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Abstract

Wilderness management practices are increasingly seen as a tool to maintain Europe’s unique natural herit-
age including mountain habitats. The countless benefits of non-intervention management are becoming more 
and more apparent in a variety of different habitats across Europe, as well as the amount of work required 
for the proper implementation of this approach. Following the European Parliament resolution on wilderness, 
PAN Parks Foundation argues for the expansion of wilderness management in mountain areas. The sustaina-
ble tourism development process helps to ensure that tourism provides real benefits for the rural communities 
in and around the protected areas and at the same time reduces the pressure caused by tourism on the park.
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Introduction

During the recent Euromontana conference in Lille-
hammer, Norway (September 2010), some participants 
argued for lobbying to get more subsidies to maintain 
traditional land-use practices throughout European 
mountains. The argument was mainly linked to agri-
culture land use, extensive farming. People referred to 
the fact that most mountain grasslands are secondary 
vegetation formations that require a certain level of  
human maintenance for their continued existence.
The countless benefits of  non-intervention manage-
ment, however, are becoming more and more appar-
ent in a variety of  different habitats across Europe, as 
well as the amount of  work required for the proper 
implementation of  this approach. There are also or-
ganizations that have always been dedicated to pro-
moting wilderness management, such as the PAN 
Parks Foundation. 
Considering the potential of  applying this approach, 
the 3rd Global Biodiversity Outlook report mentioned 
the opportunity for “rewilding landscapes from farmland 
abandonment in some regions – particularly in Europe, where 
about 200 000 km2 of  land are expected to be freed up by 
2050. Ecological restoration and reintroduction of  large herbiv-
ores and carnivores will be important in creating self-sustaining 
ecosystems with minimal need for further human intervention.” 
(Secretariat of  the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(2010) Global Biodiversity Outlook 3 Montréal). This 
expectation of  rewilding large proportions of  land has 
great importance for mountain regions. In EU mem-
ber states, mountains account for a greater propor-
tion of  a country’s natural and environmental assets 
than non-mountainous areas. In terms of  wilderness, 
the greatest proportion and area in Europe is found 
in the Nordic mountains. Elsewhere, only Spain has 
more than 10 000 km2 of  mountain wilderness. Of  
the total area designated as Natura 2000 sites, 43 % 
is mountainous, compared to 29 % for the EU as a 
whole. These sites cover 14 % of  the mountain areas 

of  the EU (Europe’s ecological backbone: recognising 
the true value of  our mountains (EEA 2010)).

Biodiversity decline

Despite the ambitious target assumed by the world’s 
governments of  reducing the rate of  biodiversity loss 
by 2010, biodiversity continues to decline (Butchart et 
al. 2010) and scenarios for the future show that the 
window of  opportunity to reverse biodiversity loss is 
closing (Pereira et al. 2010). After failing to meet the 
2010 biodiversity target, the parties to the Conven-
tion on Biological Diversity in Nagoya, Japan, have 
just agreed a new set of  ambitious targets for 2020. 
These targets include increasing protected area cover-
age from 12 % of  the land surface to 17 % or to ensure 
that all areas under forestry become managed sustain-

Specific parts of  Europe’s mountains have been protected to ensure continued provision 
of  ecosystem services. A large proportion of  the remaining European wilderness areas 
can be found in mountain areas like Central Balkan National Park (NP), Bulgaria.  
© Petar Paunchev
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ably. However, the effectiveness of  these targets in 
reversing biodiversity loss will depend on how they 
will be implemented by governments, local decision-
makers and the private sector. Particularly important 
will be how society values the different benefits aris-
ing from biodiversity and how the valuation of  those  
benefits will be integrated into public and private deci-
sion-making (Rands et al. 2010). 
Over the past decade, two major studies on the benefits 
of  biodiversity have been conducted: the Millennium 
Ecosystem Assessment (MA) (Duraiappah et al. 2005), 
and The Economics of  Ecosystems and Biodiversity 
(TEEB) (TEEB 2010). The MA developed a concep-
tual approach for the benefits of  biodiversity based 
on the concept of  ecosystem services. It proposed 
that there are four categories or ecosystem services: 
 - provisioning services are the products that we ob-

tain from ecosystems, such as food and timber; 
 - regulating services are the benefits we obtain from 

the regulation of  ecosystem processes, such as cli-
mate regulation and flood protection;

 - cultural services are non-material benefits that peo-
ple obtain from ecosystems, such as existence val-
ues and recreation value; 

 - supporting services are the ecological functions, 
such as nutrient cycling, that support the delivery 
of  all other ecosystem services. 

The MA found that our economies and policies tend 
to value and prioritize provisioning services to the det-
riment of  regulation, and, to a lesser extent, cultural 
services. The TEEB took the analysis of  the benefits 
of  biodiversity a step further by reviewing the main 
methods of  economic valuation of  ecosystem services 
and by assessing the economic impacts of  biodiversity 
loss at different scales. The TEEB developed a tiered 
approach with three components: recognizing value, 
demonstrating value and capturing value. The TEEB 

results suggest that in many cases, recognizing the 
non-use value of  a habitat or a species is sufficient to 
ensure its conservation, without the need to demon-
strate its use value or to capture such value in econom-
ic incentives (e.g. ecosystem service payments) or price 
signals (e.g. product certification). Such non-use values 
include the existence or the option values associated 
with the maintenance of  certain species or habitats.
Despite the significant progress made by the MA and 
TEEB in developing a biodiversity valuation frame-
work, we still lack a detailed assessment of  the effec-
tiveness of  different biodiversity conservation strate-
gies and how they relate to ecosystem services. There 
is a need to fill that gap across temporal and spatial 
scales by looking at two extremes of  biodiversity man-
agement approaches, passive management versus ac-
tive management, and their linkages to a range of  eco-
system services, including existence values. 
Passive management emphasizes the protection of  
wilderness and its expansion through rewilding of  
abandoned lands, while active management promotes 
the maintenance of  cultural landscapes and associated 
species and habitat diversity through farming, grazing, 
forestry and other activities.
The vulnerability of  each biodiversity strategy to key 
environmental challenges such as food security and 
climate change deserves particular attention. The im-
plications of  each strategy for the production of  each 
ecosystem service need to be examined. Such an ex-
amination should be based on the development of  fu-
ture land-use scenarios which integrate socio-econom-
ic dynamics driving land-use change with biodiversity 
strategies. There are also the reverse links of  the im-
plications of  maximizing a given ecosystem service for 
different biodiversity metrics such as species diversity 
and wilderness. These linkages should also be exam-
ined across spatial scales, from the European scale to 
the local scale.
The worldwide biodiversity decline calls for more 
effective conservation efforts (Butchart et al. 2010; 
Hoffmann et al. 2010). In situ conservation, particu-
larly through protected areas, is arguably the most ef-
fective conservation strategy (Rodrigues et al. 2004). 
However, biodiversity (the sheer variety of  life, includ-
ing all species of  plants, animals, microorganisms and 
the ecosystems and ecological processes which they 
shape; (Gaston 1996)) is a multidimensional concept 
that cannot be quantified using a simple measure. In-
stead, a diversity of  metrics is typically used to meas-
ure different aspects of  biodiversity, including species 
diversity, habitat diversity and ecosystem intactness 
(Gaston 1996; Scholes & Biggs 2005; Butchart et al. 
2010). Whether the best strategy for in situ manage-
ment is a proactive or a reactive approach depends on 
the context, including the nature of  the particular bio-
diversity values that are being conserved.
On a global scale, some of  the regions of  the world 
with the highest species diversity are also regions of  
high human impact (Myers et al. 2000) and these re-

In order to promote the concept of  wilderness and provide best-practice examples, the PAN 
Parks Foundation is creating a network of  the large well-managed protected areas with 
wilderness areas. Protected areas like Peneda-Gerês NP, Portugal, also provide a unique 
experience for visitors. © PGNP Archives



Zol tán Kun  
65

quire urgent conservation action (Brooks et al. 2006), 
typically through a more active type of  management 
because in many cases the important habitats persist 
as small fragments within a matrix of  human occu-
pation (e.g. Madagascar, Philippines). In contrast, ex-
pansive ecosystems which are still largely intact require 
a proactive conservation strategy to ensure that they 
remain as wilderness areas, generally through passive 
management (Brooks et al. 2006). Conservation argu-
ments valuing the former have typically emphasized 
their importance for the conservation of  global spe-
cies diversity by preventing species extinctions (Myers 
et al. 2000; Brooks et al. 2006) while calls for conser-
vation of  the former have focused on their value as 
wilderness areas for the aesthetic and intellectual con-
templation of  nature, for the maintenance of  intact 
species assemblages and ecosystem processes and for 
the provision of  broader ecosystem services such as 
climate regulation (e.g. Kareiva et al. 2003). This di-
chotomy is somewhat artificial: wilderness areas may 
be fundamental for global species conservation (Mit-
termeier et al. 2003) while highly impacted hotspots 
may be important for the provision of  ecosystem 
services (Turner et al. 2007).
Within Europe, conservation strategies are further 
complicated by the spatial extent and temporal dura-
tion of  the human occupation. On the one hand, ar-
eas of  traditional extensive agriculture are considered 
fundamental to the conservation of  many species and 
habitats (e.g. of  steppe birds in southern Portugal; 
Alonso et al. 2003). Changing socio-economic con-
ditions mean that the maintenance of  these habitats 
now typically requires intensive habitat management 
to mimic what was achieved with traditional human 
occupation (Catry et al. 2009). On the other hand, 
true wilderness areas – areas still maintaining relatively 
complex ecological assemblages, including predators 
– are extremely rare (Morrison et al. 2007) and under 
great threat. Increasing urbanization and a reduction 
of  hunting pressure in some regions result in a spa-
tial reorganization of  human occupation, providing an 
opportunity for new wilderness areas to emerge (as 
testified for instance by the natural expansion of  wolf  
populations in the Alps and the Apennines; Fabbri et 
al. 2007). However, land abandonment is often associ-
ated with the emergence of  habitats and species as-
semblages considered of  less conservation interest, at 
least in the short term (Moreira & Russo 2007). 

Wilderness and mountains

The concept of  wilderness occupies one extreme 
end of  the environmental modification spectrum as 
defined by Nash (1967) and adapted subsequently by 
others for mapping human modification of  natural 
ecosystems (see UNEP Globio GEO-3 Project, 2002) 
and the concept of  the wilderness continuum (Carver 
& Fritz 1996). Emphasis on the need to conserve wil-
derness areas has been mounting internationally (e.g. 

WILD9 congress, Merida, Mexico, 2009; Mittermeier 
et al. 2003) and at European level. Within Europe it-
self, wilderness is the focus of  several organizations 
including the Wild Europe Initiative, PAN Parks and 
the Wild Europe Field Programme (Rewilding Eu-
rope). Europe has already developed the world’s larg-
est network of  biodiversity conservation focus areas 
under the Natura 2000 network and IUCN Category 
1a (Strict Nature Preserve) and 1b (Wilderness Area) 
protected areas already cover some of  Europe’s wil-
dernesses. In addition, wilderness may also be seen as 
a special case within the European Landscape Con-
vention. Despite this, there is still much debate and 
disagreement over the exact definition of  wilderness 
and what criteria ought to be applied in defining its 
boundaries and generating accurate and timely quanti-
tative assessments of  its value in terms of  biodiversity 
and human benefit.
The European Parliament resolution on Wilderness 
(INI/2008/2210) and the Message from Prague state 
the need to “define wilderness, addressing aspects such as eco-
system services, conservation value, climate change and sustain-
able use” and to finalize “a definition of  wilderness and wild 
areas, taking into account the globally agreed definitions, criteria 
and characteristics and the continuum of  natural habitats and 
ecological processes, the range of  ecological and cultural interpre-
tations of  these terms and their application in different parts 
of  Europe”.
Wilderness can be broadly defined in terms of  perceived 
wilderness, which consists of  the human experience 
of  wild and remote landscapes and ecological wilder-
ness, which includes pristine and natural habitat areas 
(Carver et al. 2002).
For centuries, specific parts of  Europe’s mountains 
have been protected to ensure continued provision of  
ecosystem services. It is believed that a large propor-
tion of  Europe’s wilderness can be found in moun-

Members of  the PAN Parks network like Majella NP, Italy, can serve as examples and 
encourage countries and organizations throughout Europe to improve wilderness protection 
by applying passive management approaches. The increasing size of  mountain wilderness and 
wild lands will also further support halting biodiversity loss in Europe. © Bruno D’Amicis
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tain areas (EEA 2010). Therefore the management of  
Europe’s wilderness areas has significant implications 
for policy in relation to mountain regions. In February 
2009, with an overwhelming majority, the European 
Parliament passed a resolution calling for increased 
protection of  wilderness areas in Europe. Subsequent-
ly in 2009, the Czech Presidency and the European 
Commission hosted a conference in Prague organized 
by the Wild Europe partnership on the theme of  Wil-
derness and Large Natural Habitat Areas in Europe. Over 
240 delegates helped draft an agreement to further 
promote a coordinated strategy to protect and restore 
Europe’s wilderness and wild areas.
The so-called Agenda for Europe’s Wilderness (a.k.a. 
the Prague Message) includes the following elements:
 - agreeing on the definition and location of  wild and 

nearly wild areas;
 - determining the contribution that such areas can 

make to halting biodiversity loss and supporting 
Natura 2000;

 - recommendations for improved protection of  such 
areas within the existing legal framework;

 - review of  opportunities for restoring large natural 
habitat areas;

 - proposals for more effective support for such res-
toration;

 - identifying best-practice examples for non-inter-
vention and restoration management;

 - defining the value of  low-impact economic, social 
and environmental benefits from wild areas.

The PAN Parks concept

From a conservation perspective, the PAN Parks 
Foundation (http://www.panparks.org), the only pan-
European organization focusing on the protection of  
wilderness areas, occupies a unique niche in terms of  
its attempt to redefine and develop a concept of  wil-
derness conservation in Europe, one of  the most high-

ly developed areas in the world. In order to promote 
the concept of  wilderness and provide best-practice 
examples, the Foundation is creating a network of  the 
large well-managed protected areas with wilderness ar-
eas also providing a unique experience for visitors. In 
2010, there were already eleven PAN Parks through-
out Europe, stretching from the Arctic Circle to the 
Mediterranean and including several mountainous 
areas. PAN Parks applies a truly integrated approach 
combining wilderness protection and sustainable tour-
ism development aiming to turn tourism from a threat 
into an opportunity for conservation.
PAN Parks provides an effective third-party verifica-
tion system under the WCPA (World Commission on 
Protected Areas) Framework for Management Ef-
fectiveness. It sets an important benchmark for high 
standards in protected area management. The certi-
fication is based on verification carried out by inde-
pendent experts in accordance with PAN Parks quality 
standards. There are five PAN Parks principles cov-
ering relevant wilderness protection, social, economic 
and cultural aspects. Principles allow for objective ver-
ification and transparency. The verification procedure 
has three main elements: verification of  the protected 
area, its sustainable tourism strategy and the local busi-
ness partners.
The sustainable tourism development process helps to 
ensure that tourism provides real benefits for the rural 
communities in and around the protected areas and at 
the same time reduces the pressure caused by tourism 
on the park. However, without the genuine support of  
local communities, the task of  nature conservation is 
pointless. The sustainable tourism development strat-
egy of  PAN Parks is developed through a collabora-
tive process between park managers and all relevant 
local stakeholders. The sustainable tourism develop-
ment strategy is a key to ensuring that tourism sup-
ports conservation and to guaranteeing that tourism is 
not introduced in sensitive areas.
Local tourism-related businesses can also undergo 
a certification process ensuring that the business is 
working in harmony with the park management. This 
helps those involved to achieve real improvements and 
gives them a business advantage. It also encourages 
local communities and businesses to get involved and 
raises their awareness of  the real value of  wilderness. 
This integrated approach is the key to effective man-
agement of  protected areas and is becoming rapidly 
recognized as a model of  best practice.
PAN Parks can serve as an example and will encour-
age countries and organizations throughout Europe to 
improve protection of  wilderness by applying passive 
management approaches also in mountainous areas. 
Biodiversity continues to decline in Europe, but some 
species and ecosystems are recovering. European 
states are committed to halting the loss of  biodiversity 
and the increasing size of  mountain wilderness and 
wild lands will contribute further to halting biodiver-
sity loss in Europe.

Wilderness management practices are seen widely as a tool to maintain Europe’s natural her-
itage including mountain habitats such as Peneda-Gerês NP, Portugal. © PGNP Archives
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