
20 years of change in the Danube-Carpathian region
20 years WWF in the Danube-Carpathian region

10 years WWF Danube-Carpathian Programme
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Nearly two decades have passed since the fall of the 

Iron Curtain in 1989. Over this period, huge changes 

have swept the Danube-Carpathian region. 

Former Communist regimes with their top-down and 

centralised control over society, including nature protec-

tion, have been replaced by a multiplicity of actors in 

politics, economy, culture as well as environment and 

nature protection. Our region is being increasingly inte-

grated into the global economy and society. Many of the 

countries have joined NATO and the European Union. 

The sudden collapse of Soviet industry and agriculture 

did the environment a good turn. Suddenly gone were 

toxic emissions, fertilisers and pesticides. This was 

helped on by the introduction of tougher environmental 

standards and massive investment in sewage and waste 

treatment, especially in the EU’s newest member states. 

The impact has been tangible: the Danube is largely  

swimmable; air quality has improved and many of the 

worst environmental hot spots have been addressed. 

But while there have been notable successes for  

environmental protection, there are also many new  

and persisting challenges. 

Pressure for development is keenly felt throughout the 

region. Unsustainable and even illegal logging; con-

struction of holiday homes or ski areas in national parks 

and other protected areas; plans to dike and dredge the 

Danube for shipping – these are just some examples of 

the pressures now facing the rich natural treasures of 

our region. 

The ecological footprint of the 83 million people living in 

the Danube-Carpathians is quickly growing, and already 

significantly exceeds the carrying capacity of our region. 

We are increasingly destroying not only our own region, 

but also other parts of the world as well, from the Ama-

zon to the Zambezi. Economic growth still correlates 

with environmental destruction. 

Climate change is accentuating these developments.  

Now more than ever we need to maintain and even  

increase the resilience of our ecosystems, including our 

floodplains and wetlands, forests and grasslands, as the 

best strategy for coping with increasingly extreme  

weather patterns.  

Twenty years on, the Danube-Carpathian region has  

developed tremendously – from an environmental per-

spective, both for the better and for the worse. As we 

move forward into the next decade, it is imperative and 

urgent that we find ways to improve standards of living 

while treading lightly on the nature and resources both  

in our own region and in other parts of the world.

Looking back
A changing region

Note:

Pieces of text surrounded by green dotted lines contain active hyperlinks  

to further information and external sources on the internet.
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecological_footprint
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=83980
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/climate_change/index.cfm


Much is looking up for the Danube. 

Over the past 150 years, the Danube has been much 

abused. Dikes, dams and dredging have straightened 

large sections of the “blue river”. More than 80% of the 

Danube’s wetlands have been lost, and with them the 

rich diversity of fish and other species on which they 

depend. 

Giant beluga sturgeon, which once migrated upriver as 

far as Germany, have been blocked by dams, overfished 

and are now on the brink of extinction. Waste and pollu-

tion made the river unswimmable. 

Fortunately, over the past twenty years much has 

changed for the better. Water quality is improved thanks 

to tougher environmental standards and massive invest-

ment in waste and water treatment, much of it pushed 

by the EU.

The International Commission for the Protection of the 

Danube River and the EU Water Framework Directive 

have given the world’s most international river a frame-

work for governance and integrated river basin manage-

ment that is an example around the world.

Frameworks have also been put in place for protect-

ing the Danube’s many natural jewels, from the Lower 

Danube Green Corridor to the Danube Delta Biosphere 

Reserve as well as a host of new areas protected under 

the EU’s Natura 2000 network of specially protected 

sites. The Danube Network of Protected Areas is help-

ing strengthen management of these treasures. 

Many former floodplain and wetland areas are being  

restored, demonstrating benefits not only for fishing,  

tourism and recreation, but also for flood and water  

management. Efforts are also underway to bring the  

sturgeon back from the brink of extinction. 

After being subjected to decades of abuse, the Danube 

has significantly recovered over the last two decades.  

Yet the next ten years will be crucial in determining the 

extent to which the Danube remains a living river.  

EU and government plans anticipate diking and dredg-

ing up to 1,000 km of the river, including its most valu-

able natural areas – essentially fitting the river to the 

ships rather than the ships to the river. 

Blue
Danube
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1 Sustainable development. The Danube and its tributaries provide a wealth of benefits and services, from fish and fowl to drinking water and flood protection.
2 Danube restoration. WWF has been working with a range of relevant authorities and stakeholders to restore many of the Danube’s former floodplains and wetland areas 

and the benefits and services that they provide. Restoration projects are moving forward or have been completed in the Danube Delta, the Lower and Middle Danube. 
3 Drava River. In 2008, the Croatian government established Europe’s largest riverine protected area to protect the Drava River, which has a high diversity of endangered animal 

and plant species, including over 100 breeding pairs of White-tailed eagles as well as Black storks and Little terns.
4 Great white pelicans in flight. Danube Delta, Ukraine.  
5 Ecological flood protection. There is significant potential along the Danube to enhance flood protection and other ecosystem services by restoring former floodplains, over 

80% of which have been lost over the past 150 years.
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http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/blue_river_green_mtn/danube_river_basin/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/freshwater/danube_sturgeon/index.cfm
http://www.icpdr.org
http://www.icpdr.org
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-framework/info/intro_en.htm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/blue_river_green_mtn/danube_river_basin/lower_danube/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/blue_river_green_mtn/danube_river_basin/lower_danube/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/blue_river_green_mtn/danube_river_basin/danube_delta/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/blue_river_green_mtn/danube_river_basin/danube_delta/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/freshwater/floodplains/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/freshwater/floodplains/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/freshwater/danube_sturgeon/index.cfm
http://www.danubecampaign.org
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/freshwater/lower_danube_and_danube_delta/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/freshwater/floodplains/index.cfm
http://assets.panda.org/downloads/2006_floods_in_the_danube_river_basin_wwf_working_paper.pdf
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1989: Revolutions sweep Central and Eastern Europe,  
the Iron Curtain falls.

1991: WWF establishes office in Hungary.

1992: WWF establishes Green Danube Programme.

1994: WWF publishes report Economic Evaluation  
of Danube Floodplains.

1994: Danube River Protection Convention is signed.

1998: Danube River Protection Convention comes into force; Inter-
national Commission for the Protection of the Danube River estab-
lished to oversee implementation of the Convention.

1998: WWF Danube-Carpathian Programme established.

1999: The Carpathian Ecoregion Initiative, a platform of NGOs 
and scientific institutions devoted to conservation of the  
Carpathian Ecoregion, is initiated by WWF.

1999: WWF recognizes the Danube Delta and Carpathian 
Mountains as among the 200 most important ecoregions  
on earth.

2000: The innovative and far-reaching EU Water Framework Di-
rective comes into force.

2000: The Lower Danube Green Corridor Agreement is signed  
by the governments of Romania, Bulgaria, Ukraine  
and Moldova, facilitated by WWF.

2000: The Tisza River, the Danube’s largest tributary,  
is poisoned by cyanide and heavy metals following  
a mining accident near Baia Mare in Romania. 

2001: WWF and the Carpathian Ecoregion Initiative publish  
the pioneering Status of the Carpathians report – the first  
comprehensive appraisal of the Carpathians as an ecoregion.

2001: WWF and the Romanian Government organise  
the Danube-Carpathian Summit, bringing together 18 heads of 
state and leading eventually to the Carpathian Convention.

2001: WWF launches its EU Accession Initiative  
to support countries of Eastern Europe to prepare  
for accession to the Union. 

2001: The Bulgarian Government adopts a strategy  
developed with WWF to protect and restore floodplain  
forests on Danube islands.

2002: Ramsar Award presented in recognition of the  
Austrian-Czech-Slovak trilateral Morava/Dyje protected area.

2002: Danube Regional Project begins with financial  
support from the Global Environmental Facility and Danube 
governments. The 5-year, 15 million USD project significantly 
strengthens the regional approach to addressing river basin 
management and challenges across the Danube. 

2003: Carpathian Convention signed by the governments  
of the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Federal 
Republic of Serbia and Montenegro, Slovakia and Ukraine. 

2003: WWF and Carpathian Ecoregion Initiative  
publish the Carpathian List of Endangered Species. 

2003: Ukrainian authorities and WWF publish their vision  
for the restoration of the Ukrainian Danube Delta. The first step 
is taken in fulfilling this vision with the removal of dikes and 
restoration of former wetland areas on Tataru Island.

milestones
20 years  
of change
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http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6WJ7-45S930T-3&_user=10&_rdoc=1&_fmt=&_orig=search&_sort=d&view=c&_acct=C000050221&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=10&md5=73c30090bb976cb4a8286c4dc30a8abe
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6WJ7-45S930T-3&_user=10&_rdoc=1&_fmt=&_orig=search&_sort=d&view=c&_acct=C000050221&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=10&md5=73c30090bb976cb4a8286c4dc30a8abe
http://www.icpdr.org/icpdr-pages/drpc.htm
http://www.icpdr.org
http://www.icpdr.org
http://www.panda.org/dcpo
http://www.carpates.org
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/how_we_work/conservation/ecoregions/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/how_we_work/conservation/ecoregions/index.cfm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-framework/info/intro_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-framework/info/intro_en.htm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/freshwater/floodplains/lower_danube_and_danube_delta/index.cfm
http://assets.panda.org/downloads/Tisza_Cyanide_Report.pdf
http://www.carpates.org
http://assets.panda.org/downloads/ceri_statusofthecarpathians_wwfdcp2001.pdf
http://www.panda.org/news_facts/newsroom/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=2246
http://www.carpathianconvention.org/index.htm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=2416
http://assets.panda.org/downloads/action_plan_danube_islands_uk.pdf
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/where/austria/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=4469
http://www.undp-drp.org/drp/intro.html
http://www.gefweb.org/
http://www.carpathianconvention.org/index.htm
http://www.carpates.org
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/publications/index.cfm?uNewsID=7201
http://assets.panda.org/downloads/broshureengl.pdf
http://assets.panda.org/downloads/broshureengl.pdf
http://www.panda.org/news_facts/successes/index.cfm?uNewsID=13626


The past two decades have been less kind  

to the Carpathian ecoregion and its  

tremendous natural wealth. 

In contrast to the Danube, the Carpathian Mountains  

have until recently remained remarkably preserved.  

Even under Communist regimes, much of the moun-

tains benefited from benign neglect. Wilderness areas, 

including Europe’s greatest areas of natural forest, have 

remained largely intact. Centuries old practices of land 

use that have created and maintained many rich mead-

ows and cultural landscapes persist. 

But over the past two decades, pressure for develop-

ment has mounted and is being acutely felt in Europe’s 

greatest remaining wilderness.

Roads and infrastructure are cutting into and fragment-

ing previously untouched areas. Unsustainable and all 

too often illegal logging is felling the region’s great 

forests. Holiday homes, ski resorts, highways and other 

infrastructure projects are cutting into natural jewels, all 

too often illegally and within existing national parks and 

protected areas. Changing economies are leading to 

the abandonment of some high nature value farmlands, 

and the intensive cultivation of others. 

Significant efforts are underway to counter  

these developments. 

The pioneering work of the Carpathian Ecoregion Initia-

tive brought the Carpathians into focus as a region with 

challenges as well as opportunities. Political leaders 

responded with pledges to protect the Carpathians and 

their greatest assets at the Danube-Carpathian Summit, 

and subsequently established the Convention for the 

Protection and Sustainable Development of the Car-

pathians, providing a legal framework for international 

protection.    

In line with this, significant forest areas have received 

FSC certification for sustainable forestry management 

and High Conservation Value Forests are being identified 

so that they can receive special and priority protection.

Protection of the most valuable treasures in the Car-

pathians is being extended, especially through the EU’s  

Natura 2000 network of specially protected sites.  

Management of these areas is being strengthened. 

High Nature Value Farmlands are being identified and 

mechanisms developed to promote their conservation, 

both through government policies and support pro-

grammes as well as private economies. 

Efforts are also underway to create new economies  

in the Carpathians that can promote better living  

standards while maintaining the region’s greatest  

assets and treasures. More business and more jobs  

must also mean more rather than less nature,  

or the long-term balance will be negative. 

Indeed, much is being undertaken to hold onto Car-

pathian treasures. But over the next decade the race will 

be on. It is still too early to say how much of the region’s 

treasures will be lost in the meantime.

Green
Carpathians

1 | © M. Stránský

1 White Carpathians (Czech Republic), a treasure of insects and flowers.
2 Protected Areas. Roháč Waterfall in the Western Tatras, Slovakia. Protected areas 

in Slovakia are coming under increasing pressure from development, pushed both  
by private interests and the current government. EU legislation is one of the greatest  
remaining supports for conservation in the country and the region.

3 Ecotourism has significant potential for development in the Danube-Carpathians, 
if done right -- unfortunately, much of the current tourism development risks not only 
harming the environment but also killing the goose that lays the golden eggs  
(Retezat Park, Romania).

4 Chamois, Retezat National Park, Romania – Europe’s “Yellowstone” and Romania’s 
flagship national park. While most of the region’s natural jewels are now under some 
form of protection, much of this remains on paper rather than in practice. WWF has 
devoted significant effort and resources to building the capacity of protected areas 
in the region.  

5 Forestry. The Carpathian Mountains contain Europe’s greatest remaining natural 
forests. The forests provide a host of benefits and services that go far beyond provision 
of wood. Holding onto them will require not only sustainable forest management but 
also determined efforts to stop illegal logging and development.
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http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/blue_river_green_mtn/carpathian_mountains/index.cfm
http://www.carpates.org/
http://www.carpates.org/
http://www.panda.org/news_facts/newsroom/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=2246
http://www.carpathianconvention.org/index.htm
http://www.carpathianconvention.org/index.htm
http://www.carpathianconvention.org/index.htm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/forests_and_protected_areas/forests/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/forests_and_protected_areas/protected_areas/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=128821
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/nature_and_prosperity/hnvf/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/forests_and_protected_areas/carpathian_ecoregion/carpathian_opportunity/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/forests_and_protected_areas/protected_areas/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/forests_and_protected_areas/protected_areas/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/forests_and_protected_areas/forests/index.cfm
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2003: WWF emphasises the importance of wetland  
conservation and restoration for implementation in the  
Danube River Basin with its Wetlands Issues paper.  
Danube River Basin Public Participation Strategy completed  
by WWF as a contribution towards implementing the  
EU Water Framework Directive in the basin.

2004: Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia  
and Slovenia are among the EU’s 10 newest member states.

2004: With its One Europe More Nature projects  
in Maramures, Romania and Tisza region of Hungary,  
WWF begins exploring economic mechanisms  
for landscape and nature conservation.

2005: Romanian State Forest Administration receives  
FSC certification for 1 million ha, and commits  
to securing certification of another 2 million ha.

2006: Bulgarian State Forest Administration commits  
to FSC certification of 1 million ha.

2006: WWF launches 5-year programme to strengthen  
protected areas in the Carpathians.

2006: WWF launches its first campaigns against illegal  
construction and logging in protected areas in Romania  
and Bulgaria.

2006: First “People’s Summit” organised by WWF, bringing 
together local people from Bulgaria, Romania, Moldova and 
Ukraine to discuss development and conservation  
in the Lower Danube.

2006: Sturgeon Action Plan developed and adopted by the  
International Commission for the Danube and the Bern Convention. 
Danube sturgeon are given priority for conservation on the river.

2006: WWF publishes a comprehensive study that shows how 
restoration of wetland areas could significantly contribute to 
flood mitigation on the Danube.  

2007: WWF establishes registered organisations  
in Romania, Bulgaria.

2007: Romania and Bulgaria join the EU. 

2007: The Carpathian Convention comes into force.

2007: EU’s Natura 2000 network protecting nearly  
20% of EU territory is extended to the new member states.

2007: The Danube Network of Protected Areas is initiated.

2007: Implementation of the Lower Danube Green Corridor  
continues, with over 1 million ha of wetland areas protected and 
50,000 ha restored.

2007: The International Commission for the Protection  
of the Danube River Basin wins the prestigious International Thiess 
River Prize for excellence in water management  
in the Danube River Basin.

2007: 3.1 billion Euro in EU funds become available for nature 
conservation and environment in Bulgaria and Romania. 

2007: Stranzha Nature Park in Bulgaria is saved  
from further construction of holiday homes, but destruction  
of other areas continues. 

2008: Croatia establishes Europe’s largest riverine protected 
area along the Drava River, a tributary of the Danube.

2008: Shipping interests and environmentalists agree  
a common vision for developing shipping on the Danube.  
At the same time, projects move forward in Romania  
and elsewhere on the Danube that call into question  
agreed principles. 

2008: Lake Katlabuh (10,000 ha) in Ukrainian Danube Delta 
restored by WWF and Ukrainian authorities. 

2008: The Carpathian Opportunity is launched by WWF  
to promote “more jobs, more business, more nature”  
across the Carpathians.
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http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/what_we_do/freshwater/publications/index.cfm?uNewsID=15231
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/solutions_programme/one_europe_more_nature/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/nature_and_prosperity/one_europe_more_nature___maramures__romania/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/solutions_programme/one_europe_more_nature/sites/tisza_floodplains_hungary/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=89140
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=89140
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=61640
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=61640
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=87560
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_work/forests_and_protected_areas/protected_areas/romania_protected_areas_campaign222/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=61640
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=81000
http://book.coe.int/EN/ficheouvrage.php?PAGEID=36&lang=EN&produit_aliasid=2099
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/publications/index.cfm?uNewsID=98240
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=94400
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/alps/index.cfm?uNewsID=117400
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/freshwater/floodplains/lower_danube_and_danube_delta/index.cfm
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/where/austria/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=112640
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/where/austria/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=112640
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=109620
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=115920
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=115920
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=128001
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=128001
http://www.danubecampaign.org/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=119121
http://www.danubecampaign.org/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=120860
http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/our_solutions/forests_and_protected_areas/carpathian_ecoregion/carpathian_opportunity/index.cfm


Looking ahead – the next 10 years

We asked a range of people in and connected to the Danube-Carpathian region about their  

expectations for the next decade, both for the region and WWF’s work.

How do you see the next 10 years in the Danube-Carpathian region?  

What challenges and opportunities will there be for nature and sustainable development?

What role do you think WWF can and should play in these developments?

For full statements, please follow the links from the photos or see pages 14–26.
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Global jewels

Issues and actions 
 in the Danube-Carpathian region

Morava River

Tisza River

Sustainable forestry

Changing climate

Large Carnivores

Ukrainian Carpathians

Drava River
Wealth from farming

Maramures

Lower Danube

(Un)protected areas

Sturgeon

Sustainable shipping

Danube Delta

worth preserving
The Danube River basin is the most international river basin in the world, draining 19 countries on its 2800 km 
journey from the Black Forest in Germany to the Black Sea. From the largely untamed middle and lower stretches 
of the river to the spectacular Danube Delta at its mouth, the Danube is home to some of the richest wetland  
areas in Europe and the world. 

The Carpathian Mountains, arching across seven countries from the Czech Republic, across Poland,  
Slovakia, Ukraine and Hungary and down to Romania and the tip of Serbia, are Europe’s last great wilder-
ness area – a bastion for large carnivores, with over half the continent’s populations of bears, wolves and lynx, 
and home to the greatest remaining reserves of old growth forests outside of Russia. 

Both areas are recognised by WWF as Global 200 Ecoregions, representing two of the world’s  
most outstanding natural areas.
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Morava River
The rich wetland meadows and floodplain forests of the Morava/March 
River shared by Austria, Slovakia and the Czech Republic have been under 
pressure since 1989 when the fall of the Iron Curtain suddenly opened the 
area to development in what has become one of Europe’s most quickly de-
veloping regions. Environmental organisations, including the Distelverein in 
Austria, Daphne in Slovakia, Veronica in the Czech Republic and WWF have 
spearheaded efforts to protect the area and promote local development 
that builds on while preserving the area’s rich natural heritage. In 2002, 
the partners received the prestigious Ramsar Award for their efforts.

Lower Morava/March. | photo © WWF-DCPO, A. Beckmann

Drava River
Flowing from Austria across Slovenia, Croatia and Hungary and into the 
Danube, the Drava is one of Europe’s last remaining more or less natural 
rivers. The recent decision by Croatia to establish Europe’s largest riverine 
protected area paves the way for international protection of the Drava with 
Hungary, Slovenia and Serbia as a trans-border Biosphere Reserve. WWF 
has been working with a range of local partners to stop threats to the river 
from gravel quarrying and dams and promote attractive alternatives for lo-
cal development.

Drava River. | photo © B. Stumberg  
Link: Slideshow and interview on the Drava

Wealth from farming
Centuries of human cultivation in the Danube-Carpathian region has creat-
ed rich cultural landscapes and a wealth of flora and fauna. Many of these 
values are now threatened thanks to changing economies and lifestyles. 
WWF has been working with policymakers, businesses and local farmers 
across the region to find new ways of preserving these natural treasures 
so-called “High Nature Value Farmlands” while supporting rural develop-
ment. 

High Nature Farmland near Retezat National Park in  
southwestern Romania. | photo © M. Gunther/WWF-Canon 
Link: slideshow and interview on high nature value farming
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Large Carnivores 
The Carpathians include over half of European populations of large carni-
vores, including brown bears, wolves and lynx. Human conflicts with these 
animals are limited, but tend to hide greater challenges related to ongo-
ing loss and fragmentation of habitats, which will determine the long-term 
future of these animals. WWF has been supporting efforts to raise public 
awareness and understanding of bears and to promote their co-existence 
with humans, e.g. through tourism development focused around bear con-
servation in northern Romania. 

Brown Bear, Romania. | photo © M. Gunther/WWF-Canon 
Link: audio interview on Carpathian bears

Lower Danube  
Green Corridor 
The last 1,000 km of the Danube contain the river basin’s greatest treasures, 
from the spectacular Danube Delta to the Danube islands that are home to 
pygmy cormorants and other wildlife. The Lower Danube Green Corridor agree-
ment signed by the governments of Romania, Bulgaria, Moldova and Ukraine 
and facilitated by WWF represents  the most ambitious wetland protection 
and restoration project in Europe. Nearly 1 million ha are now under some 
form of protection, and a good start has been made toward achieving the 
224,000 ha of wetlands that are to be restored under the agreement. 

Lower Danube. | photo © WWF-DCP

Sturgeon, Danube giants
In the Middle Ages, giant Beluga sturgeon the size of a small bus migrated 
as far as Germany. The nearly 60 dams that are on the Upper Danube have 
made this impossible. But the Iron Gates dams on the Danube between 
Serbia and Romania are the one barrier stopping sturgeon from migrating 
the 2,000 km from the Black Sea to Slovakia. WWF is now working with the 
International Commission for the Danube River and the governments of Serbia 
and Romania to examine options for making the dams passable to sturgeon 
and other species.

Sturgeon hatchery, Romania. |  
photo © WWF-DCPO, M. Seibert
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Ukrainian Carpathians
The western area of Ukraine contains one of the most valuable areas of 
the Carpathian Mountains, including extensive stands of beech forests 
shared with eastern Slovakia that are on the UNESCO World Heritage 
list. WWF is working with local partners and support from the Norwegian 
government to strengthen management of protected areas and promote 
sustainable forests and other measures that can benefit local communi-
ties while maintaining this world heritage.  

Transcarpathian Riverine forests, Ukraine. | photo © B. Prots

Tisza – Business for nature
The challenge and opportunity in the Danube-Carpathians is to find ways 
to promote local development while maintaining and even enhancing 
biological diversity and ecosystem services. In a pilot project managed 
through WWF’s One Europe, More Nature (OEMN) project near the town of 
Tiszatarjan in Hungary, WWF has mediated an energy deal between the 
local municipality, farmers and the nearby energy company AES Hungary. 
Here, a new local company was created to cut and collect ’biomass‘ from 
local vegetation, which in turn sells it to AES, which burns it to produce 
energy. The project fits into broader efforts to support local development 
while promoting a more natural approach to flood management, involving 
the restoration and reconnection of the floodplains and wetlands of the 
Tisza River Basin.

Biomass harvesting, Hungary. | photo © Csaba Vaszko

Sustainable forestry
Europe’s largest remaining stands of natural forest are in the Danube-
Carpathian region. Certification has an important role to play in promoting 
sustainable forest management across the region. With support from 
WWF, the Romanian State Forestry Company has secured FSC certification 
for 1 million ha, while the Bulgarian State Forestry Company has committed 
to a 1 million ha target for FSC certification in Bulgaria as well. High Con-
servation Value Forests are being identified across the region by WWF 
with support from IKEA.

Old growth beech forest in Gradiste Nature Park, Romania. |  
photo © WWF-DCPO, A. Beckmann

Changing climate
Climate change is happening, and will have far reaching consequences 
in the Danube-Carpathian region as in other parts of the world, bringing 
more frequent and severe weather events, including flooding as well as 
droughts. With an efficiency of energy use that is double or more that of 
their European neighbours, the countries of the region have great poten-
tial to save energy, save money and save the planet. 

What temperature are you betting on for Bulgaria? WWF campaign ad  © Ogilvy Sofiia 
Link: Climate change TV ad in Bulgarian | Climate change TV ad in Romanian
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Shipping sustainably?
Today, the major threat to the Danube as a living river comes from EU and 
government plans to dike and dredge the river for shipping, essentially fit-
ting the river to ever larger ships. While a dialogue process between ship-
ping and environmental interests agreed on a common basis that could 
safeguard both shipping and environmental interests, the proof will be in 
the pudding. The first projects that are now moving forward, e.g. between 
Calarasi and Braile in Romania, provide little ground for optimism.

Ship on the upper Danube. | photo © WWF-DCP, A. Beckmann 
Link: video – Save the living Danube (5 min.) | Save the living Danube (90 sec.)

Danube Delta Restoration
The Danube Delta is one of the world’s most valuable wetland areas, with 
globally important resting and nesting areas for rare bird and fish spe-
cies including white pelicans, red-breasted geese and pygmy cormorants. 
WWF has been working with authorities and a range of stakeholders to 
protect, restore and sustainably develop this globally important area. 

Ismail Islands, Ukraine. |  
photo © A. Vorauer/WWF-Canon

Maramures Development
The area of Maramures in northern Romania has a rich, mosaic landscape 
of flowering meadows, fields and forests that has been shaped by cen-
turies of human cultivation. WWF has been working with local farmers, 
foresters and officials to promote local development that can preserve 
and protect the area’s rich natural heritage in the face of a quickly chang-
ing economy. 

Maramures, Romania. | photo © WWF-DCPO, A. Beckmann

Areas Protected? 
Much of the prodigious natural wealth in the Danube-Carpathian region 
is already under some kind of formal protection. But too often this protec-
tion is on paper but not in practice. In too many cases, holiday homes, ski 
areas and villas are being built illegally in core zones of protection. A cam-
paign by WWF and partner organsiations has managed to put a stop to 
illegal construction of holiday homes in Stranzha Nature Park on Bulgaria’s 
Black Sea Coast; but other projects are still moving ahead. Construction 
of ski facilities are threatening core protected areas across the region, 
including Rila and Pirin National Parks in Bulgaria, another 8 national parks 
in Romania and other areas in Slovakia, Ukraine and Serbia. Illegal log-
ging also remains a major challenge.

Stranzha Nature Park under pressure of illegal building. | photo © WWF-DCP 
Link: video – Romanian TV ad against illegal construction 
Link: video – Bulgarian TV ad – Clean up protected areas
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Looking ahead
The next 10 years for the  
Danube-Carpathians and WWF

1 Music for the Danube. Musician Hubert von Goisern has invited WWF on board 
for his 2007–08 musical tour up and down the Danube. Together, they are raising 
awareness of the Danube, its special qualities and the threats that it faces.  
Link: audio interview with von Goisern.  »»»

Jörg Lohmann �
Director, IUCN Programme Office for Southeastern Europe

 Trans-boundary cooperation focused on sustainable 

development, based on integrated biodiversity conservation 

such as sustainable tourism and use of natural resources; 

environmentally friendly navigation; and climate change miti-

gation: these are the main challenges and at the same time 

opportunities for the Danube-Carpathian region over the 

next ten years.

The main threats to nature and sustainable development are 

overriding economic priorities such as privatization, construc-

tion, and development in general. 

These threats might be turned into opportunities, though, 

focusing on integrated biodiversity conservation based on 

sustainable tourism, organic agriculture, sustainable forestry 

and implementation of nature conservation policies. EU fund-

ing and improved trilateral trans-boundary cooperation in 

the region as well as integration of local stakeholders and 

involvement of civil society and local and regional authorities 

in planning and conservation procedures will be crucial for 

ensuring sustainable development over the next decade.

 WWF and its partner organisations function as mediators 

in trans-boundary, interactive and multi-stakeholder dialogue 

and provide assistance for building the capacity of local 

authorities and civil society dealing with natural resources 

in the region. 

The role of WWF during the ongoing transition period 

in new EU member states lies in building the capacities 

of NGOs and expert organizations for the implementation 

of key conservation tools as well as to bring to the attention 

of authorities in the region key conservation policies, interna-

tional frameworks and corresponding responsibilities. Also, 

building partnerships with other conservation organizations 

should be the strategy that makes joint conservation efforts 

much more effective.

Peter Medved, Director �
Nadacia Ekopolis / Slovak Environmental Partnership Foundation

 As the Danube-Carpathian countries increasingly be-

coming a part of the economically prospering world, we can 

expect that pressure will grow for the exploitation of natural 

resources – this despite the partly improved legislation and 

raised awareness regarding the impact of human activities on 

the environment. Increased expectations of people for higher 

standards of living will most likely translate into urban sprawl, 

growing transportation and industry. 

Another important challenge that our society is not at all pre-

pared for is the changing climate, which certainly will have 

serious implications that will first be felt in rural areas of the 

region that depend on agriculture.

 Working for the protection of the Danube-Carpathian re-

gion also means introducing an identity to this region. WWF 

can play an important and very positive role in helping people 

to think about the Danube-Carpathian region as their home, 

of which the landscape, mountains and rivers are a part. 

Only when we fully recognize that by damaging our natural 

environment we are damaging our home and the home of our 

children can we say that we know why we are here. 
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1 | © WWF-Hungary

We asked a range of people in and connected to the Danube-Carpathian region about their  

expectations for the next decade, both for the region and WWF’s work.

Philip Weller, Executive Secretary �
International Commission for the Protection  
of the Danube (ICPDR) Secretariat

 The Danube Carpathian region is a very dynamic region 

that is in transition and as a consequence the key challenge 

is to direct that transition and development and transition in 

a way that maintains and protects the ecological base upon 

which the region can build sustainable development. The 

region has valuable natural resources and economic activi-

ties that build upon and maintain these are essential. Clearly 

one of the key issues will be how the region develops in the 

agricultural area because this will affect the area of natural 

landscape and water quality. An intensification of agriculture 

could have a major negative consequences on water quality 

through increased pesticide and fertilizer use and for natural 

landscape by reducing the biodiversity. Significant progress 

has been made in the last decade in ensuring an understand-

ing of the need to protect and restore natural floodplains and 

this work should continue to solidify the gains that have been 

made. The practical implications of ensuring navigation im-

provements and natural areas protection and restoration will 

continue to be important to demonstrate. Without positive 

examples the shift in mindset that has occurred will not be 

possible to maintain.

 WWF has played a positive role in the region in creating 

a shift in understanding of issues, i.e. the importance of natu-

ral wetlands and floodplains, the possibility for maintenance 

of extensive areas of forest and ecological forestry. There 

is a continual need, however, to ensure that the benefits of 

protection and maintenance of natural landscapes provide 

an improvement in the quality of life (i.e. improved economic 

situation, or reduce risk) for local people. 

From my own perspective as Executive Secretary of the ICP-

DR I see the essential value of having organizations pushing 

from the outside to make changes. Without that push it is 

more difficult to create the momentum internally to do certain 

positive things. Central and Eastern Europe is especially in 

need of an international umbrella (i.e. WWF) to articulate 

the issues and concerns. There is no other organization that 

fulfills this role and the image of the organization is generally 

very positive. This status should be used.

How do you see the next 10 years in the Danube-Carpathian region?  

What challenges and opportunities will there be for nature and sustainable development?

What role do you think WWF can and should play in these developments?
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 How do you see the next 10 years in the Danube-Carpathian region? What challenges and opportunities will there be for nature and sustainable development?
 What role do you think WWF can and should play in these developments?

Dr Bohdan Prots �
Senior Research Scientist, State Museum of Natural History,  
National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine

 In Ukraine, the ongoing process of land reform will pose 

the greatest challenge for nature conservation as for most 

new land owners short-term exploitation of their natural re-

sources is of greater interest rather than their long-term sus-

tainable use and conservation.

The system of nature conservation has changed fundamen-

tally in Ukraine from the Soviet days when the land belonged 

to the state and nature conservation, like resource use, was 

implemented top-down. Now and in future, protected areas 

need to work closely with people, to teach them to appreci-

ate their rich natural values and resources and to involve 

them in their management. At the moment, few of our pro-

tected areas have the skills for this.

Waste management is also a serious problem, both for the 

state and communities, who need to organise an effective 

system and take responsibility for its implementation. 

Finally, I see great opportunities in increased international 

cooperation, in the transfer of skills, experience and exper-

tise as well as practical cooperation. 

 WWF can play a much more active role in Ukraine. It can 

play a critical role in building public awareness and trust, 

provide information and examples. It can facilitate coopera-

tion, mobilise and network people who really want to make a 

difference for their country and our planet.

Tony Long �
Director, WWF-European Policy Office

 The amount and variety of nature in the Danube River 

Basin and the Carpathian Mountain region is of continental 

and global importance. Through membership of several 

countries in the region to the European Union (EU), the value 

this natural diversity brings to the EU’s richness of nature 

is enormous. The EU’s Natura 2000 network will be key for 

sustainable development and for meeting the EU challenge 

of halting biodiversity loss by 2010. 

But protected area status alone is not enough to protect na-

ture either inside or outside these areas. Climate change will 

pose new risks in terms of floods and water stress for many 

European Member States. Meeting European climate targets 

might seem challenging, but – besides the obvious environ-

mental benefits – it offers the opportunity to reduce depend-

ency on dirty fossil fuels and open new business potentials 

in clean technologies. 

The European Union’s neighbouring countries have their 

own programmes of EU support. Cross-border cooperation 

programmes are an especially important way to use EU funds 

to support some of the environmentally most valuable areas 

in border regions on land and at sea. 

 For more than twenty years, WWF has been proposing, 

monitoring and helping in the implementation of legislation in 

all the areas mentioned above. By closely working together, 

the Danube-Carpathian office and the European Policy Of-

fice in Brussels can work as a watchdog over developments 

at local level and propose helpful solutions when things may 

be going wrong. This unique combination of field presence 

and policy work at regional, national an international level is 

the strength of the organization. WWF stands for leaving our 

children a living planet. The Danube Basin and Carpathian 

Mountains are our special responsibilities to hand over to fu-

ture generations with as much nature preserved as possible. 

1 | © WWF-DCP
1 The Danube-Carpathian Summit, 2001, organised by the Romania  

Government and WWF, paved the way toward the Carpathian Convention.
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Michael Baltzer  �
Director, WWF Danube-Carpathian Programme

 It is almost a cliché to say that we are at a crossroads. 

This is almost true for any region of the world and at any 

moment in history. But now is different and it is particularly 

different for this region. This is the first time in history when 

the decisions and actions by individuals, organizations, com-

panies, communities and governments can and will have a 

global impact. The next 10 years will be a challenging time 

for everyone as the world adjusts to this new reality. 

The Danube-Carpathian region is no exception. It will also 

feel the strain as human social and economic development 

copes with the uncertainties and realities of stretched sup-

plies of natural resources, shifting power centres, growing 

economic competition and expectations and efforts to deal 

with the expected severe social and environmental impacts 

of climate change. In fact the Danube-Carpathian region sits 

squarely at this tipping point as it already is still undergoing a 

period of significant transition. 

The need to meet the economic expectations of the people 

and the fierce competition for land, resources, security and 

opportunities is already showing its impact on the ecosys-

tems of the Danube River and Carpathian Mountains. This 

need will eat away at the fabric of the rich and robust sys-

tems that the region is still well endowed with. The impact is 

and will continue to be felt very rapidly and deeply. 

The opportunity for the Danube-Carpathian region lies with 

the fact that it has plenty of scope for choices. Many (most?) 

other regions lack that opportunity. A rich supply of renew-

able natural resources, relatively intact ecosystems and rich 

and diverse biodiversity – to say nothing of culture – provides 

a significant foundation for building a sustainable future. 

Added to that there is still the immediate need to improve the 

provision of many basic social and economic needs of the 

people of the region such as schools, hospitals, transport, 

energy supplies, waste recycling and clean and healthy food 

and water. Furthermore, as these needs begin to be fulfilled, 

the people of the region are demanding such things as rec-

reation, leisure, inspiration and escape. 

In addition, many people from outside also have similar 

expectations for the region. These expected services all pro-

vide significant opportunities for economic and social de-

velopment and opportunities for the maintenance of nature. 

Unfortunately, these opportunities have been mostly realized 

and seized upon by developers interested in grabbing the 

chance before others are even aware of it. Developers with-

out much sense of the long-term and care for the impact of 

their actions apart from their own short-term gain. 

The Danube-Carpathian region has a great opportunity to 

build a sustainable and future-oriented economy based on 

services and quality products, and drawing on while mainta-

ing the rich natural riches of the region. The EU can provide 

resources, leadership and a strong policy framework for fos-

tering this development. 

 WWF can play a key role in ensuring that long-term, 

renewable and nature-supporting development is the pre-

dominant system, while destructive actions become a rarity. 

The goal must be to make destructive economies the most 

endangered species in the region. 

WWF needs to work with those partners with a similar vision 

and will to lead, demonstrate, support and help find solutions 

for those making the decisions influencing development in 

the region. Governments and large companies must be the 

principal partners of WWF. However, it is also important for 

WWF to ensure partnerships and mechanisms to help and 

support local mayors, individual consumers and the emerg-

ing entrepreneurs as well as other non-governmental organi-

zations that will ultimately be responsible for implementing 

and realizing the sustainable vision of the region.
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The first and foremost priority must be securing the most crit-

ical and vulnerable species and ecosytems that provide the 

natural infrastructure for the region. WWF must continue to 

support efforts to ensure the effectiveness of the protected 

area system across the region. At the same time, it is critical 

to show clearly that protection happens in practice and not 

just on paper.Our socieities make considerable effort and 

sacrifice to ensure that these protected areas are identified, 

gazetted and set aside. WWF therefore has a clear obliga-

tion to ensure that this protection is not compromised. A high 

priority for us will continue to be supporting those responsi-

ble for protection, be they governmental or private bodies.

The other priority for WWF as mentioned above is to also 

use its reputation and global, regional, national and local 

capacity and reach to displace and replace the economic 

ventures that threaten to reduce, destroy and degrade the 

biodiversity of the region. WWF can do only do this through 

partnerships and by helping to find and implement long-term 

solutions. Over the next ten years, WWF must strengthen its 

own capacity to be a useful, effective, strong, inspirational 

and reliable partner to those ready to seize the opportunity 

for a new and better future in the region. These partner-

ships will need to include governments (big and small), other 

NGOs (big and small), companies (big and small) as well as 

individuals. WWF will have to be ambitious, visionary, crea-

tive, courageous and ready to listen to its partners and mem-

bers if it is to meet this lofty challenge and expectation. 

Link to interview with Michael Baltzer

Dr Yanka Kazakova �
Head of Nature & Prosperity Programme,  
WWF Danube-Carpathian Programme

 The Danube-Carpathian region is becoming more pros-

perous. This already evident in the larger cities, but in the 

next 10 years this development will also be felt in the smaller 

towns and villages across the region. My main hope is that 

this increased wealth will not be based on the destruction of 

the natural richness of South Eastern Europe! I would like to 

believe that ten years from now, our governments will still be 

saying that our countries are the richest in Europe – and that 

this will still be true. 

From this perspective, the main challenge for nature is to be 

recognized, understood and treated as a real competitive 

advantage by the governments, businesses and people of 

the region in their strategic planning and policy implementa-

tion as well as everyday life. Far too often we know that we 

have this natural wealth but (at best) we do not understand 

how our activities create, maintain or diminish it, or we take it 

for granted and believe that no matter what we do it will still 

be there. Unfortunately, we know that there are too many ex-

amples proving that this is not the case.

As for the opportunities – there are many: these can be 

related to the correct use of EU funds for sustainable devel-

opment; or the green investment trend which is also gaining 

speed in our region; or the good examples and initiatives for 

local community development that are mushrooming across 

the our region; or even the growing demand in urban centres 

for natural products and services. 

 I am certainly biased here, but I am convinced that WWF 

can do a lot to make good use of the opportunities in the 

region. One of our strongest points is that we try to offer 

solutions. Over the last 10 years, this approach has helped 

us to establish strong relationships with key partners and 

stakeholders. 

In the coming 10 years, we should continue our policy work 

at national, regional and European levels as this will be criti-

cal providing the framework and conditions for sustainable 

development. We also need to reach out more to businesses 

and people to jointly develop and demonstrate sustainable 

solutions. Additionally, we need to raise awareness continu-

ously that nature is a benefit and not a cost!

Link to interview with Dr Kazakova
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 How do you see the next 10 years in the Danube-Carpathian region? What challenges and opportunities will there be for nature and sustainable development?
 What role do you think WWF can and should play in these developments?

Viara Stefanova �
Head of Agri-Environment, Organic farming and Less Favoured Areas, 
Bulgarian Ministry of Agriculture and Food

 In the next ten years one of the biggest challenges in the 

region is to at least preserve the existing biodiversity without 

losing it as has happened in Western Europe. The balance 

between investments and sustainable production practices, 

between competitiveness and environment is the most criti-

cal aspect. 

Another challenge is the practical implementation of the EU’s 

harmonized legislation, especially regarding the environment. 

We all agree that it is good legislation on paper, but it is not 

worth much if not implemented in practice. For example, in 

the field of agri-environment, the control and sanctioning 

mechanisms as well as positive payments still need to be 

put in place. With the lack of previous experience, we will be 

facing serious challenges achieving the environmental goals. 

After all, these are our first steps in implementing nature-

friendly policy schemes in agriculture! 

We should also avoid the situation where people subscribe 

to the agri-environmental schemes just for the payments. 

They need to be trained and to become aware that what they 

do contribute to the biodiversity values of the region. This is 

especially relevant for High Nature Value farmlands.

It is clear that our region cannot compete with volumes on 

the European market. We need to focus our efforts on qual-

ity and traditional food products, using the tools that the EU 

legislation provides us, such as organic farming.

And last but not least, there is the challenge of implementing 

the EU’s Natura 2000 network and the links to farming activi-

ties within these areas!

 From the policy point of view WWF has a very good back-

ground and experience already. As a large organization you 

have the possibility to lobby at both national and European 

levels, and you should continue doing this!

At national level, we should try to develop a larger network 

of local collaborators and members (if possible), as this will 

give you additional strength. 

Milko Belberov  �
Director, Roussenski Lom Nature Park, Bulgaria

 The main challenges for the Danube region in the next 

ten years will be to find a way to address climate change, and 

more particularly the resulting increased frequency of floods. 

Bulgarians are still not familiar with the changes in the natu-

ral processes related to global warming.

 WWF should play a key role in supporting environmental 

activities related to global warming.

Sabina Yotkova �
Buffalo-farmer from Tzar Kaloyan, Bulgaria

 We hope that in the next ten years we will have more 

work, more business, and hope that we will be able to face 

all challenges before us.

 I think that WWF should cultivate closer relations with 

local farmers like us and support us in finding solutions to 

questions related to sustainable development and High Na-

ture Value Farming. 

1 | © WWF-DCP

1 Restoration. Dikes around Tataru Island were breached in 2003, restoring 
the island’s former wetlands. First anglers and tourists are already visiting the 
island. In 2008, Lake Katlabuh will be reconnected to the Danube river system, 
restoring the 10,000 ha lake back to health.
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Ionut-Dorin Groapa  �
Executive Director, Environmental Protection Agency  
of Calarasi, Romania

 The United Nation Conference for Environmental and 

Development, that has took place in June 1992 in Rio de Ja-

neiro, has adopted a strategic document for the 21st century, 

called Agenda 21. This document presents in 40 chapters 

the main framework for reaching the final goal of sustainable 

development. However this objective is only fantasy without 

the broad support of people.

Another important challenge for our civilization is communi-

cation via the Internet. This virtual environment not only offers 

a huge quantity of information, but it is an important obstacle 

for official propaganda.

People can escape from this propaganda and find an alter-

native source of information by communicating with one an-

other, thus changing their opinion.

 WWF was found in 1961 and its mission and principle 

are very similar with those enunciated in Agenda 21. For 

these reasons, I think WWF could be a reference presence 

on the Internet in the next ten years with two major initiatives, 

both informative and formative.

The informative initiative has in view increasing of the peo-

ple’s knowledge and for this reason could create informative 

a site (or sites) with public license, freeware or financed 

works all of these with free access for public. The informa-

tion on this site could contain music, art, literature, science, 

on-line courses, technology etc. and on the other hand news, 

experiences of local WWF organizations, etc.

The formative initiative will be well sustained by the informative 

initiative and will promote multi-cultural experiences, general 

human values using contacts, chat – rooms, etc. On the sites 

dedicated to formative initiatives will take place debates, com-

mon project for organizations from different countries, etc.

With these two initiatives WWF’s efforts will be more ef-

ficient and will have much more results due to of dissemina-

tion and multiplying effects.

Ivan Kichuk �
Head of Water Management Board, Odessa Oblast, Ukraine

 The Danube-Carpathian region has a future, as people 

have always been attracted by water and fertile soil, but 

what future the region will have depends on the activity of 

nature conservation and governmental organizations. I think 

they can improve the situation to a considerable degree. 

To do this, in my opinion they must work on the following is-

sues:

•	Social	aspects.	It	is	necessary	to	educate	people	not	to	ex-

ploit nature, but rather to have respect for it. We must start 

with our children – to educate next generation – by carry-

ing out educational work in kindergartens and schools, by 

showing different possible futures, including harmony and 

benefits with and from nature on the one hand, or suffering 

natural disasters, landfills, etc. on the other. 

•	International	cooperation.	It	is	essential	to	exchange	experi-

ences and cooperate, to compare approaches and results. 

Neighbouring countries must work together for nature 

conservation in order to achieve synergies and not waste 

their efforts.

•	Extensive	ecological	work.	Nature	conservation	must	take	

place within a regional framework and not in different 

places separately. 

Introduction of modern approaches to land and resource 

use. Traditional land and resource practices are almost harm-

less for the region and deliver benefits to local people. But to 

be honest, people cannot return to the primitive methods of 

management peculiar to their forefathers. People must use 

modern methods for management that do not harm nature.

If all of the abovementioned conditions are fulfilled, than I 

think the Danube-Carpathian region will have a bright future. 
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 WWF can play a key role    in the development of the Dan-

ube-Carpathian region. To do this, WWF must work more 

actively on the abovementioned issues. WWF can bring to-

gether NGOs and governmental organizations and turn their 

efforts in the right direction. A headquarters must be estab-

lished in the region to promote direct and systematic conser-

vation work. WWF must work actively with people, especially 

children in schools and kindergartens.

New programs must be initiated to avoid working on a pre-

cise plan and separate projects. WWF must implement com-

plex projects involving neighbouring regions for the purpose 

of integral systematic development. It is worth focusing on 

the creation of model areas – areas that satisfy all the claims 

of international conservation legislation. Even if these areas 

are not large, they can demonstrate clearly to people: “This is 

what we want to achieve in the region as a whole!”. 

Dr Christine Bratrich �
Head of Danube/Freshwater, WWF Danube-Carpathian Programme

 In ten years from now the ‘transition period’ of former 

communist countries will be history and the European Union 

needs to demonstrate that sustainable development was 

more than just some nice words in the Club of Rome’s Limits 

to Growth. I am convinced that the Danube-Carpathian region 

will play a significant role in this process. 

In doing so, however, the following aspects will shape the 

future framework: 

•	Climate	change	will	lead	to	more	frequent	and	more	inten-

sive flood and draught events in the Danube basin affect-

ing millions of livelihoods;

•	enormous	pressure	on	agriculture	will	force	land-use	

changes and nutrient pollution; 

•	dramatic	increases	in	energy	demand	will	lead	to	new	

power plant development, focused on hydro and nuclear 

facilities but also biomass production; 

•	exploding	requests	for	new	and	ever	faster	transport	routes	

will affect more and more untouched areas. 

Today, the Danube-Carpathian region is already at a cross-

roads: either the new EU countries together with their 

neighbouring countries remain aware of their unique nature 

treasures or they are going to replicate (or even exceed) the 

mistakes of the ‘older’ EU member states.

On the one hand, corruption combined with a focus on 

short-term benefits, frequently changing governments, or 

unbalanced social structures prepare the ground for seeds 

of destruction. Illegal logging or infrastructure development, 

unsustainable navigation routes, overexploitation of highly 

endangered sturgeon, or intensive soya plantations in sensi-

tive floodplain areas are already examples to illustrate the 

downside of the ‘post-transition’ period.

1 | © WWF-DCP

1 Business Leadership. A growing number of companies working in the region 
are realizing that the future of their business depends on the future of their 
environment. To secure long-term wood supplies, IKEA has invested some 
1.5 million Euro in promoting sustainable forestry in the region. The Coca-Cola 
Company has committed to neutralizing its water footprint worldwide and in 
the Danube basin. Lafarge has committed to ambitious cuts in greenhouse gas 
emissions, Tetra Pak is sourcing its paper from sustainable forests, while Ogilvy 
offices are contributing their expertise for awareness raising and education. 
WWF is partnering with progressive companies to find solutions for sustain-
able business in the region. 
Photo: Seminar on the business case for environment organised by WWF 
and the Bulgarian Conferederation of Employers and Industrialists.
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On the other hand, however, there is a great deal of hope 

and a real chance to use the ecological and economic po-

tentials of pristine or semi-natural landscapes. The Lower 

Danube Green Corridor Agreement signed by the govern-

ments of Romania, Bulgaria, Ukraine and Moldova to protect 

a million hectares of wetlands; landmark EU legislation for 

example on management of water, floods, urban waste water, 

and protected areas; commitments for international coopera-

tion, e.g. the International Commission for the Protection of 

the Danube River, ICPDR; and last but not least an increas-

ing public interest in nature protection illustrate a new  

and hopeful spirit. 

 This is exactly the development where WWF concen-

trates its efforts. The most fascinating aspect of my job is 

working with highly motivated and extremely engaged teams 

across the different Danube countries. WWF has managed 

to attract young, intelligent and innovative people who have 

decided to stay in their countries. This generation wants to 

protect or restore their natural and cultural treasures to sup-

port both increasing economic and social values in future. 

Therefore, WWF’s mission is to focus on nature and peo-

ple – no matter if we talk about floodplain restoration, sus-

tainable agriculture, innovative navigation, sustainable flood 

or draught management or ecotourism programs.

Our future challenge and opportunity is to create strong and 

reliable alliances, not only within the environmental sector 

but also with corporate and political representatives. Nature 

conservation and future development need to go hand in 

hand. I am convinced that WWF can help the Danube-Car-

pathian region set a positive milestone for sustainable devel-

opment within the next decade.

Link to interview with Dr Bratrich

Liz Galvez �
Executive Director, Aspen Institute Romania

 Romania is blessed with a wealth of natural beauty, from 

the richly forested Carpathian mountains to the unique biodi-

versity of the Danube Delta. Places of beauty and abundant 

and diverse wildlife that deserve to be seen but which can at 

the same time contribute to economic growth through  

the development of responsible tourism. 

Yet these natural riches remain under constant threat. 

The neglect and carelessness under communism have been 

replaced by uncontrolled and damaging real estate develop-

ment, deforestation in areas returned to private ownership, 

poaching and hunting, natural beauty spots suffocated 

by garbage. 

But the greatest challenge is arguably how to dispel the indif-

ference and apathy which has developed over decades and 

how to create a sense of civic responsibility, not only in the 

population at large, but within the business community and 

the political arena. 

How do we convince people from across society that it is in 

their own interests to preserve Romania’s natural heritage 

while there is still time, that they need to be engaged them-

selves, not abdicate responsibility to the official authorities 

and environmental NGOs? Perhaps the solution lies with the 

next generation who will have to live with the consequences 

of what is done today. 

 WWF has the international profile, experience and ex-

pertise to take a leading role in stimulating the public con-

science and energising young people in Romania to act now 

and to make their voices heard by policy makers. 

Aspen Romania pursues its mission of the development of a 

just society in Romania by gathering together leaders from 

business, politics, government, and civil society to identify 

challenges and offer solutions. Effective environmental 

protection is one of the strongest challenges that needs a 

concerted response across society. We are ready to work 

with WWF to develop a more highly developed public con-

science, to create a spirit of civic activism both in the private 

sector and in the population at large and to encourage the 

development of responsible policies.
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Alexander Voloshkevich �
Director, Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve, Ukraine

 The mentality will become significantly more ecologi-

cal and it’ll be the highest priority for decision making. The 

inexhaustible use of the renewable natural resources (such 

activities as reed collection and ecotourism) will assume ever 

greater importance. Many territories that are currently used 

by man will be given back to the nature.

From the other side the consequences of the climate change 

will become a serious problem – the combination of floods 

and dry years, the progressing decrease of flow in the 

Ukrainian part of the Delta.

Taking into account the increasing value of soil of the last not 

privatized property in Ukraine, the attempts of getting at long 

lease the big and valuable parts of the protected areas will 

continue. It means in fact the total privatization of the lands 

with all grave consequences.

 Due to its high prestige WWF can and should unit the 

authority, nature conservation structures, people, media of 

the region for the sustainable development and restoration 

of the natural processes. The working out of the Danube 

Delta Vision in 2003 had a great importance for us. Due to 

this document the desirable future of Danube Delta became 

clear, on the basis of people understanding of the nature 

dynamics and their sustainable use in the interests of biodi-

versity conservation and economical activity. 

Oleg Skaraev  �
Director, Izmail Forestry, Ukraine

 The Danube Delta is one of the fastest-growing and 

changeable deltas. The first steps in sustainable develop-

ment and restoration of natural processes in Danube Delta 

have already been taken by WWF together with Izmail For-

estry: together, we have removed dikes on Tataru Island in 

order to restore the natural spawning area and have settled 

two herds of Ukrainian grey cattle on the island and in Izmail 

gallery forest to promote the natural regulation of vegetation 

as well as the conservation of this rare breed of cattle. 

The negative consequences of anthropogenic influences 

on the Delta’s development are still evident, including the 

salinization of drained areas, the decrease of biodiversity, 

the extinction of some flora and fauna species, the impover-

ishment of fish stocks of the Danube river, the overgrazing 

on some areas, etc.

All of these factors influence the socio-economic condi-

tions for the region’s development. In my opinion, in order to 

achieve sustainable development and restore natural proc-

esses in the Danube Delta it is necessary to:

•	preserve	and	expand	the	protected	areas	network;

•	promote	and	develop	ecological	and	rural	tourism;

•	popularize	and	develop	amateur	and	sport	fishing;

•	breathe	new	life	into	traditional	trades,	including	breeding,		

bee-farming, fishing, reed collection, handicrafts  

and souvenir production;

•	develop	amateur	hunting;	and

•	educate	children	and	youth	about	nature	 

and the environment. 

 WWF can play an important role in the region by imple-

menting the abovementioned projects. Izmail Forestry is 

ready to carry on further effective cooperation with WWF in 

the name of conservation and development of the Danube 

Delta’s natural complexes.

1 Reaching out. While in the first years WWF spoke mostly to government  
and business leaders in the Danube-Carpathians, the focus now is also on  
communicating with the broad populations – those who in the end will  
determine the future of the region and its natural treasures.1 | © WWF-DCP
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Dr Georg Schwede �
Director, Programme Office Management, WWF-International

 Since the fall of the Iron Curtain, people in the Danube-

Carpathian region have witnessed a huge process of transi-

tion. Key elements of this process have included privatisation 

of natural capital such as forests, agricultural land and other 

assets, the rapid development of market-based economies, 

evolution of democracies and strengthening of civil society 

and integration or closer ties with the EU. While many of 

these changes have been very positive – opening up tremen-

dous opportunities for economic growth, unlocking the intel-

lectual capital of people, improving social conditions for mil-

lions of people – the transformation of economic, social and 

political systems has also posed significant challenges to the 

region. One example is the current erosion of the man-made 

landscape diversity driven by expanding intensive farming 

systems and land abandonment. The mosaic landscapes have 

not only produced very specific and unique assemblages 

of species relying on continuous human interventions they 

are also part of the cultural heritage of the region providing 

identity, social integrity and livelihoods for many people liv-

ing in rural areas. I believe that within the next 10 years the 

fate of these small-scale farming systems will be decided. 

If countries in the region keep following the same path as 

their neighbours in the west by focusing mainly on short-

term economic gains, ignoring the need for conserving their 

natural, social and cultural values, we will witness the disap-

pearance of the mosaic landscapes having been key features 

of the Danube Carpathian region over hundreds of years. 

A focus on short-term economic gains ignoring the criteria for 

sustainable development will also lead to a sharply increasing 

ecological footprint in all countries of the Danube-Carpathian 

region with significant impacts on freshwater resources, for-

ests, agricultural land and our climate driving biodiversity loss 

in the region and beyond. Hence, governments, business and 

industry and people in the region need to learn from mistakes 

made in the west and have to come with their own, smarter 

way of development instead of simply copying flawed western 

development templates. The key challenge will be finding the 

right balance between sustained economic growth and safe-

guarding the social, cultural and natural heritage that not only 

presents an intrinsic value but provides the basis for long-term 

economic development and society at large.

 I am convinced that WWF can and will play a crucial role 

in influencing the way countries in the Danube Carpathian 

region will develop over the next 10 years. Given WWF’s 

unique position among international organisations of being 

a true network organisation working at various scales from 

global to local and local to global, I see three key roles in in-

fluencing the future of the Danube Carpathian region: 

Influencing relevant policy frameworks: WWF will 

continue to influence the development and implementa-

tion of EU policy frameworks and legislation relevant to the 

Danube-Carpathian region. By carrying out effective policy 

and advocacy both at the EU level through our office in Brus-

sels and at country level through our offices and partners in 

the region, WWF will ensure that EU policies such as Natura 

2000, the Water Framework Directive, the Common Agricul-

tural Policy or European Neighbourhood Policy comply with 

the principles of sustainable development and take into ac-

count the specific socioeconomic needs as well as cultural 

and ecological values of the Danube Carpathian region. 

Working with business and industry: Building on a long 

and successful track record of engaging with business and 

industry, WWF will further increase its engagement with key 

players in the region ensuring that they develop and comply 

with ambitious standards for Corporate Social Respoonsibil-

ity, make commitments to certification schemes such as the 

Forest Stewardship Council and ISO 14001, and reduce 

their ecological footprint in key areas such as freshwater, 

forests, climate and agricultural crops and tourism. WWF will 

also work with companies taking the lead on new innovative 

business models based on the concept of One Planet Living.

Enabling and engaging civil society: Last but not least, 

WWF will have to engage effectively with civil society in or-

der to ensure that countries in the region follow the guide-

lines of sustainable development and integrate nature con-

servation as a cross-sectoral issue in all areas of economic 

development. Raising public awareness through effective 

campaigning, enabling key partners from civil society groups 

to effectively engage in political processes and decision mak-

ing through target driven capacity building programmes and 

facilitating financial support and effective collaboration and 

coordination of key players such as non-governmental organi-

sations will be important pillars of our engagement with civil 

society in the region. 
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 How do you see the next 10 years in the Danube-Carpathian region? What challenges and opportunities will there be for nature and sustainable development?
 What role do you think WWF can and should play in these developments?

Harald Egerer �
Interim Secretary of the Carpathian Convention,  
United Nations Environmental Programme, Vienna

 In the next 10 years, the Carpathians will continue to 

be a major region of economic development in the heart of 

Europe. The challenges to make these developments sustain-

able are manifold. It must be ensured that progress is well-

balanced and provides benefits throughout the region, and 

avoid that some of the rural areas of this largest mountain re-

gion of Europe are left behind and marginalized, while other 

areas become crowded with pollution, traffic and mass tour-

ism. The rich natural and cultural heritage of the Carpathians, 

its main opportunity for sustainable development, needs to 

be safeguarded and further valorized.

 In the Carpathian region, WWF should continue to lead 

the process of building capacity and supporting local or-

ganizations in awareness-raising for preserving one of the 

most important natural areas of Europe, by supporting nature 

conservation, local economy and action. The opportunities in-

clude, amongst others, sustainable nature and culture based 

tourism, a diversified economy of local quality services and 

products, and renewable energy as well as energy saving 

measures.

At the European level, WWF can and should continue to 

inform decision-makers and investors of the opportunity to 

promote the unique values of the Carpathians while conserv-

ing their natural values and cultural heritage. The European 

Commission – building on the experience in the Alps – 

should establish a Carpathian Space operational programme 

to support the sustainable development of the Carpathians 

with European structural funds. Last but not least, WWF 

should continue to remind the European Union of the impor-

tance of ratifying and supporting the implementation of the 

Carpathian Convention.

Laszlo Potozky �
Director, Romanian Environmental Partnership Foundation

 Central and Eastern Europe and especially Romania still 

face many changes and challenges due to the prolonged 

transition period from a centralized to a real market economy. 

Unfortunately, this fact also means more and more environ-

mental pressure and challenges for biodiversity. 

The last 18 years following the fall of the Iron Curtain have 

brought private land ownership but without education on 

land use as well as a rise in personal consumption, increased 

importation of consumer goods and an often chaotic proc-

ess of privatization. All together, these developments have 

brought new threats regarding biodiversity. 

For example, deforestation continues in many forms including 

illegal logging. As a result, in the last two decades several 

hundred thousand hectares of forests in Romania have dis-

appeared, bringing down the total forest cover in our country 

below the European average. At the same time, every day 

brings new and unsustainable projects that represent serious 

threats for protected areas and subsequently for biodiversity. 

The rule of law regarding environmental protection is still not 

effective. In fact, conservation is not regarded as a priority by 

decision makers. The common mentality according to which 

“first let us repeat the mistakes of westerners and then we 

can think about protection and conservation” represents 

another significant threat. To face these challenges, there is 

a clear need for political will. Also needed is a cohesive and 

professionalized environmental movement and the proper 

implementation of the EU’s conservation legislation with all 

its measures that can help to halt the loss of biodiversity.

 WWF as the most powerful NGO in the field of conser-

vation can work effectively on two fronts. Firstly, it must maxi-

mize its lobbying capacity at European and national levels 

with the purpose of raising awareness of the threats regard-

ing biodiversity. And secondly, it must catalyze and support 

smaller conservation NGOs in order to generate real and 

visible results on national level.
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 How do you see the next 10 years in the Danube-Carpathian region? What challenges and opportunities will there be for nature and sustainable development?
 What role do you think WWF can and should play in these developments?

Jorge Rodriguez Romero �
European Commission – DG Environment

 The main challenge related to water in the Danube-

Carpathian region is to achieve a truly integrated approach to 

water management. 

The EU Water Framework Directive will prove to be a power-

ful tool in the coming years to improve the water resources in 

the region, but it is of key importance that all decisions made 

that will affect these water resources are well balanced. This 

is particularly the case for planned navigation and hydropow-

er developments in the region.

Climate change will only underline the need to apply this inte-

grated approach. Current predictions show that water stress 

will become a bigger problem in the Danube-Carpathian 

region, and this was also indicated in the recently published 

Tisza River Basin Analysis Report. Water scarcity will only 

become a bigger problem with climate change, not only in 

Southern Europe, but also in the Danube-Carpathian region.

 WWF is an important stakeholder in the region. It has 

often managed to contribute to the debates with sound in-

formation and data, supported by a constructive approach. 

I certainly wish that this will continue in the future, as chal-

lenges ahead for water management are many and need the 

active participation of all stakeholders. 

* Disclaimer: “The views expressed are purely those of the 

writer and may not in any circumstances be regarded as stat-

ing an official position of the European Commission.”

Svetlana Sobina �
Environment Manager, Tetra Pak Ukraine

 In order to live in harmony with nature we need to ensure 

that the forests we source from are indeed renewed and that 

they are managed in a way that ensures their long term health 

and vitality. Forestry certification is an important challenge 

for achieving sustainable forest management in our country. 

 I am very interested in your work because living in 

Ukraine now needs more and more energy from all of us to 

protect nature and to live in harmony with nature. Education 

and training are needed!

Erika Stanciu �
Head of Carpathians/Forests & Protected Areas,  
WWF Danube-Carpathian Programme, Brasov, Romania;  
President of Europarc Federation

 A major challenge will be to hold onto the rich biodiver-

sity of our region. Current development trends are leading to 

the loss and fragmentation of valuable habitats. We still have 

one of Europe’s greatest wilderness areas, including more 

than half of the continent’s population of bears, wolves and 

lynx as well as the greatest remaining stands of natural forest. 

But within the decade, this could be lost. 

While many of the greatest treasures of our region are now 

under some form of protection, for now this protection is 

largely on paper. It urgently needs to be put into practice. 

We need to create effective stewards for our greatest natural 

treasures. And we need to find new ways to promote devel-

opment that builds on and secures our natural capital.

 We need to continue with what we are already doing. 

We need to continue building capacity of different stakehold-

ers in the region, including protected area administrations, 

NGOs and relevant authorities. 

We need to lobby relevant decision makers to secure our 

rich natural resources and heritage, not only by supporting 

effective protection for our greatest treasures, e.g. by sup-

porting protected area management and halting illegal con-

struction and logging in national parks, but also by ensuring 

that development takes into account and actively supports 

protection of the environment and biodiversity. 

And we need to promote awareness and appreciation among 

people of the region, businesses and other stakeholders of 

the tremendous treasures that we now have, but can all too 

easily lose. 

In addition to training, communications and lobbying, I am 

convinced that we must actively show and demonstrate the 

way forward through demonstration projects. 

Link to interview with Ms Stanciu

26

http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/where_we_work/europe/what_we_do/danube_carpathian/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=81960


WWF in the Danube-Carpathians

WWF’s work in the Danube-Carpathian region reaches 

back more than two decades, when the organisation 

initiated first projects focused on the Danube Delta 

and fought construction of dams at Hainburg as well 

as at Gabčíkovo and Nagymaros. WWF’s first office 

east of the Iron Curtain was established in Hungary 

in 1991. The Green Danube Programme, which coor-

dinated WWF’s activities especially on the middle and 

lower Danube, was transformed into the WWF Danube-

-Carpathian Programme in 1998. Country offices were 

established in Romania and Bulgaria in 2006.  

Today, the WWF-International, Danube-Carpathian  

Programme provides overall coordination and leader-

ship for WWF’s conservation efforts across the twin 

ecoregions. The organisation is guided by a steering 

group comprising WWF-International and all WWF or-

ganisations that are active in implementing or support-

ing conservation in the region, including WWF-Interna-

tional, WWF-Austria, WWF-Germany, WWF-Hungary,  

WWF-Poland and WWF-Mediterranean Programme  

as well as the WWF-European Policy Office,  

WWF-Netherlands, WWF-Norway and WWF-UK. 

Contacts

WWF International  
Danube-Carpathian Programme 
www.panda.org/dcpo 
Head Office (Vienna) 
Mariahilferstr. 88a/3/9 
A-1070 Vienna, Austria 
Tel.: +43 1 524 54 70 
E-mail: office@wwfdcp.org

WWF-DCP/Romania 
www.panda.org/romania

WWF-DCP/Bulgaria 
www.panda.org/bulgaria

WWF-Austria 
www.wwf.at

WWF-Germany 
www.wwf.de

WWF-Hungary 
www.wwf.hu

WWF-Poland 
www.wwf.pl

WWF-European Policy Office 
www.panda.org/epo

WWF-Mediterranean Programme 
www.panda.org/mediterranean

1 | © M. Stránský

1 Staff of the WWF Danube-Carpathian 
Programme Office, which leads and  
coordinates conservation efforts of WWF 
in the Danube-Carpathians.

WWF’s work in the Danube-Carpathians would not be possible without the generous support  

of a wide range of governments, international organisations, private foundations  

and corporations, other non-governmental organisations as well as individuals.  

Click here for a list of our most recent donors and supporters.
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