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T
 

he brown bear, the wolf, the lynx and other large carnivores are emblematic species 

for nature conservation. Since the establishment in 1992 of LIFE, the EU funding 

programme for the Environment, EU support for endangered large carnivore species and 

their habitats has focused on targeted practical conservation, restoration and manage-

ment actions in the protected Natura 2000 network sites throughout the Union. 

But conservation of this type can be controversial. Attitudes towards large carnivores vary 

widely from village to village, region to region, and from country to country. Some see 

these apex predators as powerful symbols of wild nature and natural systems, while to 

others they are fundamentally a threat to lives and livelihoods. 

These con昀氀icts need to be managed e昀昀ectively for humans and large carnivores to coexist 

successfully in the long term. Awareness-raising has a vital role to play in this, and protect-

ing livelihoods is vital, especially in areas that are being recolonised by large carnivores 

a昀琀er an absence of decades or even centuries. 

As this publication illustrates, the LIFE programme has played a valuable role in demon-

strating ways of managing con昀氀icts in the area of coexistence. Involving stakeholders such 

as stockbreeders and the hunting community has been important in reconciling conserva-

tion and socio-economic goals. Some projects have been more successful than others, but 

valuable lessons can be learned from them all. 

Coming from a rural community in Slovenia where people, wolves and bears have cohab-

ited for centuries, I can testify that coexistence is not only possible but brings with it innu-

merable bene昀椀ts. I hope that lessons from these LIFE actions can be used to improve the 

design and implementation of future projects. That way we can minimise con昀氀icts between 

humans and large carnivores, and ensure the long-term conservation of a vital part of our 

natural heritage.

 Janez Potočnik

Foreword
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Five species of large 

 carnivores present in the EU 

(clockwise from left: Eura-

sian lynx, wolf, brown bear, 

Iberian lynx and wolverine)
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species feature prominently in international nature 

protection instruments such as the Bern Convention 

and the EU Habitats Directive1. 

According to a recent survey2, most large carnivore 

populations are currently recovering from their re-

stricted ranges and overall numbers are generally 

increasing. This has been thanks to conservation ef-

forts and changing public perceptions, as well as to 

landscape/ecological changes (forest cover and in-

creasing game populations in many areas). Wolves 

and bears have reappeared in areas where they long 

ago became extinct. However, people in these areas 

1 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.

do?uri=CELEX:01992L0043-20070101:EN:NOT

2 Kaczensky, P., Chapron,G., von Arx, M., Huber, D., Andrén, H. 

& Linnell, J. (eds) (2013): Status, management and distribu-

tion of large carnivores – bear, lynx, wolf & wolverine – in 

Europe.  Istituto di Ecologia Applicata with the contributions of 

the IUCN/SSC Large Carnivore Initiative for Europe (chair: Luigi 

Boitani) under contract N°070307/2012/629085/SER/B3.

T he conservation of Europe’s large carnivores 

has always been controversial and is increas-

ingly a cause of debate in some Member States 

where age-old con昀氀icts have reignited. There are 
very di昀昀erent attitudes towards large carnivores in 
di昀昀erent Member States. Promoting successful coex-

istence between human populations and large carni-

vores is particularly challenging in areas where these 

species are re-colonising, or being reintroduced a昀琀er 
absences of tens or even hundreds of years. 

Large carnivores, (brown bear, wolf, Eurasian lynx, 

Iberian lynx, wolverine) are 昀氀agship-species for na-

ture conservation. For some people they symbolise 

wild nature and natural systems. Others see them as 

a threat to lives and livelihoods. They require large 

spaces to survive, and su昀昀ered a very heavy decline 
in most areas in Europe in the 19th and 20th centuries. 

This decline has led to legal protection of many en-

dangered populations in many countries, and these 

Through policy and stakeholder initiatives the European Commission is working to ensure 

that humans and large carnivores will be able to coexist more easily in future.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Conservation of large carnivores  
in the EU - the policy relevance

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:01992L0043-20070101:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:01992L0043-20070101:EN:NOT


Depredation of livestock is 

the most common cause of 

conflict with large carnivores
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severe. A theme that reappears throughout many parts 

of Europe: con昀氀icts with large carnivores are almost al-
ways most severe when animals return to areas from 

which they have been absent for decades or centuries. 

People who are used to their presence generally get 

along with them, but in their absence have forgotten 

how to share their living space with big, hairy, fanged 

and potentially dangerous, large animals. 

The widespread interest in issues around large carni-

vores is also shown by the number of questions from 

the European Parliament to the European Commission 

and the number of petitions, as well as a surge in me-

dia interest, where strong views both for and against 

the presence of large carnivores are expressed. 

The EU legal framework

Europe’s large carnivores have been listed in di昀昀er-
ent ways in the Habitats Directive: under Annex II 

(requiring designation of Natura 2000 sites), Annex 

IV (strict species protection) and Annex V (exploit-

able but subject to management). Some of these 

variations were already in the original 1992 version 

of the Habitats Directive (e.g. for Greece and Spain 

in relation to the wolf) but most of the di昀昀erences 
in the general site protection and species protection 

regimes were introduced for new Member States 

with the EU enlargements of 1995, 2004 and 2007. 

Ten of the Member States, where certain large car-

nivore species are considered to be less threatened, 

have negotiated an exemption from the general ob-

ligations arising from listing a species in Annex II, 

and/or in Annex IV of the Habitats Directive. Thus, the 

brown bear is not listed in Annex II for Estonia, Finland 

and Sweden, but is in Annex IV for the entire EU. 

The situation is even more complex with regards to 

the wolf. In Annex II, it is not listed in Estonia, Fin-

land, Latvia, Lithuania, and only partially listed in 

this annex in Greece (south of the 39th parallel) and 

Spain (south of the river Duero); in Annex IV, it is not 
listed (or only partially protected) in nine of the 27 

Member States. The wolf is an Annex V species (and 

may therefore be culled for management purposes) 

throughout Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Po-

land and Slovakia, as well as parts of Finland (‘rein-

deer-herding areas’), Greece (north of the 39th paral-

lel) and Spain (north of the Duero). 

The Eurasian lynx is not in Annex II for Estonia, Finland 

and Latvia, and in Annex IV with the exception of Es-

tonia, where it is in Annex V. 

are no longer accustomed to living alongside large 

carnivores, which presents several challenges: it is 

not only potential risks of livestock depredation or 

other economic damage, or public safety issues that 

must be borne in mind; there is also a culturally / 
historically-rooted public perception (Little Red Rid-

ing Hood etc) that may not be close to the truth. The 

existing and potential con昀氀icts are well documented 
in the scienti昀椀c and popular literature.

Although overall numbers of large carnivores are on 

the rise, the picture is not rosy everywhere. Several 

bear populations, such as those in northern Spain, the 

Pyrenees, the Alps and the Apennines are very small 

and e昀昀ectively isolated. The population of Eurasian 
lynx that has persisted in the southern Balkans is 

of uncertain status, but is de昀椀nitely very small. Also 
the lynx populations in Central Europe (Alps, Jura, 

Vosges, Bohemia-Bavaria) are all endangered. The 

“most endangered of all” is the Iberian lynx, which 

is currently found in two tiny remnant populations in 

Andalusia. Although more widespread in the boreal 

zone, the wolverine is at the margins of its distribu-

tion in the EU in Finland and Sweden. 

Conflict resolution

Even in areas where large carnivores are doing well, 

many long-standing con昀氀icts with human interests 
have resurfaced in recent years. Depredation of live-

stock is the most widespread con昀氀ict, the extent of 
which varies substantially between regions. In areas 

where traditional protective systems with shepherds, 

livestock-guarding dogs and night-time enclosures 

have persisted, the numbers of livestock killed are 

minimal.  In areas where sheep are kept fenced, loss-

es are rarely high. But if livestock graze unattended 

in forests or mountain pastures, then losses can be 



Wolf radio-tracking in  Croatia - monitoring of large carnivore 

species is crucial for successful management at population 

level
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It needs to be stressed that the listing of a large carni-

vore species in Annex IV does not mean that the popu-

lation cannot be managed. It can, but it has to be done 

carefully, in a very controlled manner and if animals 

are taken out, such management must be subject to 

a derogation correctly applied under Article 16 of the 

Directive.

The EU Biodiversity Strategy to 20203 lists six tar-

gets, the 昀椀rst one of which is full implementation of 
EU nature legislation. This includes the completion of 

the Natura 2000 ecological network, which is largely 

complete on land, but still a work in progress in ma-

rine areas. The latest version of the Natura 2000 da-

tabase - which can be accessed through the Natura 

2000 public viewer4 - shows that large carnivores are 

present in many sites: 1 165 sites are indicated for 

wolves, 680 for bears, 551 for the Eurasian lynx and 

54 for wolverines (situation as of 31 May 2013).

Population-level approach

The transboundary character of most large carni-

vores is indeed a particular challenge. The existing 

legal framework does not help us to easily address 

this challenge, including the fact that the responsibil-

ity for the implementation of the EU legislation lies 

with the Member States. However, conservation and 

management of these populations can only be en-

sured if the neighbouring countries fully cooperate 

in this respect.

Recognising the importance of such a trans-bound-

ary approach, the European Commission published 

guidelines for population-level management plans 

for large carnivores in 20085, which were taken on 

board by Recommendation No. 137 of the Standing 

Committee of the Bern Convention in the same year. 

The guideline document built on the substantial work 

of the Large Carnivore Initiative for Europe6 and the 

earlier work of the group of experts on large carni-

vores under the Bern Convention7.  

Monitoring of species is the responsibility of Member 

States, although the analysis is subsequently also 

carried out by the Commission in the context of each 

biogeographical region when analysing the reports 

3 Our life insurance, our natural capital: an EU biodiversity 

strategy to 2020 (COM(2011) 244)

4 http://natura2000.eea.europa.eu/#

5 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/

carnivores/docs/guidelines_昀椀nal2008.pdf
6 http://www.lcie.org/

7 http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/cultureheritage/nature/bern/carni-

vores/default_en.asp

required under Article 17 of the Habitats Directive on 

species listed in the annexes. Whereas this may help to 

provide a wider context in which the information from 

neighbouring Member States can be assessed, it does 

not lend itself readily to the issue of population-level 

management, where more than one population of a 

species may be present in a particular region.

Unfortunately in 2007, when the Member States 

昀椀led their Article 17 reports, none availed them-

selves of the option to do so at the population level 

of the large carnivores. A recent survey8 has shown 

that no population is managed through a joint man-

agement plan, although most of the populations are 

managed with at least some occasional cooperation 

at a technical level.

Opening a stakeholder dialogue

The process of conserving large carnivores in mod-

ern European landscapes is proving to be a very chal-

lenging exercise, not least because of a diversity of 

con昀氀icts that are associated with their presence and 
controversy over the ways in which they should be 

managed. One key approach to managing con昀氀icts 

8 Blanco (ed.) (2013): Towards a population level approach for 

the management of large carnivores in Europe. Challenges and 

opportunities. Istituto di Ecologia Applicata with the contribu-

tions of the IUCN/SSC Large Carnivore Initiative for Europe 

(chair: Luigi Boitani) under contract N°070307/2012/629085/

SER/B3

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/carnivores/docs/guidelines_final2008.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/carnivores/docs/guidelines_final2008.pdf


Involving stakeholders is essential for conserving large carnivores
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is to develop structured forums for stakeholders to 

enter into constructive dialogue9.

In 2012, DG Environment initiated such a process10, 

which, a昀琀er preliminary consultations, led to a stake-

holder workshop in Brussels on 25 January, 201311. 

Participants came from a range of nations and in-

terest groups (environmentalists, conservation bi-

ologists, livestock and reindeer herders, landowners, 

rural interests, administrators, hunters and journal-

ists). Special e昀昀orts were made to bring together 
as diverse a cross-section of stakeholders from as 

many parts of the EU as possible where large car-

nivores occur.

The main part of the workshop was dedicated to 

small group discussions involving a mixture of stake-

holder interests. Groups were directed to discuss 

three key topics: their visions for the future of rural 

landscapes (including how they perceive the ‘good 

life’); what, in their view, are the main obstacles to 
achieving this vision; and what are the potential 
means of overcoming these obstacles. This method 

of forward-looking visioning has been found to be 

very useful in bringing out ideas and to clearly indi-

cate where stakeholders’ interests lie. Furthermore a 

structured interview was used to map the underlying 

values of a cross-section of the stakeholders.  

9 Linnell, J. D. C. (ed.) (2013): From con昀氀ict to coexistence: 
insights from multi-disciplinary research into the relationships 

between people, large carnivores and institutions. Istituto 

di Ecologia Applicata with the assistance of the Norwegian 

Institute for Nature Research and with the contributions of 

the IUCN/SSC Large Carnivore Initiative for Europe (chair: Luigi 

Boitani) under contract N°070307/2012/629085/SER/B3

10 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/spe-

cies/carnivores/index_en.htm

11 Public-access website of the CIRCABC sub-group EU 

Large Carnivore Initiative . (https://circabc.europa.eu/w/

browse/5d75d1b4-c767-4af0-b33a-004b32c33fc4)

There was a wide diversity of points of view ex-

pressed by all stakeholder categories and, as could 

be expected, the results of this workshop revealed 

some clear di昀昀erences in terms of interests and 
priorities of the di昀昀erent stakeholder groups. How-

ever, there was certainly not a highly polarised 

“pro-carnivore” vs “anti-carnivore” dichotomy of 

views; rather, the points of view expressed could 
be said to fall along a more or less continuous gra-

dient. And whilst the extreme ends of this gradient 

may be very far from each other, there was also 

considerable middle ground. The existence of this 

middle ground provides scope for future action for 

the Commission to follow up on.

One message that came through clearly was the 

diversity of local situations. This is partly re昀氀ect-
ed in the fact that the status of large carnivore 

populations varies across Europe - from large and 

healthy to small and endangered. However, the 

major division seemed to be between areas in 

western, central and northern Europe where large 

carnivores are recovering a昀琀er a long absence and 
areas in southern and eastern Europe where they 

have been present for a longer period of time. 

All the participants recommended the continua-

tion of this type of dialogue-based participatory 

process at European and more local scales. There 

was also general support for involving a diversity 

of stakeholders in common activities. These could 

include the joint production of information mate-

rials where multiple stakeholder groups sign o昀昀 
on a common content and distribute the material 

through their respective networks. It could also in-

clude involving more stakeholders in providing the 

observation data that serves as the foundation for 

large carnivore monitoring.



LIFE has been implementing 

concrete actions focusing on 

improving human coexist-

ence with large carnivores 

– for example, by supply-

ing sheep farmers with 

livestock-guarding dogs
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ince 1992, the LIFE programme has provid-

ed co-funding for more than 1 400 projects 

across the EU delivering nature conservation actions. 

LIFE has made a major contribution to the imple-

mentation of the Natura 2000 network, in particular 

with regards to requirements for managing habitats, 

species and sites established by the EU Habitats Di-

rective. Large carnivores are some of the most prob-

lematic species to manage, both because of their 

ecological requirements and even more so because 

of negative reactions to their presence in areas with 

a high human population density. When large carni-

vores come into con昀氀ict with human activities, it can 
create signi昀椀cant problems for delivering concrete 
conservation actions and management of large car-

nivore populations at a European level.  

LIFE has been one of the main sources of funding for concrete conservation actions focus-

ing on minimising and avoiding conflicts between large carnivores – particularly bears and 

wolves - and humans. 

I N T R O D U C T I O N

LIFE’s contribution  
to improved human coexistence 
with large carnivores



Ursus arctos 

Lynx lynx

Canis lupus

36

8 

70 

LIFE projects have  encouraged the involvement and participa-

tion of local stakeholders, such as livestock farmers
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Source: LIFE Programme Project Database

Overview 

The objective of this publication is to highlight ex-

amples of LIFE projects that have targeted concrete 

conservation actions at large carnivore species at 

the population (rather than individual) level, as well 

as methods (some of them innovative) aimed at 

minimising coexistence con昀氀icts and increasing tol-
erance towards large carnivores.  

 

The publication will also highlight lessons learnt from 

the successes – and sometime the failures of vari-

ous large carnivore projects, with a view to improving 

future projects that could be 昀椀nanced by LIFE1. 

1 This review and assessment is based on Salvatori, Valeria 

(2013): Large carnivore conservation and Management in 

Europe: the contribution of EC co-funded LIFE projects. Istituto 

di Ecologia Applicata and with the contributions of the IUCN/

SSC Large Carnivore Initiative for Europe (chair: Luigi Boitani) 

under contract N°070307/2012/629085/SER/B3.

The publication will focus on three large carnivore 

species: brown bear (Ursus arctos), wolf (Canis 

lupus) and Eurasian Lynx (Lynx lynx). The Iberian 

lynx (Lynx pardinus), although, considered a large 

carnivore, has not been included in this publication 

as there are no recurrent con昀氀icts across several 
countries between human activities and its pres-

ence and conservation. In addition its range has 

not been expanding at a comparable rate with that 

of the bear or wolf in Europe. The wolverine (Gulo 

gulo), a large carnivore species found within the EU 

only in Finland and Sweden, has also been exclud-

ed as it has yet to be the subject of LIFE project 

actions (see box).

Analysing LIFE’s contribution

Since 1992, the LIFE programme has supported 

78 projects that have targeted three of the large 

carnivores - brown bear, wolf and Eurasian lynx. 

The EU has contributed more than 54 million eu-

ros for large carnivore conservation out of a total 

investment of over 100 million euros. The projects 

have not been evenly distributed across Europe 

and across the three species, and 13 projects have 

targeted more than one large carnivore. The ma-

jority of the projects (70) have targeted actions at 

the brown bear, with 36 projects for the wolf. The 

Eurasian lynx has been targeted by just eight pro-

jects, although none of these dealt with the lynx 

exclusively. 

The brown bear

Of the 10 brown bear populations described, 

seven have been targeted by at least one LIFE 

project. These are: the Cantabrian, Alpine, Apen-

nine, Carpathian, Dinaric-Pindos and Eastern Bal-

kans bear populations (see map on pp. 12-13). 

The Cantabrian, Alpine and Apennine bear popula-

tions have been most frequently targeted by LIFE, 

whereas the Eastern Balkans population has been 

directly targeted by project actions four times. On 

the other hand, some projects have addressed 

threats to several different European bear  

populations.

The main LIFE bear project actions are as follows:

•  Protective measures for livestock husbandry, in-

cluding providing electric fences and livestock-

guarding dogs;
•  Improvement of natural sources of prey and other 

food (e.g., fruit trees) in order to keep bears from 

human areas; 

Figure 1. Number of LIFE projects targeting LC species  

(1992-2011) 
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•  Establishment of compensation schemes for 
damage caused by bears;

•  Reintroduction and/or reinforcement  of bear 
populations;

•  Acquisition of land in key bear feeding and ref-
uge areas;

•  Setting up patrols for controlling illegal activities 
(such as poison and traps) and emergency and 

rehabilitation teams for injured animals;  
•  Awareness campaigns and the involvement and 

participation of local stakeholders (hunters, 

stockbreeders, shepherds etc) in project actions; 
•  Developing species actions plans and/or man-

agement plans;
•  Monitoring of bear population trends, genetic di-

versity and relationships;
•  Training of local rangers to assess bear-provoked 

damage; of veterinary injured bear recovery teams; 
and of stakeholders on attack prevention meas-

ures; and 
•  Improving habitat connectivity between populations. 

The majority of the project actions have been aimed 

at the local level and seldom target the full popula-

tion range. Rather, they have been limited by admin-

istrative boundaries, whether national  or internation-

al. For instance, the actions of the 昀椀rst large carnivore 

project in Romania were limited to Vrancea county, 

whilst Alpine projects targeting the brown bear have 

focused on individual populations in Italy, Austria and 

Slovenia rather than a transboundary approach.  

Nevertheless, the concrete conservation actions of all 

the LIFE projects, in combination with bear conserva-

tion plans and Natura 2000 legal approval and/or im-

plementation of site management plans, represents 

a valuable contribution to bear management and the 

conservation of targeted populations. For example, the 

Cantabrian and Alpine bear populations have certainly 

bene昀椀ted over the past 20 years thanks to LIFE (see 
pp. 17-21 and 22-26 respectively). 

 

Figure 2. Number of LIFE projects targeting bear  

by population (1992-2011) 
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LIFE projects targeting large 

carnivores, in particular 

the brown bear and wolf, 

are not evenly distributed 

across the EU, and there are 

several geographical gaps. 

For example, Scandinavian, 

Karelian and Baltic bear pop-

ulations have never been tar-

geted by project actions. Even 

if these populations have been 

increasing in recent years, 

they still face threats resulting 

from coexistence conflicts. 

For wolves, the irregular distri-

bution of projects is even more 

evident with some of the most 

endangered wolf populations 

never having been targeted by 

LIFE, for example, the isolated 

wolf population of the Sierra 

Morena (Spain), which is facing 

extinction according to the lat-

est reports. The Karelian wolf 

population is also declining 

and it too has yet to be target-

ed by LIFE. On the other hand, 

whilst no LIFE projects have 

been concerned with the wolf 

population of the Central Euro-

pean Lowlands, this has been 

recovering.

The ‘missing’ bear and wolf populations

15 

6 

6 

5 

4 Italian Peninsula wolf  

Alpine Wolf 
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 The wolf

To date, LIFE projects have targeted 昀椀ve of the 
10 wolf populations identi昀椀ed in Europe: the Ital-
ian Peninsula, Alpine, Carpathian, Dinaric-Balkan 

and North-West Iberian populations (see map pp. 

38-39). Of these, the Italian Peninsula, Carpathian 

and Alpine wolf populations have been the most 

targeted by LIFE project actions, whilst the Scan-

dinavian, Karelian, Central European Lowlands and 

Sierra Morena populations have never been tar-

geted by LIFE. 

The bulk of wolf project actions have addressed 

threats related to habitat quality and insu昀케cient 
food availability, along with actions addressing 

the threat posed by lack of public acceptance of 

wolves:

The main actions of LIFE wolf projects are as follows:

•  To increase knowledge of the biology and behaviour 
of wolf populations, especially monitoring of wolf 

population and human wolf-con昀氀ict areas and at-
tacks, and standardisation of procedures;

•  Mitigation of human-wolf con昀氀icts caused by dam-

age to livestock by implementing damage compen-

sation schemes; 

•  Dra昀琀ing and approval of national wolf management 
action plans (for example, Slovenia);

•  Controlling the illegal use of poisoned baits and traps;
•  Measures to prevent attacks, such as electric fences 
and livestock-guarding dogs (some projects have im-

plemented breeding programmes for guard dogs);
•  Reinforcement and management of wild wolf prey 
(e.g. red deer); 

•  Public awareness campaigns and stakeholder in-

volvement (hunters, farmers and authorities); and 
•  Training of local rangers to assess wolf-damage; of 
veterinary injured wolf recovery teams; and of stake-

holders on attack prevention measures. 

As with the bear, the majority of the LIFE wolf projects 

have acted at the local level rather than across the 

full population range. However, taken as a whole, the 

LIFE projects’ concrete conservation actions at popu-

lation level represent a valuable contribution to wolf 

management and conservation. For example, several 

projects targeting the wolf have led to the adoption 

of species actions plans at Member State level, and 

the setting up of prevention measures and damage 

compensation schemes that, in some cases, have 

become an integral part of  EU Rural Programmes 

funding.
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Figure 3. Number of LIFE projects targeting wolf  

by population (1992-2011) 



One European large carnivore for which there has not been a successful 

application yet for a LIFE project is the wolverine. The species is divided 

into two separate populations in the EU in Sweden and Finland (Scandi-

navian and Karelian), numbering no more than 1 300 individuals in total. 

Although both populations have been rising in recent years, the species is 

still assessed as having an “unfavourable” conservation status in Finland 

and Sweden and is listed in Annex II of the Habitats Directive as a ‘priority’ 

species for conservation.

Wolverine: a “forgotten” LIFE species?
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Eurasian lynx (Lynx lynx)
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The Eurasian lynx

LIFE projects have targeted only two of the 10 EU 

populations of the Eurasian lynx: Alpine and Car-

pathian. Furthermore none of those projects tar-

geted the lynx exclusively (actions were focused on 

other large carnivores as well). As a result, project 

actions have bene昀椀tted only the western part of 
the Alpine lynx population and a very small part of 

the Carpathian population. 

The main LIFE lynx project actions are as follows: 

•  Improvement of habitat availability via sustain-

able forestry actions; 
•  Improvement of habitat for lynx prey and estab-

lishment of sustainable hunting protocols; and
•  Monitoring and survey of the distribution of the 

conservation status of the species and de昀椀nition 
of Natura 2000 sites (particularly for the Car-

pathian population in Romania).

LIFE Co-op and Starter

LIFE has co-funded two Italian ‘Co-op’ projects that 

each involved at least three LIFE-Nature projects 

targeting similar nature conservation subjects, in 

order to foster the exchange of experience amongst 

project bene昀椀ciaries and partners. The 昀椀rst project 
(LIFE02 NAT/CP/IT/000046) assessed the meas-

ures employed by some Italian projects to prevent 

con昀氀ict over large carnivore livestock damage. The 
second (LIFE03 NAT/CP/IT/000003) concentrat-

ed on the development and implementation of a 

dynamic model to assess the presence of areas 

suitable for bear in the Alps (Italy, Slovenia and 

Austria) and to stimulate future dynamics of occu-

pation of the same areas. In addition, the partners 

involved in the LIFE ‘COEX’ project (see pp 58-62), 

had prepared the ground with a LIFE ‘Starter’ pro-

ject, ‘Wildlife and Agriculture’ (LIFE02 NAT/ST/

IT/000033).
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Figure 4. Number of LIFE projects targeting Eurasian lynx  

by population (1992-2011) 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2180
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2579
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2191
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2191
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Arx, Djuro Huber, Henrik Andrén, and John Linnell (Editors)

(2013). Status, management and distribution of large 

carnivores – bear, lynx, wolf & wolverine – in Europe, and 

LIFE project database (1992-2011)

Data from Belarus, Ukraine and Russia are not shown.
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T
he brown bear is the most widespread 

bear in the world. The European brown 

bear is the same species as the North 

American grizzly bear, which tends to be much 

larger in some regions. It has a large head and 

a heavily built body – the mass of males is 

between 140 and 320 kg, and females between 

100 and 200 kg. The bear is omnivorous and  

its diet consists of mostly nuts, fruit and many 

types of vegetables, as well as meat. In winter, 

bears generally hibernate for between three and 

seven months in dens dug in the ground or under 

rocks. The original distribution of the brown bear 

in Europe illustrates its adaptability to different 

environmental conditions. With little or no human 

interference, the brown bear inhabits a wide 

variety of habitats. Whilst forest and woodland 

are commonly occupied by this species, it is less 

dependent on the presence of trees than some 

other bear species, and can be found around the 

world in steppes and northern and alpine tundra.

In Europe, the number of bears is estimated to 

have risen to 17 000 individuals. According to 

the latest report on bear status, management 

and distribution, the species is distributed across 

10 populations. The Carpathian population is the 

largest, with more than 7 000 individuals. At the 

other end of the scale are the Alpine (45-50) and 

Pyrenean populations (22-27 bears). Although 

just under half of Europe’s bear populations 

have been showing an increase in their numbers, 

the smallest populations are critically endange-

red. The main threats facing bear populations 

in Europe are habitat loss and fragmentation 

caused by human infrastructure, the effects of 

disturbance, and social attitudes: where there is 

a low acceptance of bear presence it can lead to 

illegal killing (poison, traps etc).
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Release of the female bear “Melba” in the Central Pyrenees in 1995
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Addressing concerns about  
brown bear reintroductions  
in the Pyrenees
Attempts by LIFE projects in the 1990s to reinforce the critically-endangered Pyrenean 

brown bear population range were met with strong local opposition. but the legacy of the 

project’s sheep protection measures suggests a brighter future. 
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Cantabrian mountains). Therefore, a strategy of re-

locating bears from other parts of Europe (i.e. the 

Dinaric-Pindos bear population) has been trialled 

by a series of LIFE projects. 

Releasing the bears

In 1994, parallel multi-bene昀椀ciary LIFE projects 
in France and Spain (LIFE93 NAT/F/011804 and 

LIFE93 NAT/E/011801) were launched with the 

aim of protecting the brown bear and two other 

B
 

y the early 1990s, poaching and habitat 

fragmentation had severely endangered the 

survival of the Pyrenean brown bear population: 

the last brown bear had died in the central Pyr-

enees and only 昀椀ve remained in the western part 
of the mountain range. The most recent population 

assessment from 2012 puts the number of bears 

at an estimated 22-27 individuals. This population 

has been totally isolated for over a century and it 

seems impossible to re-establish connectivity even 

with the closest other bear populations (e.g. in the 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=156
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=158
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endangered species - the Pyrenean ibex (Capra 

pyrenaica pyrenaica) and the bearded vulture (Gy-

paetus barbatus). The main outcome of the French 

project was the introduction of three brown bears 

from Slovenia to the central Pyrénées (Haute-

Garonne). Two pregnant females (Melba and Ziva) 

were released in 1995 and a male (Pyros) was re-

leased in 1996. 

This initial reintroduction e昀昀ort was reinforced by 
the actions of the follow-up LIFE project, ‘Con-

servation of large carnivores in Europe’ (LIFE96 

NAT/F/004794), which set out to reinforce the 

Pyrenean brown bear population through the re-

introduction of another three individuals. However, 

this part of the project was cancelled by the ben-

e昀椀ciary because of resistance from local farmers.

In a later action, independent of the LIFE projects, 

another 昀椀ve brown bears (four females and one 
male) from Slovenia were released in 2006 in the 

Ariège region, a di昀昀erent part of the central Pyr-
enees, by the O昀케ce National de la Chasse et de la 
Faune Sauvage (ONCFS - National O昀케ce of Hunting 
and Wildlife: formerly ONC), taking the total num-

ber of reintroduced bears to eight.

Unfortunately, LIFE project managers and local 

authorities had not foreseen the strength of local 

opposition to the reintroductions, especially from 

farmers and sheep breeders. The Pyrenees are 

densely stocked with sheep, and its farmers have 

historically killed bears that threaten their 昀氀ocks 
(legally so until the brown bear became a protect-

ed species in 1981).

According to the latest data on compensation loss 

payments, bears take some 200 sheep a year in 

the Pyrenees (out of 60 000 sheep in total). Farm-

ers reported increased sheep losses a昀琀er the bear 
releases, triggering strong reactions against the 

reintroduction programme.

Protective measures

The other key objectives of the three LIFE projects 

were to introduce measures to protect 昀氀ocks and 
to reimburse farmers for losses caused by bears 

– during the LIFE96 project, total payments of 

€93 787 were made and the compensation scheme 

is still in operation. 

LIFE-funded 昀氀ock protection measures have in-

cluded the installation of 10 electric fences around 

livestock enclosures, putting  guard dogs in place,  

hiring shepherds, and the installation of a radio 

telephone system on summer pastures to improve 

communication. These measures are still in use to-

day and are being taken up by an increasing num-

ber of landowners, although some farmers still 

resist measures such as fencing and guard dogs 

because they are unwilling to change their farming 

habits or do not want to be seen as pro-bear.

LIFE funding was invested in livestock-guarding 

dogs – the breed selected was the white Pyr-

enean mountain dog or patou and 37 dogs were 

purchased by the LIFE96 project. As the tradition 

of guarding sheep with the patou had fallen out 

favour, the project restarted a dog breeding pro-

gramme and provided training to herdsmen. To 

bond with the 昀氀ock, the dog has to be reared with 
sheep from a puppy; the herdsmen were shown 

Melba’s movements were 

monitored in order to 

improve understanding of 

bear behaviour and habitat

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=529
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=529
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methods for doing this. Following the LIFE project, 

the French Government began awarding grants to 

encourage the further use of these traditional guard 

dogs, which can dramatically reduce livestock losses 

to bears. 

The implementation of the LIFE projects resulted in 

the creation of many jobs, including the hiring of 68 

permanent and 16 itinerant shepherds to help protect 

昀氀ocks (now paid for by the French Ministry of Agricul-
ture under the Rural Development Programme).  

Both projects undertook a number of habitat improve-

ment measures, although it was later concluded that 

the successful adaptation of the introduced bears in-

dicated that the habitat was of good quality. A moni-

toring protocol using footprints and hair traps was ini-

tiated during the LIFE projects; the latter also yielding 
genetic material for analysing ursine family trees.

Divided opinion

Public awareness-raising material produced by the 

1993 and 1996 LIFE projects is still available: the 

bear population restoration plan and its evaluation 

via the DREAL Midi-Pyrénées website and the wide-

ly disseminated reports of the Brown Bear Network 

on annual monitoring via the ONCFS website. 

Nowadays, the aim of the communication strat-

egy produced by the former LIFE project benefi-

ciaries is to improve stakeholder knowledge of  

bear biology and behaviour and to improve ac-

cess to information, in particular about the loca-

tion of individual bears. However, despite such 

efforts, a common argument voiced by local op-

ponents of bear reintroductions is that decisions 

are taken in Paris and Brussels, not locally. Al-

though the projects’ involvement of local, region-

al and national stakeholders was relevant and 

essential, according to a 2012 ex post report by 

the LIFE programme monitoring team (ASTRALE), 

more should have been done to involve all the 

relevant stakeholders, and to articulate the pro-

ject actions whilst at the same time listening to 

their concerns. This insufficient  coordination is 

seen in the fact that, for example, whilst financial 

monitoring was entrusted to the ONCFS, concrete 

actions were implemented by ONF (National Of-

fice of Forests), and certain other measures were 

operated by NGOs (e.g. the livestock guard dog 

programme, run by La Pastorale Pyrénéenne). 

A lack of transboundary cooperation between 

French and Spanish project partners was identi-

fied in the ex post report as another failing of the 

three projects. 

LIFE legacy

Nevertheless, measures introduced by these 

1990s LIFE projects have left a lasting legacy, 

providing some hope that bear-human conflicts 

can be eased to ensure future coexistence in the 

Pyrenees. 

The cubs of the brown bears from Slovenia helped 

to recover the Pyrenean bear population from 

near extinction in the central Pyrenees, contribut-

ing to an overall population increase and giving 

the species a fighting  chance of survival. The 

original brown bear population restoration plan 

of 1984 considered 50 individuals necessary for 

a viable population. Strong local opposition may 

mean that further planned releases may not go 

ahead. Instead, the French government is count-

ing on the population reaching viability through 

the reproduction of the existing bears. However, 

problems associated with in-breeding may occur 

if no further bears are introduced. The Pyrenean 

brown bear population therefore remains threat-

ened, and only a significant shift in local atti-

tudes to the presence of bears in the Pyrenees 

may save it.

LIFE project outcomes helped in developing a management 

plan for the brown bear population in the French Pyrenees 



LIFE support has helped 

in the recovery of the 

 Cantabrian brown bear 

population
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C a N T a b R I a N

T
 

he Cantabrian brown bear is a population 

of Eurasian brown bears living in the Can-

tabrian Mountains in northern Spain. Once found 

throughout most of the Iberian Peninsula, brown 

bear populations have become increasingly re-

stricted and reduced because of habitat degrada-

tion and fragmentation, poaching and poisoning, 

low social acceptance and low genetic variability. 

Nevertheless, the population has been steadily 

increasing in recent years. The latest estimates 

put it at between 195 and 210 individuals. This 

is a signi昀椀cant increase on the 2005 assessment, 
when only around 100 individuals were present in 

Cantabria.

“Here in the Cantabrian Mountains bear and man 

live very close - this is not a wilderness or pristine 

area. It’s a very human area, with much in昀氀uence 

on the landscape,” explains Fernando Ballesteros of 

the Fundación Oso Pardo (FOP), an NGO dedicated 

to the conservation of Spain’s brown bear popula-

tions. Founded in the early 1990s, FOP has been the 

bene昀椀ciary of a number of projects co-昀椀nanced by 
the LIFE programme, beginning in 1992 (LIFE92 

NAT/E/014504). By 1998, when co-昀椀nance was 
secured for FOP’s third LIFE project ‘Oso/núcleos re-

productores’ (LIFE98 NAT/E/005326), the brown 

bear population in the Cantabrian Mountains was es-

timated to be only some 80 individuals, split into two 

sub-populations (the western one being the larger). 

The LIFE ‘Oso/núcleos reproductores’ project targeted 

a reduction in the two main threats to the species, 

the e昀昀ects of hunting activities and habitat degrada-

tion, in the three areas where most breeding occurred: 

Ancares-Narcea, Somiedo and Fuentes Carrionas. The 

A series of LIFE projects are helping turn around the fortunes of the endangered Cantabrian 

brown bear in northern Spain, countering the threats of hunting activities and poaching 

through stakeholder involvement, awareness-raising and the presence of bear patrols.

Reducing the impact of hunting 
activities and poaching

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=169
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=169
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=463
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collaboration and participation of a range of key 

stakeholders, including regional authorities, munici-

palities, local hunting associations and the National 

Hunting Federation, was central to the success of 

this project and this approach has continued to in-

form FOP’s later conservation e昀昀orts. 

To eliminate poaching, six new local rangers were 

recruited and trained to be able to patrol 30 000 

hectares of hunting grounds. FOP’s first bear pa-

trol, or ‘Patrulla Oso’, was actually created with 

the support of LIFE’s predecessor programme 

(ACNAT), but LIFE co-finance further demonstrat-

ed the validity of the concept; the Patrullas Oso 
continue their work to this day (whilst some of the 

original patrols are now funded by other public 

and private sector organisations). 

A follow-up project – ‘Oso Cantábrico’ (LIFE00 

NAT/E/007352) - was specifically aimed at re-

ducing threats to the western sub-population of 

bears either as an indirect impact of hunting ac-

tivities (accidental shooting or disturbance), or as 

a result of snares and poisoned bait set to catch 

other species. To combat the threat caused by 

poachers, the beneficiary identified a target area 

that is habitually used by bears with cubs, hir-

ing wardens and again raised awareness and pro-

moted acceptance amongst the local population. 

Winning people over

Elias Suarez Garcia of the Patrulla Oso Alto Nar-

cea has been involved with the bear patrols since 

the 1990s and says it is noticeable how much 

things have changed for the better. Today the pa-

trols “find a lot fewer snares than in those days,” 

he reveals. Much of this success he attributes to 

the awareness-raising work that has been a fea-

ture of all FOP’s LIFE projects in the Cantabrian 

Mountains. The overall aim has been to make 

local communities proud to live amongst bears, 

with specific work targeting key groups such as 

Observing a female bear in 

the Somiedo Natural Park, 

Asturias

Fernando Ballesteros of the 

Fundación Oso Pardo (FOP) 

at a bear interpretation 

 centre in Somiedo

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=1788
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=1788


A meeting at Somiedo Town Hall shows the wide range of stakeholders supporting LIFE’s bear conservation actions  

in the Cantabrian Mountains
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school pupils, stockbreeders and hunters to fa-

cilitate acceptance of the animals. 

For instance, by collaborating with hunting associa-

tions to avoid risks during hunting activities, the bear 

patrols have done much to make the associations 

partners in the conservation of bears: hunts are now 

carefully monitored and there is a new feeling of the 

importance and value of bears. Gonzalo Aumente, 

President of the Hunting Association of Cangas del 

Narcea, con昀椀rms this, pointing out that since the 
association was formed in the 1990s, “The cultural 

perception of hunters has changed a lot...They enjoy 

seeing a bear when they are out hunting.”

He adds that the association has, “A very good rela-

tionship with FOP and other conservation organisa-

tions.” As a sign of this, Mr Aumente highlights the 

fact that, as well as a formal agreement between 

the two parties, there is also a lot of informal co-

operation between the hunters’ association’s own 

guards and the Patrulla Oso. “We have had training 

sessions with them; sometimes they lend us equip-

ment,” he says.

“Most hunters who see a bear when they are hunt-

ing tell the bear patrol,” says Mr Suarez. “I am also 

a hunter. The other hunters see me as a friend and 

they know my work depends on bear information and 

so they pass that information on.”

In most cases, the presence of bears does not mean 

restrictions on where people can hunt. However, as 

Mr Suarez explains, “When we know the location of a 

female bear with cubs we check the hunting sched-

ule and if there is a con昀氀ict we talk to the hunters’ 
association and regional guards and usually they 

then change the planned area and hunt in another 

area.”

Antonio Martin Rodriguez is a graduate ecologist 

who is volunteering with the Patrulla Oso in Somiedo 

Natural Park. Having grown up in the area he no-

tices the change in attitude both amongst the gen-

eral population and the hunting community: “People 

have more respect...hunters stop hunting and move 

to other areas.” 

This is con昀椀rmed by Simón Brañas of the Hunters’ 
Association of Somiedo: “Hunters, cattle-breeders, 

everybody has changed their ideas about the bear. 

People don’t see the bear as a problem and are hap-

py to try and coexist with it, even if that means small 

changes to their habits.”

The Mayor of Somiedo, Belarmino Fernandez Fervi-

enza, points to the importance of Somiedo Natural 

Park (established in 1988), and the fact that its crea-

tion was a “bottom-up” process with signi昀椀cant local 
support is one of the reasons why changing attitudes 

towards the bear “was not a very long-term process” 

in his municipality. “In Somiedo there are a lot of 

cattle breeders and there are some con昀氀icts with 
wolves, wild boar, red deer, but there are no con昀氀icts 
with bears, and nowadays the bear is more seen as 

a positive thing than a negative one.” The region is 

even developing a growing tourism industry based 

around opportunities for bear-watching (see box). 



The corridor area that 

 connects the two Canta-

brian bear sub-populations 

is dependent on habitat 

 availability
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Connecting bears

Despite the successes of these projects, the viability 

of the Cantabrian brown bear population remained 

precarious, particularly as the distribution range of 

the largest sub-population was steadily narrowing, 

especially in the ‘Leitariegos Corridor’, a crucial area 

for connecting breeding nuclei.

Furthermore, inter-breeding between the two Can-

tabrian sub-populations is very important for their 

long-term genetic health. They are separated by a 

50km-wide ‘inter-population corridor’, which is in an 

acceptable conservation state. However, the corridor 

is only sporadically used by the bears because their 

ability to cross it is hindered by obstacles such as 

roads, railways and human activities (e.g. ski resorts).

Thus, in 2007, FOP proposed a new LIFE project - 

‘Corredores oso’ (LIFE07 NAT/E/000735) - speci昀椀-

cally targeting actions at these ‘bear corridors’. “We 

thought that if we can join the two sub-populations, 

we can not only have a demographic rescue of the 

eastern one, but also a genetic rescue. Genetic vari-

ability of the eastern sub-population in particular is 

at levels dangerous for its survival,” explains Mr Bal-

lesteros, who coordinated the project.

“This inter-population area is a very good area for 

bear re-colonisation in future years. It has good hab-

itat characteristics,” he notes. 

As well as speci昀椀c habitat enhancement and man-

agement actions, much of the work of the project 

was aimed at improving the social climate for bears. 

“The idea was to explain to people - you have bears, 

bears are going to be more and more abundant and 

this is very good; and, very importantly, this is not a 
problem for you. As bears appear [the authorities] are 

not going to forbid you to hunt; [the bears] are not 
going to destroy your beehives because we are go-

ing to help you to protect them and we are going to 

give you electric fences and things like that,” says Mr 

Ballesteros. 

The bene昀椀ciary was able to develop speci昀椀c collabo-

ration agreements with local authorities and co-op-

erative actions with hunting societies, farmers and 

beekeepers, demonstrating and promoting the com-

patibility of bear conservation with economic activi-

ties.

Important outcomes of these activities have included 

a reduction in illegal traps and poaching. Two local 

inhabitants were also hired to form a new bear patrol 

in the inter-population corridor (unfortunately, this has 

since been put on ice until new funding is secured). 

Nevertheless, the project has done much to pave 

the way for sustainable land management in coop-

eration with key local stakeholders that should help 

bear populations in the long-term. It has also laid 

foundations for the integration of bear conservation 

principles into the policymaking of local councils in 

the inter-population corridor, producing a manage-

ment plan that could act as a “pilot plan” for the 

management of rural mountainous areas in Spain. 

As part of the project, FOP also developed a ‘Hand-

book of good practice for the management of brown 

bear corridors in the Cantabrian Mountains’1. “We are 

now putting all these ideas [from the handbook] into 

practice. We think it’s a good starting point for new 

work in the corridor,” says Mr Ballesteros. 

Problem solved?

One of the tasks of the Patrullas Oso is to assist 

with FOP’s annual bear census, results of which 

make very promising reading. “For 2012, we found 

a minimum of 28 females with cubs, which is a 

record for this area (western sub-population) in the 

past 30 years,” says Mr Ballesteros proudly. There 

were also four females with cubs in the eastern 

1 http://www.fundacionosopardo.org/wp-content/up-

loads/2013/03/manual_corredores_oso_2012.pdf

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=3369


“There are two kinds of tourists here {in Somiedo Natural Park]: people who 

come speci昀椀cally to see the bear; and people who come to see Somiedo and 
when they are here then go to look for the bear,” explains Publio Alvarez 

Alvarez, a member of the local hotels and tourism association and owner of 

a tourist establishment. “The possibility of seeing bears is an exceptional at-

tractor and this possibility must be available to all, not just privileged people,” 

he believes.

Somiedo municipality has suggested that the 昀椀昀琀h revision of the manage-

ment plan for the Natural Park and Natura 2000 sites should include a provi-

sion for viewing platforms for people to safely observe bears and other wild 

animals. “This is a good idea, especially in places like Somiedo because you 

can see the bears but you cannot disturb [them],” believes Mayor Fernandez. 

 

Jose Luis Fontaniella, Mayor of Cangas del Narcea, is also keen to develop 

bear tourism within his municipality. “The bear for us is a kind of label of 

natural quality and very important also for economic activities and tourism 

and so on. If a bear causes a little damage it is not seen the same way as if 

a wolf or wild boar or another animal was responsible. Part of the reason for 

this is the work of FOP in terms of prevention,” he explains. 

For Mayor Fernandez of Somiedo, the two big changes in the recent his-

tory of the municipality have been the return of democracy (1975) and the 

creation of the Natural Park. “A昀琀er 25 years the situation has completely 
changed: now the conservation values in Somiedo are better, a very high 

level - the recent history of the bear population shows this,” he says. “Another 

important thing has been the economic change,” he adds. “The creation of the 

park has led to high diversi昀椀cation of economic activities, especially tourism, 
and the bear has been a label and an important attractor for the develop-

ment of this tourism.”

The bear economy

Jose Luis Fontaniella, Mayor of Cangas del Narcea
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sub-population, leading FOP to estimate a current 

total Cantabrian brown bear population of some 200 

individuals. “We use a conservative approach and 

only take minimum numbers,” says Mr Ballesteros. 

Based on the number of females with cubs, FOP esti-

mates that the total population is increasing by 10% 

annually. 

Despite this notable success, in part thanks to LIFE 

co-昀椀nance, threats to the region’s brown bears 
remain. For instance, there are still some people 

setting snares: “They tend to be concentrated in 

certain ‘black spots’,” says Mr Suarez. “Last year in 

March we found 14 in one place.” According to Mr 

Ballesteros, “The snares are mainly used for wild 

boar, either because they damage 昀椀elds of crops, 
or a way of trying to hunt easily, to get meat. But 

it’s residual: the data for the number of snares we 

昀椀nd each year shows this is a decreasing problem.” 

One reason why is that LIFE funding has been used 

to provide more than 100 electric fences for crop de-

fence. “They are a necessity because the wild boar 

causes a lot of damage to crops,” says Mr Aumente, 

who adds that the fences are all in use and working 

well. Mr Suarez notes that the remaining problem ar-

eas for snares are places where there are “high value 

crops such as corn and potatoes...When we give elec-

tric fences to hunters they straight away install them 

around these ‘black spots’.”

“Poaching has not completely disappeared, but it has 

been drastically reduced,” concludes Mr Aumente. “One 

of the reasons is the good collaboration between the 

FOP and our association, especially in the 昀椀eld.”

For Mr Ballesteros, “Nowadays the main threats to 

bears are indirect, they are not things put there to 

kill bears. Probably the most dangerous is poison,” he 

says (see pp. 63-67). He is particularly worried about 

the potential inadvertent e昀昀ects of growing coexist-
ence con昀氀icts between people and wolves: “If concern 
[about the wolf] is very high then poison appears - 

this is a very real problem for the wolf and also for 

the bear. This is a thing we must avoid happening.”

Yet, the lesson from these LIFE projects suggests 

that the communities of the Cantabrian Mountains 

are willing to take the steps necessary to ensure that 

the brown bear continues its pattern of recovery in 

their region. “As we better manage wild boar, cat-

tle, the park, tourism - all the things, because all are 

interconnected - the better it will be for the bear,” be-

lieves José Cobrana, a cattle breeder from Somiedo. 



Thanks to LIFE-supported conservation actions over the past two decades – including rein-

troductions and transboundary cooperation – the Alps once again holds a small but stable 

brown bear population.
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y the end of the 19th Century the brown bear 

had all but disappeared from the Alps, with a 

few individuals remaining in Trentino, Italy, as well as 

several Austrian and Slovenian Alpine areas. Today, 

at just 45-50 individuals, the Alpine bear population 

remains critically endangered, according to the IUCN. 

Coexistence with the bear still needs to be relearned 

and encouraged, as continued poaching and the 

high-pro昀椀le shootings of ‘problem’ bears underline 
– but LIFE co-funded initiatives have improved coop-

eration between responsible authorities, established 

protocols and management plans, and aimed to pro-

tect livestock as well as facilitate public acceptance. 

Such actions point to a more secure future for the 

bear in Alpine regions.

The 昀椀rst LIFE project to target bears in the Alps was 
carried out by WWF Austria – ‘Bear protection pro-

gram for Austria’ (LIFE95 NAT/A/000399). A new 

population has been developing in Austria since 

Conserving the Alpine bear 
 population

The Alpine bear population 

is still in an “unfavourable” 

conservation status

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=42
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1972, when a bear wandered into the region of Styria 

from Slovenia. In the mid-1990s, some 20-25 bears 

were believed to be living in the Austrian mountains, 

but their continued existence was threatened by the 

isolation of males, habitat fragmentation and – as 

the shooting of two young bears in 1994 highlighted 

– public persecution.

In the initial LIFE project, a series of measures were 

initiated that are the hallmark of much bear conser-

vation work. Public acceptance was fostered through 

the establishment of compensation systems for 

damaged animals and the carrying out of protection 

measures (e.g. the construction of fences) for live-

stock and, in particular, beehives. 

With LIFE funding, three conservation bodies were 

able to draw up a management plan covering all 

these aspects of bear conservation in Austria. Moreo-

ver, the LIFE project set up a rapid deployment force 

of bear experts that is able to respond quickly to 

the problem of nuisance bears. This group was later 

named the Bear Emergency Team.

Perhaps the most important outcome of the pro-

ject, however, was the setting up of the Coordination 

Board of Bear Management (KOST). Members of this 

board include representatives of the federal states 

of Upper Austria, Lower Austria, Styria and Carinthia, 

the Austrian environment ministry, NGOs and hunt-

ers’ associations. 

Ongoing challenges

The project’s aim of increasing the Austrian popu-

lation of bears to 50 individuals, however, was not 

achieved. In fact at its conclusion in 1998, the num-

ber of bears was merely stagnating. Sightings of 

mothers with cubs were regularly reported in the 

main areas for bears – the Lower Austrian and Styr-

ian limestone Alps between Ötscher and Hochschwab 

and southern Carinthia around Weissensee and the 

Karawanken – but adolescent bears were simply dis-

appearing when they went o昀昀 to search for their own 
territory. Whilst studies showed that the Austrian 

eastern Alps were a suitable habitat for bears and 

pointed to the potential for the animal to expand its 

range in this region, the monitoring results were not 

encouraging. Researchers believed that young bears 

were either leaving the region altogether or dying of 

natural causes or poaching.   

WWF Austria therefore carried out a second LIFE 

project, ‘Braunbaer’ (LIFE02 NAT/A/008519), to  

address these issues and to step up cross-border co-

operation with Italy and, in particular, Slovenia.

The continued small size of the Austrian bear popu-

lation meant that inbreeding remained a problem. 

The long-term survival of this group depended on 

the migration of other bears from the Dinaric Alps. 

The project devised a plan for migration routes and 

worked closely with the road administrative body, 

ASFINAG, to ensure that tra昀케c planning took into 
account the needs of the bears. Furthermore, WWF 

Austria, with the support of LIFE, was able to give 

valuable input into a proposed nationwide regulation 

for tra昀케c safety and the protection of animals. The 
regulation was 昀椀nalised in 2005 and is legally bind-

ing for the ASFINAG.

Scienti昀椀c studies carried out under the project also 
helped identify the most important corridors and 

potential barriers for bear movements. As a result, 

the bear management plan drawn up as part of the 

1995 project was revised during the ‘Braunbaer’ 

one. (This revised plan was used to establish a bear 

management plan for Germany.) A main aim of the 

project was for this plan to be approved by the rel-

evant Austrian federal states, and whilst none as yet 

has translated the plan into law, these four states 

are using the plan as a set of guidelines for bear 

management.  

The 2002 LIFE project was also an opportunity to 

step up measures aimed at the general public. Some 

700 posters were put on display at railway stations, 

educational materials were produced for schools 

and events were organised. The publication of a 

Beehives damaged by a bear

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=1968


A speci昀椀c di昀케culty of bear migration 
from Slovenia into Austria, namely a 

stretch of the A2 motorway, was ad-

dressed by one particular project. The 

section, which was completed in 1984, 

severely disrupted the passage of bears 

from Croatia and Slovenia into the 

Schütt-Dobratsch region of southern 

Austria. The solution tried by the LIFE 

project, ‘Schütt-Dobratsch’ (LIFE00 

NAT/A/007055), was to construct a 

92-metre-wide motorway overpass for 

bears and other fauna. 

The motorway overpass, which directly 

links two Natura 2000 sites, was con-

structed using concrete and planted with 

vegetation and trees to make it seem 

as natural as possible. The road organi-

sation, ASFINAG, is responsible for the 

maintenance of the bridge. The 昀椀rst bear 
observed crossing it was spotted in Au-

gust 2005. The long-term impact of the 

overpass is di昀케cult to assess, however. 
Automated monitoring of migration 

stopped around 2008 following the re-

peated the昀琀 of the infra-red cameras, 
but new ‘the昀琀-proof’ cameras will be 
installed shortly and monitoring is ex-

pected to resume. So far, the major in-

vestment in a bear passage has mainly 

bene昀椀tted other species.

Bear passages

Though most bears in Slovenia are part of the 

Dinaric-Pindos population which is one of the 

most viable bear populations in Europe, it too 

has been the target of a LIFE project. Amongst 

other outcomes, the ‘Ursus Slovenia’ project 

(LIFE02 NAT/SLo/008585), helped secure 

migration corridors into the Alps. Coordinated 

by the Slovenian Forestry Service, the project 

also developed good networking contacts with 

regions in Italy and Austria for the exchange of 

information and know-how. 

Ursus Slovenia
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bear folder (200 000 copies) followed on from the 

brochures of the 昀椀rst project, but these actions were 
also accompanied by direct instruction in the han-

dling of problem bears – for example, local people 

received training in how to scare o昀昀 bears. 

Nevertheless, despite the e昀昀orts of the LIFE pro-

gramme, the bear population in Austria is still under 

threat of extinction. The population that crosses the 

border ‘triangle’ of Austria, Italy, and Slovenia is es-

timated to be 12-15 bears with some 昀椀ve to eight 
of these individuals found in Carinthia, a province in 

the south of Austria. However, reproduction has not 

recently been recorded here, according to WWF Aus-

tria. The border population is connected to the large 

population of the Dinaric Alps and relies on mostly 

young males venturing from the core Southern Slo-

venia area towards the Alps. The numbers of the Aus-

trian bear sub-population are now very reduced and 

are in fact lower than when the LIFE project started 

in 2002. The number of bears reaching the Austrian 

Alps is dependent on the Slovenian hunting regime, 

and over the last decade the hunting quotas have 

been considerably increased in response to the dam-

age caused by dispersing bears to beekeepers and 

stockbreeders. Moreover, local acceptance of bear 

presence is low in Austria, making successful recolo-

nisation from Slovenia more di昀케cult to achieve.

Bear passage with the first and (so-far only) evidence of bear use in 2005 (left)

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=1703
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=1703
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=1986
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Reintroductions

One major conservation measure that has been 

successfully carried out in the Alpine region is the 

transportation and re-release of captured bears. 

As part of the ‘Ursus/Brenta’ project (LIFE96 NAT/

IT/003152), 昀椀ve individuals from Slovenia were re-

leased into the Adamello-Brenta Nature Park in the 

Italian province of Trentino.

At the start of the project, only three or four bears 

were present in the park and no new births had been 

recorded since 1989. The population was heading for 

extinction, and steps needed to be urgently taken to 

avoid such a fate. Whilst the park authorities had 

put an end to the exploitation of forest areas, pro-

hibited the opening of new roads and forestry tracks 

and banned activities that disturb the bears, the 

LIFE funding o昀昀ered it an opportunity to boost the 
population with genetically-compatible brown bears 

from Slovenia. Though one of the released bears was 

killed in 2001 in an avalanche, the 昀椀rst new-born 
bear was observed in the park immediately a昀琀er the 
end of the project. 

Another important outcome of the project was the 

establishment of accurate monitoring in the park. 

The authorities have been able to follow the growth 

of this once-declining population, which in 2012 had 

risen to 41 bears. Monitoring shows that the annual 

growth rate is 14%. Furthermore, the released bears 

were radio-tracked in order to obtain a detailed pic-

ture of their movement and behaviour following their 

release. For the 昀椀rst few weeks, the bears wandered 
well beyond the park’s boundaries, but they then 

mostly returned to the release area. The bears’ activ-

ities, in fact, resulted in less damage than expected 

to beehives and domestic stock and compensation to 

owners was regularly and quickly paid.

A follow-up project was launched in 2000 to release 

an additional 昀椀ve bears into the park. This project, 
‘Ursus Brenta II’ (LIFE00 NAT/IT/007131) further 

underlined how well the released bears are adapting 

to their new surroundings. In 2002, two more cubs 

were born, followed by another two in 2003, and a 

further 昀椀ve in 2004.

Today, the bears have moved into neighbouring re-

gions: Lombardy, Veneto and Friuli-Venezia Giulia. 

Two adventurous bears even crossed over into the 

Swiss Alps, but the outcome for one, JJ3, wasn’t 

happy. Under authorisation of the Swiss government, 

he was shot in 2008. 

JJ3 was in fact the younger brother of JJ1, who 

achieved fame as ‘Bruno’ when he became the 昀椀rst 
bear to be sighted in Germany since 1838 – both 

young bears were the o昀昀spring of Jurka and Joze 
(hence their o昀케cial names), two bears introduced from 
Slovenia. Following numerous reports of the killing of 

sheep and chickens, however, Bruno was declared a 

“Problembär” and the Bavarian regional government 

sanctioned his shooting or capture. But the public ob-

jected to his killing, and the government revised its 

order leading to several failed attempts to capture 

the new media star alive. In June, 2006, the ‘problem 

bear’ was shot dead by a local farmer.

The incident demonstrated the need for more e昀昀ective 
cross-border communication in order to better man-

age the bear population. The long-term objective of 

establishing a link with the Slovenian population, how-

ever, has yet to be achieved though it remains neces-

sary. Although the minimum number of bears to form 

a viable population (considered to be 40-60 individu-

als) has been reached, the genetic variability of this 

population remains low.

Nevertheless, the success of the reintroductions has 

wider implications. Similar attempts to reintroduce 

bears in Austria had previously failed, and the ex-

perience of Brenta presents useful lessons for other 

reintroduction programmes. The project established 

a detailed protocol for the capture and release of 

bears that was re昀椀ned during the 昀椀eld work and in-

cludes outlines on how to correctly handle bears, the 

necessary health checks, transportation and release 

methods and the required equipment.  

Awareness-raising activities targeting the local 

population during both projects were particularly 

Release of Irma in 2000 at 

the Adamello-Brenta Nature 

Park in Italy

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=120


Austrian, Italian and Slove-

nian managers at a meeting 

to discuss bear conservation 

in the Alps
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successful in maintaining a positive attitude to-

wards the bear conservation work, but in recent 

years such e昀昀orts have been undermined. Chang-

es in the political landscape and a negative news-

paper campaign have weakened public support 

for the bear initiatives and many stakeholders are 

now complaining about an apparent lack of in-

volvement in the decision-making process for bear 

management.

Cross-border cooperation

Where the LIFE programme can really make a 

di昀昀erence with regards to bear conservation is 
in terms of transboundary coordination. This 

was particularly true for the LIFE project, ‘Brown 

Bear Coop’ (LIFE03 NAT/CP/IT/000003), which 

brought together bene昀椀ciaries of brown bear pro-

jects in Italy, Austria and Slovenia – namely, the 

University of Udine, WWF Austria and the Slovenia 

Forest Service – in an initiative coordinated by the 

Adamello-Brenta Nature Park.

Given the geographic proximity of brown bear 

populations in the three countries, the project or-

ganisers sought to increase the level of interac-

tion between them to e昀昀ect the development of 
a metapopulation with improved genetic variabil-

ity. Such a development depends on safeguarding 

existing migration routes and creating additional 

ones for bears from the Dinaric mountain range 

to enter and re-colonise the eastern Alps of Italy 

and Austria. 

Analysis carried out as part of the project sug-

gested that a future brown bear metapopulation 

in southern Europe is a distinct possibility, but that 

brown bear conservation must be considered in a 

transboundary way. The long-term survival of the 

species requires the active participation of local 

and national decision-makers. The project there-

fore aimed to provide them with up-to-date and 

reliable data on potential areas of expansion of 

the bear populations.

It produced a map of distribution sites as well as 

potential suitable areas into which the species 

could expand. The four nuclei of bears that it fo-

cused on are likely to reach a size at which they 

are no longer threatened with extinction in the 

medium-to-long-term future.

Thanks to the project, it was possible to encour-

age the exchange of experiences amongst dif-

ferent LIFE project bene昀椀ciaries and, through the 
project’s 昀椀nal report, to pass on such experiences 
to other European countries committed to the con-

servation of the brown bear.

Another key outcome of the project was the shar-

ing of experiences of communicating with the pub-

lic in Slovenia, Austria and Italy. These lessons fed 

into several principles for communicating with lo-

cal stakeholders that were outlined in a document, 

‘Summary Principles of Communication for Brown 

Bear Conservation in the Alps’. It was hoped that 

the cooperation initiated by the project would rep-

resent the 昀椀rst step towards greater governmen-

tal cooperation. However, in spite of the project’s 

initial e昀昀orts, a coherent and permanent coopera-

tion between the three Member States has yet to 

be put in place – such coordination of activities 

is vital for brown bear conservation in the Alpine 

region. 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2579


LIFE’s support for Italy’s Apennine brown bear sub-species demonstrates what can be done 

to help better balance the needs of large carnivores with those of human beings.  

The Apennine bear  

population is still endan-

gered despite LIFE actions
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n estimated 37-52 animals make up the 

population of the Apennine brown bear sub-

species (Ursus arctos marsicanus). Many of the 

bears live within areas protected by national or 

regional park designations covering Monti Sibillini, 

Gran Sasso-Monti della Laga, Maiella-Morrone and 

Sirente-Velino. Here, LIFE has been active ever since 

it started in 1992 in helping bears and humans live 

together better.

The 昀椀rst LIFE projects to target the Appenine (and 
Alpine) bear populations in Italy were LIFE92 NAT/

IT/013000 and LIFE92 NAT/IT/013002. As well as 

taking concrete steps to improve the natural habi-

tat of the bear in the Apennines, these projects did 

much to improve knowledge of the species through 

a thorough analysis of aspects of bear ecology such 

as habitat selection, roaming distances and its home 

range in central Italy.

These were followed by the 昀椀rst LIFE project to ex-

clusively target the Apennine brown bear population 

- ‘Gole rupestri’ (LIFE94 NAT/IT/001140). Its work 

involved building a local knowledge base and raising 

awareness about the challenges involved in conserv-

ing such European priority species. 

As many as 40 di昀昀erent potential sites were identi-
昀椀ed that could be improved to boost the supply of 
natural food sources for Apennine brown bears. This 

management method aimed to encourage bears to 

remain in habitats that were located away from hu-

man activity, and thus in areas where risks of perse-

cution were reduced.

Whilst much of the ‘fear factor’ that fuels coexist-

ence problems between bears and people relates 

to their carnivorous characteristics, bears are also 

famous for their love of honey and similarly sweet 

products. This fact of bear life is a useful message 

that can be promoted to help mitigate fears. Prac-

tical steps can also be taken to ensure a plentiful 

natural food supply for bears, thereby reducing the 

potential for human-bear con昀氀ict around farms or 
villagers. The ‘Gole rupestri’ project, for instance, 

planted some 4 200 fruit trees. 

Managing the movement of bears in this way means 

that conservation bodies are better equipped to con-

trol risks to the species. The movement of humans 

near or around known bear-feeding areas can then 

also be managed through steps such as developing 

alternative areas to attract people away from bear 

habitats, warning people about the possible pres-

ence of bears in an area, and/or working with local 

land users to introduce other measures to reduce 

con昀氀ict (e.g. installation of fences).. 

A series of LIFE projects (LIFE97 NAT/IT/004141, 

LIFE98 NAT/IT/005114, LIFE99 NAT/IT/006244, 

LIFE03 NAT/IT/000151 and LIFE09 NAT/IT/000160) 

a P e N N I N e

balancing bear and human 
needs in Italy

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=193
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=193
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=194
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=494
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=225
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=291
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=473
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2512
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=3794


“Shall we be friends?” “Why 

not...are you ready... to put 

yourself in the bear skin?” 

(i.e. to put yourself in my 

place) – an example of the 

teaching materials used to 

encourage more positive 

attitudes towards bear  

conservation.
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Practical persuasion

A valuable collection of other coexistence tools has 

also been validated by the LIFE projects. These in-

clude some relatively straightforward actions aimed 

at dissuading people from considering bears as a 

threat or menace.

Contrary to popular belief, bears are not normally 

aggressive, making it fairly easy to apply deterrents. 

This is underscored by the advice that is provided for 

people who come across a bear, which recommends 

adopting a ‘con昀椀dent’ stance and keeping eye con-

tact with the bear. Such practice is commonly suf-

昀椀cient to persuade the bear to avoid confrontation 
and move away. 

Practical persuasion is therefore an e昀昀ective means 
of protecting people (and their interests) from bear-

related problems. LIFE projects have applied this 

knowhow through a number of methods and most 

of them have been designed to prevent bears from 

preying on farm livestock.

Agriculture in the Apennines is limited by natural 

handicaps that include poor soils and sloping gradi-

ents. In these conditions, livestock farming remains 

one of the only viable sources of economic income 

for many rural residents. Farmers have a vested in-

terest in protecting their income and this has previ-

ously led to the persecution of bears.

LIFE co-昀椀nance has been used by the Apennine 
brown bear projects to help reduce this persecution 

threat. The two most e昀昀ective methods of persuad-

ing bears to seek food away from grazing pastures 

– and the likelihood of attacks on livestock – have 

been found to be the installation of electric fences 

and the use of specially-bred guard dogs. 

Scores of hectares of farmland have been pro-

tected with electric fences supplied by the various 

LIFE projects. This action has also helped establish 

good working relations between the farmers and the 

bene昀椀ciaries, something that is welcomed by both 
parties. “Collaboration will continue a昀琀er EU fund-

ing because people appreciate what is possible. They 

now know that there are solutions,” says  Gian Paolo 

Pollini, a farmer from the province of Terni. 

A flock’s best friend

The other main tool used by the Apennine projects 

to keep bears away from farmland is a special breed 

have had success in applying these coexistence tech-

niques across the Apennines. 

Risk reduction

A variety of di昀昀erent approaches have been tested 
and proven by the LIFE projects as being bene昀椀cial 
for separating bears from human activities. These 

risk reduction measures include a signi昀椀cant amount 
of the aforementioned habitat improvement works in 

speci昀椀ed locations. 

Here LIFE has co-昀椀nanced the planting of thousands 
more fruit trees, the introduction of beehives and 

watering sites and the adaptation of forests or up-

land areas to facilitate corridors and other habitat-

connectivity features. In addition, LIFE projects have 

taken steps to protect bears’ hibernation and breed-

ing sites. All these operations continue to be care-

fully coordinated by the LIFE project bene昀椀ciaries as 
part of a more controlled and strategic approach to 

distancing bears from people, in order to achieve the 

objectives of coexistence.

Restricting human access to the improved bear habi-

tats has been an important part of the LIFE projects’ 

strategy for promoting peaceful coexistence. For 

example, forest roads and tracks have been closed 

or blocked to prevent people from disturbing bears. 

Furthermore, projects have funded footpath net-

works and supported tourism services in areas away 

from those frequented by bears. Such risk reduction 

methods remain important components of the Apen-

nine conservation bodies’ coexistence toolkit. 



The ‘ARCTOS’ project (LIFE09 NAT/IT/000160) has established a system 

for evaluating bear-monitoring protocols in the Apennines (and Alps), as 

well as dra昀琀ing common guidelines and training personnel. The project is 
ongoing until August 2014. 

Ongoing actions

Breeder receiving mastiff pups 
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of large dog. The Abruzzes breed is a masti昀昀 dog 
that was traditionally used by Italian shepherds as 

a guard dog for deterring livestock attacks. Abru-

zzes grow up alongside their 昀氀ocks and form strong 
bonds with the sheep.

Around 40 of these dogs were given to Apennine 

farmers during the 1997 LIFE project, and since 

then LIFE has expanded their use as a natural form 

of bear protection. 

Freddy Barbarossa from Abruzzo remains a keen 

advocate of this coexistence method and he has 

used LIFE to help him run a breeding programme 

for the dogs: “Although the Abruzzes have been 

around for over 2 000 years, the breed had start-

ed to lose its working dog traits, because it was 

becoming more a breed for dog shows or a pet,” 

he explains. “We’ve already gained a good deal 

of positive experience under LIFE, in terms of 

trait selection through DNA screening and cross-

breeding, in order to get exactly the type of dog 

that we need. The aim initially was to establish 

a network of dogs for the farmers of L’Aquila, 

and now we’re expanding the network to include 

Frosinone (Lazio), Tuscany and Orvieto (Umbria),” 

says Mr Barbarossa.  

Bear truths

As with the vast majority of LIFE-funded nature con-

servation actions, knowledge about a species (and 

how di昀昀erent stakeholders can contribute to its sta-

tus) is considered crucial. 

For LIFE’s Apennine bear projects, knowledge has 

been, and continues to be, of paramount importance 

in helping achieve coexistence. Knowledge about 

bear behaviour patterns for instance has helped to 

con昀椀rm the need to install fencing around waste 
dumps to stop bears developing ‘bad’ habits that 

threaten their survival. LIFE supported such fenc-

ing and a signi昀椀cant amount of additional LIFE as-

sistance has been channelled towards other knowl-

edge-development actions.

Much of this work has focused on dispelling myths 

about the brown bear and demystifying the methods 

needed for coexistence. The LIFE projects in the Ap-

ennines have used a wide variety of initiatives and 

communication channels to give accurate informa-

tion about brown bears, in order to reduce the fear 

factor and to increase local support for bear conser-

vation work.

Audiences as diverse as school children, tourists, 

and hunters have been targeted by the LIFE projects’ 

communication activities. Results indicate that their 

messages are making a positive di昀昀erence to chang-

ing peoples’ perception of bears for the better.

Replicable results

LIFE’s support for these awareness-raising cam-

paigns, and all the other Apennine coexistence ap-

proaches, hold excellent demonstration value for 

replication in other parts of Europe where challenges 

exist in conserving large carnivores. 

Experiences gained by the Italian LIFE project exam-

ples clearly show the bene昀椀ts of: providing attractive 
carnivore habitats located away from human activ-

ity; dissuading carnivores from posing problems; and 
reducing persecution risks caused by misinformed 

myths. 

When these coexistence techniques are applied to-

gether they can help safeguard the long-term con-

servation of our endangered large carnivores.

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=3794


LIFE projects have helped to reduce bear-human conflict in the Carpathians, through farm-

ing protection measures and damage compensation payments. They have also shaped 

more positive attitudes toward Natura 2000 sites and the large carnivore populations 

they protect.

Romanian farmer setting up 

an electric fence 
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LIFElines

The foundations for brown bear conservation in 

the eastern Carpathians were laid out in two LIFE 

projects that ran from 2002 to 2009: ‘Vrancea 

301/11/2005’ (LIFE02 NAT/ro/008576) and ‘Car-

nivores Vrancea II’ (LIFE05 NAT/ro/000170). A 

key outcome of these projects was the inclusion of 

eight sites (some 40 000 ha) in the Natura 2000 

network and the updating of management plans 

for these protected areas by the bene昀椀ciary, the 
Vrancea Environmental Protection Agency. This oc-

curred whilst Romania was preparing for its acces-

sion to the EU in January 2007.

Following on from these two projects, which con-

centrated on the conservation of wolves and lynx, 

as well as bears, the ongoing ‘URSUSLIFE’ project 

(LIFE08 NAT/ro/000500), which started in Janu-

ary 2010 and runs to December 2013, is focusing 

solely on the brown bear, across three counties and 

15 Natura 2000 sites. 

Helping farmers and protecting 
bears

Livestock and crop protection measures are es-

sential for decreasing the level of con昀氀ict between 
brown bears and the local community. The LIFE-

funded Bârseşti demonstration area showed shep-

herds, animal breeders and farmers how electric 

fencing can considerably reduce damage caused by 

large carnivores and in a cost-e昀昀ective manner. By 
2009, 36 electric fence systems had been installed 

to protect sheepfolds, and a further 12 protected 

beehives, orchards and crops. There has since been 

an increasing uptake of electric fence systems, 

along with other measures to reduce bear-human 

L
 

atest estimates suggest that the Carpathi-

an mountains have the highest density of 

brown bears in Europe (estimated at more than 

7 200 individuals), with more than 6 000 bears (or 

40% of the total European population) in Romania.

Despite its size, the Carpathian brown bear popu-

lation is stable, rather than increasing, and faces 

several threats: extensive poaching and habitat 

degradation from forestry; the impact of livestock 
grazing; the conversion of land for crops; and the 
building of roads. Measures to reduce bear-human 

con昀氀ict and a change in negative attitudes toward 
bears are needed to maintain the “favourable” 

conservation status of the Carpathian brown bear 

population. 

Safeguarding the Carpathian 
brown bear population

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=1984
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2956
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=3559


The Carpathian Mountains 

have the highest density of 

brown bears in the EU. 
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con昀氀ict, including audible warnings, textile 昀氀ags and 
repellent materials, such as lithium chloride. A com-

pensation scheme to reimburse farmers for damage 

caused by large carnivores, established in 2005, has 

been another key initiative aimed at stopping poach-

ing and facilitating coexistence.

The LIFE projects established an Intervention Unit, 

consisting of an Animal Rescue Mobile Unit (ARMU) 

and the Large Carnivores Rehabilitation and Moni-

toring Centre (LCRMC) in Lepsa. A Bear Cub Reha-

bilitation Centre has also received funding. These 

initiatives have enabled injured brown bears to be 

treated, orphaned bears to be raised and released 

back into Natura 2000 sites, and several problem 

bears near human settlements to be relocated to re-

mote areas rather than being killed. 

Before the LIFE projects, monitoring in Romania re-

lied on traditional observation methods. LIFE has 

helped fund the use of telemetry, scent baits and 

remote cameras, hair traps, the mapping of dens and 

other techniques to obtain a more accurate assess-

ment of the brown bear population size. A GIS data-

base is now used to plot key habitat features, such 

as bear hibernation and feeding sites, and the areas 

where most bear damage has occurred. This helps to 

focus resources more e昀昀ectively on bear protection 
and bear-human con昀氀ict prevention measures.

The disturbance of hibernation dens by forestry 

activities, in particular, can have a critical e昀昀ect on 
young bears. The loss of energy resulting from dis-

turbance increases juvenile mortality. Mapping iden-

ti昀椀ed 76 areas with dens. The ‘URSUSLIFE’ project 
initiated a ban on logging during the winter months 

in areas where dens are most common. Measures 

are also ongoing to build ecological corridors be-

tween Natura 2000 sites and important habitat fea-

tures to overcome problems associated with habitat 

fragmentation, such as reduced gene-昀氀ow within the 
population when groups of individuals become iso-

lated. An extension of the road network through an 

area of the eastern Carpathians, for instance, threat-

ens to fragment brown bear habitat and has also re-

sulted in more bears being killed in tra昀케c accidents.

Bears provide benefits

Public-awareness campaigns have played an impor-

tant role in reducing con昀氀ict between brown bears 
and local people. Previously, the attitude to bears 

was very hostile; but thanks to awareness-raising 
activities conducted by the LIFE projects they are 

now seen in a more positive light. Although the 

brown bear is a protected species, extensive poach-

ing continues. Some 10% of the bear population may 

be exposed to this danger. It is therefore important 

to get the message across that poaching is illegal 

and that alternative methods are available to protect 

crops, orchards and sheepfolds. Information boards 

to that end have been erected in Natura 2000 sites, 

which also detail the LIFE projects, the species pro-

tected and conservation actions taken, and what to 

do if you encounter a brown bear.

There is now a greater understanding of the role of 

large carnivores in forest ecosystems and a raised 

awareness of the socio-economic bene昀椀ts of the 
Natura 2000 sites. A “bear friendly” eco-label has 

been introduced to promote local and traditional 

products from the Natura 2000 areas, including 

honey, smoked cheese and meat, dried fruit, brandy, 

and clay and wooden bowls. “Our project led to other 

initiatives that have developed the possibilities of 

eco-tourism,” explains Silviu Chiriac, leader of the 

‘Carnivores Vrancea II’ project. “For example, the 

Environmental Protection Agency created nature 

trails in the park and a bear observation hide.” 

However, with increasing tourism in the Carpathi-

ans, measures such as improved waste manage-

ment are required to prevent “garbage bears” be-

coming a problem, along with the designation of 

“no-go” areas to prevent disturbance to bears with 

cubs.



Two sustainable populations of brown bears cross into northern Greece, where the large 

mammal is threatened by human activities. LIFE co-funded actions, however, are aiming to 

diminish some of these threats.
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wo main populations of brown bears are found 

in Greece, separated by a distance of some 

250 km: the Pindos population and the Rodopi popu-

lation. The Pindos population ranges over an area of 

11 000 km2 and forms the southernmost part of the 

Dinaric-Pindos bear population (the third largest in 

the EU). It is also expanding - this sub-population is 

re-colonising sectors of the historical range of the 

species in the Pindos mountains. The Rodopi popula-

tion ranges over 2 500 km2 and is the southernmost 

part of the Eastern Balkans bear population (see pp 

36-37)..

Whilst numbers are stable (and showing even 

positive trends locally), as many as 50 bears in 

Greece every year are the victim of poaching or 

other human-related causes of death. A culture of 

silence - also common to other EU countries - pre-

vents anyone speaking out or exposing the perpe-

trators, and a lot of work still remains to be done 

to change attitudes towards conservation and the 

feasibility of coexistence.  

Initial efforts

The 昀椀rst LIFE projects aimed at helping conserve 
the Dinaric-Pindos brown bear population were 

carried out by the NGO, ARCTUROS. The main 

focus of the ‘ARCTOS 1’ project (LIFE93 NAT/

Gr/010800) was to gather biological, forestry 

reducing threats  
to bears in Greece

The Dinaric-Pindos brown 

bear population covers  

an area of more than  

11 000 km2

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=163
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=163


The original sign of Greece’s 

first bear information centre 

– established by the LIFE 

project, ‘ARCTOS 2’; today 

the building is the opera-

tions centre of the NGO, 

ARCTUROS.
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and socio-economic data and integrate it into a 

GIS database. Such knowledge was used to draw 

up a Greek Bear Action Plan. Though this plan was 

never o昀케cially approved, it is now being used as 
the basis for a new management plan at a na-

tional government level. 

A follow-up project, ‘ARCTOS 2’ (LIFE96 NAT/

Gr/003222), carried out a range of typical con-

servation measures: the provision of sheepdogs; 
the installation of electric fences for beehives; the 
plantation of wild fruit trees; the closure of forest 
roads; and the extension of an existing compensa-

tion scheme to cover damages not included in the 

national compensation scheme. It also carried out 

so-called ‘Speci昀椀c Environmental Studies’, a Greek 
legal requirement, which led to the o昀케cial procla-

mation of two national parks: the Northern Pindos 

National Park and Rodopi National Park. This is 

considered to have been a major achievement for 

bear conservation in Greece. 

The bene昀椀ciary also carried out a public aware-

ness campaign to strengthen networking with oth-

er authorities in the Balkan region, with the goal of 

ensuring that Greece’s bear population maintained 

its geographical and biological links with the popu-

lations in neighbouring countries.

The Dinaric-Pindos bear population faces two 

main human-related threats: persecution and the 

impact of transport infrastructure. Bears in Kasto-

ria region, for example, are su昀昀ering as a result of 
a 45 km highway that traverses their range. The 

fence that surrounds the motorway is inadequate 

to prevent bears getting onto the road and being 

hit by vehicles, and its replacement with a more 

suitable structure has been one of the chief goals 

of the ongoing LIFE ‘ARCTOS/KASTORIA’ project 

(LIFE09 NAT/Gr/000333). 

The need for a new fence – due to be installed 

by September 2013 – is shown by the fact that 

17 bears have died as a result of collisions with 

tra昀케c on this motorway in the last three years. 
Out of a total sub-population estimated by genetic 

昀椀ngerprinting at 80-150 individuals! The project, 
which is being carried out by the Prefecture of 

Kastoria, the Development Agency of Kastoria and 

Callisto, an environmental NGO, has enabled re-

search to be conducted to determine the high-risk 

zones along the critical KA45 highway segment. 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=182
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=182
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=3795


17 bears have died as a 

result of collisions with 

 traffic in the last three years 

– Thanks to LIFE pressure 

some proposed additional 

bear-safety measures were 

introduced alongside the 

highway
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ognises the need to convince the authorities of the 

importance of its work in order to ensure that it 

continues a昀琀er the project ends. 

Susanne Riegler, a veterinarian who is a member 

of the Bear Emergency Team (BET) that responds 

to problem bears or those that have been hit by 

cars, says that the forestry authority needs to be 

constantly made aware of her team’s activities in 

order to continue to support them when the LIFE 

co-昀椀nance runs out. The BET consists of two bi-
ologists, a vet and an environmentalist. “We are 

trying to keep it going but we’ve got to 昀椀nd fund-

ing for it. We are transferring our experiences to 

the forestry authorities…They phone us when they 

have a problem, but we make sure that they come 

with us and learn!”

Another aspect of the project in which Dr Riegler 

has been involved is the development of an ex-

change network of sheepdog puppies. The aim 

of such a network of farmers is to provide those 

livestock breeders in need of protection with a 

reliable puppy that will become an e昀케cient adult 
(livestock) guarding dog. 

“It took a long time to 昀椀nd the shepherds in the 
area,” says Dr Riegler, who explains that the goal 

was to 昀椀nd ones who were willing to look a昀琀er the 
dogs in the appropriate way: “It is better to have 

昀椀ve puppies that are of good quality than 50 that 
are not cared for,” she explains. 

The long-term continuation of this initiative is also a 

concern. “Ideally, the shepherds would work on their 

own, but it’s di昀케cult [to ensure],” cautions Dr Riegler. 

“We systematically collected samples of bear hair 

on the highway fence to see which are the areas 

that the bears most frequently use to cross [the 

road],” says Iliana Bousiaki of Callisto. Radio and 

satellite-tracking of bears has also been used to 

identify high-risk zones. 

The 昀椀nal segment of the highway (an additional 
25 km, making 70 km in total) is still being com-

pleted, This has enabled Callisto to propose ad-

ditional measures (amended crossing structures) 

to the construction company in order to safeguard 

bears, including a 500-metre bear ‘cut-and-cover’ 

tunnel. “The construction company wasn’t sup-

posed to build this tunnel, but under the project’s 

pressure it has been made possible,” explains Ms 

Bousiaki. Extra warning signs for drivers passing 

through bear-sensitive zones will be another lega-

cy of this LIFE project. 

Long-term goals

The ‘ARCTOS/KASTORIA’ project has very speci昀椀c 
objectives for its target sub-population: 昀椀rstly, to 
maintain human-caused mortality in Kastoria at 

a sustainable level not exceeding 4% of the mini-

mum estimated population in the project area; 
and, secondly, maintaining yearly reproductive fe-

males at no lower than 10-12% of this minimum 

estimated bear sub-population. 

But the economic downturn that has a昀昀ected Eu-

rope in general and Greece in particular, is also 

a昀昀ecting conservation e昀昀orts. The state forestry 
authorities are responsible for habitat protection 

and responding to emergencies, and Callisto rec-



The story of one particular bear – named 

Irma – is illustrative of the problems as-

sociated with the Kastoria region. Whilst 

bears are known to inhabit the mountains 

surrounding the city of Kastoria, in June 

2012, one (namely the six-year-old fe-

male, Irma) was spotted venturing closer 

to the urban area. She was seeking a 

place to build her den and swam 1 120 

metres across a lake to a good resting 

spot within a few hundred metres of the 

city. The BET was alerted and captured 

the bear, 昀椀tting her with a GSM radio col-
lar and microchip, before relocating her 

14 km from the capture site. 

Readily available food supplies around 

human settlements proved too much of 

a draw, however, and within a week Irma 

had returned to the southern lake shores, 

where she stayed for the rest of the sum-

mer. The response of the community was 

mixed: some wanted the bear shot, whilst 

others were more welcoming. One news-

paper even suggested that the bear had 

been enticed to the area by reckless ecol-

ogists. Yet Irma never displayed any ag-

gression towards people and was indeed 

rarely seen. Moreover, according to Iliana 

Bousiaki of Callisto, “people didn’t feel so 

afraid because of the brochures that we 

had produced on how to deal with bears.”

However, when Irma began to dig out her 

winter den in a residential area in a des-

ignated ‘red zone’ of the southern lake 

shores, the Callisto BET was forced to 

take action, using rubber bullets to scare 

her away from the built-up area. The lat-

est monitoring information (from January 

2013) shows that Irma has now settled in 

a rock ravine with dense oak vegetation 

in the surrounding mountains, but the 

NGO believes the experience has provided 

some valuable lessons. The BET has pro-

duced a guidebook for dealing with bears 

visiting human-inhabited areas which is 

in the process of being adopted by the 

Greek Ministry of Environment as an of-

昀椀cial tool for managing such situations.

Lessons from Irma

The anaesthetised Irma is checked by the Bear 

Emergency Team
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The minimum estimated bear population of the 

entire Pindos mountains is 350, but says Thanos 

Tragos of Callisto, the population might be “dou-

ble” that estimate. He explains that: “little is known 

about several areas of potential and/or suitable 

bear habitat that have been less well investigated 

genetically. The monitoring activities carried out 

during this project are improving our knowledge 

on the brown bear population and conservation 

status in this region.”   

Protecting pine forest habitats 

Bears can also be indirectly a昀昀ected by human ac-

tivities, such as by the destruction of habitats. Fur-

ther south from Kastoria, in the area of Grevena 

and Ioannina, the Pindos National Park – encom-

passing seven Natura 2000 network sites – hosts 

one of the key habitats for the brown bear, Medi-

terranean pine forests with endemic black pine. 

Although there are some 90 000 ha of this habitat 

found in the park, the Mediterranean pine forests 

are nevertheless under threat from several fac-

tors: forest 昀椀res (both deliberate and accidental); 
monocultural commercial forestry management 

plans; and over-exploitation based on inappropri-
ate silvicultural practices.

A LIFE project was thus carried out to improve 

the conservation status of an area of this prior-

ity habitat to the bene昀椀t of brown bear conserva-

tion. The ‘PINDOS/GREVENA’ project (LIFE07 NAT/

Gr/000291) aimed to ensure that core bear habi-

tat units within the project area are undisturbed 

and that human-related mortality is maintained at 

a sustainable level – i.e. not exceeding 4% of the 

minimum estimated population. 

Another target was to maintain the number of 

yearly reproductive females at no less than 10-

12% of the minimum estimated bear population 

in the targeted areas (20 individuals within the 

Natura 2000 sites targeted by the project and 45 

individuals in the total project area).

Electric fences protecting beehives from bear attacks

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=3322
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=3322


Although no LIFE project has focused exclusively on the Eastern balkans brown bear 

 populations in bulgaria and Greece, four wide-ranging projects have included some actions 

targeting these populations.

LIFE has been helping in the 

enforcement of the Bulgar-

ian Brown Bear Monitoring 

Plan that was approved in 

2008
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he Eastern Balkans brown bear population 

is found in three distinct segments, extend-

ing from Serbia in the west, to Greece and Bulgaria 

(see map pp. 12-13). The most recent survey – from 

2012 – estimates a total population of more than 

600 individuals.

Of these, some 530-590 bears are found within 

Bulgaria, with an additional 50 or fewer bears living 

across the border in the Greek part of the Rhodope 

(Rodopi) Mountains. 

The larger Bulgarian part of the population has 

been targeted as part of ‘EXTRA’ (LIFE07 NAT/

IT/000502) an international Italian-led LIFE project 

that covered a number of large carnivore popula-

tions across several countries (see pp. 58-62).

‘ExTRA’ in Bulgaria

Speci昀椀c actions targeting the bear in Bulgaria includ-

ed the establishment of a standardised monitoring 

system at national level and training to enable lo-

cal technicians to assess livestock damage. In the 

national parks and Smolyan district, LIFE co-昀椀nance 
was spent on bear presence surveys in 2010 and 

2011. The ‘EXTRA’ team also purchased and distrib-

uted 90 electric fences out of 186 given to Bulgarian 

farmers (the remainder were 昀椀nanced by the Minis-

try of Environment and Waters - MOEW). 

A further outcome of this project will be the estab-

lishment of 昀椀ve Bear Emergency Teams (BETs), to 
intervene in cases of troubling bear appearance and 

investigate unusual bear damage sites and bear 

deaths. The BET protocol was approved by the MOEW 

in March 2009. Two of the 昀椀ve BETs are now opera-

tional, and have carried out a total of 52 emergency 

interventions in the course of the project. Citizens are 

able to dial a national toll-free telephone number to 

report bear-related incidents to the BETs. 

The BETs have also radio-collared and begun track-

ing seven bears. The 昀椀rst BET was set-up in autumn 
2009 in the Rodopi Mountains (using equipment al-

ready available); the second is managed by the NGO, 
AB Balkani (Balkani Wildlife Society). In June 2011, 

the MOEW set up a team to support the implemen-

tation of the three future BETs: one managed by 

the Central Balkans National Park; one for the Rila 
mountains; and one for the Prini range. 

Since 2010, the project partner Balkani Wildlife Soci-

ety has taken part in around a dozen meetings with 

the MOEW and Bulgaria’s Environmental Executive 

Agency aimed at enforcing the Bulgarian Brown Bear 

Monitoring Plan that was approved in 2008, includ-

ing through the organisation of a centralised system 

for data collection. Thanks to these e昀昀orts, in sum-

Bears in the Eastern balkans

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=3367
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=3367


The Bear Emergency 

Team tranquilising and 

subsequently releasing an 

illegally-trapped bear
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mer 2011, a livestock damage database went online 

on the MOEW website. 

A key part of the project’s work in Bulgaria has in-

volved identifying and analysing the most important 

local stakeholder groups a昀昀ected by the bear - their 
community roles and attitudes, their traditional 

knowledge, needs and beliefs. 

Public meetings with stakeholders such as shep-

herds – to increase acceptance of the use of electric 

fences - have been an important part of the project’s 

dissemination work, alongside publicity campaigns 

aimed at a general audience. 

Actions in Greece

Three LIFE projects in Greece have targeted the 

small Eastern Balkans brown bear population along 

the border with Bulgaria, as part of a national-level 

approach that mainly concentrated on the much 

larger Dinaric-Pindos Greek population. Two of the 

projects – ‘ARCTOS 1’ (LIFE93 NAT/Gr/010800) 

and ‘ARCTOS 2’ (LIFE96 NAT/Gr/003222) were 

two phases of the same approach (see pp.32-35). 

They developed a Greek Bear Action Plan, which in-

cluded an integrated management strategy for the 

bear and its habitats in the Rhodope Mountains. 

Although the action plan still has not been approved 

by the relevant authorities, the projects were able 

to increase knowledge and understanding of brown 

bear ecology, including in the Eastern Balkans pop-

ulation. They also implemented concrete actions to 

protect livestock and beehives, compensate stake-

holders and change public attitudes, leading to an 

observable increase in public awareness. 

The most direct and positive result of the projects 

for the Eastern Balkans population was that a ‘Spe-

ci昀椀c Environmental Study’ led to the designation of 
1 731 km2 of the Rhodope mountain range 昀椀rst as 
a National Park, including several Natura 2000 ar-

eas. This should provide valuable protected areas 

of brown bear habitat with limited human confron-

tation. 

Interestingly, this ‘safe area’ was able to provide 

a new home to a male bear that was feeding in 

human areas in the western Greek (Dinaric-Pindos) 

population nucleus and would otherwise almost 

certainly have come into con昀氀ict with people. This 
dramatic rescue involved the transfer of the bear 

to the Rhodope Mountains by helicopter. 

The third project - LIFE99 NAT/Gr/006498 - 

aimed at the management of Rhodope habitats, 

some of which, such as the black pine forests, are 

key bear habitats. In addition, a robust (volunteer) 

wardening system played a crucial role in control-

ling access to the national park, thereby reducing 

the threat of illegal activities, such as poaching and 

poisoning, as well as of habitat deterioration and 

forest 昀椀res. To prevent attacks on livestock, a to-

tal of eight electric fences and 22 sheep-guarding 

dogs were distributed. A signi昀椀cant achievement of 
the project was to successfully lobby for keeping 

and raising shepherd dogs to become an applicable 

measure under the Greek Rural Development Pro-

gramme. Surveys showed that a majority (52%) of 

livestock owners with dogs were very satis昀椀ed with 
the protection they a昀昀orded and demand for the 
canines outstripped supply.

As a further consequence of LIFE’s initial impact, 

Greek and Bulgarian NGOs and park authorities are 

currently collaborating on cross-border projects 

to conserve the Eastern Balkans brown bear popu-

lation, with 昀椀nancial support from other EU funding 
programmes. 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=163
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=182
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=568
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Source: Petra Kaczensky, Guillaume Chapron, Manuela von 

Arx, Djuro Huber, Henrik Andrén, and John Linnell (Editors)

(2013). Status, management and distribution of large 

carnivores – bear, lynx, wolf & wolverine – in Europe, and 

LIFE project database (1992-2011)
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The survival of the wolf in Europe has been 

assisted by its ability to adapt to different habi-

tats, types of prey and even human presence. 

Wolves in southern Europe have a more varied 

diet than those in the north, which prey mainly 

on red deer and moose and tend to be larger. 

An average adult male wolf weighs between 

40 and 50 kg (and measures up to 150 cm in 

length) while a female weighs between 30 and 

50 kg.

Based on the latest status and updated census 

data, it is estimated that there are a total of 

some 10 000 wolves in Europe spread across 

10 populations. The largest populations are 

the Carpathian and the Dinaric-Balkan (each 

of more than 3 000 wolves). By contrast, the 

Alpine population consists of some 160 wolves 

and the Karelian population of 165 individuals. 

The Sierra Morena wolf population in Spain is 

Europe’s smallest, with only one pack in 2012 

with small numbers. It is completely isolated 

from the closest other populations and on the 

brick of extinction.

The biggest threats faced by Europe’s wolves 

include illegal killing (via traps and poison) as a 

result of human antipathy to wolf presence, as 

well as habitat loss and fragmentation.
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Offici quamusdanda seri-

busda di utestotatius et

LIFE projects in north-west Iberia have attempted to highlight that conflict between the 

wolf (Canis lupus) and farmers can be avoided. However, despite some small steps forward, 

they have mainly served to highlight the extent of the public relations challenge rather 

than overcome it.
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he north-west Iberian wolf population is pre-

sent in the north-west quadrant of the Ibe-

rian Peninsula, extending eastwards to the western 

Basque country and down to just north of Madrid. 

Some 85% of the population is in Spain with the 

other 15% in Portugal. There remains debate about 

whether the Iberian wolf is a distinct sub-species. 

There is no connection with the nearest other popu-

lation in the Western Alps or with the Sierra Morena 

population in the South.

The population has been expanding since the 1960s, 

reversing the decline to that point. The latest avail-

able estimates (from 2005) put the population at 2 

200-2 500 individuals, mostly found north of the 

River Duero. Two other population segments can 

be identi昀椀ed, south of the Duero in Portugal and a 
relatively new sub-population south of the Duero in 

Spain. The populations south of the Duero are fully 

protected, whilst wolves to the north are subject to 

management (see introduction pp. 3-6).

The main threat to the wolf in this part of Europe is 

seen to be infrastructure development, particularly 

road-building, as well as human persecution – many 

farmers see the wolf as posing a signi昀椀cant threat to 
their livestock. Local newspapers in Zamora - which 

sits on the River Duero near the Portuguese border 

– have run several reports on wolf attacks in the 

province. A story from October 2012 described the 

deaths of 20 sheep panicked by a wolf. 

Even in cases where losses are likely to have been 

the result of attacks by stray dogs, it is o昀琀en the 
昀椀rst instinct of farmers and newspapers to blame 
the wolf, reinforcing negative opinions of this endan-

gered species.

reducing animosity  
towards the wolf



Livestock-guarding dogs in 

the Iberian peninsula have 

been able to eliminate 

 virtually all damage from 

wolf attacks
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ness amongst livestock owners in Portugal of the 

best management techniques to avoid damage from 

wolves. The aim is to achieve a 20% reduction in 

damage to livestock in project areas.

Despite having an Italian bene昀椀ciary, two of the 
main target areas of the project are the wolf popula-

tions in Portugal south of the River Duero. As well 

as working to reduce con昀氀icts between wolves and 
 humans, the project is also developing a standard-

ised methodology and common criteria to improve 

cross-border monitoring and management of wolves 

with Spanish counterparts. These tools should be 

of particular long-term bene昀椀t to the north-west 
 Iberian wolf population.

Conclusions

The common theme running through the LIFE projects 

operating in the north-west Iberian population area so 

far is the belief that wolves need not pose a signi昀椀cant 
threat to farmers. However, this remains a di昀케cult 
message to convey e昀昀ectively to local communities. 
This is likely to remain a signi昀椀cant challenge for as 
long as the wolf continues to appear in newspaper 

reports in the context of attacks on livestock. 

Nevertheless, LIFE projects have started to show 

that prevention measures can be both successful 

and feasible. They have also pointed the way to the 

cooperation that is needed, both within countries 

and across borders to successfully implement the 

conservation and bu昀昀ering measures needed for the 
successful coexistence of humans and wolves in the 

north-west Iberian population area.

LIFE interventions

The LIFE project ‘Conservation of the Wolf in Portu-

gal’ (LIFE94 NAT/P/001055) tackled pressures on 

the wolf in its two Portuguese population segments 

– north and south of the River Duero. The project 

helped increase knowledge and understanding of the 

actual distribution area of the wolf in the country as 

well as the impact of feral dogs on livestock. This 

information was used to update a manual for verify-

ing wolf damage.

An important positive outcome of the project was 

the signi昀椀cantly improved cooperation between bod-

ies working on conservation of the wolf in Portugal. 

In addition to the aforementioned manual, this work 

enabled the dra昀琀ing of a National Strategy for wolf 
conservation. Although some measures were imple-

mented, the overall strategy has unfortunately never 

been o昀케cially approved.

A failing of the project was that it was unable to 

tackle the hostile attitude of local communities to 

the wolf. This was largely because of the negativ-

ity surrounding two-year delays in compensation 

payments to farmers a昀昀ected by wolf attacks. The 
relationship between local people and the nature 

conservation authorities remained extremely con-

frontational as a result.

Talking to farmers

The 2004 Italian-led LIFE project, ‘COEX’ (LIFE04 

NAT/IT/000144), partly addressed this de昀椀ciency 
in public awareness work. The project had the wide 

aim of improving coexistence of large carnivores 

and agriculture in southern Europe. Part of this work 

consisted of more GIS mapping of wolves, public 

perception surveys, and studies into the damage 

caused by wolves and the most appropriate preven-

tion measures.

The project hired people to talk directly with stock-

breeders in Spain and Portugal to discuss damage 

prevention measures. It also demonstrated that 

fences and guard dogs were able to eliminate virtu-

ally all damage from wolf attacks. Although ‘COEX’ 

made some progress compared to the 1994 project 

in terms of improving perceptions, nevertheless, it 

struggled to reach the targeted 80% of farmers in 

a昀昀ected areas.

An ongoing LIFE project, ‘MED-WOLF’ (LIFE11 NAT/

IT/000069), is hoping to further increase aware-

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=123
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2651
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2651
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=4330
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=4330


In France, the return of the wolf to the Alps through natural recolonisation, after 60 years 

absence, hasn’t been easily accepted by public opinion – and many farmers remain opposed 

– despite significant efforts by LIFE and others.
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he 昀椀rst wolf in the French Alps was observed 
in 1992, in the Mercantour National Park in 

the south of  France, along the French-Italian border. 

The wolf naturally recolonised this area from Italy 

a昀琀er about 60 years of absence. Four years a昀琀er 
this initial observation a 昀椀rst LIFE project (LIFE96 

NAT/F/003202) was started. It aimed at ensuring 

the conservation of the recently installed population 

in Mercantour and 昀椀nding ways to make its return 
and presence socially acceptable, in particular by 

addressing the economic consequences for farmers, 

shepherds and livestock breeders. At the start of this 

project, the French population was estimated to be 

some 12-17 wolves.

A second project, running from 1999 to 2004 (LIFE99 

NAT/F/006299) followed up this work. It aimed to 

support the gradual colonisation of the wolf by im-

proving and extending the activities of the 昀椀rst project 
over the whole French Alps. This project targeted eight 

départements located in the two regions of Provence-

Alpes-Côte d’Azur and Rhône-Alpes. Towards the end 

of the 昀椀rst project and at the beginning of the second 
project (in 1999) the population was estimated to be 

around 25-30 wolves. Both projects were coordinated 

by the French Ministry of Ecology (MEDDE).

Local tensions

The return of the species a昀琀er such a long absence, 
perhaps unsurprisingly, created tensions, mainly be-

cause of damage to livestock. But rumours also swi昀琀ly 
took hold – fuelled especially by regional and national 

media. At the time, people also believed that the wolf 

had been reintroduced by the French state – a myth 

that is still perpetuated today.

Farmers voiced very strong objections to the 1996 

LIFE project, with farmers’ organisations requesting it 

be stopped during 1998-99. Stockbreeders also were 

not well disposed to the presence or even return of the 

species. Very strong local objections were raised to the 

昀椀rst LIFE project and opposition, though less intense, 
continued during the second project. 

return of wolf to French Alps 
presents challenges

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=178
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=178
LIFE99 NAT/F/006299
LIFE99 NAT/F/006299


A total of 66 livestock-

guarding dogs were donated 

to farmers in the Alps
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The return of the species also demonstrated to farm-

ers and stockbreeders that there was a need to better 

protect livestock and to compensate for any damage. 

Among several key actions, the 昀椀rst project targeted 
improvements in compensation procedures for farm-

ers su昀昀ering from livestock damage in areas exposed 
to the wolf; and began trials for the increased protec-

tion and security of livestock (e.g. installing mobile and 

permanent enclosures and providing guard dogs).  

Protection measures

A pastoral technician was also recruited by the 昀椀rst 
LIFE project. A昀琀er an inventory of farming practices, 
he had daily contact with the farmers and shepherds 

in the areas where the wolves were present, which 

was a key factor of success, according to the project 

partners. He presented the protection measures avail-

able and helped the farmers 昀椀ll out the forms to re-

quest 昀椀nancial aid. Several of these technicians were 
recruited for the second project. 

Under the 昀椀rst project, 81 farmers bene昀椀tted from 69 
small mobile enclosures for lambs, whilst 66 livestock 

guard dogs were provided to 51 farmers. Although 

the initial project publicised its conservation activities 

through a newsletter, information boards and expert 

seminars, these did little to improve the dialogue with 

the farmers, or to win around a largely sceptical public.

Thus, communication activities were stepped up dur-

ing the second project with a ‘communication o昀케c-

er’ joining the LIFE team to implement several new 

measures, such as organising information meetings 

for a wide range of target audiences (shepherds, ag-

ricultural students, local politicians etc), issuing press 

releases, articles, lea昀氀ets, posters and two project 
videos. These more concerted actions did help lessen 

slightly the negative reaction of the local community, 

as did a more extensive programme of installing en-

closures and providing guard dogs (761 mobile enclo-

sures and 37 permanent ones were installed and 205 

guard dogs provided to farmers). A technician was 

also employed during the second LIFE project to help 

with the care and monitoring of the dogs. 

 

Conservation goals

Despite the di昀케culties encountered, both projects 
were considered successful in meeting their main 

conservation goals, i.e., knowledge of the species was 

considerably improved, concrete protective actions 

were implemented, and two of the main threats to 

the species -  poaching and poisoning - were reduced. 

However, the two French projects were less successful 

in reducing local opposition and coexistence con昀氀icts.
 

In order to verify the projects’ long-term impacts, a 

follow-up report was carried out in February 2013, by 

the Astrale GEIE external monitoring team. The report, 

based on interviews with local stakeholders, as well 

as some of the original LIFE team members, found 

that the projects had a “strong positive e昀昀ect” on the 
conservation of the wolf and the compensation for its 

presence – mainly from the protection measures and 

payments. 

The follow-up report notes that both projects succeed-

ed in initiating activities and had a true starter e昀昀ect: 
Their strong impact is still visible today, as is the sus-

tainability of the actions and results. The conservation 

of the species is now well integrated into national poli-

cies. Most activities continue along the same lines and 

the same administrations are still involved. Funding is 

secured through the Ministry of Environment and the 

Ministry of Agriculture.

The report also highlights a “gradual change of behav-

iour” amongst livestock farmers and shepherds who 

in the end “objected less” to the projects’ activities. 

In particular, the report notes that the opposition to 

the presence of the wolf decreased during the sec-

ond project because of the signi昀椀cant communication 
work done. 



A dog-wolf hybrid captured by the ‘IBRIWOLF’ project

LIFE project assistance has highlighted how coordinated support, proactive compensation 

systems, and appropriate education schemes can collectively help improve the conservation 

status of wolf populations in Italy.
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he wolf population in the Italian peninsula 

hit a historical low in the 1970s when only 

a few packs remained in central Italy around the 

Apennines. A recovery followed, which saw the spe-

cies recolonise territories along the Apennine chain 

and into the Alps. 

Several LIFE projects have been involved in helping 

to sustain this Italian expansion of Europe’s wolf 

population. 

One of the 昀椀rst projects to exclusively target the wolf 
population in the Italian peninsula was ‘Lupo/Appen-

nino Reggiano’ (LIFE96 NAT/IT/003115) in the Ap-

pennino Reggiano Regional Park (Parco dell’Alto Ap-

pennino Reggiano). Project actions concentrated on 

the establishment of a system for monitoring wolf 

packs and their prey. The national park also imple-

mented damage prevention measures, as well as a 

system for assessing damage events. 

Soon a昀琀er came the ‘LUPO ROMAGNA’ initiative 
(LIFE00 NAT/IT/007214), which focused its sup-

port on establishing wolf conservation measures 

for 10 Natura 2000 sites in three of Emilia-Ro-

magna’s natural parks. 

Another example is ‘IBRIWOLF’ (LIFE10 NAT/

IT/000265), an ongoing project that is seeking to 

address conservation challenges a昀昀ecting the ge-

netic integrity of wolves caused by hybridisation 

with dogs. Such inter-breeding issues present a 

threat to the long-term survival of the wolf as a 

distinct species.

In addition to this genetic hazard, Italy’s wolves re-

main at risk from persecution by humans. The ‘COEX’ 

project (LIFE04 NAT/IT/000144) launched its work 

programme in 2004 to address this coexistence 

challenge and follow-up actions through ‘WOLFNET’ 

(LIFE08 NAT/IT/000325) are currently building on 

the outcomes of the earlier LIFE project. 

Both ‘COEX’ and ‘WOLFNET’ have channelled LIFE 

co-finance towards providing coordinated solu-

tions that improve people’s willingness to leave 

wolves alone and let them live normal lives in 

their natural habitats.

Coordinated conservation

Simone Angelucci is a staff veterinarian at the 

Majella National Park, the beneficiary and site 

of the ‘WOLFNET’ project. “Our wolf population 

in this area did not disappear and in fact it was 

wolves from here that helped to repopulate other 

parts of Italy,” he points out. “The main chal-

lenges we face are more due to human factors, 

especially the gaps that exist in coordination of 

conservation support from key stakeholders.”

Stakeholders help safeguard 
the wolf in Italy

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=116
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=1753
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=4079
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=4079
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2651
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=3556


Antonio la Gatta, a livestock 

breeder in the Apennines
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It is important to note that whilst the wolf is strict-

ly protected in Italy, it may be culled on the French 

side. Mr Angelucci is keen to emphasise that, “Co-

ordination between di昀昀erent agencies and author-
ities in the Alps can help to improve prospects for 

wolves. Even if from a practical point of view this 

model has not been successful – with the French 

authorities asking for, and obtaining, a derogation 

to shoot some of the wolves – we are convinced 

that the collaboration amongst di昀昀erent institu-

tions is the key to wolf protection.” 

To this end, the Majella National Park set out to ap-

ply similar collaborative models in the Apennines. 

“We are using support from the ‘WOLFNET’ project to 

create an inter-institutional network that promotes 

coordinated activities between various public au-

thorities that are involved in managing wolf-related 

matters,” explains Mr  Angelucci. 

“Con昀氀ict resolution sits at the heart of the network’s 
objectives, and we are looking to the national Minis-

try for the Environment as a source of help to repli-

cate our wolf management model in other Apennine 

regions,” he continues. 

The national park is convinced that its methods are 

transferable because, as Mr Angelucci highlights, 

“Our achievements are based on continuous con-

tact and collaboration with all the stakeholders, as 

well as our ability to address the needs of both the 

wolves and people.”

One of the lessons of the project has been that live-

stock owners who lose animals to wolf attacks are, 

contrary to expectation, “not so inclined to persecute 

wolves; farmers’ are more interested in ensuring 
that they receive the compensation to which they 

are entitled a昀琀er a wolf attack.”

Effective compensation

This realisation led the LIFE project bene昀椀ciary to ex-

plore ways to improve the e昀昀ectiveness of the existing 
compensation system, under which farmers were not 

easily able to prove that livestock damage was caused 

by wolves, rather than stray dogs or other reasons. 

“We set up special procedures and standards for as-

sessing damage to livestock,” recalls Mr Angelucci. 

“New methodologies were introduced by the LIFE 

projects to help clarify the characteristics of typical 

wolf attacks on livestock, and a training course has 

rolled out these diagnostic techniques for other vets 

to use. Now the authorities and farmers here are in 

a much better position to verify if livestock loss is in 

fact due to wolf activity,” he says.

The national park also joined forces with stakehold-

ers to speed up the time it took to process compen-

sation claims. “By working collaboratively through 

our inter-institutional network we managed to have 

a new regulation passed that requires compensation 

claims to be settled in around 60 days,” notes Mr 

Angelucci. 

An innovation of the project is that compensation 

can be paid in kind as well as in 昀椀nancial terms: 
“The farmers can receive replacement sheep from 

a high quality 昀氀ock that the park authority pur-
chased. This is important because farmers take 

pride in the quality and results of their breeding 

programmes, which have o昀琀en been built up over 
many years. Financial compensation schemes can-

not really take account of such losses but our in-

novation gives shepherds a guarantee that their 

investments will not be lost,” says Mr  Angelucci. 

Farmers have con昀椀dence in the quality of the re-

placement stock and that makes a di昀昀erence to 
con昀氀ict resolution. Antonio la Gatta is a local live-

stock breeder and he sees a big improvement in the 

compensation system following LIFE’s intervention. 

Illustrating his point, Mr la Gatta recalls how, “In 

the past no compensation system was foreseen. 

I once had about 35 sheep killed by a wolf in a 

single episode and that was a large economic loss. 

Since the introduction of the park compensation 

schemes the situation has signi昀椀cantly improved 
for livestock breeders.”



A farmer receiving  

replacement sheep from a 

high-quality flock to  

compensate for wolf  

damage

Teacher Luisa Manola Tosques has encouraged her pupils to 

properly understand the wolf’s place in the Apennine environment
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According to Mr la Gatta: “It is not the wolf that is the 

problem - we can live with these animals; the issue 
is that we should get refunded for our losses, and it 

is even better if we can have help to properly protect 

our animals. That is why projects such as ‘WOLFNET’ 

are vital, because they encourage collaboration and 

dialogue, which helps us to get protection and com-

pensation for damages.”

Preventive measures

Wolf deterrents form part of the LIFE project’s con-

servation toolkit and Mr Angelucci agrees that pre-

venting attacks is the ideal solution: “It is better to 

昀椀nd ways of avoiding wolf attacks in the 昀椀rst place. 
So far we have helped 10 farms to install electric 

fences. These create more work for the farmers 

because they need to keep their animals inside the 

fences instead of letting them graze freely. Howev-

er, the extra work is worth it because using electric 

fences to protect livestock severely reduces animal 

losses from wolf attacks.”

The ‘WOLFNET’ project is also providing free vet-

erinary advice to farmers about livestock welfare. 

Many more animals are lost to sickness than killed 

by wolves, and thus the LIFE project vets have been 

raising awareness about practical steps that can be 

taken to reduce risks of common livestock ailments. 

Vaccine and other medical treatment costs are also 

part 昀椀nanced through this educational method.

Behavioural changes

Education has also been applied elsewhere in the 

‘WOLFNET’ project to good e昀昀ect. Actions have been 
targeted at school children, with the goal of encour-

aging the next generation to properly understand the 

wolf’s place in the Apennine environment.

Luisa Manola Tosques, a teacher at a primary school 

in Francavilla al Mare, has used many of the educa-

tional materials produced by the project (e.g. DVDs, 

posters and teaching packs). “I participated in the 

programme with a class of eight-year old children. 

They were able to chose their own ways to illustrate 

their ideas about wolves. Some children chose po-

etry and in other classes pupils used videos to think 

about wolves,” she explains. 

“At the beginning of the process I realised that ideas 

and knowledge about wolves among my students were 

very di昀昀erent. For example, one child might state that 
the wolf is bad and back up this impression by noting 

that during the winter wolves can come to the chicken 

coop and kill all the hens. Another child would counter 

saying it wasn’t true because their grandmother told 

them that if you beat two stones and make a noise the 

wolf will get scared and run away. Some of the children 

seemed a bit confused by these contradictory mes-

sages. With the support of the LIFE project material, we 

have worked on putting the behaviour of this animal in 

the context of a biological lifecycle,” says Ms Manola. 

The teaching material also illustrated the social lives 

of wolves. Ms Manola believes that this helped the 

children identify with the large carnivore. “We even 

went to visit an animal reserve to try and see a wolf,” 

she recalls. “The children were extremely silent and 昀椀-

nally we managed to see one. This was great since, as 

well as seeing the animal in real life, the children saw 

straight away that the wolf was much more afraid of 

them than they were of it. So they were able to verify 

for themselves that wolves are scared of people.”

Finally, says Ms Manola, she asked her pupils to write 

a fairy tale where the wolf is a good character, to 

counteract the powerful in昀氀uence of typical stories 
about ‘big bad wolves’, such as Little Red Riding 

Hood. “I have worked with 30 kids now using these 

sorts of teaching methods and I can con昀椀rm that 
at the end of the experience their attitudes about 

wolves have changed for the better.”

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:01992L0043-20070101:EN:NOT


Karst Shepherd dog puppy 

protecting its flock

The dinaric mountains of south-eastern Europe house one of the continent’s largest wolf popu-

lations. Here too, however, the species is under threat from coexistence conflicts.
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The wolf populations of Croatia and Slovenia have 

recovered signi昀椀cantly following active manage-

ment started in the 1990s. The current popula-

tion in Slovenia is estimated at 40-60 individuals, 

mainly located in the south of the country and in 

stable contact with a Croatian population of an es-

timated 200 individuals. 

The wolf population appears to be more or less con-

tinuous throughout the Dinaric range, although for 

some countries available data are poor. Challenges 

facing the species in this area, and in particular in 

Slovenia, Greece and Croatia, centre on reconcil-

ing human activities, interests and fears with the 

needs of the wolf. People’s attitudes to wolves vary 

greatly across the region, making it more di昀케cult 
to manage the whole population in an integrated 

way. Moreover, certain interest groups that may 

come into con昀氀ict with wolves because of their 

T
 

he Dinaric-Balkan wolf population covers a 

vast area that takes in the whole of the Di-

naric mountain range, from Slovenia through Croa-

tia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, western Serbia and Ko-

sovo, Montenegro, FYR Macedonia, Albania, Greece 

and western and southern Bulgaria. Estimated to 

hold around 4 000 wolves, it is one of the larg-

est populations of the species in Europe. Although 

the conservation status of the Dinaric-Balkan wolf 

population appears to be ‘favourable’, it is subject 

to pressures from human activities, particularly at 

the limits of its range in Slovenia and Greece. 

The wolf became extinct in the Peloponnese region 

of Greece in the late 1930s and, according to of-

昀椀cial sources, it lost 30% of its former range in 
the country between 1980 and 2000. Much of this 

decline is linked to the fact that the species was le-

gally considered to be a pest in Greece until 1991.

dinaric-balkan projects address 
a range of pressures on wolves



Wolf presence surveys 

are important to assess 

the conservation status of 

the species and potential 

“hot-spots” for human-wolf 

conflicts
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in some cases has led to negative reactions from 

hunters who have had to ‘compete’ with wolves for 

game species; growing human-wolf con昀氀ict follow-

ing livestock attacks by wolves – this has resulted 

in demands for higher culling quotas and tensions 

with stockbreeders over the costs of compensation 

for the damage to their 昀氀ocks and herds; negative 
public attitudes towards wolves (ampli昀椀ed by some 
media reporting); and some infectious and para-

sitic diseases transferred between domestic and 

feral dogs (scabies, viral diseases). 

One of the 昀椀rst challenges facing the ‘SloWolf’ pro-

ject team – led by the University of Ljubljana – was 

to implement science-based conservation actions, 

in particular, by establishing a thorough surveil-

lance system for assessing the size and scope of 

the Slovenian wolf population by gathering data 

on: population size and reproductive success; habi-
tat use and preying rate; health status; and the 
number and distribution of wolf packs and litters. 

Stakeholders, including hunters, wolf damage in-

spectors and volunteers, have played an important 

part in this monitoring e昀昀ort, which has used a 
range of methods - collection of 700 non-invasive 

(i.e. “bloodless”) genetic samples per year (saliva, 

droppings, urine); wolf presence surveys; and ra-

dio/satellite tracking of some individuals – to get a 

better idea about the conservation status and po-

tential “hot-spots” of man-wolf con昀氀icts.  

“This is the 昀椀rst time we have a clear picture of the 
number, location and genetic history of Slovenia’s 

wolves,” explains Hubert Potočnik, who is respon-

sible for managing the surveillance of the wolf 

population. “Now we know what to do and where 

to manage the wolf population properly,” he adds.  

Building consensus and trust

The results of the surveillance programme have 

fed into Slovenia’s 昀椀rst wolf Management Action 
Plan, drawn up with the input of stakeholders via 

a series of (昀椀ve) workshops to which all interested 
stakeholders, including sheep breeders, were in-

vited. 

Achieving consensus proved di昀케cult as a result of 
strong and con昀氀icting views about the presence of 
wolves held by di昀昀erent stakeholders, from farm-

ers living near woods to NGOs dealing with animal 

protection, hunters, animal ecologists and the gen-

eral public. Despite these challenges, the Manage-

ment Action Plan included diverse views and was 

predation on wildlife and sheep, for example hunt-

ers and stockbreeders, have a greater in昀氀uence on 
wolf population management decisions than the 

general community. 

A number of LIFE projects in the region have taken 

steps to address these coexistence issues as part 

of their wolf conservation actions, including one in 

Slovenia, one in Greece and a third, funded by the 

former Third Countries LIFE programme strand, in 

Croatia. In addition a recently-started LIFE project 

includes some actions that will a昀昀ect the Dinaric-
Balkan wolf in south-west Bulgaria.

Preventing coexistence conflicts in 
Slovenia

The ‘SloWolf’ project (LIFE08 NAT/SLo/000244), 

which began in 2010 and runs until the end of 

2013, aims to sustain the long-term conservation 

of the Slovenian wolf population, in particular by 

establishing tools and methods for avoiding po-

tential human-wolf con昀氀icts. Although Slovenia is 
home only to a small part of the Dinaric-Balkan 

wolf population, pressures on the species there are 

exemplary of wider threats to the region’s wolves, 

including: Inadequate management of the wolf 

population because of insu昀케cient knowledge about 
the population’s conservation status; de昀椀ciencies 
in management of prey species (mainly red deer) 

because of a lack of game management, which, 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=3554


Information board explaining 

about the presence of live-

stock-guarding dogs donated 

by the Slovenian project

Involving farmers and local authorities is a crucial part of 

 conflict prevention
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approved by the Slovene authorities in February 

2013.

The action plan identi昀椀es potential ‘hot spots’ for 
wolf-human con昀氀ict and recommends best practic-

es for dealing with these. Since actions talk louder 

than words, the project team has demonstrated 

e昀케cient protection of livestock to stockbreeders 
in the con昀氀ict ‘hot spots’, as well as providing a 
practical damage-inspection manual. One of the 

practical actions has seen 10 sheep and goat 

breeders provided with 170 cm high electric fences 

to keep the wolf at bay. Moreover, 12 guard dogs 

(Karst shepherd or Tornjak breed) have been given 

to farmers to help prevent attacks. The con昀氀ict 
‘hot spots’ are now being intensively monitored to 

judge the e昀昀ectiveness of the di昀昀erent preventive 
methods. 

“This collaboration with farmers is crucial to pre-

venting con昀氀ict,” says acting project manager, Ire-

na Bertoncelj. This is particularly the case as sheep 

numbers are increasing, leading to a widely-held 

(but incorrect) belief that Slovenia’s wolf popula-

tion is growing. 

The project has experienced some setbacks in im-

plementing preventive actions. “It has been hard to 

昀椀nd interested farmers”, says Irena Kavčič, who is 
leading the damage prevention aspect of ‘SloWolf’. 

She attributes this lack of interest to: “The addi-

tional e昀昀ort needed to place and move fences on 
di昀케cult terrain, gather sheep during the night and 
train and look a昀琀er the dogs. In addition, Slovenian 
compensation payments for wolf damage are very 

generous.” 

Protection works

Results from the project to date have provided 

some useful lessons about the use of guard dogs: 

some of the dogs have posed problems and three 

of the 12 have had to be removed from their 昀氀ocks 
- two male dogs because they killed newborn 

lambs, and one female dog for frequently leaving 

the 昀氀ock unprotected. 

The project team now appreciates that it is neces-

sary to provide continuous support to the farmer 

and for the farmer to take 昀椀rm control of the guard 
dog in the 昀椀rst year of its life. This latter is crucial 
for ensuring that the dog bonds fully with its 昀氀ock 
and e昀昀ectively protects the livestock from wolf at-
tacks. The success of e昀昀orts to train young guard 
dogs is improved by the presence of an older, well-

trained dog. 

The Slovenian Agriculture Advisory Service is now 

incorporating these demonstration actions into an 

education programme for the promotion of the co-

existence of wolves with agriculture. It can point to 

the fact that wolf attacks are almost non-existent 

where sheep and goat farmers use electric fences 

and have well-trained guard dogs.  



An illegally captured wolf 

now recovering at the wolf 

sanctuary and educational 

centre in the village of 

Agrapidia
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The implementation of the protection measures 

amongst the farming community has also proven 

to be cost e昀昀ective over the past two years. This is 
shown by a reduction in compensation payments 

for livestock attacks (EUR 100 000 less in 2011 

and 2012 than in 2010). The 昀椀gure for 2012 would 
be still lower but for the fact that some attacks 

resulted from incorrect use of the electric fences 

supplied to the farmers. This suggests a need for 

ongoing advice and training. 

Working with hunters

Slovenia’s wolves mainly feed on ungulates (pri-

marily red and roe deer). These species are also 

quarry for hunters, which is a potential source 

of con昀氀ict. To avoid this, with the help of game-

keepers and hunters’ associations, the project has 

drawn up detailed maps of local population densi-

ties of ungulates. It has also established recom-

mendations for improving the management of deer 

populations, also taking into account the needs of 

wolves.  These recommendations have been incor-

porated in the Slovenian Wolf Management Action 

Plan that was approved in February 2013. 

The ungulate mapping process revealed that 

wolves tend to attack young and female deer. 

When set alongside the hunters’ culling of the older 

males, wolf predation and hunting can be seen to 

e昀昀ectively work together to keep the overall deer 
population in balance. “Hunters need the wolf and 

the wolf needs hunters,” concludes Srečko Žerjav, 
Director of the Hunters’ Association of Slovenia. 

Long-term impact from LIFE in 
Greece

The ‘Canis lupus’ project (LIFE97 NAT/Gr/004249) 

addressed the problem of wolf conservation in 

Central Greece in an integrated way. Although it 

ended more than 11 years ago, even today the pro-

ject’s impact is evident, and it is widely recognised 

as a milestone in wolf conservation in Greece. The 

project led to greater understanding of the coun-

try’s wolf population, and the behaviour and ecol-

ogy of the species.  

One of the most important aspects of the pro-

ject was the establishment of a wolf sanctuary 

and educational centre in the village of Agrapi-

dia, which receives some 40 000 visitors per year, 

contributing greatly to raised public awareness of 

wolf conservation issues. LIFE ‘Canis lupus’ also 

positively in昀氀uenced the national compensation 
system for livestock losses caused by wolf attacks 

and contributed to better prevention by establish-

ing the extensive use of Greek shepherd dogs by 

stockbreeders, supported by a dog-breeding cen-

tre that, like the sanctuary and education centre, is 

still in operation and still attracting attention from 

sheep and goat farmers, as well as the wider pub-

lic. Some 50-60 dogs are provided to shepherds by 

the centre each year. 

Since the project, the compensation system has been 

extended to cover the loss of smaller livestock (pay-

ments of up to 90% of the animal’s value following 

inspection by quali昀椀ed veterinarians). 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=528


Demonstrating to stock-

breeders in Croatia how to 

erect electric fences and 

check they are working
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Surveys suggest that the Greek public’s percep-

tions of the wolf have changed from negative to 

neutral mainly because of the ‘Canis lupus’ project. 

This shi昀琀 is very helpful not only for the bene昀椀ciary 
(ARCTUROS) and other environmental NGOs (such as 

CALLISTO) that specialise in wolf conservation, but 

also for the policy-making authorities when it comes 

to developing new plans and measures that require 

social acceptance.

More wolf conservation work is needed in Greece, 

however - no population goals have been o昀케cially 
established so far and a Wolf National Manage-

ment Plan tender - developed by the scienti昀椀c team 
behind the ‘Canis lupus’ project - is under consider-

ation from the Ministry for the Environment, Energy 

and Climate Change for implementation in 2014. 

Croatian efforts 

The main achievement of the project ‘Conservation 

and management of Wolves in Croatia’ (LIFE02 

TCy/Cro/014) was to draw the attention of public 

authorities nationwide to the conservation of large 

carnivores in general and the wolf in particular. At 

the time of the project, Croatia was not an EU mem-

ber and there was no mandatory compliance with 

the requirements of the Habitats Directive. 

Thus, one of the outcomes of the project was to pre-

pare the foundations for the country’s accession to 

the EU (on 1st of July, 2013). Indeed, the data col-

lected by the project team were used to identify the 

candidate Natura 2000 sites for wolf protection for 

proposal to the European Commission. Furthermore, 

as the wolf is listed in Annex 2 of the Bern Conven-

tion (strictly protected), the Croatian LIFE project was 

highly relevant for the Convention.  

Project actions included the development of man-

agement plans and systems, species monitoring, 

innovative approaches to con昀氀ict mitigation, capaci-
ty-building and training of experts and the establish-

ment of a compensation system for farmers losing 

livestock to wolf attacks. 

These measures were crucial at the time and results 

are still visible today. For instance, the management 

plans for large carnivores developed by the project fed 

into later action plans and provided a framework for 

the implementation of concrete conservation and miti-

gation measures. An updated management plan for 

2010-2015 was published a昀琀er the project ended and 
informs current wolf conservation activities in Croatia. 

Avoiding poison use in Bulgaria

The main objective of the recently-started ‘LIFE for 

KRESNA GORGE’ project (LIFE11 NAT/bG/000363) 

is to restore the populations of birds of prey and 

other emblematic species in south-west Bulgaria 

by reducing the impact of direct persecution and 

other indirect threats. The project also plans to 

undertake speci昀椀c actions aimed at preventing 
con昀氀icts between wolf and human activities in the 
Kresna Gorge area. Indeed, it has already set up a 

Compensation and Prevention Programme that is 

becoming well-known in the project area. The pro-

gramme will compensate farmers who lose live-

stock to wolf attacks with replacement sheep or 

goats, rather than 昀椀nancial compensation, a 昀椀rst 
for Bulgaria. In March 2013, six farmers in the 

villages of Polena and Gorna Breznitsa in Kresna 

Gorge were compensated in this way for the loss 

of six goats and three sheep. 

The prevention part of the programme involves 

providing stockbreeders with guard dogs to keep 

wolves at bay. It is hoped that together, the com-

pensation and prevention measures being imple-

mented by this LIFE project will reduce the inci-

dence of human/predator con昀氀ict and the use of 
poison to control wolves and other species.

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2202
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2202
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=4331


LIFE projects have instigated a wide range of measures to ensure the survival of Europe’s 

largest grey wolf population.

Nihillaudaes aborerit aut 

experov idusdae. Sed modist lis
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he Carpathian Mountains are home to the 

EU’s second largest population of the wolf. 

Although numbering some 3 000 individuals, this 

population faces threats from poaching and habi-

tat fragmentation. With human activity increasing 

in the region, conservation priorities include getting 

accurate information on the wolf population, im-

plementing measures to reduce wolf-human con-

昀氀ict, and improving the image of the wolf.

A basis for long-term conservation 
in Hungary

In Hungary, wolves are restricted to forested areas 

in the north of the country. Since the late 1990s, 

forestry has dramatically increased following land 

privatisation and tourism is booming; though il-

legal hunting remains the biggest threat to the 

wolf. The LIFE ‘Large Carnivore’ project (LIFE00 

NAT/H/007162) was the 昀椀rst systematic attempt 
to quantify the Hungarian wolf population. A key 

outcome was the drawing up of a species con-

servation action plan, which was approved by the 

Minister of the Environment in 2004. This strength-

ened legal protection for wolves and increased the 

penalties for killing them. A system for awarding 

compensation for damage caused by wolves in 

Hungary was also established.  

Information gathered during the project contributed 

to the designation of Natura 2000 sites in north-

ern Hungary, whilst a monitoring scheme initiated 

with LIFE funding, continues to assess changes in 

wolf numbers and distribution. The most recent 

Living with wolves  
in the Carpathians

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=1742
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=1742


An illegal wolf trap 

 recovered by the Romanian 

project team

LIFE helped establish an 

important wolf monitoring 

system in Romania, in part 

based around photographing 

the wolves’ jaws and teeth 

(which, as with people, are a 

unique identifier)
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data suggest there are only a few individuals pre-

sent in Hungary; a small pack in the Aggtelek area. 
This knowledge has allowed the project bene昀椀ciary, 
St Stephen University, to conduct the 昀椀rst scien-

ti昀椀c study of breeding wolves in Hungary. Another 
project output was a documentary 昀椀lm, ‘Wolf on 
the edge’, which has helped to raise awareness of 

threats to the species in Hungary. 

Protecting livestock to protect 
wolves in Romania

Up to 2 700 wolves live in Romania, representing 

around 30% of the total European population. They 

live mainly in the Carpathian Mountains, where a 

surge in logging, farming and tourism has brought 

wolves into increasing contact with humans. Al-

though deer, rodents and other wild animals form 

the basis of their diet, sheep have increasingly 

been taken by wolves. A demonstration area was 

established in Bârseşti during the LIFE project ‘In 
situ conservation of large carnivores in Vrancea 

County’ (LIFE02 NAT/ro/008576). This high-

lighted cost-e昀昀ective measures, especially the use 
of electric fences, to protect livestock from wolves 

and other large carnivores (bears and lynx).

A follow-up project, ‘Carnivores Vrancea II’ (LIFE05 

NAT/ro/000170) helped to incorporate eight na-

tional parks into the Natura 2000 network. A moni-

toring system was put in place to estimate num-

bers of large carnivores, whilst a team of experts 

worked alongside farmers to implement measures 

to protect 昀氀ocks. A scheme to compensate farm-

ers for losses caused by wolves and other large 

carnivores was also established. Awareness-rais-

ing activities initiated under the LIFE projects are 

proving successful in Romania, where wolves are 

increasingly seen as an asset to the expanding 

eco-tourism industry.

LIFE Nature projects in Romania and Hungary have 

thus promoted measures to reduce wolf-human 

con昀氀ict and illegal poaching, whilst public involve-

ment has been crucial in realising conservation ob-

jectives and giving wolves a more positive image. 

These are important steps on the way to ensuring 

the long-term coexistence of wolves and humans 

in the Carpathians.
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http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2956
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/project/Projects/index.cfm?fuseaction=search.dspPage&n_proj_id=2956
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Source: Petra Kaczensky, Guillaume Chapron, Manuela von 

Arx, Djuro Huber, Henrik Andrén, and John Linnell (Editors)

(2013). Status, management and distribution of large 

carnivores – bear, lynx, wolf & wolverine – in Europe, and 

LIFE project database (1992-2011)
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