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Input for WG2 from The Netherlands  
(Dick Bal, Natura 2000 Department) 
 
Setting conservation objectives 
 
In a designation decision (or: decree), as needed for implementing HD art. 4.4, only a list of 
habitats and species is presented, with qualitative priorities, i.e.: 
- maintain the present level, or 
- improve quality and/or increase in area covered. 
 
Quantitative conservation objectives are set in management plans, along with the necessary 
measures (management plans have been made obligatory in Dutch law). 
In the case of the objective ‘maintaining the present level’ the objective in the plan is the same as 
the area and quality as mapped for the site (or the number of individuals of the species as 
established in the site). 
In the case of the objective ‘improve/increase’ a choice for a certain level of increase has to be 
made in the management plans. 
Evaluation will follow to look at the whole picture on the national level, because the conservation 
status of most habitats and species is unfavourable and the improvement and increase as 
proposed in the plans have to add up to a favourable conservation status. 
 
 In the case of birds, however, conservation objectives for bird populations are already quantitative 
in the designation itself. 
The habitats of bird species are linked to these quantitative objectives and have to be specified in 
management plans. 
 
 
Taking into account impacts of nitrogen deposition 
 
This has been done indirectly in the designations, because deterioration caused by nitrogen after 
2004 has to be reversed (HD art. 6.1&2). So the objective in that case has to be: improvement in 
quality at least to the 2004-level. 
But in reality, in most cases we don’t know if there was a significant loss of quality after 2004, so in 
many cases preserving the present level is thought to be enough. 
Only when an improvement is necessary for the national targets and there are good opportunities 
in the site, we go for improvement and/or increase in the designation. 
 
Furhermore, in the implementation phase (at this right moment), we work with the Programmatic 
(or: Integrated) Approach for Nitrogen (PAN). And literally every exceedance of the CL of every 
habitat in every Natura site is taken very seriously. 
Which means: assessment (using AERIUS), taking the proper on-sight measures and taking 
source-oriented measures to stop deterioration immediately and improve the quality where 
needed. 
 
 
Setting and applying critical loads 
 
We use CL’s that have been developed using an integrated method (Van Dobben, Bobbink, Bal & 
Van Hinsberg, 2013: Overview of critical loads for nitrogen deposition for Natura 2000 habitat 
types occurring in The Netherlands; available via Clare Whitfield or by sending an email to: 
d.bal@minez.nl).  
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The method for setting a unique critical load value per habitat is, in a nutshell: 
· for each habitat type occurring in The Netherlands it was determined whether an international 
empirical critical load is available as adopted by the UNECE in 2010 (the EUNIS typefor which the 
CL range have been set, has to be clearly related to the habitat type; sometimes we use several 
EUNIS types for one habitat type). If so, this range has been further specified with results of 
simulation models (for the combined effect of eutrophication and acidification) and (if necessary) 
expert opinion to set a unique value. 
· if no empirical critical load was available, the critical load value has been based upon the 
mean value of the results from a national simulation model. 
· if there was also no result available from a simulation model, the critical load value has 
been based upon expert opinion. 
The critical load values are expressed in kg N per ha per year (rounded to 1 kg). 
 
In The Netherlands we have split up several very heterogeneous habitat types in subtypes in order 
to set clear conservation objectives in the designations and management plans. The CL’s are 
related to these subtypes. 
Furthermore, it was sometimes necessary to relate more than one CL to a habitat type or even 
subtype. For example this is the case for dune slacks (H2190): we have split this type up in four 
subtypes, but subtype A, the dune lakes, has two CL’s: one for oligotrophic and one for eutrophic 
forms. We call these units ‘variants’ of a habitat(sub)type.  
 
Out of the 75 habitat (sub)types found in The Netherlands, 60 appear to be sensitive to nitrogen 
deposition (CL < 34 kg N/ha/y). Furthermore another 14 nitrogen sensitive habitats of species of 
the Habitats and Birds Directive are included and given a critical load value, based on the 
problems species suffer from in their habitat (because animal species themselves are mostly not 
sensitive to N). 
 
These CL’s are accepted as the standard by everybody in The Netherlands, including the 
government and the judges of the highest administrative court. And because the CL’s have unique 
values in stead of ranges, it is clear whether or not the CL of a specific habitat is exceeded. 
 
In the nation wide used computer programme AERIUS (with e.g. exceedance maps and figures as 
output) we connect these CL’s to habitat maps in the assessment process. And that is the basis for 
making the management plans and for permit procedures. In short: in order to stop deterioration 
immediately and improve the quality where needed 

- at every spot with a CL-exceedance, proper on-sight measures have to be taken; 
- for every site with a CL-exceedance, source-oriented measures have te be taken. 

And in assessments for N-producing projects, no increase whatsoever is allowed when the CL’s 
are exceeded. When the PAN-approach will come into force, individual increases are allowed only 
when the overall deposition (on individual habitats in individual sites) will decrease. 
 
‘No exceedance of the CL’ is as such not an objective for most sites, because it is impossible to 
reach that objective in the decades to come. In other cases it is an implicit objective, namely via 
the objectives for habitat quality. 
 


