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The European UnionÕs 15 Member States extend

from the Arctic Circle in the north to the warm

Mediterranean waters in the south. From the

windswept Atlantic coasts to the Alpine peaks, the Union

covers a vast range of natural habitats with a stunning diver-

sity of flora and fauna. But almost everywhere, this Ôbiodi-

versityÕ is in danger. The impact of agricultural improve-

ment, urban and infrastructure development have led to

the loss and fragmentation of many of our habitats

and increasingly put many of our rare species under

threat or extinction. Emblematic of this is the

Iberian lynx, now recognised as the most threat-

ened large cat species in the

world.

Recognising this danger, action to pro-

tect our natural heritage has played an

increasingly important role in European

Union policy in the last 25 years. In

April 1979, the ÔBirds DirectiveÕ was

the first EU law designed to pre-

serve the natural environment,

both for us and for generations to

come. This was extended to cover a

broad range of habitats and species by the ÔHabitats

DirectiveÕ in 1992.

With these instruments, care for the animals, birds, plants and habitats native to our part of the world has

become an integral part of EU policy-making.These focused actions on nature protection are a key compo-

nent of the European Community Biodiversity Strategy,produced respecting the Community commitment to

the Convention of Biological Diversity. The Strategy also includes action plans and policies which aim to

ensure that concerns for biodiversity are integrated into wider policy areas.These recognise that decisions on

crucial issues such as transport,energy and agriculture can no longer be taken without regard for their impact

on wildlife and the countryside. Many EU citizens have become aware of the threat to our natural environ-

ment,and have made their voices heard in demands for action at local,national and European levels. The EU

Heads of State have reflected this concern in their engagement made in Gothenburg to halt the loss of bio-

diversity in Europe by the end of this decade.

Some people believe that protecting nature must mean cutting living standards,putting economic develop-

ment into reverse, and limiting individual freedom to enjoy the natural world. The EU takes a different

approach,based on the fact that people are part of nature,and the two work best in partnership.Wildlife pro-

tection can coexist with social and economic interests, but to make this happen we must implement Ôsus-

tainable developmentÕ Ð finding ways of improving our quality of life without causing harm to the environ-

ment,opportunities to future generations,and the people of both the rich and developing worlds.
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Nature conservation, like all aspects of environmental protection, is an issue that cannot be successfully tackled by

individual countries alone. It affects all EU citizens equally. Migratory birds do not respect frontiers. Many key habi-

tats, such as Alpine regions or coastlines, span national borders, and when pollution enters river waters it flows

downstream through different states. For this reason, a binding, Europe-wide approach is crucial to successful con-

servation.

However, the EU realises that practical action has to be taken on the ground with the support of local people and

their communities. So environmental laws respect the principle of ÔsubsidiarityÕ Ð leaving it wherever possible to

national and local authorities to decide on their priorities and manage their programmes.The UnionÕs role is to sup-

port and coordinate initiatives, and check that governments are living up to their obligations.

The most important EU laws on nature conservation are the Birds

Directive (1979) and the Habitats Directive (1992).

TheBirds Directive focuses on the long-term preservation of all wild

bird species in the EU. It identifies 181 endangered species and sub-

species for special care. Member States are responsible for desig-

nating Special Protection Areas (SPAs), and particularly for the con-

servation of migratory birds, which are a natural asset shared by all

Europeans.

Over 3,000 SPAs have been classified, covering 5% of EU terrestrial

territory as well as an additional significant marine area of over 2.7 mil-

lion hectares. The protection and conservation management of these

sites has resulted in that the populations of some severely threatened

species are recovering. But action varies from country to country, and some

important sites are still not protected. Outside these protected areas, trends

are showing that almost 40% of the bird species in Europe

are threatened or vulnerable. There is a decline in more

common species of farmland and woodland birds such as

swallows, starlings, yellowhammers and linnets. This high-

lights the need to reinforce actions to integrate biodiversi-

ty concerns into farming and forestry practices.

The Habitats Directive establishes the framework for Community

actions for the conservation of wildlife species and habitats. It iden-

tifies over 200 types of habitats, 200 animals and over 500 plant species as

being of Community interest, and requiring protection. For instance, 45% of

European butterfly species are endangered and over 800 of the region's plant

species are at risk.This directive includes measures for specific protection as well as

the obligation to designate and manage areas for habitat conservation Ð the spe-

cial areas of conservation (SACs). Over 15,000 sites have been proposed for

protection by Member States. This covers more than 12% of the EU territory

with an additional marine area of almost 5 million ha.

Together the sites designated under these two directives form the

Natura 2000 network. There is a significant overlap area between

the sites proposed under the Birds and Habitats Directives.

Increasing attention is now being given to putting in place the nec-

essary management of these sites. This management will be critical to

ensure that Natura 2000 fulfils its objective of being an effective ecological

network guaranteeing the long-term conservation of European wildlife and habitats

EU Legislation for nature conservation 

What is the European Union doing? 
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THE NATURA 2000
NETWORK IN THE EU

Natura 2000

The designation of the Natura 2000 network 
is well on its way to completion
counting today:
� Over 18,000 sites
� 637.000 km2

� including 77.000 km2 of marine area
and 560.000 km2 of terrestrial area
accounting for17.5 % of EU-15
terrestrial area

non valided data: SCI sites not yet approved by the commission), January 2004 
(c) Eurogeographics for administrative boundaries

Non EU Countries

EU countries

Natura 2000 Site
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The Habitats Directive lays down important principles on managing the sites, and the balance between con-

servation and economic, social and cultural needs. The whole aim of the Directive is to promote sustainable

development while protecting biodiversity, so Natura 2000 sites are not intended only to be nature reserves

excluding all human activity.The EU believes the network can coexist with economic progress, and that activi-

ties of benefit to the community Ð farming,hunting, tourism and many others Ð should continue and can devel-

op as long as they do not conflict with conservation. Indeed, all the local players need to be involved in plan-

ning and managing sites from the earliest stage, so that nature protection is not imposed on an unwilling pub-

lic, or regarded as an unjustified restriction or threat to peopleÕs livelihoods.The programme is not designed to

put jobs and living standards at risk, but rather to enhance the quality of life for us all.

Natura 2000 must grow in partnership with people.This was re-affirmed by EU environment ministers in theÔEl

TeideÕdeclaration of principles for managing Natura 2000 made on the occasion of the 10th anniversary of the

directive in 2002.

The CommunityÕs approach to support for financing the management of the network is fully recognising

this need to integrate the network into broader rural development policies. Support for regional devel-

opment funds is focused in particular on visitors facilities which are enhancing the network function of

ecotourism.

On agricultural sites the agri-environment schemes funded under the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)

are promoting extensive low-productivity management practices compatible with conservation objec-

tives. In the European context, traditional agricultural management practices are often critical for the cre-

ation and maintenance of biodiversity-rich habitat types such as alpine hay meadows. The agri-environ-

ment payments are often designed to support the continuation or re-establishment of such practices.

Consideration is being given in the preparation of future financial perspectives as to how the manage-

ment of the network can be further integrated into these funding programmes.

These major financial instruments are complemented by the Life-Nature instrument dedicated to fund-

ing pilot demonstration projects for species protection and habitat management.

Natura 2000 and management

8 9

© Photo: Gobierno de Canarias © SPP / Christos Theodoroglou



Action for the future

The marine environment

The Community policies for nature conservation also cover the marine environment granting

protection status to a wide range of marine species such as whales, dolphins, and some

endangered species of seals, turtles and fishes. This is why the Member States have the obli-

gation to designate marine areas for the Natura 2000 network.While progress has been slow

due to the lack of scientific knowledge and the high costs of carrying out research and

survey in marine areas,a significant number of sites have been proposed.More than 800

sites designated by the Member States by December 2003 have a marine component

covering approximately 6 million hectares.

Detailed criteria for the identification of further areas are currently being developed within the

framework of the CommunityÕs marine protection strategy. Alongside the designation of these

areas, consideration is also being given to the management and protection regimes they will

require. Of particular significance are policies on fisheries management where the Community is

looking within the framework of its revision of the Common fishery policy to ensure integration of

biodiversity concerns.

Recent fisheries regulation measures have been taken by the Community to protect the unique col-

lection of sandy and cold-water coral populations in the Darwin Mounds.This site located in the UK

offshore waters benefits from other national protection measures and will be included in the

Natura 2000 network.This is an example of combined efforts for nature protection of marine envi-

ronment in the European waters.

Enlargement

From the first of May 2004, the Community has 10 new members (Poland,Hungary,Czech

Republic, Slovakia, Estonia, Slovenia, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta and Cyprus). They bring a sig-

nificant increase in land area.This covers areas for great importance of nature and biodiversi-

ty including many habitats types and species Ð new to the EU Ð a true enrichment of its biodi-

versity.

In the Treaty of accession, the new countries have committed themselves to fully respect the

CommunityÕs nature protection legislation from the start.This will involve in particular their proposals for

the designation of Natura 2000 sites under the Birds and Habitats directives.

In their preparation for joining the Community countries, they have already made substantial progress to

identify the sites to be designated. This extension of the Natura 2000 network represents a major chal-

lenge for the coming years.
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Europe Direct is a service to help you find answers 
to your questions about the European Union

New freephone number:

00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11

A great deal of additional information on the European Union is available on the Internet.
It can be accessed through the Europa server (http://europa.eu.int).
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For more information:
http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/environment/nature/home.htm
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