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1. Summary  

This study aims to quantify the number of hydropower projects that are planned within 

protected areas on the Balkan Peninsula. A total of 1,640 projected hydropower plants (HPPs) 

have been examined based on a detailed and categorised network of protected areas. 32% of 

the projects are planned in strictly protected areas while another 17% are intended to be 

constructed in other protected areas. Thus, a total of 49% of all projected HPPs are located in 

protected areas, which points to the fact that this practice is the rule rather than an exception. 

This indicates a very high pressure of hydropower on protected sites. 

 

 

2. Introduction  

This study is based on the integraÔÉÖÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ Ȱ"ÁÌËÁÎ 2ÉÖÅÒÓ Assessment ɀ The Blue Heart of 

%ÕÒÏÐÅȱ ÆÒÏÍ ςπρ2 (Schwarz 2012), which included a detailed inventory of existing and 

projected hydropower plants and an initial overview of protected areas required to assess the 

conservation value of Balkan rivers. This new report  explores the precise position of planned 

hydropower plants with in protected areas.   

 

 

3. Data preparation  

The study area comprises the following countries: Slovenia (SI), Croatia (HR), Bosnia & 

Herzegovina (BA), Serbia (RS), Montenegro (ME), Kosovo (KV), Macedonia (MK), Albania (AL), 

Bulgaria (BG), the northern Balkan area of Greece (GR) and the European part of Turkey (TR).  

Initially , the existing data on protected sites was updated systematically and categorised based 

on various data from European sources (EEA 2012, 2015), international organisations (Ramsar 

2015, and UNEP-WCMC (2014) as well as from regional programmes or national surveys (e.g. 

Republic of Serbia 2010). 

After reviewing the contents and structure of several data sets, the different protected areas 

were categorized and divided into five GIS Layers listed below. This approach allows a quick 

and independent analysis despite extensive overlaps and fuzzy boundaries: 

 

1. National Parks based on national and international data 

2. Ramsar Sites, Biosphere Reserves and World Heritage Sites (Nature); in most cases, 

these international categories are protected as nature reserves or national parks under 

national law 

3. Natura 2000 Network for EU countries (SI, HR, BG, GR) 
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4. Strictly protected areas in the non-EU countries; mainly comprised of smaller areas 

(nature reserves) but also of ȰÎature ÐÁÒËÓȱ formerly designated by the Former 

Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY) in BA, RS, ME, KV and MK with strict protection (not to be 

ÃÏÎÆÕÓÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÐÁÒËÓ ÉÎ ×ÅÓÔÅÒÎ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ such 

a strict protection status). Furthermore, EMERALD1 areas in non-EU countries were 

included in this category.  

5. Other protected areas such as landscape protection, natural monuments, official 

enlargement proposals and other officially designated areas with less protection 

 

Secondly, information from the original database for hydropower plants from 2010-2012 was 

updated for several areas: for river stretches with Hucho occurrences (Sava catchment), for 

key areas of the Blue Heart campaign (as in Macedonia and Albania), as well as for Albanian 

national parks in general. After the review of lists and maps provided by ȰBankwatchȢÏÒÇȱ and 

furt her sources in SI, BA and RS, the project database was updated (in Serbia with a particular 

focus on small hydropower plants). Furthermore, the Vijosa/Aoos catchment on Greek 

territory was also included in the update.  

There is a strong increase of projected and constructed small hydropower plants (< 1 MW) 

across the entire Balkan region, while many projects with a capacity of > 1 MW are also still in 

the pipeline or already under construction. Therefore, a high pressure of hydropower 

development on protected areas can be assumed.    

 

The third and final step for the main analysis was to overlay the data of protected areas with 

that of projected hydropower plants in order to identify those projects located within 

protected areas. The results of this analysis are presented in tables and maps on the following 

pages. The focus was set on the first three ɀ and where data was available ɀ on the fourth 

category; for the fifth category not all information was collected.  First, each of the five data 

layers were overlapped with the HPP data separately and in some cases the same HPP may 

thus be counted in two categories e.g. in a national park and Natura 2000 area. For overall 

results, duplicates were eliminated, so that projects that fall in two or more categories are only 

counted in the highest category.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
1 The Emerald network ɀ where available and up to date - will serve as coherent basis for the preparation of 
Natura 2000 network in accession candidate countries. These areas are more or less officially protected; however, 
there are many ongoing alterations since the compliance with the networkȭÓ ÇÕÉÄÅÌÉÎÅÓ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÂÌÉÇÁÔÏÒÙ ÆÏÒ ÎÏÎ-
EU countries. 
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4. Results 
 

 

4.1 Protected areas and hydropower plants  

 

Protected areas  

51 National Parks and 64 Ramsar Sites/Biosphere Reserves/World Heritage Nature Sites can 

be found in the entire study area. Combined with Natura 2000 areas in SI/HR/BG and GR and 

the strictly protected national reserves in non-EU countries, the region features a quite dense 

network of protected areas. However, in BA, RS, ME, KV, MK and AL many areas are weakly 

protected or Emerald sites are still not confined or clearly designated. The map on page 7 

(Figure 1) shows the protected areas as prepared for this study. 

 

Hydropower plants (HPP s) 

Of the 1,970 hydropower plants in the current database, 1,640 are in planning and are subject 

to the analysis (298 already exist and 32 are under construction). The database actually 

contains only hydropower plants with a capacity of >1 MW, but for particular national parks 

and campaign areas (Mavrovo NP in Macedoniaȟ !ÌÂÁÎÉÁÎ .0ȭÓ ÁÎÄ (ÕÃÈÅÎ ÓÔÒÅÔÃÈÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

Sava catchment) smaller hydropower plants were also taken into account. Not included are 

numerous small hydropower stations (SHPPs) in the other countries. The number of SHPPs can 

be estimated at least with another 1,500 projects (according to the analysis of SHPP potential 

under http://www.smallhydroworld.org  and assuming a capacity of 1 MW per SHEPP) for the 

entire area. So far, the map in this study contains comprehensive detailed positions for 

potential SHHPs for Serbia only, but similar lists or even inventories exist for other countries as 

well. The map on page 8 (Figure 2) shows the distribution of hydropower plants. 

 

http://www.smallhydroworld.org/
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Mavrovo NP in Macedonia: 19 hydropower projects are here in the pipeline, one is under construction. The photo 

shows the Mala Reka, a river on which a peaking power plant is projected. © Gabriel Schwaderer 

 

 

 

 
Balkan Lynx: the last successfully reproducing population of this species lives in the Mavrovo National Park ï also threatened by the 

construction of hydropower plants and accompanying symptoms (roads, power lines, disturbances) © BLRP/Scopes 

 



7 

 

 
Figure 1 : Overview of protected areas in the Balkan region. 
























































