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UNECE Environmental Performance Reviews

Why this calendar?

With the overall objective of achieving a high level of environmental protection in the United Nations
Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) region, key objectives of the UNECE Environmental Performance
Review (EPR) Programme are to:

This calendar covers the findings on selected topics supporting the achievement of SDG targets related to
biodiversity and protected areas from third-cycle reviews – the Republic of Moldova (2013), Montenegro
(2014), Serbia (2014), Georgia (2015), Belarus (2015), Tajikistan (2016), Bulgaria (2016), Albania (2017), Bosnia and
Herzegovina (2017), Kazakhstan (2019), North Macedonia (2019), Uzbekistan (2019) and Romania (2020) – and
the reviews of Morocco (2013) and Mongolia (2017) – and additional updated information provided by countries.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Assist countries in improving their management of the environment and associated environmental
performance by making concrete recommendations for better policy design and implementation
Help in integrating environmental policies into sector-specific economic policies, such as agricultural,
energy, transport and health policies
Promote greater accountability to the public
Contribute to the achievement and monitoring of the relevant Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
Promote the exchange of information among countries on policies and experiences
Strengthen cooperation with the international community
Promote coherence of environmental and sustainable development policies at the national level and
across the region
Assist member States in the implementation of EPR recommendations

By disseminating the results of the reviews in the form of a calendar for the upcoming year, UNECE aims to draw
attention to the findings of the reviews and encourage the implementation of the review recommendations
in 2021 and beyond.
For a comprehensive picture of the findings and recommendations of individual reviews, the full texts of the
EPR publications should be consulted.
Printed copies of EPR publications may be obtained from the United Nations Department of Public Information
(https://shop.un.org/). The reviews are also available online (www.unece.org/env/epr/).

Over the past 25 years, EPRs have resulted in:
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•
•
•
•
•

Improved policy and legal frameworks and better integration of environmental concerns into sectoral
policies
Stronger institutions for environmental management and protection
Enhanced environmental monitoring and information systems
Improved financial resources for environmental protection and greening the economy
Strengthened public participation
Increased international cooperation

Since 2017, the EPR Programme has assisted reviewed countries in the implementation of the recommendations
of their reviews through peer-learning workshops aimed at sharing good practices. Since 2018, the Programme
has implemented a United Nations Development Account project under which five countries of South-Eastern
Europe prepare policy packages to put into practice some of their third-cycle review recommendations related
to SDGs.

The third cycle of reviews
Two EPR cycles have already taken place. The third cycle of reviews commenced in 2012 and is still ongoing.
An additional thematic angle on SDGs has been added to all reviews conducted since 2017. The key topics for
the third cycle are:
•
•
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Environmental governance and financing in a green economy context
Countries’ cooperation with the international community
Environmental mainstreaming in priority sectors
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Natural habitats and
biodiversity conservation
SDG targets 15.1 and 15.5; Aichi Biodiversity Targets 5, 11 and 12
Biodiversity loss, through degradation of natural habitats and extinction of
threatened species, is the biggest challenge and requires urgent action. EPRs
assessed countries’ efforts to conserve threatened species (especially those on
National Red Lists) and restore ecosystems and habitats.
Albania has exceeded Aichi Biodiversity Target 11 (conserving at least 17%
of terrestrial and inland water by 2020), with 17.1% of its total territory being
designated terrestrial protected areas. Albania joined two other EPR countries
(Mongolia and Tajikistan) in achieving Aichi Biodiversity Target 11, and is creating
two new national parks. In 2016–2019, Montenegro identified, with EU support
(€2.4 million), potential sites suitable for the Natura 2000 network. In Romania,
the protected area coverage of the key biodiversity areas increased over 2010–
2019 from 65% to 76% in terrestrial ecosystems. Kazakhstan has effectively
implemented the ecological network concept, including the designation of
four legally protected ecological corridors, encompassing almost 3.3 million ha,
increasing the protected area coverage from 8.9% to 10.1% of the country’s
territory, and plans to further extend its protected area network. Belarus increased
the share of specially protected natural areas in its total land area from 7.7% in
2009 to 8.7% in 2015, and is developing national legislation aimed at conserving
and maintaining landscape diversity value. Since 2013, Bosnia and Herzegovina
has designated 23 new protected areas and plans to further extend its network.
Bulgaria is among the European Union countries with the highest territorial share
of Natura 2000 sites (34.4.% vs. 18% average), encompassing over 4 million ha.
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Several countries made considerable progress towards reaching SDG target
15.5. Albania and the Republic of Moldova updated their National Red Lists,
and North Macedonia adopted its first National Red List. Albania, Bulgaria, the
Republic of Moldova and Serbia adopted species conservation action plans,
aimed at preserving several red-listed species. In Kazakhstan, the populations
of many rare and threatened animal species increased thanks to anti-poaching
measures and species conservation programmes implemented in cooperation
with scientific institutions and environmental NGOs, and with the international
community’s support.
The lack of data, nature inventories and wildlife censuses at the national level is a
recurrent problem, requiring urgent elaboration of national species conservation
programmes and action plans. In Mongolia, the discontinuation of research after
2010 prevented proper assessment of the status of populations of threatened
species, even though many indigenous species were threatened. In Uzbekistan,
46 animal species and 16 plant species are threatened with extinction. The
absence of a National Red List in Romania complicates assessment of threatened
species’ status and the effects of country performance, despite an apparent
decrease in the extinction rate of red-listed species.

Tajikistan
Iskanderkul mountain lake,
habitat of snow leopard (Panthera uncia)
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Sustainable management of forests
SDG target 15.2; Aichi Biodiversity Target 5
Sustainable forest management is essential for climate change mitigation,
economic development and preservation of valuable habitats. Halting forest
ecosystem destruction and increasing afforestation is necessary for sustainable
development. EPRs assessed national efforts to implement sustainable forest
management schemes, concluding that many countries have made good
progress towards achieving SDG target 15.2.
Kazakhstan and Romania stand out in their progress towards sustainable
forest management. Kazakhstan has achieved SDG target 15.2, protecting and
sustainably managing all forests while also halting deforestation and conducting
ecosystem regeneration activities. Romania has tripled its forest area under
independently verified certification. In Bulgaria, the share of forest area under
long-term forest management plans increased to 97.39% in 2020, and the forest
area under independently verified forest management certification schemes
increased over eight years from 303,580 to 1,483,380 ha in 2018.

© Dragan Bosnic

Work on a national forestry inventory was recently launched in Albania, where
reforestation efforts significantly intensified, including approving a new strategy
on forests in 2019, adopting a new Law on Forests in 2020, and establishing
the new National Forest Agency. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, where 53% of
the total land area is covered by forests, the proportion of Forest Stewardship
Council (FSC)*-certified forest is rapidly increasing, strategic documents on
forestry development were adopted and the preparation of sustainable
forest management plans and fire management systems is a top priority.
North Macedonia increased the surface of its territory covered by forests, is
implementing the 2006 Strategy for Sustainable Development of Forestry, and
has in place forest management plans for 92% of its forest area. In Uzbekistan,
all forests are well protected and sustainably managed due to previous efforts
to halt deforestation and intensive afforestation work. In Serbia, 100% of public
forests managed by the public enterprises Srbijašume and Vojvodinašume
(834,439 ha and 128,789 ha respectively) are already FSC-certified.
Having adopted its new Forest Code in 2020, including forest stand categorization
based on functional assessment (protected, protective, recreational and utilized
forests categories), Georgia is developing subsidiary legislation and working on
endorsing sustainable forest management criteria and indicators. Montenegro’s
Forest and Forestry Development Strategy for 2014–2023 prioritises biodiversity
protection and its National Forest Policy promotes sustainable harvesting,
multiple use and protecting forests ecosystems and water zones. Mongolia set
ambitious targets to increase the area of closed forests from 7.85% of its territory
to 9% by 2030 and is working to mitigate desertification through sustainable
forest management and to establish national standards for forest certification.
Morocco is implementing several policies, including its national programme for
2015–2024 prioritizing fighting fires and the conservation and rehabilitation of
forest ecosystems, the “Forests of Morocco 2020–2030” strategy, aimed at halting
deforestation and rehabilitating forest areas, and a national strategy aimed at
rehabilitating 200,000 ha of endemic argan forests. Tajikistan’s forest cover is
estimated at only 2.9% of the total territory.
* FSC certification is considered the “gold standard” for wood harvested from
forests managed in a responsible, socially beneficial, environmentally conscious
and economically viable manner.

Serbia
National Park Kopaonik
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Mitigating poaching and trafficking of
protected species of flora and fauna
SDG targets 15.7 and 15.c
Mitigating poaching and trafficking of protected species of flora and fauna is
critical for the preservation of biodiversity. EPRs found that progress remains to
be seen in most countries to achieve SDG targets 15.7 and 15.c.

© Albert Salemgareev, Kazakhstan Association for the Conservation of Biodiversity

Kazakhstan shows encouraging progress towards the achievement of targets
15.7 and 15.c, with poaching reported to be constantly declining due to effective
law enforcement and annual hunting quotas set at a very reasonable level,
allowing for an increase in wildlife populations. Illegal hunting contributed to the
decline in populations of some 69% of game mammal species and 56% of rare
and threatened protected mammal species occurring in Uzbekistan. To mitigate
poaching, the country established quotas for the procurement of wild species of
animals. Since 2014, Albania tackles poaching by imposing a hunting ban, which
was extended until 2022. Bosnia and Herzegovina intensified the monitoring
of illegal activities through better cooperation with local communities and the
police, and by establishing hunting associations. North Macedonia has yet to set
up a national biodiversity monitoring system and National Red Lists of threatened
species to enable the assessment of the scale of poaching and the illegal trade
in protected species and decisions on appropriate hunting quotas. In Romania,
on average, 146 cases of poaching in Natura 2000 sites are reported annually and
electric fishing, one of the most dangerous poaching methods, occurs along the
Danube River. Illegal fishing in the Republic of Moldova continuously increased
in 2011–2017 (by over 72%). Tajikistan published the second edition of the Red
Book in 2015 that included more species as a result of several methodological
corrections. In the country, an indefinite number of wild animals are poached for
meat or as trophies; however no data on poaching and illegal trophy hunting or
illegal fishing are publicly available.
Poaching and wildlife trafficking remain serious issues in many countries,
requiring urgent actions to ensure the conservation of protected species.
Improving data collection and research is the first step in shedding light on
illegal activities and closely following the evolution of species populations. Laws
to effectively safeguard protected species should be enforced.

Kazakhstan
Saiga antelope (Saiga tatarica)
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Mountain ecosystems
SDG target 15.4
Protecting mountain ecosystems and their biodiversity is key to safeguarding
the livelihoods of populations who depend on them and ensuring progress
towards a more sustainable world. EPRs identified encouraging trends in
countries’ progress towards SDG target 15.4, mainly by reviewing the coverage
by protected areas of sites important for mountain biodiversity.

© Aleksandr Esipov, Chatkal State Biosphere Reserve, State Committee for Ecology and Environmental Protection of Uzbekistan

Albania is currently establishing the Albanian Alps National Park and Bosnia and
Herzegovina is planning to significantly extend the protected area network in
its mountain regions, in addition to its two national parks protecting mountain
ecosystems. Kazakhstan protects 10% of its mountain ecosystems and plans to
designate, by 2022, three new large-scale protected areas in mountain regions.
Romania is preparing management plans for protected areas in mountainous
regions, prioritizing the conservation and sustainable use of biological
diversity in mountain ecosystems, and conducting research on the underlying
causes of degradation of biological diversity in mountain ecosystems. The
mountain ecosystems of Uzbekistan are among the best protected, with 14%
already included in protected areas as State strict natural reserves or national
parks.
Many challenges remain for the adequate protection of mountain biodiversity.
Progress is slow in implementing ambitious spatial plans’ objectives and
afforestation levels cannot always be assessed due to lack of data. In addition,
prevailing parts of mountain ecosystems and key biodiversity areas remain
outside protected areas (e.g., Mongolia and Uzbekistan).
Further integration of mountain biodiversity protection within activities for
sustainable development is needed. Countries are expected to continue taking
action to increase their vegetation coverage and the portion of their territory
under protection, paying particular attention to key biodiversity sites that require
immediate attention.

Uzbekistan
West Tien-Shan Mountains, Tereklisay tract,
new-born Siberian ibex (Capra sibirica)
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Invasive alien species
SDG target 15.8; Aichi Biodiversity Target 9
Halting biodiversity loss is crucial in preserving ecosystems, their essential
functions, and the life of people that depend on them. Invasive alien species (IAS)
constitute one of the most significant threats to biodiversity, being responsible
for numerous extinctions. EPRs thus assessed countries’ progress towards
SDG target 15.8, looking at adoption of legislation and adequate resourcing
of prevention or control measures to reduce the impact of IAS. It was found
that, despite some positive steps, much remained to be done to achieve the
target.
The Republic of Moldova and Serbia carried out related research and inventory
work and assessed the impact and revised national lists of the most dangerous
IAS. Albania has enacted legislation on AIS, with a 2009 government decree
prohibiting the import of alien species. However, more financial and human
resources are required to conduct research on the numerous invasive species
present in the country. Georgia prohibits the introduction of IAS into the wild
and the introduction and cultivation of IAS in forests and protected areas and
in surrounding areas where there is a danger of them spreading to forests or
protected areas. Bosnia and Herzegovina listed IAS among the major threats
to biodiversity and is preparing related strategies to reduce their impact on
biodiversity; however, relevant legislation or resourcing is yet to be adopted.
Georgia, Kazakhstan, Mongolia and North Macedonia have yet to put into
practice national legal provisions preventing the introduction of alien species,
develop specific measures to control, monitor and eradicate IAS, or conduct
research and collect data on IAS import channels and distribution. Romania
adopted a law on alien species but has yet to elaborate a national list of IAS
and enhance research activities on IAS. In 2018, Uzbekistan compiled the first
list of non-indigenous, introduced or invasive plant species naturalized in the
country and in 2020, adopted the Presidential Resolution “On measures to further
improve the activities of the state plant quarantine service” which foresees the
development of a digital map of the distribution of invasive and quarantine plant
species. The country is developing methodological data on invasive species.
Belarus is monitoring plant IAS since 2011 through more than 70 permanent
observation points and by maintaining a specialized database on the location
of the most harmful invasive species.
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Significant efforts will be needed in all countries to control and reduce the impact
of IAS on biodiversity. Scientific research monitoring their presence, impacts and
evolution is essential to adequately translate legislation into action, as is the
provision of necessary resources.

Bosnia and
Herzegovina
Jablanica lake

05

/ May

World’s natural heritage
SDG target 11.4
Protecting and safeguarding the world’s natural heritage is key to a more resilient
and sustainable world. EPRs assessed SDG target 11.4 and found that almost
all countries strengthened their efforts and made progress in nominating
relevant new World Heritage properties, with Kazakhstan and Mongolia being
front leaders. The existing large-scale natural World Heritage properties of those
countries are well integrated into national protected areas systems and other
international frameworks. The two first natural World Heritage sites of Kazakhstan
were established with legal entity status and management plans. The country is
considering an additional thirteen areas for nomination, including three natural
areas that are already protected. In Mongolia, where public awareness of the
importance of natural heritage for national identity is exceptionally high, nearly
all World Heritage List sites have management plans that are being implemented.
The country is considering nominating three new natural sites encompassing
existing protected areas, including one stretching over more than 6 million ha.
In Uzbekistan, the first World Heritage site was nominated under the “natural”
criteria in 2016 within the trilateral transnational property shared with Kazakhstan
and Kyrgyzstan. The first “natural” World Heritage site of Albania was nominated in
2017, as part of the same transnational property that Bulgaria and Romania also
joined in 2017, while in 2019 Bosnia and Herzegovina added two natural sites
to its national Tentative List. North Macedonia is considering nominating two
to three natural sites, in addition to its only “mixed” World Heritage transnational
property (shared with Albania), which was potentially threatened by large
infrastructure projects. Tajikistan had its first “natural“ World Heritage site – Tajik
national park – inscribed on the World Heritage List in 2013, while five other
natural areas are on the Tentative List. Georgia has three sites under cultural
category inscribed in UNESCO World Heritage List and another fifteen sites on
the Tentative List, including Mta-Tusheti. The country’s Tusheti Protected Areas
is unique in its long-maintained mountain community life, traditional villages
and cultural heritage being integrated into the well-preserved natural landscape
with high endemic mountain biodiversity.

© Georgian Agency of Protected Areas

Nonetheless, safeguarding natural heritage sites can only ensure effective
biodiversity protection if enforcement and legal tools follow political will.
Achieving SDG target 11.4 will require continuing government-led efforts
to designate new natural properties and integrate them into adequate legal
frameworks.

Georgia
Tusheti region,
the Greater Caucasus Mountains
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Marine and coastal ecosystems
SDG targets 14.2, 14.4 and 14.5; Aichi Biodiversity Target 6
EPRs assessed progress towards achieving SDG 14 in Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Kazakhstan and Romania; Bulgaria and Georgia also provided
their assessments.
Albania took a first step towards marine ecosystem conservation in 2010,
establishing the Karaburun-Sazan National Marine Park, and the Porto Palermo
Marine Protected Area is expected to be announced. Bosnia and Herzegovina
is working to establish its first protected marine area – the “Mediteranetum”
botanical reserve in Neum-Klek Bay. Bulgaria, having three nationally designated
protected areas that comprise a marine area, is finalizing a maritime spatial plan
2021–2035 to integrate the environmental, economic and social aspects of
the use of the Black Sea. Georgia, home of Kolkheti National Park, is currently
developing its national marine environment strategy and action programme
and has adopted legislation to reduce overfishing and tackle illegal, unreported
and unregulated fishing. Despite a lack of information on preserved zones in
Kazakhstan, the country has already reached the target of conserving 10% of
coastal and marine areas with a large protected zone in the northern part of the
Caspian Sea. The total surface of Natura 2000 marine sites significantly increased
in Romania, from 1,252 km2 in 2008 to 6,362 km2 in 2016, and encompasses
2,827 km2 of the Bulgarian zone of the Black Sea. Montenegro is promoting the
management of protected areas through integrated protection of marine and
coastal ecosystems with support from GEF (US$270,000 in 2018 and 340,900
in 2019).
Achieving effective conservation and sustainable use of seas and marine
resources for sustainable development is a lengthy process with numerous
challenges. In Kazakhstan, the land-locked Caspian Sea ecosystem is currently
affected by the development of offshore and shoreline oil and natural gas mining,
while poaching and the introduction of non-native fish species for aquaculture
and commercial fishery further aggravated the loss of essential fish habitats. In
Bosnia and Herzegovina, there is not currently any legislation in place regulating
marine fishing, and data on marine ichthyofauna are not yet available.
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Research and data are crucial to assess the effectiveness of conservation measures
and develop solutions to protect biodiversity. Governments will be expected
to act promptly to reduce uncontrolled pressures on marine ecosystems and
environment in order to reach the SDG targets.

Bulgaria
Black Sea coast, Tyulenovo village
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Genetic diversity of plants and animals
SDG targets 2.5 and 15.6; Aichi Biodiversity Targets 13 and 16
Preserving the genetic diversity of plants and animals is essential to increase
resilience to present and future crises and ensure global food security. EPRs
looked at countries’ progress towards SDG targets 2.5 and 15.6 in maintaining the
genetic diversity of seeds, cultivated plants, farmed and domesticated animals
and their related wild species, and in promoting fair and equitable sharing of
the benefits arising from the utilization of genetic resources and access to such
resources. EPRs identified progress in several countries and found that this
target was difficult to assess in other countries because of lack of appropriate
information.
Albania reported an increasing population of six autochthonous breeds of
goats and six of sheep. Bosnia and Herzegovina mainstreamed genetic diversity
conservation into strategic documents. In Georgia, many institutions are involved
in identifying and preserving indigenous varieties of field crops, vegetables,
fruits and their wild relatives, as well as the recovery and maintenance of local
breeds and populations of various domestic animals, and the evaluation of their
extinction risk. Kazakhstan identified 45 local breeds and defined methodologies
to calculate both the proportion of local breeds classified as being at risk of
extinction and the number of genetic resources secured in conservation facilities.
Uzbekistan also defined similar methodologies, but the national reorganization
of scientific research on genetic diversity hindered the provision of information.
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In North Macedonia, the Institute of Agriculture gene bank secured 89 plant
species and the genetic material of two native animal species. The seed gene
bank of the Republic of Moldova preserves the genetic material of diverse cereals,
corn, legumes, vegetables and aromatic and medicinal plants (approx. 5,400
accessions). Over the last decade, Morocco has tripled the number of plant
genetic resources stored in gene banks and drafted a law on access to genetic
resources and the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits arising from their use.
Romania has achieved significant progress in implementing the National Rural
Development Programme 2014–2020, distributing compensatory payments to
farmers in order to maintain local animal breeds in danger of abandonment.
Sixteen local breeds of five species were classified as endangered, with an
increase in population numbers being observed for six breeds. Serbia preserves
over 4,200 accessions of plant genetic resources.

Morocco
European roller (Coracias garrulus)
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Financing conservation and use
of biodiversity and ecosystems
SDG targets 15.a and 15.b; Aichi Biodiversity Target 20
Effective measures for conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity and
ecosystems require regular allocation of adequate financial resources. EPRs looked
at public expenditures on nature conservation, including official development
assistance, as well as financing of sustainable forest management, concluding
that biodiversity conservation funding remains challenging in most countries.
A few countries made progress in securing funds for biodiversity conservation.
Bosnia and Herzegovina included the elaboration of a financial resources
mobilization strategy in national biodiversity strategies and action plans and
uses funding from special environmental funds and international donors for
biodiversity conservation. The country increased the budget for silviculture work
and the implementation of a project for sustainable management of forests and
landscapes. In Georgia, “biodiversity spending” nominally increased in 2013–2017
from $7.1 million to $17.2 million in the public sector, and from $12 million to
$27.8 million in total, including private sector and external donors. In Kazakhstan,
all State-protected areas have valid medium-term management plans, the
development and implementation of which are covered by the State budget,
with additional support from external sources. Two thirds of €614,000 allocated
each year in subsidies to implement program activities by the Public Enterprise
“National Parks of Montenegro” are set aside for the protection of biodiversity in
the National Parks of Montenegro.
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Albania covers protected areas’ management costs and, to a limited extent,
biodiversity monitoring, but does not earmark any State budget financial
resources for protected areas, nature or biodiversity conservation. In Mongolia,
funding for biodiversity conservation has diminished, potentially impeding
implementation of the 2015 National Biodiversity Programme and making
mobilization of external financial assistance indispensable. Moreover, the share
of the annual State budget allocated to forest management activities has
declined by 50% because of the overall financial crisis. North Macedonia relies on
external funding for biodiversity conservation and protected area management.
In Romania, expenditures on natural resources and biodiversity decreased,
representing only 0.03% of total governmental environmental expenditures
in 2017, and the country is using European Union funds to finance nature
conservation. Uzbekistan has an ecology, environmental protection and waste
management fund, and finances protected area management from the State
budget. Despite the established framework for financing nature conservation,
some protected areas are insufficiently funded to implement effective nature
conservation, with most funds spent on staff costs and maintenance.

North
Macedonia
Monument of Nature “Markovi Kuli”
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Water-related ecosystems
SDG targets 15.1 and 6.6; Aichi Biodiversity Target 5
The protection of terrestrial and inland water-related ecosystems is essential
to build a more resilient world. EPRs assessed countries’ progress in protecting
their water-related ecosystems through the designation of sites and the
implementation of restoration measures and management plans.
In Albania, all four Wetlands of International Importance (Ramsar sites) and
Important Bird Areas have management plans. Bulgaria is working on restoring
the favourable ecological status of wetlands pursuant to the National Action
Plan for Conservation of Wetlands of High Significance in Bulgaria (2013–2022).
Kazakhstan has ten Wetlands of International Importance (including eight
designated during the last decade) encompassing more than 3 million ha and 44
wetlands of national significance. The Republic of Moldova implements bilateral
and multilateral agreements concerning transboundary waters and watershed
management of the Dniester River (with Ukraine) and the Prut River (with
Romania and Ukraine), established national basin and subbasin committees,
and is working on the development and adoption of river basin management
plans. In 2018, part of one of its three Ramsar sites was additionally designated as
the UNESCO Lower Prut Biosphere Reserve. Nevertheless, since 2008, the extent
of its water-related ecosystems has decreased by 600 ha. Mongolian efforts to
preserve water-related ecosystems have built on a pre-existing network of eleven
Ramsar sites. Romania has designated twelve new Ramsar sites during the last 8
years and prioritizes the protection and restoration of wetlands and sustainable
use of their resources, and its protected area coverage of key biodiversity areas
in freshwater ecosystems has increased from 57.43% to 60.97%. Since 2005,
Belarus designated nine new Ramsar sites and starting from 2015, the ban on
spring hunting for waterfowl was introduced in 32 wetland areas. The draining
of wetlands is among major anthropogenic factors affecting both the hydrology
of water resources and biodiversity in the country.
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Despite encouraging progress in water-related ecosystem protection, major
challenges still hinder the achievement of SDG targets 15.1 and 6.6. Often, the
process of adopting management plans is relatively slow and law enforcement
remains a key challenge for effective preservation of water-related ecosystems.
Many Ramsar sites are not yet included in the national protected area network,
still lack management plans (e.g., Bosnia and Herzegovina, Mongolia and
Uzbekistan), and implementation of existing plans is not always monitored.
Several countries (e.g., North Macedonia) still do not have national wetlands
policy and conservation programmes. Other concerns include the lack of data
and wetlands inventories (e.g., Bosnia and Herzegovina). Uzbekistan is carrying
out intensive work to restore aquatic and wetland ecosystems in the Amu Darya
River delta, and to develop management plans for its two Ramsar sites.

Republic
of Moldova
Dniester River, view from panorama Bălăbănești
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Mainstreaming ecosystem and biodiversity
values into planning and development
SDG target 15.9; Aichi Biodiversity Target 2
Sustainable development requires the integration of ecosystem and biodiversity
values into national and local planning, strategies and accounts. EPRs assessed
countries’ progress in establishing and meeting national targets integrating
ecosystem and biodiversity values.
Albania integrated biodiversity conservation requirements into sectoral legislation
and has to integrate them into local spatial planning. Mongolia is expected to set
up an effective mechanism for integrating protected area management plans
with local land-use plans. Georgia and Uzbekistan included a target on the
integration of ecosystem and biodiversity values into their national biodiversity
strategies and action plans. Romania has national accounting and reporting
systems that take into account biodiversity values, known as the Systems of
Environmental-Economic Accounting, but has yet to develop a national target
reflecting the integration of biodiversity and ecosystems values.
EPRs found progress in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where biodiversity issues have
been integrated into national and local community level spatial plans, and a
target was set to integrate biological diversity into development strategies with
an emphasis on rural development. The country is expected to conduct a study
on the economics of ecosystems and biodiversity and to harmonize existing
and new development strategies with biological targets and integrate these
biological diversity targets into spatial plans.
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Additional efforts are required to mainstream ecosystem and biodiversity values
into planning and development and to effectively implement them on the
ground.

Albania
Shkodra Lake, European goldfinch
(Carduelis carduelis)
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Protect and restore land and soil
SDG target 15.3
Combating desertification and restoring degraded land and soil are prerequisites
for preserving biodiversity and making our societies more resilient. EPRs assessed
countries’ progress towards a land degradation-neutral world, finding that the
countries most affected have acted to address this issue.
Kazakhstan moved to mitigate desertification and restore degraded forests
and steppe ecosystems, and the dried-up bottom of the Aral Sea, including
by imposing obligatory pasture rotation to enhance sustainable land use.
Mongolia, where around 76.8% of land is classified as degraded, set ambitious
national targets by 2030: to restore no less than 70% of degraded land and
decrease the area of desertification to 60% of its total territory. The country has
legal, policy and institutional mechanisms in place; however, it is struggling
with implementation due to limited capacities and financial resources and
poor horizontal coordination among relevant sectors. Uzbekistan, with almost
30% of its total area affected, adopted the Land Degradation Neutrality target
and a programme to rehabilitate socioeconomic development in the Aral Sea
region. In 2019, the country met its 2021 afforestation targets thanks to largescale measures for land reclamation and stabilization of the soil of the dried-up
bottom of the Aral Sea, afforestation work and planting of desert vegetation,
fixing moving seabed sand and absorbing salt. Morocco is implementing a
2015–2024 programme aimed at preventing desertification, silting and water
erosion. Montenegro identified changes in land-use practices, especially in
agriculture and forestry, as a key threat to biodiversity loss, and is working to
address the challenge.
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Countries where land degradation is not a central issue progress slower. In 2016,
Albania adopted the National Action Programme to Combat Desertification,
estimated the value of soil losses caused by erosion on its territory and benefited
from internationally funded projects supporting soil restoration activities. Bosnia
and Herzegovina identified sectors responsible for land degradation (agriculture,
industry, forest management, energy, urbanization and traffic), established forest
certification and integrated industrial pollution control measures. The Republic
of Moldova is implementing the Programme for Soil Fertility Conservation and
Enhancement 2011–2020 to halt soil cover degradation on 877,000 ha of arable
land, while the project “Soil Conservation in Moldova” 2000–2022 supports soil
rehabilitation and conservation by afforesting 20,300 ha. Over the past decade,
Romania has increased the surface of afforested eroded soil and set ambitious
measures to combat desertification expected to be accomplished by 2025.

Mongolia
Trans-Altai Gobi, wild Bactrian camel
(Camelus ferus)
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Next steps in protecting, restoring
and promoting sustainable use of
ecosystems and halting biodiversity loss

Montenegro
Mount Lovćen National Park

Protection of terrestrial and inland water-related ecosystems, which provide
essential ecosystem services, needs to be further strengthened. Adequate
policies and necessary resources are required to support bold political decisions
to establish more protected areas and ensure their effective protection. Other
concerns include the uneven coverage of different natural ecosystem types by
existing protected areas. Tackling biodiversity loss in the next decade will involve
significant national efforts to compile data on species and habitats to assess
their status, identify threats and prioritize the most urgent interventions. Speedy
development of species conservation action plans and ecosystem restoration
programmes is necessary to prevent the extinction of threatened species.
Despite important initial steps taken to implement sustainable forest management
schemes, additional efforts are needed, especially ensuring data collection
through a national forest inventory and an operational forest monitoring system.
Similarly, efforts need to be strengthened for protecting mountain ecosystems
and their biodiversity. Prompt action to reduce uncontrolled pressures on marine
ecosystems and protect their biodiversity is required from countries.
Significant efforts will be needed in all countries to control and reduce the impact
of invasive alien species on biodiversity, including enhancing scientific research,
ensuring adequate monitoring and providing necessary resources. Urgent action
is required to mitigate poaching and trafficking of protected species of flora and
fauna in most countries, including through enforcing legal provisions and by
improving data collection and research on illegal activities.
Notwithstanding encouraging trends in tackling land degradation, countries
need to strengthen efforts to implement national land-restoration plans and
provide adequate data to assess progress towards combating desertification
and achieving a land degradation-neutral world. Prompt action is also required
because of the further worsening of desertification and land degradation by
climate change.
Relevant measures to maintain genetic diversity need to be developed and
implemented, including legislative, policy and institutional frameworks to
ensure fair and equitable sharing of benefits arising from the utilization of
genetic resources. Giving national experts and organizational units the means
to conserve the diversity of plant and animal species and monitor their evolution
is an essential step towards achieving global food security.

© Ana Uskokovic

Additional efforts are needed in most countries to secure financial resources for
sustainable use and conservation of biodiversity and ecosystems. Expenditures
on the preservation of biodiversity and activities related to sustainable forest
management cannot be considered optional. Transparency regarding funds
allocated to nature conservation is necessary to put in place efficient national
financial frameworks and dedicate appropriate funding to biodiversity protection.
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EPRs and the UN Decade on Biodiversity
(2011–2020)
The United Nations Decade on Biodiversity, which supported the implementation
of the Strategic Plan for Biodiversity and promoted the vision of living in harmony
with nature, has come to an end. EPRs investigate biodiversity related issues
by assessing countries’ progress in the conservation of biological diversity,
sustainable use of components of biological diversity and the fair and equitable
sharing of the benefits arising from the utilization of genetic resources. They
make recommendations to further improve biodiversity conservation. EPRs also
look into countries’ achievement of Aichi Biodiversity Targets and, since 2017, the
related SDG targets. Considering the uneven progress made thus far and the
many challenges remaining, EPRs remain an indispensable tool to keep track
of progress, learn good biodiversity conservation practices from one another
and help each other.

EPRs and the UN Decade on Ecosystems
Restoration (2021–2030)
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2021 marks the first year of the United Nations Decade on Ecosystems Restoration
and the starting point of ambitious processes for the protection and revival of
ecosystems for the benefit of people and nature, aiming to enhance people’s
livelihoods, counteract climate change and stop the collapse of biodiversity.
EPRs are a powerful tool helping countries to assess progress made in various
components of ecosystem restoration and guiding them to appropriate action
needed to move forward.

Belarus

Lake Nedrovo, Braslaw Lakes National Park

EPRs and recovery from COVID-19 and
the prevention of future pandemics

© UNECE EPR Team

Outbreaks of zoonotic diseases are associated with the increasing loss of natural
habitats. During pandemics, such as the COVID-19 one, nature is also affected
by, for example, an increase in poaching and illegal logging, which are more
difficult to prevent because of the restricted movement of rangers, inhabitants
of local communities in protected areas and tourists. Building back better
during the recovery from COVID-19 must include enhanced action to conserve
biodiversity and protect and restore ecosystems. EPRs support countries’ efforts
with concrete recommendations for increasing resilience and greening the
economy, conserving biodiversity and halting ecosystem degradation, thereby
contributing to the prevention of future pandemics.

Romania
Danube Delta, UNESCO World Heritage Site

31st meeting of the Expert Group on EPRs working virtually on the 3rd EPR of Romania - © UNECE EPR Team
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