilot 
event calendar includes information 
on different events associated with 
Natura 2000 themes, in particular 
those with wider EU interests.
For more details, visit: 
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/
nature/natura2000/calendar/index_
en.htm
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http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/info/pubs/natura2000nl_en.htm 
Alternatively, you can view this newsletter, together with other information and documents at 
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For details on LIFE and LIFE-Nature projects see: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/

The first call for proposals for nature and biodiversity 

projects funded under the EU’s new LIFE+ funding pro-

gramme has been launched. Applications for projects were 

submitted to National Authorities at the end of November 

2007. Following selection, the first LIFE+ projects are 

expected to start in January 2009. 

The “Nature & Biodiversity” component of LIFE+ builds on experience with the former 

LIFE-Nature programme. It is divided into:

l �LIFE+ Nature – focusing on the “demonstration or best-practice projects” concerned 

with implementing the objectives of the Birds and the Habitats directives, including 

the Natura 2000 network of sites. 

l �LIFE+ Biodiversity - targeting innovative or demonstration projects that support the 

implementation of the EU Biodiversity Action Plan (see: COM(2006) 216 final “Halting 

the loss of biodiversity by 2010- and beyond”).

For more information, see: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/index.htm 

LIFE+ offers new opportunities for nature & 
biodiversity funding

http://www.financing-natura2000.moccu.com
http://www.financing-natura2000.moccu.com
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/marine/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/marine/index_en.htm
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http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/calendar/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/calendar/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/info/pubs/natura2000nl_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/info/pubs/paper_en.htm
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