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Executive Summary 
 
Among the biggest current threats to the natural heritage of the Balkan region is a 
wave of planned hydropower stations. Hydropower dams have a significant impact on 
the river ecosystem and the longitudinal continuum for living organisms and 
sediments.  They can also negatively impact wild terrestrial animals including large 
carnivores living in mountain fringes within the Dinaric Arc. This leads to a loss of 
ecological integrity, river degradation, and consequently a decrease in biodiversity. 
The study aims at providing a reliable information base to exclude ecologically 
valuable river stretches from harmful developments. In particular, it wants to support 
the identification of such ñno-go areasò as demanded by European Water Directors 
and serve as a first step towards a ñmasterplanò as in preparation e.g. for Austria and 
Slovenia.  
 
Methodology and range 
This study is the first comprehensive attempt to provide a large-scale overview of 
Balkan rivers assessed by a harmonized methodology according to European 
standards. It analyses and ranks the hydromorphological intactness of rivers with the 
help of remote sensing and integrates the results with data on protected areas and 
major floodplains as well as information on ecology, hydropower dams, and river 
regulation activities. Intactness as analysed with this methodology is a good indicator 
for the ecological integrity and status of river systems. 
 
The geographical area covered by the study has a length of approximately 1,300 km 
and a width of some 250 km and includes all countries of former Yugoslavia, Albania, 
and the trans-boundary catchment areas in the trilateral-region of Bulgaria, Greece 
and Turkey. All rivers with catchments larger than about 500 km² as well as karst 
poljes/floodplain areas larger than about 100 ha/500 ha respectively were included.  
 
The following classification was applied: 
 
 Hydro-

morphological 
assessment class 

Conservation value (assessment as result of overlay of 
hydromorphological assessment + protected areas + 
floodplains) 

Class 1 Near-natural Very high  

Class 2-3 Slightly to moderately 
modified 

High (river stretches crossing important 
floodplains/poljes/estuaries/deltas or overlapping with 
protected areas or both belonging to the ñVery highò 
conservation value stretches) 

Class 4 Extensively modified Low, but important for longitudinal continuum (river 
stretches crossing important 
floodplains/poljes/estuaries/deltas or overlapping with 
protected areas or both belonging to the ñHighò 
conservation value stretches) 

Class 5 
Impoundments 

Severely modified Not assessed 

 
Figure ES 1: Assessment and colour scheme for hydromorphology and conservation value 

 
Hydropower dams larger than 1 MW were collected and categorised as ñexistingò, 
ñunder implementationò and ñplannedò as well as divided into three size classes (1-
10 MW, 10-50 MW and > 50 MW).  

 



Results 

In total 34,468 rkm in 224 sub-catchments were assessed covering an area of 
449.480 km² (larger than the size of Germany with 357.112 km²).  
 

 
 

Figure ES 2: Project area (major rivers and different basins in blue colours). 



Hydromorphological intactness 
Overall, regions and catchments of the Balkans have retained many more largely 
intact river landscapes than western and central European river basins. Up to 30% of 
large rivers are still near-natural some even pristine and of very high conservation 
value, in Albania and Montenegro over 60%, while in Germany only 10%, in 
Switzerland 7% and in Austria 6% of the rivers are in such high state. Almost 50% of 
Balkan rivers are only slightly or moderately altered ï in Germany, for comparison, 
this is the case for only 30%. 
 

 
Figure ES 3: Hydromorphological assessment in rkm and percentage. 
 
 

 
 
Figure ES 4: Country distribution of hydromorphological classes (for GR only the northern 
country part and for TR only the European part of the country, compare ES 2). 



 
 
Figure ES 5: Overview map of hydromorphological assessment. 


