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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Objectives and methods 
 
The EU Birds Directive and Habitats Directive (i.e. the Nature Directives) form the cornerstone of the 
EU’s biodiversity conservation policy framework. The Birds Directive aims to achieve the good 
conservation status of all wild bird species naturally occurring in the EU territory of the Member 
States. This concept is further developed and defined in the overall objective of the Habitats Directive, 
which is to maintain or restore habitats and species of community interest to Favourable Conservation 
Status (FCS). 
 
Despite the actions being taken to implement the Nature Directives, and the broader EU Biodiversity 
Strategy to 2020, the Member States’ most recent reports under Article 12 of the Birds Directive (for 
2008-2012) and Article 17 of the Habitats Directive (for 2007 to 2012), indicate that substantial 
proportions of species and habitats remain threatened or have an unfavourable conservation status. 
Although the situation has stabilised for a number of habitats and species, little progress has been 
made in improving the status of most habitats and species (as required under Target 1 of the EU 
Biodiversity Strategy).  Whilst there have been many local successes that demonstrate that actions 
can deliver positive outcomes, these need to be scaled up to have wider impacts that can reverse 
negative trends and achieve overall improvements in status. 
 
This study has been undertaken to help scale up and more widely implement successful conservation 
measures, thereby supporting follow up to the Nature Directives Fitness Check, including the 
European Commission’s Action Plan on Nature, People and the Economy. In particular, it aimed to 
achieve this by:  
 

1. providing a compilation of all Genuine Improvements that Member States have reported with 
regard to positive trends of individual habitat types or species (covered by both Nature 
Directives), and, furthermore, to identify the main success factors explaining these 
improvements (the "drivers of success"). 

 
2. on the basis of the above findings in relation to the key drivers of success, providing a series 

of ‘lessons learnt’ and recommendations for the Commission and for Member State 
authorities, on how the above finding should be followed up with a view to enhance and up-
scale implementation, as well as to improve the accompanying reporting and monitoring 
processes. 

 
For the purposes of this study Genuine Improvements were considered to be any improvements that 
are real rather than due to better data or improved knowledge, irrespective of the cause of the 
improvement.  
 
The specific tasks that were carried out under this study and led to this report were: 

1. The establishment of a database list of Genuine Improvements and associated main drivers 
explaining the successes: 
a. Establishment of a list of identified Genuine Improvements (status improvements or 

positive trends) in the conservation status of species and habitat types. 
b. Identification of the main drivers explaining these Genuine Improvements. 

2. Carrying out an in depth assessment of the drivers of success in a representative sub-set of 
examples – which led to the preparation of 53 case studies. 

3. Drawing strategic lessons and technical recommendations. 
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Tasks 1b, 2, 3 and 4 focussed on Measure Driven Improvements (MDI), which are cases of Genuine 
Improvement that are considered to have been the result of intentional environmental measures, 
whether or not they were targeted at the habitat or species in question, or other habitats and species, 
or were more general environmental measures (e.g. to reduce pollution). 
 
The study was carried out by firstly examining the wealth of detailed information on the 
implementation of the Nature Directives from the results of the Article 12 and Article 17 reporting by 
Member States, including on the status of species and habitats, and the trends of habitats and species 
with an unfavourable status (as Member States are required to report on them). The reporting data 
also provides standardised information on pressures and threats affecting habitats and species, and 
the measures taken to address them and their impacts. This provided an opportunity for an objective 
and quantifiable analysis of the drivers of successful implementation of the Nature Directives and their 
ability to lead to positive improvements in habitats and species. Secondly, drivers of success were also 
identified by investigating particularly effective examples of actions that have improved the status of 
habitats and species, through some focussed literature reviews and the preparation of the case 
studies, which also involved consultations with nature conservation authorities, NGOs and other 
stakeholders.  
 
Identification of Genuine Improvements and Measure Driven Improvements   
 
The first task established a Genuine Improvements Database (GID), which includes all national and 
sub-national cases for Habitats Directive Annex I habitats and Annex II, IV and V species (hereafter HD 
species), as well as species listed under Annex I or II of the Birds Directive that are also Special 
Protection Area (SPA) trigger species (hereafter BD birds) that were considered to show Genuine 
Improvements in status and/or positive trends in one or more assessment parameters (i.e. area and 
structure and functions for habitats, and range and population size for species).  
 
Habitats and HD species that have shown Genuine Improvements in their conservation status were 
identified using Article 17 reporting data as Member States are required to indicate reasons for 
changes in their assessments of conservation status. The identification of Genuine Improvements in 
birds used Article 12 Member State reporting data, but had to use different criteria due to differences 
in the reporting approach and data, most importantly a lack of information on whether observed 
changes are genuine. To be consistent with the approach taken by the EEA in the State of Nature 
Report, BD birds were considered to have shown a Genuine Improvement if they had increasing EU 
populations over the short-term (2001-2012), irrespective of their long-term trend (i.e. 1980-2012); 
or stable and fluctuating short-term EU populations, in the face of long-term declining trends. In order 
to attempt to screen out unreliable changes, genuine improvements in birds were only identified if 
the Member State report categorised the species’ long-term monitoring data quality as good or 
moderate; and the short-term monitoring data quality as good. In addition, to attempt to overcome 
the lack of information on reasons for change, BirdLife International experts were asked to carry out 
an initial validation. The identification of ‘sub-reporting’ unit improvements was carried out by 
national experts and via the LIFE project database.  
 
Member State experts within the competent nature conservation authorities were asked to validate 
the identified Genuine Improvements and offered the opportunity to fill data gaps. Eighteen Member 
States responded to this request. 
 
Overall, 91 Genuine Improvement cases for habitats (including 20 sub-reporting level), 195 cases for 
HD species (including 24 sub-reporting level) and 638 cases for BD birds species (including 1 sub-
reporting level) were identified. It is important to note that the number of cases of Genuine 
Improvements in habitats and HD species was significantly limited by data gaps, with none being 
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identified for Bulgaria and Romania (and Greece and Croatia due to the lack of Article 17 data), and 
less than ten Genuine Improvements were identified in each of ten other Member States. This had a 
significant constraint on the rest of the study. Due to the relatively limited numbers and to avoid 
further gaps in Member State coverage, non-validated Genuine Improvements were retained in the 
GID and subject to further analysis in the study. 
 
The subsequent analysis focussed on MDI, which were initially identified using the Member State 
Article 12 and 17 data. Specifically species and habitats that have shown Genuine Improvements and 
have one or more listed conservation measures that were evaluated by the Member State as 
‘Maintain’ or ‘Enhance’ are considered to be examples of MDI. However, as information on 
conservation measures was not supplied by the Member States for the explicit purpose of identifying 
MDI, Member States authorities were asked to validate these MDI, as well as provide further detailed 
information on the type of measures taken and their impacts, in order to help identify drivers of 
success. Thirteen Member States responded to this request.  
 
Overall, 80 MDI were identified for habitats, 133 for HD species and 455 for BD birds. In part as a result 
of data gaps in the Art 12 and 17 reports, and incomplete responses to validation requests, the 
representation of MDI was very uneven across biogeographical regions, Member States, broad 
habitats and species groups. Most notably, a high proportion of MDI arise from the continental and 
Atlantic biogeographical regions, and to a lesser extent the boreal region for habitats, and the Alpine 
region for species. The largest group of MDI cases relate to coastal habitats, with most others from 
five other habitat types: freshwater, forests, grasslands, bogs and dunes. No MDI for any marine 
habitats were identified.  

Analysis of the information in the GID on factors that may affect the success of conservation measures 
was carried out, e.g. the role of protected areas, action plans, site management plans, funding sources 
(LIFE, CAP etc.), enforcement actions, and stakeholder’s engagement. The results of this and their 
representivity and reliability was constrained by the relatively low number of responses received from 
Member States to the request for information on these factors. Nevertheless, it provided some 
indicative evidence that was taken into account in the identification of drivers. 

Case studies of Measure Driven Improvements 
 
To supplement the analysis of the Article 12 and 17 data, and additional information provided by 
Member States on MDI, representative case studies were carried out to ascertain who, when and by 
whom the MDI had been achieved, giving particular attention to how the improvements are to be 
maintained in the long-term. An important aim of this was to ensure that they are as representative 
as possible of the range of Member States, biogeographic regions, habitat and species groups that had 
shown MDI, and to provide insights of wide relevance. Case study selection criteria were therefore 
agreed, and an initial list of possible case studies identified drawing on information in the GID, 
recommendations made by Member States during the MDI consultation process and consultations 
with DG Environment desk officers and the LIFE monitoring team.   
 
Following the screening and consultations, 71 apparently suitable case studies were identified and 
contacts made with key practitioners and other experts involved in the case to check their suitable 
and the availability. As a result of this some case studies were dropped due to doubt over whether 
they were indeed a reliable or good example of MDI, or because insufficient information was available 
to prepare a sufficiently insightful case study report. As a result the final number of case studies that 
were taken forward and completed was 53.  Many of the case studies relate to MDI in the Atlantic 
Biogeographical region (14) and there is a relatively high proportion covering coastal habitats (4), 
mammals (9) or birds (17). In contrast, primarily due to their limited identification as MDI, there are 
no or very few case studies for Macronesian, Steppic, Marine Baltic and Marine Mediterranean 
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biogeographical regions, inland and Mediterranean sand dunes, Mediterranean scrubland habitats, 
rocky habitats and marine species (other than birds).  
 
Therefore, although every effort was made to provide a coherent and representative sample of case 
studies as possible, their findings should also be interpreted with their limited representivity in mind, 
and therefore treated as illustrative. It is also important to note that the case studies do not necessarily 
represent the best examples of conservation measures for the habitats and species that were covered, 
or of the approaches and methods that they illustrate, and they may not have resulted in the most 
significant improvements. Nevertheless they provide a valuable body of information that provides 
numerous insights on many of the drivers of the MDI. 
 
Identification of drivers of success and key lessons 
 
The identification of drivers of success and key lessons in this study was primarily based on a combined 
analysis of the collated evidence from the results of the analysis of the GID (i.e. Article 12 and 17 data 
and additional information from Member States on factors affecting conservation actions) and, in 
particular the lessons drawn from the case studies. In addition, key selected literature sources were 
referred to, in particular relating to the factors that influence the long-term impacts of nature 
conservation interventions (most of the information collated in this study was on relatively short-term 
interventions) and marine conservation measures (due to the lack of identified marine MDI).  
 
The analysis of key drivers focussed on a set of key questions of particular interest identified by the 
European Commission in this study’s terms of reference, and the most important conclusions from 
these in relation to their broad themes are summarised below. 

The role of political support, governance, institutions and their staff 

There is wide evidence that strong and coherent governance, with effective supporting institutions, 
(especially nature conservation authorities, but also others involved in land and sea management) is 
a pre-requisite for effective implementation of the Nature Directives and broader conservation 
actions. This requires political support, as the coherence and enforcement of environmental policies 
and legislation is essential, because little can be gained from implementing effective measures that 
support habitats and species if other actions are taking place that undermine them.  
 
Another common driver of success is the strong motivation and commitment of particular individuals. 
What kind of organisation they work for is less important, though teams involving different sectors 
are perhaps best placed to address the multi-faceted dimensions of the work involved. Nevertheless, 
no matter how dedicated an individual or team, conservationists need the opportunity to operate (i.e. 
political/administrative permission) and the funding necessary to create the critical mass and 
continuity of expertise to drive and achieve large-scale impacts. 

The role of land owners and other stakeholders 

In most Member States many sites of high nature conservation importance consist of, or incorporate 
large areas of private land, and state owned land may also often be used for other purposes, such as 
forestry. Therefore, in almost all cases nature conservation needs to involve landowners, and other 
stakeholders (e.g. farming organisations, foresters, hunters, fishers, industry, local communities). 
Thus, adequate and effective stakeholder consultation and engagement would appear to be essential, 
and there is evidence to support this from the implementation of the Nature Directives. Where 
inadequate consultation with stakeholders occurred, this has often led to, or exacerbated, conflicts 
that held up conservation actions such as those concerning the designation of Natura 2000 sites and 
the establishment of conservation measures for them. Moreover, the case studies provide more 
positive evidence that good stakeholder involvement can go beyond the avoidance of conflicts, to 
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provide a basis for developing joint positive nature conservation goals and carrying out substantial 
collaborative actions. 

The role of the Natura 2000 network and other protected areas 

Information provided by the Member States on the MDI shows the importance of the Natura 2000 
and wider protected area network in two ways. Firstly, it is clear that the protected area networks 
across the EU contain a large proportion of the habitat area, and populations of species for which MDI 
were observed, particularly for habitats and HD species. Secondly, a large proportion of the most 
important actions that contributed to MDI occurred within the Natura 2000 network, especially for 
habitats. Thus, there is evidence that protected area designation, not only gave basic protection (e.g. 
from habitat destruction), but also stimulated the required conservation measures for the habitats 
and species that are present, such as through access to funding, the development of management 
plans, establishment of conservation measures, enforcement actions, and stakeholder engagement 
etc.  
 
In conclusion, whilst it is not possible to quantify the added impact that the designation, protection 
and management of the Natura 2000 and wider protected area network is having, it is obvious that it 
is often a key driver, whether directly or indirectly, of the observed MDI in habitats, HD bird species 
and birds.  This is especially the case for habitats and species that tend to be concentrated within 
Natura 2000 network, but conservation measures within the network also play an important role for 
more widespread species as the sites often comprise high quality habitats/species’ habitats that are 
key core areas in wider ecological networks. 

The role of broad conservation measures 

Whilst this study has shown the importance of protected areas in driving many of the MDI, it is widely 
accepted that conservation measures are also needed in the wider environment, for two primary 
reasons. Firstly protected areas are not isolated from the wider environment, and therefore 
conservation measures are needed to address wide scale pressures and threats such as related to 
water and air pollution. Secondly, many habitats and species have dispersed distributions, and 
therefore their protection and conservation cannot be efficiently achieved just through the 
designation and management of protected areas for them. However, it was particularly difficult to 
draw reliable conclusions on the role of wide-scale conservation actions in driving MDI from the 
evidence collated in this study. On the face of it relatively few observed MDI appear to have involved 
important wide-scale actions, especially amongst habitats and HD species, but it is also likely that 
difficulties with achieving some wide-scale actions (in particular reducing deposition of Nitrogen on 
sensitive habitats), have been, and continue to be, barriers to achieving MDI. There are, however, 
some clear examples in the case studies of where broad-scale actions (e.g. water quality 
improvements, have undoubtedly been major drivers of the MDI concerned, including for some 
dispersed species. 

The approaches to tackling pressures in agricultural and wetland ecosystems.  

The Article 12/17 reports also show that a high proportion of the habitats and species associated with 
agricultural and wetland ecosystems are subject to high-level pressures, and have deteriorating trends 
and therefore, it is clearly a major challenge to achieve MDI for such habitats and species, even if it is 
only halting a decline. Furthermore, there are considerable obstacles to conserving and restoring 
agricultural habitats and species due to the large areas involved and the high per unit costs of 
conservation measures (especially on intensive farmland). Despite the challenges, a number of MDI 
have been achieved in agricultural systems and wetlands. However, most on agricultural land have 
related to habitats and species that are relatively scarce and have a high proportion within Natura 
2000 sites. This has enabled target interventions to be carried out, such as intensive nature 
conservation authority and/or NGO led engagement with farmers and the establishment of carefully 
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designed tailored management and restoration actions supported through LIFE projects and 
sometimes CAP agri-environment climate measures. It appears to be difficult to achieve MDI for other 
more dispersed agricultural species without increased implementation of the Nature Directives (e.g. 
to protect grasslands from agricultural conversion), both within and outside the Natura 2000 network, 
strengthened environmental components of the CAP and a considerable increase in targeted funding 
through the Natura 2000 measure and agri-environment climate schemes. The situation for rivers, 
lakes and wetlands is more supportive for the achievement of MDI, but further implementation of the 
WFD is necessary as the poor condition of some water bodies may be a barrier to improving the 
conservation status of some habitats and species. 

Funding and resources requirements 

There is strong evidence from a number of studies, that there is a major gap between biodiversity 
conservation funding requirements and available funds, and the Nature Directive Fitness Check study 
concluded that this has been a major constraint on implementation of the Directives. It is therefore 
evident that access to funding is likely to be a major driver of MDI, and there is strong support for this 
from the Member States’ information on the factors affecting the MDI and numerous case studies. 
However, this study was not able to objectively examine the extent to which funding constraints have 
limited opportunities for improving the status of habitats and species, as information was not 
gathered on the reasons for failure (i.e. where there have been intentions to take actions to achieve 
genuine improvements, but these have not materialised or been adequate due to a lack of funding). 
Nevertheless, it is likely that the relatively low number of identified MDI, especially for some habitats 
and species that would be reliant on large-scale and relatively expensive measures (e.g. on intensive 
farmland and in productive forests), is at least in part the result of overall funding constraints, and 
barriers to access as described above. 
 
Despite its relatively small size the LIFE program appears to be the most important funding related 
driver of MDI, as illustrated in a large proportion of the case studies, although the projects were 
sometimes supported by other funding such as agri-environment schemes to deliver large-scale 
habitat management actions etc. However, as the LIFE projects are relatively short-term sources of 
funding, it is uncertain to what extent they will lead to MDI that are sustained in the long-term. Some 
LIFE projects were supported or followed up with larger-scale and/or longer-term funding, principally 
through EU agri-environment schemes. But, considering the amount of funds available, their 
contributions to MDI were less than expected, which may be due to insufficient targeting to 
implementation of the Nature Directives, and eligibility barriers for some farmers of semi-natural 
habitats. Other important funding sources included EU regional development funds, which were 
sometimes used to develop management plans or carry out one-off actions. National funds were also 
important for some cases, sometimes following LIFE projects. There is very little evidence that 
significant funding of MDI was provided by private sources or innovative funding instruments except 
for a couple of cases. Increasing the number and scale of MDI is therefore likely to be highly dependent 
on further increasing the amount and accessibility of public funding for conservation measures for 
habitats and species that are the focus of the Nature Directives, especially within Natura 2000 sites. 

The role of research and monitoring 

This study found numerous case examples supporting the widely held view that the design of 
appropriate, effective and efficient conservation and restoration measures are dependent on reliable, 
up-to-date and context relevant knowledge of the ecological requirements of the targeted habitats 
and species, and the pressures affecting them. Several cases also showed the value of investing in 
improving scientific knowledge, and the benefits of carrying out trials to test the practicality, efficacy 
and efficiency of measures, before rolling them out more widely. Once measures are being 
implemented, then adequate, appropriately designed and targeted monitoring can facilitate adaptive 
management (such as refinements to the practical measures), as well as providing important 
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assessments of trends and conservation status that can feed into Article 12 and 17 reports. However, 
the results of this study have shown that there are currently numerous gaps in knowledge of the status 
of many habitats and species, and whether or not observed improvements are genuine and the result 
of conservation measures, and hence the list of MDI identified under this contract is incomplete. 

Factors that lead to the long-term sustainability of conservation outcomes 

Whilst this study has shown that MDI can be achieved through conservation interventions, many of 
these are from short-term actions that often need to be maintained in the long-term, or their benefits 
will be undone and resources wasted. A clear lesson from the literature is that the sustainability of 
conservation measures needs to be carefully planned to address as necessary the following key 
requirements: the design of recurring practical management measures, long-term financing (e.g. 
through long-term funding sources such as CAP agri-environment climate measures), maintenance of 
partnerships and the capacity and knowledge of key actors, ongoing stakeholder engagement, 
monitoring, reporting and publicity.  
 
A particularly important requirement is often to ensure long-term commitments to conservation 
actions. The security of these depends on at least three main factors being satisfied: ensuring the 
effective ongoing delivery of conservation management activities through appropriate regulatory and 
management systems; securing the long-term use of land for conservation purposes; and ensuring the 
financial sustainability of conservation management over time. The specific mechanisms that may 
satisfy these conditions are likely to include: a long-term management plan; a binding contractual 
agreement; secure rights to manage the land for conservation purposes; obligations to use the land 
for conservation purposes in the long-term, secure access to finance to fund conservation action, and 
safeguards against risk of failure. 
 
General recommendations 
 

1. Strengthen governance. Strong and coherent governance and institutions at national and 
regional level are required to provide the foundations (such as through species protection and 
protected area legislation, and coherent land use policies) on which targeted actions to 
improve the status of habitats and species is dependent. Steps should therefore be taken to 
ensure that such foundations are in place before embarking on conservation and restoration 
projects for habitats and species that are vulnerable to weak protection measures. 
 

2. Improve inter-regional cooperation. For Member States that have devolved nature 
conservation and related governance structures, efforts may be needed to ensure that joint 
and co-ordinated actions are taken to achieve improvements across multiple regions. This is 
especially the case where species move across regional borders, such as for feeding, or 
roosting, or between breeding and wintering areas.  
 

3. Deepen stakeholder involvement. A high priority should be given to involving stakeholders in 
conservation initiatives as early and as deeply as possible, through a participatory process 
rather than a limited consultation. Although this takes time and resources, effective 
conservation measures are normally dependent on the support of stakeholders and evidence 
shows that participatory approaches are the best means of achieving this in the long run. 
Similarly, it is important to ensure that the key staff responsible for the conservation measures 
are themselves highly motivated, and have the aptitude and enthusiasm to engage and 
genuinely involve stakeholders in the project concerned. 
 

4. Develop and use habitat and species action plans to identify and coordinate coherent 
measures. The measures needed to achieve improvements in the conservation status of 
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habitats and species can often be efficiently and effectively planned and implemented 
through the production of species action plans and habitat action plans (which should feed 
into the PAF process). Amongst other things, these should identify the key factors that are 
preventing the achievement of favourable conservation status and the conservation measures 
necessary to achieve favourable conservation status, as well as their relative importance and 
urgency, their costs and potential funding sources. In accordance with good practice they 
should have clear SMART objectives for actions and their outcomes, with responsibilities for 
actions identified. Such plans are more effective for some species and habitats than others, 
as indicated in Box 4.4, and therefore the need for such plans should be assessed and 
prioritised accordingly.  
 

5. Ensure the Natura 2000 and wider protected area network is sufficient and coherent. A 
proven key measure for maintaining and improving the status of many habitats and species is 
the designation of an adequate and coherent network of Natura 2000 sites, and other types 
of protected area that may contribute to the overall network in the Member State. This not 
only helps protect habitats and species from ongoing pressures, but also triggers the 
development of conservation objectives and plans for the sites, which in turn increases access 
to targeted funding and other forms of support. The requirements for additional sites should 
therefore be investigated as a priority where it is suspected (e.g. as part of species or habitat 
action plan) that there are deficiencies in the total area of the network, or the representation 
of all requirements of the habitats and species in question (e.g. feeding areas, breeding sites), 
or required functional connectivity amongst sites (e.g. to enable movements between sites 
for migration, and/or to maintain meta populations and genetic variation). Where feasible the 
results of assessments of protected area requirements for individual species and habitats 
should be combined (e.g. as part of the PAF development process) to identify strategic 
opportunities where protected area designation can simultaneously contribute to several 
species and habitats in a cost-effective way. 
 

6. Strategically plan restoration measures. Similarly, where habitat restoration or re-creation is 
planned this should be carried out strategically (e.g. identifying priority areas for restoration 
within a region that may provide the most cost-effective benefits, such as by linking up or 
expanding small isolated populations of species or habitat patches), based on research into 
the specific requirements of the habitats and species concerned and the required spatial 
distribution of areas that will enable ecological processes to function as required and the 
colonisation of habitat patches etc. 
 

7. Ensure that all public bodies are complying fully with the requirements of the Nature 
Directives. A relatively quick win in terms of improving the status of habitats and species may 
often occur through carrying out conservation measures on public land, such as through 
integrating species’ or habitat’s requirements (e.g. as identified through a species or habitat 
action plan) into the area’s land use regulations (e.g. into state forestry plans, or site logging 
plans) and ensuring that public funded projects are compliant. 

 
8. Fully implement other supporting broad environmental measures. Whilst some MDI have 

been achieved as a result of broad scale environmental measures (in particular water quality 
improvements driven by the WFD) it is likely that the limited progress in achieving good 
ecological status of water bodies in some Member States, and in particular reducing nitrogen 
deposition, is a barrier to improving the conservation status of some sensitive habitats and 
species. It is therefore important for the WFD and National Emission Ceilings Directive (NECD)1 

                                                      
1 Directive (EU) 2016/2284 on the reduction of national emissions of certain atmospheric pollutants, amending 
Directive 2003/35/EC and repealing Directive 2001/81/EC 
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to be fully implemented according to their agreed timetable. In addition, to achieve the 
objectives of the Nature Directives, Member States need to ensure that pollution does not 
exceed the levels that would prevent the achievement of the favourable conservation status 
of habitats and species that are the focus of the Nature Directives (e.g. identified through 
research and preparation of habitat or species action plans). This may therefore require more 
stringent measures to reduce pollution and other pressures than required to achieve good 
ecological status under the WFD and to reduce emissions to lower levels than the ceilings 
allowed in the NECD. 

 
9. Enforce Nature Directives protection measures on agricultural land, and elsewhere where 

necessary. More effective and widespread measures need to be taken to address the 
particular challenges to achieving favourable conservation status of agricultural habitats and 
species. In particular, within the Natura 2000 network, greater enforcement of protection 
measures (e.g. in relation to prohibiting the ploughing of grasslands or other detrimental 
actions) appears to be necessary combined with greater use of the Natura 2000 measure 
available under EAFRD to compensate for the economic impacts of landuse restrictions. To 
support this, a high priority should be given to the preparation of site management plans, 
where these do not already exist, for sites with habitats and species threatened by agricultural 
developments and other incompatible land uses, especially where these are resulting in high 
opportunity costs that cannot be addressed through voluntary agri-environment schemes. 

 
10. Strengthen biodiversity measures in the CAP and improve the implementation of other 

environmental regulations on agricultural land. To increase the achievement of MDI in the 
wider agricultural environment, it necessary to strengthen the environmental components of 
the 2021-27 CAP, ensuring that strong biodiversity focused cross compliance and greening 
type measures (especially the equivalent of 2013-2020 Ecological Focus Areas and the 
Environmental Sensitive Permanent Grassland measure) are incorporated. CAP measures also 
need to be supported and completed by improved implementation of all other relevant 
environmental regulations, including the WFD, NECD, Strategic Environmental Assessment 
Directive2 and Environmental Impact Assessment Directive3.  

 
11. Provide an adequate and accessible EU budget allocation for the implementation of the 

Nature Directives. A major reason for the relatively low number of MDI that have been 
identified in this study is almost certainly funding constraints that have hampered the 
implementation of the Nature Directives, as identified by the Nature Directives Fitness Check 
and other studies. It is therefore essential to implement the recommendations that have been 
made in the Fitness Check, and the follow up Action Plan for Nature, People and the Economy, 
to increase the amount of funding available for conservation measures for the habitat and 
species that are the focus of the Nature Directives, especially within the Natura 2000 network, 
and to increase the accessibility of the funds to all nature conservation actors. The PAFs have 
a key role to play in identifying and prioritising funding needs and sources, and therefore need 
to be prepared carefully and completely, and implemented fully. 

 
12. Increase the capacity of environmental authorities and NGO organisations involved in 

nature conservation to access funds. Some authorities, NGOs and others have found it 
difficult to obtain funds for nature conservation actions, especially for core administration 
functions, strategic conservation planning, research and monitoring, stakeholder 
engagement, and further fundraising. This constrains conservation planning and activities, 

                                                      
2 Directive 2001/42/EC on the assessment of the effects of certain plans and programmes on the environment  
3 Directive 2014/52/EU on the assessment of the effects of certain public and private projects on the 
environment 
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even sometimes when funding is available for specific practical projects and actions, as the 
potential beneficiaries often lack the staff capacity (in terms of numbers and knowledge) to 
prepare the necessary applications and supporting documents etc. This can result in available 
funds being left unused, and the country failing to meet its obligations under the Nature 
Directives, which may lead to financial penalties for the Member State. It is therefore wise for 
national / regional governments to ensure that authorities, and other nature conservation 
partners have, at the very least, the necessary capacity to access and use all available funds 
that can support the implementation of the Nature Directives. The Commission should also 
consider further ways of reducing administrative burdens for applicants and beneficiaries, and 
consider additional incentives for supporting applications for high EU priority projects and 
providing core funding for priority strategic activities (e.g. monitoring to support future Article 
12 and 17 assessments – see below). 

 
13. Bolster the LIFE programme and increase its funding for nature projects, whilst also 

increasing complementary and longer-term funding sources. Evidence from this study shows 
that the LIFE programme has been a very effective and efficient funding instrument that has 
driven many of the observed MDI. However, despite a planned increase in allocated budget 
for Nature Directives relevant spending for the 2021-2027 programme, it will not by itself be 
able to increase significantly the scale of action for species and habitats covered by the Nature 
Directives, and it is not intended to provide the funding for ongoing conservation measures 
required to maintain conservation gains in the long-term. Therefore, it is important that 
additional sources of funding are obtained to address more species and habitats, to increase 
the scale of action and to secure long-term funding of conservation measures. In particular, 
public funding is likely to be the main funding required for most habitats and species, but 
more efforts should be made to identify, develop and secure other sources of private funding 
and use of innovative financing methods. 
 

14. Increase targeted EAFRD funding for implementation of the Nature Directives, especially 
through tailored agri-environment climate schemes. It is particularly important that agri-
environment climate funding is increasingly targeted to the habitats and species that are the 
focus of the Nature Directives, particularly within Natura 2000 sites.  Alternatively, where  
agri-environment climate schemes and other voluntary RDP funding measures are not being 
taken up, Natura 2000 compensation measures could be used in combination with obligatory 
management measures include in management plans developed with stakeholders. Agri-
environment schemes also need to be more appropriately tailored to the habitats and species 
that they are targeted towards (e.g. as identified in species, habitat and site management 
plans) as evidence indicates that such tailored schemes are much more effective than those 
with simpler generic measures. Where necessary other RDP measures (such as ‘non-
productive investment’ measures) should be used to complement agri-environment schemes. 
 

15. Ensure CAP payment eligibility rules do not encourage damage to habitats and species 
covered by the Directives, or preclude farmers from obtaining CAP funds for their required 
conservation measures. It is essential that Member States use the flexibility allowed within 
the last CAP reform to ensure that their payment eligibility rules do not create incentives that 
encourage landowners to damage HD Annex I habitats or other habitats that are important 
for species that are the focus of the Nature Directives; and that agri-environment climate and 
other RDP measures can be used to support high nature value farming systems and more 
specific targeted nature conservation management practices for such habitats and species 

 
16. Ensure that knowledge of a habitat’s or species’ ecology, effects of pressures and the 

impacts of planned conservation actions are adequate before implementing them at a large-
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scale. This study has shown that reliable, up-to-date and context relevant knowledge is 
required of the ecological requirements and pressures affecting habitats and species, so that 
appropriate, effective and efficient measures can be designed and implemented for them. 
Therefore conservation actions should not be implemented at large scale, especially if they 
are likely to be costly or risky (e.g. to the target habitats or species, or concerning other 
potential environmental risks), until adequate research and/or trials have been carried out to 
address uncertainties.  

 
17. Carry out adequate monitoring of conservation interactions and their impacts, adjust 

actions if necessary, learn lessons and disseminate them. Once measures are being 
implemented, then adequate, appropriately designed and targeted monitoring should be 
carried out, as this provides the ability to check that the measures are having their intended 
impacts, and if necessary to make adjustments to the measures that are being taken (i.e. 
thereby facilitating adaptive management). Once clear lessons have been learnt then they 
should be carefully documented and passed on, such as through publication in widely 
accessible scientific papers, presentations at meetings (e.g. biogeographical seminars) and 
inclusion on relevant websites4.  
 

Recommendations for achieving sustainable long term improvements 
 

1. Design and plan for the long term.  Planning for long term sustainability needs to be built into 
conservation plans from the outset.  Plans, such as After-LIFE plans, should specify how the 
transition from short term conservation intervention to long term management will be 
achieved (taking into account and addressing potential ongoing pressures) and the necessary 
resources, partnerships, management and governance, monitoring and evaluation 
arrangements to support this. Financial planning also needs to manage the risks of reduction 
or even cessation of future funding.  Diversification of financing strategies can help to avoid 
over-reliance on individual funding sources.  Endowments, contingency funds, financial 
guarantees and insurance can all play a role in enhancing the security of future funding. 
 

2. Provide long term finance and incentives.  Ongoing management of species and habitats 
normally requires financial resources, and therefore it is important that conservation finance 
is secure in the long term, is sufficient to achieve the scale of management required, and is 
suited to ongoing annual conservation management.  
 

3. Maintain diverse partnerships and engagement.  The case studies examined in this project 
demonstrate that building broad and effective partnerships, involving a range of relevant 
stakeholders, can help to enhance the long-term sustainability of conservation management 
and its outcomes.  While the commitment of a dedicated lead partner is often necessary to 
mobilise resources and efforts to achieve conservation outcomes in the short term, the 
sustainability of outcomes over time normally depends on establishing broader partnerships 
and engagement. This reduces the risks inherent on relying on particular organisations and 
individuals, while involving key partners such as farmers, landowners and local community 
groups can help to share the burden of responsibility and reduce dependence on conservation 
organisations. In addition, conservation partnerships allow for widening the management 
regime to adjusted areas that lay outside the N2000 network and in this way can act as buffer. 
 

4. Demonstrate socio-economic benefits.  While short term conservation actions may be driven 
by the conservation sector, longer term sustainability often depends on the support of local 

                                                      
4 E.g. www.conservationevidence.com and https://chapter.ser.org/europe/knowledge-base/  

http://www.conservationevidence.com/
http://www.conservationevidence.com/
https://chapter.ser.org/europe/knowledge-base/
https://chapter.ser.org/europe/knowledge-base/
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communities and businesses.  Raising awareness and enhancing appreciation of species and 
habitats can motivate communities and businesses to value them and take responsibility for 
their protection. This can have positive effects in building local resistance to threats from 
disturbance, development, habitat damage and species persecution, and in mobilising 
resources for conservation through volunteering and local finance. 
 

5. Ensure that appropriate land uses and management are maintained.  Ensuring long term 
conservation outcomes depends on securing ongoing sympathetic land use and management 
over time.  In some cases land purchase may be necessary to guarantee this, although legal 
designations and long term management agreements can also play a role. Legal mechanisms 
such as covenants and easements are another means of ensuring that land continues to be 
used for conservation purposes.  
 

6. If necessary, ensure commitments are underpinned by legal and contractual arrangements.  
Where third parties are involved in the delivery of conservation actions, binding contractual 
arrangements can help to ensure that these are implemented as planned. This can be 
important in long term management agreements for sites and species.  The LIFE programme 
contains provisions whereby land purchased and durable goods acquired with LIFE funding 
must be indefinitely assigned to nature conservation activities beyond the end of the project. 
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