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Natural conditions of Latvia and diversity thereof are
determined by the geographical situation and closeness of
the Baltic Sea, different relief and hydrological conditions, as
well as economic activity of a human.

Restoration of the independence of Latvia and subsequent
changes in economic structure has affected the ecosystems in

various ways. Biological diversity of forests is endangered by
felling that increased rapidly. Due to decrease in agricultural
production the areas of managed land have reduced
promoting the overgrowing and disappearance of valuable
biotopes. However, the decrease of industrial production
volume was favourable to Latvian waters.

7.  Biological diversity

Indicators
7.1. Variations of area proportion of old 

forest stands
7.2. Changes in number of corncrakes
7.3. Changes in number of otters
7.4. Proportion of protected territories

Forest is one of the most important ecosystems in Latvia.
From the point of view of the nature diversity not only the
proportion of forest areas is important, but also suitability
thereof to various species. Many of them are related to old
forest stands that are of little value from the point of view of
wood production. In old forests there are many significant
elements that are not present in younger forests and on
which many species depend: large trees, dead wood of
different sizes, cavities, etc. Black storks Ciconia nigra need
very old trees with large branches for construction of nests.
Dead wood is necessary for many species of lichens, moss,
mushrooms and insects. For example, 2-3 times more insects
live in dead wood than in live wood.

Each tree species has the age at which it may be evaluated
with higher potential of biological diversity. For purposes of
this survey it is accepted to be 140 years for pines Pinus
sylvestris, 90 years for birches Betula sp., 80 years for aspens
Populus tremula, 100 years for oaks Quercus robur. It
exceeds the minimum felling age therefore there are threats
in future that the areas of old, valuable forest stands may
reduce.

Although the changes of five-year trends are not sufficient to
come to a conclusion regarding significant changes, it is
obvious that a proportion of forest stands of felling age has
slightly increased to pines, birches and oaks, but it has

reduced to aspens. The proportion of potentially valuable
forest stands has slightly increased to all species although on
the whole their proportion is very small.

In future Latvia shall solve issues on how to balance the
interests of forestry with interests for preservation of bio-
logical diversity. At present it is promoted by establishment of
micro-reserves in forest territories.

7.1. Variations of area proportion of old forest stands
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Corncrackes Crex crex are species which is closely related to
the ecosystems of extensively managed agricultural lands,
and the changes in their number indicate the qualitative
changes of such ecosystems. The number of corncrakes in

Europe, including in Latvia, began to decrease at the end of
the 19th century when mechanical mowers were introduced.

During the last years the number of corncrakes has a
sustainable trend to increase. As the result of the agricultural
crisis at the beginning of 1990 and subsequent fall of
agricultural production, many abandoned agricultural areas
were created where wild animals, including corncrakes,
could live without disturbance. The total number of
corncrakes is estimated to be about 26-38 thousand pairs.

However, at present unfavourable changes are observed in
biotopes of agricultural areas. Meadows and set-aside areas
gradually overgrow with bushes and thereby they become
inappropriate for corncrakes. On the other hand, areas
where agricultural activity is continued are managed more
intensively and therefore they become inappropriate for
corncrakes. Continuous mowing of large fields on one day
can prove disastrous, because there is no place for shelter
even for birds that have survived. Such important habitats as
slopes of ditches and small meadows have also become
rarities in intensive agriculture /1/.

7.2. Changes in number of corncrakes

7.3. Changes in number of otters

Otters Lutra lutra are an animal species that is closely related
to water ecosystems. Although otters are ecologically a very
flexible species and they are able to adapt to different habitat
conditions, in the majority part of Europe from an intensively
hunted fur-bearing animals they have become an
endangered and protected species in the last 20-30 years.
The main reasons are direct destruction and disappearance
of appropriate biotopes - water bodies provided with food
and shelters - and environmental pollution.

By the Second World War the changes in the number of
otters in Latvia did not differ from the situation in the Central
Europe. The population was numerically quite small,

territorially dispersed and, presumably, over-exploited. The
number of otters increased fast after the war. The repeat
decrease in the number in Latvia was observed at the end of
60's and at the beginning of 70's of the 20th century. During
this period in the Central Europe and Western Europe very
fast extinction of otters took place and many researchers
relate it to the release of a significant amount of organo-
chlorine compounds in the environment. In Latvia unlike the
western states, already in 80's otters were found in
comparatively large number in the whole territory. Main
reasons why the otter population occurred to be evidently
viable are the low concentration of organo-chlorine
compounds in environment that are dangerous to such
species, as well as a great proportion of appropriate waters
and their coastal biotopes. During the last 10-15 years a
strong population of otters capable to self-regeneration has
settled in Latvia and it is spread in whole territory, and the
number of specimens is estimated to be not less than 4
thousands (results of the official registration represented in
the figure indicate the trend and not the actual size of the
population).

At present the otter population is not endangered in Latvia.
It shall be observed in future that concurrently with other
potential conditions the decrease in number of this species
may also indicate the reduction of biotope areas and quality
of the coastal area of water bodies, as well as the release of
polluting substances in environment. /2/
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In 2001, 572.7 thousand ha or 8.9% of the territory of Latvia
had the status of specially protected nature territories
determined by law. (Figure 7.4.1.).

In Latvia there are four nature reserves, three national parks,
211 nature restricted areas, 22 nature parks, six areas of
protected landscapes, as well as one biosphere reserve. The
most area is covered by the nature reserves and national
parks.

The network of protected territories will enlarge in future.
From the annexes of European Union Birds (Council
Directive 79/409/EEC) and Habitats (Council Directive
92/43/EEC) Directives, about 120 animal species, 20 plant
species and 60 biotopes are found in Latvia. Latvia as an EU
accession country carries out an inventory of the existing
specially protected areas, as well as expands new ones to
ensure favourable conservation status of the EU directive
species and biotopes. The determination of such territories
will continue in Latvia by the middle of 2003, but
corresponding changes in the legislation - until the spring of
2004.

According to calculations of the European Commission, the
average proportion of Natura 2000 territories in European
Union Member States will reach 5-23% or 12% in average. It
is likely that this indicator may be 10% in Latvia.

In order to provide protection of specially protected species
or biotopes outside the specially protected nature territories,
micro-reserves are established. In the beginning of 2003
their area reached 1.4 thousand ha.

Implementation of EU directives in nature protection and
most significant projects

The most significant achievement in environment protection
in 2002 was the development of amendments to the Law
"On Specially Protected Nature Territories", which Saeima
adopted on February 28, 2002. The Saeima has also
adopted the Law "On Íemeri National Park" (30.05.2001), as
well as made amendments to the Law "On North Vidzeme
Biosphere Reserve". Work has commenced on the
establishment of a network of protected territories of
European significance (Natura 2000) (Table 7.4.1.). 

Following the active involvement of the public in the
discussion related to the draft Cabinet of Ministers,
"Individual regulations for the protection and utilisation of
Gauja National Park" (07.08.2001) were signed. In 2001,
individual regulations for the protection and utilisation of
three more specially protected nature territories were also
signed into law.

On May 24, 2001 Latvia entered into an inter-ministerial
agreement with Lithuania "On nature protection in a
transboundary context" which consists of an agreement
concerning co-operation in the establishment and
management of transboundary specially protected territories.

The Council Directive on the protection of birds
(79/409/EEC) determines that countries must submit a list of
habitats that are of vital importance for birds of significance
to the European Union and in accordance with Article 4,
Paragraph 4 of the Directive "...Member States shall take
appropriate steps to avoid pollution or deterioration of
habitats or any disturbances affecting the birds, in so far as

7.4. Proportion of protected territories



these would be significant having regard to the objectives of
this Article..." In assessing habitats that are important for
birds, Latvia takes its lead from the recommendations of
scientists, specifically the list of "Important Bird Areas"
compiled by Birdlife International. This organisation's partner
in Latvia is Latvian Ornithological Society. At the beginning of
2001, it published a book called "Internationally important
areas for birds in Latvia". This publication reviews 61
territories of which 54 are located inland and 7 in
geographical sea areas. The total area of dry land is 259,688
ha or 4% of State territory. In total, 71% of the recommended
land territories are under State protection and are located in
the specially protected nature territories.

The Council Directive on the conservation of natural
habitats and of wild fauna and flora (92/43/EEC) also
provides for the determination of protected territories of
special significance to the European Union. However, in this
case the legal process is different - countries first submit their
recommendations, which the European Commission then
assesses and approves in regard to their inclusion in the
Natura 2000 network. In regard to new candidate countries,
the Commission requests that they should submit this list
immediately after accession and Paragraphs 2, 3 and 4 of
Article 6 of the Directive should take effect immediately. In
practise, this means that the conservation of such habitats
must be guaranteed and assessments must be carried out in
regard to the impact on the environment of all plans and
projects that may have a negative affect on the referred to
habitats. 

In 2001 the EMERALD project was commenced to make an
inventory of all specially protected nature territories by the
time of accession and determination of the number of
species and biotopes of significance to the European Union
that are currently protected in Latvia. The project also
provides for the inventory of important areas for birds. 
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Internet addresses:

Information and co-operation network on the Internet
"Biodiversity in Latvia" - http://www.lva.gov.lv/daba/

Encyclopaedia "Latvijas Daba" [Nature of Latvia] -
http://www.latvijasdaba.lv/

Nature Protection Board - http://www.dap.gov.lv/

Latvian Fund for Nature - http://www.ldf.lv/

Latvian Programme of the World Wildlife Fund -
http://www.wwf.lv/

IUCN (International Union for Conservation of Nature and
Natural Resources) - http://www.iucn.org/

WWF (World Wide Fund for Nature) - http://www.panda.org/

Department of Nature Protection, Ministry of the Ministry of
Latvia - http://www.vidm.gov.lv/varam/STR/Edad.htm
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