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Rivers are the pumping hearts of our landscapes
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Freshwater ecosystems must be protected and 
restored
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Coop MDD 
INTERREG 
project (2017-
2019)
Harmonization of 

Protected Areas 

management, 

development of a 

joint 

Management 

Programme for 

the future 5-

country 

UNESCO 

Biosphere 

Reserve "Mura-

Drava-Danube“, 

and development 

of a living 

cooperation 

between 

Protected Area 

managers.

LIFELINEM
DD 
INTERREG 
project 
(2020-
2022)
Development 

of an 

integrated 

river 

restoration 

strategy and 

implementati

on of three 

pilot 

restoration 

projects .



Free-flowing rivers provide multiple benefits, but 
are threatened
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River barriers are a strong cause of failure in WFD 
targets

5Source: EEA, Tracking barriers and their impacts on 

European river ecosystems, 2021



Migratory freshwater fish populations have 
dramatically collapsed in Europe
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-93% 
since 1970



Learnings from river barrier removal across the 
globe
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Dam removals : 60% less 
expensive than repair and 
maintenance over 30 years. Baker, 

C. et al (2015) Economic & Community Benefits 

from Stream Barrier Removal Projects in 

Massachusetts. 

Free-flowing river sections have 
more recreational value than 
dammed sections. Getzner, M. (2015). 

Importance of Free-Flowing Rivers for 

Recreation: Case Study of the River Mur in 

Styria, Austria. 

Dam removal on 
the Sélune River 
would generate a 
threefold increase 
in suitable habitat 
for salmon 
juveniles. 
https://academic.oup.com/i

cesjms/article/75/6/2172/50

Dike relocation on 
the Elbe river 
reduced the flood 
stage by 0,5m 
upstream and up 
to 10 cm at a town 
20 km upstream.
WWF, Working with Nature 

to reduce Climate risks, 

2019, pps 26-27.

https://www.mass.gov/doc/phase-3-economic-community-benefits-from-stream-barrier-removal-projects-in-massachusetts/download
https://ascelibrary.org/doi/10.1061/(ASCE)WR.1943-5452.0000442
https://academic.oup.com/icesjms/article/75/6/2172/5056129#186876451
https://wwfint.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/nbs_report_single_pages.pdf


Barrier removal is the “green” measure with the 
highest impact on biodiversity and recovery
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The need to foster barrier removal is 
acknowledged at EU level
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EU Biodiversity Strategy

“Greater efforts are needed to restore freshwater ecosystems and 

the natural functions of rivers in order to achieve the objectives of the Water 

Framework Directive. This can be done by removing or adjusting barriers 

that prevent the passage of migrating fish and improving the flow of water 

and sediments. To help make this a reality, at least 25,000 km of rivers 

will be restored into free-flowing rivers by 2030 through the removal 

of primarily obsolete barriers and the restoration of floodplains and 

wetlands.”

European Parliament resolution on the implementation of the water 

legislation

“Welcomes the Commission’s commitment in the context of its Biodiversity 

Strategy for 2030 to restore 25 000 km of free-flowing rivers in the EU 

through the removal of barriers and the restoration of flood-plains;”

“Calls on the Member States and the Commission to take all necessary 

action to minimise pressures on bodies of surface water in order to restore 

natural functions of rivers and protect ecosystems;”



Is the current EU target for barrier removal 
enough?
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25,000 km = only 2% of EU rivers

• 1,2 million barriers in Europe

• 100,000 are obsolete

• By removing 2,5% (2,500), the 25,000 km 

target could be achieved

• National Biodiversity Plan sets the 

objective of restoring 50,000 km of free-

flowing rivers by 2030

• WWF and NGOs recommend raising the 

EU target to 15% of rivers (178,000 km) 

restored to a free flowing state by 2030, 

and making it legally-binding under the 

EU Nature Restoration Law (proposal 

expected by the end of 2021)

See advocacy paper

https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/scoping_paper_free_flowing_river_and_fw_targets_by_lre.pdf
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WWF analysis on barrier removal: scope

Sample: 30,000 barriers analysed 

in large and medium-size rivers in 

Europe

Read the report here

https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_potential_of_barrier_removal_report.pdf


WWF analysis on barrier removal: criteria for 
prioritisation
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WWF analysis on barrier removal: results
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Nearly 50,000 km of rivers have a high and good 

potential to be made free-flowing again, in the sample 

studied alone (requiring the removal of 7360 barriers) 



Fostering barrier removal across the EU : 
challenges for policy makers
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Different approaches across Member States to prioritise 

barriers for removal…

But a necessity to uphold common principles:

• Definitions of free-flowing rivers: include 

longitudinal, but also vertical and lateral 

barriers

• Removal of barriers vs. adaptation of barriers

• Inclusion in River Basin Management Plans

• Collaboration with multiple stakeholders



Thank you for your attention
Contact: Claire Baffert, cbaffert@wwf.eu
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