Important Bird Areas in Europe – Overview of results

■

OVERVIEW OF RESULTS

This chapter presents a pan-European analysis of the data given
in this publication and details some of the key findings of this first
review of Important Bird Areas (IBAs) in Europe.

WHY ARE IBAs IMPORTANT AND HAS A
COMPLETE SET OF SITES BEEN FOUND?
■ IBA coverage by country
A comprehensive network of internationally important sites for
birds has been identified across Europe. A total of 3,619 Important
Bird Areas are distributed among 51 countries or autonomous
regions in the continent, covering 931,700 km², which equates to
7% of the continental land area (Figure 1). There has been a
tremendous amount of new data gathered as part of this inventory,
resulting in improved coverage across the region compared to the
previous IBA inventory, 10 years ago (Grimmett and Jones 1989).
The number of IBAs identified in each country depends on many
different factors, such as the size of the country, its importance for
different species, the extent of particular habitats remaining in the
country, the national capacity to gather data and, importantly, the
types of criteria applied to identify IBAs. An additional category
of criteria (‘C’ criteria) was applied within the European Union
(EU), with lower numeric thresholds, which resulted in a greater
number of sites being identified in these countries. Indeed,

2,342 IBAs (65% of the European total) fall within the 15 member
states of the EU. A full list of the number and area of IBAs within
each country is given in Appendix 6.
The countries with more than 90 IBAs and the countries with
over 20,000 km² in IBAs are listed in Figures 2 and 3; it should be
noted that the two sets of countries are not the same. Spain has the
highest number of IBAs (Figure 2), with 391 in total, covering
160,000 km² or 31% of the land area of the country (Figure 3).
Russia has 218 IBAs but these tend to be larger sites (average area
800 km²), including many large protected areas, with the total IBA
area being 174,500 km², higher than Spain but equal to just 4% of
the land area of European Russia. Overall, the size of IBAs in
Europe varies greatly, ranging from 1 hectare to 19,000 km², with
a mean area of 259 km².
The percentage of the area of each country covered by IBAs is
shown in Figure 4. In the majority of countries, IBAs cover between
5% and 15% of the national land area. The adequate protection and
management of the 3,619 IBAs in Europe, equivalent to a relatively
low percentage of each country’s surface area, is therefore a realistic
goal that would make a very significant contribution to conserving
those bird species in Europe for which a site-protection approach is
appropriate. In several countries, particularly in the east of Europe,
in parts of Scandinavia and the Balkans, IBAs cover less than 5% of
the national area and it is probable that more sites will be identified
in the future to complete the network of IBAs.

Figure 1. The location and criteria category of Important Bird Areas in Europe.
There are 3,619 IBAs in Europe, covering 931,700 km², equivalent to 7% of the land area of Europe.
Highest category of
criteria met by IBA
Global (A)—1,997 IBAs
European (B)—1,176 IBAs
European Union (C)—446 IBAs
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Figure 2. The countries in Europe with more than 90 Important
Bird Areas.
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1. Includes data for Canary Islands.

The percentage at the end of each bar indicates the proportion of the country’s land area that
is equivalent to the total IBA area (for those countries with extensive marine IBAs, e.g.
Denmark, this figure exaggerates the actual extent of land covered).

Figure 3. The countries in Europe where the total area of
Important Bird Areas exceeds 20,000 km².
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A total of 1,175 new IBAs have been identified since the
previous pan-European IBA inventory was published 10 years ago
(Grimmett and Jones 1989), representing a 48% increase in the
number of sites, and a 130% increase in the total surface area
covered, from 404,600 km² to 931,700 km². Those countries with
the greatest change in number of IBAs and area covered since 1989
are shown in Figures 5 and 6. In many countries all over
Europe, but particularly in the east, both the number of IBAs and
the total area of IBAs have substantially increased. This is
particularly evident in Russia where 141 new IBAs have been
identified, adding a further 105,000 km² to the total area covered
by IBAs. In several smaller countries such as Azerbaijan, Estonia,
Georgia, Hungary, Latvia and Ukraine, increases in terms of total
number or area of IBAs are also particularly significant.
Additionally, many of the original (1989) IBAs have been
subdivided into two or more sites, and many others have been
amalgamated to form larger ones. With more in-depth knowledge
of IBAs, the boundaries of many sites have been refined as well,
changing the sites’ area.
Overall, 240 sites that were included in the previous (1989)
inventory have been excluded from this book. The three main
reasons for exclusion were: (1) the availability of improved data on
the site showing that it was no longer considered of international
importance, although most such sites remain important at the
national level; (2) the application of higher population thresholds
for some species-based criteria, based on improved knowledge of
European population sizes; and (3) the deterioration of the quality
of the site, resulting in declines in numbers of birds (however, sites
were retained as IBAs if it was considered that the value of the site
for birds could be restored).
There are still some countries in Europe where not all IBAs have
been identified, and ongoing field and literature studies will identify
further sites in the future. Countries where a larger network of IBAs
will be identified in the future, either in terms of area and/or number,
include:
Belarus—currently 21 IBAs cover 3% of the country;
Russia—work is ongoing to identify further IBAs (some regions
still have no IBAs whatsoever), e.g. 151 proposed sites were
surveyed during 1998–1999 (listed in the national overview of
the Russian chapter) and will be described in the forthcoming
national inventory for Russia;
Ukraine—102 IBAs cover 3% of the country; fieldwork during
1998–1999 identified further IBAs which will be included in the
forthcoming national IBA publication;
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1. Includes data for Canary Islands.

The figure at the end of each bar indicates the mean size (in km²) of IBAs in that country. Across
all countries, IBAs range in size from 1 ha to 19,000 km², and their mean size is 259 km².

•

Figure 4. The proportion of
the national land area
covered by Important Bird
Areas in each country in
Europe.
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The total IBA area in Europe
is equivalent to 7% of the
land area of Europe.
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Figure 5. The countries in Europe where the total number of
new Important Bird Areas, identified since the previous panEuropean IBA inventory (Grimmett and Jones 1989), exceeds 30.
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1. Includes data for Canary Islands.

Figure 6. The countries in Europe where the total area of new
Important Bird Areas exceeds 10,000 km².
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the importance of sites at three geographical levels: global,
European and European Union. Such distinctions are particularly
significant when comparing IBAs across regions of the world where,
to date, effort has been prioritized on identifying sites of global
importance only. A high proportion of Europe’s IBAs (55%, 1,997
IBAs) are of global significance (meeting ‘A’ criteria). A further
1,176 IBAs are important at the European level (and not global)
and the remaining 446 IBAs qualify as important at the EU level
only (Figure 7). Sites of global importance are distributed across
all European countries (Figure 1, Appendix 6).
The reasons for the importance of IBAs, indicated by the
criteria that each site fulfils, are shown in Figure 8. A site may be
important for many different species and thus may qualify under
more than one type of criterion. In general terms, a high percentage
of IBAs are important for congregatory species (51% of all IBAs in
Europe), species of European conservation concern (66%) and species
listed in Annex I of the EC Birds Directive (63%). A lower proportion
(27%), though very significant given the small number of species
involved, are important for one or more of the 35 species of global
conservation concern in Europe. IBAs identified for assemblages of
species with small global ranges (A2 criterion), or species restricted
to a biome in Europe (A3 criterion), are relatively few but still
individually significant at the global level.
Sites are often important for several species, each of which fulfils
the same type of criterion, for example, several species of waterbird
may congregate at a site in a given season, each in significant numbers
that meet the B1i criterion. Overall, over 30,000 applications of
criteria have been made to species at the 3,619 IBAs. This is an
indication of the strength and substance of the scientific evidence
that supports the treatment of each site as worthy of international
recognition.
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Figure 7. The proportion of Important Bird Areas in Europe that
are important at the global, European and EU levels.
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■ IBA coverage by species and criteria
Through the rigorous application of quantitative ornithological
criteria, it is assured that the network of 3,619 identified sites is of
international importance. The criteria permit one to distinguish
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In addition, for a small number of countries or autonomous regions
(Croatia, Macedonia, Faroe Islands, and Bosnia and Herzegovena)
fully updated information was not obtained for this publication,
thus future revisions will almost certainly result in further changes
to the number and area of sites in these countries. With the
anticipated accession of several countries to the European Union
during the coming decade, the EU-specific criteria for IBAs
(category ‘C’) will be applied, which is likely to result in the
identification of additional sites, particularly for species considered
threatened in the EU (listed in Annex I of the EC Birds Directive).
A number of IBAs span the borders of two or more countries,
often wetlands in river valleys or tracts of forest and alpine habitat
in mountainous areas. Details of the these transboundary sites are
summarized in Appendix 7. International collaboration for the
protection and management of these sites, and the species they hold,
is essential.

Figure 8. The number of sites meeting different Important Bird
Area criteria in Europe.

Restricted-range
species (A2)

Turkey—97 IBAs cover 4% of the country; many non-wetland
IBAs have yet to be identified;
Sweden—63 IBAs cover 3% of the country.
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conservation
concern (A1)

•
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Highest criteria
category met by IBAs

Number of IBAs

The percentage at the end of each bar indicates the percentage change in the national total IBA
area since the previous pan-European IBA inventory (Grimmett and Jones 1989). Such change is
mainly attributable to the addition of new IBAs but also involves, in most countries, the enlargement
or reduction in size of many original (1989) IBAs as well as the deletion from the current IBA
inventory of a small minority of the original sites (rejected as IBAs for various reasons).

Category of criteria

N.B. A site may be important for more than one bird species (or in more than one way for a particular
species) and may thus qualify under more than one criterion. In addition, criteria are nested such that,
if higher thresholds are met, criteria are also assigned at lower levels. For example, if a site in the
European Union is important because it holds more than 1% of the biogeographic population of a
migratory waterbird, then not only is criterion A4i applied, but also B4i and C2/C3.
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Species of global conservation concern
A network of 938 IBAs (27% of IBAs in Europe) support significant
numbers of one or more species of global conservation concern, thus
meeting the A1 criterion. Sites have been identified in 41 countries
or autonomous regions for these species, and those countries with
the highest number of sites identified include Russia (152 sites), Spain
(121), Greece (73), Turkey (56) and Italy (51).
The number of sites identified for each species of global conservation
concern (under the A1 criterion), and the proportion of the European
breeding population within IBAs, are shown in Table 1. (A further
111 IBAs in Europe meet criteria other than A1 (B2, C1, C2, C6) for
these species.) Species for which very few sites have been identified

include Pterodroma feae, Pterodroma madeira, Polysticta stelleri,
Columba trocaz, Saxicola dacotiae, Sitta whiteheadi, Fringilla teydea
and Emberiza cineracea. However, the IBAs for several of these species
hold nearly the entire world population of the species concerned. For
other species with larger European ranges, more sites have been
identified, e.g. Phalacrocorax pygmeus, Haliaeetus albicilla, Falco
naumanni, Crex crex and Otis tarda. For all species, the conservation
of IBAs makes a significant contribution to their survival (Table 1)
but for those species with highly dispersed distributions, such as Crex
crex, it is particularly important that conservation of sites is
accompanied by conservation of the wider environment (Tucker and
Evans 1997).
Dalmatian Pelican Pelecanus
crispus at Gediz Delta, Turkey
(IBA 016). A globally threatened
species classified as Vulnerable
(Collar et al. 1994), its global
decline is due to disturbance
and degradation of wetlands,
hunting and colony destruction
by fishermen.
(PHOTO: CÜNEYT OGUZTÜZÜN)

Recent surveys in Belarus and
Ukraine have discovered new
IBAs for the globally threatened
Aquatic Warbler Acrocephalus
paludicola.
(PHOTO: ALEXANDER KOZULIN)

Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni is
a globally threatened species,
classified as Vulnerable (Collar
et al. 1994). It has shown major
population declines in large
parts of its western Palearctic
breeding range.
(PHOTO: CÜNEYT OGUZTÜZÜN)
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Table 1. Internationally important sites for species of global
conservation concern in Europe (meeting the A1 criterion).
Number of IBAs
qualifying for species
Nonbreeding

Status
unknown

Pterodroma feae Fea’s Petrel
Pterodroma madeira Zino’s Petrel
Phalacrocorax pygmeus Pygmy Cormorant
Pelecanus crispus Dalmatian Pelican
Anser erythropus Lesser White-fronted Goose
Branta ruficollis Red-breasted Goose
Marmaronetta angustirostris Marbled Duck
Aythya nyroca Ferruginous Duck
Polysticta stelleri Steller’s Eider
Oxyura leucocephala White-headed Duck
Haliaeetus albicilla White-tailed Eagle
Aegypius monachus Cinereous Vulture
Circus macrourus Pallid Harrier
Aquila clanga Greater Spotted Eagle
Aquila heliaca Imperial Eagle
Aquila adalberti Spanish Imperial Eagle
Falco naumanni Lesser Kestrel
Tetrao mlokosiewiczi Caucasian Black Grouse
Crex crex Corncrake
Tetrax tetrax Little Bustard
Otis tarda Great Bustard
Glareola nordmanni Black-winged Pratincole
Chettusia gregaria Sociable Plover
Gallinago media Great Snipe
Numenius tenuirostris Slender-billed Curlew
Larus audouinii Audouin’s Gull
Columba trocaz Long-toed Pigeon
Columba bollii Dark-tailed Laurel Pigeon
Columba junoniae White-tailed Laurel Pigeon
Saxicola dacotiae Fuerteventura Chat
Acrocephalus paludicola Aquatic Warbler
Sitta whiteheadi Corsican Nuthatch
Fringilla teydea Blue Chaffinch
Loxia scotica Scottish Crossbill
Emberiza cineracea Cinereous Bunting

Breeding

Season

Total1

1
1
34
22
2
—
19
62
—
21
56
30
7
33
62
19
76
13
263
61
74
10
—
45
—
43
5
11
11
9
31
4
4
12
4

—
—
90
50
33
33
9
37
9
41
46
9
3
17
8
6
18
—
1
17
8
4
—
5
31
16
—
—
—
—
5
—
—
3
—

—
—
1
1
1
—
1
1
—
1
1
1
—
—
1
—
2
—
—
—
—
1
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—

1
1
115
69
36
33
19
92
9
52
96
40
10
50
71
24
94
13
264
75
78
15
—
50
31
58
5
11
11
9
36
4
4
14
4

Percentage
of the
minimum
European
breeding
population
occurring
at IBAs 2,3

68
71
1004
1004
2
—
96
25
—
1004
25
94
13
13
48
88
73
1004
20
15
70
5
<1
1
—
1004
41
38
41
8
1004
67
9
2
11

1. The total number of sites identified for a species of global conservation concern does not necessarily
equal the sum of breeding, non-breeding and unknown-seasonal-status sites, since a species may meet
criteria at an IBA in more than one season.
2. Percentage calculated using the geometric mean of the minimum and maximum population size in IBAs
and the geometric mean of the European breeding population.
3. All IBAs where the species breeds (regardless of whether the IBA criteria are met for this species) are
included in the total population breeding in IBAs.
4. The percentage of the national population in IBAs exceeds 100%. Usually this is because the national
population estimate has not been updated recently whilst the IBA population estimate has been recently
updated with new data as a result of comprehensive surveys of IBAs themselves. Also, the individual site
count for a species may be the maximum or average over recent years, and summing these may record
more birds than are present nationally in any single year.

Species with restricted global ranges
A total of 47 IBAs in Europe meet the A2 criterion for restrictedrange species, i.e. those species with global ranges of less than
50,000 km² (Table 2). Since the entire world ranges of most of these
species are confined to ‘Endemic Bird Areas’ (Stattersfield et al.
1998), it is particularly important to conserve the network of IBAs
which have been identified for these species. Their restriction to
such a small area and number of sites makes them particularly
vulnerable to habitat change and other threats. IBAs identified for
restricted-range species in Europe are situated within three Endemic
Bird Areas (Madeira and the Canary Islands; Cyprus; Caucasus)
and three ‘Secondary Areas’ (Azores; Corsican mountains;
Caledonian pine forest) (see ‘Identifying IBAs’ chapter for definition
of Secondary Area). Overall, the network of IBAs for these species
is thought to be complete.

The globally threatened Dark-tailed Laurel Pigeon Columba bollii
is confined to the Canary Islands (La Palma, La Gomera, Tenerife and
El Hierro) where its principal habitat is closed-canopy laurel forest.
(PHOTO: N. MARTIN)

Table 2. Internationally important sites for restricted-range bird species in Europe (meeting the A2 criterion).
Restricted-range species

Endemic Bird Area

Range states in Europe

Tetrao mlokosiewiczi Caucasian Black Grouse
Tetraogallus caucasicus Caucasian Snowcock
Columba trocaz Long-toed Pigeon
Columba bollii Dark-tailed Laurel Pigeon
Columba junoniae White-tailed Laurel Pigeon
Apus unicolor Plain Swift
Anthus berthelotii Berthelot’s Pipit

Caucasus
Caucasus
Madeira and the Canary Islands
Madeira and the Canary Islands
Madeira and the Canary Islands
Madeira and the Canary Islands
Madeira and the Canary Islands

Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Russia, Turkey
Azerbaijan, Georgia, Russia
Madeira
Spain (Canary Islands)
Spain (Canary Islands)
Madeira, Spain (Canary Islands)
Madeira, Spain (Canary Islands)

Saxicola dacotiae Fuerteventura Chat
Oenanthe cypriaca Cyprus Pied Wheatear

Madeira and the Canary Islands Spain (Canary Islands)
Cyprus
Cyprus

3
13

Sylvia melanothorax Cyprus Warbler

Cyprus

Cyprus

13

Phylloscopus lorenzii Caucasian Chiffchaff
Regulus teneriffae Tenerife Goldcrest
Sitta whiteheadi Corsican Nuthatch
Fringilla teydea Blue Chaffinch
Serinus canaria Canary

Caucasus
Madeira and the Canary Islands
Corsican mountains*
Madeira and the Canary Islands
Madeira and the Canary Islands;
Azores*
Azores*

Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Russia, Turkey
Spain (Canary Islands)
France
Spain (Canary Islands)
Madeira, Spain (Canary Islands); Azores

2
6
2
4
14

Pyrrhula murina Azores Bullfinch
* Secondary Area.

Azores

Number IBA codes
9
7
5
4
4
7
13

1

GE001–GE003, GE005–GE008, RU163, RU167
GE001–GE003, GE006, GE007, RU163, RU167
ZZ001–ZZ005
ES366, ES376, ES379, ES380
ES366, ES376, ES379, ES380
ZZ005, ES340, ES346, ES355, ES366, ES376, ES379
ZZ005, ZZ008, ZZ009, ZZ010, ES338, ES340,
ES346, ES354, ES355, ES366, ES370, ES376, ES379
ES338, ES340, ES346
CY002, CY003, CY004, CY005, CY006, CY007, CY008,
CY010, CY012, CY013, CY014, CY015, CY016
CY002, CY003, CY004, CY005, CY006, CY007,
CY008, CY010, CY012, CY013, CY014, CY015, CY016
GE007, GE008
ES366, ES369, ES370, ES376, ES379, ES380
FR269, FR270
ES354, ES355, ES369, ES370
ZZ008, ZZ009, ES354, ES355, ES366, ES369, ES370,
ES376, ES379, ES380, QQ001, QQ003, QQ004, QQ013
QQ013

It was considered inappropriate to identify IBAs for Scottish Crossbill Loxia scotica (Secondary Area: Caledonian pine forest) on the basis of its restricted range. However, several IBAs
have been identified for the taxon under other criteria, as it is also a species of European conservation concern and is listed in Annex I of the EC Birds Directive (see UK chapter).
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Box 1. Internationally important sites for assemblages of biome-restricted bird species in Europe (meeting the A3 criterion).
A total of 155 Important Bird Areas have been identified on the basis
that they support important assemblages of species that are restricted
(when breeding in Europe) to a particular biome (thus meeting the
A3 criterion). In applying this criterion in Europe, five biomes have
been considered:
• Arctic/tundra biome
• Boreal biome
• Mediterranean biome
• Eurasian high-montane (alpine) biome
• Eurasian steppe biome.
Biomes are the world’s major (terrestrial) ecological communities,
characterized by the occurrence together of similar vegetation,
animals and climate. A ‘biome’ encompasses all flora, fauna, and soils
within the geographical region concerned. Biomes are classified by
climax vegetation type (e.g. forests, grasslands) and are characterized
by the adaptations of their organisms to the particular conditions in
which they occur, for example high temperatures, low rainfall, poor
soils or periodic flooding. The distributions of biomes therefore
strongly match patterns of regional climate (e.g. temperate, tropical).
A given biome (e.g. temperate grassland) may be composed of
different taxa on different continents. Continent-specific associations
of species within a given biome are known as formations and often
are known by different local names. For example, the temperate
grassland biome is variously called prairie, steppe, pampa, or veld,
depending on where it occurs (North America, Eurasia, South
America, and South Africa, respectively).

Arctic/tundra
biome

Boreal
biome

Mediterranean
biome

Eurasian high-montane
biome

Eurasian steppe
biome

Number of IBAs meeting the A3 criterion

Total

Armenia
Azerbaijan
Bulgaria
Croatia
Cyprus
Finland
France
Georgia
Germany
Greece
Greenland
Italy
Norway
Poland
Russia
Slovakia
Slovenia
Spain
Svalbard
Sweden
Switzerland
Turkey
Ukraine
Yugoslavia

—
—
—
—
—
5
—
—
—
—
3
—
1
—
5
—
—
—
3
4
—
—
—
—

—
—
—
—
—
11
—
—
—
—
—
—
1
—
12
—
—
—
—
1
—
—
—
—

—
—
3
1
3
—
4
—
—
13
—
7
—
—
2
—
—
7
—
—
—
—
—
1

1
9
1
—
—
—
1
8
1
5
—
12
—
1
3
1
1
5
—
—
14
1
—
2

—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
7
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
2
—

1
9
4
1
3
141
5
8
1
171
3
19
2
1
251
1
1
12
3
5
14
1
2
3

Total number of IBAs

21

25

41

66

9

1551

1. The national total is less than the sum of sites qualifying for individual biomes, since some
IBAs qualify for two biomes (usually large sites that span the ecotone between biomes).

34

ARCTIC/TUNDRA BIOME
The Arctic/tundra biome is the northernmost
terrestrial biome, restricted to a belt around
the Arctic Ocean and adjoined by the
boreal biome to the south. In Europe it
covers about 680,000 km² (c.7% of
the continent). Winters are long and
cold and the subsoil is frozen yearround (permafrost), as a result of
which there are no trees; mosses
dominate the vegetation, with
lichens, sedges, grasses, and
occasional low bushes and dwarf
shrubs. Most bird species
characteristic of this biome are highly
migratory waterbirds which spend the
brief summer raising their young, before
departing south, ahead of the onset of
winter. Some of these species show extreme
adaptation to long-distance migration. Other bird
species are mainly raptors and scavengers, and there
are few passerines; very few species are resident,
possessing adaptations to survive the harsh tundra winter.

(PHOTO:
DAVID BOERTMANN)

BOREAL BIOME
The boreal biome, also known in Europe as
the taiga, is the largest terrestrial biome on
earth. Confined to the northern
hemisphere, it extends as a broad and
near-continuous band of coniferous
forest and open mires across Eurasia
and North America, lying
immediately south of the Arctic/
tundra biome. In Europe this belt
and covers at least 1,000,000 km²
(10% or more of the continent). The
forest is a mosaic of different-aged
stands, dominated in Europe by two
conifer species, Norway spruce Picea
abies and Scots pine Pinus sylvestris. A
few deciduous tree species also occur,
especially in disturbed or wet areas. Large, treeless mires form in poorly drained, glacial
depressions, and tundra-like habitats occur
(PHOTO: MIKA HONKALINNA)
above the treeline on higher mountains within
this zone (here trated as part of the Arctic/
tundra biome). Among birds, insectivores and waterbirds tend to be migratory, leaving
after the breeding season since freezing conditions eliminate their food-supply in winter.
Small-mammal predators (e.g. owls), seed-eaters (e.g. finches) and omnivores (e.g.
ravens) tend to be year-round residents.

MEDITERRANEAN BIOME
The Mediterranean biome as considered
in this publication—the land in
Europe, North Africa and the Levant
surrounding the Mediterranean Sea—
is the largest of several formations
of the Mediterranean biome
around the world, covering about
500,000 km2 in Europe. In the
Mediterranean proper, the
vegetation and soils have long been
impacted by humans, especially
through the frequent use of fire and
the grazing of livestock, and dry
shrublands with thin, rocky soils are
characteristic. Shrubs and trees tend to be
evergreen with small, leathery leaves. Where fire
and grazing are reduced or absent, shrubland is
replaced by regenerating woodland and forest,
(PHOTO:
dominated by evergreen oaks Quercus and pines
MARCO LAMBERTINI)
Pinus. The flora and fauna are characterized by a
high degree of endemism. Among birds, most of the characteristic species are found in
shrublands and open, rocky areas rather than in forest habitats.
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Biomes
Arctic/tundra
Boreal
Mediterranean
Eurasian high-montane
Eurasian steppe
Site for biome-restricted
bird species

EURASIAN STEPPE BIOME

EURASIAN HIGHMONTANE (ALPINE) BIOME

(PHOTO:
The Eurasian high-montane (or alpine)
PETER BALWIN/
biome is found high on mountains in
SCHWEIZER VOGELSCHUTZ)
Eurasia. The climate is severe, receiving
moisture mostly in the form of snow, with high winds, drastic daily temperature changes
and sometimes heavy snowfall. Permafrost occurs at the higher altitudes and there are
few plants and no trees. Alpine vegetation grows low to the ground above the
krummholz (stunted-tree zone), in alpine meadows and alpine stone-fields. Animals
hibernate, migrate, or live under the snow to survive the harsh winter conditions.
Relatively few birds in Europe are restricted to this biome during the breeding season,
with the majority being passerines, unlike the situation in the Arctic.

The Eurasian steppes are
temperate grasslands, found
in mid-latitude regions with
relatively cold winter
temperatures. In Eurasia and
elsewhere, such grasslands
occur in the interior of
continents and in rainshadows. The climate is semiarid and continental, with warm
to hot summers and cold winters.
In Europe, before the onset of
economic development in the 16th
century, the steppes covered perhaps
800,000 km2 or more, extending in a belt
(PHOTO: PAUL GORIUP)
300–1,000 km wide from the lower Danube valley east
across the flat lowlands of Ukraine and southern Russia, with temperate broadleaved and
boreal forest lying to the north, and semi-desert to the south around the Caspian Sea.
Vegetation was dominated by perennial grasses and forbs and there were very few trees
except along rivers and streams. However, since the development of the steel plough
nearly all temperate grassland in Europe, indeed Eurasia, has been converted to
agricultural land, and has become densely populated and industrialized. Among birds
restricted to the biome when breeding, open-country species naturally predominate, and
some of the species more dependent on original, unploughed steppe, such as Sociable
Plover Chettusia gregaria, are now globally threatened through lack of habitat.
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Species restricted to biomes
A total of 155 IBAs have been identified on the basis that they
support important assemblages of species that are restricted (when
breeding in Europe) to a particular biome (thus meeting the
A3 criterion). In applying this criterion in Europe, five biomes have
been considered:
Arctic/tundra
Boreal
Mediterranean
Eurasian high-montane
Eurasian steppe.

•
•
•
•
•

The IBAs and their distribution are shown in Box 1.

Congregatory species
Individuals of many bird species traverse political boundaries at
some stage in their annual cycle, and many also congregate in large
numbers at sites across the continent at some time each year. IBAs
are particularly suited to conserving these species, with over 51%
of IBAs in Europe (1,858 sites) being important for congregations
of birds: 1,364 sites qualify because the site supports globally
important congregations of at least one species (meeting the
A4 criteria), and an additional 494 sites qualify because the site
holds regionally important congregations of at least one species
(B1 criteria).
Appendix 6 shows the number of sites identified under each IBA
criterion, by country. Countries with at least 60 sites important for

Box 2. Internationally important sites for congregations of non-breeding waterbirds or seabirds in Europe (meeting the A4i/ii/iii
and/or B1i/ii criteria).
The Wadden Sea (many IBAs) is the largest
intertidal area in Europe, spanning the North Sea
coasts of Germany, the Netherlands and
Denmark. Important habitats include mudflats,
sandflats, saltmarshes, shallowly submerged
sandbanks, and estuaries. The area is of major
international importance for breeding, moulting,
passage and wintering waterbirds, particularly
wildfowl and waders.

The Oulu region wetlands, Finland (FI028)
are a very large and diverse wetland
complex, including sea bays, archipelago and
farmland, in the vicinity of Oulu City. A
uniquely important breeding and staging area
for numerous bird species. A very high
proportion of the populations of many
northern waterbird species stage in the area.
Total number of sites=1,340 IBAs.
Criteria
Site holds ≥1% of
biogeographic
population of one
or more species
and/or ≥ 20,000
waterbirds
(criterion A4)

The Wash, United Kingdom
(UK077) is an extremely
important area of estuarine
mudflats, sandbanks and
saltmarsh, supporting large
concentrations of passage and
wintering waders and wildfowl.
The IBA holds over 300,000
wintering and 250,000 passage
waterbirds on a regular basis.

Site holds ≥1% of
flyway population
of one or more
species
(criterion B1)

The Guadalquivir marshes
(ES259), lying at the mouth of the
River Guadalquivir, are one of the
largest wetlands in Europe. They
are the most important wetland in
Spain for breeding, passage and
wintering waterbirds and
passerines. Over 360 bird species
have been recorded. Wintering
waterbird numbers reach 400,000
individuals, increasing to over
6 million birds during migration
periods.

The Ebro delta, Spain (ES148) is a
large delta that protrudes into the
Mediterranean Sea, forming a complex
of shallow brackish lagoons,
saltmarshes, salt-lakes and sand
beaches with dunes. One of the most
important sites in the Mediterranean
for breeding, passage and wintering
waterbirds, with 27,000 pairs of
breeding waterbird in summer and up
to 180,000 waterbirds in winter.

Sivash Bay, Sea of Azov, Ukraine
(UA069), is an extensive system of
lagoons with sandy islands and shores
in the coastal zone of the Black Sea
and Sea of Azov. Over 25 species
congregate in internationally important
numbers on passage.

The Don delta, Russia (RU141)
supports hundreds of thousands of
migrating waterbirds that use the area
as a staging post, with ducks, gulls and
terns comprising most of the total.

1,340 IBAs are important for congregations of non-breeding waterbirds or seabirds. Some key sites from across the region are described.
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Kizil Agach Bay, Azerbaijan (AZ048),
an open bay connected to the Caspian
Sea, was until recently an immensely
important stop-over and wintering site,
but waterbird numbers (ducks and Coot
Fulica atra) have fallen dramatically:
from 10 million in 1930, to 5–7 million
in the late 1950s, to 1,500,000 by the
end of the 1960s, to 338,000–715,000
during the 1970s, and down to
200,000–400,000 birds at the
beginning of the 1980s.
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Oystercatcher Haematopus
ostralegus congregating at
Snettisham, The Wash, in the
United Kingdom (IBA 077).
(PHOTO: MIKE READ)

Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus,
a highly congregatory species,
wintering at Shabla lake
complex, Bulgaria (IBA 049).
(PHOTO: WERNER MÜLLER)

Gannet Sula bassana colony at
Bass Rock, Forth Islands, in the
United Kingdom (IBA 148). Over
90% of the European breeding
population of Sula bassana
breed at IBAs.
(PHOTO: C. H. GOMERSALL)

congregatory species (qualifying under the A4 and/or B1 criteria)
are Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy,
Netherlands, Norway, Russia, Spain, Turkey, Ukraine and United
Kingdom.
Under these criteria, IBAs can be important for different groups
of congregatory species: congregations of waterbirds (criteria A4i
and B1i), congregations of seabirds (A4ii and B1ii), congregations
of more than 20,000 waterbirds or 10,000 pairs of seabirds (A4iii),
‘bottleneck’ concentrations of migrating storks, raptors and cranes
(A4iv and B1iv) and congregations of other species (B1iii). These

criteria may be applied in any season and IBAs have been identified
for migrating, wintering, non-breeding and breeding congregations
of birds. A total of 1,340 sites are important for congregations of
non-breeding waterbirds and seabirds (Box 2) and 811 for breeding
waterbirds or seabirds. One hundred and seven sites in Europe are
important bottleneck sites through which large numbers of storks,
raptors or cranes pass on migration (Box 3): at 45 such IBAs, at
least 20,000 storks/raptors/cranes pass through per season
(criterion A4iv), while at the remaining 62 sites, the seasonal total
exceeds 5,000 storks or 3,000 raptors/cranes (criterion B1iv).
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Box 3. Internationally important ‘bottleneck’ sites for migrating storks, raptors and cranes in Europe (meeting the A4iv/B1iv criteria).
A total of 107 sites in Europe meet the B1iv criterion, with at least 5,000 storks or at least 3,000 raptors or cranes passing through the site.
Forty-five out of the 107 sites also meet the A4iv criterion, with at least 20,000 storks, raptors or cranes passing through the site.

The Alps form a major barrier to
migrating birds in Europe. In France,
‘Haute Chaîne du Jura: défilé de l’écluse,
Etournel et Mont Vuache’ (FR172) is a
major migratory bottleneck, where more
than 20,000 raptors pass on a regular
basis, including 10,000 Honey
Buzzard Pernis apivorus, 20,000 Black
Kite Milvus migrans and 20,000
Buzzard Buteo buteo.

Large numbers of raptors, mostly
Fennoscandian, pass through Denmark,
especially the eastern part, during both spring
and autumn migration, with the most
significant bottlenecks being at Gilleleje
(DK126, spring), Hellebæk (DK124, spring
and autumn), Stigsnæs (part of DK095,
autumn) and Stevns (DK127, autumn). The
most numerous species are Honey Buzzard
Pernis apivorus, Buzzard Buteo buteo and
Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus .

The ‘North-east Turkey’ IBA
(TR060) covers three major
mountain ranges (Soganli, Kaçkar
and Karçal), and includes a major
migratory bottleneck, where large
numbers of raptors regularly pass
in autumn. A count of
380,220 birds of prey was made
in 1976, including 138,000
Honey Buzzard Pernis apivorus,
5,775 Black Kite Milvus migrans
and 205,000 Buzzard Buteo
buteo. Actual numbers may be
higher as important new passage
points have been discovered in
recent years.

Gibraltar is a well-known migratory
bottleneck site for birds of prey, with an
estimated 250,000 raptors crossing the
Strait per season. If the winds are right
most of these birds pass over Gibraltar
(GI001), and numbers may in fact be
higher. The species involved include
Honey Buzzard Pernis apivorus, Black
Kite Milvus migrans, Egyptian Vulture
Neophron percnopterus, Short-toed
Eagle Circaetus gallicus, Montagu’s
Harrier Circus pygargus and Booted
Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus. Large
numbers of birds of prey also cross
IBAs surrounding the Strait of Gibraltar
(ES244, ES245, ES246, ES248, ES250)
before moving to Africa, and some stop
over at the Guadalquivir marshes
(ES259) before crossing to Africa over
Ceuta (ES247).

Birds that breed in western Europe
cross the Pyrenees at several sites in
Spain and France, amongst the most
important being the ‘Roncesvalles-IratiAbodi mountain range’ (ES085), Cadí
mountain range (ES135), ‘Haute Soule:
Forêt d’Irraty, Organbidexka et Pic des
Escaliers’ (FR183; more than
20,000 raptors pass regularly, including
18,000 Honey Buzzard Pernis
apivorus, 13,000 Black Kite Milvus
migrans, 4,600 Red Kite M. milvus and
15,000 Crane Grus grus), and ‘Etangs
de Leucate et Lapalme’ (FR214;
including 15,000 Pernis apivorus and
3,000 Milvus migrans ).

The Bogaziçi strait (TR005), in western
Turkey, runs north–south for c.33 km,
and is c.1.5 km wide. Total counts
made in the mid-1960s and early
1970s, covering the entire autumn
migration period, include 8,318 Black
Stork Ciconia nigra, 338,353 White
Stork Ciconia ciconia, 25,751 Honey
Buzzard Pernis apivorus, 2,707 Black
Kite Milvus migrans, 32,895
Buzzard Buteo buteo and 18,898
Lesser Spotted Eagle Aquila pomarina.
More recent autumn records include
11,703 Aquila pomarina at Çamlica
and 11,379 of the same species at
Sariyer, both on the same day in
September 1990.

Along the Bulgarian Black Sea
coast, nine IBAs are bottleneck
sites for migratory birds. These
sites are the most important
concentrations of large soaring
birds along the western Black Sea
migration route (‘Via Pontica’). It
is believed that large proportions
of the European populations of
White Stork Ciconia ciconia ,
White Pelican Pelecanus
onocrotalus, Honey Buzzard
Pernis apivorus, Buzzard Buteo
buteo and Imperial Eagle Aquila
heliaca migrate along the western
Black Sea coast, especially over
Cape Emine (BG043) and
Atanasovo lake (BG036).

IBAs shown on the map: Belgium 044; Bulgaria 034, 036, 040, 041, 043–045, 047, 049; Cyprus 007, 014; Denmark 072, 095, 102, 124–127; Finland 045; France 068, 070, 123, 143–145, 149,
151, 158, 162, 163, 172, 177, 178, 183, 191, 192, 213–215, 217, 218, 222, 225; Georgia 004, 008; Germany 037, 106, 122, 124, 138, 142, 143, 149, 151, 172, 179; Gibraltar 001; Greece 006,
129; Hungary 029; Italy 035, 036, 054, 055, 085, 147, 150, 151, 153; Latvia 015, 021; Lithuania 004; Malta 004; Poland 006, 022; Portugal 031; Russia 050, 141, 163, 167, 212; Spain 078, 085,
095, 116, 135, 244–248, 250, 259; Sweden 042, 057, 061; Switzerland 017; Turkey 002, 005, 060, 073, 078, 081; Ukraine 068, 069; Yugoslavia 012.
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Species of European conservation concern
The IBA programme has an important role to play in conserving
populations of many species of European conservation concern
(SPECs). These species are in particular need of conservation
measures as they either have an unfavourable conservation status
in Europe (because they are declining in numbers, are present in
small numbers or are highly localized) or they are concentrated in
Europe (a substantial proportion of their global population occurs
in Europe and thus Europe has a special responsibility for their
conservation). A total of 2,399 IBAs (66% of all IBAs in Europe)
are important for SPECs, meeting B2/B3 criteria, with sites
identified for 269 of the 278 species (97%).

The IBA network supports a significant proportion of the
European population of many SPECs. Each country chapter gives
a summary of the proportions of the national populations of SPECs
covered by IBAs. From the data presented in this publication, it is
possible to calculate, for individual species, the proportion of the
European population found within IBAs across the region. For
example, the European breeding population of Platalea leucorodia
is well covered by the IBA network, with a total of 81 IBAs
(distributed throughout the European breeding range) holding
significant breeding numbers of the species, which together
represent approximately 80% of the breeding population in Europe
(Figure 9).
Barrow’s Goldeneye Bucephala
islandica at Lake Mývatn/River
Laxá, Iceland (IBA 046), a site
which holds 85–90% of the
European population of the
species.
(PHOTO: JÓHANN ÓLI HILMARSSON)

The breeding distribution
of Broad-billed Sandpiper
Limicola falcinellus, a species
of European conservation
concern, is poorly known, but
it seems likely that at least
10–20% of the European
population breeds within IBAs.
(PHOTO: PEKKA KOMI)

Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia,
a species of European
conservation concern, in
Atanasovo lake, Bulgaria
(IBA 036). The species’s
breeding sites are well covered
by IBAs (see Figure 9).
(PHOTO: SVETISLAV SPOSOV)
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The European breeding distribution of Spoonbill
Platalea leucorodia. Source: EBCC Atlas of European
breeding birds (Hagemeijer and Blair 1997).

Figure 9. Internationally
important breeding sites for
Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia
in Europe (meeting Important
Bird Area criteria of any
category).

However, some species of European conservation concern are
not well covered by IBAs. Reasons for this may include a lack of
data on sites and populations—it is recognized that the network of
sites is not yet complete for some SPECs. In addition, many species
of European conservation concern breed in a dispersed, noncongregatory fashion, and therefore cannot be conserved
successfully by the IBA programme alone. For many SPECs, even
though the IBA programme makes a significant contribution to
their conservation, it is vital that conservation of the wider
environment is also pursued in parallel (Tucker and Evans 1997).
Species meeting criteria in the European Union (level C)
In total, 2,342 IBAs have been identified in the 15 member states
of the European Union. Most of the criteria for the importance of
IBAs at the EU level parallel the criteria at the European and global
levels but some are associated with lower population thresholds.
Sites have been identified for species of global conservation concern
(criterion C1), migratory and congregatory species (criteria C2, C3,
Figure 10. The number of sites meeting the different ‘C’ criteria
in the European Union.
1,600

66%

39%

800

30%
17%

20,000
waterbirds/10,000
pairs of seabird (C4)

Congregation of
migratory species not
threatened in the EU (C3)

Concentrations of species
threatened in the EU (C2)

Species of global
conservation
concern (C1)

Other criteria (similar
to C1-C6) used to
identify SPAs (C7)

9%

3%

0

Top 5 site in NUTS
region for species
threatened in the EU (C6)

400

36%

Bottleneck site for
migrating storks,
raptors or cranes (C5)

Number of IBAs

1,200

C criteria
The percentage above each column indicates the proportion of the 2,342 IBAs in the EU that
meet the criterion.
N.B. A site may be important for more than one bird species (or in more than one way for a
particular species) and may thus qualify under more than one criterion.
For more details of the ‘C’ criteria, see the ‘Identifying IBAs’ chapter.

40

C4 and C5), species or subspecies considered threatened in the EU
(criterion C6) or for other reasons (C7). The numbers of IBAs
meeting the different ‘C’ criteria are shown in Figure 10 and are
summarized by country in Appendix 6.
Stone Curlew Burhinus oedicnemus, listed in Annex I of the EC
Birds Directive and a species of European conservation concern.
A total of 94 IBAs across nine countries support significant
breeding numbers of this species. (PHOTO: CARLOS SANCHEZ)
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Egyptian Vulture Neophron
percnopterus, listed in Annex I
of the EC Birds Directive and a
species of European
conservation concern. A total of
89 IBAs across 11 countries
support significant numbers of
this species.
(PHOTO: JUAN M. SIMON)

While 2,264 IBAs in the EU (97% of the EU total) qualify as
IBAs of European Union importance (meeting C criteria), the
remaining 78 sites in the EU do not meet C criteria. This is because
they qualify for SPECs which are not currently listed in Annex I of
the EC Birds Directive, or because they do not meet any criteria
for migratory species under Article 4.2 of this Directive, or because
they have not been designated as Special Protection Areas (SPAs)
under similar national criteria. Since the IBA data provided for
some Annex I species are incomplete for some EU countries, it is
likely that many of these sites will also meet the C6 criterion in the
future, following the availability of more data.
Within the EU, 31 species of global conservation concern
occur, all of which are listed in Annex I of the EC Birds Directive.
Overall, 396 sites (17% of all IBAs in the EU) are important for
these species, with Spain and Greece being particularly important,
holding 121 and 73 identified sites respectively (see Appendix 6 for
details).
Many sites are important at the EU-level for populations of
congregatory species (meeting the C2, C3 and C4 criteria),
qualifying for concentrations of species that are threatened in the
EU (criterion C2; 918 IBAs) or migratory species that are not
threatened in the EU (criterion C3; 712 IBAs). EU countries
identifying particularly high numbers of IBAs for congregatory
species include France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy,
Netherlands, Spain and United Kingdom (Appendix 6). A total of
842 sites in the EU support at least 20,000 waterbirds or 10,000 pairs
of seabird (C4 criterion) and 71 sites are important bottlenecks for
migrating storks, raptors or cranes (C5 criterion).
In the EU, 1,550 IBAs (66% of the EU total) support important
numbers of one or more species or subspecies threatened in the
European Union, i.e. listed in Annex I of the EC Birds Directive,
thus meeting the C6 criterion. IBAs have been identified for 135 of
the 181 species or subspecies listed in this Annex. Countries or
autonomous regions with a high proportion (more than 85%) of
their IBAs qualifying under criterion C6 include Austria, France,
Luxembourg, Portugal, Madeira and Spain (Appendix 6). Others,
such as the Netherlands and United Kingdom, have a slightly lower
application rate for C6, but many of the sites in these countries
have been identified for concentrations of species (under criteria
C2, C3 and C4). In some countries, including Germany, Denmark
and Finland, the C6 criterion has not been fully applied because of
a lack of data on the abundance of Annex I species at sites (see
relevant country chapters). In other countries, full networks of sites
may not yet have been identified for all species listed in Annex I
and thus further applications of C6 are likely to be made in the
future.
A total of 210 IBAs (9% of the EU total) meet the C7 criterion,
having been designated as Special Protection Areas (SPAs), or
selected as candidate SPAs, based on ornithological criteria that
are similar to, but not exactly the same as, criteria C1–C6. This
criterion has been applied in several countries but efforts have been

made to minimize its use and, where possible, apply other C criteria
(more species-based and quantitative) instead.

■ IBA coverage by habitat
All of the main habitat-types in Europe occur at IBAs, with wetland,
forest and grassland being the most extensive (Figure 11).
Wetland IBAs are particularly important for large congregations
of birds. Many wetland sites have been identified, with 69% of
all IBAs having some wetland habitat. At a large number of
sites (at least 22%), wetland is predominant, covering at least
50% of the area of the individual IBA.
54% of IBAs in Europe hold forest/woodland, this being the
dominant habitat (covering more than 50% of the individual
IBA area) at 12% of IBAs.
Grassland habitats are also frequent within IBAs, being recorded
at 52% of all IBAs, although covering more than 50% of the
individual IBA area at only 5% of the IBAs in Europe.
Cultivated or grazed habitats cover most of Europe, and artificial
landscapes are thus widespread in IBAs, being recorded at 48%
of all sites, and being predominant at 8% of sites.
Many IBAs contain some scrub or rocky areas but this is usually
not the predominant vegetation-type.

•
•
•
•
•

Most IBAs are composed of mosaics of habitats on which different
bird species depend, therefore several habitat-types are usually
recorded within the same IBA.
Figure 11. The number of Important Bird Areas in Europe that
contain particular habitats.
Wetland

69%

Forest/woodland

54%

Grassland
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Artificial landscape
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1. Proportion of individual IBA area covered by habitat
The percentage at the end of each bar indicates the proportion of IBAs in Europe that contain
the habitat (no habitat data were recorded at five IBAs). See Appendix 3 for a more detailed
description of the habitat classification used.
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Liepaja lake in Latvia (IBA 004)
is a shallow, nutrient-poor
coastal lake with extensive areas
of water-fringe vegetation.
(PHOTO: EDMUNDS RAÈINSKIS)

The flood-plains of the Biebrza
river valley in Poland (IBA 025)
are one of the most important
breeding places in central and
western Europe for some
threatened or localized species
such as Great Snipe Gallinago
media, Corncrake Crex crex,
Spotted Crake Porzana porzana,
Greater Spotted Eagle Aquila
clanga and White-winged Black
Tern Chlidonias leucopterus, and
are also an important site for
migrating waders, ducks, geese
and Crane Grus grus.
(PHOTO: PAWE£ OLAF SID£O)

‘Kemihaara mires’, in Finland
(IBA 017), is a very large complex
of aapa mires, riverside forests,
herb-rich mires and forested hills
and ridges along the upper course
of the Kemi river, important for its
boreal avifauna, especially
breeding waders.
(PHOTO: MIKA HONKALINNA)
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Figure 12. The number of
Important Bird Areas in
Europe, by country, that
contain a significant extent of
wetland.
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Overall, at least 2,494 IBAs in Europe
contain a significant extent of wetland
(i.e. covering at least 5% of the individual
IBA area).
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0

Wetland
Sixty-nine percent of all IBAs have at least 5% of their individual
area covered by wetland habitats. Figure 12 shows the proportion
of IBAs in each country that have a significant extent of wetland
habitat. Most countries have a high proportion of wetland IBAs,
reflecting the importance of many coastal and inland sites across
the region for congregatory waterbirds. There is a broad range of
wetland types and their presence in IBAs is shown in Figure 13.
Of those IBAs with any wetland habitat, 57% include freshwater
lakes or ponds (including fish-ponds), many with associated
water-fringe vegetation such as reedbeds.
Rivers and streams occur in 44% of wetland IBAs.
Concerning mires, 19% of wetland IBAs hold fen or transition
mire, 13% hold raised bog and 4% hold blanket bog.
Many coastal sites include one or more of the following types
of wetland habitat: standing brackish/salt water; enclosed tidal
water; coastal lagoon; saltmarsh; intertidal mudflat/sandflat;
sand-dunes; sand/shingle/stony beach.

•
•
•
•

Figure 13. The types of wetland present at Important Bird Areas
in Europe.
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The figure at the end of each bar indicates the percentage of those IBAs containing any
wetland (2,563 sites) that actually contain the wetland-type in question. At 2% of the
2,563 wetland IBAs, no types of wetland were distinguished.

Of major international
importance for waterbirds allyear-round, the Wadden Sea is
the largest intertidal area in
Europe, shared between
Germany, the Netherlands and
Denmark, and comprises many
IBAs. Habitats include mudflats,
sandflats, saltmarshes, shallow
subtidal waters and estuaries.
(PHOTO: NATURSCHUTZBUND
DEUTSCHLAND)
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Broadleaved deciduous forests in central and southern Germany
hold rich populations of forest birds such as Red Kite Milvus
milvus, Grey-headed Woodpecker Picus canus and Firecrest
Regulus ignicapillus. (PHOTO: CHRISTOPH HEINRICH)

Mixed forest occurs at medium altitudes in Yugoslavia, and is an
important habitat for breeding raptors at several of the 13 IBAs that
are predominantly forested. (PHOTO: BRATISLAV GRUBAÈ)
Native coniferous forest and
montane meadows at Ve¾ká
Fatra, Slovakia (IBA 014), an
extensive range of forested
mountains in the inner Western
Carpathians.
(PHOTO: VE¼KÁ FATRA PLA)

Well preserved riverine forests
along the River Mura in eastern
Slovenia (IBA 013). The area
includes the largest alder Alnus
forest in central Europe, and is
dense and uninhabited.
(PHOTO: BORUT ŠTUMBERGER)
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Figure 14. The number of
Important Bird Areas in
Europe, by country, that
contain a significant extent of
forest/woodland.
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The height of the column is proportional to
the total number of IBAs in the country.
Overall, at least 1,970 IBAs in Europe
contain a significant extent of forest/
woodland (i.e. covering at least 5% of the
individual IBA area).
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Forest and woodland
The total area of forest in Europe has been increasing since the
1920s, due to widespread afforestation of open land and due to
forest regeneration following abandonment of agriculture. Forest
currently covers about 30% of Europe’s land area, but most of this
exists as intensively managed plantations, often monocultures of
fast-growing conifers or non-native tree species, or as highly
fragmented small patches of semi-natural forest. The only large
and unbroken tracts of primaeval forest left on the continent are in
the north-east of European Russia.
Fifty-four percent of IBAs in Europe hold forest/woodland.
Figure 14 shows the proportion of IBAs in each country that have a
significant extent of forest/woodland (more than 5% cover of
individual IBA). Many countries in the centre, east and south of the
continent have a high proportion of IBAs with some forest/woodland
cover. The types of forest and woodland found within these IBAs
are shown in Figure 15.
Broadleaved deciduous forest is present in nearly 50% of IBAs
with any forest/woodland habitat.
Native coniferous forest is present in 34% of forest/woodland IBAs.

•
•

•
•
•
•

Mixed forest (a 50:50 mixture of conifers and broadleaved
deciduous trees) is present in 31% of forest/woodland IBAs.
Alluvial/wet forest is present in 35% of forest/woodland IBAs.
Broadleaved evergreen forest is present in 14% of forest/
woodland IBAs.
Types of forest/woodland that are less frequent in IBAs include
wooded tundra, wooded steppe and treeline ecotone.

Figure 15. The types of forest/woodland present at Important Bird
Areas in Europe.
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The figure at the end of each bar indicates the percentage of those IBAs containing any forest/
woodland (1,996 sites) that actually contain the forest-type in question. At 8% of the
1,996 forest/woodland IBAs, no types of forest/woodland were distinguished.

In Spain, the ‘dehesas’—open
parklands of broadleaved
evergreen forest—are important
for the conservation of globally
threatened or near-threatened
species such as Spanish
Imperial Eagle Aquila adalberti
and Cinereous Vulture
Aegypius monachus.
(PHOTO: FERNANDO BARRIO
(SEO/BIRDLIFE))
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Lake Cerknica (IBA 008) is
situated on the largest polje
(karst field) in Slovenia. A
seasonal, nutrient-rich lake
which is usually totally dry in
summer and late winter, with
huge expanses of wet grassland.
Important numbers of the
globally threatened Corncrake
Crex crex breed.
(PHOTO: SLAVKO POLAK)

Natural steppe was formerly
the dominant habitat in
southern Ukraine, but most has
been ploughed for cultivation
and only small fragments of
this habitat remain, as here at
Bagerovo (IBA 102).
(PHOTO: PAUL GORIUP)

Mesophile grassland in the
Bukovské hills, Slovakia
(IBA 027), important for
meadow-breeding species such
as Corncrake Crex crex and Redbacked Shrike Lanius collurio.
(PHOTO: Š. PÈOLA)

Augstmatthorn, Switzerland
(IBA 018), a mountainous area
with alpine meadows at higher
elevations. In Switzerland,
alpine and subalpine grasslands
are found at 19 IBAs and are
important for species such as
Rock Partridge Alectoris graeca,
Alpine Accentor Prunella
collaris, Rock Thrush Monticola
saxatilis, Wallcreeper
Tichodroma muraria,
Alpine Chough Pyrrhocorax
graculus and Snowfinch
Montifringilla nivalis.
(PHOTO: LORENZ HEER)

46

Important Bird Areas in Europe – Overview of results

Map 16. The number of
Important Bird Areas in
Europe, by country, that
contain a significant extent of
grassland.
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The height of the column is proportional to
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(i.e. covering at least 5% of the individual
IBA area).
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Grassland
Grassland habitats are recorded at 52% of all IBAs. Figure 16 shows
the proportion of IBAs in each country that have a significant extent
of grassland habitat (at least 5% cover of individual IBA). More
than half of IBAs in most countries have significant grassland, and
in the countries with alpine habitats (and smaller numbers of IBAs)
the proportion is higher. In terms of the number of IBAs with
grassland habitat, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Russia, Spain
and United Kingdom rate highly. The types of grassland found
within IBAs are shown in Figure 17.
Humid grassland is the most frequently recorded type of
grassland within IBAs, being recorded at 45% of IBAs with any
grassland habitat.
Steppe or dry calcareous grassland is present at 23% of IBAs
with any grassland habitat.
Mesophile grassland (permanent pasture in the temperate zone)
is present at 22% of IBAs with any grassland habitat.
Alpine, subalpine or boreal grassland is present at 14% of
grassland IBAs.
Tundra and machair are grassland types that are much more
rarely recorded at IBAs, occurring at 3% and 1% of grassland
IBAs respectively.

•
•
•
•
•

Figure 17. The types of grassland present at Important Bird
Areas in Europe.
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The figure at the end of each bar indicates the percentage of those IBAs containing any
grassland (1,918 sites) that actually contain the grassland-type in question. At 16% of the
1,918 grassland IBAs, no types of grassland were distinguished.

Extensive tundra at Itsako,
western Greenland (IBA 018), an
important site for moulting and
breeding White-fronted Goose
Anser albifrons flavirostris.
(PHOTO: DAVID BOERTMANN)
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Extensive tracts of artificial
landscape occur in 36% of IBAs
in Spain. Rain-fed arable
cultivation, which occurs at
more than 22% of Spanish IBAs,
is of great importance in
conserving Great Bustard Otis
tarda, Little Bustard Tetrax tetrax
and Lesser Kestrel Falco
naumanni, three species of
global conservation concern.
(PHOTO: PAUL GORIUP)

Most perennial crops, orchards
and groves in Europe are now
managed rather intensively, as
large commercial operations,
with the notable exception of
olive production in the
Mediterranean, most groves of
which remain family-owned.
Olive groves consequently
display a higher diversity of
structure, making them attractive
to many woodland species,
together with their oil-rich fruit.
(PHOTO: MARCO LAMBERTINI)

Much of the forest cover in
Europe is now composed of
plantations, as here in
Germany. If situated and
managed appropriately, such
plantations can provide
valuable habitat for forest
birds and other wildlife.
(PHOTO: CHRISTOPH HEINRICH)
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Figure 18. The number of
Important Bird Areas in
Europe, by country, that
contain a significant extent of
artificial landscape.
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The height of the column is proportional to
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(i.e. covering at least 5% of the individual
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Artificial landscapes
Artificial landscapes, especially those that are extensively or
traditionally managed for agriculture or forestry, support important
populations of many bird species. Artificial landscapes have been
recorded at IBAs in most countries (Figure 18), with the exception
of Greenland, Iceland, Svalbard/Jan Mayen and the Faroe Islands,
being recorded in 52% of all IBAs. In Scandinavia and the Baltic
countries, the proportion of IBAs with artificial habitats is also
very low. In contrast, Belgium, the Netherlands and many central
and southern European countries have a high proportion of IBAs
containing a significant extent of artificial landscape. The types of
artificial landscape found within IBAs are further described in
Figure 19.
Arable land is present in 69% of IBAs with artificial landscapes.
Perennial crops, orchards and groves are present in 30% of IBAs
with artificial landscapes.
Forestry plantations are present in 26% of IBAs with artificial
landscapes.

•
•
•

•
•

Highly improved reseeded grassland is present in 23% of IBAs
with artificial landscapes.
Urban or industrial areas (other than parks/gardens and ruderal
land) are present in 21% of IBAs with artificial landscapes.

Figure 19. The types of artificial landscape present at Important
Bird Areas in Europe.
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The figure at the end of each bar indicates the percentage of those IBAs containing any
artificial landscape (1,768 sites) that actually contain the type of artificial landscape in
question. At 5% of the 1,768 IBAs, no types of artificial landscape were distinguished.

Improved reseeded grassland at
Wexford Wildfowl Reserve,
Ireland (IBA 102). This is one
of the two most important
sites in the world for wintering
White-fronted Goose of the
Greenland subspecies
Anser albifrons flavirostris.
(PHOTO: ALYN WALSH)
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Scrub is a particularly
important habitat in the
Mediterranean biome, for such
species as warblers Sylvia,
shrikes Lanius, nightjars
Caprimulgus and many other birds.
(PHOTO: ALBERTO NARDI/NHPA)

Semi-desert landscape in
Azerbaijan.
(PHOTO: MICHAEL PATRIKEEV)

Seabird colony on a coastal
cliff face in Germania Land,
north-eastern Greenland (IBA 053).
(PHOTO: DAVID BOERTMANN)

Other habitats
In Europe, 36% of IBAs have a significant extent of scrub habitat,
with 30% of these having sclerophyllous scrub, garrigue or
maquis, and 31% heathland.
Over 30% of IBAs in Europe have a significant extent of rocky
areas. Approximately half of these IBAs are coastal, comprising
such rocky areas as sea cliffs, rocky shores, rock stacks and islets,
with coastal cliffs being particularly important for breeding
seabirds. The remaining half of these IBAs are inland areas, with
inland cliffs, scree and boulders usually occurring at IBAs in
mountainous regions.
Over 10% of IBAs in Europe are partly or wholly marine. In
about two-thirds of these IBAs, ‘marine’ areas refer to sea inlets
and coastal features, whilst the remaining one-third are open
sea. See Box 4 for a more detailed discussion of marine IBAs
and the difficulties involved in defining and identifying such sites.
Located mainly in the south-eastern part of the Iberian peninsula
and the Canary Islands, as well as in the lowlands of the
Caucasus/Caspian region, desert and semi-desert habitats are
present in 43 IBAs in Europe.

•
•

•
•
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Box 4. Important marine areas for birds in Europe.
The importance of marine areas for birds
The marine environment is important for birds in Europe. European
seas support 62 species of bird that either have an unfavourable
conservation status in Europe (Tucker and Heath 1994) or are marine
specialists which are highly dependent upon the continuing integrity
and quality of marine ecosystems (Tucker and Evans 1997). These
62 species include four species that are globally threatened or nearthreatened with extinction. Many of these 62 species congregate at
certain times of the year, such as seabirds at breeding colonies or
divers Gavia and seaduck (Anatidae) at favourable feeding grounds in
winter. Yet despite its importance for bird conservation, the marine
environment has, until recently, received relatively little attention in
terms of the identification of Important Bird Areas. This is due
primarily to the difficulty of defining, identifying and delineating
priority sites in areas of homogeneous appearance, coupled with the
difficulty of stimulating international co-operation to establish
integrated protection and management schemes for important sites
outside national territorial waters.
This inventory identifies 470 IBAs in Europe that have some marine
habitat, including 147 IBAs that have more than 50% marine habitat
cover and at least 25 IBAs are solely marine. However, no specific
attempt has been made, within the scope of this IBA review, to provide
complete listings of marine areas important for birds in Europe.
Previous inventories of marine areas that are internationally
important for birds
Two major studies have defined, identified and delineated important
areas for birds in European seas: Important bird areas for seabirds in the
North Sea (Skov et al. 1995) and Important marine areas for wintering
birds in the Baltic Sea (Durinck et al. 1994). Further work on the
identification of IBAs is in progress, as part of the BirdLife Baltic Sea
Programme, the results of which are expected to be published in 2000.

North Sea The study area covered the entire North Sea, the Channel
and the Kattegat, bounded by the coastlines of the United Kingdom,
Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium and
France (Skov et al. 1995, Skov et al. in prep.). It included all territorial
and international waters between the western Channel, the Northern
Atlantic and the Kattegat. Data were analyzed from coastal and
offshore seabird surveys during 1979–1994. The distribution of
30 species provided the basis for identifying important areas for birds.
Twenty areas were identified as internationally important for birds in
the area, of which the top six sites comprising less than 5 % of the
region hold more than 80% of the cumulated sum of proportions for
the species in question.
Baltic Sea The study area encompassed the entire Baltic Sea, the Danish
Straits and the Kattegat (Durinck et al. 1994, Skov et al. in prep). Data
were presented for 30 species for which 1% or more of their biogeographic population winters in the Baltic Sea. Thirty-nine areas were
identified as internationally important for wintering birds in the region,
of which the top 10 sites, which cover less than 5% of the region, hold
about 90% of the total estimated number of wintering birds.
The conservation of marine areas
The IVth World Congress on National Parks and Protected Areas
(IUCN 1993) highlighted the need for increased establishment of
marine protected areas in order to conserve biodiversity. Some sitebased agreements that are important for the conservation of such areas
in Europe are as follows (further details can be found in Appendix 1).

EC Directives: Special Protection Areas (SPAs) and Special Areas for
Conservation (SACs) The Habitats Directive calls for the establishment
by 2004 of a coherent network of protected areas for biodiversity
conservation in the European Union, the Natura 2000 network. The
network will be composed of SPAs (designated under national law in
fulfillment of the Birds Directive) and SACs (similarly, in fulfillment of
the Habitats Directive). These designations apply within the territorial
waters of EU Member States. The application of EU law to the offshore
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) of member states has recently been
clarified by the EU Commission. Although EU law per se applies to the
territorial sea of coastal member states, it also applies to their EEZ in
cases when a member state considers itself competent to apply
national law within the same field to the EEZ.

Ministerial Conference on the North Sea This process, devoted to the
protection of the North Sea ecosystem, began in 1984 and involves
the ministers of North Sea states, Switzerland and the European
Commission. The significance of ministerial conferences is that they
may consider subjects outside existing conventions and treaties, such
as the protection and management of marine IBAs outside territorial
waters.
OSPAR Convention (Oslo and Paris Convention) The focus of this
convention has been the reduction of land- and sea-based pollution in
the north-east Atlantic, but the scope of OSPAR was broadened in
July 1998 when ministers, at the meeting of the OSPAR Commission in
Sintra (Portugal), adopted a new Annex V to the OSPAR Convention.
This opens the way for the Commission to take measures to protect
and conserve ecosystems and biological diversity in the north-east
Atlantic. One of the agreed tools for doing this is to work towards the
establishment of a network of marine protected areas (MPAs). In
protecting species and habitats, the OSPAR Commission can
recommend to the competent authorities a wide range of measures
affecting all relevant sectors, including shipping and fisheries.
Helsinki Convention This convention brings countries bordering the
Baltic Sea together with the European Community under the Helsinki
Commission (HELCOM). One of HELCOM’s most important decisions
has been to recommend the establishment of a network of Baltic Sea
Protected Areas (BSPAs). Included in this recommendation was
provision for the identification of areas important for concentrations of
feeding, wintering or staging seabirds (Hägerhäll and Skov 1998).
Barcelona Convention Since 1994–1995 this convention for the
protection of the Mediterranean Sea ecosystem has included a greater
emphasis on biodiversity conservation. Contracting parties are now
required to draw up lists of Mediterranean Specially Protected Areas
(MedSPAs) within their territorial waters (previously, this was
optional). Such sites should be important for the protection of
ecosystems or of special scientific, aesthetic or cultural value. There is
also an Annex to the MedSPA Protocol which lists species considered
by the contracting parties to be endangered and threatened in the
Mediterranean, including seabirds. Parties are required to take
appropriate measures to protect these species and their habitats.
Summary and conclusions
• Many bird species that are dependent on the marine environment
congregate at certain times of the year. Several hundred marine
IBAs have been identified in this publication for such species, and
the protection and suitable management of these areas would be a
major step towards conserving these marine species in Europe.
• Despite the inclusion of these marine areas within this panEuropean inventory, a comprehensive documentation of marine
areas important for birds was not achieved. However, work
previously undertaken in the North Sea and Baltic Sea (Durinck et
al. 1994, Skov et al. 1995) shows that entirely marine areas
important for birds, including congregations of wintering auks,
divers and seaducks, can be defined, identified and delineated.
• More than one conservation mechanism is appropriate to the
conservation of the marine environment for birds. Most marine
birds are distributed in a highly dispersed fashion at some stage of
their annual cycle, and given the size, socio-economic importance,
and international nature of marine areas that are likely to be
important for birds, site-based measures—e.g. the establishment of
networks of strictly protected areas suitable for highly congregatory
species—need to balanced with the conservation of the wider
marine environment, involving the integration of conservation
across all relevant sectors, programmes and policies.
• A site-based approach to seabird conservation would be greatly
assisted by marine extensions to terrestrial (coastal) protected areas,
in order to protect key areas such as off-colony foraging areas and
loafing areas at sea.
• A number of different site-based conservation initiatives are in the
early stages of implementation, under a variety of international legal
agreements.
• Outside territorial waters, international cooperation and
coordination will be vital if the marine environment is to be
managed to conserve its biodiversity.
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LAND-USES AND THREATS AT IBAs
■ Land-uses at IBAs
The great variety and high intensity of land-uses recorded within
IBAs reflect the high human use of Europe’s habitats in general.
Land-use activities have been recorded in 95% of IBAs, and in only
15% of these IBAs is part or all of the individual IBA area classified
as ‘Not utilized’. As a result, the conservation of habitats and birds
within IBAs is very much dependent on the land-use practices,
policies and programmes that affect these sites. Figure 20 shows
the types of land-use recorded in IBAs:
Agriculture is the dominant land-use in Europe and this is reflected
within IBAs, with agricultural activities taking place in 65% of
IBAs and being predominant at 17% of sites (Figure 20). The
conservation of most IBAs is therefore much influenced by
agricultural practices in the individual IBA and its surroundings,
and suitable management is required to conserve species
dependent on these habitats.
Tourism and recreation are the second-most frequently cited landuse, affecting 41% of IBAs. The very high human population
densities over much of Europe, the attractiveness as destinations
of natural areas such as IBAs, and the relative ease of access to
most parts of the continent, explain much of this statistic.
Hunting takes place at 38% of sites and may be even more widespread at IBAs, since this land-use was probably under-recorded.
At least 54% of IBAs contain forest/woodland or forestry
plantation. Much of the area of these forest habitats in Europe is
actively managed, with forestry taking place in at least 35% of
IBAs.
Fisheries and/or aquaculture take place in at least 29% of IBAs,
especially in marine and coastal areas and, inland, at fish-ponds.
At least 29% of IBAs are used for nature conservation and
research. Generally, this category was recorded only when land
was used primarily for this purpose.
Urban, industrial and transport activities affect at least 23% of
IBAs but, in general, affect only a small proportion of the area of
each site.
Water management affects at least 14% of IBAs and includes the
drainage, storage and extraction of water, for such purposes as
irrigation, flood control and power generation.

•

Threats facing IBAs are diverse, resulting from lack of effective
management and wardening, illegal land-use, regional, industrial
or urban development and impact of land-uses from neighbouring
areas (e.g. pollution, drainage). The key types of threats affecting
IBAs are shown in Figure 23, with the intensification and expansion
of agriculture being the most significant, impacting more than
1,300 IBAs. The following sections present further information,
with selected examples, on the 12 most common high-impact threats
Figure 21. The highest level of threat recorded against
individual Important Bird Areas in Europe.
No threat recorded
238 IBAs (7%)

High impact
1,541 IBAs (42%)

Unknown impact
715 IBAs (20%)

•
•
•
•
•
•

Low impact
248 IBAs (7%)

Medium impact
877 IBAs (24%)

Highest level of impact on individual IBA
The percentage in brackets indicates the proportion of IBAs in Europe that are affected, at this
level of impact, by one or more threats. See Appendix 3 for a more detailed description of the
system used for estimating the magnitude of impact.

Figure 22. The total number of threats affecting individual
Important Bird Areas in Europe.
> 10 threats
77 IBAs (2%)

No threats recorded
238 IBAs (7%)

6–10 threats
575 IBAs (16%)

1 threat
631 IBAs (17%)

•

Figure 20. The number of Important Bird Areas in Europe
affected by particular land-uses.
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The percentage in brackets indicates the proportion of IBAs in Europe that are affected.

Figure 23. The high-impact threats that are most prevalent at
Important Bird Areas in Europe.
Agricultural intensification/
expansion

37%
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1. Proportion of individual IBA area affected by land-use.
The percentage at the end of each bar indicates the proportion of IBAs in Europe that are
affected by the land-use (no land-use data were recorded at 155 IBAs). See Appendix 3 for a
more detailed description of the land-use classification used.
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■ Threats at IBAs
At least 93% of IBAs are considered to be threatened to some degree
by at least one factor, and 42% of IBAs in Europe are affected by
one or more high-impact threats (Figure 21). Most IBAs are
threatened by more than one factor (Figure 22), with the majority
(58%) being threatened by 2–5 different types of threat.
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Only those threats impacting more than 10% of IBAs in Europe are listed.
The percentage at the end of each bar indicates the proportion of IBAs in Europe that are impacted
by the threat. See Appendix 3 for a more detailed description of the threat classification used.
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at IBAs. Other common threats, each impacting more than
250 IBAs, include afforestation (352 IBAs), burning of vegetation
(287 IBAs), the consequences of animal or plant introductions
(270 IBAs), and commercial deforestation (261 IBAs).
Agricultural intensification and expansion
Agricultural intensification and/or expansion is the most serious
threat affecting IBAs across Europe, being cited at more than
1,300 sites and with a high impact at nearly 400 of these. In most
countries, with the exception of those with large areas of land at
high latitude or altitude, agricultural intensification and expansion
threatens more than 20% of the country’s IBAs (Figure 24). This
threat covers a range of agricultural activities, including:
the replacement of dry grasslands, rain-fed cereals and steppe
with dense, irrigated, fast-growing, heavily fertilized and
pesticide-treated crops;
the lowering of the water-tables of wet grasslands, followed by
reseeding, fertilizer applications and high stocking levels; and
the conversion to intensive silage crops of mesophile grasslands
(hay-meadows and permanent pastures) across the temperate
regions of Europe;
the intensification of arable farmland through high inputs of
inorganic fertilizers, crop specialization (at the landscape level),
elimination of fallow periods, and increased field-sizes;
overgrazing of pastures accompanied by excessive soil erosion
and compaction; and
the loss from the farmed landscape of small semi-natural areas
and important features, including strips of meadow, hedgerows,
copses, small ponds, and tree stands along rivers and lakes.

•
•

Steppe land in Spain, which supports most of the European
population of the globally threatened Great Bustard Otis tarda,
is increasingly being converted to irrigated cultivation.
(PHOTO: GUY DUKE)

•
•
•

Some examples of agricultural intensification and/or expansion
posing a threat (actual or potential) to IBAs (excerpted from
national overviews in this publication)
In Portugal, agricultural intensification affects 50% of IBAs
and is a particular problem for species dependent on nonintensive farming systems (for example Great Bustard Otis
tarda and Black-bellied Sandgrouse Pterocles orientalis), and
for farmland species in areas that have already undergone some
intensification and are now seeing further measures being taken
to increase productivity.
In Spain, EU livestock headage payments have caused
overgrazing problems in steppe areas, increasing erosion and
disturbing key breeding birds. Arable production has become
more intensive, particularly through the expansion of irrigated

•

•

•

crops, resulting in serious loss of steppe habitats and
traditional non-irrigated crops, and threatening the most
important areas for Great Bustard Otis tarda, Little Bustard
Tetrax tetrax and Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni, including
sites 038, 039, 041, 043, 058, 061, 062, 072, 074, 105, 106, 111,
193, 199, 202, 207, 229, 232, 237, 238, 264, 276, 280, 285, 294
and 295.
In Turkey, agricultural intensification affects 49 out of
97 IBAs. Since the 1950s the land area under cultivation has
more than doubled, with the expansion coming partly at the
expense of available grazing land. This has led to an increase
in grazing pressure in remaining pastures and hence problems
of overgrazing and excessive soil erosion. Wetlands have been
drained for conversion to arable land and many others have
been adversely affected by water-diversion schemes to feed
irrigated agriculture. At least 1,300,000 ha of wetland habitat
have been drained or otherwise destroyed this century, mainly
since 1960. The Konya basin of central Anatolia provides a
shocking example of the consequences of large-scale irrigation
projects. Two large wetlands with a total area of 30,000 ha
have dried up, and three large wetland IBAs totalling
106,000 ha (sites 067–069) have sustained serious damage. A
further three wetland IBAs (070–072) now risk long-term
damage as a result of pollution from untreated irrigation
waste-water.
Figure 24. The percentage of
Important Bird Areas, per
country, that are threatened
by agricultural
intensification.

Percentage of IBAs
threatened by
agricultural
intensification
81%–100%
61%–80%
41%–60%
21%–40%
1%–20%
none
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In Ukraine, the intensification of agriculture in recent decades
has caused pollution of soil and fresh water with fertilizers
and pesticides. Agricultural intensification is recorded as a
high-impact threat at sites 025, 032, 037, 047, 071, 094 and 102.
In Ireland, agricultural intensification is considered to have a
high impact at 11 IBAs, primarily areas where the maintenance
of non-intensive farming is crucial for the continued breeding
of the globally threatened Crex crex (sites 002, 007, 012–014,
041 and 131), sites which have suffered severe overgrazing such
as at Owenduff–Nephin Beg (site 046) and water-bodies
threatened by nutrient pollution as a result of agricultural runoff (e.g. sites 123 and 138).
In Denmark 22% of sites are seriously affected by agricultural
intensification and expansion, mostly through high inputs of
fertilisers and pesticides, which has resulted in uniform
landscapes that are poor in the habitat features required by
many bird species of European conservation concern.
Furthermore, nutrient-laden run-off from intensive
agricultural land is believed to be the main factor behind the
nutrient pollution of many wetland sites in Denmark.
In Austria, agricultural intensification and expansion have
negatively affected 69% of IBAs, and are regarded as a highimpact threat at 29% of sites, including 003, 007, 014, 015,
019, 024, 025, 028, 030, 038, 041, 042, 043, 045, 054 and 055.
In Poland, as is the case in many countries in the east of the
region, at agricultural IBAs the main threat is posed by an
anticipated change in the Polish farming system, away from
the current predominance of small, non-intensive farms
towards a landscape dominated by large, intensive farms.
At least 43% of IBAs in Poland are threatened, to some
degree, by the intensification or expansion of agricultural
practices.

Recreation and tourism
Tourism and/or recreation have been cited as a threat at 1,575 IBAs,
with impact considered to be high at 348 IBAs. This threat is
particularly serious in Mediterranean wetland, forest, shrubland
and rocky habitats, where tourism is probably the main cause of
habitat destruction and degradation, as well as of disturbance to
birds. The Mediterranean countries are the world’s most popular
tourist destination. Existing tourist developments are most
concentrated along the coasts of Spain, France, Portugal and Italy,
but other countries such as Greece and Turkey continue to show
explosive growth in this sector. From a 1990 level of 157 million
visitors per year to these countries, numbers are predicted to
increase to 380 million per year by 2050 if overall economic growth
is weak, or up to 760 million if growth is strong (Stanners and
Bourdeau 1995). It should be noted that in some cases this threat
has also been recorded under ‘Disturbance to birds’.
Some examples of recreation/tourism posing a threat (actual or
potential) to IBAs (excerpted from national overviews in this
publication)
In Spain, recreation/tourism is the most frequently cited
threat to IBAs, often in connection with infrastructural
developments. Impacts tend to be concentrated in coastal
areas, particularly along the Mediterranean coast and on the
Balearic and Canary Islands, where urbanization (driven by
tourism) has severely affected or destroyed many habitats
that were previously of high importance for birds, especially
wetlands. Related infrastructural developments such as major
roads and airports are often funded by the EU. Sites where
recreation or tourism is regarded a high threat include IBAs
307, 308, 310, 311, 315, 319, 321, 323, 328, 330, 332, 337,
340, 343, 345, 356, 367 and 372.
Recreation and tourism have a high impact at 33% of Azorean
IBAs. Tern Sterna colonies along the coast of Flores (001),
coast of Faial (003), coast and islets of Graciosa (007) and
south-east coast of Terceira (009) are most vulnerable to these
threats, which have led to colony desertion and low breeding
success. Tourists pose a serious problem at Vila Franca islet
(012), where they inadvertently trample and destroy nest-sites
of Cory’s Shearwater Calonectris diomedea.

•

•
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The development of tourism threatens many coastal areas in the
Mediterranean and elsewhere. (PHOTO: MARCO LAMBERTINI)

•

•

In Bulgaria, the growth of recreation and urbanization has
been very rapid in recent years, especially along the Black Sea
coast. Wetlands near large settlements and industrial zones
are particularly vulnerable, with the most affected sites
including those bordering the towns of Burgas and Varna:
the Mandra–Poda complex (site 034), Burgasko lake (035),
Atanasovo lake (036) and Varna–Beloslav lakes complex (047).
Mountain areas are also particularly affected by recreation
and tourism, including activities such as skiing, hiking,
climbing, off-road driving and biking. For example, in France
skiing or climbing are recorded as a significant threat at
Forêts d’altitude du Jura (097), Haute Soule: massif de la
Pierre-St-Martin (188) and Bois de Palayson, du Rouet et de
Malvoisin (265).

Unsustainable exploitation
Unsustainable hunting (whether legal or illegal) is considered a
threat at more than 950 IBAs, and is particularly significant at
nearly 300 sites. As well as shooting, other forms of unsustainable
bird exploitation which pose a threat at some IBAs include trapping,
the use of lime, and the collection of eggs and young.
Some examples of unsustainable exploitation posing a threat
(actual or potential) at IBAs (excerpted from national overviews
in this publication)
Particularly badly affected is Cyprus, where the killing of
migratory birds is a serious problem and is listed as a threat
at nearly 90% of IBAs. Although the island’s hunting
(shooting) regulations are fairly comprehensive, law
enforcement is inadequate and thousands of birds of many
species are illegally shot each year.
Illegal bird-shooting is a serious problem in Malta, e.g. at
Buskett and Wied il-Luq (site 003) which is a major passage
site for raptors and nationally important for wintering
passerines as well as many trans-Saharan autumn migrants.
Hunting is a widespread activity in Greece, occurring in
almost all IBAs, and is a threat at more than 80% of IBAs,
with a high impact at 36% of all sites. Illegal hunting is a
particularly severe threat at sites 019, 022, 084, 095, 100, 105,
116, 130, 140, 146 and 172.
In Spain, hunting is considered a threat at over 40% of IBAs.
Additionally, at several globally important wetlands such as
the Ebro delta (site 148) and El Hondo wetland (165), lead
poisoning of waterbirds, as a result of ingesting spent shot,
is a problem.
In Bulgaria, hunting pressure is particularly high in wetland
areas such as the Shabla lakes complex (site 049) and
Durankulak lake (050) which both hold large concentrations
of wintering waterbirds, including the globally threatened
Red-breasted Goose Branta ruficollis.
The predominant threat to IBAs in Georgia is unsustainable
exploitation (legal and illegal hunting) which affects seven
out of the 11 IBAs (63%), with a high impact at five sites.
In Azerbaijan, the main threat at IBAs is the unsustainable
level of bird exploitation, affecting 63% of IBAs (mainly legal

•
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The total length of motorway in the majority of European
countries increased by more than 300% between 1970
and 1994 (EEA 1998). (PHOTO: BIRDLIFE INTERNATIONAL)

•
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Freshly killed White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus. Hunting
remains a significant threat at many IBAs, in terms of
disturbance as well as mortality. (PHOTO: GERNANT MAGNIN)

•

and illegal hunting at over 30 IBAs). Waterbirds at
Azerbaijan’s most important wetlands are severely affected
by hunting and poaching, also by the accompanying
disturbance which, for some sites, may be a more serious
threat than the direct mortality.
Infrastructure
A total of 779 IBAs are threatened by planned or ongoing
infrastructural development. This problem looks set to increase,
with new transportation infrastructure expected to claim 8,500–
12,500 km² in the EU from other land-uses during 1990–2010 (EEA
1999). This will increase the fragmentation and isolation of Europe’s
remaining patches of semi-natural habitat, and is likely to have a
major negative impact on biodiversity.
The total length of motorway in the majority of countries in the
EU increased by more than 300% between 1970 and 1994
(EEA 1998). The Trans-European Network planned by the EU will
involve around 140 projects for further road construction and
improvement in the European Union. Approximately 15,000 km
of new road are proposed, as well as rail links, combined transport
and waterways. These links are likely to be extended to central and
eastern Europe as trade increases and as the EU is enlarged
(EEA 1998).
A pilot study (Bina et al. 1995) assessed the potential impact of
the Trans-European Network on IBAs and statutory protected
areas, based on the previous pan-European IBA inventory
(Grimmett and Jones 1989). It found that more than 12% of IBAs
in the EU are within 10 km of planned road and rail developments,
with more than 2% of IBAs in the EU being situated within 2 km
of planned road and rail developments.
Some examples of infrastructure posing a threat (actual or
potential) to IBAs (excerpted from national overviews in this
publication)
Infrastructure and associated industrialization and urbanization are long-term threats to 50–65% of IBAs in Belgium.
Schorren en Polder van de Beneden Schelde (site 011), an
important wintering site for waders and other waterbirds,
will largely be destroyed by the expansion of Antwerp
harbour facilities.
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In France several very significant IBAs, holding rare species
and habitats, remain under threat even though they are
designated as Special Protection Areas under the EC Birds
Directive. The Crau (site 240), the only large semi-arid plain
in France, supporting important populations of typical steppe
species, is threatened by state development projects (military
activities, motorways).
In Ireland, individual infrastructure development projects
may have a marked impact on specific IBAs, such as road
developments within Cork Harbour (site 088) and at
Malahide/Swords (113), and planned road development
within Dublin Bay (109), while port development threatens
the Boyne estuary (119).
Recent government plans to further develop the road network
in Austria could pose a major threat to several IBAs (e.g.
sites 006, 012, 045). Plans for other infrastructure
development, such as golf courses and recreation parks, and
the planned construction of dams on rivers are a constant
and recurring threat to several sites (e.g. 013). If implemented,
the planned Elbe–Oder–Danube canal could alter
dramatically the ecosystem of the March river (010).
Infrastructure development in Switzerland, particularly
increasing road density and other transport networks, is a
major threat, affecting 55% of IBAs (13% with a high
impact), especially as it facilitates access to remote areas,
resulting in more intense disturbance of birds such as Black
Grouse Tetrao tetrix.
In Spain, infrastructure development is a high-impact threat
at 14% of IBAs and also threatens a further 27% of sites.
Most of these threats have arisen since Spain joined the
European Union in 1986. Since then, transport and waterrelated infrastructure (reservoirs, hydroelectric power,
irrigation) have been improved but much of the investment
has affected natural areas detrimentally. Environmental
impact assessments have failed to adequately examine
alternative scenarios or projects. Many further water-related
developments are planned that will affect IBAs, some of them
without real justification and potentially with a highly
deleterious impact on sites and their species. Hydroelectric
power plants are proliferating on rivers in mountainous areas
and few rivers remain unregulated. New wind-energy plants
are being constructed in mountainous areas where key bird
species migrate, breed or feed.

Disturbance to birds
Disturbance to birds is listed as a threat at over 1,000 IBAs, and is
a high-impact threat at 22% of sites. With intensifying use and
increasing fragmentation of Europe’s habitats by many factors,
including infrastructure, urbanization, industrialization, recreation/
tourism, agriculture and forestry, the level of human activity in
remaining patches of habitat increases, as does disturbance to birds’
vital activities such as breeding or foraging.
The impact of disturbance at a particular site is often difficult
to quantify, as its effects on the reproductive success of individual
species, at the level of national or European population, remain
unknown.
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Breeding colony of Roseate Tern Sterna dougallii being
disturbed by fishermen at Alagoa complex on the coast of
Flores, Azores (IBA 001). (PHOTO: L. R. MONTEIRO/IMAGDOP)

Industrialization and urbanization
Industrialization and urbanization threaten at least 735 IBAs, and
the extent of urban areas in the EU is predicted to increase by
5–8% between 1990 and 2010 (EEA 1999).
Some examples of industrialization and urbanization threatening
IBAs (taken from national overviews in this publication)
More than half of the total forest area in the Czech Republic
is affected by industrial air-pollution, a proportion higher
than that in any other European country. IBAs containing
forests that are being badly impacted by acid rain include
Šumava mountains (site 005), Jeseníky mountains (016) and
Krkonoše mountains (001).
In Latvia, the possibility of pollution from Butinge oil terminal
in Lithuania is thought to pose a major potential threat to
two marine/coastal IBAs in Latvia, on the west coast (site 005)
and the Irbe strait (014).
Industrialization, urbanization and infrastructural
developments, such as new industrial areas, housing and roads,
are a major threat in Germany, affecting over 20% of IBAs.

•
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Industrialization and/or urbanization threaten more than
700 IBAs in Europe. (PHOTO: MARCO LAMBERTINI)

Industrial, agricultural, infrastructural and tourist
development in Italy, often EU-funded, have in the past
destroyed large areas of semi-natural habitat, and in some
areas this is still occurring. Industrialization/urbanization is
recorded as a threat at 67 IBAs and is considered to pose a
high-impact threat at 21 sites.

Drainage
For centuries European wetlands have been drained, particularly
for agricultural purposes, and very few now remain in a natural
condition. The lower degree of industrialization, urbanization and
agricultural intensification in central and eastern Europe, and lower
population densities in Fennoscandia, mean that in these areas
more extensive areas of natural wetland occur, but expected changes
in central and eastern European countries, especially the
intensification of agricultural practices, pose a severe threat. For
example, 70% of wetlands in Lithuania have been drained during
the last 30 years (EEA 1999). Overall, 544 IBAs in Europe are
threatened by drainage, of which 157 are threatened to a high
degree.
Some examples of drainage posing a threat (actual or potential)
to IBAs (excerpted from national overviews in this publication)
Wetland drainage has affected several wetlands of global
importance in eastern Europe, including the Danube delta
(site 001 in Romania) and the Volga delta (site 179 in Russia).
In Hungary, drainage is a widespread threat, affecting over
50% of the land area of 19 IBAs and is listed as a high-impact
threat at 11 IBAs (002, 003, 006, 007, 020, 025, 027, 028, 035,
037 and 038).
In Belarus, a national drainage campaign over the last 30 years
has resulted in 25,000 km² of mires being drained. The wetlands
that remain (including the IBAs) continue to be influenced by
the drastically lowered groundwater levels and by the pollution
with nutrients and other chemicals that have followed previous
drainage. The unique fens of Dikoe (site 010), Sporovo (014)
and Zvanets (016) are the most threatened IBAs in Belarus
because of the drainage of surrounding areas, together with
the cessation of traditional land-uses, in particular manual
haymaking.
Drainage has also been particularly prevalent in the
Mediterranean region, where wetland drainage has affected
many IBAs such as the Evros delta (site 006 in Greece and
001 Turkey) and the Nestos delta (012) in Greece, both
important sites all-year-round for waterbirds, raptors and
passerines.
Wet meadows are the most threatened habitat for birds in
Slovenia, 11 IBAs being seriously affected by drainage,
dredging and canalization (sites 002, 004–010, 012–014).
In Italy, large areas of wetland have been drained for landclaim: while there were 7,640 km² of wetland in Italy in 1865,
there are now only 1,800 km² (a 75% reduction). This remains
a threat at 28 IBAs including River Po wetlands (sites 028
and 068).

•
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Wetland drainage for agriculture in Turkey.
(PHOTO: TOBIAS SALATHÉ)
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Abandonment and reduction of land management
One of the indirect effects of agricultural intensification is that
remaining marginal land becomes less profitable to farm. Many
bird species that have adapted to artificial landscapes such as
farmland require methods of non-intensive habitat management
for their continued survival in such habitats. The abandonment of
such practices is considered a threat at 609 IBAs.
Land abandonment is a significant threat to IBAs in many parts
of central and eastern Europe (Figure 25), especially in the 12
countries due to join the European Union, where livestock numbers
(especially sheep and cattle) decreased by 30–45% between 1989 and
1997 (Peters 1998). Land abandonment is also an important threat
in the Mediterranean region, and in Sweden and other Baltic states.
Some examples of abandonment and reduction of land management
posing a threat (actual or potential) to IBAs (taken from national
overviews in this publication)
In Sweden, abandonment and reduction of land management
is the single most important threat, affecting 31 sites (49%).
Undergrazing is a particular problem at many of these IBAs
(for example sites 016, 023, 031, 036, 054, 058 and 059).

•
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Grazed areas such as the coastal meadows on Öland Island,
Sweden (IBA 054) hold high densities of breeding waders such
as Redshank Tringa totanus, Dunlin Calidris alpina and Avocet
Recurvirostra avosetta, and are also important stop-over sites
for geese, ducks and waders. (PHOTO: BERTIL BREIFE)
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In Latvia, the state’s transition to a market economy has
been accompanied by a dramatic decrease in agricultural
output in many marginal areas, whilst in more productive
areas the intensification of agriculture continues. Large
expanses of farmland have been set-aside or abandoned. For
the first few years, this land is of increased importance for
some birds, for instance the globally threatened Crex crex,
but it soon loses its suitability for such ‘open-country’ species
as the ground vegetation becomes too dense and the land
becomes overgrown with bushes and small trees. This process
threatens 30% of IBAs in Latvia.
In Russia, the management of millions of hectares of
agricultural land has been neglected or abandoned, and
haymaking and grazing have stopped on many meadows and
pastures. Land abandonment is recorded as a threat at
27 sites, with a high impact at nine (sites 027, 042, 098, 109,
119, 161, 206, 214 and 217).
In Estonia, reduction or abandonment of agricultural
land-use activity is having a detrimental effect on key
bird species at 29 IBAs (67% of IBAs), largely due to
overgrowth of coastal meadows by reed Phragmites as a
result of undergrazing (e.g. Hiiumaa islands, site 004) and
due to the overgrowth of flood-plains by scrub where
haymaking has been abandoned (e.g. Soomaa mire complex,
site 032).
In Poland, as in most of the transition countries of central
Europe, the main threat to birds at fish-pond IBAs is
the likelihood that fishery management will become
uneconomic (in the short term) and will be abandoned,
leading to the disappearance of these man-maintained
wetlands.
In Slovakia, the abandonment of agricultural land and
changes in management practices (for example, reductions
in grazing intensity) over the last decade have affected
21 IBAs (66%), impacting three to a high degree (sites 011,
030 and 032).
The abandonment of traditional land-uses and management
practices in Greece is a threat at over 20% of IBAs. In
particular, traditional pasture lands and arable cultivation
have been abandoned, resulting in natural regeneration of
forest and consequent changes in bird communities. The same
pattern can be seen in many Mediterranean countries.

Figure 25. The percentage of
Important Bird Areas, per
country, that are threatened
by land abandonment.

Percentage of IBAs
threatened by land
abandonment
81%–100%
61%–80%
41%–60%
21%– 40%
1%–20%
none
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Construction/impact of dyke/dam/barrage
A total of 335 IBAs in Europe are threatened by the construction
or downstream impact of dykes, dams or barrages.
Some examples of the construction/impact of dykes, dams or
barrages posing a threat (actual or potential) to IBAs (excerpted
from national overviews in this publication)
Srebarna lake (site 033), Shabla lakes complex (049) and
Durankulak lake (050) in Bulgaria, all particularly important
for wintering geese (including the globally threatened Redbreasted Goose Branta ruficollis), are affected by dyke
construction which lowers water-levels and destroys habitats
such as temporary freshwater bodies and areas of shallow or
open water.
Two IBAs in Iceland, Thjórsárver (site 059) and Eyjabakkar
(061), will be submerged if reservoirs, planned for hydroelectric
power-stations, are constructed and filled. The proposals
involve the complete submersion of Eyjabakkar and the partial
submersion of the Ramsar Site at Thjórsárver. Part of the
Sog river (site 021) has already been damaged by reservoirs
and other infrastructure for hydroelectric power-stations.
Wetlands in Slovenia are seriously affected by drainage,
dredging and canalization. Such water management, together
with the construction of dykes and dams and attempts to
agriculturally improve arable land, all have an influence on
groundwater levels and thus indirectly on wetlands. The
riverine forests of the River Drava (site 012), River Mura (013)
and Krakovo forest (009) are threatened by such activities.
The Loire valley (sites 031, 128, 154), containing the last
unregulated river in France, is seriously threatened by the
possible construction of barrages.
Over 300 IBAs in Europe are threatened by the construction or
impact of dykes, dams or barrages. (PHOTO: WWF)

•

•

Forestry is widespread in Hungary and forest management is
generally intensive. (PHOTO: HONCS)
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Forestry in Latvia is intensifying and has grown to be the major
state export; felling activity has doubled since 1990/1991.
Harvesting during the breeding season is causing critical
disturbance to sensitive bird species, such as Black Stork
Ciconia nigra and Lesser Spotted Eagle Aquila pomarina,
countrywide. Forest structure is changing towards a much
lower percentage of older and less disturbed stands. Moreover,
a considerable proportion of forest in Latvia has been
privatized and thereafter it has become hard if not impossible
to influence management towards conservation objectives.
Intensified forest management is recorded as a threat in
30 IBAs (51% of IBAs in Latvia).
Many lowland forests in Greece are threatened by intensified
forest management, in particular through the construction of
new forest roads. The latter cause fragmentation and
disturbance and greatly facilitate access to previously remote
areas. A total of 25 IBAs in Greece are threatened by
intensified forest management.
The intensification of forestry activities in Ukraine, through
increased clear-felling and selective logging, are causing a
decrease in the national populations of some raptors. IBAs
affected include sites 001, 006, 028, 042 and 046.
Intensive forestry practices (logging, construction of forest
roads, use of heavy machinery, the introduction of non-native
tree species) pose a significant threat to 19 IBAs (59%) in
Slovakia.

Aquaculture/fisheries
A total of 648 IBAs in Europe are threatened by fisheries or
aquaculture activities.
Intensified forest management
A total of 450 IBAs across Europe are threatened by intensified
forest management, which can involve the clear-felling of large
tracts, re-planting with uniform-aged trees of few species (often
non-native), addition of fertilizer in some cases, harvesting of trees
long before biological maturity, and extensive use of heavy soilcompacting machinery. Such management is also often
accompanied by the construction of new forest roads, leading to
increased habitat fragmentation and increased disturbance to birds
(through facilitating access to previously remote areas).
In total 924 IBAs are threatened by forestry-related threats
encompassing intensified forest management, commercial
deforestation, afforestation and selective logging.
Some examples of intensified forest management posing a threat
(actual or potential) to IBAs (excerpted from national overviews
in this publication)
In Finland, the pressure to convert old-growth forest to
plantations is very high outside of protected areas. The areas
of untouched wilderness in northern and eastern Finland have
declined over recent decades as a result of active commercial
forestry. This has caused population declines in many species
dependent on old-growth forest. Fortunately, the most
important IBAs for boreal forest, and its associated birds, are
nearly all protected from commercial forestry. However,
conversion to plantations is still a threat to 10% of IBAs and
selective logging/cutting to a further 9%.

•
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Some examples of aquaculture/fisheries posing a threat (actual
or potential) to IBAs (excerpted from national overviews in this
publication)
Commercial fisheries are a threat at 15% of the IBAs in the
Netherlands, and at nearly 10% the threat is rated as ‘high
impact’. This specifically refers to shellfish harvesting on
intertidal and shallow subtidal mudflats (which causes habitat
destruction and food shortage for birds) and to over-fishing
on the IJsselmeer and Markermeer (sites 034, 038).

•

Shellfish are ‘mined’ from mudflats by suction-dredgers in
the Netherlands, as here in the Wadden Sea (IBA 001).
(PHOTO: MARTIJN DE JONGE)
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A high proportion of Norwegian IBAs are important for their
seabird colonies, and fisheries pose the most serious threat to
these birds. In the past, over-exploitation of fish stocks
has caused dramatic declines in several seabird populations
along the coast of northern Norway, especially Guillemot Uria
aalge and Puffin Fratercula arctica. Sustainable management
of the fish stocks is crucial for most of the Norwegian seabird
colonies listed in this inventory.
Clam-dredging is a very localized activity in Greenland, but
may occur at the same places as King Eider Somateria
spectabilis moulting grounds, as at IBA 025 where this activity
seems to have contributed to a major decline in numbers of
this seaduck at this previously important moulting site.
In Ireland, intertidal shellfish cultivation is a serious
threat at a number of IBAs, including Trawbreaga Bay
(site 003), Drumcliff Bay (033) and Dungarvan Harbour
(094). Potentially it causes a loss of mudflat habitat and also
disturbance to wintering waterbirds.

Extraction industry
A total of 426 IBAs in Europe are threatened by extraction
industries, including mining and oil, gas and peat extraction.
Some examples of the extraction industries posing a threat (actual
or potential) to IBAs (excerpted from national overviews in this
publication)
Peat mining has remained a constant threat to most peatland
IBAs in Latvia. Regeneration can be poor or non-existent.
Peat extraction threatens Cena bog (IBA 030), one of the largest
raised bogs in Latvia, important for thousands of geese Anser on
passage and for breeding and migrating Cranes Grus grus.
(PHOTO: EDMUNDS RAÈINSKIS)
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In the United Kingdom, mineral extraction poses a significant
threat to the East Devon Heaths (site 020). These heaths
support a range of breeding heathland birds and are reported
to be the best lowland heaths for butterflies in England.
In Belgium, quarrying is destroying valuable habitats at Entre
Sambre et Meuse (site 032), Haute Meuse (033), Lesse et
Lomme (036) and Sinémurienne (047).
In Iceland, mining of the bottom sediments of Lake Mývatn,
to supply a diatomite factory by the lake, seriously threatens
Mývatn–Laxá (site 044), a Ramsar Site. The site holds more
than 20,000 waterbirds on a regular basis and several duck
species breed at higher densities than anywhere else in Europe.

HOW WELL PROTECTED ARE IBAs?
■ The legal protection status of IBAs
National protection
A total of 2,191 IBAs in Europe (60% of the total) have at least some
protection under national law, through their overlap with (mainly
statutory) protected areas (Figure 26). However, in only 21% of IBAs
in Europe is the extent of overlap classified as ‘high’, i.e. where more
than 90% of the area of the individual IBA is protected. Indeed, in
Figure 26. The national protection status of Important Bird
Areas in Europe.
Unknown
16 IBAs (<1%)

High
771 IBAs (21%)

None
1,412 IBAs (40%)

% of area of
individual
IBA overlaps
with national
protected areas:
High
>90%
Partial 10–90%
Low
<10%
None

Partial
1,077 IBAs (30%)
Low
343 IBAs (9%)

Overlap data are generally incomplete for IBAs in a few countries (e.g. Germany); where an
overlap of unknown size exists, the IBA protection status has generally been recorded as
‘Partial’ by default.

Figure 27. The national
protection status of Important
Bird Areas in each European
country.

National protection status
of IBAs by country
Proportion of country’s IBAs
under different levels of
protection
High (>90%)*
Low/Partial (≤90%)*
No protection*

* Percentage of individual IBA
area protected by national law
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343 IBAs less than 10% of the area of the individual IBA overlaps
with protected areas, and in 1,412 IBAs (39% of those in Europe) no
form of legal protection is in place at the national level.
A higher proportion of IBAs are protected in some countries than
in others (Figure 27). Countries with less than a third of their IBAs
having any protection at the national level include Greenland, Faroe
Islands, Iceland and Ukraine (see national chapters for more
information). Those countries with more than a third of their IBAs
receiving a high extent of protection, in terms of individual IBA area
covered, include several island-states such as Madeira, Malta and
Cyprus, as well as the United Kingdom, Belarus, Poland, Lithuania
and Turkey. The Czech Republic stands out particularly in having a
high proportion of its IBAs protected and most of these having,
individually, a high extent of protection. For some countries the data
presented on the extent of national protection of individual IBAs is
incomplete.
In many countries, especially those preparing for accession to the
EU, changes in the national protected-area legislation are ongoing
or imminent, and thus the data presented in this publication may
change in future. In addition, despite designation of statutory
protected areas at the national level, in many countries the designated
type of protection and management may be too weak or otherwise
inappropriate for the site in question, and the level of enforcement is
often under-resourced or poor.
International protection
Substantial international recognition of IBAs has been achieved in
the last decade but many IBAs remain inadequately protected or
recognized at the international level, given their relatively small overlap
with areas that are listed under international conventions or designated
under EC Directives (Figure 28). Only 1,436 IBAs in Europe (40% of
the total) have some form of international protection, and in only
22% of all IBAs is the extent of protection classified as ‘high’, i.e.
where more than 90% of the area of the individual IBA is protected.
Indeed, at 108 IBAs less than 10% of the area of the individual IBA
is protected at the international level, and at 2,183 IBAs (60% of the
total) no form of international protection is in place.
A higher proportion of IBAs receive international protection in
some countries than in others (Figure 29). Appendix 8 shows the
number of IBAs in each country that are wholly or partly covered
by the main international site-protection designations. Some forms
of international legislation are only applicable in certain countries,
for instance the EC Birds Directive is only relevant to the 15 member
states of the European Union (see Appendix 1 for details). Due
mainly to the application of this Directive, the proportion of

Figure 28. The international protection status of Important Bird
Areas in Europe.
High
798 IBAs (22%)
None
2,183 IBAs (60%)

% of area of
individual
IBA overlaps
with international
protected areas:
High
>90%
Partial 10–90%
Low
<10%
None

Partial
530 IBAs (15%)
Low
108 IBAs (3%)

Overlap data are generally incomplete for IBAs in a few countries (e.g. Germany); where an
overlap of unknown size exists, the IBA protection status has generally been recorded as
‘Partial’ by default.

internationally protected IBAs is generally much lower in non-EU
than EU countries. Countries outside of the EU with more than
one third of their IBAs designated internationally at least in part
are Estonia, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary, largely
reflecting the designation of Ramsar Sites.
For further details of the key international site-protection
mechanisms, see Appendix 1. Currently, there are 23 natural or joint
natural/cultural World Heritage Sites in Europe, 17 of which overlap
with IBAs, and there are 126 Biosphere Reserves in Europe, 117 of
which overlap with IBAs. Ramsar Sites and Special Protection Areas
are assessed in more detail as follows (Appendix 8).
Assessment of Ramsar designations
As of 29 September 1999, 636 Ramsar Sites have been designated
in Europe, 594 of which overlap partly or wholly with 556 IBAs
(see Appendix 1 for details of the Ramsar Convention). A total of
1,700 IBAs in Europe are important at the European level for
congregations of waterbirds because they support at least 1% of a
biogeographic population of one or more species (criterion A4i),
or at least 1% of the flyway population of one or more species
(criterion B1i) or at least 20,000 waterbirds overall (criterion A4iii).
These three criteria match criteria 5 and 6 of the Ramsar Convention
for the identification of wetlands of international importance
(Ramsar Sites). However, criteria A4i, A4iii and B1i can also be
applied to congregations of waterbirds in certain grassland and
Figure 29. The international
protection status of Important
Bird Areas in each European
country.

International protection
status of IBAs by country
Proportion of country’s IBAs
under different levels of
protection
High (>90%)*
Low/Partial (≤90%)*
No protection*

* Percentage of individual IBA
area protected by
international law
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Figure 30. The coverage of Important Bird Areas in Europe by Ramsar Sites and by Special Protection Areas: a comparison of the
situation in 1989 and 1999.
IBAs that meet criteria for designation as Ramsar Sites

IBAs that meet criteria for designation as SPAs

Extent of individual IBA area designated as Ramsar Site(s)

Extent of individual IBA area designated as SPA(s)

1989

1999

Part/All
287 IBAs (22%)

None
1,133 IBAs (71%)

None
989 IBAs (78%)

1989
1,276 IBAs meet Ramsar criteria in Europe
287 Ramsar Sites in Europe
24 contracting parties in Europe

1989

Part/All
467 IBAs (29%)

None
1,177 IBAs (70%)

1999
1,600 IBAs meet Ramsar criteria in Europe
636 Ramsar Sites in Europe
39 contracting parties in Europe

Figure 31. The extent of overlap between individual Important
Bird Areas and Ramsar Sites in Europe.
88 IBAs
(16%)

The percentage
overlap between
individual IBA
area and any
associated
Ramsar Site(s).
>75%
51–75%
26–50%
Up to 25%
Overlaps but % unknown

44 IBAs
(8%)

marine habitats that do not qualify as wetland habitat under the
Ramsar Convention (see Appendix 1). Approximately 100 of the
1,700 sites are totally marine or grassland. The eligibility of such
sites for inclusion in the Ramsar List of wetlands has, therefore, to
be considered on a case-by-case basis. Overall it is estimated that
1,600 IBAs in Europe should be considered as potential Ramsar Sites
based on concentrations of waterbirds; 467 (29%) of them are actually
covered, partly or wholly, by Ramsar Sites (Figure 30).
Many wetland IBAs that are important for non-waterbirds (such
as mires) also comply with Ramsar criteria 2, 3 and 4, and thus
Figure 32. The coverage of Important Bird Areas by Special
Protection Areas in the European Union.
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2,342 IBAs in the EU
2,492 SPAs in the EU
15 member states in the EU

Figure 33. The extent of overlap between individual Important
Bird Areas and Special Protection Areas in the European Union.
601 IBAs
(26%)

1,082 IBAs
(46%)

84 IBAs
(15%)

Part/All
1,260 IBAs (54%)

None
1,082 IBAs (46%)

1989
1,681 IBAs in the EU
504 SPAs in the EU
12 member states in the EU

290 IBAs
(52%)

50 IBAs
(9%)

1999

Part/All
504 IBAs (30%)

The percentage
overlap between
individual IBA
area and any
associated SPA(s).

94 IBAs
(4%)

>75%
51–75%

98 IBAs
(4%)

26–50%
Up to 25%
Overlaps but % unknown
No overlap

172 IBAs
(7%)
295 IBAs
(13%)

represent potential Ramsar Sites too. An assessment of this
additional number of potential sites has not been made for this
publication. However, 90 IBAs that do not qualify as IBAs for
congregations of waterbirds are designated as Ramsar Sites; they
may have been designated for terrestrial species dependent on
wetlands such as raptors, or they may fulfil other non-ornithological
Ramsar Site criteria.
It is also important to know the extent to which individual IBAs
are covered by Ramsar Sites (Figure 31). In general, there is a high
degree of overlap: in 52% of IBAs which overlap with Ramsar Sites,
the Ramsar designation covers more than 75% of the area of the
individual IBA.
Assessment of SPA designations
As of 23 September 1999, 2,492 Special Protection Areas (SPAs)
have been designated in the European Union under the EC Birds
Directive (see Appendix 1 for details of the Directive), of which
1,375 SPAs overlap partly or wholly with 1,260 IBAs—54% of IBAs
in the EU (Figure 30). However, 1,082 IBAs (46%) in the EU are
not covered at all by SPAs and thus should be considered for
designation. Some countries have proceeded further than others in
the designation of IBAs as SPAs, with the Netherlands, Denmark,
Portugal and Belgium being the only countries that have designated
over 75% of their IBAs (partly or wholly) as SPAs (Figure 32). The
extent of coverage of individual IBAs is also important to note—in
just 26% of IBAs in the European Union do SPAs cover more than
75% of the area of the individual IBA (Figure 33).
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Changes in protection status of IBAs between 1989 and 1999
According to available information, the proportion of IBAs under
statutory national protection has increased in most countries
since 1989, although it is difficult to assess this properly in the
absence of comprehensive or detailed data from 1989. Any
comparison also needs to compensate for the fact that many new
IBAs have been identified since 1989, and a (relatively small)
number of 1989 sites have lost their IBA status. Analysis indicates
that the proportion of all European IBAs designated (partly or
wholly) as Ramsar Sites has increased from 22% in 1989 (Langeveld
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and Grimmett 1990), to 29% in 1999 (Figure 30). Although there
has been a substantial increase in Ramsar designations (Frazier
1996, 1999), 71% of potential sites (identified in this publication)
remain unprotected by this Convention. Similarly, regarding SPA
designations, 54% of IBAs are partly or wholly covered by SPAs in
1999, compared to 30% in 1989 (Figure 30). However, given that
46% of IBAs in the EU are unprotected by SPAs and considered to
be of international importance, further designations are necessary.

designation of an IBA as an SPA has not prevented harmful
development, or the risk of it in the near future, at these sites.
Development activities in SPAs
At SPAs, member states are required to “avoid […] deterioration
[…] of the habitats of species for which areas have been
designated, in so far as such disturbance could be significant in
relation to the objectives of this Directive” (as amended by
Art. 6(2) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC). The preparation
of management plans, although not legally required, would be
an appropriate way to achieve the above objective but very few
member states have made significant progress in this respect.
Contrary to the original provision of the Birds Directive Article
6 of the Habitats Directive contains a derogation of the general
protection regime. Any plan or project likely to have a
significant effect on the site, shall only be agreed upon “after
having ascertained that it will not adversely affect the integrity
of the site concerned. If, in spite of a negative assessment of the
implications for the site and in the absence of alternative
solutions, a plan or project must nevertheless be carried out for
imperative reasons of overriding public interest all
compensatory measures shall be taken necessary to ensure that
the overall coherence of Natura 2000 is protected.”

■ Threats and protection status
A large number of IBAs that are protected at national and
international levels remain threatened. Analysis of threat and
protection status data shows that:
A total of 12,600 records of threat were recorded against 3,381 of
the 3,619 IBAs in Europe.
A total of 1,114 IBAs are threatened by at least one high-impact
threat, yet are partly or wholly covered by some form of legal
protection.
A total of 904 IBAs of global importance (meeting one or more
‘A’ criteria) are threatened by one or more high-impact threats.
Of these, 644 are protected (partly or wholly) at either national
or international levels, while 408 of them are protected at the
international level.
Of the 1,260 IBAs in the European Union at least partly covered
by Special Protection Areas (SPAs), 559 IBAs (44%) are
threatened by at least one high-impact threat. Thus the

•
•
•
•

•

Of the 557 IBAs that are at least partly covered by Ramsar Sites,
271 IBAs (49%) are also threatened by at least one high-impact
threat.

■ WHAT SHOULD BE DONE NEXT?
KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION
Immense pressure continues to be placed on the European environment through developments in agriculture, forestry, fisheries, transport,
energy, industry and urbanization, and, as this publication shows, such pressures are severely impacting the most important sites for
birds in Europe. Much still needs to be done to adequately conserve Important Bird Areas.

ACTION: Designate IBAs as protected areas under
national law

•
•

40% of IBAs in Europe are unprotected by national legislation.
39% of IBAs in Europe that have some protection by national
law are still highly threatened.

Most sites in this inventory should be protected by national law
and, where appropriate, managed to conserve their ornithological
and biological value. The required level of protection and
management will vary from site to site, and the options immediately
available will be dictated largely by the protected-area legislation
already in force in each country. The appropriate level of protection
will vary from protected landscapes, where the management
objective is to maintain the landscape character whilst sustaining
traditional or non-intensive land-uses and ecological diversity, to
strictly protected nature reserves where human presence is
minimized. In countries with inadequate nature-conservation
legislation, improved legislation is essential. Cooperation between
governments and non-governmental organizations can be an
effective way to achieve these objectives.
There is also a need to implement existing laws better, including
improved commitment to adequate staff and resources, as well as
policies and funding that prevent destruction, damage and neglect,
and that encourage positive action and management of important
biodiversity areas.

ACTION: Protect IBAs under relevant international
agreements

•
•
•
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60% of IBAs in Europe are not protected under any international
convention, directive or programme (of these, 49% have some
national protection).
At least 1,100 wetland IBAs in Europe meet Ramsar criteria but
are not designated as Ramsar Sites.
46% of IBAs in the European Union have no part of their area
designated as SPAs.

•

All 31 European national reports to the most recent Conference
of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity mention
measures of in-situ conservation, including protected areas, but
only eight reports refer to IBAs.

The populations of most bird species in Europe are shared between
many countries, and individuals of most species for which IBAs
are identified traverse political boundaries at some stage in their
annual cycle. Actions to conserve birds and other biodiversity gain
in effectiveness if they are framed in an international context.
The international agreements most relevant to the conservation
of IBAs are outlined in Box 2. Apart from the EC Directives, official
recognition or listing of an IBA under these international agreements
does not normally lead immediately to greater legal powers of
protection, but does confer a higher profile and status. Site-based
aspects of such agreements are key mechanisms for bringing about
positive change, through increased political and public awareness,
commitment and support. They provide for the creation of
international networks of sites on the ground, and international
frameworks of people and institutions to facilitate conservation
understanding, awareness and cooperation between nations.
Further details about each agreement and its relevance to IBA
conservation are outlined in Appendix 1. All possible efforts should
be taken to ensure that IBAs are properly protected under these
agreements.

ACTION: Countries pursuing accession to the European
Union should ensure that the protection of IBAs will be
adequate under the Birds and Habitats Directives

•
•

To date, 433 IBAs have been identified in the 12 accession
countries, and more will be identified in the future when the
European Union criteria (category ‘C’ criteria) are applied.
Only 103 (24%) of these IBAs are partly or wholly covered by
any form of international protection, while 305 (70%) are
covered by national protection.
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Box 2. International agreements relevant to site conservation in Europe (see Appendix 1 for more details).

Region covered

Not yet
participating

WITH AN ACTIVE SITE-CONSERVATION
Ramsar Convention
1971
Man and Biosphere Programme
1970
World Heritage Convention
1972
Bern Convention 5
1979

Signed

Convention/initiative

Year of Year in
adoption force

Ratified or
applicable

Participation
in Europe
(no. of countries)1

39
353
39
336

—
—
—
3

62
—
62
9

Ramsar Site
Biosphere Reserve
World Heritage Site
Biogenetic Reserves5

15

—

—

Special Protection Area (SPA) —
Natura 2000
Special Area for Conservation
(SAC) — Natura 2000
Mediterranean Specially
Protected Area (MedSPA)
Baltic Sea Protected Area (BSPA)

Site-conservation mechanism

No. of sites
designated
in Europe

Total area
in Europe
(km²)

As of:

636
126
234
340

112,186
808,370
51,711
>30,000

29 Sep 99
4 Jan 99
2 Dec 98
21 Dec 98

2,492

169,823

23 Sep 99

9,942 7

341,344

23 Sep 99

>52

>5,907

12 Oct 99

659

—

early 1998

EC Birds Directive

1979

MECHANISM
1975 Worldwide
n/a
Worldwide
1975 Worldwide
1982 Member states of Council of
Europe (39 states) and invited
non-member states in Europe
and N and W Africa
1981 European Union

EC Habitats Directive

1992

1994

European Union

15

—

—

Barcelona Convention

1976

1978

116

—

—

[New] Helsinki Convention

1992

—

All states riparian to the
Mediterranean Sea
All states in catchment of the
Baltic Sea

126

1

—

406
276

3
—

2
18

15 Jan 99
1 Sep 99

9

66

30

1 Nov 99

156

—

—

2 Dec 98

6

—

—

26 Apr 97

45

—

—

n/a

CURRENTLY WITHOUT AN ACTIVE SITE-CONSERVATION MECHANISM
Convention on Biological Diversity
1992 1994 Worldwide
Convention on the Conservation of
1976 1983 Worldwide
Migratory Species of Wild Animals
(Bonn Convention)
African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds
1995 1999 Africa, Europe and west Asia
Agreement (under Bonn Convention)
(c.120 sites)
OSPAR Convention
1992 1998 All states in catchment of
north-east Atlantic Ocean
Black Sea Environmental Programme
1992 1994 All states riparian to the
Black Sea
Pan-European Biological and Landscape
1995
n/a
Europe
Diversity Strategy 8

1. Totals exclude autonomous or dependant territories (Azores, Canary Islands, Faroe Islands, Greenland, Gibraltar, Madeira, Svalbard/Jan Mayen) as well as Monaco, Vatican City (Holy See) and San Marino.
2. European Union has not ratified/signed as an entity.
3. Total number of active National Man and Biosphere (MAB) Committees.
4. Total is for ‘natural’ or ‘natural/cultural’ sites only.
5. The EMERALD Network [new pan-European site-conservation mechanism] is in process of being conceptualized.
6. Figure does not include the European Union, which has also ratified/signed as an entity.
7. Proposed Sites of Community Interest
8. The Pan-European Ecological Network [new integrative framework for all existing site-conservation mechanisms in Europe] is in process of being conceptualized.
9. Number of proposed BSPAs (none have been designated as such, although some are protected at the national level).

In June 1993 the heads of state and governments of the European
Union countries agreed that those countries of central and eastern
Europe which so desired would be able to join the EU once they
met the agreed political and economic conditions. Accession
negotiations were opened on 31 March 1998 with the first six
countries recommended by the Commission: Czech Republic,
Estonia, Hungary, Poland, Slovenia and Cyprus. The second group
of accession countries comprises Bulgaria, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta,
Romania and Slovakia.
Before EU membership can be attained, each country needs to
adopt the ‘acquis communautaire’ (the accumulated laws and
obligations of EU membership), including the extensive
‘environmental acquis’. Adoption of the acquis entails the alignment
of the national legislation of candidate countries with EU law, and
comprises three distinct activities:
transposition (adoption or change of national laws, rules and
procedures so that the requirements of the relevant EU law are
fully incorporated into the national legal order);
implementation or practical application (providing the
institutions and budgets necessary to carry out the laws and
regulations); and
enforcement of EU legislation (providing the necessary controls
and penalties to ensure that the law is being complied with fully
and properly).

•
•
•

Thus the ‘approximation’ of national nature-conservation
legislation to the Birds and Habitats Directives of the EU,
including the identification and designation of Special Protection
Areas for inclusion in the EU-wide ecological network of

protected areas (entitled ‘Natura 2000’), is a key nature-conservation
objective of the accession process. It should therefore be ensured
that the conservation of IBAs is adequately addressed by this
process.

ACTION: Prevent breaches of obligations under
national and international law
Using the legal opportunities provided by national laws and the
EC Birds and Habitats Directives, it is possible to object to activities
that may be harmful to IBAs and to steer development towards
sustainability. By registering formal complaints at the European
Commission, concerned citizens or organizations can complain
against decisions by EU member states which are considered to
breach the legal obligations of the Directives. BirdLife Partners
have successfully opposed harmful developments at many IBAs,
and have highlighted the deficient protective strategies taken by
some governments.

ACTION: Plan and carry out adequate management at
all IBAs, including habitat or species restoration if
necessary, and involve local communities, NGOs and
the public in IBA conservation

•

17% of IBAs in Europe (619 sites) have management plans that
cover part or all of their area.

Much of the landscape of Europe has been moulded by human
influence over thousands of years, and some management is required
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at most IBAs to maintain, enhance or restore their value for birds.
Such management should take into account all biodiversity, as well
as social, economic, political and other relevant factors, including
the interests of all stakeholders. The nature of this management
may best be decided, implemented and monitored through the
development of a management plan for the site or wider region.
Management planning should take fully into account existing and
potential human-uses, and should ensure, where human-use is truly
in conflict with conservation objectives, that such use is effectively
controlled (Welch 1994).
Often, IBAs can only be conserved effectively with the help and
participation of local communities and through collaboration with
NGOs and the public. When conservation actions involve or affect
local communities, the building of support and mutual
understanding more often leads to a sustainable outcome. Local
communities have an important stewardship role, and in the long
term can benefit from the conservation of IBAs, although this may
sometimes conflict with the short-term interests of some economic
sectors.
Building local and national capacity to protect these areas
requires coordination. A growing number of BirdLife Partners have
established ‘caretaker’ groups that, at the local level, carry out
practical conservation actions to safeguard IBAs. The results of
such activities include management plans that have been accepted
by the competent authorities, site-use agreements that have ended
disturbances to birds, and practical habitat-management that has
been implemented on the ground.

ACTION: Integrate environmental objectives,
including biodiversity conservation, into all policy
sectors, and conserve the wider environment

•

93% of IBAs in Europe are threatened to some extent. Of these,
1,640 IBAs are threatened by agriculture, 1,575 IBAs by
recreation/tourism, 1,057 by man-made changes to the
hydrological regime, 924 IBAs by forestry and 779 IBAs by
infrastructural development.

Increasingly, many environmental problems and potential threats
to IBAs are global or regional in scope or origin, and cannot be
effectively addressed or solved solely by good protection and
management of the IBAs themselves. Many threats facing birds at
sites result from generally unsustainable human development
activities. Valuable sites for birds, even when protected, cannot be
isolated from surrounding communities or society: IBAs not only
receive harmful impacts from human society but also offer a wide
range of services from aesthetic and recreation functions to the
provision of clean water and air buffering against pollution and
protection against erosion. Integrated conservation projects which
aim to address broader habitat-conservation issues should be
promoted as a tool for conserving those IBAs whose continued
importance is dependent upon land-use and development policies
in the surrounding countryside.
Financial measures are needed to provide incentives to
encourage good management and the protection of wildlife, while
perverse incentives, which encourage the destruction and
degradation of IBAs, need to be removed and financial penalties
and other legal sanctions provided. International funding for
development programmes (e.g. through the Structural Funds in
the EU) needs to be conditional on the outcomes of environmental
impact assessments. Funding should aim to achieve economic
development while at the same time being environmentally
sustainable, with targeted provisions for biodiversity conservation
(BirdLife International 1995).
BirdLife has published habitat conservation strategies for
the major habitat-types in Europe (Tucker and Evans 1997),
outlining directions for tackling these wider policy issues outside
IBAs. It is clear that a broad range of legislation and policies have
significant impacts on IBAs, particularly policies on agriculture,
forestry, land-use planning, privatization, land ownership,
environmental impact assessment and hunting. By ensuring that
these laws take into account the principles of nature conservation,
damage to important sites can be minimized. Strategic
environmental assessments and environmental impact assessments
need to be applied to major forestry, agriculture, infrastructural
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and other programmes and projects in order to avoid detrimental
impacts to IBAs and the wider environment.

ACTION: Maximize the use of data on IBAs and
disseminate information to promote their
conservation

•

BirdLife IBA database constructed, coherent across countries.

Much data on IBAs is presented in this publication, with the
primary purpose of guiding the conservation of these important
sites. This information thus needs to be disseminated widely at
local, national and international levels, to ensure that decisions
affecting Europe’s environment adequately take into account the
sites, and the site-based issues such as species status, threats, landuse and protection status, that are most important for bird
conservation.
The efficient storage and management of data means that it can
be analysed, interpreted and communicated effectively to decision
makers and those who need it. Therefore, in addition to this
publication, the BirdLife International IBA Database (see Box 6,
‘Data collection’ chapter) has been established, holding additional
data on these sites. Public access to this system is possible, subject
to the terms agreed in the IBA Data Access Policy agreed by the
European Partnership of BirdLife International (BirdLife
International 1996). This database will continue to be updated by
the BirdLife International Partnership.
The effective conservation of IBAs will also depend heavily on
the work and agendas of other national and international
governmental and non-governmental organizations. There is
therefore great value in mobilizing scientific information within
collaborative networks in support of policy development and
decision-making at all levels of society. One international mechanism
for the public dissemination of biodiversity data, still in the early
stages of development, is the Biodiversity Conservation Information
System (BCIS). This is to be created by a coalition of 12 organizations
which manage biodiversity information at an international scale
(BirdLife International, Botanical Gardens Conservation
International, Conservation International, International Species
Information System, IUCN Commission on Ecosystem
Management, IUCN Environmental Law Programme, IUCN
Species Survival Commission, IUCN World Commission on
Protected Areas, The Nature Conservancy, TRAFFIC International,
Wetlands International, World Conservation Monitoring Centre).
Their common challenge lies in harmonizing their data and
knowledge, and improving public access to it.

ACTION: Monitor IBAs and continue to collect data
for defined purposes

•
•

Scientific approach to design of site-selection criteria.
Continuity with previous IBA criteria and in parallel with
criteria of other site-based mechanisms.
Data in this publication and the IBA database are
standardized, permitting easy analysis for monitoring and
trend assessments.

Data are required not only to set priorities but also to understand
the reasons for change in the status of sites and the species
dependent on them. This publication and the BirdLife IBA
Database (see Box 6, ‘Data collection’ chapter), together with the
previous pan-European IBA inventory published 10 years ago and
national IBA publications, set important baselines from which
progress in the conservation of IBAs can be monitored. It is
important that the status of IBAs continue to be monitored to
identify trends and provide early warning. Results can be used to
assess priorities for further conservation action and research, to
generate policy-relevant arguments for advocacy programmes, and
to judge environmental impacts.
Also important is the continuing identification and
conservation of IBAs for European migratory birds when outside
Europe, predominantly in Africa, the Middle East, and the Indian
subcontinent, and Arctic Siberia and Canada. IBA programmes
have been established in these regions and approximately 20,000
IBAs are likely to be identified worldwide.
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