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Above: Flock of dunlins, knots, plovers and oystercatchers alighting on a beach.
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Foreword
by José Manuel Barroso, President of the European Commission

Why biodiversity conservation is essential for the sound quality of life

Biodiversity is critical for the prosperity 
and quality of life of EU citizens. This 
has not always been appreciated, even 
though Europe has suffered declines 
in both the variety and extent of our 
natural systems, due to historical 
patterns of unsustainable land and 
water use, and other pressures from 
our high population density. However, 
there is now increasing concern about 
this impoverishment, not only because 
of a respect for nature’s intrinsic values 
but also because of recognition that the 
erosion of natural ecosystems services 
threatens our life support systems. 
These ecosystem services include the 
production of food, fuel and medicines, 
the regulation of water, air and climate 
change, and the maintenance of soil 
fertility. 

Biodiversity is integral to 
sustainable development, underpins 
competitiveness, growth and 
employment, and improves livelihoods. 
Biodiversity loss, and the consequent 
decline of ecosystem services, is 
a grave threat to our societies and 
economies.

I appreciate that our citizens want to 
see action to address the continuing 
loss of biodiversity and that this is an 

area where co-operation at EU level has 
real added value. EU Heads of State 
and Government agreed in 2001 ‘to 
halt the decline of biodiversity by 2010’ 
and to ‘restore habitats and natural 
systems’. The policy framework to 
achieve this target is now integrated 
into the EU Sustainable Development 
Strategy and the Lisbon partnership for 
growth and jobs, and into a wide range 
of environmental sectors and policies. 
The EU is also taking signifi cant steps 
to safeguard Europe’s most important 
habitats and species, especially through 
the establishment of the NATURA 2000 
network of conservation areas.

Adoption by the Commission in May 
2006 of its Communication on halting 
the loss of biodiversity by 2010 and 
beyond, together with its associated 
action plan, represents an important 
milestone, as it provides a prioritised 
framework for an integrated response 
to the biodiversity challenge. The 
Commission is committed to working 
with Member States and different 
stakeholder groups to meet the 2010 
target.

However, in order to succeed there is 
a need to effectively communicate the 
values of biodiversity and to engage 

civil society. We need to demonstrate 
through real-life experiences that 
wildlife benefi ts society. Respect 
for the diversity of life is enshrined 
in the EU Sustainable Development 
Strategy and should be recognised 
as a core European value. I therefore 
welcome this new publication of 
BirdLife International, which practically 
demonstrates that conserving wildlife 
is not only good for the environment 
but also signifi cantly contributes to our 
social welfare and economic activity.

I would like to wish BirdLife 
International, as one of our partners in 
facing the challenge to halt biodiversity 
loss, every success in the important 
role they are playing in communicating 
the values of biodiversity. This will also 
help inform a debate on a longer term 
vision for biodiversity in Europe, one 
that recognises our interdependence 
with nature and the need for balance 
between development and the 
conservation of the natural world. This is 
a vital, and indeed vitalising, part of the 
debate on the future of Europe.

José Manuel Barroso, 
President of the European Commission
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Wildlife contributes to 
wellbeing in the EU

The environment supports substantial economic activity, and wildlife can 
generate significant benefits for local economies.

We rely on ecosystem services; nature products and processes that benefit 
humans.

Access to natural green space improves our physical and mental health.

Green space makes communities more attractive, and can contribute to local 
regeneration.

Education in the natural environment benefits current and future generations.

Nature conservation improves 
the quality of people’s lives.

Protecting wildlife benefits society: it 
provides the resources to sustain and 
enhance our health; it offers educational 
opportunities; it contributes to the 
regeneration of communities and it 
supports and generates economic 
activity.

While we should protect nature for 
its own sake (because it has a right 
to exist), doing so safeguards the 
environment that we depend on 
for our quality of life and long-term 
survival, and hands over a healthy 
planet to future generations.  In 
fulfilling our moral duty to conserve 
wildlife, we will contribute to the 
wider aim of sustainable development 
– delivering environmental, social and 

economic objectives together, rather 
than treating them as trade-offs.

As this report shows, this has 
important implications for EU policy.
The EU must promote good quality 
of life by fully integrating wildlife 
protection into all its policies.

Investing in wildlife is investing in EU 
citizens’ wellbeing!
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Cover:

Top left: Sea eagle adult stooping for fish. Chris Gomersall (rspb-images.com) 
Top right: Field teaching, Fowlmere RSPB reserve. Andy Hay (rspb-images.com)

Bottom left: Farmer with wild bird cover. Andy Hay (rspb-images.com)
Bottom right: Swim at Inverness, Scotland. Sarah Oppenheimer 
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Environment and economy

In 1999, direct employment in 
environment related activities 
supported up to 4 million jobs in the 
EU 15, and eco-industries supplied 
€183,000 million of goods and 
services1. Since then, employment 
in many environmental sectors has 
increased at a significant rate. 

Interest in nature conservation 

is growing, and benefits to local 

people and rural economies are 

increasing.

Nature conservation sector work, 
requiring skills such as countryside 
management, visitor services and an 
understanding of natural heritage, plays 
a significant role in rural development2,
supporting a wide variety of jobs, 

often in remote areas3. In 2001, 
there were 125,000 jobs in nature 
conservation activities in the EU 154.
Areas such as nature protection and 
organic farming offer the potential for 
significant employment creation in rural 
economies.

The EU’s protected area network, 
Natura 2000, is vital to the survival 
of its flora and fauna, but also 
brings socio-economic benefits. 
Properly managed Natura 2000 
sites are multi-functional, employing 
staff, producing rural products and 
supporting substantial tourism 
activity, contributing to a diverse 
local economy. A protected and well-
financed Natura 2000 network can help 
reverse rural economic decline.

1 ECOTEC (2001b) Analysis of the EU Eco-Industries, their Employment and Export 
Potential.

2 Rayment, M and Dickie, I (2001) Conservation works. The RSPB.
3 Shiel, A., Rayment, M., Burton, G. (2002) RSPB reserves and local economies. The RSPB. 
4 ECOTEC (2001b) Analysis of the EU Eco-Industries, their Employment and Export 

Potential.

5 Aldersgate Group report (2006). Green Foundations: better regulation and a healthy 
environment for growth and jobs.

6 Network of Heads of European Environmental Protection Agencies (2005). The
contribution of good environmental regulation to competitiveness.

7 OECD (2005). Does a facility’s environmental performance predict its financial 
performance?
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Environment policies 

contribute to job creation in 

the EU. 

Good environmental management 
and regulation can support a 
competitive economy5 and a 
healthy environment in which 
to live and work.6 Companies 
that improve their environmental 
performance have a 3-34% higher 
probability of earning profits7.

Note: All jobs are in full-time-equivalent terms 
(FTE). For example, 2 persons employed 
full-time for six months, equal 1 full-time 
equivalent job.

The environment can make a positive contribution to 
economic activity. Millions of EU jobs depend on the 
environment and well-functioning ecosystems. 

40,000 visitors per year take part in “Buque 
Real Fernando” boat trips to Doñana National 
Park, Spain, supporting 20 FTE jobs. 
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8 http://www.millenniumassessment.org/

Ecosystem services

Biodiversity underpins the provision of a huge array 
of ecosystem services - valuable natural products 
and processes that benefit people. 

Biodiversity underpins the 

provision of a huge array of 

ecosystem services - valuable 

natural products and processes 

that benefit people. Indeed, all 

socio-economic development 

depends on these services.

In addition to essential goods such 
as crops, timber and fish, nature 
provides us with a vast range of 
beneficial services such as clean 
water and pleasant landscapes.  But 
such services are routinely taken for 
granted and degraded. Biodiversity 
plays a key role in maintaining viable, 
stable ecosystems that are important 
for our physical, mental and economic 
wellbeing.

Ecosystem services sustain 

economic activity and food 

production but also the earth’s 

life support processes. 

Many industries, like agriculture, 
forestry, fishing, and tourism, depend 
directly on ecosystem services. For 
example, ocean-related services 
facilitate the production of huge 
quantities of protein, supporting 
employment and wealth.  These values 
are often most apparent when lost 
(as serious economic difficulties for 
communities following the collapse 
of many fisheries show). Most other 
social and economic sectors, such 
as insurance and health, are also 

influenced by changes in ecosystem 
services.

The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment8

estimated that approximately 60% of the 
world’s ecosystem services are being 
degraded or used unsustainably. This 
has serious implications for fisheries; 
water supplies; waste treatment and 
detoxification; protection from natural 
disasters; regulation of air quality, climate 
and erosion; spiritual fulfilment; and 
aesthetic enjoyment. Continued biodiversity 
loss and the unsustainable management 
of ecosystem services will unquestionably 
reduce the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs.
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Wildlife and health

Natural environments and the rich diversity of 
life they support contribute to a healthy living 
environment.

Human health ultimately depends 
on the health of other species. The 
destruction of ecosystems impacts on 
human health, for example through the 
loss of plant and animal species that 
may contain valuable new medicines. 
In the US, half of prescribed drugs 
contain, or are derived from, 
compounds from nature9.

Accessible green space has 

the potential to provide a wide 

range of physical and mental 

health benefits, increasing our 

wellbeing, and reducing health 

care costs.

Obesity caused by physical inactivity 
is one of the biggest health risks in 
the EU. Obesity affects over 200 
million people in Europe, including 
3 million children10. In 99% of cases 
the overwhelming influence on the 
increase in obesity is environmental11.

An estimated 40% of the EU 
population are physically inactive, 
including 10-20% of children in some 
countries12. Inactivity leads directly 
to serious conditions, such as heart 
disease and type II diabetes.  In the 
UK, inactivity costs over €11,700
million a year13.

A lack of safe accessible environments 
in which children can play and adults 
can walk is a key factor behind these 
figures.

Nature not only has been shown to 
help motivate physical activity14, but it 
also affects our psychological welfare15.
Depression and depression-related 
illness are predicted to become the 
greatest source of ill-health by 202016.
A large number of studies illustrate 
how nature helps recovery from stress 
and attention fatigue, and that the 
mental, physical and socio-emotional 
development of children may benefit 
from direct contact with nature. 

9 Chivian E. et alt. (2004) Biodiversity: Its importance to human health. The Center for 
Health and the Global Environment Harvard Medical School.

10 International Obesity Taskforce (2002) Obesity in Europe, the case for action. London.
11 International Obesity Taskforce (2002) Obesity in Europe, the case for action. London.
12 http://www.heartstats.org/datapage.asp?id=4695

13  Bird W (2004) Natural fit, The RSPB.
14  Bird W (2004) Natural fit, The RSPB.
15 Pretty J, Griffin M, Peacock J, Hine R, Sellens M and South N (2005) A countryside 

for health and wellbeing: The physical and mental health benefits of green exercise.
University of Essex, Colchester.

16 WHO (2001) World Health Report. World Health Organisation, Geneva.
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Green spaces such as nature reserves can 
encourage people of all ages to stay fit. 
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Wildlife and education

Giving children their first contact with nature can 
start a lifelong interest. Educational visits to nature 
reserves can help improve pupils’ confidence, 
self-esteem and learning skills.

17 Health Council of the Netherlands (2004) The influence of nature on social, physical and 
psychological wellbeing. Part 1: review of current knowledge. Report to the Minister of 
Agriculture, Nature and Food.

18 Thomas and Thompson (2004) A child’s place: why environment matters to children.
Green Alliance.

19 Bird W. (2004) Natural Fit. The RSPB. See www.rspb.org.uk/policy/health/index.asp
20 Bird W. (2004) Natural Fit. The RSPB. See www.rspb.org.uk/policy/health/index.asp

Children at play at The Lodge RSPB reserve, 
England (above) and at the Bald Ibis Festival, 
Turkey (below).

Learning experiences in the real world, 
such as visits to nature reserves, add 
significantly to children’s education. 
A quality outdoor educational 
experience, such as that provided 
by EU-wide BirdLife International 
Partners, delivers benefits including 
greater understanding and improved 
learning across many subjects, and a 
more powerful grasp of environmental 
issues18.

Real world learning helps educational 
attainment and gives children greater 
knowledge of, and confidence in, the 
natural environment. Contact with 
nature is also associated with:

• improved children’s behaviour and 
self-discipline

• enhanced emotional development 
in schoolchildren

• reduced crime and aggression, and 
improved community integration19.

Direct contact with nature fascinates 
children, and they increase their 
physical activity levels when outdoors. 
Therefore, real world learning can play 
a role in improving public health and 
wellbeing, by reducing the likelihood of 
today’s children and future generations 
becoming inactive and obese adults20.
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Wildlife and urban regeneration

To be sustainable, communities need natural, 
wildlife-rich green space – and where it is not 
available, we need to create it.

Wherever communities need 
regenerating, biodiversity and natural 
green space can make a real difference 
to urban quality of life, as a:
• vehicle for landscape-scale 

environmental enhancement;
• symbol of an attractive location; 
• focal point for accessing and 

enjoying natural green space and
• catalyst for better health and 

environmental justice, because 
environmental problems impact 
disproportionately on the poor21.

Parks, allotments, woodland, nature 
reserves, gardens and playing fields 
are all important.  A green environment 
helps an area portray a positive image 
and be a more attractive place to live 
– properties adjacent to parks carry 
a 5–7% price premium, and high 
quality green spaces contribute to the 
economic vitality and confidence of a 
local community22.

A substantial proportion of the “nature 
refuges” network, created by La Ligue 
pour la Protection des Oiseaux, LPO 
(BirdLife in France), are in the urban 
environment. In the Thames Gateway 
in England, investment by the RSPB 
(BirdLife in the UK) is helping tackle 
the negative perceptions of the area’s 
environment.  The UK government’s 
Greening the Gateway strategy23

recognises this and calls for the creation 
of natural green space to create a 
positive sense of place and enhance 
quality of life. 

21 EC (2005) Staff working document on the links between employment policies. SEC (2005) 1530.
22 Cabe Space (2004) Does money grow on trees?
23 DEFRA / ODPM (2004) Creating sustainable communities: greening the Gateway – a greenspace strategy for Thames Gateway. 

A
ndy H

ay (rspb-im
ages.com

)



24 EC (2006) Halting the loss of biodiversity by 2010 - and beyond. Sustaining ecosystem services for human well-being. Com 2006 (216).

Implications for EU policy

EU policy development must recognise the links 
between biodiversity protection, social cohesion, 
economic growth and human wellbeing.

The links between biodiversity 
protection, social cohesion, economic 
growth and human welfare should 
be more strongly integrated into EU 
policy-making.  For example, the 
Commission’s Communication on 
Biodiversity of May 200624 highlights 
the importance of safeguarding 
ecosystem services and the renewed 
Sustainable Development Strategy 
reaffirms the EU’s commitment to halt 
biodiversity loss by 2010.  However, 
to achieve this goal much more must 
be done to ensure that biodiversity 
protection is mainstreamed into 
EU policy development rather than 
considered as an afterthought. 

• Sustainable Development must 
be the overarching objective that 
guides all EU policy development, 
including the Lisbon Strategy;

• Priority should be given to 
achieving the EU’s target of 
halting biodiversity loss by 2010. 
This is a key test of sustainable 
development;

• The EU’s budget must deliver public 
benefits, such as wildlife protection. 
This principle should inform future 
reviews of the EU’s budget, 
particularly as regards the Common 
Agricultural Policy and plans for 
Natura 2000 financing;

A
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• The Birds and Habitats Directives – 
the EU’s main tools for safeguarding 
wildlife – must be fully implemented 
by the member states.

Protection of biodiversity and provision 
of wildlife rich green space can 
achieve many of the EU’s sustainable 
development objectives at a low cost.
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Case studies

Case studies

These case studies are arranged according to their contribution to sustainable 
development and citizens’ wellbeing: in fuelling the local economy, delivering 
ecosystem services, or providing benefits for health, education and urban

regeneration in the EU member states and candidate countries.  

Many have several, or all, of these 
positive benefits. Follow the symbols 
listed below to see how individual sites 
can reap benefits for people in many 
different ways. 

Unfortunately it has not been possible 
to name all organisations and donors 
involved in the projects and activities 
described.

Economy & jobs Urban regeneration Education

Health Ecosystem
services

10



11Case studies

1. Riet Vell nature friendly food in Ebro 
Delta, Catalonia, Spain 

2. RSPB reserves, UK
3.1 Agri-environment scheme, Devon, 

England
3.2  Agri-environment scheme, Wales
4.  Bialowieza National Park, Poland 
5.  Hommorod Valley, Romania
6.  Natura 2000 sites in Austria 
7.  National Parks in Canary Islands, 

Spain
8.  Azores bullfi nch LIFE project, 

Portugal

9.  Sea eagles, Isle of Mull, Scotland
10.  Vultures, Cévennes National Park, 

France
11.1  Cranes in Extremadura, Spain
11.2  Cranes in Gallocanta, Aragón, Spain
12.  Cranes in Muritz, National Park, 

Germany
13.  Whales in western Scotland
14. Whales in the Mediterranean 
15.  Medes Islands, Catalonia, Spain
16.  Port-Cros National Park, Var, France
17.  Bald ibis, Birecik, Turkey

18.  Morava fl oodplains, Slovakia and 
Czech Republic

19.  Elbe River fl oodplains, Germany
20.  The Bassée fl oodplains, Seine 

valley, France
21.  Skjern River, Denmark
22.  Bavarian Forest, Germany
23.  Aquascope Virelles, Belgium
24.  Projecte Rius, Catalonia, Spain
25.  Rainham marshes, London, England
26.  Refuge LPO, France 
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Managing land for species to preserve our natural 
and cultural heritage can be compatible with 
agriculture, forestry, hunting, fishing and tourism, 
and support long-term employment for EU citizens.

Economy
managing land for nature 
and more

Riet Vell: 
nature-friendly food 
in the Ebro Delta, Spain 

In 2001, Sociedad Española de Ornitología SEO (BirdLife in Spain) set up Riet Vell 
to promote bird-friendly organic farming products. Riet Vell rice is produced in the 
Ebro Delta Natural Park combining organic agriculture with wetland restoration and 
environmental education. Production requires a high level of knowledge and skills, 
and is labour intensive, but the rice gets a high market price due to its nature-
friendly origin. 

Riet Vell also produces organic wheat pasta, grown in El Planerón, in the Ebro 
river valley in the Aragón region. Riet Vell’s commercial activity helps promote 
the socio-economic development of these rural areas, using its traditional and 
extensive farming practices, and in 2005, attracted 5,000 visitors. Rural tourism 
is now slowly increasing in the El Planerón area based on its unique steppe 
ecosystems.  Farmers have started up local produce initiatives, promoting their 
own brand of pasta made from ecologically grown wheat. 

Protected areas: 
RSPB reserves 
in the UK 

The RSPB’s (BirdLife in the UK) 
190 nature reserves employ people 
and purchase goods and services, 
providing income for local firms and 
supporting an average of 7.1 jobs per 
1,000 hectares of productive land. In 
addition, RSPB nature reserves attract 
more than a million visitors every year, 
whose spending supports further jobs 
in local communities, increasing the 
total economic benefits of the sites to 
over 1,000 jobs in the UK25.

Riet Vell bird-friendly organic products: rice, 
pasta and red wine. 

 Economy
25 Sheil, A, Rayment, M and Burton, G (2002) RSPB reserves and local economies
 (see www.rspb.org.uk/policy/Economicdevelopment/economics/local_economies/index.asp)
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Agri-environment schemes can support wild 
bird cover crops to recreate food sources that 
were once widespread on farms. 

Opportunities for local businesses 

Agri-environment schemes: 
jobs and wildlife 

A significant part of the EU´s employment that relies on natural heritage comes 
from agriculture. Both small-scale biodiversity management schemes, and 
landscape-scale conservation schemes, have been shown to bring economic 
benefits to the farmers involved: 
• A countryside stewardship scheme (CSS) designed to help cirl buntings in Devon 

benefited the species and helped farmers – 89% said CSS had increased their 
profitability, and the scheme resulted in a small increase in farm labour. 

• An assessment of Tir Gofal, the agri-environment scheme in Wales, found that 
the scheme maintained or increased household income for 92% of the farmers 
involved, while also increasing demand for labour, safeguarding existing farm 
employment, and creating 112 FTE jobs in the Welsh rural economy26.

Bialowieza, Poland 

The Bialowieza Forest Project is 
supported by the Danish and Polish 
governments to protect the forest’s 
natural value while strengthening 
local communities.  Since 1999, it has 
supported local tourism by training 
tourist operators to market local 
products and funding a programme for 
small businesses. The initial impact 
of the programme has been to create 
4 full-time and 35 part-time jobs, and 
establish 18 small businesses such as 
shops and agro-tourism enterprises. 

Hommorod valley, 
Romania

The Hommorod valley has a diverse 
mosaic of habitats, shaped and 
maintained by traditional extensive 
agriculture. Since 2005, a Societatea 
Ornitologica Romana, SOR (BirdLife 
in Romania) project has trained more 
than 30 locals in rural tourism and 
marketing. The value of the area for 
migratory wetland bird species is 
starting to be recognised and local 
communities see eco-tourism and 
nature conservation as a sustainable 
source of income.

26 Rayment, M. and Dickie, I. (2001) Conservation works. The RSPB

A forest picnic is an old and lively Polish 
tradition especially in Bialowieza, where it has 
become a very popular tourist activity. 

3
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27  Agra CEAS Consulting (2005) Socio-economic evaluation of Tir Gofal. Report 
for Countryside Council for Wales and Welsh Assembly Government. 

28 P.Ferguson (2006), written answer to Scottish Parliament. 17-5-06
29 Getzner M. and  Jungmeier M. (2002). The regional economic impact of Natura 

2000 conservation sites in Austria.  Journal for Nature Conservation, Vol 10, Nr 
1, April 2002. 

30 Red de Parques Nacionales, Ministerio de Medio Ambiente. www.
reddeparquesnacionales.mma.es

Economy
attractive landscapes and 
species: sustainable tourism

Rural wildlife tourism is big business. People will 
travel to see natural spectacles, spending money at 
local shops and making rare species an asset to the 
local economy. 

Natura 2000 has 
regional economy 
impacts

Regions can benefit from the 
establishment of Natura 2000 sites. 
A study28 in the Austrian regions 
of Waldviertel, Steinfeld, Verwall, 
Karwendel shows how Natura 2000 
has had a significant positive regional 
economic impact and boosted 
employment.

Millions enjoy EU 
National Parks

The four National Parks in the 
Canary Islands received more than 
6.5 million visits29 in 2004. Visitors 
to the Picos de Europa, National 
Park in northern Spain, increased by 
11.6% between 1999 and 200430. The 
importance of nature tourism is also 
increasing in the new member states. 

Species such as the capercaillie benefit 
from LIFE projects which seek to improve 
their breeding success and reverse their 
population decline.

LIFE funds for nature 
and much more

EU LIFE funds not only play a key 
role in guaranteeing protection for 
EU habitats and species, but also 
encourage employment. The Azores 
bullfinch LIFE project currently 
employs around 20 FTE staff.  It is 
becoming one of the biggest local 
employers and attracting tourists to a 
remote municipality.

6 7

8

Nature attracts tourists and significant spending to rural areas. Tourism is worth 
€6,610 million per year to Scotland’s economy.  Fourteen per cent of visitors are 
specifically interested in wildlife27.
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Vultures, France

Economy

Millions of EU citizens go bird-watching 
every year, an activity which can result in 
significant benefits to local economies

Bird tourism is a 
growing sector

Bird watching can have a significant 
impact in rural areas - it makes a 
multi-million pound contribution to 
Scotland’s economy every year32.
Ospreys bring 125,000 visitors who 
spend an additional €3.2 million 
every year. On the island of Mull, 
reintroduced sea eagles now attract 
between €2.13 and €2.48 million of 
visitor spending each year. 

9

10

The re-introduction of griffon
(Gyps fulvus) and cinereous 
vultures (Aegypius monachus) to
the Cevénnes in southern France 
by La Ligue pour la Protection des 
Oiseaux LPO (BirdLife in France), 
and the National Park Authorities, 
has attracted increasing numbers 
of visitors. It has brought new bird 
watching business opportunities to 
an area traditionally dependent on 
sheep farming for Roquefort cheese 
and tourism.

The vultures are a major part of the 
area’s tourism, and local products 
use vultures as a marketing tool. 
Vultures attract 80,000 people per 
year to stay an extra night in the 
area, and account for €0.7 million 
per year, around 1% of the annual 
tourism revenue in the departments 
of Aveyron, Lozère and Gard33. The 
Belvédère des Vautours, a museum 
dedicated to vultures, receives 
around 30,000 visitors per year, and 
employs 5 people.

C
hris G

om
ersall (rspb-im

ages.com
)

Luisa M
eldolesi

32 Dickie I, Hughes, J., Esteban, A. (2006) Watched like never before – the local economic 
benefits of spectacular bird species. The RSPB.

33 Ligue pour la Protection des Oiseaux (1995). Socio-economic value of vultures in the 
Grands Causses. Internal document.
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Whale watching

Whale-watching is a growing tourism 
activity in Europe. When the risk of 
disturbance to wildlife is well managed, 
it becomes a potential conservation tool.

Scotland

An estimated 240,000 tourists per 
year are involved in whale and dolphin 
watching activities in western Scotland. 
Whale tourism in rural west Scotland, 
which generates approximately €11.7
million per year, directly supporting 115 
jobs in remote areas, may account for as 
much as 12% of total tourist income36.

French and Italian 
Mediterranean

Along the French and Italian 
Mediterranean coast, whale watching 
has been rapidly growing since the 
1990s. In 2005, the total tourist 
expenditure reported by 23 whale-
watching companies was €1.73
million37.

Cranes

The migration of cranes from their summer breeding grounds 
in northern Europe to winter in southern Europe is one of 
most stunning nature spectacles in the EU. It creates tourism 
opportunities in Sweden, Germany, France and Spain.

Spain

Wintering cranes attract many tourists 
to Extremadura in Spain, and have 
started over-wintering at Gallocanta 
lake in Aragón, supporting new 
nature-based tourism in a remote rural 
area.  More than 15,000 visitors now 
come to Gallocanta every year, and 
the availability of accommodation has 
increased. For example, the Allucant 
hostel opened shortly after the cranes 
started wintering, and organises 
festivals to welcome and celebrate the 
cranes in October and early February. It 
employs five staff, and is fully booked 
at weekends between October and 
March.

Germany

Muritz National Park in north east 
Germany receives about 600,000 
visitors each year who enjoy the lakes, 
forests and bogs, and view a variety of 
species including white-tailed eagles, 
ospreys, cranes and red deer. Tourism 
at the national park now generates over 
€13 million per year for the region, 
supporting an estimated 628 jobs34.

The park hosts up to 8,000 migrating 
cranes at any one time during 
September and October, and also has 
a small population of breeding cranes. 
To manage visitors, a crane ticket and 
guiding system was introduced in 2003. 
It helps promote tourism outside the 
peak season35.
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34 Job et al. (2005). Ökonomische Effekte von Großschutzgebieten, BfN-Skripten 135, Bonn.
35 UNEP / CMS Secretariat (2006). Wildlife watching and tourism. Bonn.
36 Warburton et al (2001) Whale watching in West Scotland. Report for Defra.
37 P. Mayol, P. Beaubrun, F. Dhermain, J.-M. Bompar. Souffleurs d’Ecume. EPHE et Océanides. Groupe d’Etude des Cétacés de Méditerranée.
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Bald Ibis, Turkey

The Northern bald ibis (Geronticus
eremita) is a critically endangered 
bird and the semi-captive breeding 
centre in Birecik, eastern Turkey is 
part of a conservation programme for 
the species. People in Birecik have 
traditionally celebrated the arrival of 
bald ibis each May for the breeding 
season, and the species features 
on the logo of the local council and 
businesses. The breeding centre 
attracts 9,000 tourists every year. 

Doğa Derneği (BirdLife in Turkey)
has a UK-funded bald ibis tourism 
development project in Birecik, 
providing training to locals, and 
developing visitor and education 
infrastructure.  Over 1,000 
schoolchildren per year visit the 
centre for an experience-based 
environmental education programme. 

Doğa Derneği is also implementing an 
education programme based on ‘First 
Nature’ – a practical tool kit developed 
by the RSPB for schoolchildren on field 
outings, which provides real world 
learning experiences, helping develop 
pupils’ environmental awareness, 
understanding and attitudes. 

Medes Islands, 
Catalonia, Spain

Illes Medes natural park, in L’Estartit, 
provides economic benefits to 
the Costa Brava, attracting 30,000 
tourists every year. The thirteen 
diving centres and the three 
companies offering trips and 
snorkelling activities in the islands 
directly employ 80 staff. In 2005, 80% 
of the 60,000 licensed dives were by 
divers from outside Spain.

Port-Cros
National Park, France 

Port-Cros National Park, in southern 
France, is a good example of 
sustainable coastal tourism. The 
economic activity around Port-Cros 
supports 1,500 direct jobs38. Diving 
is the most important activity with 
40,000 dives authorised per year. 
Tourism is carefully managed to 
conserve this valuable environment 
and to sustain its economic benefits.

Diving in the Mediterranean

Mediterranean marine protected areas are magnets for nature tourism.

38 IRAP (1999). Etude des retombées économiques du Parc national de Port-Cros. Rapport Final.
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18 Ecosystem services

Ecosystem Services

Floodplains

Wetlands and river floodplains play an important role in maintaining the 
environmental quality of river systems, helping to reduce pollution in agricultural 
areas, removing nutrients from water through vegetation growth, and reducing 
flood risk by retaining water. The monetary value of the removal and storage of 
nitrogen by the Morava floodplain grasslands in Slovakia and the Czech Republic, 
is estimated to be around €0.7 million per year39.

The nitrates pollution reduction value of restoring floodplains along the Elbe river 
in Germany is estimated to be €585 per hectare. The potential total value of water 
quality improvements and species conservation from restoring 15,000 hectares 
of floodplain is estimated to be €162 – €278 million per year40. These results 
illustrate the substantial water quality and biodiversity protection benefits of 
wetland restoration.

In France, the natural water storage capacity of the floodplain of the river Bassée 
between Bray and Nogent-sur Seine provides flood control services estimated to 
be worth €91.47– €304.9 million per year41.

39  Seffer, J. & Stanová, V. eds. (1999). Morava River Floodplain Meadows - Importance, Restoration and Management. DAPHNE. 
40  Meyerhoff, J., Dehnhardt, A. (2004) The restoration of floodplains along the river Elbe. Working Paper on Management in 

Environmental Planning.
41  Agence de L’eau Seine Normandie, Ministry of Ecology and Sustainable Development.
42  Coclough et al. (2003). The potential for fisheries enhancement associated with management realignment. CSERGE working 

paper PA-04-01.
44  http://www.skjernaa.info/upl/samfundsokonomisk_analyse.pdf

At Freiston Shore RSPB nature reserve, England, 
a saltmarsh restoration project has increased 
visitor numbers to over 50,000 per year, 
including 1,100 school children, and the reserve 
now supports 6 FTE jobs.

Saltmarshes

The intertidal zone and saltmarshes are 
integral elements in local recreational 
and commercial fisheries because they 
provide feeding, refuge and nursery 
areas for fish42. A study of the input of 
saltmarsh to the shellfisheries industry 
in Scotland estimated a marginal value 
of at least €1087 per hectare, per 
year43. Saltmarshes provide nature and 
landscape values, and recreational 
opportunities such as birdwatching 
and fishing. Sea level rise is gradually 
contributing to the loss of these 
internationally important habitats in 
Europe and the services they provide. 
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Rivers and water 
quality

River restoration and habitat 
improvements on the river Skjern 
in Denmark have benefited society 
through improved water quality and 
quantity, recreational opportunities 
and flood risk reduction. Once strongly 
canalised and surrounded by intensive 
agriculture, the river has been restored 
to its natural profile in a valley with 
pastures and flooded shallow lakes, 
creating net benefits of €32.1 million 
and providing a “good deal” for society, 
according to the Danish University of 
Agriculture44.

Rivers and fisheries

A healthy flow is essential for rivers to 
fulfil their nutrient cycle function, such 
as transporting nutrient-rich sediments 
to the sea. Nutrient discharge is 
important in low-productivity marine 
systems such as the Mediterranean. 
There is a direct link between fisheries 
production and flows in western 
Mediterranean rivers45. Each additional 
cubic metre per second of river flow 
during the anchovy’s breeding period 
increases the following year’s catch by 
189 kg per month. 

In the UK, the majority of revenue from 
freshwater fishing is directly related to 
recreational salmon, trout and coarse 
fishing.  In England and Wales, the total 
value of inland fisheries is estimated to 
be €4,854 million46.

Values associated with services such as recreation, 
watershed protection, carbon sequestration and 
the provision of habitat for bird, animal and plant 
species, can represent more than 50% of the total 
economic value of the forests.

45 Lloret, J et alt. (2004). Impact of freshwater input and wind on landings of anchovy and sardine in shelf waters 
surrounding the Ebre River delta. Fish. Oceanogr. 13(2):102-110.

46 Murray, M. and Simcox, H. (2003). Use of wild living resources in the United Kingdom: a review. IUCN – UK.
47 Natur ist Mehr-Wert, Ökonomische Argumente zum Schutz der Natur. BfN Skripten 154, 2005, Bonn-Bad Godesberg  

German Federal Office for Conservation (BfN). 
48 Willis et al. 2003. The Social and Environmental Benefits of Forests in Great Britain.  University of Newcastle.  

Forests

Forests provide a wide range of 
goods, such as timber and honey, 
as well as non-market services 
such as carbon sequestration, 
soil stabilisation, recreation 
and watershed protection. The 
provision of good water quality 
by natural forests in Bavaria is 
valued to be about €500 million 
per year47.

Forests in Britain produce 
important ecosystem services 
including recreation, landscape 
amenity, pollution absorption, 
water supply and quality, the 
protection of natural heritage and 
timber production.  The total value 
of the environmental and social 
benefits of woodland in Great 
Britain is estimated to be €42,924
million48.
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Health

Green space in an urban environment can improve life 
expectancy and decrease health complaints49. Natural 
green space provides opportunities for walking and 
other activities and is a cheap, sustainable means of 
preventing public health problems.

Health

Health walks, UK 

“Health walks” started in south Oxfordshire in 1995, aiming to combine the social 
and environmental factors that are essential to maintaining levels of physical 
activity. Their success means there are now more than 350 similar “Walking the 
Way to Health” schemes, led by over 10,000 trained volunteers in the UK50.

Walking provides physical activity without needing high fitness levels and carries a 
low risk of injury. Although the walks are designed to improve health, studies have 
shown that an opportunity to be in the countryside is the joint main reason why 
people participate. Sixty-four percent of participants say that “health walks” have 
changed their transport habits, with 27% saying that they now walk, rather than 
drive, short distances51.

Nature and mental 
health, Denmark

A Danish study of 1,200 people 
aged between 18 to 80 found that 
their most popular activities were 
those undertaken in green areas 
near their homes, such as walking 
or gardening.  The study found 
that nature motivates people to 
be outside, where they enjoy the 
landscape and unwind. Over 90% 
of respondents said that green 
areas are important for their mood 
and health, and researchers found 
that people living closer to green 
space are less stressed52.

49 Bird W (2004) Natural fit. The RSPB. (See See www.rspb.org.uk/policy/health/index.asp)
50 www.whi.org.uk/index.asp
51 Bird W (2004) Natural fit. The RSPB. (See www.rspb.org.uk/policy/health/index.asp)
52  Skov & Lansdab (2005). The use by the Danes of green areas - health perspective.
53  Pretty et al (2005) Research for the Environment Agency. 

Improvements to Sutcliffe Park in London resulted 
in more users visiting the sites for exercise, 
health, scenery and wildlife reasons. Therefore, 
access to green space rich in biodiversity provides 
the ideal opportunity for outdoor recreation53.   
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RSPB Real World 
Learning, UK

The RSPB (BirdLife in the UK) has more 
than one million members in the UK 
– including 160,000 under the age of 18. Its 
Wildlife Explorers Club is one of the largest 
environmental clubs for young people in the 
world.

Led by professional educators, at more than 
40 locations, RSPB “Living Classrooms” 
provided field teaching for more than 50,000 
school children in 2005.  In a stimulating 
and safe environment, pupils from all 
backgrounds are given an opportunity to 
connect with nature, develop a sense of 
place and be inspired to take personal 
responsibility for the environment. 

Projecte Rius, Catalonia, 
Spain

Projecte Rius in Catalonia, Spain, is another 
example of grassroots involvement in 
environmental activities. Local groups, 
schools, associations and families, are given 
responsibility for the monitoring of a local 
river twice a year. The groups, which have 
increased in number from 350 groups in 
2000 to more than 820 in 2005, monitor 158 
rivers and streams in 21 valleys. 

The project educates young people through 
the opportunity to establish a direct link 
with the countryside and develop a better 
understanding of how river ecosystems 
work. Checking the state of the river 
encourages people to be physically active 
and increases social integration.

Education

Aquascope Virelles, Belgium

The Aquascope Virelles is a visitor centre at Virelles Lake Nature Reserve in the 
south of Belgium, located in an unspoilt natural environment, close to Chimay.
The centre received €2 million from EU structural funds and was co-funded 
by the Walloon Region and Electrabel. It has been designed to help people 
get first-hand experience of discovering nature and to raise environmental 
awareness.

Visitor facilities include a trail through the marshes and forests, a nature-
themed playground, and cameras displaying live images of different parts 
of the reserve. The centre attracts 40,000 visitors per year, including 6,800 
children on educational visits, and employs 11 permanent staff. It receives 
support from the local community, including 100 volunteers who help organise 
the activities offered to visitors.
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Urban regeneration

Rainham Marshes, London

The development of Rainham Marshes as an RSPB (BirdLife in the UK) nature 
reserve will create newly-accessible, high quality, natural green space in a 
densely populated area of the Thames Gateway in southern England. The 
reserve will deliver benefits for people and wildlife:
• an environment and education centre and access improvements will meet 

local people’s top priorities for using the site – somewhere for peaceful 
walks and provision for families and local schools.

• biodiversity will be improved on 200 hectares of land supporting wintering 
ducks, and geese, breeding wading birds, scarce invertebrates and 
mammals such as water voles.

• a community education initiative will engage local young people with the 
opportunities at the site.

The positive economic impact of the development on the local area includes 
over €11.76 million of recent and planned investment in the site. Spending 
by visitors is expected to support 37 jobs in the local area by 2010. More 
importantly, the reserve will enable local communities to connect with wildlife 
and green space on their doorstep. It will also improve the attractiveness of 
the Thames Gateway, contributing to its wider regeneration.

LPO refuge network, 
France

La Ligue pour la Protection des 
Oiseaux LPO (BirdLife in France) 
has created a network of 11,000 
refuges for wildlife. It includes 
urban sites, ranging from a few 
square metres in Strasbourg to 
470 hectares in Caen, managed 
by citizens, administrations and 
landowners working together 
to improve the quality of the 
environment for wildlife. The sites 
give people the chance to enjoy 
and learn about nature.  LPO 
provides environmental education 
for about 50,000 school students 
each year, and around 200 schools 
have adopted their own LPO 
refuge.
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Conclusions

Protecting wildlife benefits society by:

supporting and generating economic activity 

providing the resources to sustain our lives

enhancing our health 

offering educational opportunities and

contributing to the regeneration of communities. 
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“Biodiversity is integral to sustainable development, underpins 

competitiveness, growth and employment, and improves 

livelihoods. Biodiversity loss, and the consequent decline of 

ecosystem services, is a grave threat to our societies and 

economies.”

José Manuel Barroso,

President of the European Commission



BirdLife International is a global Partnership of conservation organisations that 
strives to conserve birds, their habitats and global biodiversity, working with people 
towards sustainability in the use of natural resources.  BirdLife Partners operate in 
more than 100 countries and territories worldwide.  BirdLife International has 41 
Partners in Europe and is active in all of the EU Member States. 

For further information, please contact us:

BirdLife International European Division Office (EDO)

Avenue de la Toison d’Or 67 (2nd floor), B-1060 Brussels, BELGIUM

Tel: +32 (0)2 280 08 30

Fax: +32 (0)2 230 38 02

Email: bleco@birdlifeeco.net

To download a PDF of Wellbeing through Wildlife in the EU visit:

www.birdlife.org/eu/eco_office.html

This report was written and compiled by the RSPB. Our thanks to all BirdLife Partners and many other 

organisations that contributed to this brochure. Our work relies on the support of our partners and funders 

throughout Europe, we are grateful to all of them. 
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