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KEY MESSAGES

The Drina catchment upstream of the Lim River confluence, including its tributaries Tara,
Sutjeska, and Cehotina, represents a unique aquatic core habitat within the Danube
basin. The hydrological and biological connectivity of this system is crucial to ensuring
the long-term viability of sensitive and endangered fish populations, particularly the
Danube salmon (Hucho hucho). Preserving the ecological integrity of this unique
freshwater system is of utmost importance.

Due to its near-pristine hydro-morphology and largely undisturbed connectivity, we
consider the Upper Drina Basin a regional conservation priority and a centrepiece in
promoting the global survival of the Hucho hucho. Any support for further hydropower
development in the Upper Drina River system contradicts the principles of sustainable
water management. Specifically, the Buk Bijela Hydropower Plant (BBHP) project will
have an enormous ecological impact on the upper Drina River ecosystem, including the
long-term sustainability of species such as Hucho hucho.

The proposed BBHP and its 2025 Draft Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
represent an unacceptable threat to this habitat. The EIA is fundamentally flawed and
scientifically insufficient; it trivialises the devastating effects of hydropeaking operations
and incorrectly dismisses the biological requirements of the Hucho hucho. The project
fails to account for the cumulative, transboundary impacts on the UNESCO-protected
Tara River and the broader Drina cascade, including the downstream Foca and Paunci
dams. Any support for hydropower expansion in this basin contradicts the principles of
sustainable water management and relies on an assessment that masks the high
probability of localised species extinction.

We, the undersigned members of the scientific community, therefore, call for an
immediate halt to all hydropower expansion in the Upper Drina and its tributaries. The
construction of additional hydropower plants would cause irreversible damage to the
native fish fauna and would likely drive the last wild populations of Hucho hucho to
extinction. Conservation action must prioritise maintaining the existing ecological
functionality of this pristine system rather than relying on the proven failure of post-
impact restoration.



BACKGROUND AND MOTIVATION

The Upper Drina Basin (UDB), located in the border region between Bosnia and
Herzegovina and Montenegro, encompasses a remarkably complex mosaic of
ecosystems. These relatively undisturbed river stretches continue to support numerous
species and habitats of exceptional conservation value, recognised at national, regional,
and European levels for their contribution to biodiversity (World Bank Group WBIF,
2017).

More specifically, a total of 769 km of Hucho hucho habitat is found in the Drina basin
alone, amounting to 42% of all remaining Balkan habitat for this species and nearly one-
third of the species' global distribution (Freyhof et al., 2015). This is not merely a
regional population; it is the biogeographical anchor for the species' global survival.

Hydropower development in this region requires urgent attention. Along the UDB's first
50 km, including the tributaries Tara, Sutjeska, and Cehotina, over 25 new hydropower
plants are planned, with three already under construction on the Bistrica River and one
operational on the Piva River. The proposed Buk Bijela hydropower plant (BBHP) and
reservoir, along with planned hydropower plants, would fragment the core of this
ecological cornerstone and erase habitat that is demonstrably still functional. For
species such as the Hucho hucho, longitudinal connectivity between the Drina and its
tributaries is essential for accessing critical spawning, feeding, and refuge habitats.

The Upper Drina and Tara rivers form a 200 km-long, near-pristine system—likely the
most intact and least polluted in the entire Danube basin (Weiss et al., 2018). Flowing
through the UNESCO-protected Durmitor National Park, any deterioration must be seen
as an unacceptable threat to Europe's river landscape. Conservation action must
therefore prioritise maintaining the ecological functionality of existing systems rather
than relying on post-impact restoration.
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CRITICAL COMMENTS ON THE 2025 DRAFT
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT FOR
THE BUK BIJELA HYDROPOWER PLANT

The BBHP, with its large dimensions, hydropeaking operation, and extensive additional
off-site engineering measures, represents the worst possible type of hydropower
exploitation imaginable — resulting in severe and pervasive ecological degradation of the
upper Drina catchment area, including likely extirpation of rheophilic species, like Hucho
hucho.

The current draft Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) for the BBHP severely
underestimates the project's ecological footprint. By trivialising or ignoring the
cumulative impacts of the BBHP and the downstream Foca and Paunci HPPs, the
assessment fails to account for the long-term degradation of the upper Drina’s
ecological integrity. This includes critical transboundary effects on the Tara River in
Montenegro and vital tributaries such as the Sutjeska, Bjelava, Bistrica, and Cehotina,
which serve as the last functional strongholds for Hucho hucho.

The 2025 EIA for the BBHP is scientifically insufficient and fundamentally misrepresents
the ecological reality of the Upper Drina. Specifically:

e The EIA strongly argues that the BBHP must operate in a regulatory mode, meaning
constant hydropeaking (turbine flows will vary from 22 m3/s to 450 m3/s) and that
such operation will have no adverse impacts on the Drina River ecosystem. This
statement is wrong and contradicts all published knowledge and understanding of
the impacts of hydropeaking on aquatic systems. The BBHP, as conceived, with a
high dam and hydropeaking operation mode is the single most destructive type of
hydropower plant imaginable, and as such in this fragile canyon ecosystem, will
result in severe and permanent ecological degradation.

e The EIA claims, without evidence, that Hucho living in the Tara Canyon do not need
spawning areas in the upper Drina system. Previous studies, including an extensive
strategic evaluation by the World Bank in 2017, have emphasised the need to
identify the spawning grounds of the Hucho hucho in the upper Drina River; no such
study has been commissioned.

e The EIA provides no plausible plan or description of a viable fish pass facility. To
date, no functional fish passage exists that successfully accommodates Hucho
hucho at a dam of this scale.
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e Furthermore, the claim that a reservoir or hatchery would improve genetic health is
scientifically baseless; reservoirs replace flowing-water habitats with standing-
water environments, which are lethal to the specific ecological niche of the Hucho
hucho. This is wrong. Fifty years or more of conservation genetic study and theory
contradict these statements, and a large hatchery facility producing Hucho fry for the
region and beyond is a nightmare scenario for Hucho conservation (Weiss 2026).

e The EIA states that the BBHP power plant is part of a planned cascade that would
include the Foca and Paunci HPPs downstream of the BBHP. Indeed, it is difficult, if
not impossible, to imagine the construction and operation of the BBHP without these
additional dams to buffer or attempt to manage the severely altered water flows,
erosion, and changes in sediment dynamics that would be caused by the BBHP.
Further, the EIA dismisses the need to evaluate Transboundary Effects and ignores
previous requests to study the fauna of the Tara Canyon (e.g., rheophilic fish species
such as Hucho hucho) and their potential vulnerability to severe changes in the
upper Drina River ecosystem.

e The EIA falsely claims that Hucho hucho is not a “salmonid” fish, and its
“association” with the Salmonidae family gives the false impression that this species
migrates. This claim fundamentally misrepresents the species’ biological
classification and life history: Hucho hucho is a salmonid and requires extensive
longitudinal connectivity (>30 km) to complete its life cycle.

The 2025 BBHP EIA lacks the empirical rigour required for a project of this scale. By
trivialising the biological and hydrological requirements of the Upper Drina ecosystem,
the assessment provides a false sense of security that masks the high probability of
localised species extinction and irreversible habitat loss.




RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE SCIENTIFIC
COMMUNITY

The further expansion of hydropower in the Upper Drina is fundamentally incompatible
with the survival of this globally significant river system. The scientific community clearly
advises against any further development; the ecological cost of additional fragmentation
is too high to mitigate. Should any project proceed despite this warning, it must undergo
a comprehensive Environmental Impact Assessment. Baseline data for the EIA must be
complemented through wide-ranging studies to fill data gaps and strengthen base
assumptions on species occurrence and distribution.

We argue that the following are non-negotiable prerequisites for any EIA concerning this
exceptional fish stronghold:

1.Full seasonal surveys of fish fauna, including all life stages of Hucho hucho and other
endangered fish species.

2.High-resolution mapping of spawning and nursery habitats using drones, eDNA, and
telemetry techniques.

3.Quantitative modelling of hydrological, sedimentological, and thermal alterations
that may be caused by the proposed reservoirs and hydropower operations.

4.Cumulative impact analysis, addressing system-wide effects of multiple existing or
planned hydropower plants.

5.Explicit consideration of genetic population structure, connectivity, and the
evolutionary significance of local adaptations of Hucho hucho.

6.Potential impacts on the population of Hucho hucho and other Habitat Directive
species living in the adjacent UNESCO site and National Parks, Sutjeska in BiH and
Durmitor in Montenegro.

7.Assessment of downstream and transboundary effects.

A protection and management strategy for the Hucho hucho and the aquatic habitats
must be developed with the aim of a sustainable, socio-economically valuable use of the
landscape and its resources.

Efforts should be undertaken to mitigate the current hydro- and thermal peaking loads
generated by the operating HPP on the Piva River, as they put additional pressure on fish
species in the Upper Drina River.
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