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Note: JASPERS assistance is provided in good faith and with reasonable care and due diligence (diligentia 
quam in suis), drawing on the experience and business practices of its partners, the European Commission and 
the European Investment Bank. The beneficiary accepts and agrees that any course of action, will be decided 
upon solely by the beneficiary based upon their own evaluation of the outcome of the advice, and that JASPERS 
or its partners are not responsible and will bear no liability for any such decision of the beneficiary. 

This Guidance which includes examples from Member States is without prejudice to any action the EC takes on 
the quality of the transposition of the directives or their implementation. 
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1. BACKGROUND 

1.1 Purpose and scope  

The European Commission announced in 2019 The European Green Deal – a roadmap for making the 
EU sustainable by turning climate and environmental challenges into opportunities across all policy 
areas and making the transition just and inclusive for all, with further movement toward carbon neutrality 
and green recovery. The European Green Deal provides a roadmap with actions to boost the efficient 
use of resources by moving to a clean, circular economy and stop climate change, revert biodiversity 
loss and cut pollution. Climate change and environmental degradation present an existential threat to 
Europe and the world. Biodiversity loss and the climate crisis are interdependent and they exacerbate 
each other. 

Though the EU Nature Directives (Birds Directive and Habitats Directive) have already a long history 
since their adoption, there are still challenges in their implementation at the EU countries level. The EU 
Biodiversity Strategy 2030 adopted as part of Green Deal package aims the putting the EU back on way 
of biodiversity and ecosystems recovery. 

One of the objectives of the EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030 is to strengthen the implementation of the 
EU Nature Directives through: 

• effective management of all protected areas;  

• definition of clear conservation objectives and measures; 

• monitoring; 

• implementation and enforcement. 

Among others, the above needs to translate into projects compliant with the requirements of the EU 
Birds and Habitats Directives. In other words, projects should be made subject to assessments in line 
with Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive in view of defined and compliant Site-Specific 
Conservation Objectives (SSCOs).  

The purpose of this guidance is to help the Member States (MSs) to meet the challenges and strengthen 
their capacity for the Appropriate Assessment (AA) of projects, based on JASPERS experience and the 
guidelines published by the EC in the last years. 

This document aims to support the AA process for projects for the development of water and wastewater 
infrastructure and projects for floods prevention and disaster risk management (hereafter called 
“water-related projects”).  
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1.2 Structure  

This document does not intend to duplicate the guidance from the Assessment of plans and projects in 
relation to Natura 2000 sites - Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 
92/43/EEC (Commission Notices C(2018)7621 and  C(2021)6913).  Instead, it adds value and provides 
examples and suggestions for how to approach the required tasks at each stage of the project life cycle. 
The guidance is structured in the following way:   

• Section 1: Background; 
• Section 2: Key concepts and conceptual framework; 
• Section 3: Water-related projects;  
• Section 4: AA stages; 
• Section 5: Links with the WFD and the EIA; 
• References and Annex. 

 

1.3 Relevant regulations, directives and Commission guidance 

The Birds Directive is one of the oldest pieces of EU legislation on the environment and one of its 
cornerstones. Concerned with the decline of wild bird species, Member States unanimously adopted 
the Directive 79/409/EEC in April 1979. The Directive also brought a new dimension to wildlife 
conservation, based on the protection and management of habitats as well as species. Until then most 
initiatives tended to focus on the conservation of a few iconic species. Yet, it was becoming increasingly 
evident that, in order to save a species, one also had to conserve its habitat1. Consolidated in 2009, it 
became Directive 2009/147/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 30 November 2009 
on the conservation of wild birds. The Birds Directive aims to protect all of the 500 wild bird species 
naturally occurring in the European Union. Habitat loss and degradation are the most serious threats to 
the conservation of wild birds. The Directive therefore places great emphasis on the protection of 
habitats for endangered and migratory species. It establishes a network of Special Protection Areas 
(SPAs) including all the most suitable territories for these species. Since 1994, all SPAs are included in 
the Natura 2000 ecological network, set up under the Habitats Directive. 

Adopted in 1992, the Habitats Directive (Council Directive 92/43/EEC of 21 May 1992 on the 
conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora) aims to promote the maintenance of 
biodiversity, taking account of economic, social, cultural and regional requirements. The Habitats 
Directive ensures the conservation of a wide range of rare, threatened or endemic animal and plant 
species. Some 200 rare and characteristic habitat types are also targeted for conservation in their own 
right. It forms the core of Europe's nature conservation policy with the Birds Directive and establishes 
the EU wide Natura 2000 ecological network of protected areas, safeguarded against potentially 
damaging developments2. 

SACs, SCIs and SPAs are all collectively referred to as Natura 2000 sites. SPAs are Natura 2000 sites 
that have been designated under the Birds Directive while SCIs and SACs are sites designated under 
the Habitats Directive. An SCI and SAC concern the same site. The only distinction between the two is 
in their level of protection. SCIs are sites that have been officially adopted by the European Commission 

 

 

1 European Commission, Directorate-General for Environment, The Birds Directive: 40 years of conserving our 
shared natural heritage, Publications Office, 2019, https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2779/622146 
2 The Habitats Directive - Environment - European Commission (europa.eu) 

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32009L0147
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A01992L0043-20130701
https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2779/622146
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/habitatsdirective/index_en.htm
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and are therefore subject to the protection provisions or Article 6(2), 6(3) and 6(4). SACs are SCIs that 
have been designated by the Member States through a legal act and for which the necessary 
conservation objectives and measures are applied to ensure the conservation of the species and habitat 
types of EU importance present3. 

The Habitats Directive sets out the need for the Appropriate Assessment, as an instrument for legal 
protection. 

Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive sets out the stages of the AA for plans or projects that are 
likely to have impacts on Natura 2000 sites, following three main stages: screening, appropriate 
assessment, derogation from Article 6(3) under certain conditions (Article 6(4)). 

In order to provide methodological guidance on the application of Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats 
Directive, the EC published in 2021 the revised Guidance on Assessment of plans and projects in 
relation to Natura 2000 sites - Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats 
Directive 92/43/EEC (EN.pdf (europa.eu)). The guidance is intended to assist authorities and national 
agencies in the MSs and in candidate countries, as well as developers, consultants, site managers, 
practitioners and other stakeholders in the application of obligations stemming from these provisions.  

This document must be read in conjunction with the EU Birds and Habitats Directives and with the 
advice set out in the Commission notice C(2018) 7621 Managing Natura 2000 sites: The provisions 
of Article 6 of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC (EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf (europa.eu)).  

In addition, the available EC guidance and the Directive should be read together with the case-law 
developed by the Court of Justice of EU (CJEU), which is the EU institution having the power to provide 
legally-binding interpretation of EU law (CURIA - Home - Court of Justice of the European Union 
(europa.eu)). 

 

 

3 Source: F.A.Q. - Environment - European Commission (europa.eu)   

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/pdf/methodological-guidance_2021-10/EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf
https://curia.europa.eu/jcms/jcms/j_6/en/
https://curia.europa.eu/jcms/jcms/j_6/en/
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/faq_en.htm
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Figure 1 The three stages of the Article 6(3) and (4) procedure for assessing plans and projects in relation to 

the Natura 2000 sites (Source: Commission notice C(2021)6913) 

Is the plan or the project 
necessary for the management 

of the Natura 2000 site? 

Is the plan or project likely to have 
significant effect on the Natura 2000 

 

Is it ascertained that [having applied the 
necessary mitigation measures and consulted 

the public] the plan or project will not have 
significant effect [with other plans or projects] on 
the integrity of the Natura 2000 site in the view of 

its conservation objectives? 

Are there alternative solutions to 
achieve the goals of the plan or 

project? 

Are there imperative reasons of 
overriding public interest, including 

socio-economic ones? 

Are there human health of safely 
considerations or beneficial consequences of 

primary importance for the environment? 

Authorisation 
cannot be 
granted 

Authorisation can be 
granted provided the 

compensation 
measures are 

implemented and the 
Commission option 

is obtained 

Authorisation can 
be granted provided 
the compensation 

measures are 
implemented and 
the Commission is 

informed 

Authorisation 
can be 
granted 

Article 6(3) - 
screening 

Article 6(3) – 
appropriate 
assessment 

Article 6(4) – 
derogation 
procedure 

Outcome 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

No Does the site concerned host 
priority habitats or species? 



 

11 

 

 

Public 

Further Guidance:  

Commission notice C(2021)6913, 28.09.2021. Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 
2000 sites - Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC 

Commission Notice C(2018) 7621 final, Brussels, 21.11.2018. Managing Natura 2000 sites – The 
provisions of Article 6 of the ‘Habitats’ Directive 92/43/EEC 

Assessment of plans and projects significantly affecting Natura 2000 sites - Methodological guidance 
on the provisions of Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC, European Commission, 
2002 

Link between impacts on habitats/species and climate - EC Guidance document on Climate change 
and Natura 2000: Guidelines on climate change and Natura 2000 - Publications Office of the EU 
(europa.eu) 

EIA Directive. https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eia/eia-legalcontext.htm 

EC Guidance (2013). Guidance on Integrating Climate Change and Biodiversity into Environmental 
Impact Assessment 

 

2. KEY CONCEPTS AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1 Interpretation of key concepts 

Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive are governing the Appropriate Assessment (AA) 
procedure, stating the following: 

“(3) Any plan or project not directly connected with or necessary to the management of the site but 
likely to have a significant effect thereon, either individually or in combination with other plans or 
projects, shall be subject to appropriate assessment of its implications for the site in view of the site’s 
conservation objectives. In the light of the conclusions of the assessment of the implications for the 
site and subject to the provisions of paragraph 4, the competent national authorities shall agree to the 
plan or project only after having ascertained that it will not adversely affect the integrity of the site 
concerned and, if appropriate, after having obtained the opinion of the general public.  

(4) If, in spite of a negative assessment of the implications for the site and in the absence of alternative 
solutions, a plan or project must nevertheless be carried out for imperative reasons of overriding public 
interest, including those of social or economic nature, the Member State shall take all compensatory 
measures necessary to ensure that the overall coherence of Natura 2000 is protected. It shall inform 
the Commission of the compensatory measures adopted. Where the site concerned hosts a priority 
natural habitat type and/or a priority species the only considerations which may be raised are those 
relating to human health or public safety, to beneficial consequences of primary importance for the 
environment or, further to an opinion from the Commission, to other imperative reasons of overriding 
public interest.” 

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/natura_2000_assess_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/natura_2000_assess_en.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/59c03f44-f672-4f61-bbf7-5422479cf6bb
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/59c03f44-f672-4f61-bbf7-5422479cf6bb
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eia/eia-legalcontext.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eia/pdf/EIA%20Guidance.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eia/pdf/EIA%20Guidance.pdf
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Table 1 Terms and definitions 

 

Term Definition 

Appropriate Assessment 

In compliance with Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive, the purpose of the AA is to assess the implications of the plans and projects 
(not directly connected to the management of the site) against the site’s conservation objectives, either individually or in combination 
with other plans or projects. If likely significant effects cannot be excluded in the screening stage, the next stage of the procedure 
involves assessing the impact of the project (either alone or in combination with other plans or projects) against the site’s 
conservation objectives and ascertaining whether it will affect the integrity of the Natura 2000 site, taking into account any mitigation 
measures. The focus of the AA is therefore specifically on the species and/or the habitats for which the Natura 2000 site is 
designated. The conclusions should enable the competent authorities to ascertain whether the project will adversely affect the 
integrity of the site concerned. It will be for the competent authorities to decide whether or not to approve the project in light of the 
findings of the AA. 

The purpose of the appropriate assessment is to assess the implications of the plan or project in respect of the site’s conservation 
objectives, either individually or in combination with other plans or projects. The conclusions should enable the competent authorities 
to ascertain whether the plan or project will adversely affect the integrity of the site concerned. The focus of the appropriate 
assessment is therefore specifically on the species and/or the habitats for which the Natura 2000 site is designated4. 

 

AA Step-by-step process 

The AA, set out in Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive, is a process performed in several steps which are logically connected 
and follow one after the other: 

1. Under Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive: 

i) identification of the Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by the project; 

ii) identification of the habitats and species likely to be affected by the project; 

iii) identification of the impacts at the level of each parameter defined for the conservation objectives of the habitats and 
species;  

iv) assessment of the cumulative impact;  

 

 

4 https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/Provisions_Art_._nov_2018_endocx.pdf  

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/Provisions_Art_._nov_2018_endocx.pdf
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Term Definition 

v) quantification of impacts generated by all project’s interventions and during the entire lifetime of the project, considering 
the in-combination impacts (where the case);  

vi) assessment of imacts’ significance;  

vii) proposal of mitigation (prevention, avoidance and reduction) measures for the assessed impacts and of a monitoring 
programme for their implementation;  

2. Under Article 6(4) of the Habitats Directive for plans and projects with adverse impacts on the integrity of Natura 2000 sites: 

i) identification of alternative solutions (if the significant impact cannot be avoided or mitigated); 

ii) assessment of the identified alternatives, following the same methodology as for the initial assessment; 

iii) identification of compensatory measures (if the residual impact is significant and no alternative solutions can be 
identified). 

 

Alternatives Different ways of carrying out a project in order to meet the agreed objective. Alternatives can take diverse forms and may range 
from minor adjustments to the project, to a complete reimagining of the project. 

 

Assessment based on the 
opinion of multiple 
experts 

Involvement of multiple experts (with different field of expertise regarding taxonomic groups or analysed pressures) is beneficial for 
the AA process. These can be members of the team preparing the assessment or can be only consulted. Consultations can take 
place at any time during the assessment process. Consultations with experts can significantly reduce subjectivity in the assessment. 

 

Assessment of impact 
significance 

Impact significance is assessed at the level of each parameter (of the SSCOs) likely to be affected and for each habitat and species 
of Community interest. The likely significant impacts can occur as a result of activities located inside or outside the Natura 2000 
site, or as a result of cumulation with other plans or projects which affect the same parameter of the specific SSCOs. The analysis 
of impact significance must use a precautionary approach, which requires that the emphasis is on demonstrating the absence of 
adverse effects rather than their presence. 

 

Case-by-case assessment 

There are no two identical AAs. The information sources for the assessment of impact significance include proofs from similar 
interventions which can affect sites designated for the protection of similar components, which are in a similar state from the 
conservation point of view, or sites with similar conservation objectives, as well as the opinion of the expert, based on the available 
information. However, considering that each case is different, it is necessary to consider the local circumstances. Therefore, the 
assessment should always be done case by case. 
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Term Definition 

Quantification of the effects and impacts. Taking into consideration that SSCOs should include quantified targets, the 
assessment of the impact on these objectives should be done with quantification. Quantification of the effects and impacts 
is necessary to ensure the credibility of the conclusions of the assessment. The quantifications performed must be based on the 
best available practices in the field, take into account the most recent data and information, be verifiable and use solutions that are 
adequate to the aspects necessary to be assessed. 

 

Conservation status of a 
natural habitat 

The sum of the influences acting on a natural habitat and its typical species that may affect its long-term natural distribution, structure 
and functions as well as the long-term survival of its typical species within the territory referred to in Article 2 of the Habitats Directive 
(Article 1(e) of the Habitats Directive). 

 

Conservation status of a 
species 

The sum of the influences acting on the species concerned that may affect the long-term distribution and abundance of its 
populations within the territory referred to in Article 2 of the Habitats Directive (Article 1(i) of the Habitats Directive). 

 

Habitat of a species An environment defined by specific abiotic and biotic factors, in which the species lives at any stage of its biological cycle. 
 

Natural habitats Terrestrial or aquatic areas distinguished by geographic, abiotic and biotic features, whether entirely natural or semi-natural. 
 

Precautionary principle 

The precautionary principle enables decision-makers to adopt precautionary measures when scientific evidence about an 
environmental or human health hazard is uncertain and the stakes are high. At the European level, the precautionary principle was 
enshrined in the Maastricht Treaty in 1992. It is now included in Article 191 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 
(TFEU) among the principles underpinning EU environmental policy. According to the EU Court of Justice, “the precautionary 
principle can be defined as a general principle of Community law requiring the competent authorities to take appropriate measures 
to prevent specific potential risks to public health, safety and the environment, by giving precedence to the requirements related to 
the protection of those interests over economic interests”5. “Competent authorities” refers to European institutions involved in 
preparing and applying secondary legislation, as well as Member States when acting within the scope of EU law. 

 

Precautionary approach As emphasised in the EC Guidance on Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites - Methodological guidance 
on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC, “the Habitats Directive is based on the precautionary principle, which 

 

 

5 Judgment in the case of Artegodan v. Commission of 26 November 2002 (T-74/00), paragraph 184 

https://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsf?text=&docid=47533&pageIndex=0&doclang=EN&mode=lst&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=93524
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Term Definition 

implies that the absence of scientific evidence on the significant negative effect of an action cannot be used as justification for 
approval of this action. When applied to Article 6(3) procedure, the precautionary principle implies that the absence of a negative 
effect on Natura 2000 sites has to be demonstrated before a plan or project can be authorised.  

In other words, if there is a lack of certainty as to whether there will be any negative effects, then the plan or project cannot be 
approved. In practical terms, this means that the burden of proof lies with the plan or project developer to demonstrate - and for the 
competent authority to confirm – without reasonable doubt that: 

• In stage 1 (screening) – likely significant effects can be excluded; or 

• In stage 2 (appropriate assessment) – adverse effects on the integrity of a Natura 2000 site can be excluded.” 

The burden of proof lies on the competent authorities which should ascertain that the project shall not have significant impacts on 
the conservation objectives (AA screening) and adversely affect the integrity of a Natura 2000 site (full AA). 

The burden of proof thus concerns the absence of harmful effects rather than their occurrence, which reflects the precautionary 
principle. It follows that the AA must be sufficiently detailed and justified to demonstrate the absence of adverse effects in the light 
of the best available scientific knowledge in the field6. This is, therefore, a high priority for a safe professional basis. 

 

Screening 
It represents the first part of the procedure consisting of a pre-assessment stage to ascertain whether the project is directly 
connected with, or necessary to, the management of a Natura 2000 site, and, if this is not the case, then whether it is likely to have 
a significant effect on Natura 2000 sites (either alone or in combination with other plans or projects) in view of the site’s conservation 
objectives. This stage is governed by the first sentence of Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive. 

 

Site of Community 
Importance (SCI) 

Article 1(k) of the Habitats Directive: a site which, in the biogeographical region or regions to which it belongs, contributes 
significantly to the maintenance or restoration at a favourable conservation status of a natural habitat type in Annex I or of a species 
in Annex II and may also contribute significantly to the coherence of Natura 2000 referred to in Article 3 of the Habitats Directive, 
and/or contributes significantly to the maintenance of biological diversity within the biogeographic region or regions concerned. For 
animal species ranging over wide areas, sites of Community importance shall correspond to the places within the natural range of 
such species which present the physical or biological factors essential to their life and reproduction. 

 

 

 

6 The application of the precautionary principle is confirmed by the Court of Justice of the EU: Judgement on Case C-127/02, paragraphs 57-61 
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Term Definition 

Site-specific conservation 
objectives (SSCOs) 

The site-level specification of the conservation target to be achieved for a species or a habitat type for which a site is designated, 
in order for the site to contribute to maintaining or reaching favourable conservation status (FCS) of the habitats and species 
concerned, at national, biogeographical or EU level7. 

 

Site integrity 

According to the EC Guidance on Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites - Methodological guidance on 
Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC, the “integrity of the site” can be usefully defined as the coherent sum of the 
site’s ecological structure, function and ecological processes, across its whole area, which enables it to sustain the habitats, complex 
of habitats and/or populations of species for which the site is designated. The integrity of a site thus relates to the site’s conservation 
objectives, its key natural features, ecological structure and function. It also concerns the main ecological processes and factors 
that sustain the long-term presence of the species and habitats in a Natura 2000 site. 

 

Special Area of 
Conservation (SAC) 

Article 1(m) of the Habitats Directive: a site of Community importance designated by the Member States through a statutory, 
administrative and/or contractual act where the necessary conservation measures are applied for the maintenance or restoration, 
at a favourable conservation status, of the natural habitats and/or the populations of the species for which the site is designated. 

 

Special Protection Area 
(SPA) 

A site selected to protect one or more rare, threatened or vulnerable bird species listed in Annex I of the Birds Directive, or certain 
regularly occurring migratory species8,9. 

 

 

7 Slide 1 (europa.eu)  
8 Overview of the EU Nature Law and Policy (europa.eu) 
9 Special Protection Areas (SPAs) | NatureScot 

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/platform/events/pdf/Th%202_Conservation%20objectives/1.F_Vassen-Cons_Objectives_for_N2000_sites.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/legal/law/9/pdf/2_Wemaere_Habitats%20and%20Birds%20Directive.pdf
https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/protected-areas-and-species/protected-areas/international-designations/european-sites/special-protection-areas-spas
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2.2 Conceptual framework 

The general conceptual framework proposed in this approach to the AA process is based on the 
investigation of cause-effects-impacts relationships, generated by the proposal of a project. A 
schematic representation of the conceptual framework can be found in Figure 2. 

The conceptual framework proposes a differentiation between the concept of “effect” and that of 
“impact”. For the needs of this document: 

• the effects refer to the changes caused to the physical environment as a direct consequence 
of the causes (interventions/activities) generated by the project (during all its life-stage). The 
effects mainly include: modification of topography, modification of edaphic conditions, 
modification of hydrological flows, emissions of pollutants, waste, etc.  

• the impacts include, at structural level or at functional level, changes at the level of the sensitive 
receptors, respectively of the Natura 2000 habitats and species for which protection the Natura 
2000 were designated. 

The forms of impact considered in the appropriate assessment are: 

• Habitat loss: reduction of habitat coverage as a result of its physical destruction (e.g., due to 
its removal or to the deposition of construction materials or sediments); loss of breeding, 
foraging, resting areas for species; 

• Habitats alteration/degradation: deterioration of habitat quality, leading to a reduced 
abundance of characteristic species or an altered community structure (species composition). 
This can be caused by changes in abiotic conditions (e.g., water levels or an increase in 
suspended sediments, pollutants or dust deposition); deterioration of breeding, foraging, resting 
areas for species; 

• Habitats fragmentation: an alteration of distribution patches of relevant habitats and species, 
e.g., through the creation physical or ecological barriers in areas that are physically of 
functionally connected, or splitting them into smaller more isolated units; 

• Disturbance of species activity: a change in existing environmental conditions (e.g., increased 
noise or light pollution, a greater frequentation of people and vehicles). Disturbance may cause, 
inter alia, the displacement of species individuals and changes in species behaviour; 

• Reduction of population size: this form of impact can be generated both directly, as a result 
of direct mortality of individuals of fauna species (e.g., due to the collision with traffic or due to 
some structures that can be traps for some species of fauna, due to modification of the oxygen 
regime in the water), and indirectly, as a result of all the above forms of impacts (e.g., the direct 
loss of habitat for a species leads to the reduction of the total favourable habitat and, as a 
consequence, the capacity of the habitat to sustain the same population size is lost). For the 
sake of clarify this form of impact is presented separately from the disturbance of species. 
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Figure 2 The general conceptual framework proposed for the AA screening and for the full AA
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3. WATER-RELATED PROJECTS 

3.1 Life cycle of a water-related project 

As presented in Section 1.1 above, this approach is prepared for water-related projects: 

• for the development of water and wastewater infrastructure (water/wastewater projects); 
• projects for floods prevention and disaster risk management. 

Such projects are usually complex ones, which need significant period for preparation and 
implementation. 

The development of a water-related project usually undergoes the following six life cycle stages: 

1. identification and assessment of the needs and prioritisation (done at strategy or master plan 
level); 

2. conceptual designs and feasibility study; 
3. design and action planning; 
4. implementation; 
5. operation and maintenance; 
6. decommissioning or rehabilitation. 

 

Figure 3 Life cycle stages of a water-related project 
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Examples of tasks that are performed during the life stages of the project are presented in Table 1. 

Approximate typical durations of water-related projects life stages are illustrated in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4 Approximate typical duration of water-related projects life stages 

 

Environmental aspects and constraints, including the relation to the Natura 2000 network, need to be 
integrated in all projects’ life stages, with particular attention on the planning and feasibility stages.  

 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

Needs assessment
(1 - 2 years)

Conceptual design & Feasibility Studies
(2 - 5 years)

Design & Action Planning
(~ 1 year)

Implementation
(2 - 10 years)

Operation & maintenance
(50 years and more)

Years



 

21 

 

 

Public 

Table 2 Examples of tasks that are performed during the life stages of the project 

 

Identification and 
assessment on the needs 

(strategic level) 

Conceptual designs and 
feasibility study 

Design and action 
planning Implementation Operation and 

maintenance 
Decommissioning or 

rehabilitation 

• Determining the 
demand for services 
(water/ wastewater 
projects) 

• Identification of areas 
with flood risks (flood 
prevention) 

• Gathering information 
on social, 
environmental, 
cultural, economic, 
technical constraints 
(literature review, site 
visits, modelling, 
interviews, etc) 

• Strategic planning 
• Stakeholders 

engagement  

• Detailed analysis of 
the baseline situation 

• Consideration of 
parameters for 
system operation and 
maintenance 

• Performing field 
studies and 
investigations 

• Consideration of 
multiple options for 
design 

• Option analysis 
(technical, 
environmental 
including climate 
change, social, 
economic criteria) 

• Selection of the most 
appropriate options 

• Cost-benefit analysis 
• Permitting of the 

project (in line with 
the applicable 
environmental 
legislation) 
 

• Finalisation and 
detailing of the 
chosen options 

• Revision of 
permitting (if 
changes occur 
compared to the 
Feasibility study) 

• Detailed costs 
estimations of the 
project 
components 

• Elaboration of the 
Technical 
specifications and 
Terms of 
reference for 
tendering 

• Preparation of the 
action plan for the 
project 
implementation 

• Procurement 
procedures 

• Procurement 
procedures 

• Site preparation 
• Construction 

activities 
• Monitoring of the 

construction 
activities 
(including 
environmental 
monitoring) 

• Technical testing 

• Daily operation of 
the systems 

• Routine 
maintenance 

• Breakdowns/ 
accidents and 
interventions in 
case of 
breakdowns/ 
accidents 

• Monitoring of the 
activities 
(including 
environmental 
monitoring) 

• Adaptative 
management 

• Tasks for 
Feasibility study of 
rehabilitation 

• Tasks for detail 
design of 
rehabilitation 

• Procurement 
• Demolition or 

rehabilitation 
activities 

• Site rehabilitation 
• Monitoring 

(including 
environmental 
monitoring) 
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3.2 Critical analysis of the project 

The presentation of the analysed project is important for ensuring a good understanding of the 
components and interventions proposed through it. The description must present in a very clear way all 
the components and interventions of the project that have any connection with the Natura 2000 sites, 
even if this is an indirect one. 

Several aspects considered important in relation to projects for the development of water and 
wastewater infrastructure, as well as for floods prevention projects, which needs to be considered in the 
AA screening reports, AA reports and EIA reports, are: 

• The description of the project has to cover all the stages of the project: construction/execution, 
operation and decommissioning; 

• The description of the project has to include all types of interventions proposed by the project, 
including, for example, the demolition works necessary in order to implement the project (where the 
case); 

• The description of the project has to include all the information necessary for the impact 
assessment, like:  

o Projects for the development of water and wastewater infrastructure: the width of the 
trenches for positioning of the water and wastewater pipelines (and not only the location of 
the pipelines axis), the width of the working corridors for positioning of the water and 
wastewater pipelines, the depth of the proposed water wells, the depth of the existing water 
wells, existing surface water sources, proposed surface water sources and their type and 
technical details (e.g., transversal barrier or not), locations of the WWTPs, their discharge 
pipelines and discharge points, works necessary for the discharge point construction (e.g., 
bank stabilisation and protection), etc. The AA for the project should cover the entire cycle: 
from the abstraction of raw waters to the discharge of the treated effluent and the 
management of the sludge; 

o Floods prevention projects: technical characteristics of the proposed dikes (type of 
materials, length, height, occupied area), description of the works necessary in the river 
bed and on the banks (e.g., banks protections, regularisation/channelling of the river, 
maintenance of river channels, dredging), necessary works at existing structures (e.g., the 
necessity of increase and enhance an existing bridge, relocation of existing buildings from 
the flood zone), creation of reservoirs, afforestation works, etc; 

o For Nature-based Solutions (NbS) to flood risk management, such as room for the river, 
floodplain restoration, leaky barriers, and catchment-based runoff measures, the 
description of the measures should include details on the natural processes that they 
restore, facilitate or maintain, as well as how they can contribute to the achievement of 
Natura 2000 SSCOs, management plans or enhance the connectivity to the Natura 2000 
network if located outside of Natura 2000 site boundaries;    

• In the case of projects for the development of water and wastewater infrastructure, the solutions 
adopted for the sewage sludge management should be clearly presented in the AA screening report 
and in the AA report and assessed in relation to Natura 2000 sites, as this component is an integral 
part of the project. If the chosen solution is the spread on agricultural fields and the locations of 
these fields are known, these locations need to be presented and further assessed within the AA 
screening report and the AA report; 
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• When presenting information regarding the connection to the existing infrastructure, the AA 
screening report and the AA report should clearly present the auxiliary works necessary for the 
project, like access roads and power supply. This information is needed especially for the new 
facilities, such as those located outside the inhabited areas of the localities or in areas without 
existing infrastructure (e.g., the sites of the new WWTPs). Quantification of these works should be 
provided (e.g., approximate length and location of new aerial power lines). Such components have 
to be considered when identifying the Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by the project and the 
assessment of their impacts has to be considered in the AA screening report and in the AA report; 

• The AA screening report and the AA report should avoid duplications between different chapters 
when describing the entire life cycle of the project., as this poses risks of mistakes and 
inconsistencies. It is, therefore, recommended to provide the information once and then where 
necessary refer to it in other parts of the reports. 

The correct and complete description of the project’s works/interventions and activities during all its 
stages allows a complete identification of the effects generated by the project and then of the impacts 
on Natura 2000 habitats and species. 

The project description must also present the coherence with planning documents and, where the case, 
with the SEA procedure performed at the strategy/plan/programme level. If the SEA procedure has led 
to the proposal of prevention, avoidance and mitigation measures, which have to be implemented at the 
projects’ level, the description has to present how these measures where respected or integrated into 
the analysed project. 

 

4. AA STAGES 

4.1 AA Screening for water-related projects 

4.1.1 Identification of Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by the projects 

The identification of Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by a project is a key step in the AA process.  

This step has to take in consideration four criteria, in line with the recommendations of the EC Guidance 
on Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites - Methodological guidance on 
Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC: 

1. Natura 2000 sites intersected by the project; 

2. Natura 2000 sites within the likely Zone of Influence (ZoI) of the project, as well as Natura 
2000 sites located in the surroundings of the project (or at some distance) that could still be 
affected by aspects of the project, including as regards the use of natural resources (e.g., 
water) and various types of waste, discharge or emissions of substances or energy; 

3. Natura 2000 sites in the surroundings of the project (or at some distance) which host fauna 
that can move to the project area; 

4. Natura 2000 sites whose connectivity or ecological continuity can be affected by the 
project. 
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4.1.1.1 Identification of the Natura 2000 sites intersected by the project 

The analysis is carried out on the basis of the available information regarding the project’ interventions: 

Table 3 Types of projects and non-exhaustive list of components 

Type of project Examples for interventions 

For water/wastewater projects 

• route of the pipelines (main trunks, drinking water 
distribution, sewer pipes and collectors, etc.) 

• locations of water sources 

• water storage facilities 

• location of DWTPs, WWTPs, pumping stations 

• location of points of discharge of the treated effluent 

• other objectives/interventions (including auxiliary works), 
etc. 

 

For floods protection projects 

• location of the new/rehabilitated dikes 

• location of the bank protection works 

• location of the regularisation/channelling works 

• location of floodplain restoration areas 

• location of flood storage areas 

• location of structures required for operation of flood risk 
management infrastructure; 

• location of areas where afforestation is proposed, etc. 

 

A precautionary approach must be used in cases where, in the screening phase, only the routes of the 
pipelines are precisely known, represented by lines. In this case, the analysis will take into account a 
width of the trenches and working corridors large enough to include the final configuration of the project, 
as well as the additional land that will be affected during the construction stage (e.g., areas for temporary 
storage of soil, areas for temporary storage of materials and equipment, areas for temporary access). 
It is assumed that for the sites where the constructions are proposed, the limit of the sites will be 
available as a GIS polygon.  

The main forms of impact considered here are the loss of habitats and the alteration/degradation of 
habitats both for Natura 2000 habitats and habitats of species of Community interest (including bird 
species). The experience shows that these impacts mainly occur during the construction works and 
during some maintenance/replacement temporary activities. In addition, the intersection of Natura 2000 
sites generates disturbance of species activity, fragmentation, reduction of population size. 

Water abstraction is an example of a project that may affect the conservation objectives of a Natura 
2000 site, even if the project is carried out outside the Natura 2000 site as such an activity has the 
potential to change the hydrological conditions of a Natura 2000 site with natural habitats such as 
springs, or other surface and groundwater bodies. 

 



 

25 

 

 

Public 

4.1.1.2 Identification of the Natura 2000 sites within the likely zone of influence of the project 

The zone of influence of the project will depend on its technical characteristics, its interventions and 
activities, during its entire life cycle, which determine the distances where effects may occur. 

The ZoI (zone on direct influence) is the area where the effects generated by the project are felt, such 
as water pollutants, modifications of the water levels, noise, vibrations, atmospheric pollutants, artificial 
lighting, the dispersion of invasive species, and others. It also needs to be assessed if there are areas 
where effects generated by other activities may appear, activities modified as a result of the 
implementation of the analysed project, which represents the zone of indirect influence. For example, 
in a flood prevention project a new dyke is proposed, adjacent to an existing one. The construction of 
the new dyke requires the occupation of a surface on which there is currently a road. The relocation of 
the road will bring it closer to the natural habitats inside a Natura 2000 site. The area of effects 
associated with the cars traffic, on the future location of the road, represents the zone of indirect 
influence of the project. 

The main forms of impact that can occur in the Natura 2000 sites located within the ZoI of a project are 
represented by the alteration of habitats (degradation of habitats) and/or the disturbance of species 
activity and/or fragmentation. Alteration of habitats can lead over time to secondary impacts, such as 
habitat loss or reduction of population size. 

The ZoI can be defined spatially by one of the two options below: 

1. More precise determination: through numerical modelling with the input and analysis of all 
the necessary data. The ZoI is thus determined by including all areas possibly affected by one 
or more of the effects generated by the project; 

2. Precautionary estimation (when there are uncertainties regarding the spatial distribution of 
the effects): by using a set of minimum values for the pipelines’ routes and any of the project 
locations, based on data from similar projects or from the scientific literature in the field. In this 
case, a precautionary approach has to be considered, in order to ensure that all the likely 
affected Natura 2000 sites are identified. When there are uncertainties related to the spatial 
extension of the effects of the project, it is necessary to adopt the most unfavourable situation 
and include in the subsequent stages of the assessment all Natura 2000 sites considered 
likely to be affected.  

The distances used in the analysis have to be justified and explained in the reports and 
supported by maps with an adequate quality. For Natura 2000 sites located downstream along 
rivers or wetlands fed by aquifers, it may be that a project can affect water flows, fish migration 
and so forth, even at a great distance. The analysis has to include up- and/or downstream 
effects.  

Special attention needs to be paid to the WWTPs discharges and their dispersion, correlated 
with the characteristics of the receiving water body. Emissions of pollutants may also have 
effects over a long distance. When discharges are in question, the assessment should 
consider both new WWTPs and existing WWTPs which will accept and treat larger volumes 
of wastewater due to newly connected consumers. The same approach should be considered 
for existing water sources, where it should be assessed if the additional planned water 
quantities may have impacts on protected habitat types and species for which Natura 2000 
sites have been designated (if applicable). Therefore, the location of the surface and 
groundwater sources (new or extended through the project), that are going to supply the 
proposed investments, in relation to Natura 2000 sites should be considered when defining 
the list of the likely to be affected Natura 2000 sites. 
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In the case of flood protection projects, interventions such as dikes can generate an extended 
ZoI, which can be equal to the floodable area corresponding to the baseline conditions. This 
is due to the fact that the construction of the dikes will lead to the modification of the 
hydrological regime on this entire surface, potentially affecting the habitats/habitats of the 
species dependent on the natural flooding regime. 

Attention must be paid to possible differences between the zone/zones of direct influence during 
construction, during operation or decommissioning stage of the project's life cycle. A precautionary 
approach involves the creation of a single ZoI, which includes the differences that appear in the different 
stages of the project. 

 

4.1.1.3 Identification of the Natura 2000 sites which host species with mobility that can reach 
the area of the project 

For this criterion, the aim is to identify all Natura 2000 sites that include fauna species, located at 
distances that allow them to reach the area of the project. These distances depend on the project 
locations and its characteristics and the ecological characteristics of the fauna species from the 
neighbouring Natura 2000 sites.  

The main form of impact considered here is the reduction of the population size as a result of the 
increase in the mortality rate.  

 

4.1.1.4 Identification of the Natura 2000 sites whose connectivity or ecological continuity can 
be affected by the project implementation 

The analysis here aims to identify those Natura 2000 sites whose connectivity (within the site or to the 
rest of the Natura 2000 network) or ecological continuity can be interrupted by the appearance of 
barriers at the level of the ecological corridors. The main form of impact considered here is the 
fragmentation of Natura 2000 habitats and habitats of species of Community interest. The analysis 
covers all Natura 2000 sites, not only those where migratory species are protected. 

Any possible change (structural or functional) in the ecological corridors (terrestrial or aquatic), 
generated by a water-related project, must lead to the selection of the Natura 2000 sites connected by 
them and their inclusion in the list of likely affected sites. 

As a precautionary approach, all watercourses will be considered potential ecological corridors. For 
example, if the project will include interventions that propose transversal barriers of the watercourses 
(irrespective of their height), the list of likely affected sites will include all Natura 2000 sites that host fish 
species of Community interest, connected to the affected watercourse, located at distances of up to 30 
km, upstream or downstream from the location of the project proposal. Depending on the characteristics 
of the physical barrier, other water-dependent species can be affected. This can occur both in the case 
of longitudinal and lateral interruption of connectivity. For example, a bank protection can interrupt the 
movement of amphibians between the aquatic and terrestrial habitats. 
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Figure 5 Schematic representation for the aquatic connectivity analysis 
 

The analysis will also include the terrestrial ecological corridors existing in the project area. Depending 
on the project interventions, if these intersect the ecological corridors or may affect them, the list of likely 
affected Natura 2000 sites will include the sites connected (intersected) by the identified ecological 
corridors. 

 

4.1.1.5 Summary of identifying Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by the projects 

The analysis for criteria 2, 3 and 4 must also consider the identification of Natura 2000 sites likely to be 
affected on the territory of the neighbouring countries (transboundary impacts). 

The analysis for the identification of Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by the project must be carried 
out with the help of spatial analysis (such as using GIS).  

After going through the four analysis criteria, a unique list of Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by 
the project is elaborated. The analysis and the final list of likely affected Natura 2000 sites has to be 
done in consultation with the competent authorities for environment protection and for the management 
of the Natura 2000 sites. 

Depending on the details regarding the project, in the screening stage the analysis for the identification 
of Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by the project can be carried out with a minimum set of data 
and information, such as: project location, Natura 2000 sites limits, water body limits and ecological 
corridors’ location. In this case, the analysis should be revised in later stages of the appropriate 
assessment procedure as new data and information regarding the project, Natura 2000 site boundaries 
and/or ecological corridors become available. 
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4.1.2 Restrictions and limitations imposed by the management of Natura 2000 sites 

 

According to Article 6(1) of the Habitats Directive, “For special areas of conservation, Member States 
shall establish the necessary conservation measures involving, if need be, appropriate management 
plans specifically designed for the sites or integrated into other development plans, and appropriate 
statutory, administrative or contractual measures which correspond to the ecological requirements of 
the natural habitat types in Annex I and the species in Annex II present on the sites”. 

 

In the initial stages of the project preparation or at the latest at the screening stage, it is necessary to 
identify the restrictive measures included in the Management Plans (MP) and/or in normative and 
administrative acts for the Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by the project implementation, which 
may lead to the modification of the project or its non-implementation in the proposed form. For some of 
the Natura 2000 sites, such documents may not be available. Early consultations with the authorities 
responsible for the management of the Natura 2000 sites are necessary in such cases in order to identify 
any potential restrictions and/or limitation for the project. 

In the case of water-related projects, which are generally complex and include multiple components and 
built structures, the analysis will not be limited to the identification of restrictions that directly target these 
types of projects, but to the analysis of all the measures that could have connection with any of the 
interventions proposed by the project. For example, if for a Natura 2000 site a management measure 
stipulates that no structures will be built on water courses that lead to the interruption of longitudinal 
connectivity or lateral connectivity, the works proposed in the project will have to comply with these 
requirements and will be taken into account from the beginning in the design of technical solutions. 

In order to ensure that the project complies with the measures included in the MPs or in the in normative 
and administrative acts of the Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected, the project beneficiary will carry 
out his own analysis of these measures during the design of the technical solutions/interventions for the 
execution, operation and, as the case may be, the decommissioning of the project and will demonstrate 
their compliance in the subsequent stages of the AA procedure.  

The process of identification of restrictive measures and the adaptation of the project to these measures 
should be performed in consultation with the authorities responsible for the management of the Natura 
2000 sites. 

Additional guidance is provided in Section 5.2 of this document below. 
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4.1.3 Identification of habitats and species likely to be affected by the project in view 
of the Site-Specific Conservation Objectives (SSCOs) for Natura 2000 sites 

4.1.3.1 What are SSCOs? 

A conservation objective is the specification of the overall target for the species and/or habitat types 
for which a site is designated in order for it to contribute to maintaining or reaching Favourable 
Conservation Status (FCS), of the habitats and species concerned, at the national, the biogeographical 
or the European level. 

Site-level conservation objectives are a set of specified objectives and define the condition to be 
achieved by species and habitat types within the respective sites in order to maximise the contribution 
of the sites to achieving FCS at the national, biogeographical or European level, taking into account the 
natural range of the respective species or habitat types. 

According to the Commission Note on Setting Conservation Objectives for Natura 2000 Sites (SETTING 
CONSERVATION OBJECTIVES FOR (europa.eu)), site-level conservation objectives should be set for 
all species and habitat types of Community interest of the Habitats Directive and bird species of the 
Annex I of the Birds Directive that are significantly present on a Natura 2000 site, as well as for regularly 
occurring migratory species. Site-level conservation objectives should be based on the ecological 
requirements of the natural habitat types and species. They should reflect the importance of the site for 
the maintenance or restoration, at a favourable conservation status of the habitat types and species 
present on the site and for the coherence of Natura 2000 and address the threats of degradation or 
destruction to which the habitats and species on the site are exposed. Conservation objectives for 
Natura 2000 sites need to be as clear and straightforward as possible and allow to put in place 
operational conservation measures in practice. They need to be specified in concrete terms and 
wherever possible be quantifiable in numbers and/or size. In other words, the definition of site level 
conservation objectives must not be ambiguous, vaguely formulated, unverifiable or involve unclear 
responsibilities with regard to the corresponding establishment of specific conservation measures. 

 

Requirements for compliant SSCOs: 

• Site-specific: set at site-level (but may need to be supplemented by a broader set of 
conservation targets at higher levels, e.g., national, regional or biogeographical); 

• Specific: relate to a particular interest feature (habitat/species) and define the conditions required 
to satisfy the conservation objective; 

• Quantified, measurable and reportable: quantitative targets, possibly to be supplemented by 
qualitative ones, enabling monitoring to be undertaken to determine whether the conservation 
objectives are being met and for the purposes of Article 17 of the Habitats Directive; 

• Realistic: established for a reasonable time-frame considering a reasonable allocation of 
resources, e.g., for the validity of the site management plan - the objective should be achieved 
by that time; 

• Consistent in approach: the structure of conservation objectives should, as far as is possible, 
be the same across all sites, and at sites supporting the same interest feature, use similar 
attributes and targets to describe favourable condition; 

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/commission_note/commission_note2_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/commission_note/commission_note2_EN.pdf


 

30 

 

 

Public 

• Comprehensive: set for all habitats/species with significant presence as per the Standard Data 
Form (SDF) (other than “D” in SDF). The attributes and targets should cover the properties of the 
interest feature necessary to describe its condition as either favourable or unfavourable; 

• Reflect the importance of the site for the maintenance or restoration, at a favourable 
conservation status of the habitat types and species present on the site and for the coherence of 
Natura 2000; 

• Be clear on whether “restoring” or “maintaining” the condition of the relevant feature in 
the site is envisaged. 

Adapted from the “Commission Note on Setting Conservation Objectives for Natura 2000 Sites of 
November 2012” (SETTING CONSERVATION OBJECTIVES FOR (europa.eu)) and Vassen Frank, 
European Commission, DG ENV D3 - Nature Protection 3rd Natura 2000 seminar for the 
Mediterranean biogeographical region, 4–7 May 2021, Introduction: Site-specific Conservation 
Objectives for Natura 2000: Slide 1 (europa.eu)  

 

Further Guidance: 

Commission Notice C(2018) 7621 Managing Natura 2000 sites — The provisions of Article 6 of the 
Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC (europa.eu) 

Commission Note on Setting Conservation Objectives for Natura 2000 Sites, November 2012, 
SETTING CONSERVATION OBJECTIVES FOR (europa.eu) 

 

Annex I of this document presents a few examples on setting SSCOs across the EU. 

 

4.1.3.2 Assessment conducted at the level of each parameter of SSCOs 

Assessing the impact on SSCOs, at the level of each parameter defined for each habitat and species, 
represents the core process of AA. It: 

• Relies on: 

o A careful and thorough analysis of the proposed project; 

o A good understanding of the location, activity and structural/functional relationships 
between Natura 2000 components. The key information on the Natura 2000 sites and 
their designated features (please see Section 4.2.1 below) should be well know at the 
AA screening stage to be able to assess, beyond any reasonable doubt, that likely 
significant effects can be excluded. The lack or insufficient level of detail (especially 
related to the distribution of habitats/ species, their area or population size, the 
conservation status) may lead to uncertainties at the AA screening stage, therefore 
leading to the necessity of a full AA. 

• Includes several steps: 

o Clarification of the spatial positioning of the project in relation to habitats and species. 
A correct understanding of the location of a habitat or the species' resting, breeding or 

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/commission_note/commission_note2_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/platform/events/pdf/Th%202_Conservation%20objectives/1.F_Vassen-Cons_Objectives_for_N2000_sites.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52019XC0125(07)&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52019XC0125(07)&from=EN
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/commission_note/commission_note2_EN.pdf
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feeding habitats is essential for understanding how the analysed project may affect 
these components of Community interest (e.g., does the project overlap with the 
habitat’s area? Does the project’s area of influence overlap with species’ habitat? Does 
the project intersect the ecological corridor of a species? The distance between the 
project and species’ habitats allows for individuals to reach the project area during 
construction or operation?, etc.). Where necessary (e.g., in case of missing data, gaps 
or uncertainties), field surveys may be conducted in order to clarify any uncertainty 
related to habitats and species distribution; 

o Analysis on the likelihood of affecting each habitat/ species by the interventions 
proposed by the project in all of its stages. Practically, any potential physical, chemical 
or biological change at the level of a parameter of the SSCO indicates that the habitat/ 
species is likely to be affected. A justification needs to be provided if the habitat/ species 
is considered affected and if not; 

o Quantification of the impacts. The analysis aims to quantify the changes that could 
occur in the target value of each parameter (how much of the target value is affected 
by the implementation of the project?); 

o Assessing the significance of impacts. Impacts on target values (of each parameter) 
are classified as significant, non-significant or uncertain (please see section 4.1.5). A 
justification needs to be provided for each choice, particularly detailed in the case of 
non-significant impacts. 

• Allows for: 

o A more in-depth spatial analysis of the relationship between the project and Natura 
2000 sites (including the identification of long-distance and indirect impacts); 

o A better quantitative assessment of impacts significance; 

o The consideration of all parameters relevant for the conservation status in the 
assessment of the impact; 

o A better integration of the role of the analysis regarding the structural and functional 
relations in the identification and evaluation of the impacts (the analysis of the 
interdependencies between water bodies - biotope - habitats - species); 

o A more structured (and quantified) approach in assessing the cumulative (in-
combination) impacts. 
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Figure 6 Main stages in the assessment of impacts on SSCOs parameters at the AA screening phase 
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A structured tool for supporting the assessment of impacts on SSCO’s parameters is presented in the box below. 
 

Good Practice – Example of the structure of the assessment table on SSCOs, proposed by Romania for the interrupted projects 
 
Recently Romania went through a process of improving the AA for large infrastructure projects implemented with EU co-financing. During the approval process 
the EC stressed on the need to demonstrate compliance with the EU law, including: 

• Definition of compliant SSCOs for the Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by the projects; 
• Carrying out the AA screening and the full AA in view of the defined compliant SSCOs and presenting an adequate assessment taking into account the 

likely cumulative impacts. 

During this process, a tool was proposed in order to support the assessment in view of the SSCOs defined for the Natura 2000 sites. It is not an exercise on filling 
in a table with pre-existing data and information, but a synthesis of a careful, in-depth evaluation based on SSCOs parameters and targets. 

 
* The last two columns are filled-in only in the case of the AA report. In the screening stage, the mitigation measures are not taken in consideration. 

 

Column name Completion instructions 

Natura 2000 
Site 

Code and name of the Natura 2000 site 

Natura 2000 
component 

One of the following options: Habitats/ plants/ invertebrates/ fish/ amphibians/ reptiles/ birds/ mammals 

Natura 2000 
code/Scientific 
name 

Habitat/species code according to the Natura 2000 classification (as provided in the SDF) / Name of the habitat or scientific name of the 
species (as provided in the SDF) 

Presence type 
(only for birds) 

One of the following options: P = permanent, R = reproducing, C = concentration, W = wintering (according to the SSCOs or the SDF) 
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Location in 
relation to the 
project 

The description of habitats/species locations against the project components/ interventions/ activities is a crucial stage in order to identify 
correctly any potential effects. 

A correct understanding of all project components and activities, in all its stages, is necessary. When identifying the locations of the habitats/ 
species habitats against the project, a precautionary approach should be used, especially when habitats mapping is not available. 

In this column, it needs to be specified whether the habitat/ species habitat is intersected by the project or whether the project is in the vicinity 
of the habitat/ species habitat, indicating also if it is located upstream or downstream of the project components/activities. All the presence 
locations of the habitats/ species habitats need to be identified. For species, beside the location of the favourable habitats, the points of 
presence of the species have to be presented distinctly (where applicable/ possible). The minimum distances between different components/ 
interventions/ activities of the project and the location of the habitats/ species habitats have to be clearly presented. 

Information on the location of habitats/species will be identified using the following hierarchy as sources: Natura 2000 site management plan 
(or similar administrative document), support studies for the Natura 2000 site management plan elaboration, other studies developed for the 
Natura 2000 site, Romania's reporting under Article 17 of the Habitats Directive and Article 12 of the Birds Directive, publications in scientific 
journals, online databases. The results of field surveys performed for the project can also be used to clarify uncertainties regarding the location 
of habitats and species. However, they cannot substitute the official data existing in the Natura 2000 site Management plan. 

Annex I (only 
for birds) 

Options: "Species listed in Annex 1 of the Birds Directive" or "Species with regular migration" 

Source of 
spatial data  

Only the sources for spatial information are mentioned here. SDF is not a source of information for this column. As the case may be: Natura 
2000 site management plan and its supporting inventories and mapping studies, other studies including spatial information, Romania's 
reporting under Article 17 of the Habitats Directive or Article 12 of the Birds Directive, field activities etc. 

Information 
sources 

Other sources of information than the spatial information: Natura 2000 site management plan, SSCOs, SDF, field activities performed for the 
elaboration of the AA report, other studies, public databases, scientific articles, etc. 

Conservation 
status 

According to SSCOs: Favourable/ Unfavourable-Inadequate/ Unfavourable-Bad/ Unknown (Not assessed).  

Conservation 
objectives 

According to SSCOs: Maintaining the conservation status/ Improving the conservation status/ Maintaining or improving the conservation 
status. 

Parameters All parameters defined for a habitat/species are listed according to the SSCOs. 
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Unit of 
measure of the 
parameter 

Measurement unit set for each parameter according to the SSCOs. 

Actual 
(minimum) 

The current minimum value of the parameter, according to the SSCOs, set based on the data from the Management plan and its support 
studies or from other studies. For example, the minimum estimated area of a habitat or the minimum population size of a species. 

Actual 
(maximum) 

The current maximum value of the parameter, according to the SSCOs, set based on the data from the Management plan and its support 
studies or from other studies. For example, the maximum estimated area of a habitat or the maximum population size of a species. 

Target value The target value set for each parameter, according to the SSCOs. If a target is not defined for a parameter, it is stated "not yet defined" or "to 
be defined in X years". 

Likely to be 
affected by the 
project? 

Screening on each parameter regarding the likelihood to be affected by the project, in any of its phases. Options: Yes / No - without further 
details  

Examples of guiding questions for screening: 

Natura 2000 features likely to be affected: 
1. The habitat is intersected or located in the vicinity of the project and the project can induce changes on the habitat (including 

habitats that are located at larger distances upstream/downstream of the project)? 

2. The species habitat is intersected and/or the individuals are likely to occur in the area of the project? 

3. Though the habitat, the species habitat and/or individuals are located at greater distances, can the project affect ecological functions 
on which they depend (e.g., ecological connectivity: terrestrial and aquatic)?  

Parameters likely to be affected (for any of the previous questions where the answer was “yes”): 
4. Can a cause-effect relationship occur between the project and the analysed parameter (e.g., physical or chemical interactions)? 

Explanation for 
likelihood to be 
affected 

The explanation for the likelihood to be affected (or not) has to be done for each parameter and it has to be sufficiently detailed. It needs to 
be identified if the works/ activities proposed within the project can induce changes at the level of the parameter. It is not enough to state that 
the parameter is or is not affected by the project; it is mandatory to specify the reasons why it can be or not affected by the project. If in the 
previous column it was selected the "No" option, the explanations cannot be based on measures proposed to avoid/ reduce the impact. Impact 
significance is not estimated in this column. 

All the effects generated by the project, in all its phases, need to be considered when assessing the likelihood of a parameter to be affected. 
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Quantification 
of impacts 
(m.u.) 

Quantitative elements only, expressed in the same unit of measure as the parameter likely to be affected. 

For example: Area lost from the habitat/favourable habitat of the species (how many ha/m2?); Estimates of the number of accidental victims 
(number of individuals/ number of pairs). 

Potential 
impact (without 
mitigation 
measures) 

Significance of the likely impact, without considering mitigation measures. Options: 

1. Significant; 
2. Non-significant; 
3. Uncertain – only in the AA screening phase. 

Reasoning for 
the estimated 
impact 
significance 

It requires a detailed explanation, especially in the case of non-significant impacts. It is based on a case-by-case assessment, considering 
quantitative and qualitative arguments, the consideration of ecological functions and the expert opinion. The precautionary principle has to be 
applied. There are no predefined thresholds for impact significance. If such thresholds are taken into consideration, they need to be carefully 
explained and justified. 

It needs to be clearly explained if cumulative impacts were considered in the assessment and, if the case, what is the project’s contribution.   

Examples of guiding questions for assessing impact significance: What are the quantitative and qualitative elements considered for the 
appreciation of significance? Have thresholds of significance been established? Can the target value of the parameter still be reached? Can 
the conservation objective still be achieved? The project implementation results in a loss or reduction of key features, natural processes or 
resources that are essential for the maintenance or restoration of relevant habitats and species in the site? The project implementation disrupts 
the factors that help maintain the favourable conditions of the site or that are needed to restore these to a favourable condition within the site? 

In this column, it should not be repeated what has already been mentioned in the previous columns (e.g., for the explanations on the likelihood 
of the parameter to be affected). Here only the arguments for the impact significance are necessary (why the impact is non-significant or 
significant?). 

The reasoning for the estimated impact must be presented and justified for each parameter. Merging of cells is not accepted. 

Measures 
adopted to 
ensure non-
significant 
residual 
impacts 

Here it is needed to consider only those measures that can: 

• Prevent the impact to occur; 
• Avoid the appearance of a significant impact; 
• Reduce a significant impact to a non-significant one (the target can be reached; the conservation objective can be reached). 

The measures must be clear, complete and formulated in a SMARTEE manner. 

Residual 
impact 

Significance of the likely residual impact (considering mitigation measures). Options: 1. Significant; 2. Non-significant. 
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As a general rule, when the competent authority determines that the project is not likely to have 
significant impacts on the conservation objectives of the Natura 2000 site(s), this is happening without 
consideration of project-specific mitigation measures (unless the measures are an integral part of the 
original project itself and are not imposed by competent authority in the screening decision)10. 

It is understood that mitigation measures can apply at the AA screening stage: 

• Only in case the mitigation measures do not reduce the significant impact to non-significant11; 
• The mitigation measures are not habitat/species specific; 
• Examples: 

o compliance with existing legislation; 
o application of good construction practices; 
o use of high-performance equipment; 
o prohibition to work inside Natura 2000 sites, etc. of similar general nature. 

 

4.1.4 Cumulative impacts on Natura 2000 sites 

This Section deals with the pressures and threats to Natura 2000 sites, the identification of other Plans 
and Projects (P/Ps) affecting the SSCOs parameters. 

During screening, the assessment of the likelihood of potentially significant impacts of the project have 
to include also an identification of potential cumulative impacts. Such impacts are generated by the 
analysed project in combination with other P/Ps. The rationale is that a non-significant impact generated 
by a project may, in combination with other P/Ps, produce a significant impact. The AA screening report 
should present an assessment of the impacts the P/P is likely to generate individually or cumulatively 
with other P/Ps.   

At the screening stage, the cumulative impact assessment can be less detailed than in the AA report. 
However, it is necessary to identify even from this stage all other P/Ps that could have cumulative (in-
combination) impacts with the analysed project. The following P/Ps should be considered in the 
assessment of cumulative impacts: 

• P/Ps that have been already completed; 

• P/Ps approved but uncompleted; 

• P/Ps proposed (for which an application for approval has been submitted). 

In case of extensions of existing projects the cumulative impact assessment should include the impacts 
from the existing part of the project (existing water abstraction or discharges in cases when new 
inhabitants/p.e. is connected to water supply/wastewater collection and treatment services). 

The cumulative impact assessment should consider any P/P having the potential to generate cumulative 
impacts on Natura 2000 sites with the analysed project. The assessment should NOT be restricted to: 

• Similar types of P/Ps; 

• P/Ps located in close proximity with the analysed project; 

 

 

10 For reference see Section 3.1.4 on page 20 of the EC Methodological Guidance on Article 6(3) and (4): Nature 
and biodiversity - Library (europa.eu) 
11 For reference Judgment on Case 323/17, paragraph 40 

https://circabc.europa.eu/ui/group/3f466d71-92a7-49eb-9c63-6cb0fadf29dc/library/bb79f67f-907b-491c-b462-5e283ac5faa5?p=1&n=10&sort=modified_DESC
https://circabc.europa.eu/ui/group/3f466d71-92a7-49eb-9c63-6cb0fadf29dc/library/bb79f67f-907b-491c-b462-5e283ac5faa5?p=1&n=10&sort=modified_DESC
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• P/Ps implemented in the same time frame with the analysed project. 

Cumulative impacts must be assessed considering each habitat and species likely to be affected, in 
view of the parameters defined for the SSCO. Under these conditions, any P/P that can affect a habitat 
or a species likely to be affected by the analysed project, in the same Natura 2000 site, must be taken 
into account in the cumulative impact assessment. As a result, the geographical area to be considered 
when identifying other P/Ps should include the entire surface of the Natura 2000 site likely to be affected. 

The existing pressures identified for each Natura 2000 sites should also be taken in consideration when 
assessing the cumulative impacts. Usually, the pressures can explain, at least partially, the conservation 
status of the habitats and species. When the analysed project and other P/Ps, are adding a 
supplementary impact to the existing pressure, it is more likely that this will result in a deterioration of 
the conservation status and the impossibility to achieve the SSCO. 

The following situations are more likely to result in a cumulative significant impact: 

• Two or more P/Ps are proposing changes with high magnitudes affecting the same parameter 
of a habitat/species (e.g., direct loss for the same habitat or population reduction of the same 
species); 

• Cumulative impacts are affecting a priority habitat or species; 

• Cumulative impacts are affecting habitats/habitats of species with small areas or species with 
small population size; 

• Cumulative impacts are affecting habitats/species with unfavourable conservation status or 
for which high pressures were already identified (in the SDF or MP/other normative 
document). 

Most of the information on other P/Ps can be collected from public available sources, like online 
databases, project owners’ webpages or the published text of the plans and programmes. However, it 
is necessary to consult the competent authorities in order to collect updated information about other 
P/Ps to consider during the screening. 

 

4.1.5 Identifying uncertainties and use of precautionary principle when assessing 
impact significance in view of the SSCOs 

This Section looks at the classification of the significance of impacts as: 

• Significant; 

• Insignificant (non-significant); 

• Uncertain. 

The critical element of the AA screening stage consists in identifying the likely significant impacts on 
Natura 2000 sites generated by the project, alone or in combination with other plans or projects.  

At this stage, the likely affected Natura 2000 sites are known and therefore the SSCOs of the habitats 
and species of Community interest in these sites are available. The proposed interventions of the 
project, in all its stages, are also known sufficiently (depending on the complexity of the project and the 
moment in the project development process when the AA procedure was initiated), so that the cause 
(project interventions) - effects - impacts relationship can be analysed. 

A likely significant impact represents any impact that may reasonably be predicted as a consequence 
of the project that would negatively and significantly affect the conservation objectives established for 
the habitats and species significantly present on the Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by the project. 
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This can result from either on-site or off-site activities, or through combinations with other plans or 
projects. Deterioration of the conservation status or preventing the achievement of a favourable 
conservation status, by the project alone or in combination with other plans/projects (in other words: 
failure to achieve the conservation objectives) represents a significant impact. 

There are no pre-defined significance thresholds for a certain type of habitat or for a certain species. 
Significance thresholds can be discussed, but through a case-by-case analysis (for each habitat/species 
in each Natura 2000 site). A loss of a certain surface of a small area habitat can be a significant impact. 
The same habitat loss in a site where the habitat area is large can be considered insignificant. The 
Court of Justice of the EU in the Judgment on Case C-258/11 (paragraph 46) stated that a small, but 
lasting and irreparable reduction of a priority habitat may constitute a significant impact and thus be 
regarded as a damage to the integrity of a Natura 2000 site. 

Thresholds of significance can however be found in the MPs/other normative documents for the Natura 
2000 sites. Some MPs may indicate that "any loss” of the surface of a habitat or losses greater than 
certain percentage of the surface of a certain habitat are not acceptable. Any project that proposes 
losses (alone or in combination with other plans/projects) greater than those accepted by the MP (or a 
similar document) will be considered to have a significant impact on the Natura 2000 site. 

A precautionary approach involves considering a significant impact whenever the occurrence of an 
accidental victim is possible for a species with small population size (e.g., a few individuals) or for any 
direct loss of the habitat surface when this habitat is represented in the Natura 2000 site by a small area 
(e.g., a few hectares). 

Additional information on the assessment of the impact significance can be found in the EC Guidance 
on Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites - Methodological guidance on 
Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC. An example for setting thresholds to determine 
significant adverse effects in Germany is presented in the Annex of the EC Guidance (Annex: examples 
of practices, case studies, methods and national guidance). The starting premise for the standard 
proposed in Germany is that, in general, a permanent loss of habitat types and habitats for species, 
which are part of the conservation objectives in a Natura 2000 site, should be considered a significant 
adverse effect on integrity of the site. A certain level of loss could nevertheless be treated as insignificant 
for some habitat types and species under certain conditions. These standards were developed by 
scientific research and development projects and then discussed and evaluated through broad expert 
participation procedure during a six-year period. The thresholds values included in these standards are 
specific to Germany and cannot be transposed to other countries.  

In line with the precautionary principle, if likely significant impacts cannot be excluded beyond 
reasonable doubt, the project will have to undergo a full AA under Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive. 
Therefore, if the decision is taken at the screening stage, there should be no reasonable doubt as to the 
absence of likely significant impacts. It should be noted that at the screening stage certainty of the 
occurrence of significant impacts is not required, as the mere likelihood or risk of a significant impact is 
sufficient to trigger the full AA. If there is no risk of damaging the conservation objectives of a site, there 
is no significant impact. In case of doubt as to whether there are significant impacts on the integrity of 
the Natura 2000 site, an impact assessment must be carried out12. 

All cases of uncertainties must be indicated. It is normal to have uncertainties at the screening stage. 
All uncertainties must be addressed later on during the elaboration of the AA report. 

 

 

12 For reference Judgment on Case C-127/02, paragraphs 41-49 

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/pdf/annexes_2021-10/EN%20annex.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/pdf/annexes_2021-10/EN%20annex.pdf
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4.2 Appropriate assessment for water-related projects 

In line with the precautionary principle, a plan or project can only be approved if the competent 
authorities have ascertained that it is not likely to adversely affect individually or in combination with 
other plans and projects the integrity of a Natura 2000 site. Such will be the case ‘where, from a scientific 
point of view, it can be established without reasonable doubt that there are no such effects’.  

The CJEU in Judgment on Case C-127/02 (paragraph 61) has stated that “an appropriate assessment 
of the implications for the site concerned of the plan or project implies that, prior to its approval, all the 
aspects of the plan or project which can, by themselves or in combination with other plans or projects, 
affect the site’s conservation objectives must be identified in the light of the best scientific knowledge in 
the field... That is the case where no reasonable scientific doubt remains as to the absence of such 
effects.” 

Therefore, the assessment must contain ‘complete, precise and final findings and conclusions capable 
of dispelling any reasonable scientific doubt’. According to EU case law, the assessment shall be made 
on the basis of the best scientific data available at the time of the decision, which is sufficiently up-to-
date and credible13. The requirement of secure documentation implies that the authority must refuse to 
authorise a plan or project when there is uncertainty as to whether there will be effects detrimental to 
the integrity of the Natura 2000 site concerned14. In accordance with general principles of administrative 
law, an authority must assess the specific need for further investigations and additional information for 
each specific case, as ultimately, it is the authority which decides whether the case is sufficiently 
informed or not. 

All aspects of a plan or project which, either individually or in combination with other plans and projects, 
are deemed to be likely to harm species and habitats for which the Natura 2000 site was designated, 
must be included in the AA.  

It is important to distinguish between the SSCOs set for the specific Natura 2000 and the overall 
objective set out in Article 1(e) of the Habitats Directive, namely achieving a favourable conservation 
status for the Annex I protected habitat types and the Annex II protected species. The overall 
conservation objective is to ensure or restore a favourable conservation status for the species and 
habitats for which the sites have been designated, in accordance with Article 2 of the Habitats Directive. 
Assessment of the impact of a plan or project on the integrity of an affected Natura 2000 site must be 
based on the SSCOs set for the specific Natura 2000 site. All aspects that may affect the conservation 
objectives of a Natura 2000 site must be taken into account. The impact assessment must therefore 
relate specifically to whether the desired plan or project harms the SSCOs for the habitats and species 
protected in the respective Natura 2000 site. 

 

 

 

13 For reference Judgment on case C-43/10, paragraph 117 
14 For reference Judgment on Case C-258/11, paragraphs 40-44 
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4.2.1 Necessary information for the Natura 2000 sites affected by the projects 

4.2.1.1 Key information on Natura 2000 sites and their designating features 

This Section lists the key information on the Natura 2000 sites and their designated features that need 
to be included in the AA report. 

The key information on the Natura 2000 sites and their designated features should be well presented in 
the AA report and should include the relevant information in the impact assessment process, both at 
the Natura 2000 sites level and at the level of each habitat and species of Community interest for which 
protection the Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by the project were designated (designating 
features). Such information is also necessary for the AA screening stage. The lack or insufficient level 
of detail may lead to uncertainties at the AA screening stage, therefore leading to the necessity of a full 
AA. 

The key information which must be included in the description of each Natura 2000 site likely to be 
affected by the project are: 

• The name and code of the site;  

• The name of the institution responsible for the management of the site; 

• The existence of a Management Plan or another normative or administrative document for the 
management of the Natura 2000 site; 

• Site-specific conservation objectives; 

• Conservation measures established for the site; 

• Prohibited and permitted activities in the site, other restriction and limitations; 

• The biogeographic region/regions in which the site is located, specifying the area in each 
region; 

• The importance of the site to the habitats and species present;  

• The types of ecosystems present on the surface of the site;  

• Main ecological requirements, vulnerability and sensitivity of the habitat types and species;  

• Main threats and pressures identified in the site; 

• The overlapping with other Natura 2000 sites and/or other types of natural protected areas, 
protected under national or international legislation (e.g., under the Ramsar Convention); 

• The role of the site within the Natura 2000 network and the ecological corridors on which it 
depends; 

• The relations of the site with other neighbouring Natura 2000 sites or within the same 
biogeographical regions; 

• Any other particularities of the site. 

The key information which must be included in the description of all the habitats and species of 
Community interest for the protection of which the Natura 2000 sites likely affected by the 
implementation of the project have been designated are: 

• For habitats: 
o Code, name, priority character; 

o Characteristic species; 

o Relevant variables of structure and function and ecological requirements;  

o Conservation degree and representativeness of the habitat in the site;  
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o Role and importance of the site for the habitat conservation; 

o Habitat distribution area in the site (including mapping), percentage of total area; 

o Pressures, threats and impacts affecting the habitat in the site;  

o Conservation status of the habitat in the site and at the biogeographical region level; 

o Conservation objective set for the habitat in the site;  

o Trends regarding the area of the habitat and conservation status at biogeographical 
region level, based on official published data, and at the site level, if available;  

o Sensitivity/vulnerability to any of the types of effects generated by the analysed project 
(e.g., the habitat can be affected by the intrusion of invasive species; the habitat is 
sensitive to water level variations); 

o Any known perspectives on the area and quality of the habitat as a result of climate 
change. 

• For species: 
o Code, name, priority character; 

o Ecological requirements and factors that influence the species population dynamics;  

o Role and importance of the site for the species conservation; 

o Species distribution areas in the site and use of the site (including mapping); 

o Area for each type of habitat used by the species (for breeding, foraging, resting), 
percentage of total area; 

o The size and type of population (in passage, nesting, wintering, resident); 

o Percentage of total population in the country; 

o Quantified information regarding the presence of individuals (e.g., density of individuals, 
signalling frequency), where available; 

o Data on the population trends (the numerical evolution of the populations) within the 
site, where inventories are available in different years; 

o Trends regarding the population size and conservation status at biogeographical region 
level, based on official published data;  

o Information on species ecology (feeding, moving requirements, day/night activity, and 
others); 

o Pressures, threats and impacts affecting the species in the site;  

o Conservation status in the site and at the biogeographical region level; 

o Conservation objective set for the species in the site;  

o Sensitivity/vulnerability to any of the types of effects generated by the analysed project 
(e.g., the habitat of the species is sensitive to water level variations; the species 
presents a high risk of collision with vehicles traffic; the nocturnal activity of the species 
can be modified by the presence of the lighting system of the buildings; other 
sensitivities); 

o Any known perspectives on the area and quality of species habitats or the species 
population size as a result of climate change. 

In order to understand the landscape features that are important for the coherence of the Natura 2000 
network, a broader analysis needs also to be performed. The relation with ecological corridors and 
stepping stones, as well as the connections with other Natura 2000 sites and ecologically important 
areas have to be mapped and analysed.   
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As regards climate change, as described in the EC Guidelines on climate change and Natura 200015, 
this has both direct and indirect impacts on species and ecosystems. Direct impacts on species include, 
for instance, changes of plant and animal life cycle events (the start/end of growing seasons or breeding 
seasons may alter), and that co-dependencies across and between species may change (predator-prey 
interactions or symbiotic relationships). Also, increased temperatures and higher CO2 levels impact the 
physiology of species with increased levels of photosynthesis and respiration. Other impacts of climate 
change for species are indirect, through changes in the abiotic conditions of habitats: these include, 
changes in the ground or surface water tables or increased erosion. As a result of climate change, the 
area where species find suitable climate conditions may change. Impacts of climate change will often 
interact with already existing pressures: for example, eutrophication may be enhanced by increased 
fluctuations in water tables. Changes in geographical distribution of species as a response to climate 
change will be limited by habitat fragmentation and the availability of habitat in new areas that are 
climatically suitable. All these separate impacts will lead to changes in the species composition and 
functioning of ecosystems and eventually to species loss. Furthermore, changes in the use of land and 
resources as society adapts to climate change may be of greater concern than the direct impacts and 
indirect impacts mentioned, due to their scale, scope and speed. How species and ecosystems in a 
specific Natura 2000 site respond to climate change depends on the species or ecosystem in question, 
the geographical location of the site in Europe and the land use in the surrounding landscape. As a 
result, an assessment is complex and, to some extent, unpredictable. However, it is possible to indicate 
which species and habitats are relatively vulnerable for a changing climate due to their sensitivity, 
differences in exposure, or constraints in their adaptive capacity. 

In all cases when assessments are available at the country level or at the level of the Natura 2000 sites 
regarding the impacts of climate change on habitats and species, they need to be considered in the AA. 

For all the data and information presented in this section, the source needs to be mentioned. Priority 
will be given to official data sources, published/made available by institutions with responsibilities in the 
management of the Natura 2000 sites. 

 

Examples of sources of information that can be used for the baseline description of the Natura 2000 
sites likely to be affected by the project and their designating features 

• Natura 2000 SDF; 

• Statutory acts for the Natura 2000 sites designation; 

• Site management plans; 

• Other site management documents (e.g., regulations, agreements); 

• Species and habitats conservation action plans; 

• National reporting on conservation status under Article 17 of the Habitats Directive and Article 
12 of the Birds Directive; 

• National/regional databases, online viewers, online portals; 

• Current and historical maps. 

 

 

15 European Commission, Directorate-General for Environment, Guidelines on climate change and Natura 2000: 
dealing with the impact of climate change, on the management of the Natura 2000 network of areas of high 
biodiversity value, Publications Office, 2014, https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2779/29715 

https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2779/29715
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Spatial data and GIS mapping for habitats and species distribution are essential elements for the 
analysis of the Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by the project and their designating features, in 
order to further understand the relation with the project’s interventions and the generated effects. Spatial 
data are a minimum prerequisite in order to ensure a quantified assessment of impacts. This information 
should be obtained from the institutions with responsibilities in the management of the Natura 2000 sites 
and completed, where necessary, by field surveys. 
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Good Practice – Example of online available data for habitats and species distribution 

Environmental Sensitivity Mapping Tool in Ireland 

This web-tool is a collaborative public sector data project between the UCD School of Geography (concept 
and design) and the All-Island Research Observatory (AIRO) at Maynooth University (analytics and 
mapping). The research project is funded and supported by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
and hosted by the Ordnance Survey Ireland (OSI) on GeoHive, the State Geospatial DataHub. 

The ESM webtool has been developed as a support tool for environmental assessment processes in Ireland. 
This tool contains an environmental mapping Viewer and an ESM Widget to allow instant environmental 
sensitivity analysis. 

The ESM webtool is designed to facilitate multiple data interaction. Its purpose is to enable geographical 
exploration of environmental considerations onshore, and to combine relevant environmental datasets to 
produce environmental sensitivity maps in support of Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA).  

The ESM Webtool is fully reliant on existing and publicly available spatial datasets from third party sources. 
Data included in the ESM are static, representing data available in a given point in time (the last data update 
took place in December 2016). So certain datasets (i.e., those that are regularly updated such as ecological 
designations) could be out-dated when applying the Webtool and Widget, affecting the validity of the outputs. 

The ESM outputs should be treated as indicative rather than definite. 

Nevertheless, it can also inform the developers of projects on the sensitivity of the area where a project is 
intended to be implemented. 

 
Example of mapping of the Annex I habitats distribution 

 

Further information: https://airomaps.geohive.ie/ESM/  

Online maps and data publicly available 

https://airomaps.geohive.ie/ESM/
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The NPWS (National Parks & Wildlife Services) and Department of Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage encourage the free dissemination of biodiversity data and aims to publish its data holdings into the 
future, where possible, as Open Data.   

 

Further information: https://www.npws.ie/maps-and-data  

 
  

https://www.npws.ie/maps-and-data
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Good Practice – Example of online available data for habitats and species distribution 

Norway Species Map Service 

With more than 23 million records representing more than 34,200 species, the English-language version of 
the Species Map Service offers users from across the globe a comprehensive tool for locating Norway's flora 
and fauna.  

The service is composed of verified species occurrence data from all of Norway’s participating institutions 
and organizations, collected on one and the same map interface. The information is searchable by 
geographic area, county or municipality. Search facilities for specific species and species groups are also 
available. All of the search choices allow to show on the map which species have been reported within a 
selected area. The map interface also allows to focus the search on collection or observation data, define 
different time spans and select data providers.  

Species Map Service is based on the data standard Darwin Core and NBIC is cooperating with GBIF-
Norway. All the data are downloadable and are shared under the same or compatible licenses as the data 
sharing agreements used by GBIF. 

 
Example of species occurrence in the Species Map Service 

 

Further information: Norwegian Biodiversity Information Centre (NBIC) 
https://www.biodiversity.no/Pages/135494/Norway_s_Species_Map_Service?Key=1575543865  

 
  

https://www.biodiversity.no/Pages/135494/Norway_s_Species_Map_Service?Key=1575543865
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4.2.1.2 Structural and functional relationships 

The analysis of structural and functional relationships is crucial for the correct identification and 
assessment of the impacts on habitats and species of Community interest, as these contribute to the 
site integrity. 

In the case where the structural and functional relationships are described and analysed in the Site 
management plan or in any other national statutory document, the analysis must be based on this 
information. In the absence of this information, the AA report must identify and analyse the relevant 
structural and functional relationships from the perspective of the integrity of the Natura 2000 site, as 
well as from the perspective of the impacts generated by the type of the analysed project. 

The identification of structural and functional relationships for water-related projects should include: 

1. Identification of the dependency relationships between Natura 2000 habitats and existing 
surface and underground water bodies in the site area; 

2. Identification of the dependency relationships between species of Community interest and 
Natura 2000 habitats. Where appropriate, it will be identified the dependency of species on 
other types of habitats than those of Community interest or other geological, geomorpho-
logical, landscape, altitudinal, climatic characteristics, which ensures the presence and 
maintaining of species; 

3. Identification of the relationships established between species of Community interest 
(predation16, competition17, mutualism18, commensalism19, parasitism20, amensalism21), as 
well as between them and species without conservation status. 

It is recommendable to present the results of the process of identifying structural and functional 
relationships in a table form or in a diagram.  

When more Natura 2000 sites overlap (e.g., overlap of SPA with SCI/SAC), a unitary analysis needs to 
be carried out for the sites. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16 Predation – the killing by one living organism of another for food. 
17 Competition – relationship between organisms that strive for the same resources in the same place. 
18 Mutualism – an interaction between individuals of different species that results in benefits for both species. 
19 Commensalism – relationship between individuals of two species in which one species obtains food or other 
benefits from the other without either harming or benefiting the latter. 
20 Parasitism – nonmutual relationship between two organisms in which one benefits at the expense of the other. 
21 Amensalism – type of biological interaction where one species causes harm to another organism without any 
cost or benefits to itself. 
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Good practice example - schematic representation of Structural & functional relationship identification (necessary to identify SSCOs parameters likely to be affected) 
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The analysis of structural and functional relationships contributes to the identification of: 

1. Any possible changes (secondary/"cascading" impacts) which may occur on one or more 
species as a result of the affecting of the physical environment, habitats or species with which 
they establish relationships; 

2. Any possible change in processes and ecological factors/functions that could lead to affecting 
the site integrity. 

The identification and analysis of structural and functional relationships should also take into account 
the results of the field activities performed for the scope of the analysed project, which aim to clarify the 
uncertainties regarding the habitats and species of Community interest in the project area (e.g., 
distribution of habitats and species, species activity, ecological processes, ecological factors that ensure 
the presence of habitats and species in the site). 

The process of identification and analysis of structural and functional relationships have to include those 
ecological processes and ecological factors that could be affected by the project, in any of its life cycle 
stages.  

For water-related projects, special attention should be paid to the dependency of habitats and species 
with surface and underground water bodies. More in-depth analysis can be performed in order to 
understand how the analysed project can affect directly and indirectly the habitats and species present 
in the Natura 2000 site. An example is provided in the following figure. 

 

Figure 7 Exemplifying fragment of a schematic analysis of structural and functional relationships for a water-
related project 

 

A water-related project may affect any of the ecological factors included in Figure 7 and therefore, may 
affect directly and indirectly the habitats and species present in the Natura 2000 site. For example: 

• The water level may be affected due to the interruption of the lateral connectivity of a surface 
water body as a result of dikes construction or banks protection in a flood management project. 
It can result even in the lack of water in certain areas of the habitat dependent on the water 
body. The lack of water or the change of the natural flooding regime can directly affect the 
Natura 2000 habitat, as well as other species of Community importance. Possible losses from 
the Natura 2000 habitat surface due to water absence or water level reduction can also lead to 
losses in the species of Community importance habitats; 
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• Groundwater level can be lowered by proposed abstractions (including extending 
numbers/volumes of existing sources). Changes in the groundwater level may affect water-
dependant habitats, generating habitat alteration or even habitat loss;   

• The water quality (chemical and ecological status) may be affected due to the discharge of 
treated wastewater from a proposed WWTP. Even if the effluent respect the legal requirements 
regarding its quality, it may not be correlated with the needs of the water-dependent Community 
importance habitats and species. Small changes in the water quality conditions may lead to 
mortality of some sensitive species and therefore to the reduction of the population size. Further 
on, such reduction may affect other species that are predating the affected species; 

• The banks with vertical wall may be affected due to construction works (e.g., bank stabilisation 
for the discharge point from a WWTP, regularisation/channelling of the river in a flood prevention 
project). The modifications of the banks may lead to habitat loss for some bird species which 
are using these areas for nesting. 

Direct habitats loss, habitats degradation and mortality of individuals of water dependent species can 
have repercussions for the entire food-chain. As a result, even species which are not water-dependent 
may experience declines in population numbers as a result of changes in prey species populations.  

 

4.2.1.3 Features that ensure the integrity of the Natura 2000 sites  

According to the EC Guidance on Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites - 
Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC, the ‘integrity of a 
site’ relates to the SSCOs, its key natural features, ecological structure and function. Site ‘integrity’ 
also concerns the main ecological processes and factors that sustain the long-term presence of the 
species and habitats in a Natura 2000 site. This will normally be covered by the SSCOs (e.g., to improve 
the quality of a habitat or extend the range of a species within the site). An impairment of these factors 
may jeopardise achievement of these objectives and have an adverse effect, even if the species or 
habitats are not directly impacted. For instance, the hydrological regime of a river, fluvial morphology 
processes, erosion, sediment transport and accumulation are crucial factors for conserving river 
habitats and species, reflected in their conservation objectives. Influencing these processes could have 
an impact on the site’s integrity, even if known patches of natural habitats and localities with confirmed 
species presence are not directly impacted. 

 

As regards the connotation or meaning of ‘integrity’, this clearly relates to ecological integrity. This can 
be considered as a quality or condition of being whole or complete. In a dynamic ecological context, it 
can also be considered as having the sense of resilience and ability to evolve in ways that are 
favourable to conservation.  

The ‘integrity of the site’ can be usefully defined as the coherent sum of the site’s ecological structure, 
function and ecological processes, across its whole area, which enables it to sustain the habitats, 
complex of habitats and/or populations of species for which the site is designated.  

A site can be described as having a high degree of integrity where the inherent potential for meeting 
site conservation objectives is realised, the capacity for self-repair and self-renewal under dynamic 
conditions is maintained, and a minimum of external management support is required. 

Commission notice C(2018) 7621 final “Managing Natura 2000 sites - The provisions of Article 6 of 
the 'Habitats' Directive 92/43/EEC”: ART. 6 INTERPRETATION GUIDE (europa.eu).  

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/Provisions_Art_._nov_2018_endocx.pdf
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4.2.1.4 Field surveys 

The activities for collecting data and information from the field are carried out to address the 
uncertainties identified in the screening stage. In this sense, the field activities programme must be 
able to generate relevant information for the assessment of the impacts on the Natura 2000 sites likely 
affected by the implementation of the project. 

As the EC Guidance on Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites - 
Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC is emphasising, 
the assessment must be based on the best available scientific knowledge in the field. This means that 
the information must be complete and up-to-date. For this reason, it is often necessary to carry out field 
surveys in order to fill information gaps and collect precise data. This may involve, for example, 
prospecting the area (using sampling methods, censuses, inventories, etc.) to identify or confirm the 
precise location and distribution of natural features in relation to the planned activities of the project 
under assessment, and their conservation condition. Data obtained from field surveys should provide 
an objective basis for the assessment process, which has to be carried out in view of the site-specific 
conservation objectives. 

Field surveys should be performed for any water-related project for which an AA report is necessary. 
The approach for the volume and duration of the field surveys will depend on the data and information 
already available for the Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected by the project (e.g., inventory and 
mapping studies carried out recently, during the preparation or updating of the site Management plan 
or other national statutory documents for the Natura 2000 sites or during the periodic monitoring 
activities performed by the institutions with responsibilities in the management of the Natura 2000 sites) 
and on the characteristics of the proposed project. 

The approach for the field surveys may also differ between the different zones of influence of the project. 
For example, in the project area and in its direct zone of influence, field activities should be mandatory. 
In the indirect zone of influence, field activities may be necessary if the existing data (e.g., site 
management plan or other national statutory documents for the Natura 2000 sites, information from 
publicly available databases, information form scientific literature) do not allow the clarification of 
uncertainties. For other areas inside the Natura 2000 sites likely to be affected, located outside the 
project’s zones of influence, field surveys may be very limited or will not be performed and only existing 
information from recognised sources will be used. 

The field surveys design has to consider at least the following elements: 

• Spatial-temporal correlation of field activities with habitat preferences and optimal study 
periods for habitats and species subject to protection in Natura 2000 sites likely affected by 
the project implementation. The field surveys should be carried out at the time of the year in 
which the habitats and the species are visible, and any changes in life during the year should 
also be taken into account. For example, the presence of amphibians should be investigated 
in the active part of the year and not during the winter period. For habitats, it is important 
that the study is done when the typical species are present. It is important that the studies 
take into account needs at all stages of the life cycle of species. 

• A sufficient timeframe in order to catch all the periods necessary for the habitats and species 
protected in the sites. The duration of the field surveys is determined by the sum of the 
optimal study periods for each Natura 2000 component likely to be affected by the project 
(e.g., if a Natura 2000 sites is designated for the protection of migratory bird species, as well 
as wintering bird species, the field surveys need to be conducted in autumn, winter and 
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spring; if nesting bird species are also protected in the site, a full year survey is needed in 
order to provide information for all species likely to be affected);  

• The observations and sampling methods on habitats and species of Community interest 
have to be in accordance with recognised monitoring methodologies; 

• Consideration of measurements and sampling for laboratory analysis for the physical-
chemical parameters relevant to the effects of the analysed project and SSCO’s parameters. 

The field activities have to be able to provide verifiable evidence (e.g., photos, video recordings, audio 
recordings, GPS tracks) regarding the dates and duration of the field trips, as well as regarding the 
results obtained. 

 

4.2.2 Identification and quantification of the effects generated by the projects 

This Section presents some key effects a water-related project may generate, their quantification and 
spatial distribution. 

As previously indicated, in this guidance, the term „effects” refers to the changes produced in the 
physical environment (changes in water quality, air quality, noise level etc.) by the project’s 
interventions. In contrast, the term “impact” was used to describe the changes in the receptors (habitat 
loss, habitat deterioration, habitat fragmentation, disturbance, reduction of population size for habitats 
and species of community importance). 

Projects are generating effects throughout their entire lifecycle. Physical changes as well as physical, 
chemical and biological contaminants are generated in each stage of the project implementation. 

An example for the identification of cause – effects – impacts within a water related project are presented 
in the table below. 

 
Table 4 Examples of causes, effects and impacts (the list is not exhaustive) 

Project stage Causes Effects Impacts 

Construction 

Embankments 
works 

Vegetation removal Habitat loss Soil compaction 
Changes in air quality Habitat degradation 
Increasing the noise level Disturbance 

Demolition works 

Birds nest destruction Reduction of 
population size 

Bats roosts destruction 
Habitat loss 
Reduction of 
population size 

Hydrological works Interruption of lateral and/or 
longitudinal connectivity Habitat fragmentation  

 

Operation 

Groundwater intake Lowering groundwater level Habitat degradation → 
Habitat loss (?) Surface water intake Lowering surface water level 

Wastewater 
treatment 

Changes in air quality Habitat degradation 
Odours emissions Disturbance Artificial lightning 

Discharge of treated 
wastewater 

Increase the pollutants 
concentrations in surface 
waters 

Habitat degradation 
Reduction of 
population size 

 
Decommissioning Conventionally similar to construction stage 
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The area where the presence of the effects is identified represents the project ZoI. Impacts occur where 
the zone of influence overlaps with the territory of habitats and species. 

 
Good Practice – Database and Information system of the Federal Agency for Nature Conservation (BfN) 
for appropriate assessments 
 

The Federal Agency for Nature Conservation (BfN) in Germany developed an information system to support 
the AA process - FFH-VP-Info (https://ffh-vp-info.de/FFHVP/Page.jsp). The system includes necessary 
information on potential negative effects for nearly all project types and plans, as well as an extensive database 
of possible effects and impacts with respect to specific habitat types and species that can be used for screening 
and appropriate assessments. 

The main objective of FFH-VP-Info is to function as a central platform providing information on impact factors 
that have to be considered for the screening (stage 1) and appropriate assessments (stage 2) of plans or 
projects, and to provide information on potential effects and impacts on specific habitats and species under 
the Habitats Directive and the Birds Directive. Overall, FFH-VP-Info aims at providing best scientific 
knowledge, facilitating expert assessments and their scrutiny by the permitting authorities. 

The screening tool provides data on about 140 project types assigned to 19 groups. This includes an estimation 
of possible relevance as regards 36 different impact factors. A checklist and a report are available for each 
project type, with short individual explanations of the relevance ratings of impact factors. For each impact 
factor an explanatory page is linked to a short definition and detailed descriptions on the potential effects of 
the respective factor. 

 

https://ffh-vp-info.de/FFHVP/Page.jsp
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Example of information on effects and impacts for water and wastewater projects (automatic translation from 

German) 

 

The core of the information system is represented by the database and datasheets to the habitats and the 
species of the Habitats Directive and the Birds Directive. It provides detailed information on the sensitivity and 
potential impacts for nearly all German habitats and species of Community importance. Once the subject is 
chosen, the relevance of the different impact factors with respect to a particular habitat or species is displayed 
in a table.  

When selecting further the effects of an impact factor, one or more pages open up to display excerpts of 
scientific findings, expert knowledge and estimates contained in the database. There is a possibility to read or 
print selective or comprehensive reports of these data. 

The relevance ratings are based on scientific sources that have been evaluated and extracted. Where such 
sources are not available the ratings are suggestions for orientation, comparable to the relevance ratings for 
project types. 

Knowledge base on 36 impact factors assigned to 9 groups with specific definitions and detailed descriptions 
about possible effects on habitats and species. These impact factors are the common link between projects 
and habitats/species. They can also be read or printed as reports.  

 



 

56 

 

 

Public 

 
Example of information for habitat of Community importance 
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Quantification should be provided for each identified effect. Such quantifications can be estimated if the 
project characteristics are minimally known. The table below present an example of several effects 
quantification during construction works, based on a single input information: the length of a pipeline. 

 
Table 5 Examples of effects quantifications 

Available 
information 

Estimation of 
interventions 

Sources 
characterisation 

Pollutants 
estimation Effects estimation 

Pipe length  

Volumes of 
earthworks 

Area source for 
air pollutants 

Particulate matter 
(PM10) based on 
emission factors, 
(g/m2) 

Air quality (PM10, 
NOx) based on 
calculations or 
specialised software 
(mg/m3) Number of 

machines 

Mobile sources  

PM10, NOx based 
on emission 
factors (g/m x s) 

Duration of 
works 

Noise emissions 
for each machine 
(dB(A)) 

Noise level (dB(A)) 
at different distances 
from the sources, 
based on 
calculations or 
specialised software 

 

Effects quantification is critical in order to support the quantification of impacts. 

Knowledge of the spatial distribution of effects is necessary in order to define the project zone of 
influence. Such analysis is difficult to be performed without the support of specialised software, such as 
GIS and/or pollutants dispersion modelling software. Where such tools are not available, the zone of 
influence should be established precautionary, based on the results of similar projects where effects 
were quantified. For example, in the case of noise or air quality during construction a precautionary 
approach would involve considering that the zone of influence extends to cover the area where the 
effects can be observed (this could be at least 1 km or more) from the project location. The ZoI is to be 
determined separately for each type of effects. 
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Figure 8 Relation between „zone of influence” and the Natura 2000 feature. A – The Natura 2000 habitat is 
unlikely to be affected; B – Natura 2000 habitat is likely to be affected; C – potential significant impact on 

Natura 2000 habitat 

 

When determining the zone of influence, threshold values for each type of effect and potentially affected 
species must be taken into account. Of course, the limit values provided by the legislation for the 
protection of human health must be avoided. For example, when determining the zone of influence of 
noise in relation to the presence of some bird species characteristic of meadows, the threshold value 
that can be taken into account is only 42 dB(A). If the zone of influence delimited on the basis of the 42 
dB(A) isoline does not intersect the favourable habitat of the meadow bird species, it is less likely that 
they will be affected by the noise generated by the analysed project. 

Particular attention must be paid to species with high mobility. In their case, the spatial analysis between 
the zone of influence and the location of their favourable habitat is insufficient to appreciate the 
occurrence of an impact. Individuals of the species may be affected as a result of moving within the 
zone of influence even if it does not overlap with their favourable habitat (see also the next section). 

The ZoI can have a spatial and temporal dynamic. For example, noise can vary significantly over time 
depending on the volume of activity on site. Also, an effect such as the penetration and spread of 
invasive species can experience an increase in spatial extent over time. A precautionary approach will 
take into account these spatial-temporal changes and will lead to the inclusion in the ZoI of the most 
unfavourable situation. 

In some cases, project implementation can lead to indirect effects which needs to be identified and 
eighter included in a separate “indirect zone of influence” or within the “zone of influence”, together with 
the direct effects. An example is the increase in riverbed erosion processes as a result of the 
regularization of the upstream course and the increase in the water flow speed. 

Natura 2000 
habitat 

Project 
component 

Zone of 
influence 

Natura 2000 
habitat 

Project 
component 

Zone of 

influence 

Project 
component 

Zone of 

influence 
Natura 2000 

habitat 
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4.2.3 Identification and quantification of the impacts generated by the projects 

This Section deals with the level of analysis: SSCO’s parameters, measuring units, spatial and temporal 
distribution of impacts. 

Impacts represent those changes at the level of Natura 2000 habitats and species that may affect their 
conservation status. Such changes include:  

• loss of habitat,  
• habitat alteration/degradation,  
• habitat fragmentation,  
• disturbance of species activity and  
• reduction of population size.  

Impacts may be direct and indirect. For example, in the case of a fish species, the construction of a 
transversal barrier on the course of a river has a direct impact on the fragmentation of the species' 
habitat. Over time, this interruption of longitudinal connectivity can have an indirect impact on the loss 
of the upstream habitat as well as the reduction of the population of the species. Another example of 
indirect impact is the reduction of population size of a predator species due to the reduction of population 
size of the prey species, if the last one is to be generated by the analysed project. In the case of a 
water/wastewater project, a relevant example would be the installation of pipelines on the surface of a 
habitat of Community interest. Habitat alteration produced by such intervention is most likely to be non-
significant. However, in the long-term and without any control measures, invasive species may install 
and spread along the route of the pipelines and in the neighbouring areas of the habitat, resulting in a 
much larger area affected or even potential habitat loss.  

The identification of impacts involves a process of analysing all the interventions of a project, the effects 
generated by it, as well as the changes occurring at the level of habitats and species of Community 
interest, regardless of whether they are direct or indirect, temporary or definitive, reversible or 
irreversible, on a scale small or large. The identification process should be documented and highlighted 
in the AA report (an example is provided in the following table). 

 
Table 6 Exemplification of impact identification process for a bat species 

Type of 
impact 

Project 
stage Causes Effects Impacts Quantification 

of impacts 

Ssco’s 
parameter 
affected 

Habitat 
loss 

Construction 

Embankments 
works 

Vegetation 
removal and 
soil compaction 

Losses of 
feeding 
habitat 

~ 1 ha Habitat 
surface 

Demolition 
works 

Bats roosts 
destruction 

Losses of 
roosting 
habitat 

One of the 5 
roosting 
locations 
identified 

Number of 
roosts 

Operation Surface water 
intake 

Lowering 
surface water 
level 

Losses of 
feeding 
habitat 

~ 0.5 ha Habitat 
surface 

 

Most of the identified impacts are affecting one or more SSCOs’ parameters. As presented in the above 
example, the correlation between the type of impact and the corresponding SSCO’s parameter should 
be part of the impact identification process.  
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Quantification is an essential stage that must also accompany the impact identification process. As each 
of the SSCOs’ parameters should have a quantified target, the impact assessment cannot be done in 
the absence of impact quantification. When quantifying the impact, the measuring unit considered 
should be similar with the measuring unit of each parameter’s target.  

Quantification should relay on the use of: 

• Available methodologies and tools (including spatial or numerical modelling); 

• Monitoring results of similar projects (including articles published in scientific journals); 

• Consultation with panels of experts. 

The most critical aspect in the process of impact identification and quantification is the coherence of the 
assessment. Particular attention should be paid to the following aspects: 

• The use of structural and functional relationship analysis results in order to identify 
adequately the indirect impacts. For example, if a prey species is affected by the proposed 
project, it is most likely that the predator species is also affected; 

• The forms of impacts are interrelated. For example, a loss of the habitat of a species may 
also affect population’s related parameters such: distribution pattern of the species (as a result 
of individuals’ displacement within the site) or the population size (displacement outside the 
site or impossibility to sustain the same population size). 

According to the established case-law and the Guidance on Assessment of plans and projects in relation 
to Natura 2000 sites - Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 
92/43/EEC, the AA report must be based on the best available scientific knowledge in the field and on 
a complete and up-to-date set of information. Field surveys are necessary to be conducted in order to 
fill information gaps and collect precise data, particularly where uncertainties exist on habitats’ location, 
species distribution and activity in relation to the planned activities of the project under assessment. 

Additional guidance on the assessment of the impacts is presented in Section 5.2 of the document 
below. 

 

4.2.4 Assessment of cumulative impacts 

Other plans or projects that could, in combination with the analysed project, have a significant impact 
on the habitats and species of a Natura 2000 site must be taken into account during the elaboration of 
the AA report. 

The cumulative impact assessment in the AA report takes into account and details the similar 
assessment performed in the screening stage. 

Examples of cumulative impact for water related project can include: 

• The lowering of the groundwater level, in the area of a Natura 2000 habitat dependent on 
underground water, as a result of multiple water abstractions or in combination with other 
factors such as the extraction of non-energy aggregates, the execution of consolidation works 
for a transport infrastructure project, or/and the contribution of climate change; 

• The reduction of water flow in a surface water body due to multiple withdrawals (e.g., for water 
supply, energy generation or irrigation) and climate change, below the target value set for the 
parameters of water dependent habitats and species protected in the site; 

• Multiple sources for discharging water contaminants (e.g., WWTPs, other sources) are 
proposed upstream or in the area of a habitat/habitat of a species sensitive to changes in 
water quality; 
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• Proposed damming works together with other existing or proposed physical barriers can lead 
to the fragmentation of the habitats of some species, significantly affecting the SSCO 
parameters related to the mobility of individuals between different types of habitats (feeding, 
resting, reproduction). 

The crucial aspect in assessing cumulative impact is the level of assessment. The analysis should be 
carried out at the level of the SSCO’s parameter, which benefit from the highest degree of specificity as 
well as a quantification ensured by the target. An impact from a project on a SSCO’s parameter alone 
may be insignificant, but when the cumulative impacts are taken into account the impact can become 
significant. Analysis conducted at the level of each SSCO’s parameter allows the identification and 
quantification of the cumulative contribution of the analysed project + other P/Ps + existing pressures 
(+ where the case, contribution of climate change). The cumulative contribution is analysed towards the 
significance thresholds in order to assess if the identified cumulative impacts are likely to be significant. 

 

Figure 9 Schematic representation of the cumulative impact on SSCOs parameters 
 

As parameters and their targets are set for each habitat and species at the site level, the assessment 
of cumulative impact on the parameters have to consider the entire area of the site. Therefore, any P/P 
which generates impact on the Natura 2000 site should be considered, independently if located inside 
or outside the limits of the Natura 2000 site. 

The example provided in the next figure emphasize the need to consider all types of impacts (direct and 
indirect) on the same habitat or species, independently of the P/Ps’ location in relation to the Natura 
200 site. Therefore, the cumulative impact on habitat “X” is not represented only by the combination of 
impacts between the “analysed P/P” and “P/P2”. The assessment should include also the contributions 
of “P/P3” and “P/P4” (see figure below).  

 

 
 

Parameter: 
Population 

size 

Existing pressures 
that prevent 

reaching the target 
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Direct + indirect 
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Figure 10 Identification of other P/Ps generating impact on the same Natura 2000 feature (“habitat X”) 

 

Whenever possible, the cumulative impact has to be quantified. Therefore, the quantified information 
related to other P/P needs to be extracted from existing SEA Reports, EIA Reports or AA reports 
prepared for the plans/programmes and projects or estimated based on similar situations or expert 
opinion. According to the Guidance on Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites 
- Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC, in the case of 
expert opinion it is preferable “a consensual estimate of a panel of independent experts rather than on 
the opinion of an individual expert”. Consultations with authorities and public could also support the 
experts in developing their opinions. 

The following box is presenting an example of an iterative process (some steps revisited in response to 
the results of others) necessary to conduct a cumulative impact assessment. 

  

Natura 2000 site 

Habitat „X” Habitat 
„X” 

Habitat 
„X” 

Analysed 
project 

 

P/P 2 

P/P 3 
P/P 4 
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Further guidance: Example of an iterative process for conducting a cumulative impact 
assessment (Source: Guidance on Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 
sites - Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC, 
Commission Notice C(2021) 6913) 
 

Step 1. Scoping  

• Identify the geographical boundaries and the timeframe of the Cumulative Impact Assessment 
(CumIA);  

• Identify the protected habitats and species significantly present on the site and ecological 
processes to consider;  

• Identify other existing and planned (implemented/permitted or planned22) plans and projects 
(and human activities) that do/would affect the natural features to be included in the CumIA;  

• Identify natural environmental drivers that also impact the condition of the features considered 
in the CumIA.  

Step 2. Assess cumulative impacts on the protected habitats and species  

• Collect available information on the impact of other plans, projects, activities and natural drivers 
on the site-specific conservation objectives set for the natural features in the site;  

• Estimate the cumulative impact on the protected features’ SSCOs — i.e., the total impact on 
the protected features when the impacts of the plan or project under investigation are combined 
with other plans or projects.  

Step 3. Assess the significance of anticipated cumulative impacts   

• Assess the significance of the anticipated cumulative impacts on the natural features 
considered, taking into account its conservation objectives. For example, when the cumulative 
impact on the condition of the natural features approaches or exceeds a threshold for a certain 
attribute defined in the conservation objective of that feature, the impact is significant.  

Step 4. Managing cumulative impacts  

• Identify, when necessary, additional mitigation measures to reduce an estimated cumulative 
impact on the protected features (carrying out the tasks described in steps 2 and 3 will be 
necessary to assess the value of such additional mitigation). 

 

  

 

 

22 Planned project: a project for which a notification under the EIA and/or Habitats Directive has been submitted. 
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4.2.5 Assessment of the significance of the impacts on habitats and species in view 
of the SSCOs for Natura 2000 sites, individually and in combination with other 
plans and projects (cumulative impacts) 

This Section shows approaches on how to assess impacts as significant or non-significant and how to 
deal with uncertainties. 

In the AA report, the impacts generated by a plan or project (alone or in combination with other P/Ps) 
must be assessed against the SSCOs set for the protected habitats and species present in the Natura 
2000 sites. The assessment of impact significance is to be conducted, case-by-case, at the level of 
each parameter of the conservation objectives. 

The AA report must address all uncertainties identified in the screening stage. The AA report achieves 
this by collecting data from the field, better documentation of data and information sources, performing 
calculations, numerical modelling and spatial analysis or consulting with expert panels. 

For the significance of the impacts, two classes ca be used at this stage used: non-significant and 
significant. Effort does not necessarily lead to the clarification of all uncertainties. All aspects that 
cannot be clarified in the stage of the AA report (e.g., regarding the project interventions, the effects 
and impacts generated by them) will have to be considered as potential significant impacts. 

Any impact that is considered non-significant requires a very detailed justification. Such justification 
must be able to provide quantitative and qualitative arguments to prove that the implementation of the 
project, alone or in combination with other plans and projects, will allow the achievement of the targets 
set for each parameter of the conservation objectives defined for each of the habitats and species 
previously identified as likely to be affected. When assessing the impact significance, both quantitative 
and qualitative criteria should be considered: 

• Quantitative criteria. Quantitative predictions based on direct measurements, predictive 
models, spatial analysis, previous similar projects or expert opinion (preferably supported by 
the results of previous monitoring programmes or consultations). Quantifications are carried out 
for each of the conservation status parameters and are expressed in the units of measure 
established (by the conservation objectives) for the target of each parameter. The quantitative 
assessment of the significance of the impact involves reporting the predictions to the target 
defined for the conservation status parameter. The impact can thus be expressed as a share of 
the target parameter (e.g., % loss of the habitat area, % of victims of the population size, etc.). 
If significance thresholds have been established in the site management plan or in any other 
national statutory document, the quantitative interpretation of the impact is made by referring to 
them. If the AA report proposes significance thresholds, they must be adequately justified (e.g., 
a loss of 1% of the area of habitat Y will not lead to deterioration of the conservation status 
given the large area it occupies in the site; a number of victims summing up to approx. 2% of 
the population size will not lead to the deterioration of the conservation status of the species 
because this percentage is lower than the annual increase of the population size of the species); 
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Good practice: 
There are several widely accepted and widely used modelling tools that can be used to assess the 
impact of targeted water bodies when dealing with Natura 2000 cases. 

This applies, for example, to model tools for carrying out discharge and dispersion calculations, water 
level and water flow calculations, stowage calculations, flood analyses, etc. Examples of these model 
tools are VASP, PROKA, MIKE 3, MIKE 11, MIKE 21, MIKE Urban and MIKE Flood. 

The use of modelling tools in accordance with their purpose can help to carry out a professionally 
consolidated assessment of the impact of targeted water bodies and on the integrity of the Natura 
2000 site. 

When using a model tool, the authority shall consider, inter alia, whether there is sufficient safety 
margin included in the model so that the modelled impact or load scenarios provide sufficient certainty 
in relation to the assessment of, for example, possible exceedances of the applicable environmental 
quality requirements. It is also important that the Authority assesses whether the model’s results can 
be verified as necessary. In addition, the authority must decide on a case-by-case basis whether 
there is a need for further assessments and analyses than mere modelling. 

The Nature and Environment Complaints Board (now the Environmental and Food Complaints Board) 
has in several cases concerning the establishment of marine use119 dealt with the use of model 
tools. In the cases, the Board found that the MIKE 3 model can generally be used to predict the 
environmental effects of emissions from e.g., marine aquaculture, and that the MIKE 3 model or 
similar models can be used as part of the basis for assessing whether the release of a given amount 
of nutrients and organic matter from a marine farm can affect the environmental conditions of the 
recipient. Thus, the use of model tools cannot stand alone, but can be used in assessing compliance 
with water planning and in the concrete materiality assessment. 

The Habitat Guide. Guidelines on the application of Order No 1595 of 6 December 2018 on the 
designation and administration of international nature conservation areas and the protection of certain 
species, Denmark, 2020: Habitatvejledningen (retsinformation.dk) 

 

• Qualitative criteria. At least the following aspects must be considered: 

o Conservation status at the biogeographical region level; 

o If the habitat/species is present in other Natura 2000 sites; 

o If the habitat/species is at the limit of their distribution range; 

o If the project affects the core/edge of the habitat; 

o If the ecological connectivity is maintained; 

o If the critical physical and chemical parameters are maintained.  

The precautionary approach must accompany any assessment of the significance of the impacts. At 
least in the following situations an impact should be considered significant, especially when information 
is missing or significance thresholds cannot be defined to guarantee the maintenance/achievement of 
long-term conservation objectives: 

• For small area habitats/species’ habitats; 

• For species with small population size; 

• For habitats/species with unfavourable conservation status (in the Natura 2000 site likely to be 
affected or at the biogeographical region level). 

Mitigation measures are implicitly linked to the existence of a significant impact. As a last verification 
regarding the significance of the impacts, it should be considered that when the authors of the 

https://www.retsinformation.dk/eli/retsinfo/2020/9925
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appropriate assessment consider that it is necessary to implement a measure/s, it is very likely that they 
have identified a significant impact. 

 

4.2.6 Assessment of the impact on the integrity of the Natura 2000 sites 

As said above in Section 4.2.1.3, based on the EC Guidance on Article 6 of the Habitats Directive, the 
Guidance on Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites - Methodological 
guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC reads that “the ‘integrity of a site’ 
thus relates to the site’s conservation objectives, its key natural features, ecological structure and 
function. If the site’s conservation objectives are not undermined by the proposed plan or project (alone 
and in-combination with other plans and projects) then the site’s integrity is not considered to be 
adversely affected. Site ‘integrity’ also concerns the main ecological processes and factors that sustain 
the long-term presence of the species and habitats in a Natura 2000 site. This will normally be covered 
by the conservation objectives for the site (e.g., to improve the quality of a habitat or extend the range 
of a species within the site). In other words, the question of whether there can be damage to the integrity 
of the Natura 2000 site is linked to the question how the plan or project may affect the Natura 2000 
SSCOs23. An impairment of these factors may jeopardise achievement of these objectives and have an 
adverse effect, even if the species or habitats are not directly impacted. When a permanent loss of a 
part of a habitat or a species population significantly present on the site, or a long-lasting deterioration 
of the site ecological structure, function and processes are identified as an impact resulting from the 
project or plan, it can be concluded that the plan or project will cause an adverse effect on the integrity 
of the site. Conversely, if the AA shows beyond reasonable doubt that the protected species and habitat 
types on the basis in the Natura 2000 site can continue to be in favourable conservation status or move 
towards it, in accordance with SSCOs, a number of activities could be carried out without these being 
considered a lasting damage to the integrity of the Natura 2000 site. 

Nevertheless, it has also to be considered that the capacity for self-repair or resilience could in some 
cases allow the ecological structure and functions of the site to recover within a relatively short period 
of time, e.g., a community or a species population could recover naturally after some temporary 
disturbance. If so, it might be considered that the development would have no adverse effects on the 
integrity of the site. The capacity for self-repair would be normally reflected in the conservation 
objectives of the protected features. The degree of temporary adverse effects can determine whether 
an adverse effect on the site can be concluded. If the time needed for the habitat to recover is estimated 
in days, weeks or even a couple of months, it might be considered that there will be no adverse effects 
on the integrity of the site. A short period of disturbance, while affecting some habitats or species, might 
thus not cause an adverse effect on the integrity of the site. However, this must be carefully analysed 
on a case-by-case basis, having regard to the cycles of the ecosystems in the particular site, the 
structure of the communities, ecological functions and the processes in the site.” 

Examples of situations in which water-related projects can generate significant impacts on SSCOs and 
therefore on the integrity of Natura 2000 sites are presented below: 

1. When the project hamper or cause delays in progress towards achieving the site’s conservation 
objectives; 

2. When the project generates losses from those habitats for which the site management plan or 
any other national statutory document has established that no habitat surfaces can be lost; 

 

 

23 For reference Judgment on Case C-258/11, paragraphs 30-39 
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3. When the project generates losses that cannot be considered negligible from habitats/habitats 
of species that do not have a favourable conservation status (at the level of the site or at the 
level of the biogeographical region); 

4. The habitat loss generated by the project cumulates with losses generated by other P/Ps and 
the value of the cumulative impact is not negligible; 

5. The project implementation may favour the dispersion of invasive species into a habitat 
sensitive to the presence of invasive species and which is not in a favourable conservation 
status; 

6. The project generates the interruption of longitudinal connectivity in an area where the 
conservation objectives do not allow the appearance of fragmentation elements; 

7. The project is implemented in an ecological corridor area where there are already barriers to 
the movement of species of Community interest or their prey species; 

8. The mortality rate generated by the project on a species exceeds the annual numerical increase 
of the population in the affected Natura 2000 site; 

9. The mortality rate generated by the project, together with other P/Ps, on a species exceeds the 
annual numerical increase of the population in the affected Natura 2000 site; 

10. The disturbance generated by the project, alone or in combination with other P/Ps, may lead to 
the modification of the distribution pattern of the species in the site; 

11. The disturbance generated by the project, alone or in combination with other P/Ps, may lead to 
the displacement of some individuals from the site, in the conditions when the population size 
is already small; 

12. The project implementation results in a loss or reduction of key features, natural processes or 
resources that are essential for the maintenance or restoration of relevant habitats and species 
in the site (e.g., tree cover, tidal exposure, annual flooding, prey, food resources);  

13. The project implementation affects the stepping-stone role of the site in the Natura 2000 
network, although the species for which protection the site was designated will not be 
significantly affected; 

14. The project implementation disrupts the factors that help maintain the favourable conditions of 
the site or that are needed to restore these to a favourable condition within the site;  

15. The project implementation interferes with the balance, distribution and density of species that 
are the indicators of the favourable conditions of the site.  

The identification of potential significant impacts does not mean that the project cannot be approved. It 
means that it cannot be approved in its initial form. According to the EC Guidance on Article 6 of the 
Habitats Directive, “depending on the degree of impact identified, it may be possible to apply mitigation 
measures to avoid these impacts or reduce them to a level where they will no longer adversely affect 
the integrity of the site”. Therefore, the identification of likely significant impacts leads to the necessity 
of identifying and implementing the most appropriate measures of preventing, avoiding and reducing 
the impacts (mitigation measures). If after considering these measures, the significance of the residual 
impact remains significant, it needs to be decided if the provisions of Article 6(4) can be applied to the 
project.  
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4.2.7 Mitigation measures 

4.2.7.1 Preventive action principle 

The Preventive action principle has a long historical background. The principle was introduced as 
Principle 21 of the Stockholm declaration from 1972 and it was adopted by principle 2 of the Rio 
Declaration on Environment and Development. Prevention has since then been introduced in a number 
of international Conventions and also in EU law; sometimes the application of the principle is restricted 
to cases where significant damage may occur24. Article 192 of the TFEU mentions the principles without 
defining though its modalities of application. Numerous secondary legislation is based on this principle, 
as the EIA Directive, WFD Directive, Industrial Emissions Directive, Seveso Directive, etc. This principle 
allows action to be taken to protect the environment at an early stage. It is not only a question of repairing 
damages after they have occurred, but to prevent those damages occurring at all25. The preventive 
approach tries to anticipate possible (probable) negative effects and uses instruments to avoid that 
damage will occur. There can be differentiated measures to prevent pollution/harm and to reduce/ 
minimize the consequences if damage has nevertheless occurred. 

 

4.2.7.2 Mitigation hierarchy 

The mitigation hierarchy is the sequence of actions to anticipate and avoid, and where avoidance is 
not possible, minimize, and, when impacts occur, restore, and where significant residual impacts 
remain, offset for biodiversity-related risks and impacts on affected communities and the environment. 
The mitigation hierarchy is therefore a framework for managing risks and potential impacts related to 
biodiversity. It is used when planning and implementing development projects, to provide a logical and 
effective approach to protecting and conserving biodiversity and maintaining important ecosystem 
services. It is also a tool to aid in the sustainable management of living, natural resources, which 
provides a mechanism for making explicit decisions that balance conservation needs with development 
priorities.26 

 

Further Guidance: Extract A cross-sector guide for implementing the Mitigation Hierarchy 
(csbi.org.uk), 2015. A cross-sector guide for implementing the mitigation hierarchy 

Preventive measures  

Avoidance, the first component of the mitigation hierarchy, is defined by the CSBI as ‘Measures 
taken to anticipate and prevent adverse impacts on biodiversity before actions or decisions are taken 
that could lead to such impacts.’ 

Avoidance is often the most effective way of reducing potential negative impacts. Its proper 
implementation requires biodiversity and ecosystem services to be considered in the pre-planning 

 

 

24 Law and Governance Policy - Library (europa.eu) 
25 prevention principle — European Environment Agency (europa.eu).  
26 CSBI (2015). A cross-sector guide for implementing the mitigation hierarchy. Prepared by the Biodiversity 
Consultancy on behalf of IPIECA, ICMM and the Equator Principles Association: Cambridge UK. Available at: 
http://www.csbi.org.uk/our-work/mitigation-hierarchy-guide/ 

http://www.csbi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/CSBI-Mitigation-Hierarchy-Guide.pdf
http://www.csbi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/CSBI-Mitigation-Hierarchy-Guide.pdf
https://circabc.europa.eu/ui/group/3b48eff1-b955-423f-9086-0d85ad1c5879/library/7107f5a2-742b-4683-beb7-72dcabff9966
https://www.eea.europa.eu/help/glossary/eea-glossary/prevention-principle#:%7E:text=This%20principle%20allows%20action%20to,reaching%20as%20the%20precautionary%20principle
http://www.csbi.org.uk/our-work/mitigation-hierarchy-guide/
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stages of a project. When avoidance is considered too late, after key project planning decisions have 
been taken, cost-effective options can easily be missed.  

Minimization, the second component of the mitigation hierarchy, is defined by the CSBI as ‘Measures 
taken to reduce the duration, intensity, significance and/or extent of impacts (including direct, indirect 
and cumulative impacts, as appropriate) that cannot be completely avoided, as far as is practically 
feasible’. Well-planned minimization can be effective in reducing impacts to below significance 
thresholds. 

 
 

Restoration measures and offsets 
Restoration is used to repair BES features of concern that have been degraded by project activity. It 
involves measures taken to repair degradation or damage to specific BES features of concern - which 
might include species, ecosystems/habitats or priority ecosystem services - following project impacts 
that cannot be completely avoided and/or minimized. In the context of the mitigation hierarchy, 
restoration should focus on the BES features identified as targets for mitigation. Restoration is usually 
carried out on-site and to repair impacts caused (directly or indirectly) by the project. Implementation 
of offsets (see below) may also involve restoration activities carried out off-site to repair impacts not 
caused by the project. These different kinds of restoration activities should not be confused.  

Offsetting forms the final component of the mitigation hierarchy. Offsets are defined by the CSBI as 
‘Measurable conservation outcomes, resulting from actions applied to areas not impacted by the 
project, that compensate for significant, adverse project impacts that cannot be avoided, minimized 
and/or rehabilitated/restored’. Offsets should have a specific and preferably quantitative goal that 
relates directly to residual project impacts. Often (but not necessarily) this is to achieve no net loss or 
a net gain of biodiversity. Offsetting is a measure of last resort after all other components of the 
mitigation hierarchy have been applied.  

Offsets can be complex, expensive and uncertain in outcome. The need for offsets should therefore 
be reduced as far as possible through considered attention to earlier components in the mitigation 
hierarchy. 

In the example shown in Figure 2, a project’s potential impact (a) is reduced by taking measures to 
avoid, minimize and restore impacts (b) but a significant residual impact remains; this can be 
remediated via an offset (c), which in this case leads to a net gain in biodiversity. 
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CSBI (2015). A cross-sector guide for implementing the mitigation hierarchy. Prepared by the 
Biodiversity Consultancy on behalf of IPIECA, ICMM and the Equator Principles Association: 
Cambridge UK.  

 

Further Guidance: COMMISSION STAFF WORKING DOCUMENT SWD(2019) 305 final “EU 
guidance on integrating ecosystems and their services into decision-making”: 
SWD_2019_305_F1_STAFF_WORKING_PAPER_EN_V2_P1_1042629.PDF (europa.eu) 
Action 7 of the EU biodiversity strategy aims to ensure no net loss of biodiversity and ecosystem 
services27. This can be achieved by adhering to a mitigation hierarchy to address potential adverse 
impacts on ecosystems and their services, in the following order of priority.  

• Avoidance: measures to identify and completely avoid detrimental impacts from the outset, 
such as careful spatial placement of infrastructure.  

• Minimisation: measures to reduce the duration, intensity and/or extent of detrimental 
impacts (including direct, indirect and cumulative impacts) that cannot be completely avoided.  

• Rehabilitation/restoration: measures to rehabilitate degraded ecosystems or restore 
cleared ecosystems following impacts that could not be completely avoided and/or 
minimised.  

• Offsetting: measures to compensate for residual, significant, adverse impacts that could not 
be avoided, minimised or restored. Measures to over-compensate for losses can also lead to 
net societal gains by their contribution to well-being and prosperity.  

Actions within the mitigation hierarchy should be selected with careful thought, and in a transparent 
manner to permit scrutiny by environmental authorities and stakeholders. 

 

 

27 Note that any potential negative impacts on protected habitats and species in Natura 2000 sites are subject to 
the rules laid out in Article 6(3) and Article 6(4) of the Habitats Directive. 

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/ecosystems/pdf/SWD_2019_305_F1_STAFF_WORKING_PAPER_EN_V2_P1_1042629.PDF
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European Commission (2019). COMMISSION STAFF WORKING DOCUMENT SWD(2019) 305 final 
“EU guidance on integrating ecosystems and their services into decision-making”: pdf (europa.eu).  

 

The Habitats Directive does not include clear requirements regarding the measures to be applied to 
avoid or reduce the impacts. Additional clarifications and requirements are included in the Commission’s 
Notices related to the implementation of Article 6 of the Directive. The most important aspects are 
included in the following box. 

 

Further Guidance 

Commission Notice C(2018) 7621 Managing Natura 2000 sites – The provisions of Article 6 of 
the ‘Habitats’ Directive 92/43/EEC 

If adverse impacts on the site’s integrity have been identified during the appropriate assessment or 
cannot be ruled out, the plan or project in question cannot be approved. However, depending on the 
degree of impact identified, it may be possible to introduce certain mitigation measures that will avoid 
these impacts or reduce them to a level where they will no longer adversely affect the integrity of the 
site.  

Mitigation measures must be directly linked to the likely impacts that have been identified in the 
appropriate assessment and can only be defined once these impacts have been fully assessed and 
described in the appropriate assessment. Thus, mitigation measures can only be considered at this 
stage and not at the screening stage. 

Mitigation measures, which aim to avoid or reduce impacts or prevent them from happening in 
the first place, must not be confused with compensatory measures, which are intended to 
compensate for any damage that may be caused by the project. Compensatory measures can only be 
considered under Article 6(4) if the plan or project has been accepted as necessary for imperative 
reasons of overriding public interest and where no alternatives exist. 

For the competent authority to be able to decide if the mitigation measures are sufficient to remove any 
potential adverse effects of the plan or project on the site (and do not inadvertently cause other adverse 
effects on the species and habitat types in question), each mitigation measure must be described in 
detail, with an explanation based on scientific evidence of how it will eliminate or reduce the adverse 
impacts which have been identified. Information should also be provided of how, when and by whom 
they will be implemented, and what arrangements will be put in place to monitor their effectiveness and 
take corrective measures if necessary. 

Mitigation measures may be proposed by the plan or project proponent and/or required by the 
competent national authorities in order to avoid the potential impacts identified in the appropriate 
assessment or reduce them to a level where they will no longer adversely affect the site’s integrity.  

The identification of mitigation measures, like the impact assessment itself, must be based on a sound 
understanding of the species and habitats concerned and must be described in detail. Well designed 
and implemented mitigation measures will limit the extent of any necessary compensatory measures, 
if applicable in the context of Article 6(4), by reducing the residual impacts which require compensation. 

Commission notice C(2021)6913 Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 
sites - Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC 

https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-11395-2019-ADD-1/en/pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
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In practice, the need for mitigation measures is often acknowledged at an early stage in the design or 
inception stages of a plan/project (for example at a 'pre-application' discussion between the 
developer/applicant and the nature conservation advisers) and included as part of the application for 
authorisation. Although mitigation measures cannot be taken into consideration when screening the 
plan or project, the fact that they have been identified as necessary can greatly assist the efficient, 
effective and timely execution of the appropriate assessment stage, and hence the decision on whether 
the plan/project can be authorised under Article 6(3).  

The hierarchy of mitigation measures suggests first avoidance (i.e., preventing significant impacts from 
happening in the first place) and then reduction of impact (i.e., reducing the magnitude and/or likelihood 
of an impact). 

Each mitigation measure must be described in detail, specifying how it will eliminate or reduce the 
adverse impacts identified, and how, when and by whom it will be implemented. 

The effectiveness of mitigation measures needs to be demonstrated, e.g., with reference to 
successful implementation in other similar developments, and monitored, and by putting in place a 
system to monitor results and take corrective measures where failures are detected. 

 

Therefore, in order to propose the measures, it is necessary to follow the hierarchy of the measures, 
whereby the prevention measures are prioritized. If this is not possible, it is necessary to prioritize the 
measures to avoid the impacts, the reduction measures being necessary to be proposed only in the 
situation where prevention or avoidance measures are not possible. Compensatory measures are a last 
resort that can be applied strictly under the conditions set by the Habitats Directive and EC guidelines. 

Table 7 Types of measures that can be proposed within the AA report 

Type of measure Explanation for the type of measure 

Prevention The impact will not occur. 

Avoidance The impact will occur, but it will not be a significant one. 

Reduction A significant impact becomes an insignificant residual impact. 

Compensatory The significant impact will occur but it is offset by the extent of the losses. 
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Figure 11 The mitigation hierarchy  

The proposal of the mitigation measures (prevention, avoidance and reduction measures) must include 
the following preliminary steps: 

• Location of the areas where the identified impacts are generated; 

• Identification of all the spatial data necessary for the correct location of the proposed 
measures. 

The development of the mitigation measures must be carried out mainly for the significant impacts 
identified in the assessment of the impacts’ significance. Setting-up mitigation measures for insignificant 
impacts may also be necessary depending on the specific case. 

 

4.2.7.3 SMARTEE approach 

The mitigation measures must be elaborated using a SMARTEE approach. Therefore, the measures 
must be: Specific, Measurable, Applicable/Achievable, Relevant, Time-bound, Efficient and Effective. 

 

Key elements for mitigation measures 

The proposed mitigation measures must explain very clearly: 

• What must be done by the one who implements the measure? 

• Who is implementing the measure? 

• How the measure is to be implemented? 

• Where the measure is to be implemented? 

• When the measure is to be implemented? 

• What is the purpose of the proposed measure (which form of impact is it addressed to)? 

• What are the expected results from implementing the measure? 

• What is the technical-scientific feasibility and degree of effectiveness expected from the 
measure?  
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The following table presents an example of a checklist for verifying if the proposed mitigation measures 
follow the SMARTEE approach. 

Table 8 Example of checklist for SMARTEE mitigation measures 

Mitigation measure attribute Key question Yes/No 

Specific 

Does the measure addresses to a certain habitat/ a certain 
species? 

 

Does the measure addresses to a certain parameter from 
the SSCOs? 

 

Does the measure addresses to a significant impact 
identified for the project? 

 

Is the measure clearly located or is it clearly explained 
where the measure must be implemented? 

 

Can the measure be also useful to other habitats/species?  
 

Measurable 

Are there defined the constructive elements of the measure 
(e.g., length, width, height)? 

 

Can the contribution to impact reduction be quantified?  

The measurement unit is defined in accordance to the 
measurement unit of the affected SSCOs parameter? 

 

Does the quantification method allow the establishment of 
an indicator that can be monitored during the application of 
the measure? 

 

 

Applicable/Achievable 

Is there evidence regarding the practical possibility of 
achieving/implementing the measure? 

 

Is there evidence of the application and functioning of the 
measure in the past? 

 

Can the measure be implemented without disproportionate 
costs? 

 

Are there the sufficient means and resources foreseen to 
implement the mitigation measures? Are these included in 
the project form the technical and financial point of view? 

 

 

Relevant 
Is this the best measure applicable for the identified 
impact? 

 

Can the measure lead to a non-significant residual impact?  
 

Time-bound 

Is it clearly mentioned the stage of the project in which the 
measure is implemented/ carried out? 

 

Is it clearly mentioned the stage of the project in which the 
expected results are achieved? Is there a certain time-
frame in which the expected results are achieved? 

 

If the measure needs to be implemented in a specific period 
for the habitats or the species (e.g., nesting period for a 
certain bird species), is this period clearly presented (e.g., 
from 15th of May to the end of August)? 
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Mitigation measure attribute Key question Yes/No 
 

Efficient Is there an indication of limiting factors and rates of success 
or failure of the proposed measures?  

 

 

Effective 
Is there a comprehensive plan on how to implement and 
sustain the mitigation measures (including monitoring, 
evaluation and adaptation, where needed)? 

 

 

Example of a SMARTEE mitigation measure (hypothetical example) 

On a river it is proposed a sill (or weir) with a height of more than 1 m, located at a distance of 5 km 
downstream from a Natura 2000 site. The site was designated for several fish species, including 
benthic species (e.g., Cottus gobio). The “degree of longitudinal fragmentation” is a parameter of the 
SSCOs set for all fish species. The measurement unit is “the number of fragmentation elements (both 
inside the limits of the Natura 2000 site and upstream and downstream from the limits of the site, on a 
distance of minimum 30 km)” and the target is “0”. The proposed sill will lead to the interruption of the 
longitudinal connectivity and therefore a significant impact was assessed on the SSCOs parameter 
“degree of longitudinal fragmentation” for all fish species. The project includes a “fish ladder”, but 
without providing technical characteristics.  

The mitigation measure that can be proposed, in a SMARTEE manner, is: “The “fish ladder” will be 
replaced with a “fish by-pass”, which ensures a better passage for the fish species protected in the 
Natura 2000 site. The solution that will be adopted in the case of the passage for ichthyofauna proposed 
for the sill on river X must ensure both upstream-downstream and downstream-upstream movement 
for all fish species. The fish by-pass will be adapted to the requirements of benthic fish species and will 
not include “steps” that will exceed 18 cm28. Also, the whole set of parameters of the passage for 
ichthyofauna (water speed, water depth, slope, substrate) will be adapted to the requirements of the 
species for which protection the site was designated. Based on the species requirements and the 
evidences provided in article Y and Z and in project T, the water speed on the by-pass will not exceed 
0.5 m/s, the water depth will not be less than 0.3 m, the slope will not exceed 3% and the substrate will 
be hard (gravel/cobble/pebble). The fish by-pass will be built and will be operational before the 
construction of the sill”. 

 

 

28 According to Utzinger et al (1998), the species Cottus gobio cannot pass over obstacles higher than 18-20 cm. 



 

76 

 

 

Public 

 
Example of a fish by-pass 

 

4.2.8 Assessment of the residual impacts’ significance 

The residual impact assessment has the role of identifying whether the proposed measures are really 
effective in preventing, avoiding or reducing the impacts. The assessment of the residual impact must 
be carried out in a similar way to that used in the assessment of the impacts without the implementation 
of the measures, using the same methodology, in view of the SSCOs. 

For the assessment of the residual impacts’ significance, taking into account the changes that the 
measures bring to the quantitative and qualitative considerations from the initial assessment of the 
significance, the same categories will be used: significant and non-significant. 

In order to assess the residual impact, it is necessary to carry out: 

a. Quantification of residual impact forms, in the same way as the initial quantification, but taking into 
account the proposed measures. This may mean re-running of air quality or noise level modelling, 
recalculating collision rates, etc.; 

b. Assessment of the significance of the residual impacts, taking into account the changes that the 
measures bring to the quantitative and qualitative considerations taken into account in the initial 
assessment of the impact significance. 

It needs also to be reminded that any additional impact that might be generated by a proposed mitigation 
measure on a qualifying element of the Natura 2000 site has to be also analysed. This is needed in 
order to ensure that the mitigation measures proposed for a certain habitat and species, especially when 
they are including constructive elements, will not adversely impact other habitats or species of 
Community interest for which protection the Natura 2000 site was designated. 
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4.2.9 Monitoring programme 

The monitoring programme proposed in the AA report must be correlated with the proposed mitigation 
measures (each monitoring indicator addresses one or more of the prevention, avoidance and reduction 
measures). Monitoring of the mitigation measures is essential to verify their successful and timely 
implementation and to identify any unexpected impacts that requires adaptation of the measures. It is 
mandatory to include in the monitoring programme the measures proposed to avoid significant impacts 
and/or to reduce the significant impacts to non-significant residual impacts. For the mitigation measures 
proposed for non-significant impacts, a case-by-case analysis on the necessity to include some of them 
in the monitoring programmes needs to be performed. Ultimately, it is on the competent authority to 
decide on the scope of the required monitoring, including for the prevention and mitigation measures 
targeting insignificant impacts. 

Monitoring of the impacts that the execution, operation and decommissioning of water-related projects 
will have on the components of Community interest has the role to confirm or invalidate the 
quantifications of the residual impacts made in the AA report before the implementation of the project, 
to quantify the effectiveness of prevention, avoidance and reduction measures and to identify, as the 
case may be, the necessity to adapt the measures or implement them in new locations. 

According to the Commission notice C(2021) 6913, “the effectiveness of mitigation measures must be 
demonstrated before the P/P is approved. In addition, when the effectiveness of mitigation depends on 
the presence of stable natural conditions or natural processes that could change (e.g., due to floods, 
droughts, storms, or other events), monitoring should also be used to verify the expected results and 
detect any possible changes warrantying the adaptation or reprogramming of the measures. The results 
of monitoring should be shared with the competent authorities to help formulate suitable response 
options, if needed e.g., to address any apparent failure in the mitigation measure or to respond to 
unexpected impacts or to effects for which only a risk was identified”. 

The monitoring programme needs to include at least: 

• The components of Community interest (habitats and/or species) to which it addresses; 

• Monitoring indicators and their measurement units;  

• Monitoring locations/points;  

• Duration of monitoring; 

• Monitoring frequency.  

The monitoring programme must include clear, quantifiable and relevant indicators for the mitigation 
measures (prevention, avoidance and reduction measures) proposed in the AA report. All the data and 
information collected during the implementation of the monitoring programme needs to be expressed 
quantitatively, with a clear specification of the measurement units, the size of the investigated surfaces, 
the applied methods and the time periods (including hourly intervals) in which the field activities were 
performed. The information needs to be presented both in the form of raw data (e.g., tabular) and in 
graphic form (representation on maps of all collected data). Each set of data must be accompanied by 
the interpretation of the results, as well as by qualitative and quantitative assessments regarding the 
trends recorded and the perspectives of changes of the monitored indicators. Also, the monitoring 
reports need to include quantitative and qualitative assessments regarding the effectiveness of the 
implemented mitigation measures. 

The monitoring programme must include monitoring indicators for: 
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• Verification of areas of habitats loss, for all situations in which this form of impact occurs; 

• Quantification of all areas of altered habitats, with the identification of the causes and the level 
of effects that generate the alteration;  

• In case of disturbance of species activity, the effectiveness of the implemented measures (the 
level of effects after the implementation of the measures) and the presence and extension of 
the disturbances generated by the project (displacement of individuals, change in the 
distribution pattern) are both monitored; 

• In the case of reduction of population size, accidental victims are monitored in all stages of 
project implementation, as well as the effectiveness of the implemented measures; 

• In case of fragmentation of habitats, the degree of use by the target species (as the case may 
be, species of Community interest and/or their prey species) of the implemented measures is 
monitored. 

 

4.3 Procedure under Article 6(4) – Alternative solutions and Compensatory 
measures for water-related projects 

4.3.1 Alternative solutions 

According to Article 6(4) of the Habitats Directive, “if, in spite of a negative assessment of the 
implications for the site and in the absence of alternative solutions, a plan or project must nevertheless 
be carried out for imperative reasons of overriding public interest, including those of a social or economic 
nature, the Member State shall take all compensatory measures necessary to ensure that the overall 
coherence of Natura 2000 is protected”.  

If the appropriate assessment for a project could not conclude that it will not affect the integrity of the 
sites concerned, the project may only be approved by the competent authorities if a derogation is sought 
in accordance with the provisions of Article 6(4). The first step is to examine whether there are feasible 
alternative solutions to reach the project aims and then to assess these alternatives to the same level 
of detail as the initial proposal. Therefore, the assessment of the alternative solutions will also be carried 
out against the species and habitats for which the site has been designated and the established SSCOs, 
using the same steps and the same methodology for assessing the significance of the impacts as in the 
case of the initial proposal. 

It is on the competent national authorities to ensure that all feasible alternative solutions that meet the 
project aims have been explored to the same level of detail. 

The assessment of the alternative solutions needs to demonstrate that the alternative proposed for 
approval is the least damaging for habitats and species and for the integrity of the Natura 2000 site, and 
that no other feasible alternative exists that would not adversely affect the integrity of the site. The 
assessment of the alternative solutions needs to include the “do nothing” alternative (the “0” alternative), 
which provides the baseline for comparison of alternatives. 

As exemplified in the Guidance on Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites - 
Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC, for floods 
protection projects nature-based solutions (as opposed to traditional ‘grey infrastructure’) can often be 
equally viable and less detrimental to Natura 2000 sites. For example, restoring a more natural river 
bed with adjacent wetlands can ensure similar or better flood protection than artificial dykes and/or 
reservoirs, while at the same time exerting significantly less impact on protected habitats and species 
or even improving their condition. Hence, such alternatives should be given due consideration during 
the analysis of available options. 



 

79 

 

 

Public 

In the choice of alternative solutions, other criteria such as social considerations and the economic cost 
of the alternatives analysed may be considered. Nevertheless, as emphasized in the EC Guidance on 
Article 6 of the Habitats Directive, “the economic cost of the steps that may be considered in the review 
of alternatives cannot be the sole determining factor in the choice of alternative solutions. In other words, 
a project developer cannot claim that alternatives have not been examined because they would cost 
too much”. 

Once the assessment of alternative solutions is complete, a record should be made of all the alternatives 
that have been considered, the results of their assessment and the agencies and other bodies that were 
consulted. If it can be reasonably and objectively concluded that there are no other feasible alternatives, 
it will be necessary to proceed to the next step in the Article 6(4) procedure. 

If there are no other feasible alternatives or alternatives less damaging, their absence must be 
demonstrated, before proceeding with the examination of whether the project is necessary for 
imperative reasons of public interest.  

 

Further Guidance:  

Commission notice C(2021)6913 Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites - 
Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC 

Commission Notice C(2018) 7621 final, Managing Natura 2000 sites – The provisions of Article 6 of 
the ‘Habitats’ Directive 92/43/EEC 

Assessment of plans and projects significantly affecting Natura 2000 sites - Methodological guidance 
on the provisions of Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC, European Commission, 
2002 

 

4.3.2 Imperative reasons of overriding public interest (IROPI) 

The concept of ‘imperative reason of overriding public interest’ (IROPI) is not defined in the Directive. 
However, Article 6(4) mentions human health, public safety and beneficial consequences of primary 
importance for the environment as examples of such imperative reasons of overriding public interest. 

As regards the ‘other imperative reasons of overriding public interest’ of social or economic nature, it is 
clear from the wording that only public interests, irrespective of whether they are promoted either by 
public or private bodies, can be balanced against the conservation aims of the Habitats Directive. Thus, 
projects developed by private bodies can only be considered where such public interests are served 
and demonstrated (EC Guidance on Article 6 of the Habitats Directive). 

 

Further Guidance 

Commission Notice C(2018) 7621 Managing Natura 2000 sites – The provisions of Article 6 of the 
‘Habitats’ Directive 92/43/EEC 

Having regard to the structure of the provision, in the specific cases the competent national authorities 
have to make their approval of the plans and projects in question subject to the condition that the balance 
of interests between the conservation objectives of the site affected by those initiatives and the above-

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/natura_2000_assess_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/natura_2000_assess_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf
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mentioned imperative reasons weighs in favour of the latter. This should be determined according to the 
following considerations: 

a) There must be an imperative reason for implementing the plan or project; 

b) The public interest must be overriding: it is therefore clear that not every kind of public interest 
of a social or economic nature is sufficient, in particular when seen against the particular weight 
of the interests protected by the Directive (see for instance recital 4, which refers to 
‘Community’s natural heritage’); 

c) In this context, it seems also reasonable to assume that the public interest can only be 
overriding if it is a long-term interest; short term economic interests or other interests yielding 
only short-term benefits for the society would not appear to be sufficient to outweigh the long-
term conservation interests protected by the Directive. 

It is reasonable to consider that the ‘imperative reasons of overriding public interest, including those of 
social and economic nature’ refer to situations where plans or projects envisaged prove to be 
indispensable: 

• within the framework of actions or policies aiming to protect fundamental values for the citizens’ 
life (health, safety, the environment); 

• within the framework of fundamental policies for the State and the society; 

• within the framework of carrying out activities of an economic or social nature, fulfilling specific 
obligations of public service. 

It is for the competent authorities to weigh up the imperative reasons of overriding public interest of the 
plan or project against the objective of conserving natural habitats and wild fauna and flora. They can 
only approve the plan or project if the imperative reasons for the plan or project outweigh its impact on 
the conservation objectives. 

Commission notice C(2021)6913 Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 
sites - Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC 
When determining IROPI, a competent authority must consider all of the elements, i.e., whether it is:  

• imperative: the plan or project serves an essential public interest, rather than private interests;  

• overriding: the interest served by the plan or project outweighs the harm (or risk of harm) to 
the integrity of the site as identified in the appropriate assessment;  

• of public interest: for instance, it is a fundamental part of public policies for the State and 
society.  

Public interests can occur at national, regional or local level, but, whatever the level, the other elements 
of the test must also be met. In practice, plans and projects which are consistent with national or regional 
strategic plans or policies (e.g., identified within a national infrastructure plan) are more likely to be of 
public interest. However, consideration would still need to be given to whether, in a specific case, that 
interest outweighs the harm that will be done to the affected sites and therefore whether IROPI can be 
demonstrated. Plans or projects that fall outside national strategic plans, including those at a lower 
geographic scale, may also be able to show IROPI.  

IROPI must be assessed on a case-by-case basis in light of: (i) the objective of the particular plan or 
project; and (ii) its particular impact on the Natura 2000 sites affected as identified in the appropriate 
assessment. 

The more important or vulnerable the conservation values of the site affected, the more restrictive the 
scope will be for IROPI to be considered acceptable and for the damage to the site, as determined by 
the appropriate assessment, to be justifiable.  

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en


 

81 

 

 

Public 

Where a priority natural habitat type or a priority species is affected, the only considerations which may 
be raised as IROPI under Article 6(4) of the Habitats Directive are those relating to human health or 
public safety, or to beneficial consequences of primary importance for the environment. If other IROPI 
are evoked, a Commission opinion is required. 

The consideration of IROPI may be inherent to the strategic planning of certain policy areas (e.g., flood 
risk management), which are relevant to human health, public safety or the protection of public goods. 
For activities likely to be justified for IROPI, the need to consider alternatives and compensation can thus 
be taken into account at an early stage in the planning process. 

 

 

4.3.3 Compensatory measures 

Once it has been fully ascertained and documented that there are no alternatives less harmful to the 
site and that IROPI is justified, all compensatory measures to ensure the protection of the overall 
coherence of the Natura 2000 network must be taken. 

It is important not to confuse mitigations measures with compensatory measures. Compensatory 
measures are independent of the project (including any associated mitigation measures). They are 
intended to offset the residual negative effects, which persist after the implementation of the mitigation 
measures, of the plan or project so that the overall ecological coherence of the Natura 2000 network is 
maintained. 

Measures which are not functionally part of the project, such as habitat improvement and restoration 
(even if contributing to a net increase of the habitat area within the affected site) or creation and 
improvement of breeding or resting places for the species, should not be considered as mitigation as 
they do not reduce negative impact of the project as such. This type of measures, if they are outside 
the normal practice required for the conservation of the site, meet rather the criteria for compensatory 
measures. 

It should be noted that compensatory measures under Article 6(4) of the Habitats Directive are not 
included in the definition of the Do No Significant Harm (DNSH) criterion for the objective the protection 
and restoration of biodiversity and ecosystems provided in Appendix D of Delegated Regulation (EU) 
2021/2139 establishing the technical screening criteria for determining the conditions under which an 
economic activity qualifies as contributing substantially to climate change mitigation or climate change 
adaptation and for determining whether that economic activity causes no significant harm to any of the 
other environmental objectives29. In its Draft Notice on the interpretation and implementation of certain 
legal provisions of the EU Taxonomy Climate Delegated Act establishing technical screening criteria for 
economic activities that contribute substantially to climate change mitigation or climate change 
adaptation and do no significant harm to other environmental objective30 with regards to projects 
triggering the application of Article 6(4) of the Habitats Directive the EC is stating clearly that “Such 

 

 

29 Link to Delegated Regulation (EU) 2021/2139: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32021R2139 
30 Link to the Draft Note: DRAFT COMMISSION NOTICE on the interpretation and implementation of 
certain legal provisions of the EU (europa.eu) 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32021R2139
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32021R2139
https://ec.europa.eu/finance/docs/law/221219-draft-commission-notice-eu-taxonomy-climate.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/finance/docs/law/221219-draft-commission-notice-eu-taxonomy-climate.pdf
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projects do not fulfil the criteria for DNSH to biodiversity and are therefore not Taxonomy-
aligned”. 

 

Further Guidance 

Commission notice C(2021)6913 Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 
sites - Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC 

Compensatory measures in the context of Article 6(4) of the Habitats Directive should: (i) be specific to 
the plan or project under consideration; and (ii) go beyond the measures required for the designation, 
protection and management of Natura 2000 sites, as set out in the conservation objectives for the site.  

The following cannot be considered as compensatory measures: (i) the implementation of a 
management plan for the site; (ii) measures for improving the conservation status of a habitat type on 
a site that are already planned irrespective of the plan/project; or (iii) the designation as special area of 
conservation of an area already identified as being of Community importance. Instead, compensatory 
measures should be additional to the conservation measures that need to be established and 
implemented in a Natura 2000 site and additional to other protection provisions required by the Habitats 
and Birds Directives or obligations laid down in EU law. 

The possibility of designing and implementing effective compensation measures will vary in function of 
the different habitats and species concerned and local conditions. 

When there is no guarantee of the effective restoration or reinstatement of damaged habitats and 
species, compliance with Article 6(4) is not ensured. In these situations, however, it may still be 
possible, as a compensatory measure, to designate, protect and manage a new site hosting a suitable 
area of the same habitat(s) affected. 

The main aim of compensatory measures under Article 6(4) is to maintain the overall coherence of the 
Natura 2000 network. Consequently, two aspects that determine the design and implementation of 
compensatory measures must be addressed: proportionality and ecological functionality.  

These two principles set the scope and level of ambition of the measures required to compensate the 
plan or project’s adverse effects. Compensation measures should also aim to outweigh the worst-case 
scenarios of likely adverse effects. 

Time is a crucial dimension in the planning of compensatory measures as they should be in place, 
fully operational and effective before the damage on the site occurs. 

To comply with the obligation to maintain the coherence of the Natura 2000 network, the programme 
of compensatory measures under Article 6(4) must demonstrate their effectiveness and provide 
documentation for this. The design and implementation of the compensatory measures must be 
comprehensive and scientifically sound. 

The delivery of effective compensation should be verified through adequate monitoring. The 
monitoring and evaluation of compensatory measures must also allow for the possibility to factor in 
adverse negative effects on Natura 2000 sites that could not be foreseen in the appropriate 
assessment. Moreover, if the compensatory measures turn out not to be sufficient to outweigh these 
new impacts, they may need to be amended so that the ultimate aim of ensuring the overall coherence 
of the Natura 2000 network remains feasible.  

Monitoring of compensation measures should be closely coordinated with the overall monitoring of 
impacts and mitigation measures. This approach is consistent with the requirement in EU policy to 

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
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coordinate monitoring programmes arising from different pieces of legislation, for an improved 
efficiency in their administration. 

 

Further Guidance:  

Commission notice C(2021)6913 Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites - 
Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC 

Commission Notice C(2018) 7621 final, Brussels Managing Natura 2000 sites – The provisions of 
Article 6 of the ‘Habitats’ Directive 92/43/EEC 

Assessment of plans and projects significantly affecting Natura 2000 sites - Methodological guidance 
on the provisions of Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC, European Commission, 
2002 

 

 

5. LINKS WITH THE WFD AND THE EIA 
As mentioned in the Guidance on Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites - 
Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC, environmental 
assessment is a procedure that ensures that the environmental implications of decisions are taken into 
account before the decisions are made. Several pieces of EU legislation contain provisions on 
environmental assessment procedures. Besides Article 6 of the Habitats Directive, this is in particular 
the case of the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Directive, the Strategic Environmental 
Assessment (SEA) Directive and Article 4(7) of the Water Framework Directive (WFD). The integration 
and coordination of the environmental assessment requirements of these directives can greatly 
contribute to improving the efficiency of environmental permitting procedures. The EIA Directive 
includes provisions on streamlining the assessment procedures related to environmental issues 
required under various EU directives, including the Habitats Directive and the Water Framework 
Directive. It requires specifically that Member States, where appropriate, ensure that coordinated and/or 
joint procedures fulfilling the requirements of that Union legislation are provided (Article 2(3) of the EIA 
Directive). Provisions for coordinated or joint environmental assessment procedures arising 
simultaneously from the SEA Directive and other EU legislation are also set out in Article 11(2) of the 
SEA Directive. They aim to avoid duplication of assessments, without prejudice to the specific 
requirements of each directive.  

Nevertheless, each directive has its own purpose and neither procedure can override the other. Even if 
the appropriate assessment is integrated with the EIA procedure, the information and conclusions 
relevant to the appropriate assessment must be distinguishable and differentiated from those of the EIA.  

  

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/natura_2000_assess_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/natura_2000_assess_en.pdf
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5.1 Links between the EIA and the AA 

It also needs to be bear in mind that the EIA shall identify, describe and assess in an appropriate 
manner, in the light of each individual case, the direct and indirect significant effects of a project on 
biodiversity in general, even if it requires particular attention to species and habitats protected under 
Directive 92/43/EEC and Directive 2009/147/EC. Therefore, the EIA has to assess the impacts of a 
project on all biodiversity components (habitats and species), with or without a protection status, in all 
areas affected by the project (outside and inside natural protected areas, including Natura 2000 sites).  

For the AA procedure, the assessment should be made in view of the Natura 2000 site’s conservation 
objectives (which relate to the species/ habitat types for which the site was designated). The impacts 
should be assessed to determine whether or not they will adversely affect the integrity of the site 
concerned. The EIA needs to assess also the impact of the project on other biodiversity components 
existing in the Natura 2000 sites, which are not qualifying features for the Natura 2000 site (although 
though in some cases they may be of importance for parameters set for the Community interest species 
– e.g., prey species for Community interest species).  

The EIA needs also to assess the impact on animal species of Community interest, protected under the 
Habitats Directive, living outside the limits of Natura 2000 sites. The provisions on the protection of 
species (Articles 12-16 of the Habitats Directive) apply across the entire natural range of species within 
the Member States, both within and beyond Natura 2000 sites. These provisions are complementary to 
those governing Natura 2000 sites, which focus on protecting natural habitats and core areas of habitats 
of protected species listed in Annex II of the Directive. Similar provision can also be found in Article 5-9 
of the Birds Directive. The EIA should also assess the impact of the project on habitats and species 
protected at national and local level, as well as on species and habitats included in different conventions 
(e.g., Bern Convention, Bonn Convention) and Red Lists. In view of ensuring compliance with the 
Revised EIA Directive, the EIA report should present an assessment of all these protected habitats and 
species. 

The EIA and AA needs to be closely related, as the EIA should support the AA with the quantifications 
of the effects (e.g., modelling of noise levels, modelling of air pollutants dispersion, modelling of water 
pollutants dispersion) and helps to better understand the relationships between different environmental 
factors. Streamlining AA and EIA helps to avoid duplication of assessments and contributes to making 
more efficient use of resources needed to carry out the assessments. 

5.2 Links between the WFD and the AA 

The Water Framework Directive aims at achieving ambitious and comprehensive protection of rivers, 
lakes, coastal waters and groundwater bodies in order to ensure good ecological and chemical status 
in aquatic environments, good quantitative and chemical status of groundwater bodies and the 
sustainable use of water resources. The protection is realised by planning (namely through the required 
River Basin Management Plans) and efforts to achieve the set targets for the good status of the water 
bodies and by ensuring that there is no deterioration of the current status of the water bodies and that 
the water bodies are not prevented from achieving the required environmental objectives. The measures 
to achieve the objectives set by the RBMPs are set in the so called Programmes of Measures (PoM). 
The surface and groundwater bodies on which Natura 2000 sites are protected benefit from protection 
under the WFD and the Habitats/Birds Directives. The objectives set in the RBMPs and in the Natura 
2000 site management plans should be coherent. The experience shows that the achievement of the 
objectives under the WFD is essential for the achievement of the conservation objectives of the water-
dependent Natura 2000 sites. 
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As regards the links of the Habitats Directive with the WFD, they are both applicable, at least in part, to 
the same environment – that of aquatic ecosystems and terrestrial ecosystems and wetlands directly 
dependent on them. They also have broadly similar ambitions in that they aim to ensure the non-
deterioration of aquatic ecosystems and to enhance their ecological condition.   

Like the Habitats Directive, the WFD lays down specific provisions for assessing the effects of new 
developments on water bodies. Under Article 4(7) of the WFD, exemptions can be approved by the 
authorities for new modifications and sustainable human development activities that: (i) result in the 
deterioration of the status of the water body; or (ii) prevent the achievement of good ecological status 
or potential, or good groundwater status under certain conditions. Under Article 4(8) of the WFD, 
Member States are required – when applying Article 4(7) of the WFD – to ensure that the application is 
consistent with the implementation of other EU environmental legislation.  

However, each assessment has a different focus: the WFD assessment will assess if the project is likely 
to compromise the primary objectives of the WFD, while the AA will assess whether the project will 
adversely affect the integrity of a Natura 2000 site. If a project is significantly affecting a Community 
interest fish species, which is the qualifying feature of a Natura 2000 site, this does not mean 
automatically that the ecological status of the water body will be affected. Each assessment has its own 
methodology for assessing the impacts, considering the objectives of each Directive and the way the 
status (conservations status under the Nature Directives and ecological status/ chemical status under 
the WFD) is defined and evaluated. It is important to ensure that the competent authorities are ensuring 
that the project meets the requirements for: 

• non-deterioration of the ecological status 

• protection of the integrity of the Natura 2000 sites. 

The experience shows that deterioration of the status of a water body is in principle incompatible with 
the conservation objectives of water-dependent Natura 2000 site. Conversely, in cases when there will 
be no deterioration of the ecological status would lead to the conclusion that the project is not affecting 
negatively the SSCOs of the Natura 2000 site. Both cases should be assessed and confirmed by the 
competent authorities. 

Good practice: 
For the targeted surface water bodies – rivers, lakes and coastal waters – the objective “good status” 
implies that both the chemical status and ecological status of the water body must be good.  

The ecological status is determined by assessments of, in particular, biological quality elements such 
as the scope and nature of flora and fauna in surface water bodies in accordance with standards laid 
down in the Ordinance on the establishment of environmental objectives and in the Order on 
monitoring of surface water, groundwater and protected areas and on nature monitoring of 
international nature protection areas (over- monitoring order). 

However, the ecological condition is also dependent on the physical and chemical conditions in the 
surface area. It follows from the Ordinance on requirements for the discharge of certain pollutants 
into watercourses, lakes, transitional waters, coastal waters and marine waters that there is a 
requirement for national setting of environmental quality standards for environmentally hazardous 
pollutants discharged in significant quantities and for which an environmental quality standard has 
not yet been established. These requirements are also laid down in the Order on the setting of 
environmental targets. This means that compliance with nationally established EQS for certain 
substances may be decisive for the status of the surface water body. 

For the target groundwater bodies, the requirement of good status implies that both the chemical 
status of groundwater and its quantitative status must be good. The chemical status is determined 
by whether the EU-established groundwater quality standards or the Danish established threshold 
values for the content of pollutants in groundwater are exceeded and the use of the presence or its 
importance for targeted surface water bodies or Natura 2000 areas is therefore significantly affected. 
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The quantitative status of the groundwater body shall be determined by assessments of the 
occurrence’s water balance and any negative impact on associated targeted surface water bodies 
and significant groundwater dependent terrestrial ecosystems, see Order on the establishment of 
environmental targets and the monitoring order. 

It should be emphasised that those Environmental Quality Standards (EQS), groundwater quality 
standards and threshold values serve as criteria for determining when the concentration of a pollutant 
in the aquatic environment is above a level that prevents good status in the target bodies of water. 
The levels are set conservatively so that there is a good guarantee that the aquatic environment, 
including organisms in the environment, are not negatively affected. 

[EQS, groundwater quality standards and thresholds are set in line with the WFD, the EQS Directive 
and the Groundwater Directive. These requirements/values act as criteria for when the concentration 
of a pollutant in the aquatic environment does not have a level that prevents good status in the target 
bodies of water. The levels are set conservatively so that there is good assurance that the aquatic 
environment, including organisms in the environment, is not adversely affected.] 

There may be cases where environmental requirements have not yet been established and may not 
be set for specific substances that are intended to be discharged. In those cases, the assessment 
must be based on the indicative ecotoxicological criteria laid down in HELCOM and OSPAR, in 
conjunction with the background load of the specific body of water, including the natural fluctuations 
in the presence of, for example, heavy metals, which are often affected by natural influx from the sea. 

When assessing the impact of discharges on the body of surface water, the calculation shall ensure 
that the relevant quality requirements/thresholds for pollutants in the affected body of water can be 
maintained. The calculations shall include any pre-existing concentrations of the substances in the 
body of water (cumulation). 

In this context, it is important to bear in mind that there may be situations where compliance with 
quality requirements/thresholds is not sufficient to safeguard the integrity of the Natura 2000 site. 
This may, for example, be in relation to specific occurrences of species or, for example, nutrient-
sensitive habitats within Natura 2000 sites, which may be negatively affected by a specific discharge. 
This must be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

The Habitat Guide. Guidelines on the application of Order No 1595 of 6 December 2018 on the 
designation and administration of international nature conservation areas and the protection of certain 
species, Denmark, 2020 

 

 

Further Guidance:  

• Commission notice C(2021)6913, 28.09.2021. Assessment of plans and projects in relation 
to Natura 2000 sites - Methodological guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats 
Directive 92/43/EEC 

• Commission notice C(2021)7301, 12.10.2021. Guidance document on the strict protection of 
animal species of Community interest under the Habitats Directive 

• Commission Notice C(2018) 7621 final, Brussels, 21.11.2018. Managing Natura 2000 sites 
– The provisions of Article 6 of the ‘Habitats’ Directive 92/43/EEC 

• Commission notice 2016/C 273/01. Commission guidance document on streamlining 
environmental assessments conducted under Article 2(3) of the Environmental Impact 
Assessment Directive (Directive 2011/92/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council, 
as amended by Directive 2014/52/EU) 

 

  

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=C(2021)6913&lang=en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/a17dbc76-2b51-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-search
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/a17dbc76-2b51-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-search
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/art6/EN_art_6_guide_jun_2019.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2016.273.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2016:273:FULL
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2016.273.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2016:273:FULL
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2016.273.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2016:273:FULL
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2016.273.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2016:273:FULL
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ANNEX 
Examples of SSCOs in the EU (the countries are presented in 
alphabetical order) 

• Belgium 

Good Practice – Example of SSCO for sites designated under the Habitats and Birds Directives in 
Belgium 
In Belgium, it is the Regions which are mainly responsible for environmental protection, each Region being 
subordinated to the Public Federal Service (https://www.health.belgium.be/fr). If people are particularly 
interested in the state of the environment in a specific region, they can access the regional websites devoted 
to this information: Brussels-Capital (https://environnement.brussels/citoyen/nos-actions/projets-et-
resultats/quels-sont-les-sites-natura-2000-et-les-habitats-dimportance-communautaire-bruxelles), Flanders 
(https://natura2000.vlaanderen.be/publicaties), Wallonia (http://biodiversite.wallonie.be/fr/biotopes-
habitats.html?IDC=833). 

 
Main database for Conservation objectives for Natura 2000 sites in Flanders 

https://www.health.belgium.be/fr
https://environnement.brussels/citoyen/nos-actions/projets-et-resultats/quels-sont-les-sites-natura-2000-et-les-habitats-dimportance-communautaire-bruxelles
https://environnement.brussels/citoyen/nos-actions/projets-et-resultats/quels-sont-les-sites-natura-2000-et-les-habitats-dimportance-communautaire-bruxelles
https://natura2000.vlaanderen.be/publicaties
http://biodiversite.wallonie.be/fr/biotopes-habitats.html?IDC=833
http://biodiversite.wallonie.be/fr/biotopes-habitats.html?IDC=833
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Example of conservation objectives for the habitats in a SAC - BE2200041 Jekervallei en bovenloop van 
de Demervallei (Further information: https://natura2000.vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/6_jekervallei_s-

ihd-besluit_vr.pdf) 

https://natura2000.vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/6_jekervallei_s-ihd-besluit_vr.pdf
https://natura2000.vlaanderen.be/sites/default/files/6_jekervallei_s-ihd-besluit_vr.pdf
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Example of conservation objectives for habitats in region Wallonia, from a Decree of the Walloon 

Government setting the conservation objectives for the Natura 2000 network 

 

English Translation: 
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• Denmark 

 

Good Practice – Example of SSCO for sites designated under the Habitats and Birds Directives in 
Denmark 
The conservation objectives set for the Natura 2000 sites in Denmark are published within the Management 
plans on the EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) web page, which is subordinated to the Ministry of 
Environment in Denmark, together with other available information for each site. 
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Main database for Conservation objectives for Natura 2000 sites 
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Example of available information for a Natura 2000 site 
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Example of conservation objectives for the habitats and species of DK00DX151 Begtrup Vig og 

kystområder ved Helgenæs 

 

Further information: https://mst.dk/natur-vand/natur/natura-2000/natura-2000-planer/natura-2000-
planlaegning-2022-2027/jylland-oest/ 

 

  

https://mst.dk/natur-vand/natur/natura-2000/natura-2000-planer/natura-2000-planlaegning-2022-2027/jylland-oest/
https://mst.dk/natur-vand/natur/natura-2000/natura-2000-planer/natura-2000-planlaegning-2022-2027/jylland-oest/
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• France 

Good Practice – Example of SSCO for sites designated under the Habitats and Birds Directives in 
France 
The Regional Directorate for the Environment, Planning and Housing (DREAL) is a state service. Placed 
under the authority of the regional prefect and the departmental prefects, it implements and coordinates the 
public policies of the Ministries of Ecological and Inclusive Transition and Territorial Cohesion. There is a 
website for each prefecture, which contains information regarding the Natura 2000 sites. 

 
One example of a database on one prefecture website for Conservation objectives for Natura 2000 sites 

 

The management of a Natura 2000 site is based on a Management plan, called Document d'Objectifs, or 
Docob, which also should contain the conservation objectives for SCIs and SPAs. The first step is to draft 
it, in consultation with the site's socio-economic partners. A structure can carry out this Docob development 
mission, thus becoming the operating structure. More information about the implementation of a Docob can 
be found here: https://www.natura2000.fr/documentation/references-bibliographiques/guide-
methodologique-elaboration-documents-objectifs 

There is also a guide with a synthetic presentation of how the conservation objectives should look like: 
http://ct81.espaces-
naturels.fr/sites/default/files/documents/ct81/cahier_technique_81__guideredactionsynthetiquedocob.pdf 

https://www.natura2000.fr/documentation/references-bibliographiques/guide-methodologique-elaboration-documents-objectifs
https://www.natura2000.fr/documentation/references-bibliographiques/guide-methodologique-elaboration-documents-objectifs
http://ct81.espaces-naturels.fr/sites/default/files/documents/ct81/cahier_technique_81__guideredactionsynthetiquedocob.pdf
http://ct81.espaces-naturels.fr/sites/default/files/documents/ct81/cahier_technique_81__guideredactionsynthetiquedocob.pdf
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The Guide for a synthetic writing of the Natura 2000 objectives document elaborated in 2008 

 

Fragment from the guide for a synthetic writing of the Natura 2000 objectives document: 
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English translation: 

Table 7: Natural habitats from Annex I of the Directive 92/43 (this table only concerns sites in the Special 
Zone of Conservation - SAC) 

Natural 
habitats 

of interest 
community 
identified in 
the FSD(1) 

Natura 2000 
European 

code of the 
natural 
habitat 

 

Surface 
covered 

by habitat 
(ha) and 

% relative 
to the area 
of the site 

Structure and 
functionality 

 

State of 
conservation 
at the end of 

inventory 

State of 
conservation 

at 
biogeographic 

scale 

Data origins 
Resource 
structures 

Habitat name 
(one line per 
habitat and by 
conservation 
state) 

Official code 
of habitat 
To note " * " 
for a priority 
habitat 
 

Total 
surface 
or 
"data not 
available” 

Comment to 
write 
or 
 "not applicable" 
or "data not 
available " 

Favourable 
Unfavourable 
inadequate 
Unfavourable 
bad 
Unknown 

Favourable 
Unfavourable 
inadequate 
Unfavourable 
bad 
Unknown 

 

Habitat name 
(one line per 
habitat and by 
conservation 
state) 

Id Id Id Id Id  

(1)Name according to Directive 92/43, Annex I 

 If a habitat has several types of conservation status, write for the same habitat as many lines as 
conservation status by indicating each time the surface of the habitat concerned. 

 

Fragments from the guide for a synthetic writing of the Natura 2000 objectives document: 
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English translation: 

Table 8: species of Community interest in Annex II of the Directive 92/43 (this table only concerns sites in 
SACs) 

Name of 
species 
of interest 
community 
identified 
in the 
FSD(1) 
 

Common 
name 
of the 
species 
 

Natura  
2000 
European 
Code of 
the 
species 
 

Estimate 
of the 
population(2) 

Structure 
and  
Population 
functionality. 
Habitat of 
the species 
 

State of 
conservation 
at the end of 
inventory 

State of 
conservation 
at 
biogeographic 
scale 

Data 
origins 
Resource 
structures 
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Latin name 
of the 
species 

French 
name 
of the 
species 

Official 
code 
of the 
species 
To note " 
* " for a 
priority 
species 

No. of 
individuals 
or 
"data not 
available " 

Comment to 
write 
or "not 
applicable" 
or "data not 
available " 

Favourable 
Unfavourable 
inadequate 
Unfavourable 
bad 
Unknown 

Favourable 
Unfavourable 
inadequate 
Unfavourable 
bad 
Unknown 

 

Latin name 
of the 
species 

Id Id Id Id Id Id  

(1)Name according to Directive 92/43, Annex II 
(2) Specify the unit 

 

Table 9: bird species listed in Annex I of Directive 79/409 (this table only concerns sites in SPAs) 
Species 
name 
of birds of 
interest 
community 
identified in 
the FSD (1) 

Common 
name 
of the 
species 

Natura  2000 
European 
Code of the 
natural 
habitat 
 

Estimate 
of the 
population(2) 

Structure and  
Population 
functionality. 
Habitat of the 
species 
 

State of 
conservation 
at the end of 
inventory 

Data origins 
Resource 
structures 

Latin name of 
the species 

French name 
of the 
species 

Official code 
of the 
species 

No. of 
individuals or 
"data not 
available " 

Comment to 
write 
or "not 
applicable" 
or "data not 
available " 

Favourable 
Unfavourable 
inadequate 
Unfavourable 
bad 
Unknown 

 

Latin name of 
the species 

Id Id Id Id Id  

Latin name of 
the species 

Id Id Id Id Id  

(1) Name according to Directive 79/409, Annex I 
(2) Specify the unit 

Summary of the three tables (7, 8, 9): When it comes to a Docob on a SAC, only Tables 7 and 8 are involved 
in writing a summary. If it is a SPA, only Table 9 needs to be processed. 

 

Tables 7, 8 and 9: Natural habitats and species of Community interest  
Tables 7, 8 and 9 describe in detail the data from scientific studies relating to natural habitats and species 
having justified the designation of the site. They concern the habitats of Annex I and the species in Annex 
II of the “Habitats, Fauna and Flora” Directive and Appendix I species and migratory bird species in the Birds 
Directive. In these tables are names, codes, numbers, information, conservation status and specific 
comments that describe the quality nature of the Natura 2000 site. This part is based on data of the FSD 
which can be detailed if necessary. We add as many lines that there are natural habitats and species of 
Community interest related to the site. We add the state of conservation for each habitat or species at the 
level of the biogeographic region based on the results of the inventory for the reference year (2007). 

Following the 3 tables, a common summary is provided. Whether the data requires it, a summary by table 
is conceivable. 

For table 7 on natural habitats: column “structure and functionality” 
This column is used to specify the ecological functioning more global (or the dysfunction, if any) of the natural 
habitats in question. We will preferentially note all the information related to the viability of natural habitats 
in a wider environment: ecological network of natural habitats, continuities and ecological corridors, 
geographical isolates, habitat discontinuities, fragmentation, etc. We note short comments, one word or a 
few words, without sentences. Important information is included in the summary. 
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For Tables 8 and 9 on species: column “structure and functionality of the population, habitat of the 
species” 
This column is used to specify the biological status of the species, the more global ecological functioning or 
dysfunction (of the populations of the species under consideration). We will note preferably all information 
related to the viability of the populations in a larger environment: ecological network of natural habitats, 
continuities and ecological corridors, geography isolates, discontinuities of habitats, fragmentation of 
populations etc. We can also note the preferred habitats in which the species is present during the different 
phases of its biological cycle. 

 
Example of a DOCOB for the habitats and species of a SCI (FR 2402001 Sologne) 
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Example of conservation objectives for habitat 91D0*-1 in FR 2402001 Sologne 
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• Ireland 

 

Good Practice – Example of SSCO for site designated under the Habitats and Birds Directives in 
Ireland 

The conservation objectives set for the Natura 2000 sites in Ireland are published on the NPWS (National 
Parks & Wildlife Services) web page, together with other available information for each site. 

 
Main database for Conservation objectives for Natura 2000 sites 
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Example of available information for a SAC 
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Example of conservation objectives for an invertebrate species in a SAC 

 

Further information: https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/conservation-management-
planning/conservation-objectives  

 

  

https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/conservation-management-planning/conservation-objectives
https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/conservation-management-planning/conservation-objectives
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• Romania 

 

Good Practice – Example of SSCOs for site designated under the Habitats and Birds Directives in 
Romania 
 
The SSCOs for Natura 2000 sites designated under the Habitats and Birds Directives in Romania include:  

- Code and name of the habitat or species; 

- Short description of the feature of interest, including information on the surface or population size, 
conservation status, specific conservation objective; 

- Parameters; 

- Measurement units; 

- Target value; 

- Additional information. 

The SSCOs in Romania are elaborated by the National Agency for Natural Protected Areas (Romanian 
abbreviations: ANANP), the institution in charge for the management of natural protected areas in 
Romania. 

Excerpt from SSCOs for a forest habitat: 

 
English translation: 
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91E0* - Alluvial forests with Alnus glutinosa and Fraxinus excelsior (Alno-Padion, Alnion incanae, 
Salicion albae) 

The surface of this habitat in the Nature 2000 site ROSCI0050 Crisul Repede upstream of Oradea is about 
254.58 ha and has a favourable conservation status (from the point of view of the occupied surface and 
of the structure and specific functions). The site-specific conservation objective for this habitat is 
maintaining the conservation status defined through the following parameters and target values: 

Parameter Measurement 
unit 

Target 
value Additional information 

Habitat surface ha 254.58 

All types appear on heavy soils, generally rich 
in alluvial deposits, periodically flooded by the 
increase in the level of the river or stream at 
least once a year, but otherwise well drained 
and aerated during the period when the water 
flow is low. 

Characteristic wood 
species 

Percent/1000 
sqm 

At least 
60% A. glutinosa, Salix sp. 

Coverage of 
characteristic species 

Percent/1000 
sqm 

At least 
70% 

According to the results of the LIFE05 
NAT/RO/000176 project 

Characteristic plant 
species 

No. of 
species/1000 

sqm 
At least 3 

Angelica sylvestris, Carex acutiformis, Carex 
pendula, Carex remota, Carex strigosa, Carex 
sylvatica, Cirsium oleraceum, Equisetum 
telmateia, Equisetum spp, Filipendula ulmaria, 
Geranium sylvaticum, Geum rivale, Lycopus 
europaeus, Lysimachia nemorum, Rumex 
sanguineus, Stellaria nemorum, Urtica dioica 

Abundance of 
invasive, ruderal, 
nitrophilous and non-
native species 

Percent/1000 
sqm 

At most 
20% 

According to the results of the LIFE05 
NAT/RO/000176 project 
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