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By approving the Comprehensive and Enhanced Partnership  
Agreement (CEPA) with the EU, Armenia accepted readiness 
to introduce a set of changes in the legal system and a 
way for further development towards European standards. 
One such field of change is protection of Armenian natural 
heritage, including the enormous biodiversity the country 
has. Natura 2000 is a network of protected areas designated 
throughout the EU that is built on two basic legal acts: the 
Habitats Directive and Birds Directive. 

The Twinning project “Strengthened Protection and 
Sustainable Use of Biodiversity in Armenia in Line with 
the European Standards (2021-2022)” aims to support the 
Republic of Armenia Ministry of Environment in an effort to 
lay down a basis for implementing the main ideas from both 
Directives, ensuring protection of the most vulnerable species 
and habitats and comprising principles of designating, 
managing, promoting, and monitoring a new system of 
protected areas.
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MAIN PRINCIPLES OF THE HABITATS  
AND BIRDS DIRECTIVES

Natura 2000 is a network of protected areas designated in a way that ensures the long-term 
viability of populations of rare and threatened species and natural habitat types, listed under 
both the Birds Directive and the Habitats Directive. It stretches across all 27 EU countries, as 
well as the United Kingdom, both on land and at sea. 

Natura 2000 is not a system of strict nature reserves from which all human activities would 
be excluded. While it includes strictly protected nature reserves, most of the land remains 
privately owned. The approach to conservation and sustainable use of the Natura 2000 areas 
is much wider, largely centred on people working with nature rather than against it. However, 
Member States must ensure that the sites are managed in a sustainable manner, both 
ecologically and economically.

Protection based on scientific knowledge 
Both the Birds and Habitats Directives are dependent on the latest scientific knowledge, 
based on biodiversity monitoring and scientific data. Species and habitats listed in the EU 
Directives have been added to the list according to their threatened status within a particular 
biogeographical region. This approach across a single continent is a unique example of the 
importance of scientific knowledge and field data applied in legislation.

Habitat classification has been unified within the EU, despite differences in scientific approach 
between eastern and western Europe in the past. The Emerald Network is the equivalent 
of Natura 2000 in several non-EU countries, like Armenia or Switzerland. It was created 
to integrate the European network and it is based on the Bern Convention. Unlike the EU 
Directives, it is not legally binding.

Regular monitoring of species and habitats is necessary to have up to date information on 
their status. Monitoring (in the Directives, called “surveillance”) is a systematic approach 
of collection of data on species distribution, their habitat and population trends, and on 
(natural) habitat distribution and quality trends. Monitoring efforts mainly use existing and 
available biology expert capacities. In fact, in many cases, the monitoring and reporting 
obligation builds on the former monitoring, based on research or NGO activities (typically in 
the case of mammals or birds). The Directives lay down obligatory six-year regular reporting 
of conservation status in a common unified structure. Member states, obliged to gather and 
analyse data on a common quality level, tend to create their own monitoring systems to fulfil 
the standards; therefore, such an obligation also has a very strong capacity building effect. 
The results of reporting are available at nature-art17.eionet.europa.eu/article17.

It is possible to search for any Natura 2000 site, distribution of species or habitats in the 
European Union at natura2000.eea.europa.eu.

  Regular monitoring of species and habitats provides the necessary  
data for application of adequate conservation measures.
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Nature is the priority in designated areas
In designated Natura 2000 sites, nature is the priority – even higher than economic 
development, but not in contradiction with traditional management practices (since 
biodiversity often depends on sustainable use of habitats in many cases).

In the case of a plan for any activity that could be potentially harmful to the designated 
Natura 2000 site, a special Natura 2000 impact assessment shall be elaborated. Plans or 
projects which are expected to have significant negative effects cannot go ahead. The only 
exception is in cases of overriding public interest such as to safeguard public health and 
military security. 

But even in such cases, compensation measures must be put in place in order to sustain a 
certain habitat or species population.

Each Natura 2000 site has its own specific management plan
Each of the designated Natura 2000 site has its own recommended management plan for 
activities supporting protected habitats or species. Such management plans are developed 
by nature conservation experts and approved by a governmental body (usually the Ministry 
of Environment).

The management of Natura 2000 sites is best done by working closely with the landowners 
and stakeholder groups in or around individual Natura 2000 sites in order to agree on the 
most appropriate ways to conserve the species and habitats whilst respecting the local socio-
economic and cultural context.

Protected areas supporting local economies
Natura 2000 aims to protect biodiversity and its natural values. However, the network does 
not exclude human activities. 

Designation of a protected area (National Park, State reserve, etc.) can be an important 
added value for local economies by attracting tourists, whose expenditure supports jobs and 
investment. However, tourism and recreational activities can put pressure on habitats and 
species present at the sites, as well as raise conflicts between different recreational activities 
and local populations of target species. This presents important challenges to protected area 
managers.

  Plans or projects that have significant negative effects on 
protected species and habitats cannot be implemented.

  Each of the designated Natura 2000 site has its own 
management plan for activities (set of conservation measures).



6

The majority of negative impacts from tourism occur when the level of visitor use is 
greater than the site‘s ability to cope with this use. The impacts may vary from soil erosion 
to disturbance of species during their breeding or mating seasons. On the other hand, 
sustainable tourism activities can have positive impacts and create opportunities for 
improvement and adequate management of the sites. 

Tourism in some areas may be restricted in order to provide proper site conservation. Limits 
to number of visitors per day might be applied, or visiting the area might be limited only to 
excursions with a guide and only in some periods of the year.

Information sources:
Pages of the European Commission on Nature and Biodiversity:  
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/index_en.htm

EU Neighbours East:  
https://www.euneighbours.eu/en/east/stay-informed/projects/emerald-network-nature-
protection-sites-phase-ii

Provisions of Article 6 of Habitats Directive:  
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/11e4ee91-2a8a-11e9-8d04-
01aa75ed71a1

  Designation of a protected area can be an important  
added value for local economies. 
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MAIN LEGISLATION ON NATURE 
CONSERVATION IN THE EUROPEAN 
UNION, THE CZECH REPUBLIC, AND 
FINLAND 

A. Nature conservation in the European Union (EU)
Nature conservation in the EU is based on two Directives:

-  Council Directive 92/43/EEC of 21 May 1992 on the conservation of natural habitats and of 
wild fauna and flora, i.e., the Habitats Directive
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A01992L0043-20130701 

-   Directive 2009/147/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 30 November 
2009 on the conservation of wild birds, i.e., the Birds Directive
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A02009L0147-20190626 

These “Nature” Directives are considered to be the cornerstone of the biodiversity policy in 
the EU. They also implement international commitments based on the Convention on the 
Conservation of European Wildlife and Natural Habitats (“Bern Convention”), the Convention 
on Migratory Species (“Bonn Convention”), and the Convention on Biological Diversity. 

Natura 2000 is an EU contribution towards the Emerald network established under the Bern 
Convention. 

Figure 1: Natura 2000 in the EU diagram
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Directives are binding for EU member states with regard to the results to be 
achieved. They set up a goal that all EU countries must achieve; however, it is up to the 
countries what tools they use. As opposed to Regulations (directly applicable and binding 
legal acts), Directives are characterized by flexibility. The member states of the EU typically 
“transpose” the provisions of a Directives into their legislative system. The transposition 
usually entails changes in already existing legislation, and utilizes national nature 
conservation systems. 

Interpretation of the Nature Directives provisions and a reassessment of the effectiveness of 
procedures go hand in hand with implementation. The European Commission (EC) develops 
and updates guidelines for implementation of the Directives based, among other things, on 
the rulings of the Court of Justice of the EU. Transfer of know-how between member states 
also plays an important role in the process of implementation.

A recent European assessment of the conservation status of around 6000 European species 
undertaken by IUCN revealed that up to 25% of European animal species are now threatened 
with extinction.

The main aim of the Nature Directives is to secure favourable conservation status of 
the habitats and species listed in the annexes of the Directives. The success of the national 
transposition and implementation process is put under scrutiny by the EC. The Natura 2000 
network is considered a work in progress, as the sufficiency of the national lists of the Natura 
2000 sites is regularly assessed by the EC. National lists of Natura 2000 sites in some member 
states are still considered insufficient.

The approximation process aims at compatibility of the Armenian legislation with EU 
law. It is less strict on alignment than transposition done by EU member states. Successful 
approximation also requires focus on implementation and enforcement, with the 
precondition of available resources and capacity. During the transposition or approximation 
process, different wording of the Directives are allowed and national legal terminology and 
drafting technique can be used.

The Czech and Finnish examples of transposition of Nature Directives are described below. 

Sources of information:
European Commission website on Nature and biodiversity law in the EU: 
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/index_en.htm 

Natura 2000 Viewer:
https://natura2000.eea.europa.eu/ 

Emerald network:
https://www.coe.int/en/web/bern-convention/emerald-network 
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B. Transposition of the Birds and Habitats Directives 
in the Czech Republic
The accession of the Czech Republic to the EU in 2004 was preceded by years of preparations 
for the transposition of the Directives into Czech legislation. In order to designate a Natura 
2000 site, the Czech Republic has conducted extensive mapping of habitats and species 
monitoring. The Czech Republic continues with this effort by regular species monitoring 
and mapping of the country in a 12-year cycle. Information is stored in a GIS database as the 
“habitat mapping layer” that is updated on a yearly basis as the mapping cycle proceeds. 

Figure 2: Sample of habitat mapping layer

The Act No. 114/1992 Coll., on Nature and Landscape Conservation is the key nature 
conservation act in the Czech Republic. This is the main law that transposes the Directives 
into Czech national legislation. 

The Act on Nature and Landscape Conservation includes among others:

-  General nature and landscape protection - – landscape protection (e.g. through 
“terrestrial system of ecological stability” comprising ecological corridors and biocentres – 
creating so called green infrastructure; protecting “significant landscape components” and 
protecting landscape character; individual tree preservation etc.), general species protection 
(notably contains a general guarantee of protection of all plant and animal species against 
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destruction and damage, prohibits collection and catching of species that could lead to 
threatening their existence, extinction of their population, and cause other equally harmful 
results). 

-  Special Nature and Landscape Protection - specially protected areas (6 categories), 
special species protection (selected rare species listed in Decree of the Ministry of the 
Environment No. 395/1992 Coll., protection regime divided into 3 categories – critically 
endangered, endangered, and threatened species).

-  Natura 2000 Protection - establishing and protecting Sites of Community Importance 
(SCI) and Special Protection Areas (SPA) for bird species (see below).

An integral part of the Act is also the definition of nature conservation authorities and 
their territorial scope and responsibilities. The nature conservation framework in the Czech 
Republic is fairly complicated and the individual competences are described directly in 
the Act on Nature and Landscape Protection. The authorities relevant for Special Nature 
Protection and Natura 2000 include the following:

The Ministry of Environment is the highest in the hierarchy and holds a “policy creator’s 
and coordinator’s” role. 

There are other four authorities responsible for activities ranging from management to 
administrative proceedings and decision making (their competence is based on the location 
of a respective area): National Parks Administration (one independent administration for 
each national park), Nature Conservation Agency of the Czech Republic (14 regional 
branches, responsible for Protected Landscape Areas and nationally significant small-scaled 
protected areas; special responsibility for monitoring habitats and species on the entire 
territory of the Czech Republic),  Regional Authorities (14 authorities in Regions – “kraj”, 
protection outside the areas of National Parks Administrations and Nature Conservation 
Agency of the Czech Republic) and Military Training Areas Authorities (4 individual 
administrations in military training areas).

A special role is played by the Czech Environmental Inspectorate responsible for 
environmental legislation enforcement.

Figure 3: Institutional setp up for nature conservation in the Czech Republic
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Although the general provisions might seem strict, the Act contains a system and procedure 
for compensations and derogations from the prohibitions set by the law. Regarding the 
derogations, the persons wanting to get any derogation from the law shall submit a request 
for permission to the respective nature protection authority. The general procedure itself is 
governed by the Code of Administrative Procedure.  

As Natura 2000 sites and Protected Areas (PAs) are established irrespective of the land 
ownership, a system of compensation for land owners and tenants is in place. There is 
compensation for restrictions arising from nature protection measures in agricultural 
(including fisheries) or forestry management (e.g. mowing later in the season to secure 
flowering of protected plant species, not using pesticides and industrial fertilizers) and 
compensation for damage caused by selected specially protected species (e.g. attacks 
by wolves on sheep flocks). Financial support by the state authorities is also provided for 
proactive measures such as building better fences to protect farm animals against large 
carnivores, support for acquiring shepherd dogs, support for acquiring shepherd dogs, 
support for building natural water ponds, and rivers or stream restoration. 

In the context of transposition of the Nature Directives, the “Natura 2000” chapter was 
introduced into the Act on Nature and Landscape protection establishing Natura 2000 sites 
and introducing new conservation measures, including appropriate assessment of plans and 
projects with possible impact on the Natura 2000 sites. Nevertheless, other parts of the Act 
were amended and existing tools used (see table below). 

- General bird species protection was included into the general species protection part. 
-  The strict species protection regime was revised in order to secure species from Annex III to 

the Habitats Directive.
-  All Natura 2000 sites are under a basic protection regime forbidding activities leading to 

their damage; nevertheless, where necessary, a national PA category is used to cover the 
Natura 2000 site (or part of it) as part of conservation measures.

The overlap of PAs and the Natura 2000 system is more than three-quarters. Legal acts 
establishing PAs as well as management plans of the PAs largely recognize the objects of 
protection of the Natura 2000 system and the necessary protective measures are determined 
through PAs. Natura 2000 and the PAs thus form one comprehensive system of protected 
areas in the Czech Republic, covering 22.1% of the territory of the state.

 Figure 4: Natura 2000 sites and other protected areas in the Czech Republic.

Natura 2000
Other types of protected areas



12

The process of transposition included further changes to other primary and secondary 
legislation, notably: 

Primary legislation
Act No. 114/1992 Coll., on Nature and Landscape Protection
Act No. 100/2001 Coll., on Environmental Impact Assessment
Act No. 449/2001, Coll., on Game Management
Act No. 115/2000 Coll., on Compensation of Damage Caused by Selected Protected Species 

Secondary legislation
Decree of the Ministry of Environment No. 395/1992 Coll., on transposition of certain 
provisions of the Act on Nature and Landscape Protection (note: includes list of specially 
protected species in three categories)

Government Decree No. 318/2013 Coll., on National List of SCI 

Government Decrees establishing SPAs for bird species (separate for each area)

Decree of the Ministry of Agriculture No. 245/2002 Coll., on hunting season for individual 
game species and detailed conditions for hunting

Decree of the Ministry of Environment No. 166/2005 Coll., on transposition of certain 
provisions of the Act on Nature and Landscape Protection with regards to establishing 
NATURA 2000 sites

Government Decree No. 51/2005 Coll., determining species and number of birds for 
establishing SPAs 

Intervention logic of Birds and Habitats Directives 
and Czech Republic transposition
         

A 

A1 

A2 

A3 

Ensuring that the 
most valuable sites 
are managed and 
protected and 
form a coherent 
whole
 
 

 

Establish Natura 2000 
SCIs and SPAs

Designate Special 
Areas of Conservation 
(SAC)

Establish necessary 
conservation measures 
for each Natura 2000 
site and implement 
them

New chapter “Natura 2000” Act on Nature and 
Landscape Protection
New category of protected areas introduced  
(SCIs and SPAs)

New chapter “Natura 2000” Act on Nature and 
Landscape Protection
Conservation measures established (legal protection, 
management plan)

New chapter “Natura 2000” Act on Nature and 
Landscape Protection
Legal measures - general protection of sites, sites 
protected as PA, contract with land owner, special 
protective regime of individual SPAs for bird species
management measures - Set of Conservation Measures 
(i.e. management plan for Natura 2000 site)

Specific objectives            Activities                           Czech transposition
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B 

C 

D 

A4 

A5 

B1 

B2 

C1 

C2 

C3 

D1 

D2 

D3 

 
Manage/restore 
habitats/landscape 
features beyond 
Natura 2000

 
Ensure protection 
and sustainable 
use of species

 

 
Ensure adequate 
knowledge data 
availability and 
awareness

Avoid deterioration 
of habitats and 
disturbance of species

Assess plans/projects 
to avoid negative 
impact on sites

Manage landscape 
features outside  
Natura 2000

Manage/restore 
habitats outside  
Natura 2000

Establish strict systems 
of species protection

Establish appropriate 
regulation for hunting 
and trade

Control non-native 
species to conserve 
native habitats and 
species

Monitor species and 
habitats and report

Undertake research on 
habitats and species

Awareness raising on 
habitats and species

New chapter “Natura 2000” Act on Nature and 
Landscape Protection
Permit, consent, positive opinion or exemption from 
the prohibition under this Act for SCI or SPA may be 
granted by a nature protection authority only if serious 
or irreversible damage to target habitats and habitats of 
species is excluded, nor shall there be systematic or long- 
term disturbance of the target species, if such disturbance 
could be significant.

New chapter “Natura 2000” Act on Nature and 
Landscape Protection
Procedure for appropriate assessment introduced (and 
secondary legislation developed)
Amendment of Act No. 100/2001 Coll. on Environmental 
Impact Assessment

Already existing general nature and landscape protection  
in the Act on Nature and Landscape Protection

Already existing general nature and landscape protection  
in the Act on Nature and Landscape Protection

Amendment of special protection species list and 
protection regime in the Act on Nature and Landscape 
Protection

Amendment of special protection species in the Act on 
Nature and Landscape Protection
Amendment of Game Management Act No. 449/2001, 
Coll. and secondary legislation
Protected species removed from the list of game species 
allowed for hunting, seasons for hunting revised.

General nature and landscape protection  
Introduction and dispersion of geographically non-
indigenous species only upon permission of nature 
protection authority.
Active management control not yet included per se in law 
implemented in practice – regulation and elimination of IAS.

New chapter “Natura 2000” Act on Nature and 
Landscape Protection
Nature protection authorities required to monitor species, 
habitats and sites, reporting obligations to the EC.

Not included per se in law implemented in practice.

Not included per se in law implemented in practice.
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C. Transposition of the Birds and Habitats Directives 
in Finland (FI)
The transposition process in Finland has been similar to the experience described above 
in the case of the Czech Republic. Specific information and topics regarding the Finnish 
situation are discussed here.

Finland became member of the EU in 1995. Membership meant immediate beginning of the 
preparation of the NATURA 2000 network and other implementation of Birds and Habitats 
Directives.

Most parts of Finland are in to the Boreal biogeographical region (BOR), but the most 
northern parts of the country are included in the Alpine region (ALP). Additionally, areas in 
the Baltic Sea are included in the separate region “BAL”.

So far, Finland has designated 1866 Natura 2000 sites covering around 5 million 
hectares. 75% of the areas are terrestrial and the rest are sea and lake areas. A total 
of 87 of these areas have been established on the Åland islands (autonomous area). A total 
of 1721 of the areas have been designated as SCI. They cover around 4.8 million hectares 
which is 12.4% of the area of Finland. A total of 470 SPA has been established to fulfil the 
requirements of the Birds Directive. SPAs cover 3.19 million hectares (8.2% of the country). 
Some SCI and SPA overlap.

In Finland, the process of proposing a sufficient number of SPA and SCI took a long time. 
Only many years after EU accession did SCI come legally into force, on 17 April 2015 
(354/2015) according to a decision by the Ministry of Environment on 24 March 2015.

Additionally, the Finnish government later proposed an enlargement of three sites to the 
EC in 2018. The new areas cover in total 113 500 hectares and represent mainly areas which 
are important for the birds in archipelago. After these changes the whole NATURA 2000 
network covers now 5.07 million hectares, which is about 13% of the national area of 
Finland. About 80% of the areas are state owned. 

Long before joining the EU, Finland had already implemented several large national 
conservation programmes approved by the Finnish Parliament. They were targeted to protect 
certain habitat types or localities for endangered species. Later, many of these sites were 
included in the Natura 2000 network. Around 85% of Natura 2000 sites were selected 
from the previously nationally protected areas.

Protected areas outside the Natura 2000 network cover in total over 400 000 ha (4 000 
km2) and include sites on state owned and private land that were designated outside of the 
original national Nature Conservation Programmes or after the proposals for the first Natura 
2000 sites in 1992. About half of this nationally designated area is marine, where habitats 
and species of community value had not yet been comprehensively surveyed when the sites 
were originally proposed for the Natura 2000 network at the end of the 1990s, and were thus 
left out. After extensive underwater inventories, marine Natura 2000 sites have since been 
supplemented several times by the EC (most recently in 2012 and 2018). Therefore, very large 
marine areas have been included in recently established or extended national parks (e.g. 
Bothnian Sea and Archipelago Sea National Parks).

New national nature conservation programmes have also been implemented in the past 
decade, aiming in particular at protecting and restoring forests and mires in Southern 
Finland. As part of the Forest Biodiversity Programme METSO (2008–2025), and 
Supplementary Mire Conservation Programme in 2014–2015, the protected area network on 



15

state-owned land has been systematically expanded by more than 50 000 ha, supported by 
GIS-based zonation conservation prioritization software analysis.

According to national legislation, NATURA 2000 areas need to be protected in a way that they 
provide shelter for the species and habitats they have been established for. This protection may 
come from the enforcement of Nature Conservation Law, Law on Wilderness Areas, Law on Use 
of Land and Soil, Law on Protection of Streams and Rivers, and Forestry Law.

If there is an urgent need to restrict utilization of Natura 2000 site conservation; the law is 
most likely to be implemented to protect the values in the area. In such cases where Natura 
2000 site is designated on a private land, the landowner is financially compensated. 

 Figure 5: Natura 2000 sites in Finland.
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Recent activities related to Birds and Habitats 
Directives
Recent activities related to Birds and Habitats Directives are closely linked with national PAF 
work (Prioritised Action Framework for NATURA 2000 in Finland, including the Province 
of Åland). The EC urged its member states to finalize their PAF before the  end of 2020 and, 
after the evaluation process, the documents were ready in spring 2021.

At the moment, the EC offers several financing instruments to support the executive parts 
of the process in member states. In Finland this means preparation of an exceptionally large 
“strategic LIFE project”. The main idea is to build up a project that 1) covers main needs of 
the EU Biodiversity Strategy, 2) supports the implementation of PAF, and 3) provides help for 
the preparation and implementation of a national biodiversity strategy. This work needs the 
participation of all the different authorities which have a role in nature conservation.

The EC has taken continuous exceptions to unsatisfactory implementation of the 
Birds and Habitats Directives in member states. Finland has been improving the 
implementation of the Directives over the years, but still there are some minor details which 
need further clarification.

Many of the recent discussions have been focussed on the conservation objectives and 
conservation measures defined for a site – or lack of such proper definitions. The other 
continuous and time-consuming process has been updating the Standard Data Forms (SDF) 
for reporting on conservation status of protected species and habitats to the EC.

Improving the performance of the Natura 2000 
network – green infrastructure supporting 
coherence and connectivity 

The Habitats Directive (Article 10) sets targets for the coherence and connectivity of the 
Natura 2000 network. In Finland, sites and their conservation objectives are markedly 
supported by national protected areas and sites for Other Effective Area-Based 
Conservation Measures (OECMs) that lay outside of the network. The work on defining 
OECMs is still ongoing in Finland at the time of writing. The concept of OECMs was adopted 
by the COP of Convention on Biological Diversity in 2018. 

According to national PAF, several OECM area types in agricultural and forest environments 
have been defined; possible area types under discussion for the marine environment are, 
for example, fishing restriction and navigation restriction areas that are set to protect fish 
spawning sites or migratory routes. 
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SPECIES CONSERVATION  
IN THE CZECH REPUBLIC

Thanks to its geographic location, variety of natural conditions, and cultural-historical 
development of its constituent parts, the Czech Republic is characterised by a great richness 
of plants (including fungi, mosses, and lichens) and animal species and their communities.

Overall, more than 2,700 species of vascular plants, 2,400 species of non-vascular plants, 
50,000 species of invertebrates, and some 380 species of vertebrates have been identified 
in the country. According to the current national Red Lists (expressing the degree of 
endangerment of species), around 16% of mammals, 45% of nesting birds, 58% of reptiles, 
76% of amphibians, 42% of fish, 40% of vascular plants, and 43% of non-vascular plants 
are threatened in the Czech Republic. Effective plant and animal conservation, including 
conservation of habitats, is the prerequisite for assuring biodiversity protection at the species 
level. In the Czech Republic, this protection is anchored in legislation primarily by Act no. 
114/1992 Coll., on nature and landscape protection. This Act defines a number of instruments 
for plant and animal species conservation. It defines general protection of all plant and 
animal species, and, separately, the protection of wild birds and special protection of selected 
rare or scientifically and culturally significant plant and animal species. The protection of trees 
and ‘‘memorial trees’’ is also included in the Act.

The instruments in so-called territorial protection also contribute to the protection of species 
and, most importantly, their habitats at both the general (territorial system of ecological 
stability, important landscape elements) and specific levels (specially protected areas).

Protection of plants, animals, and their habitats is also largely the purpose of the relevant 
EU Directives (Council Directive 2009/147/EC on the conservation of wild birds, and Council 
Directive 92/43/EEC on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora) and 
the Natura 2000 system established under them (comprising SPAs, SAC, SCI).

Species conservation
An important part of modern nature conservation is the conservation of plant and animal 
species occurring in the Czech Republic.

Act No. 114/1992 on nature and landscape protection distinguishes two attitudes regarding 
species protection: general and special protection.

General protection of species
General protection establishes protection of all plant and animal species from destruction, 
damage, collection or capture, which leads or might lead to endangering the existence 
of these species or to their degeneration, to impairment of reproduction ability of the 
species, to extinction of the population of the species, or to destruction of the ecosystem of 
which they form a part. Intentional dispersion of crossbreeds of plants or animals into the 
landscape, as well as non-native species, shall be possible only with permission of the nature 
conservation authorities since some native species may be threatened by some non-native 
(invasive) species.
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Birds occupy quite a special position in general protection, which results from EU legislation. 
While general protection is focused on whole species populations, general bird protection 
relates to each individual of the wildlife species group occurring in the EU. The following 
activities are prohibited: deliberate killing, collection or capture, deliberate damage to, 
or destruction of (except for specified bird species, and carried out in accordance with 
regulations concerning hunting and with this Act) their nests and eggs or removal of their 
nests and eggs, and deliberate disturbance of birds, in particular during the period of 
breeding. This broadening of general protection, which has been valid since April 2004, is a 
significant tool for protection of all individual wild birds.

Special protection of species
In the Czech Republic, plant and animal species that are rare, endangered, or significant from 
a cultural or scientific point of view, belong to the category of “specially protected species”, 
for which the protection regime is stricter. They are further divided into three categories 
according to their need of protection and severity of measures applied; the list of species is 
part of regulation No. 395/1992. This list is different from the Red List, which is based solely 
on scientific knowledge and has no legal status.
In contrast to general protection, the species shall be protected in all stages of development. 
In addition, it is forbidden to collect specially protected animals and specially protected 
plants, kill them deliberately, capture or utilize them for commercial purpose. Protection 
of habitats, the environment of specially protected species as the elementary existential 
condition, is a significant tool of special species protection.
Derogations from the prohibitions established in special species protection can be granted 
in specific cases (for example, in the interests of public health or public safety, air safety, 
prevention of serious damage).

Species Action Plans 
Species Action Plans for animal and plants are implemented for species threatened by 
extinction in the form of a comprehensive packages of measures that eliminate or reduce 
known threatening factors and improve the conditions for life of such species. The Action 
Plans are considered to be temporary projects, the purpose of which is to achieve an increase 
in the population of a given species above the level of extinction threat by application of 
different kinds of measures.
Species Management Plans are similar strategic documents, prepared for less severely 
endangered species for which there is a risk of change in their conservation status, or for 
species requiring a comprehensive coordinated approach due to their socio-economic 
impacts.
For more information on species Action Plans see www.zachranneprogramy.cz/en

Economic tools
Species conservation does not consist only of prohibitions and legislative limitations. 
Government nature conservation bodies use various financial resources (Czech Environmental 
Fund, landscape programmes of the Ministry of the Environment) to support activities to 
promote populations of specially protected species. Specific, practical measures aimed at 
conserving numerous species, as well as habitats are carried out by various institutions, 
companies, and NGOs. 
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Cooperation with non-state actors
State nature conservation bodies rely on cooperation with various stakeholders, especially 
with local landowners and municipalities. Voluntary land-trusts consisting of landowners, 
local communities, and NGOs are formed that protect valuable parts of nature outside of the 
state protected areas system. Several non-state animal rescue centres exist, taking care of 
injured animals and releasing majority of them back into the wild. Cooperation in research 
and public outreach is carried out, in particular with universities and several NGOs.
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Rebirth of the  
European Ground Squirrel 
The European Ground Squirrel (Spermophilus citellus) used to be a common agricultural 
pest in the 1950s. Forty years later it has become a critically endangered species threatened 
by extinction. These days, the population in the Czech Republic seems to be secured, partly 
thanks to the Action Plan and co-operation with local farmers.

Protection status
The European ground squirrel is listed as being endangered by the IUCN in its Red List of 
Threatened Species. The species is covered by the EU Habitats Directive, and sites of its 
occurrence are designated for its protection as part of the Natura 2000 network. Its main 
range of distribution covers south-eastern Europe. In the Czech Republic the species reaches 
the western most tip of its European range.
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Actions to safeguard the species
Most colonies in the Czech Republic were of very small numbers and were threatened with 
destruction. An action plan for the species has been developed by the Nature Conservation 
Agency of the Czech Republic in order to protect the species effectively. 

The numbers of the ground squirrel have started to be thoroughly monitored, and 
programmes of breeding in captivity and translocations have been initiated. Although several 
colonies collapsed, the overall numbers have risen steadily.

 

Who is behind it?
Nature Conservation Agency of the Czech Republic is the implementing institution of the 
Action Plan. Several local projects have been financed via the LIFE programme of the EU.

An example to follow
An extensive LIFE project was implemented with the ground squirrel as a flagship species of 
steppe habitats in Ceske Středohoří Protected Landscape Area, Czech Republic. The project 
aimed at sustainable use of the area, and helped to establish new entrepreneurs with flocks 
of goats and sheep, and a cheese producer.

This is a great example of how you can help biodiversity and support local economy. The 
project won the Natura 2000 Award in 2014.

Contact
Tereza Brzobohata, European Ground Squirrel Action Plan co-ordinator

Nature Conservation Agency of the Czech Republic

tereza.brzobohata@nature.cz 
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Photos: NCA archive
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The Caucasian Leopard is back  
in Armenia
In early 2000, the Caucasian Leopard (Panthera pardus tulliana) became a critically 
endangered species threatened by extinction in Armenia. Today (in 2021) the number of 
leopards has increased up 10 individuals in the country. This success was achieved due 
to enforcement of existing Protected Areas, establishment of new Protected Areas and 
Community Conserved Areas within the leopard’s range, as well as thanks to well-established 
partnership between the Ministry of Environment of the Republic of Armenia, WWF-Armenia, 
CNF, communities. and other institutions.
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Description and protection status
The Caucasian (or Persian) Leopard is recognised as a focal animal in the Caucasus 
ecoregion. The spices is included in the National Red Data Book of Armenia (2010) as critically 
endangered (CR). The species is listed as Endangered in the IUCN Red List, as well as in CITES 
Appendix I. It is listed as a strictly protected species in Appendix II of the Bern Convention on 
the Conservation of European Wildlife and Natural Habitats. In Armenia, the species inhabits 
southern regions, including Ararat, Vayots Dzor, and Syunik. In 2018, a new recording of 
leopard was made in Tavush region in northern Armenia. During last 10 years, the population 
of leopard in Armenia has become stable, varying from 5 to 10 individuals. The number of 
bezoar ibex (Capra aegagrus aegagrus), a key prey species of leopard, increased from 1200 
(in 2006) to more than 3000 (in 2021).

The main threat for the leopard is poaching, habitat destruction and fragmentation, and the 
presence of military forces in the border areas within the leopard’s range.

What has been done
In 2002, WWF started implementation of the project on leopard conservation in Armenia.

It included enforcement of existing Protected Areas (Khosrov and Shikahogh Reserves), 
establishment of new Protected Areas (Arevik National Park, Zangezur and Khustup 
Sanctuaries) in the area of the main habitats of leopard; this was done through partnership 
with the Ministry of Nature Protection of the Republic of Armenia and target communities.

In 2015, WWF started a project on establishment of an eco-corridor. As result of the phase 
of the project, six Community Conserved Areas within the eco-corridor were established in 
southern Armenia.

In general, more than 91,881 ha of new Protected Areas and 38,454 ha of Community 
Conserved Areas were established in the country, which makes more about 5% of the entire 
territory of Armenia.

Who is behind the project?
The project was implemented by WWF Armenia. Financial support for the project was 
provided by WWF Switzerland and WWF Germany. The projects on establishment of 
new Protected Areas and eco-corridor were supported by the WWF network, CEPF, the 
Norwegian Government (MFA), the German Government (BMZ via KfW), and UNDP/GEF.

Conclusion
There is still a lot of work to be done to ensure effective protection of the leopard and other 
threatened species. The legislative and institutional framework needs improvement and 
further development. New Protected Areas and Community Conserved Areas should be 
established to cover the gap in leopard habitat coverage.

Sustainability is ensured by the Government of Armenia through the Ministry of Environment, 
Caucasus Nature Fund, and Eco-corridor Fund.

Contact
Dr. Karen Manvelyan, Director of WWF Armenia
kmanvelyan@wwfcaucasus.org
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Photos: WWF-Armenia
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28

Photos: WWF-Armenia
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Return of white-tailed Eagles  
to Finland
 

Earlier history of the population
White-tailed eagles (Haliaeetus albicilla), like all raptors, were actively hunted over a long 
period. In the early 1900s the state was even paying for the killing of these birds. The 
common attitude was to reduce raptors and all predators to increase the populations of their 
prey animal species. White-tailed eagles were seen to be predators of fish and young seals. 
The Finnish population was already close to extinction when the species was finally protected 
by law in 1920. However, poaching continued for several decades.

Toxicological problems appear
During the 1960s and 70s, extensive use of PCBs and DDT, as well as dioxins and 
methylmercury were causing serious problems for top predators like eagles. These fat liquid 
compounds are concentrated in the food chain and top predators (including large raptors) 
get the highest amounts of these chemicals from their food. 

The white-tailed eagle is the largest nesting raptor in Northern Europe. It is a majestic species. The wing span of adults can be up to 190 cm. Photo: Petri Ahlroth



30

DDT and PCBs decrease the reproduction rate of birds. Egg shells become thinner and, in 
extreme cases, it gets broken by the weight of the adult bird. Also, DDT and PCBs, as well as 
other environmental toxins, cause developmental disorders in birds. Even though the species 
was protected, the growth rate stayed low over several decades.

WWF establishes a working group to save the 
population, Natura 2000 network 
Observation of the low reproduction rate increased worry among bird enthusiasts and, finally, 
in 1973 World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) established an expert group to help white- 
tailed eagles. The group started to offer clean food (dead pigs) for the eagles. Also, under 
to the Nature Conservation Act, any tree hosting nest of a large bird of prey was protected. 
In many cases, the nesting trees were on islands and, in such cases, regional environmental 
centres made the decision to limit visits to the islands during the nesting season. Later, as 
Finland established Natura 2000 sites, many of these localities were included in this European 
network of protected areas.

Results from active conservation 
Clean food, increased awareness, and different types of protection activities helped the 
population to increase. Over 40 years, the population has grown a lot and nowadays the 
species is no longer on the red list.

Previously the population was limited to the archipelago of the Baltic Sea. Now the species 
has spread into new areas and it is nesting in large parts of north and north-east Finland.

Contact:
Petri Ahlroth, Director of the Biodiversity Centre
Finnish Environmental Institute - SYKE 
Petri.Ahlroth@syke.fi
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Young white-tailed eagles competing for food. Photo: Petri Ahlroth
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Bird conservation supporting  
local fish farm in Armenia 
The Armash Wetlands belong to a fish farm and overlap with public hunting lands. Due to 
that, the waterbirds there face two major threats: uncontrolled shooting and destruction 
of edge habitats. Development of birdwatching in the area has created an opportunity of 
compensation for the lost yield of fish and, over several years, has changed the attitude of 
the fish farm’s management, making wildlife conservation a priority.

Important bird area on the fish-farm
Armash Important Bird Area (IBA) is located on Ararat Plain, at elevations of 781-794 m above 
sea level; it is the largest carp farm in Armenia, consisting of 29 earth ponds surrounded 
by saltwort semi-desert, covering 1,514 ha. The site was last assessed as an IBA by BirdLife 
International in 2013. The fish ponds are divided between several private owners. The farm 
is fed by two major sources of water: a canal that brings water from the Araks River and 
artesian wells. The vegetation cover differs across the areas: the wetlands are dominated by 
Fragmites, Typha, and Carex; the semi-desert areas host Chenopodium, Lepidium, Salsola, 
Alhagi, and Zygophyllum. Some of ponds here have not been used for over a decade and 
were transferred into seasonal brackish wetlands.

Birdwatching at Armash Wetlands. Photo: Karen Aghababyan
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Mosaic structure of a fish-pond. Photo: Karen Aghababyan

Brackish marshes. Photo: Karen Aghababyan
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In total, there are 234 species of birds recorded here; among those, 93 species are breeding 
and 141 species are migrating through the area or are wintering here. The species observed 
here include globally threatened white-headed duck Oxyura leucocephala (EN), marbled teal 
Marmaronetta angustirhostris (VU), common pochard Aythya ferina (VU), ferruginous pochard 
Aythya nyroca (NT), northern lapwing Vanellus vanellus (NT), black-tailed godwit Limosa limosa 
(NT), turtle dove Streptopelia turtur (EN), as well as threatened at National level white-tailed 
lapwing Vanellus leucurus (VU), Savii‘s warbler Locustella luscinioides (VU), greylag goose 
Anser anser (VU), Kentish plover Charadrius alexandrines (VU), and others.

The area becomes gradually colonized by the spur-winged Lapwing Vanellus spinosus and it is 
the only known breeding place in Armenia for white-headed duck, white-tailed lapwing, and 
Kentish plover. The site is primarily important for hosting the congregations of wide variety of 
waterbirds, including at least 20% of the population of Armenian gull Larus armenicus.

Armash has a primary objective as a fish-farm. It potentially creates a conflict between farm 
management purposes and conservation priorities, as from one side the fish- eating species 
are influencing the yield, provoking owners to shoot them, and, from the other side, the 
intensive production of fish requires less mosaic structure of the ponds, and such requirement 
leads to a decrease in the shoreline vegetation and bird habitats.

A significant part of the area (about 2,020 ha) is included in the public hunting lands. This 
meant a continuous presence of hunters who, under conditions of poor control, have been

Globally threatened white-headed duck. Photo: Karen Aghababyan
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exceeding the quotas on allowed for game birds, and were also poaching threatened 
species of ducks, waders, crakes, and herons. In addition, the hunting in this area causes lead 
pollution from bullets, which is a well-known threat for wetlands and waterbirds.

The most important step in the conservation of Armash IBA and protection of birds is its 
official recognition as an Emerald Site, with the further development of a management plan 
for the area. The management plan should consider the combination of the interests of 
farm owners and conservation priorities. Such a management plan should take into account 
mitigation of the listed threats and development of a business model, where birdwatching 
can be integrated into fish production, compensating for losses of yield caused by fish-eating 
waterbirds, and replacing the potential income from hunters.

Birdwatching replacing bird hunting
Since 2006, our efforts have been dedicated to the development of birdwatching in 
the Armash wetlands. Tourists are required to pay an entrance fee, which is aimed at 
compensating the loss of income from the fish yield. To do that, the owners of Armash fish 
farm were requested to allocate a part of the fish farm for birding, which means stopping 
shooting  fish-eating birds, prohibiting hunters from entering, stop clearing the reed from 
the shoreline, and leaving the brackish marshes as they are. Slow but stable growth in 
the number of tourists has assured the management of Armash fish farm that the model 
can work. After 2013, the number of tourists started growing rapidly, which increased the 
sustainability of the model.

Thus, even in the years of 2020-2021, when the COVID-19 pandemic saw a significant decline 
in tourists, the management of the fish farm continued to be committed to the conservation 
purposes.

Nationally protected black-winged stilt. Photo: Karen Aghababyan
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BirdLinks Armenia
The initiative was led by several conservation scientists who, in 2014 founded the BirdLinks 
Armenia NGO. The initiative was self-financing; the royalty which was obtained from the 
guided birding tours served as compensation for the loss of yield and replaced the potential 
fee which could be obtained from hunters.

A decrease of hunting activity and increase in the mosaic structure of the habitats in the area 
supported an increase in the numbers of bird species, which have been breeding within the 
so-called “bird conservation zone”. For example, the number of white-headed duck increased 
from 4 to 15 breeding pairs, and the number of black-winged stilt increased from about 20 to 
over 80 pairs.

One of the most important points here is that Armash fish farm continues breeding fish in 
this “bird conservation zone”. Thus, the model becomes mutually beneficial for the fish farm 
management and the wildlife. This case teaches us that the right approach, which is based on 
a comprehensive analysis and consistent implementation, can support conservation even in a 
developing market, like in Armenia.

The perspectives of Armash Wetlands development 
include several directions:
• Official recognition of the area as an Emerald Site.
• Designation of the area as a Ramsar Site.
• Designation of the area as AEWA priority site.
•  Development of an integrated management plan, which will consider priorities of the area 

as a site of international conservation concern and interests of the fish farm management.
•  Complete exclusion of the area from the list of Public Hunting Lands.
•  Cleaning waste from the surroundings and solving the municipal waste management issue. 
•  Development of a visitor centre at Armash wetlands.
•  Further promotion of birdwatching and other wildlife tourism in the area for global and 

national markets. 
• Assistance in the development of hospitality infrastructure in the surrounding villages.
• Expansion of the model to the other fish farms.

Thus, the area will receive an international protection umbrella and it will obtain financial 
sustainability, satisfying all the stakeholders: on both the business and conservation sides.

Contact
Dr. Karen Aghababyan 
BirdLinks Armenia NGO 
karen.aghababyan@gmail.com 
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Cyprus Biodiversity Monitoring
Cyprus, a member of the EU since 2004, has a considerably rich species and habitat diversity, 
including endemic species and habitats. However, its personal capacity in biological research 
is rather limited, causing an unequal distribution of biodiversity monitoring efforts. This raised 
the need for better prioritisation.

Systematic collection and documentation of the flora of Cyprus started in 1987. Monitoring 
efforts in Cyprus for specific and attractive vertebrate species, such as sea turtles and mouflon, 
have been carried out for decades. Documentation (and conservation efforts) of endangered 
marine biodiversity started in the 1980s. BirdLife Cyprus has been publishing annual reports 
of unstructured bird records since 1970, but their longest running structured monitoring 
scheme (monthly water bird survey) started in 2005. The Cyprus Dragonfly Study Group and 
the Cyprus Butterfly Group have recently begun to contribute data to relevant pan-European 
projects. Plants have been well-recorded at a broad scale, but finer-scale information (dot maps, 
composition, and change of plant communities) appear to be largely absent.

The year 2007 was the first term of obligatory reporting cycle under Habitats Directive 
for Cyprus (for the period of 2004-2006). That reflected gaps in the knowledge of Cypriot 
biodiversity, despite the declared preparation of a comprehensive Biodiversity Database 
(BioCyprus, publicly not available). A Red Data Book on Plants was compiled in 2007, together 
with a georeferenced database of sites of threatened and rare plant taxa. Assessments of the 
status of plant species were based quite solidly and monitoring plans were prepared for more 
than ten plant taxa of Annex II of the Habitats Directive.

Cyprus established a monitoring system for both marine and terrestrial habitats and species 
to fulfil reporting demands in 2012. The monitoring system is dependent on subcontractors 
for monitoring, evaluation, and analysis of habitats and species in protected areas (the 
Directives require complete territorial coverage). The quality of the data on habitats and 
vascular plants in recent reporting is good, in contrast with animal groups, where the 
assessment is still largely based on extrapolations.

The case of Cyprus illustrates the situation of a biodiversity-rich country without 
a strong tradition of biodiversity research. Similar to other countries, systematic 
monitoring efforts, targeted on several popular species, started in the 1980s, mostly 
as an activity of research institutes or NGOs. A strong impulse to widening and 
prioritizing monitoring came with the Habitats Directive obligations. Reporting has 
revealed gaps in the knowledge, and thus the monitoring system for habitats and 
selected species has been established as a response (in Cyprus, very recently).

The crucial factor for constant monitoring of biodiversity is the existence of an 
obligation, in EU member states formulated in the Nature Directives. Regular 
reporting enables international comparison, makes gaps visible, and allows for an 
adequate response from governmental nature conservation authorities. The structured 
and financially supported demand for biodiversity monitoring from national bodies 
can activate and significantly increase monitoring and research capacities.


