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This natural wealth is not dis-
tributed evenly across Europe.
There are fewer species in
Northern Europe, for instance,
which was covered in ice until
10,000 years ago. The Mediter-
ranean basin, by contrast, is
teeming with plants, many of
them specific to that region.
The small French Département
of Alpes Maritimes alone boasts
more species of flowering plant
(2,500) than the whole of the
United Kingdom, which is 100
times its size.

Humans have been reshaping
the countryside for thousands
of years, clearing forests, culti-
vating the soil, draining marsh-
es,  a lter ing the course of
rivers, excavating mines, laying
roads and building towns. Our
environment is becoming in-
creasingly artificial. Many ani-
mals and plants have had to
seek refuge in areas that are
not attractive to humans. But
even these natural enclaves
are under increasing threat.
Rare natural habitats are dete-
riorating, while others have
total ly  disappeared under
growing pressure from human
activities. As people have al-
tered their environment, they
have increasingly jeopardised
the fragile balance of nature on
which we depend — the com-
position of the air we breathe,
the CO2 which is processed by
plants, the purity of our water,
which filters through the soil,
and the entire balance of a
food chain in which we are

merely the final link. We share
the natural stage with other
species and habitats. As we ap-
proach the end of the 20th
century, the review of our per-
formance, whether in terms of
habitats or species, is scathing.
Habitats are fragmenting and
becoming rarer. They are less
and less able to harbour
wildlife. And as small popula-
tions become increasingly iso-
lated, they can no longer main-
tain the links they need to
ensure vital genetic exchange.
The number of plant and ani-
mal species threatened with
extinction is growing all the
time.

Species facing 
extinction

Animals and plants interact
closely with the environments
on which they depend. Species
have always appeared and dis-
appeared naturally or following
catastrophic events such as
volcanic eruptions or an en-
croaching ice age. For the past
10,000 years, however, the
main agent of change has been
humanity, which has constantly
created new ecological condi-
tions. The result has been an
alarming reduction in the num-
ber of animal and plant species
more or less throughout Eu-
rope. In the case of localised
species, disappearance from a
given region is synonymous
with extinction.

The brown bear of the Pyre-
nees, for instance, only a few
of which remain, looks
doomed to disappear, despite a
recent, limited attempt at rein-
troduction.

We don’t inherit the earth, but
we do need to preserve it for
our children. For that reason,
we urgently need to protect
our fragile and threatened her-
itage. Nature knows nothing
of walls or frontiers and so it
has to be protected on a glob-
al and supranational basis. Eu-
rope’s actions are based en-
tirely on recognition of this
fact.

urope may be the second smallest continent, but
from the Atlantic plains to the Russian Steppes and
from Lapland to the Mediterranean, it is home to an
immense variety of ecosystems, both natural and
semi-natural. These include increasingly rare exam-
ples of forests, peat bogs and marshlands that have
so far been untouched by human activity. Others,
such as grasslands, lakes, rivers, marine ecosystems,
mountains, deserts, tundra, dunes and cliffs form a
palette of landscapes and environments that nur-
ture an abundance of plant and animal varieties,
some of which aren’t found anywhere else.E

Facts and Trends

Our fragile and threatened heritage

• Big carnivore species
(brown bear, wolf, lynx)
have disappeared since
centuries from most of
central and Western coun-
tries;

• Between a third and half of
all European fish, reptiles,
mammals and amphibians
are under threat;

• The total area of protect-
ed sites in Europe has
tripled since 1972. Many of
these are small or frag-
mented, however, and are
not effectively protected
for want of money or per-
sonnel.

In Europe, the brown bear is threat-
ened by extinction.
(Brown bear — Ursus arctos)
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Several trends can be identified
in the development of Euro-
pean nature conservation poli-
cies in recent years. There has
been a movement:
• From the protection of

species towards the protec-
tion of habitats;

• From the protection of
species and habitats towards
the protection of the natural
processes on which they de-
pend;

• From nature protection as a
self-contained exercise to-
wards the integration of na-
ture conservation as a stan-
dard feature of
environmental planning and
management in every sector
of the economy;

• From local or national pro-
grammes towards coordi-
nated programmes of inter-
national cooperation, and

• From the conservation of na-
ture for its aesthetic and sci-
entif ic value towards a
recognition of the eco-sys-
tems, species and biodiversi-
ty that are required for sus-
tainable development.

Species and habitats
Since 1979, the Birds Direc-
tive has imposed a duty on
Member States to protect the
habitats of their wild bird pop-
ulations. All wild bird species
are protected under this di-
rective. Hunting is allowed for
certain species but only under
controlled conditions. There is
a particular obligation to desig-
nate special protection areas
for 181 rare and vulnerable
species as well as for migrato-
ry birds (nearly 1700 sites cov-
ering 110 000 Km2   to date).
Experts, however, agree that
an area twice as large would
be needed to create a network
capable of sustaining migrato-
ry species.
The Habitats Directive, adopt-
ed in 1992, the year of the Rio

summit on the environment
and development, is the main
Community instrument safe-
guarding biodiversity. It broad-
ens the scope for nature pro-
tection to other species and
includes the conservation of
habitats as an objective in its
own right for the first time.
The major challenge of this di-
rective is the creation of the
European ecological network
of natural areas, called ‘Natura
2000’. All areas designated un-
der the Birds Directive also
form part of the Natura 2000
network.

Natura 2000, 
the European 

Ecological Network
Each Member State is responsi-
ble for identifying and propos-
ing as Special Areas of Conser-
vation sites, which are
important for the protection of
the species and habitats cov-
ered by the Directive. These
areas will benefit from statutory
or contractual measures and,
where appropriate, manage-

ment plans that will ensure their
long-term preservation by inte-
grating human activities into a
sustainable development strat-
egy.
Each Member State can choose
the mechanisms it uses to par-
ticipate in this joint enterprise.
The Commission is helping to
set up the network and ensure
that the common goals become
reality.

Nature and agriculture
go hand in hand

The fragmentation and shrink-
age of habitats is having the ef-
fect of isolating populations
from one another. This phe-
nomenon is known as ’insulari-
sation’ and results in genetic im-
poverishment and ultimately
the extinction of populations as
they are forced to breed
amongst themselves. The solu-
tion is to enable habitats to
communicate with one another
by means of wider countryside
measures. This allows threat-
ened species to circulate and to
escape the trap of insularisa-
tion.

Europe must also take full ac-
count of nature conservation
nowadays in its economic de-
velopment schemes. It is ac-
knowledged, for instance,
that certain EU measures,
particularly agricultural policy,
have had a direct and some-
t imes harmful  impact  on
wildlife. From now on, Euro-
pean projects should respect
those habitats and species
designated as important by
the Birds and Habitats Direc-
tives.

Europe in action

Nature and Europe go back a long way

The peregrine
falcon perches
at the top of
the food chain,
where i t  has

suffered from the accumulation of
toxic residues in its prey resulting
from the large-scale use of insecti-
cides since the 1950s. A ban on
organochlorines (which damages
egg-shells) has helped the popula-
tion of this predator to begin grow-
ing again. But other threats like
poachers and collectors still hang
over the heads of these regal crea-
tures.

Peregrine
falcon
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International actions
The European Community
plays an active part in the
drafting and implementation of
international conventions on
the environment. International
actions of this kind take the
form of treat ies or pro-
grammes embracing the

whole world or focusing on
specific regions.
The initiatives in which Europe is
involved notably includes the
CITES Convention on trade in en-
dangered species, the Berne
Convention, which aims to pro-
tect wildlife and natural habitats in
Europe and the Bonn Convention
on migratory species and, more
recently, the Rio Convention on

biodiversity which inspired the
EU biodiversity strategy.
Finally, by emphasising the im-
portance of nature in its legisla-
tion, Europe is displaying a new
recognition of the value of our
natural heritage. Thereby, the
Community is demonstrating to
its neighbours a real commit-
ment to efficient nature conser-
vation.

Biogeographic Regions
(Council Directive 92/43/EEC)
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National action
Member States and regions did
not wait for Europe to act.
They began by granting pro-
tected status to species threat-
ened by farming methods,
shooting and collection, before
extending this protection to
sites viewed as exemplary habi-
tats. These nature reserves vary
widely in terms of both size and
the degree of protection they
offer.
Member States should translate
European Directives into their
own national law. The Birds and
Habitats Directives have placed
a duty on them to develop new
protection measures.

Habitats are also being protect-
ed by incorporating important
sites in networks and by taking
full account of nature when
drafting policies in other sectors
like agriculture, transport and
energy. Member States and lo-
cal authorities can do a great
deal to protect and promote
their natural heritage by em-
phasising it in their economic
strategy and at all levels of town
and country planning. The aim
of European Union policy is to
ensure that nature protection is
given its rightful place amongst

the priorities of every political
decision-maker, from the draft-
ing of regional economic devel-
opment plans to the issuing of a
simple building permit.

AEuropeA
European policy on nature con-
servation has to contend with
both a plethora of local initia-
tives (nature reserves, protect-
ed species, etc.) and a critical
lack of data. Strategies, regula-
tions and actions to protect na-
ture in the future will lack direc-
tion unless we have comparable
information concerning the
state of eco-systems, species
and the results of protective
measures that have already
been taken locally. The creation
of a European Environment
Agency based in Copenhagen
ought to provide the European
Community with an effective
tool in this field.

ACitizensA
Many non-governmental organ-
isations have done a great deal
of remarkable work over the
years, gathering information on
species, maintaining reserves
and raising public and govern-

ment awareness of environ-
mental problems. We would
know considerably less about
nature without these enthusias-
tic ornithologists, botanists and
naturalists who have been con-
tributing to our scientif ic
knowledge for generations. In-
dividual citizens might worry
that on their own they can con-
tribute little more than a love
and understanding of nature,
and that decision-making is
something that goes on above
their heads. Surely they can do
little more than recycle their
refuse and buy environmentally
friendly products? In reality, you
don’t have to be an expert to
promote nature. Anyone can
do so by creating a natural gar-
den, a pond or a little pocket of
greenery which — even in the
middle of the city — can act as
a way-station for birds and but-
terflies or as a home for some
native plant. In this way, citizens
can provide natural oases that
will contribute to nature pro-
tection everywhere in the
Community.

‘La Camargue’ is a regional nature park
where the most sensible area is classi-
fied as a nature reserve.
(‘Etang de Vaccarès’, Camargue –
France)

Taking responsibility
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