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EPPA Project
The EU Environment Partnership Programme for Accession
(EPPA) in the Western Balkans and Turkey project
seeks to be a major driver of reform and development
in

nvironmental governance through compliance with

the EU environmental acquis.
The project offers a collaboration platform for enlargement countries
to better deal with the EU environmental acquis implementation
challenges fostering regional dialogue and further developing networks
with the EU Member States.
The project has produced a milestone study on Green Infrastructure
Deployment and Ecological Connectivity Status in Albania, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia which
is outlined in this brochure.

Authors of the study
The study was authored by V. Vassilev, with technical inputs from
G. Popgeorgiev, N. Hanley, A. Diku, A. Vukovic, J. Miljic, A. Dorfer
and A. Stavrevska-Panajotova and with the support of EPPA Secretariat
Team.

Biodiversity
in the Western Balkans
The Western Balkans are exceptionally rich in biodiversity. From
the alpine landscapes, unique karstic systems and old grown
forests in the mountain areas to large lakes and the Adriatic
coast, this region hosts a large variety of European ecosystems.

The high number of endemic plants and animal species and the existence
of pristine natural areas, represent high conservation values. The region
is among the last heavens of large carnivores like the bear, the wolf
and the lynx, which have declined dramatically, or went extinct, in many
other European regions. In addition, the natural ecosystems provide
substantial benefits to the local communities, including food, medicine
plants, clean water, fuel and climate regulation. These benefits, known
as ecosystem services, are often underestimated.
However, the richness of habitats and species is under threat by human
activities. The rapid economic development of the Western Balkans region
is putting pressure on the natural environment through urbanization,
pollution and infrastructure development for transport, energy and tourism.
Degradation and fragmentation of natural habitats follow.
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Ecological connectivity
and green infrastructure
National systems of protected areas, like national parks and reserves, play
a crucial role in the conservation of natural ecosystems and halting the loss
of biodiversity. However, it is obvious that protected species and ecosystem
services cannot be sustained by a system of isolated areas. Large carnivores
and migratory birds need large areas to sustain their natural populations.
Their individual areas and seasonal migration ways do not recognize park’s
borders nor national frontiers.
Therefore, the development of environmental networks should be supported.
They include core areas (such as Natura 2000 sites) and ecological
connectivity elements between them i.e. green corridors. The EU Green
Infrastructure Strategy provides the establishment of strategically planned
networks of natural and semi-natural areas, integrated into the spatial
planning and territorial development.
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The study
In the context of the ongoing EU accession of the Western
Balkan countries, the EPPA Project developed a study
on

green

infrastructure

deployment

and

ecological

connectivity status in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Montenegro, Serbia and North Macedonia.
The study identified conservation areas of high transboundary importance,
focused on the large carnivores (bears, wolfs, lynx) and explored the level
of existing landscape connections between them. As a result, the study
proposes the main green corridors and core areas that should be preserved
and managed to safeguard the region’s biodiversity and natural value.
This is expected to contribute to the implementation of the new
EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030, which stipulates the building
of a coherent Trans-European Nature Network and the implementation
of an ambitious EU Nature Restoration Plan. The study also contributes
to the implementation of two macro-regional strategies: EU Strategy
for the Adriatic-Ionian Region (EUSAIR) and EU Strategy for the Danube
Region (EUSDR).

The Brown Bear

Umbrella species
The large carnivores, like bears, wolfs and lynx, need vast areas with limited
human pressure to sustain their natural populations. They are very sensitive
to disturbance and habitats fragmentation. Being on the top of food chain, they
are also sensitive to available prey and the size of their hunting areas.
Therefore, large carnivores are often considered “umbrella species”, whose
conservation results in many other species being safeguarded at the ecosystem
or landscape level. The study focused on the Brown bear, the Eurasian lynx
and the Wolf.

Recent studies estimate the size of the Dinaric-Pindos population (Western
Balkans and Greece) at more than 3000 individuals. It inhabits extensive forests
in the mountains, located at large distance from settlements.

The Eurasian Lynx
The Western Balkans region hosts two lynx populations, Dinaric (estimated
at 120- 30 individuals) and Balkan (35-50 individuals). The lynx predominantly
inhabits forest areas in the mountains.

The Wolf
The Dinaric-Balkan population is estimated at about 4000 individuals. It has long
range of habitats. Wolves can thrive in a diversity of habitats from forests
to grasslands. Conflicts with humans and prey decline are its main threats.

Green infrastructure in the Western
Balkans region and proposed priority
areas for conservation based on their
biodiversity value and ecosystem
services importance.
The priority areas are identified by number, name
and location in the next page.
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*The designation is without prejudice to positions
on status and is in line with the UNSC 1244
and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo Declaration
of Independence.

7
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The following areas have been identified as having an unique
value as transboundary sites of protected areas, hosting large
carnivores and providing important cosystem services.

Main findings of the study
The study maps and identifies the most important
and valuable natural areas in 5 countries of the region
in terms of green infrastructure that ensure connectivity
between ecosystems and habitats for the three umbrella
species.It also presents important migration barriers (such
as roads or railways) that are hindering the free movement
of the large carnivores.
There are 11 priority areas identified that qualify
for conservation and protection actions at the regional
and national levels.

Common challenges
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The study notes that an effective conservation
of habitats, corridors and umbrella species
is impeded by several shortcomings visible
at regional level, including:
Lack of regional cooperation in ecological
connectivity;
Gaps in scientific knowledge regarding species
and habitats;
Lack of a coherent network of nature protection
sites;
Insufficient administrative capacities;
Lack of awareness on the importance of nature
preservation;
Insufficient financing of green infrastructure
and ecological connectivity.

1

Mavrovo (North Macedonia) – Korab Koritnik
(Albania) – Munella Mountain (Albania)

2

Mali me Gropa-Bize-Martanesh (Albania)
– Shebenik-Jabllanice (Albania) – Mavrovo
(North Macedonia)

3

Tara (Serbia) – Drina (Bosnia and Herzegovina)

4

Durmitor (Montenegro) – Sutjeska (Bosnia
and Herzegovina)

5

Prokletije (Montenegro) – Valbona Valley
(Albania) – Gashi River Reserve (Albania)

6

Buna River-Velipoja (Albania) - Lake Skadar
(Albania, Montenegro) – Lovcen (Montenegro)

7

Nidze-Kozuf – Jakupica (North Macedonia)

8

Sutjeska – Gornji Tok Neretve – Vranica (Bosnia
and Herzegovina)

9

Djerdap – Stara Planina (Serbia)

10

Golija – Suva planina (Serbia)

11

Ohrid – Prespa - Pelister (Albania, North
Macedonia)

Recommendations
The study recommends a set of measures to develop green infrastructure
and ecological connectivity in the region.

Policy measures
Integrate the provisions of the new EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030 into national
policies;
Integrate green infrastructure into sector policies and legislation;
Strengthen regional cooperation for joint actions aiming at the development
of green infrastructure and ecosystem connectivity;
Develop joint action plans for the large carnivores at population level;
Enforce existing nature conservation legislation.

Technical measures
Improve the habitat connectivity for the identified priority areas;
Map and assess ecosystem services;
Develop spatial data and information systems;
Integrate green infrastructure and ecological corridors into national spatial
planning;
Restore nature and introduce mitigation measures for habitat fragmentation
by infrastructure.

Social and economic measures
Raise awareness on the benefits from the natural ecosystems;
Establish mechanisms to support sustainable business models.

Communication measures
Promote sustainable land use, tourism, forestry and agriculture;
Capacity building for experts and stakeholders.
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