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Summary of the outcomes of the 3rd Alpine Natura 2000 seminar 
8-11 September 2020 (online) 

 

1. Introduction 
The third Alpine Natura 2000 seminar was the first biogeographical seminar that was fully online. Seminar 
sessions took place in the morning only and were organised in Microsoft TEAMS. 

This allowed participants from many countries/organisations to attend and actively participate in the 
seminar despite current pandemic-related travel and meeting restrictions: 162 registered participants from 
13 countries attended, in addition to the 15 people from the supporting team. The first day was best 
attended with 115 participants while the three following days gathered on average 80 participants. Overall, 
the decline in numbers over a given morning was very small. 

The seminar focused on knowledge sharing and action planning: besides larger plenary sessions and 
presentations, it included 20 facilitated sub-group meetings, a knowledge market and additional facilitated 
discussions between all participants to develop and update the road map for cooperation in the Alpine 
region. 

2. Plenary sessions 
Mr. Jan Terstad, Deputy Director General of the Division for Natural Environment in the Ministry of the 
Environment of Sweden, and Mr. Claes Svedlindh, Head of the Nature Department of the Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) opened the seminar before Mr. Humberto Delgado Rosa, Director 
for Natural Capital of DG Environment in the European Commission, gave a video address from Brussels. 

There followed a presentation on the EU Biodiversity Strategy 2020-2030 and an update on Multi-Annual 
Financial Framework 2021-2027 (Frank Vassen, DG ENV), a movie of the breath-taking Swedish Alpine 
Natura 2000 network and a presentation of the status of protected species and habitats in the Alpine region 
based on the Habitats Directive Article 17 reporting (Mora Aronsson, ETC-BD). 

3. Parallel thematic sessions and discussions 
After the plenary, work continued in parallel thematic sessions where each of four individual theme was 
discussed during two morning sessions, with a view to strengthening transnational cooperation around 
Natura 2000. 

Thematic session 1: Defining and coordinating a Natura 2000 restoration agenda for the Alpine region (Chair: 
Frank Vassen, DG ENV; facilitator: Theo van der Sluis) 
Restoration is a key objective in the recently published EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030. The aim of the 
session was sharing experiences on identifying restoration priorities through the Prioritised Actions 
Frameworks (PAFs), coordinating actions for biodiversity in Natura 2000 sites and setting priorities for the 
Alpine region. 

The single most frequently raised conservation issue throughout the Alpine seminar was the ongoing loss 
of species-rich Alpine grassland habitats. Contrary to lowland grasslands which suffer from agricultural 
intensification, Alpine and mountain grasslands are mainly lost as a result of land abandonment. On the 
other hand, there are good experiences of successful grassland, river and wetlands restoration projects. 
Good projects depend very much on the motivated people, but they are also stimulated through the 
availability of funding such as LIFE projects or Rural Development funding under the CAP. 

Whereas, technically speaking, it is rather clear what needs to be done to restore abandoned grasslands, 
the key challenge is to ensure that any farming structures required to manage such high-nature value 
grasslands are ecologically, economically and socially “future-proof”. Appropriate strategies for maintaining 
(and, where necessary, re-instating) such farming systems are still largely lacking, in particular in those 
parts of the EU with the highest rates of ongoing rural depopulation and land abandonment. Successfully 
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restoring valuable Alpine habitats and species requires not only restoration investments, but also the 
existence of farming structures able to take up the long-term management of the restored lands. 

Preparing and implementing restoration projects requires multiple skills and knowledge. Whereas some of 
these skills can be acquired through specific training and education, others must build-up over time through 
practical experience. To ensure that restoration is being implemented at a sufficiently large scale, in line 
with the high ambition for restoration as set in the EU biodiversity strategy for 2030, we need more people 
with the skills required for “restoration projects”, in particular in those regions and countries of EU and for 
those ecosystem types where restoration efforts have so far been insufficient.  

Thematic session 2: Managing land use to improve the conservation of Alpine Natura 2000 habitats and species 
(Chair: Bent Jepsen, NEEMO; facilitator: Richard White) 
Key pressures for many habitats in mountainous regions in Europe are intensification and land 
abandonment. The discussion focused on existing experience and possible approaches to address 
unsustainable agricultural or forestry practices as well as land abandonment in the Alpine region 
Agricultural processes of both intensification and intensification are occurring in the Alpine region. However 
the socio-economic situation will also affect the conservation of Natura 2000 areas. 

Farmers play a key-role. Hence it is necessary to support them with the right information as well as to 
develop flexible programs which fit their needs. Funding from the CAP can help, but is not the only solution 
to the challenge of land abandonment. Results-based payments are very effective, but other avenues must 
be explored and developed, such as branding products from Natura 2000 areas, certification, ecotourism. 

Thematic session 3: Optimising co-benefits of Natura 2000 management with climate change mitigation and 
adaptation (Chair: Petri Ahlroth, SYKE (FI); facilitator: Irene Bouwma) 
Restoration and conservation efforts, if well planned, can contribute to climate change mitigation and 
adaptation. The discussion focused at best practise examples and suggested possible actions to be taken 
at EU and national levels. Climate change effects are noted already in the entire Alpine region but more 
knowledge on both the speed of change and possible adaptation measures is needed. Several habitats and 
species are under increasing pressure and, although climate change is still considered a low current 
pressure in the latest Art. 17 reporting, discussions amongst participants indicated that this will be a major 
issue in the future. Important actions for climate change adaptation and mitigation relate to conservation 
of peatlands, wetlands  and forests, as well as maintenance of pastoral ecosystems. 

Tackling climate change for Natura 2000 requires cross border co-operation. First possible steps were listed 
and discussed. Agreeing on joint action plans should come next. The identified strands of action relate to 
both short term effects (exchange of information on how to deal with extreme events at management 
level, or on how to report on Natura 2000 features both under Art. 17 and for single or grouped Natura 
2000 sites) and long term effects (exchanges on re-allocation of species, on knowledge on effects of climate 
change and measures). In particular, the development of joint databases on effects in Natura 2000 sites 
using the latest monitoring techniques was generally listed as both needed and promising. 

Thematic session 4: Improving ecological connectivity for Natura 2000 Alpine habitats and species (Chair: Ingrid 
Johansson Horner, SEPA (SE); facilitator: Rene Henkens) 
Developing green infrastructure between protected areas involves managing and restoring nature outside 
of protected areas. The session discussed best practise examples, which species and habitats need most 
ecological connectivity and which actions can be set up most efficiently at bioregional, trans-boundary and 
national levels. 

Cross-border projects exist for large carnivores and herbivores but often lack for smaller species (e.g. 
insects) and their habitats (e.g. Natura2000 grasslands) although cross-border cooperation is also key to 
fulfil such needs as mapping grassland habitats or developing of (small-scale) corridors. Many Natura 2000 
habitats (e.g. grasslands) across Europe are getting degraded due to land abandonment and associated 
land management practices. This among others results in habitat connectivity-loss. There is a need to 
make nature economically more attractive to prevent people from moving out of the countryside. 
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Conservation, tourism, farming and other sectors must cooperate to make nature economically viable, 
prevent land abandonment and maintain the required land management practices. 

4. Knowledge market 
After an eye-opener on opportunities for replication and transfer of knowledge from LIFE projects in the 
Alpine biogeographical region (Bent Jepsen, NEEMO), seven projects in relation to Alpine conservation 
programmes were presented in three lively and informal sessions to some 70 participants. 

The session on Knowledge for Natura 2000 dealt with issues of habitat interpretation, as well as 
biodiversity knowledge in high Alpine areas. The session on Management and restoration gave 
examples of grassland management for butterflies, forest restoration programs, and developing networks 
for bats. The session on Capacity building discussed first a LIFE project that designs online resources 
(including courses and a virtual hub, with an eNatura2000 app) to best fit and develop the competences 
of Natura 2000 site managers and second a wicket framework Sweden currently develops to compile all 
existing evidence on Natura 2000 into an analysis of the effectiveness of the network and from there to 
develop a prospective vision of the adaptive management needed to achieve its agreed goals. 

5. Closing plenary session 
On the final day the four chairs of the thematic sessions reported back on the outcome of discussions and 
each of them suggested two topics to be further debated between participants with a view to planning for 
practical action: 

Linked to theme 1 on restoration: 
o How to ensure that Europe’s mountain regions maintain (economically viable) farm 

structures for managing species-rich grasslands? It is an intricate problem which needs an 
integrated approach, from different sectors. One idea is to develop trial project(s) with various 
remote areas involved, it could be an LIFE-IP. Organise a workshop with participants and funding 
agencies to discuss project opportunities and develop a joint project. 

o How to ensure that more people will acquire the skills and capacities needed for site 
restoration work, and how can we organize this? The EU can stimulate compiling and testing 
of traditional knowledge on restoration. Combine scientists and practitioners (farmers etc.) to 
exchange ideas (like OBN-the Netherlands). Training at EU-level on specific Natural 2000 
restoration issues could address this too. 

Linked to theme 2 on land use: 
o What factors need to be considered as we develop and implement results-based agri-

environment payments schemes? Develop ecological corridors with cooperation from farmers, 
especially for grasslands, and climate change impacts. These schemes should be certified and 
recognised at the EU level. There have been discussions on common approaches for results-based 
payments, at national level, these should be extended to include farmers. 

o How can we define certification and promotion of Natura 2000 site products and tourism 
services based on biodiversity criteria? Certification is supported, but no clear ideas on how 
to bring this further. 

Linked to theme 3 on climate change: 
o How to increase cross-border co-operation on defining management measures to 

protect habitats and species threatened by climate change? For short term effects, practical 
guidance and context between sites effected by extreme events need to be exchanged. For the 
long term effects more information on opportunities for reallocation are required; in addition, 
member states need guidance on how to report on climate change effects, both in the Natura 2000 
data form reporting as well as Art. 17 reporting, in case climate change is affecting the 
conservation status. 

o How to improve the knowledge base of climate change effect on habitats (and species)? 
Organise at national and biogeographical level an online platform/database where latest 
information on climate change effects and measures can be found. 
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Linked to theme 4 on ecological connectivity: 
o How can we increase connectivity in particular for Natura 2000 habitats as well as 

invertebrates and their habitats? Organise joint workshops, cross-boundary, for adjacent 
regions e.g. in Scandinavia, France or Italy. Focus on sharing experiences, and discussing 
transboundary cooperation. Use the model of ‘contract corridors, as used in France. Develop 
transboundary habitat maps, discuss technical guidance. 

o How can we prevent connectivity-loss by diversifying the rural economy in remote areas 
of Europe? Organise within-region study tours, to discuss sustainable grassland management in 
the region, gather experiences from neighbouring countries. 

Mr. Nicola Notaro, Head of the Nature Protection Unit in DG ENV, concluded with perspectives for the 
discussions under the biogeographical process. He first encouraged the whole network of people working 
on Natura 2000 to build on this seminar’s conclusions. He then outlined that MSs Nature authorities and 
experts working together under the process will focus on ensuring coherence in the implementation of 
national commitments under restoration and protected area targets of the EU BDS to 2030 at 
biogeographical level: this is key to scale up the effects of national policies. He finally gave a final vote of 
thanks to participants, speakers, chairs and organising team and in particular to Sweden for their support 
to the new online meeting format and the preparation of the movies that made up for field trips to the 
Scandinavian Alpine region. 

On behalf of Sweden, Conny Jacobson (SEPA) concluded that actively developing an adaptive management 
of the protected areas network will make a difference in these changing times. He closed the seminar 
thanking DG ENV and all participants for their input and active participation. 

 

All presentations from the Seminar will become available on the Natura 2000 biogeographical process 
webpages soon: 

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/platform/knowledge_exchange/28_document_library_en.htm  

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/platform/knowledge_exchange/28_document_library_en.htm
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