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Policy Background: The strict protection targets of the Biodiversity Strategy 2030

26% to 30% “normal 
protection”

~2-3% to 10% “strict”     
the real challenge

Legally protect at least 30% of land
and 30% of the sea in the EU. 
At least 1/3 of this should be 
strictly protected



Policy Background: The strict protection targets of the Biodiversity Strategy 2030

(I) forests of any age that 

have a history of

minimal or absence 
of human disturbance

“primary forest” 

Explicitly mentioned to strictly 
protect all remaining 

“primary” and 
“old growth” forest

What defines 
primary and old 
growth forest?

Forest == Forest?

(ii)   old forests or forests in a 

late-successional stage 
with varying degrees 
of human disturbance, 

“old-growth forest”.

54 forest types



Why are primary and old growth forests so important?

• Regulating services 

Carbon sequestration, water cycle, 

air, temperature

Multiple values and services

• Biodiversity

Last remaining pockets of wilderness

• Cultural services:

recreation, foraging, cultural identity

• Economy

wood and non-wood forest products
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Why are primary and Old Growth Forests threatened?

Significant loss of primary forests in 
Europe continues to take place today, 
pointing at the necessity of effective 
strict protection to achieve the 
targets of the EU Biodiversity Strategy.

Salvage logging after windfall or 
barkbeetle outbreaks allowed even in 

national parks

Small size of patches
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Previous work and need for update

Efforts to identify and map old-growth
and primary forests on a local and national 
scale in Europe have been numerous, al-

though often incomplete and guided by 

many different definitions.



Previous work and need for update



Data sources

Sabatini et al. 
+ 

Carpathian Convention

(also credit to JRC & ETC DI)

CDDA 
+

Natura 2000

Countries 
+

Counties

Strict protection: IUCN Ia & Ib



Results

protection class hectares percent

1   not protected                                            817.207        24.1 
2   not reported, assigned or applicable    103.794          3.07
3   protection                                                  412.986       12.2 
4   strict protection                                     2.051.095       60.6 

Total forest OGF

3.385.082 ha

country hectare
1    Finland                  2.816.432
2    Romania                  180.255
3    Bulgaria                     70.722
4    Sweden                     64.709
5    Slovakia                     33.115
6    Croatia                       32.469
7    Lithuania                   31.991
8    Poland                       25.981
9    Slovenia                    25.100

10   Germany                   17.259

country percent
1  Finland 8.34 
2  Slovenia              1.24 
3  Romania            0.756
4  Slovakia               0.675
5  Bulgaria                 0.637
6  Croatia                0.574
7  Lithuania             0.493
8  Portugal              0.177
9  Czechia                0.166

10  Sweden              0.144

Forest EU

~2-4%

EU

~0.8%





Unprotected

Not documented

Protected 

Strictly protected

Results



Results



Caveats

 Uncertainties →
There might be more forest

Definitions not clear

Lack of motivation or resistance

There might be less forest

Forestwatch data known to 
have errors in Europe
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Implications: challenges and opportunities

Extent and forest types:

Burden sharing between 
countries

Pledges:

National 
vs 

EU wide planning

Mapping and updates:

Ongoing effort

Large differences in motivation 
and efforts between countries

Beyond core areas:

Additional analysis in this project

Future policy decisions on 
designation of new protected 
areas and their conservation 

objectives

© Matthias Schickhofer



Designing a resilient and coherent Trans-European 
conservation network for nature and people

Do you want to 
check out our 
website 
or get in touch?

www.naturaconnect.eu



European Biodiversity Strategy 2030

16

Legally protect at least 30% of the land (incl. 

freshwater), and 30% of the sea in the EU. 

At least 1/3 of this should be strictly protected

Include restoration on 20% of lands 

by actively or passively assisting towards 

good condition

Facilitate ecological corridors and support 

sustainable land management, while 

increasing resilience through climate 

mitigation and adaptation

Natura 2000 network of protected areas



co-create with key decision-makers 

and stakeholders from EU Member 

States an ecologically representative, 

resilient and well-connected network of 

conserved areas

15 Research organisations

7 National agencies & conservation NGOs

Aim 2023 - 2026
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Large conservation gains are possible in few areas

O’Connor et al., 2021
18

Just a small amount of protected 

area expansion in the right places 

can make a big difference! 
5% expansion of Natura 2000 network when

focusing on terrestrial vertebrates

5% expansion

Natura 2000 sites 
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Thank you!
Questions?
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Talk to me ☺
beher@iiasa.ac.at

X  @jut_beh

mailto:beher@iiasa.ac.at
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