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World Heritage on the Edge—A Report on the Natural and Cultural Heritage of the Ohrid Region was 

compiled by Ohrid SOS, a citizens’ initiative comprised of scientists, NGO members, activists and 

concerned members of the public. It follows two years’ research, activism and dedication to the 

preservation of irreplaceable natural phenomena at UNESCO Ohrid-Prespa in the Republic of Macedonia 

and was created to serve as source material for the Joint World Heritage Centre, IUCN and ICOMOS 

Reactive Monitoring Mission to the region that was conducted in April 2017. 

Foreseen in procedures for the inclusion of properties on the List of World Heritage in Danger and their 

possible eventual removal from the UNESCO World Heritage List, Reactive Monitoring is a special report 

to the UNESCO World Heritage Committee that is undertaken when the Outstanding Universal Value of 

specific World Heritage properties to all humankind is considered to be under threat.  

Evidence submitted within this document demonstrates such threat to be dangerously active in the 

UNESCO Ohrid region.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

One of the earliest sites to achieve world heritage status, the superlative natural phenomena and 

exceptional natural beauty of Lake Ohrid have been celebrated by UNESCO since 1979, contributing to 

global recognition for the ancient lake’s remarkable ecosystems, evolutionary processes, and outstanding 

scenery.  Triggering additional criteria for its human legacy, the site has become one of the handful of 

mixed cultural and natural world heritage properties so far in existence. Establishment in 2014 of the 

Ohrid-Prespa Watershed Transboundary Biosphere Reserve under the Man and Biosphere (MAB) 

programme further emphasized the vital importance of regional habitats and the need for sustainable 

human development within them. 

 

Yet multiple projects for tourism development proposed for the Republic of Macedonia both threaten 

irreversible decline of these habitats and augur loss of ecosystem services that have secured human 

communities within Ohrid-Prespa for thousands of years. These include but are not limited to wetlands 

drainage; a large-scale marina; express road construction and associated urbanization; multiple tourism 

development zones; and a ski-resort.  

 

With reference to numerous reports, journal papers, expert statements, monitoring and other sources, 

the following document will take selected projects and explain how they both lack sustainability and 

constitute a direct threat to the world heritage status of the Ohrid region. It will further demonstrate how 

pressure upon NGOs, experts, and institutions undermines their ability to provide meaningful oversight 

of project implementation; outline how current practice falls far short of the level required to ensure 

successful long-term management of the property; and describe how the present-day Republic of 

Macedonia possesses neither the will at decision-making level nor the legal, practical and administrative 

infrastructure to secure the Ohrid-Prespa watershed against extreme environmental degradation if large-

scale infrastructural and tourism developments go forward. 

 

The conclusion can only be that current development plans and actions in the Lake Ohrid region 

fundamentally contradict the biosphere reserve concept and constitute multiple active threats to the 

world heritage property.     
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SECTION 1: BIOLOGICAL INTENSITY  
Often overlooked as a center of species richness, the Republic of Macedonia is in fact one of the most 

biodiverse territories in Europe. Situated in the Balkan Peninsula at the intersection of three continents, 

the country’s complex geological and natural history has contributed to the establishment of highly varied 

habitats, which have not only been furnished by the gradual movements of flora and fauna through time, 

but also provided the conditions of life in which numerous globally unique species have evolved.  

 

Among this intricate pastiche, the habitats of Ohrid-Prespa are undoubtedly the most precious. Two rare 

ancient lakes, Prespa and Ohrid, lie either side of a karstic massif, Mount Galichica, through which the 

former supplies the latter with chemically specific water via underground channels. Combined with a 

micro-climate and extreme longevity—Lake Ohrid is among the oldest inland waters on the planet—

conditions have served to create ecosystems of global significance: regional wetlands are refugia for rare 

plants; glacial relicts inhabit high mountain zones; underwater springs supply Galapagos-like evolutionary 

processes; and flora and fauna endemic to this region alone abound both within the two lakes and on the 

mountainside. 

 

Recognition of Ohrid-Prespa’s natural wonders takes many forms and the UNESCO Transboundary 

Biosphere Reserve is just one of many garlands. Mount Galichica is a national park, Emerald Site, 

Important Plant Area, Prime Butterfly Area, and has additionally been proposed as an Important 

Herpetological Area at national level. It is expected to form part of the Natura 2000 network upon 

accession to the European Union. Lake Ohrid is an Important Bird Area; Monument of Nature; fulfils 

multiple criteria for Ramsar designation; and is referred to by the scientific community as a museum of 

living fossils. Meanwhile, Lake Prespa has already achieved both full Ramsar and Important Bird Area 

status and recently became the first transboundary protected area in the Balkans.             

 

This is the context in which multiple tourism development zones, wetland drainage, a large marina, 

express and other roads, and a ski resort have been proposed alongside other environmentally damaging 

projects. Urbanization is sure to follow. Below is a small selection of quotations from various sources to 

emphasize the worldwide significance of the area for nature protection: 

 

“Continental aquatic species richness hotspots are unevenly distributed across the planet. 

In present-day Europe, only two centers of biodiversity exist (Lake Ohrid on the Balkans 

and the Caspian Sea).”  Tectonics, climate, and the rise and demise of continental aquatic 

species richness hotspots (Neubauer et al, 2015) 

 

“In terms of endemic biodiversity, Lake Ohrid is with these 212 known endemic species 

and a surface area of 358 km2 probably the most diverse lake in the world, taking surface 

area into account.” Ancient Lake Ohrid: biodiversity and evolution (Albrecht & Wilke 2008) 

 

 “The analyses of species diversity performed in this study identified regions that should 

be considered in the future designation of the Important Herpetological Areas at the 
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national level. Among them are the Prespa Lake and the Ohrid Lake regions. They are 

already included in the NP Galičica, which makes this National Park one of the most 

important areas for the reptile conservation plans in FYROM.”  Contribution to the 

knowledge of the Reptile fauna and diversity in FYR of Macedonia (Sterijovski et al, 2014) 

 

“According to the IUCN Red List Criteria, the Balkan Lynx is classified as Critically 

Endangered CR under criterion D as the number of mature individuals is estimated to be 

less than 50. […] Range description: Macedonia: western part, mainly in the areas in and 

between the Mavrovo, Galichica and Pelister (Karaorman, Ilinska-Plakenska Mts.) 

national parks” IUCN Red List of Endangered Species 2016-3 

 

“Our palynological results support the notion that Lake Ohrid has been a refugium area 

for both temperate and montane trees during glacials. […] The richness of pollen diversity 

and continuity along this long-time series point to the particular climatic and 

environmental conditions that contributed to the high plant diversity encountered at 

Ohrid at present. This has deep roots in the past, as the lake has probably acted as a 

permanent water reservoir providing moisture to its surroundings even during dramatic 

dry or cold climatic phases.” Pollen-based paleoenvironmental and paleoclimatic change 

at Lake Ohrid (south-eastern Europe) during the past 500 ka (Sardori et al, 2016) 

 

“Lake Ohrid is one of the very few lakes in the world representing a hot spot of evolution 

and a potential evolutionary reservoir enabling the survival of relict species.” SCOPSCO – 

Scientific Collaboration On Past Speciation Conditions in Lake Ohrid via University of 

Cologne website 

 

“The lake has high ecological and evolutionary value, because it contains unique life forms 

dating to the last Ice Age. This natural heritage site is regularly termed a museum of living 

fossils, which is attributed to its geographical isolation, and the more or less stable 

environmental conditions.” Liver Pathology of Female Ohrid Trout (Salmo letnica Kar.) 

from the Eastern Coast of Lake Ohrid: Baseline Data Suggesting the Presence of a Pollution 

Gradient (Jordanova et al, 2016) 
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SECTION 2: THREATS & DANGERS—SELECTED 

PROJECTS 
Certain projects have received less focus in UNESCO documentation than others such as the proposed 

developments for Studenchishte Marsh and the construction of a large marina. These may have serious 

negative consequences for the superlative natural phenomena and outstanding beauty of the Lake Ohrid 

region and endanger world heritage status. To date, assessments of cumulative impacts do not include 

these plans and are therefore seriously underestimated. Meanwhile, sustainability aspects related to 

other proposals like the A3 express road and ski-resort have not been fully explored, even by the Citrus 

Partners LLP Strategic Environmental Assessment. Section 2 addresses this shortfall, approaching the issue 

with reports and statements that may have been omitted from earlier discussions.     

 

Chapter 1: Studenchishte Marsh 
 

Despite long-term calls for designation as a protected area; its integral contribution to species richness, 

landscape diversity, and hydrological functioning in the UNESCO Ohrid region; and presumed alignment 

with Ramsar criteria, the wetland Studenchishte Marsh has undergone years of degradation and abuse. It 

now faces almost total extirpation from plans to drain and replace the area with an extended sports 

complex, luxury apartments, and associated tourism infrastructure.  

 

Not only a site of historical importance for breeding fish and birds, containing endemic fauna and relict 

flora, Studenchishte Marsh is believed to function as a support system for the specific oligotrophic water 

conditions that provide customized criteria of life for Lake Ohrid’s world-unique ecosystems and is the 

final remains of previously extensive shoreline wetlands. Loss of the area in accordance with proposals 

for Urban Block 17.1 in the General Urban Plan put forward by Ohrid Municipality will therefore 

irreversibly compromise the superlative natural phenomena of the Ohrid region.          

 

Evidence here demonstrates that a) Studenchishte Marsh holds acute ecological, social and thus heritage 

value; b) present management is inadequate for its protection; c) plans to concrete the wetland are an 

imminent danger to the world heritage status of the Ohrid region; and d) impact from loss of the wetland 

should be included in cumulative impact assessments for other regional developments.     

 

Timeline of Thwarted Hope 

 

Events over the past century have followed a pattern from which the Republic of Macedonia must escape 

if it is to support its world heritage legacy. Namely, the wetland Studenchishte Marsh has repeatedly been 

recognized as acutely important to the biodiversity and hydrology of Lake Ohrid; time and again received 

proposals for designation as a protected area; and yet suffered ongoing degradation and neglect 

regardless. The timeline here charts its journey through high points of hope to the present day nadir when 

the last remains of its previously extensive range face imminent destruction.  
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1911 

Renowned geographer Jovan Cvijic concludes that Studenchishte Marsh is an integral part 

of Lake Ohrid after observing connections between water levels of the two and the 

importance of the former for spawning fish. 

 

1960 

 

Sinisa Stankovic underlines the significance of the wetland surrounding Lake Ohrid in the 

landmark book Lake Ohrid and its Living World, a work that continues to have academic 

resonance through to the present day. 

 

1979 

 

The Basic Urban Plan for the city of Ohrid grants Studenchishte Marsh protected status as 

a special-purpose area. However, details of protection are imprecise, allowing gradual 

degradation to continue. 

 

1987 

 

Various categories of protection are proposed for Studenchishte within a Master Urban 

Plan, which also widens the area to be preserved and incorporates the wetland within the 

city territory of Ohrid.   

 

2004-

2006 

 

A 2004 Spatial Plan for the Republic of Macedonia suggests creation of a Nature Reserve 

for the wetland; the 2006 General Urban Plan envisages categorization as a protected 

landscape with outstanding natural features for educational and recreational purposes. 

 

2012 

 

A team led by Dr. Menka Spirovska releases a report reaffirming Studenchishte Marsh’s 

crucial importance for biodiversity and hydrological/geomorphological characteristics. It 

recommends designation for the wetland as a Monument of Nature.  

 

2014 

 

The Draft National Strategy for Biodiversity with Action Plan earmarks Studenchishte as a 

wetland deserving of revitalization over the timeframe 2016-2018. Ramsar nomination for 

Lake Ohrid is also envisaged 2016-2017. No further action has yet been taken.   

 

2014 

 

Amendments and Additions to the General Urban Plan for Ohrid (2014-2024) proposes 

redesignation of Studenchishte Marsh (Urban Block 17.1) to purpose-category A0, 

allowing wetland drainage for construction of residences.   

 

2015 

 

Draft report for the Strategic Environmental Assessment for abovementioned 

amendments to Ohrid’s General Urban Plan (2014-2024) finds that negative impacts to 

both Lake Ohrid & the Studenchishte Marsh wetland can only be avoided by non-

implementation. 

 

2015 

An official call is released by the Ministry of Transport and Communications for architects 

to design a 300-boat marina adjacent to Studenchishte Marsh, even though the 2014 Draft 

National Strategy for Biodiversity had identified the project as a direct risk to the wetland.  

 

2015 

 

The Society of Wetland Scientists, an organization with over 3,000 members, writes an 

official letter to the mayor of Ohrid requesting a rethink of the decision to allow drainage 

of Studenchishte Marsh and highlighting the proposal’s lack of sustainability. 

 

2016 

 

Wetland Science & Practice (June 2016) journal publishes a paper titled Studenchishte 

Marsh as an Integral Part of Ancient Lake Ohrid: Current Status and Need for Protection 

co-authored by the European Chapter President of the Society of Wetland Scientists.  

 

2016 

 

Land preparation work begins in the vicinity of Studenchishte Canal, a location that should 

have been placed under protection as part of the Monument of Nature, according to the 

2012 expert team led by Dr. Spirovska (see above).  
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Evidence 1: A Monument of Nature1 

 

In 2012, an expert team released an extensive Macedonian-language report on Studenchishte Marsh (also 

referred to as Studenchishta Swamp and Studenchishko Blato), underlining its importance for hydrology 

and biodiversity and highlighting a lack of care that has led to significant degradation. Integrating research 

from the past century with present-day observations, the team concluded that an area of 63.972 hectares 

should be designated as a Monument of Nature with according conservation measures. Instead, it is facing 

total destruction. Key points from the report illustrating the importance of Studenchishte Marsh are here 

below. 

 

TITLE Integrated Study on the State of the Remaining Studenchishte Marsh and Measures for 

its Revitalization 

SOURCE Spirovska M. et al  

DATE 2012 (Posted online: Feb 2015) 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“The spatial planning documentation prepared on several occasions for Ohrid-Prespa 

region or for Ohrid shore area has identified the importance of Studenchishta Swamp 

and set the directions for its conservation. Even the 1979 Main Urban Plan of the City 

of Ohrid identified the area which was awarded the status of protection as specific 

purpose area. The determinant and directions of this plan were reaffirmed with the 

follow-up documentation. Thus, under the current General Urban Plan (GUP) of the 

City of Ohrid, zone of 51.55 ha is defined as a protected area.” 

 

“The fauna of Studenchishta Swamp and the fauna of Ohrid Lake differ significantly. 

Common species for Ohrid Lake and shore waters around the lake reach 16% for 

gastropod fauna, 20% for tricladid fauna, 35% for oligochaeta fauna and 22.5% for 

chironomidae. Based on this, we may conclude that Studenchishta Swamp’s swamp 

ecosystem contributes to much greater diversity of the overall Ohrid Lake system.” 

 

“In the marsh, the plant association Cariteum elatae is found. It has a highly limited 

range in Macedonia (today, it is only found in Studenchishta Marsh, but, in the past, 

also at Struga Marsh). Protecting this association is of immense importance. It could 

serve as a source for Carex elata units, and make it possible to repopulate Struga Marsh 

with this plant association.” 

 

“The most important and significant sanctuaries and nesting sites for water birds along 

the coastline of Ohrid Lake were in Studenchishta Marsh, but they are now under 

                                                           
1 An English-language translation of the document quoted here is available from Ohrid SOS. 
2 On the rare occasions that protection has been considered by authorities in the last two years, a much smaller area has been 

proposed. This would not be enough to save the values of, Studenchishte according to a strategic environmental assessment 

(Evidence 5). 

https://zh.scribd.com/doc/258498562/STUDY-ABOUT-THE-CONDITION-OF-THE-REMAINING-STUDENCHISHTE-MARSH
https://zh.scribd.com/doc/258498562/STUDY-ABOUT-THE-CONDITION-OF-THE-REMAINING-STUDENCHISHTE-MARSH
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threat of disappearance. A relatively high number of bird species in Ohrid Lake (around 

50) can be found in the marsh in small numbers of singles or pairs.” 

 

“The marsh as an ecosystem is strongly interconnected with the lake ecosystem, which 

is a normal occurrence for the littoral zone of Ohrid Lake. Today, it is the only one still 

existing on the coastline of the lake. These characteristics demonstrate its integrality 

and typicality, and make it an almost exclusive phenomena.”  

 

“The marsh ecosystem represents an exceptionally old habitat for rare and endemic 

species.  Despite the constant attack on this area, it can still be said that the marsh is 

authentic phenomena. Although human influence diminishes the spatial coverage, a 

significant part is yet preserved in its original state. The areas converted into 

agricultural land can still be—and, hopefully, will be—revitalized.” 

 

“The marsh is a site with fauna of a mostly historical, cultural and educational meaning. 

Therefore, the marsh is a highly representative natural phenomenon of vital 

importance for Ohrid Lake and its history.  Everything mentioned so far indicates the 

especial suitability of Studenchishta Marsh for the scientific research of natural 

conditions and processes.” 

 

“Prior to its devastation, a large number of Ohrid’s fish fauna found the marsh 

favorable to natural spawning. Primarily, these were species related to the carp i.e. 

carp, Scardinius erythrophthalmus, Phoxinus phoxinus, Pachychilon pictum, Rutilus 

Ohridanus, Аlburnus alburnus arborella, and all the other types of fish that spawn  

underwater and in parts of the emerging vegetation. Historically, at given times of the 

year, even the Ohrid trout used to use the puddles of the marsh—which were then 

numerous— as shelter. The current degradation of the marsh and the increased cutting 

of reed belt between it and the lake, as well as the interruption of the water connection 

between the lake and Studenchishta Canal, have a direct impact in terms of the 

diminishing reproductive potential of the populations of the above-mentioned fish 

species.” 

 

“Studenchishta Marsh is considered as one of the most important sanctuaries and 

nesting sites for water birds along the shores of Ohrid Lake, but its significance today 

is almost completely lost.”  

 

“It is essential to (1) preserve and protect all groups of autochthonous trees which are 

present on the territory of the Urban Unit 17 or Studenchishta Marsh, and (2) to raise 

an artificial plantation of autochthonous tree species (willow and populus) in the 

protected area of the marsh and along all access roads to the marsh and around it to 

establish its isolation from the surroundings and from the tourist facilities/visitors. 
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These plantations will ensure additional places for nesting and shelters for a large 

amount of bird species.” 

 

“The team that made this study recommends implementation of the highest protection 

level—“natural monument”—due to the following identified significance of the 

remains of the marsh: a) a specific type for evolution; b) explanations of significant 

aspects in the development of nature; c) small geographical area; d) inhabitation with 

unique or endangered species; e) preservation of parts of the marsh in original form; 

f) evident significance for research of natural processes; g) uniqueness and rarity; h) 

cultural and recreational values; and j) recognition in the scientific and expert 

community as an area deserving protection, as well as for the fact that this is high 

quality remnant of an old marsh system that is now extinct on Macedonian territory.” 

   

 

Evidence 2: Dr. Slavco Hrsistovski 

 

Professor Hristovski, ecology expert and member of staff at Ss Cyril and Methodius University’s Institute 

of Biology, underlines the significance of Studenchishte Marsh for a general interest audience in national 

media3 for the Republic of Macedonia. His article is in reaction to plans by which the wetland faces 

elimination.  It emphasizes the value of the area to both humankind and nature of the past, present and 

future, in other words, its integral natural heritage contribution. 

 

TITLE Slavco Hristovski for Studenchishte Marsh: What We Have Managed to Destroy 

SOURCE A1  

DATE May 2015 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Studenchishte Marsh is a natural filter for Lake Ohrid; remains a shelter and spawning 

ground for some fish species; acts as a refugium for relict plants; allows the existence 

of endemic taxa of which we are all proud; and is an area inhabited by different bird 

species of interest to bird-watchers and hunters alike. In the marsh exist fascinating 

ecological processes of interest to researchers and beautiful scenery to satiate nature 

lovers. […] That means Studenchishte Marsh has value for all.  Though not everybody 

realizes, especially those who see through the prism of money. The construction of a 

marina, residential buildings, luxury settlements, gas stations, and golf courses will 

destroy it entirely. ” 

 

“That means the marsh is still here. It is small, but it exists, and preserving it as a legacy 

of the richness of nature in the Ohrid region is worthwhile. We owe centuries of 

civilization at Ohrid precisely to that nature and its natural resources.”  

 

                                                           
3 Available via http://a1on.mk/archives/496067  

http://a1on.mk/archives/496067
http://a1on.mk/archives/496067
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Evidence 3 and 4: International Expert Opinion 

 

Of all active international experts, Prof. Dr. Thomas Wilke of Justus Liebig University has achieved arguably 

the most extensive body of work related to Lake Ohrid. His colleague Dr. Christian Albrecht has 

additionally been publishing peer-reviewed papers related to the lake since 2006. Both have collaborated 

for an awareness-raising article in the magazine Fokus, highlighting the danger posed to the Ohrid region 

by urbanization and the proposed draining of Studenchishte Marsh. 

 

The imminent threat to the wetland was also observed by the Society of Wetland Scientists, which 

addressed a letter signed by Dr. Jos Verhoven, President of the European Chapter, to Nikola Bakraceski, 

Mayor of Ohrid, requesting reconsideration of the plans to drain Studenchishte. As standard, no reply was 

received by the organization.  

 

TITLE Lake Ohrid: A Paradise in Peril (Dr. T. Wilke; Dr. C. Albrecht) 

SOURCE Fokus  

DATE Aug 2015  

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“The most pressing concern relates to urbanization plans for the marshland area 

“Studenchishko Blato“. This swampy zone functions as one of the largest filter systems 

for keeping harmful nutrients out of nutrient-poor Lake Ohrid. Moreover, the area 

itself is habitat for specialized plants and animals, including endemic species. The 

implementation of these development plans would ultimately and irreversibly destroy 

this crucial ecosystem and thus strongly impact the hydrological system of Lake Ohrid.” 

 

 

TITLE Letter to Authorities 

SOURCE Society of Wetland Scientists 

DATE Oct 2015  

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“We want to stress the importance of this wetland to the integrity of the Lake Ohrid 

ecosystem and for protecting overall diversity of plant and animal species, as well as 

other benefits the wetland provides. Although the wetland is not particularly large (75   

ha), it is one of the very few wetlands remaining on the shores of Lake Ohrid which 

retains its basic characteristic species and functionality. The major part of it is a 

peatland, with peat layers of 5 m. These peatlands could be in excess of 5,000 years 

old and have particular relevance because their storage of carbon has a cooling effect 

on overall climatic conditions.” 

 

“Furthermore, given the historical and cultural importance of the Lake Ohrid area, as  

acknowledged by the UNESCO World Heritage designation (2010), the peat deposits 

are  likely to retain a record of palaeoclimatic and archaeological significance. Such 

intact   peatlands have become particularly rare in this part of the world and thus are 

worthy   of protection. The diversity of plants, butterflies, dragonflies and other fauna 

http://fokus.mk/lake-ohrid-a-paradise-in-peril/
https://zh.scribd.com/document/327753489/Lake-Ohrid-Letter-to-Authorities
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groups in the wetland have been found to be particularly high including many rare and 

endangered species. There are other benefits provided by the wetland, such as 

improvement of the quality of the water feeding Lake Ohrid, the presence of 

groundwater springs and the provision of feeding and spawning habitat for a number 

of characteristic fish species.” 

 

“We are aware that an initiative has been proposed to drain the Studenchishta wetland 

to facilitate building a large mass tourism facility. This appears to undermine the Ohrid   

General Urban Plan which identified the area as a special site to be protected. As 

documented above, the loss of this wetland would be an extremely unfortunate social 

and ecological development. […] We want to urge you to reconsider the change of the 

General Urban Plan as far as the Studenchishta Wetland is concerned. We believe that 

this area needs to be protected.”  

 

 

Evidence 5: Strategic Environmental Assessment Draft Report 

 

Evaluating environmental impacts for changes to the General Urban Plan for Ohrid 2014-2024, an 

assessment team led by Dr. Borka Kovachevic describes the extreme negative influence of construction at 

Studenchishte Marsh—part of Ohrid town’s Urban Block 17.1 (UB 17.1)—as unavoidable except by non-

implementation, even if a small area is reserved for protection. Direct and cumulative degradation of the 

Outstanding Universal Value of the Ohrid region were identified alongside severe, detrimental, knock-on 

consequences for the ecosystems of the lake. The report further emphasized the unique contribution that 

the wetland provides to the biodiversity of the world heritage property.  

 

TITLE Draft Report on the Strategic Environmental Assessment for Changes and Additions to 

the General Urban Plan for Ohrid 

SOURCE Dr. Borka Kovachevic   

DATE  January 2015 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“The construction of residential buildings with a special purpose (villas and luxury 

homes) in Urban Zone 17, Urban Block 17.1 will have a significant negative impact. 

There are plans to establish this area as Studenchishte Zone of Strict Protection. 

Changing the allowed use of this block to Category A0: Residential with Special Purpose 

will have a large negative effect even if part is set aside for non-development as a 

protected zone.” 4 

“…the planned construction of residential buildings will change the visual appearance 

of the landscape entirely and permanently. The planned construction in the protected 

zone of Studenchishta that is also part of National Park Galichica will most likely have 

                                                           
4 This last comment that a significant negative effect will remain even if part of the wetland is set aside for non-development is 

important given proposals to justify construction in the area alongside a small protected area. 

https://zh.scribd.com/doc/258516081/DRAFT-REPORT-ON-STRATEGIC-ENVIRONMENTAL-ASSESSMENT-AMENDMENTS-TO-THE-GENERAL-URBAN-PLAN-FOR-OHRID
https://zh.scribd.com/doc/258516081/DRAFT-REPORT-ON-STRATEGIC-ENVIRONMENTAL-ASSESSMENT-AMENDMENTS-TO-THE-GENERAL-URBAN-PLAN-FOR-OHRID
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a great direct and indirect effect on the Outstanding Universal Value of the property. 

The construction will probably have individual and cumulative negative effects on the 

OUV and will in great likelihood not be compatible with the World Heritage status of 

the park.” 

“Reduction/taking over the marsh property will result in changes of the quality and 

volume of underground and ground waters, as well as its main function (nature filter 

of the lake) which is a most serious threat to the biodiversity of both the marsh and 

the lake. The urbanization of the marsh will have immense impact on the water birds 

as the marsh serves as their most important refuge and nesting area along the whole 

Lake Ohrid coast. The devastation will disrupt the buffer zone that prevents sediments, 

organic and inorganic matter entering the lake. The urbanization of the marsh and the 

reed-belt will result in resuspension of sediments, thus deteriorating the oligotrophic 

condition of the lake and directly affecting biodiversity (zooplankton, phytoplankton, 

macrozoobenthic organisms and fish). Long-term lack of proper care, continuing 

neglect and inappropriate utilization increasingly endanger survival of the area, its 

authentic wetland ecosystem, and with it some of the most important values of Lake 

Ohrid.” 

 “In regards to the planned amendments and additions to UB 17.1, there is no measure 

that could decrease the direct negative impact on Studenchishte Marsh and the 

indirect negative impact on Lake Ohrid, but non-implementation.” 

“Due to the fact that Studenchishte Marsh is a nature reserve of endemic flora and 

fauna and a spawning area for many cyprinid fish, Public Institution Hydrobiological 

Institute Ohrid, in its opinion to the project proposal party, stated that any kind of 

construction activities should be avoided.” 

 

     

Chapter 2: Marina 
 

Related to developments envisaged for Studenchishte Marsh is the idea for a large-scale marina. One of 

the less internationally visible proposals, the marina concept was formalized in December 2015 when an 

official call from the Ministry of Transport and Communications requested architects to submit designs, 

details of which are available via the Republic of Macedonia’s Office of Public Procurement5.  Nonetheless, 

earlier references to the plan and the likelihood of negative impact can be found in Macedonia’s Draft 

Strategy for Biodiversity with Action Plan, dated October 2014. 

 

                                                           
5 https://e-nabavki.gov.mk/PublicAccess/home.aspx#/dossie/37a9fe98-e4ec-4299-90c5-0554bc437b9e/6  

https://e-nabavki.gov.mk/PublicAccess/home.aspx#/dossie/37a9fe98-e4ec-4299-90c5-0554bc437b9e/6
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Guidelines for the marina state an intention to raise the number of water-based craft and envisage 

capacity for 300 boats of various kinds, including 10 of length 30-35m to hold up to 300 people each. The 

location is proposed for the entrance to Studenchishte Canal immediately adjacent to Studenchishte 

Marsh. To provision for boat-owners and other visitors, extended infrastructure is also planned such as a 

carpark with extra space for boat trailers, gas station, restaurant, shop for nautical equipment, boat 

servicing center, crane for lifting craft in and out of the water, and “traditional” lighthouse with space for 

two workers.   

 

Despite the obvious potential for ecological disturbance from such a large project in a sensitive area, no 

Strategic Environmental Assessment for the marina is yet in public evidence. Moreover, the cumulative 

impact of its construction has not been considered in relation to the other projects planned for the region, 

indicating that current estimations of environmental disruption are underestimated for the world heritage 

property. 

 

Evidence 6: Dr. Martin Pusch on the Marina 

 

To investigate the potential impact of the marina, Ohrid SOS conducted an interview with Dr. Martin Pusch 

from the Leibniz Institute of Freshwater Ecology and Inland Fisheries. Dr. Pusch has dedicated 15 years to 

research of lakeshore ecology and led the project that has devised the European Union’s official tool for 

assessing the integrity of lakeshores. His opinions question the sustainability of the marina project in 

terms of both the economy and nature protection. They also reinforce the need for full environmental 

assessments respective of the mitigation hierarchy to be conducted.  

 

One point raised by Dr. Pusch relates to the larger size of boat-driven waves in contrast to their naturally 

occurring counterparts. Although this may not be directly accurate in the case of Lake Ohrid, where 

natural waves can be substantial, it is important to remember that high waves at the lake coincide with 

certain weather conditions and are not constant or even daily. Therefore, although a marina would not 

necessarily increase the overall size of waves, it would mean that large waves happen far more often than 

under present circumstances. Given the importance of the littoral zone and the propensity for non-natural 

waves to come to shore at artificial or repetitive angles, this point still requires careful investigation.    

 

TITLE Interview between Dr. Nadezda Apostolova (Ohrid SOS) & Dr. Martin Pusch (Leibniz 

Institute of Freshwater Ecology and Inland Fisheries)6 

LOCATION Society of Wetlands Scientists, European Chapter, 11th Annual Meeting 

DATE  May 2016 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“We have studied the effects of boating on lake shores especially the effect of boat-

generated waves and found out that these waves have detrimental effects on the 

invertebrate fauna and also the fish living in the littoral zones. This effect has been 

                                                           
6 https://ohridsos.org/2016/07/08/dr-martin-pusch-a-marina-in-studenchishte-area-will-destroy-the-natural-values-of-the-

lake/  

https://ohridsos.org/2016/07/08/dr-martin-pusch-a-marina-in-studenchishte-area-will-destroy-the-natural-values-of-the-lake/
https://ohridsos.org/2016/07/08/dr-martin-pusch-a-marina-in-studenchishte-area-will-destroy-the-natural-values-of-the-lake/
https://ohridsos.org/2016/07/08/dr-martin-pusch-a-marina-in-studenchishte-area-will-destroy-the-natural-values-of-the-lake/
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mostly neglected internationally and we have been among the first to work on it and 

we found out how strong the impact on invertebrate fauna is. Apart from the obvious 

effects (pollution, noise), marinas are detrimental because of the artificial waves. Boat-

generated waves can be much higher than natural waves and they also appear in areas 

of the shoreline which are usually protected from wind-driven waves so that quite 

sensitive species can be affected.” 

 

“Under the water framework directive the effects of such a project need to be assessed 

and the modification of the project have to [be] elaborated to minimize the effects, 

minimizing the size of the project, relocating the marina to less sensitive areas of the 

shoreline.” 

 

“I have heard that Dutch tourists have traditionally been keen on visiting Ohrid Lake 

and it is widely known that Dutch tourists are particularly fond of natural tourism; 

therefore the construction of such a marina in Studenchishte area will destroy the 

natural values of the lake and will decrease the appeal for Dutch tourists.” 

 

 

Chapter 3: Galichica Ski-Resort 
 

Reasons are numerous to suspect that the proposed Galichica ski-resort will directly contradict both the 

Outstanding Universal Value and the biosphere reserve concept for sustainable development at Ohrid-

Prespa. These begin with the conclusions of the Citrus Partners LLP Strategic Environmental Assessment 

but extend through Ministry of Environment documents and other investigations into the regional effects 

anticipated from climate change. (In fact, even without climate change, a lack of precise weather data 

incurs doubts about ski-resort feasibility.) The findings of these reports point in one direction: The 

rationale for a ski-resort within the boundaries of National Park Galichica is environmentally and 

economically weak with little justification for gambling with world heritage status. 

 

Evidence 7: SEA Conclusions   

 

Although the conclusions of the Citrus Partners’ LLP SEA will be well-known to those familiar with the 

proposed Ohrid-Prespa projects, certain aspects deserve emphasis for their clear indication of danger to 

the OUV of the world heritage property. 

 

TITLE Draft Amendments to the Management Plan for National Park Galichica 2011-2020, 

Strategic Environmental Assessment  

SOURCE Citrus Partners LLP (Ref J337) 

DATE August 2015 
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RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“The OUV of the Park is at risk from current and planned developments, and from a 

lack of adequate management. Given the fact that the amended Park Management 

Plan will further weaken PINPG’s ability to manage the pressures on development, and 

actively facilitates five significant new development Projects, all of which generate 

specific additional threats to the Park’s heritage and OUV, the Park’s continued status 

as a World Heritage Site is likely to be at risk, unless significant additional management 

controls are implemented to manage the future effects of the proposed Projects.” – 

Chapter 7.7 Effects on Heritage Status 

 

“The introduction of the projects within the Park is likely to result in negative effects 

on habitats and species. Some of the potentially affected habitats are of conservation 

interest nationally and protection afforded at a European level (e.g. Annex 1 Habitats 

under the Habitats Directive). Specifically, the ski centre is to be implemented in a 

location which is a natural area, relatively untouched with very limited visitors.” – 6.2 

No Change Scenario 

 

“It is not surprising that the effects on biodiversity of a ski centre to be developed in 

the middle of a National Park have been shown to be significant. Even if the scheme 

were redesigned significantly to reduce its biodiversity impact, there will be residual 

loss of biodiversity requiring substantial efforts to offset. The analysis presented in 

Chapter 9 below suggests that much of the offset required will need to be outside the 

Park, and will therefore require investment of time and money on the part of the 

Project Sponsor, as well as significant coordination with other bodies. Firstly, the 

Project Sponsor is advised to re-consider whether the Galichica National Park is the 

best location for this ski centre proposal or if some further re-design/reduction in the 

scale of the development in NPG could be considered viable (e.g. removal of the Nordic 

Ski Area in the central plateau). A relocation of the scheme to an area with less 

biodiversity and heritage value (or reduction in the proposed scheme in NPG) would 

result in significantly lower impacts and significantly lesser efforts needed to mitigate, 

manage and offset these impacts, the cost of which are still unknown and have yet to 

be confirmed as being considered as part of the scheme costing.” 

 

“Landscape and visual impacts from the scheme, including as a result of the cleared 

areas of forest for the pistes, which will be visible throughout the year from parts of 

the coastal road along Lake Ohrid, and some from the Prespa side. The presence of 

some restaurants and other infrastructure will be visible from parts of the coastline, 

and the ski areas will be particularly visible from certain viewpoints and slopes at 

altitudes within the Park. […]At lower levels, development of new urban areas at 

Gradiste, Upper Peštani and at Lake Prespa, will impact the largely undeveloped nature 

of the shoreline. These effects are of particular concern in this setting, given its 

designation of a World Heritage Site for reasons of its ‘superlative natural phenomena 
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or areas of exceptional natural beauty and aesthetic importance’. The development of 

a highly visible ski facility in a National Park, which is part of a UNESCO World Heritage 

Site created partly for reasons of its dramatic landscapes, conflicts with the purposes 

of establishing the Park and the designation as World Heritage Site.”  

 

 

Evidence 8: The Balkan Lynx 

 

As one of the most endangered mammal species in the entire world in an era when the full value of 

predators to ecosystem and landscape management is only just being unraveled, the Balkan lynx deserves 

the greatest dedication to its ongoing survival. From a certain angle, the natural significance of such a 

species is in itself enough to be considered “of common importance for present and future generations 

of all humanity” and thereby a trigger for Outstanding Universal Value.  

 

Current presence of the Balkan lynx at National Park Galichica is unconfirmed (to our knowledge), but the 

IUCN has listed the area as part of the species’ range and previous papers do document sightings in the 

region7. What is more, hopes to maintain natural heritage depend on maintaining viable habitats for apex 

predators such as Balkan lynx to allow their populations to recover in the future and thereby contribute 

to healthy world heritage habitats in years to come.  

 

As explained by the IUCN, presence of a disruptive ski-resort may run counter to these aims. Moreover, 

there is reason to believe that increased disturbance within national park borders will influence the 

behavior of prey species such as roe deer and chamois, causing them to vacate protected areas and 

thereby fall victim to poachers. Not only does this represent a potential decrease in food stock for the 

Balkan lynx, but changes in herbivore movements could also lead the cat away from a national park that 

offers one of its best hopes of survival. 

  

TITLE IUCN Red List of Threatened Species: Lynx lynx ssp. balcanicus 

SOURCE IUCN  

DATE 2016 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“The Balkan Lynx is distributed in the south-west Balkans, Albania, Macedonia and 

potentially Kosovo, Montenegro and Greece are countries sharing this scattered and 

fragmented population. […]Macedonia: western part, mainly in the areas in and 

between the Mavrovo, Galichica and Pelister (Karaorman, Ilinska-Plakenska Mts.) 

national parks, but probably also in the Shar Planina Mts. bordering with Kosovo.” 

 

“Tourist resorts and recreational activities have an insignificant effect on the 

population. Still, sport-hunting (of ungulates) and ski resorts can be considered 

                                                           
7 See Conservation of the Critically Endangered Balkan Lynx—Achievements and Aspirations (Trajce et al, 2008); The Balkan Lynx 

Population History, Recent Knowledge on its Status and Conservation Needs (KORA, 2001) 

 

http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/68986842/0
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disturbances within the area of the national parks, where most of the Balkan lynx 

population exists.” 

 

“Poaching is posing a threat in two ways: directly, through loss of individuals and 

indirectly, through loss of lynx prey (Roe Deer, Chamois, Brown Hare) (Melovski et al. 

2013).” 

 

 

Evidence 9, 10 & 11: Climate Change and Sustainability 

 

The need to deliver improved economic circumstances is the overwhelming public interest put forward as 

justification for the risk to protected areas and world heritage status that will inevitably accompany 

implementation of the ski-resort at National Park Galichica.  

 

However, the economic argument for the project is flimsy when climate change reports are analyzed, 

especially understanding the lack of high-resolution climate data revealed by the Citrus Partners’ J337 

Supplementary Annex to the strategic environmental assessment for National Park Galichica’s 

management plan, which states, “Due to its great importance for this study and as already indicated prior 

in this report, we again want to point out that no weather or snow measurements of the Galičica massive 

have been provide[d] to Ecosign. Our assessment and assumptions are based on data that has been 

interpolated from areas in the proximity of the site and thus the overall data basis is not very reliable.  

Proper assessment of the weather pattern at the area of interest is an indispensable precondition in order 

to judge whether or not the site is suitable for ski area development!”  

 

This exclamatory statement that ski-resort feasibility is yet to be assured indicates severe doubt about the 

economic and environmental sustainability of the project, i.e. its compatibility with the biosphere reserve 

concept for UNESCO biosphere reserves. Such concerns deepen significantly when climate change 

projections from other sources are considered like the strategic environmental assessment for the 

Republic of Macedonia’s national climate change strategy and others. 

 

TITLE Macedonia—Environmental and Climate Change Policy Brief Final Draft 

SOURCE Emelie Dahlberg (University of Gothenburg) at the request of Swedish International  

Development Cooperation Agency  

DATE 2009/05/04 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Winter tourism will suffer from a decrease in the length of the ski season, and non-

snow dependent activities will need to be found to reduce dependency on good 

snow cover.” 

 

“Projections from the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) show that 

average annual temperatures in southern Europe will warm by 2.2-5.1C until year 

2100. Results indicate warming of 1.6-2.1C by 2050 and 2.7-5.4C by 2100. The 

http://sidaenvironmenthelpdesk.se/wordpress3/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Macedonia-Env-and-climate-change-policybrief20090504.pdf
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greatest changes are projected for the alpine and sub-alpine regions of the country 

and for the summer season.” 

 

 

TITLE Implications of Climate Change on Winter Tourism in National Park Galichica, Ohrid 

Lake  

SOURCE Ristovski, Igor; Burns, Peter8; Ristevski, Pece  

DATE 2015? 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Climate change for the Republic of Macedonia will represent a real challenge, 

especially since the most vulnerable tourism sectors are going to be winter and lake 

tourism, given the fact that about 50% of all overnight stays are registered in the 

mountain and lake resorts.” 

 

“In the 1950’s, snow cover  was  present on the Galichica  from mid-November – May, 

or 170 days with snow, while in the 1970’s snow cover  shifted from October –April or 

on  average 160 days , and in 2007 from 20th October – 29th March, totaling 132 days 

of snow (Source: Hydrometeorology Institute of  Macedonia).” 

 

“The principal findings confirm the positive effect of snowmaking both in economic 

terms and in lengthening the tourist season. However, the  costs  of  snowmaking  must  

be  taken  into  account.  In  the  case  of  the  warmest  scenarios,  this measure  can  

become  prohibitive  for  some  ski  operators,  and  can  hardly  solve  the  problem  of  

a shortening ski season, especially in lower elevation regions.” 

 

“Hypothesis here is that by 2050 according to Agrawala (2007) a 2°C increase in air  

temperature will move the snow line up by 300 metres, therefore the snow cover 

(SC2050 in mm) shall move upward, or “snow security” shall be changed from 1500 to 

1800 meters, shortening the snow cover on pastures significantly and shortening the 

winter season by 50 days per annum. […]Having in mind  that the most of  the planned  

ski slopes  are in the  range  1400-1800  meters,  the modelled  predictions showed that 

snow cover shall drop in range 60-150mm.  

 

Overall conclusion from both TCI and CAR model is that at planned location for 

development of MEPSO ski  resort,  acceptable  snow  cover, i.e  snow security  shall be  

reduced and  the  thermal  tourist comfort  shall  increase  by  the  year  2050,  making  

conversion  of  winter  ski  tourism  to  other  forms—ecotourism,  hiking,  paragliding  

the  most  feasible  option  for  Galichica  Mountain,  preserving  rich natural and 

historical diversity of this unique UNESCO site.”  

                                                           
8  Prof. Peter Burns of the University of Bedfordshire was a UNDP/GEF consultant for the Republic of Macedonia’s climate 

vulnerability assessment. This paper does not seem to have been published, though it is available online. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/278969369_IMPLICATIONS_OF_CLIMATE_CHANGE_ON_WINTER_TOURISM_IN_NATIONAL_PARK_GALICHICA_OHRID_LAKE
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/278969369_IMPLICATIONS_OF_CLIMATE_CHANGE_ON_WINTER_TOURISM_IN_NATIONAL_PARK_GALICHICA_OHRID_LAKE
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TITLE Strategic Environmental Assessment for the Third National Plan in Relation to the UN 

Framework Convention on Climate Change 

SOURCE Menka Spirovska 

DATE 2014 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Winter tourism is exposed and sensitive to changes in climate. A short season that 

may one day fall beneath the level of 100 days of snow coverage will trigger fear and 

concern among investors.”  

 

“Milder winters and hotter summers will impact on all aspects of tourism, particularly 

winter tourism as it is dependent on the quantity of snow.” 

 

“This means that the impact of climate change on tourism will continue, manifesting in 

changes to the tourism offer, diversion of tourists to other destinations, shortening of 

the tourist season, and alterations to the condition and quality of the tourism offer. 

This will be especially prevalent in cultural tourism, winter tourism etcetera.” – 

Description of consequences under circumstances of non-implementation of the 

national climate change plan  

 

 

 

Evidence 12: Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning  

 

That the Republic of Macedonia is already struggling to cope with the impact on biodiversity from the 

tourism industry is a conclusion from none other than the Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning 

in the Fifth National Report to the Convention on Biological Diversity. The ministry reveals that areas of 

high ecological value are under significant pressure from tourism with little administrative capacity to deal 

with the consequences (see Section 3 for similar findings from other sources).   

 

Separately, it also discusses the threat from forest fires at National Park Galichica. The frequency of such 

events is likely to rise if footfall on the mountain increases due to a combination of the A3 road and the 

four-season ski-resort opening new areas to human access. These threats will be posed directly to the 

Outstanding Universal Value and associated world heritage status of the Ohrid region. 

 

Given such concerns, it is little wonder that Table 12 of the ministry’s Draft National Strategy on Nature 

Protection (2016) categorizes ski-resorts as a threat to geomorphology in the Republic of Macedonia, and 

identifies “urbanization, industrialization and intensive tourism, including winter sports” as key dangers 

to the aesthetic values of the Ohrid region in particular. While both are troubling, the relevance of the 

former for the geological heritage of the karstic Galichica massif should not be overlooked.    

 

http://klimatskipromeni.mk/content/Documents/SEA_Klimatski%20promeni%2019.02.2014_final.pdf
http://klimatskipromeni.mk/content/Documents/SEA_Klimatski%20promeni%2019.02.2014_final.pdf
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TITLE Fifth National Report to the Convention on Biological Diversity of the Republic of 

Macedonia 

SOURCE Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning 

DATE 2014 

RELEVANT  

QUOTATIONS 

“One of the threats is associated with tourist activities (recreation or targeted 

observation of nature) or with economic activities that are not regulated in the 

management plans for protected areas, or there are no sufficient resources for 

successful coping with these threats, or the specified measures are not implemented 

to a sufficient extent. In many cases, protected areas do not have management plans 

and designated entities for their management at all, while in still other cases where 

managing entities have been appointed and management plans have been adopted, 

there is lack of appropriate supervision over their implementation, no indicators have 

been developed to measure the efficiency of management, no measures have been 

defined that could be undertaken against managing entities if populations and areas of 

critical species and habitats are of negative trend.” 

“These fires often pose a real risk to protected areas. Such was the example of the 

locality of Cham Chiflik near Strumica, protected for the specific stand of black pine of 

great age, which suffered fire in 2012. Fires were also registered in the three National 

Parks – “Mavrovo”, “Galichica” and “Pelister”, as well as Multipurpose Area “Jasen”. In 

“Galichica” National Park, in 2007, two big fires were recorded, affecting around 7.000 

hectares or almost 30% of the total Park territory. Most of the burnt area was in the 

Zone for active management, while the area affected in Zone for strict protection on 

Stara Galichica amounted around 750 hectares. Burnt areas covered mostly secondary 

grasslands in the zone of beech ecosystem in the Park, which used to be used for 

livestock grazing in the past. This is to the largest extent the habitat “Pelagonia closed 

calcareous pastures with fescue (EUNIS E4.41724, or habitat 6170 under Habitat 

Directive). From among forest habitats, the most severe damages occurred for 

endemic Greek juniper forests along the stretch between Sirhansko Kale and Tomoros, 

determined as priority habitat type (*9560), under the Habitat Directive; EUNIS 

G3.933). Significant damages were also caused in sub-alpine beech ecosystem, 

especially the habitat “Ilirian beech forests with Acer obtusatum“ (EUNIS G1.6C323), 

i.e. habitat 91К0, under Habitat Directive. During the last 50 years, accelerated 

succession of biocenoses has been going on in these habitats where the community of 

common juniper prevailed, and spread of beech forest was noted as well. As a 

consequence of the fire, this process was halted completely.” 

 

     

 

https://www.cbd.int/doc/world/mk/mk-nr-05-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/world/mk/mk-nr-05-en.pdf
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Chapter 4: A3 Expressway and Tourism Development Zones 
 

Via the Citrus Partners LLP SEA, this chapter establishes the link between the A3 road section and future 

urbanization in the Ohrid region. The link is not highlighted for tourism development zones, as these, by 

their very nature, necessitate urbanization of some kind.  Second, with reminders from other reports, the 

chapter will demonstrate both the current harm and future threat posed by such urbanization. 

 

The inference will be clear: Tourism development zones and the A3 Ohrid-Pestani-state border road 

section will contribute to urbanization, which will in turn hasten the destruction of habitats, ecosystems 

and niche biodiversity, which, as established in Section 1, are of unique global importance. This is contrary 

to the essence of Ohrid-Prespa world heritage.    

 

Evidence 13: A3 Ohrid-Pestani Road Section & Urbanization 

The Citrus Partners’ SEA establishes the connection between the proposed Ohrid-Pestani road section and 

regional urbanization, and outlines the resultant threats to National Park Galichica. 

TITLE Draft Amendments to the Management Plan for National Park Galichica for the Period 

2011-2020, Strategic Environmental Assessment  

SOURCE Citrus Partners LLP (J337) 

DATE August 2015 

RELEVANT  

QUOTATIONS 

“The introduction of a road corridor may increase the risk of urbanisation of the strip 

of land between the lake shore/existing road and the new expressway." – Section 7.3.2 

Ecological effects (related to the Ohrid-Pestani express road)  

“The proposed expressway potentially may raise the upper limit of urbanisation and 

could potentially encourage development of the urban fabric to higher levels along the 

mountain side.”- Section 7.3.3 Effects on the Cultural and Natural Heritage of the Area 

(related to the Ohrid-Pestani express road) 

 

“The current main threat in the Park is urbanisation (see Chapter 4) the combined 

effect of this and the 5 Projects planned within the Park provide additional pressure on 

an already sensitised baseline.” – 7.6.2 Cumulative impacts on protected species 

 

Evidence 14: The Deteriorating World Heritage Outlook 

An assessment by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) concludes that the current 

situation in the Ohrid region is of “significant concern” and “deteriorating”. Institutional incapacity 

(Section 3) and poor decision-making are identified as the organizational context in which unsustainable 

development and poorly planned construction (Section 5) threaten world heritage ecosystems within 

both Lake Ohrid and National Park Galichica. Therefore, since the tourism development zones and the A3 
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express road at Ohrid-Prespa will encourage urbanization, they are highly likely to boost the very stressors 

that are pushing world heritage to the edge, while relying on underfunded and ineffective institutions to 

hold back severe environmental fallout.  

TITLE World Heritage Outlook: Natural and Cultural Heritage of the Lake Ohrid Region 

SOURCE IUCN (available online) 

DATE May 27 2014 

RELEVANT  

QUOTATIONS 

“The natural values of the site are under pressure from unsustainable use of resources, 

especially fishing, but also from unsustainable tourism development in the entire 

region, accompanied by low awareness among the decision makers and lack of 

integrated urban planning. Uncontrolled constructions along the lake shore have 

negative impact on the lake and the landscape. Introduced alien species and increasing 

pollution by organic and inorganic sewage is threating vulnerable aquatic fauna and 

flora. The existing management institutions suffer from low levels of staff and 

insufficient budget and therefore have little capacity to ensure effective protection of 

the site’s natural values.”9 

“Currently the main threat is uncontrolled construction of buildings along the lake’s 

shore on both sides of the littoral countries. This goes in line with increasing amount 

of wastewater and solid waste. The current reactivated commercial fishing still has to 

be proven as sustainable. Tourism development and associated infrastructure 

development is not sustainable and has a high potential to negatively impact on the 

natural values of the site.” 

“The planned road along the foothills of the Galichica mountain will cut off relevant 

areas of the National Park Galichica. These areas close to the lake shore contribute to 

the landscape diversity of the entire area and the beauty of the landscape. The 

construction of the road might devaluate the outstanding beauty of the composition 

of the lake and the mountain.” 

 

Evidence 15: A Creeping Biodiversity Crisis 

Using the IUCN classification scheme, a team comprised of experts from Hydrobiological Institute Ohrid 

and Justus Liebig University analyzes threats to Lake Ohrid and makes suggestions for more robust 

protection, few of which have been implemented. On a four-point scale from 0 to 3, housing and urban 

areas; tourism and recreation areas; roads and railways; human intrusion and disturbance from 

recreational activities; and pollution from wastewater and garbage are all evaluated at the strongest level 

                                                           
9 In fact, low staffing and budget levels are not always the core issue, as shown by Proaqua, where outside investment and high 

employee numbers oversee a wastewater system that is falling into disrepair (Evidence 30, 31).   

http://www.worldheritageoutlook.iucn.org/search-sites/-/wdpaid/en/2015;jsessionid=E708A83F7ED65028CF8991F87DC66B2D?p_p_state=maximized
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of detrimental impact. Each of these is likely to worsen with implementation of the tourism development 

zones and Ohrid-Pestani-State Border road section. 

TITLE A freshwater biodiversity hotspot under pressure – assessing threats and identifying 

conservation needs for ancient Lake Ohrid 

SOURCE Kostoski et al (Biogeosciences) 

DATE 17th December 2010 

RELEVANT  

QUOTATIONS 

“Population growth, and rapid urbanisation in both Albania and Macedonia provide a 

major source of sewage water, which flows into Lake Ohrid. So-called “black spots”, 

characterized by high contamination with bacteria have been identified around densely 

populated areas, such as around Pogradec.” 

 

“The significant alteration or even loss of habitats as one of the best understood 

conservation concerns is an ongoing problem in and around Lake Ohrid, mainly associated 

with expansion of settlements around the major towns Ohrid, Struga, and Pogradec. It is 

among the most studied and best understood concerns. The construction of building, 

boating facilities (often concrete constructions), beaches and other touristic facilities is a 

major factor in this context, but also private weekend houses have directly contributed 

to the alteration of mainly coastal habitats.” 

 

“Facing the outlined parallel needs to protect the unique biodiversity of Lake Ohrid, we 

suggest urging (a) implementation and enforcement of the General Management Plan 

that would ensure long-term integrated and sustainable use of the lake and its 

watershed, (b) the establishment of Core Conservation areas (CCA), i.e., official reserves 

with the highest conservation priority, including underwater reserves, and (c) Coastal 

Zone Management (CZM) areas that would constitute buffer zones for the CCA around 

the lake.” 

 

 

Evidence 16: A Brief Case Study of Regional Urbanization 

 

Threats posed to Studenchishte Marsh through drainage and development have already been highlighted 

in Section 2, Chapter 1. However, the current condition of the wetland and its gradual decline deserve 

further examination in the context of urbanization as they reveal how a process of encroachment is likely 

to overtake other areas of high protection value unless immediate, meaningful action is taken to uphold 

world heritage values and the principles of sustainable development. Consequently, the story of 

Studenchishte’s gradual degradation is an insight into the likely longterm consequences of lakeshore 

tourism development zones, projects envisaged for Lagadin, and the less orderly urbanization that will 

follow in the wake of the A3 express road.  

 

http://www.biogeosciences.net/7/3999/2010/bg-7-3999-2010.pdf
http://www.biogeosciences.net/7/3999/2010/bg-7-3999-2010.pdf
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TITLE Integrated Study on the State of the Remaining Studenchishte Marsh and Measures for 

its Revitalization 

SOURCE Spirovska M. et al, 2012 

DATE Feb 2015 (Posted online) 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“The following threats have been identified with regard to the survival of the remained 

Studenchishta Swamp: undefined level of protection without clear legal support; lack 

of system for sustainable management; drainage of the Swamp; non-effective 

communication of the Swamp with Ohrid Lake; conversion of parts of the Swamp into 

arable land; disposal of demolishing and municipal waste; exploitation of beaches; 

asphalted and other roads/road infrastructure; construction of permanent and 

temporary buildings; disturbance; hunting; pollution; planning grounds; etc.” 

 

“There are some temporary buildings—bars and houses—sparsely positioned in the 

wider area of the marsh. The bars on the beaches create a physical barrier towards the 

marsh, an increased concentration of people, noise and waste. These problems have 

to be seen through the prism of the need for establishing new guidelines for conduct 

and usage of the area. Houses that are initially placed as temporary objects for the 

support of agricultural activities have a tendency to become objects for permanent 

living. This can lead to gradual conversion of the areas into construction sites, which is 

in direct collision with the commitment for protection of the Marsh.” 

 

“The construction of Rasadnik, a plant nursery, has major consequences for 

Studenchishta Marsh. It was constructed in the most vital region of the marsh, and, 

thus, parts of the relict community Caricetum elate—the only site for the species in 

Macedonia—were destroyed.” 

 

“Despite of the fact that the values and the importance of the Swamp have been known 

for long, due to inappropriate care and untimely undertaking of measures for its 

efficient conservation, series of developments leading to reduction of the Swamp 

surface area and destruction of certain significant components of biological diversity 

have been noted.” 

 

“According to field studies, the water pollution in the marsh generally comes from 

dumped solid waste from various origins (generally communal mixed waste and inert 

construction waste).  The washing of this kind of waste and its corruption are the 

sources for water pollution in the marsh, and also in Ohrid Lake.” 

 

“The concept for the urbanization of beaches did not take into consideration the 

requirement that intervention should be minimal in this area (there should not be any 

excavation on this coast in fact). With the creation of uniform beaches for the entire 

coastline of Lake Ohrid, the specifics, vulnerability and sensitiveness of the marsh were 

http://www.scribd.com/doc/258498562/Study-about-the-condition-of-the-remaining-Studenchishta-Swamp
http://www.scribd.com/doc/258498562/Study-about-the-condition-of-the-remaining-Studenchishta-Swamp
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not taken into consideration for threats such as excavation, car access and parking, the 

construction of a water supply system, the waste water drainage system, communal 

waste, noise, lighting, the removal of current vegetation, the backfilling of land, the 

planting of grass, and the introduction of species that are not non-native etc.” 

 

Chapter 5: Failures—the Citrus Partners’ SEA  
 

The most thorough report to date on the implications of amendments to the management plan for 

National Park Galichica and the multiple infrastructural projects foreseen therein is the aforementioned 

Citrus Partners LLP SEA dated August 2015 (Evidence 7, 13). This document remains contentious for two 

reasons: 1) Comments submitted by Ohrid SOS as part of the consultation for the SEA have been 

substituted with a far less extensive, earlier submission; and 2) the report contains numerous oversights, 

blind-spots, insufficiently substantiated assertions, and other weaknesses. 

Indeed, although the Citrus Partners LLP SEA provides some useful insight on the likely impacts of the 

amendments to National Park Galichica’s management plan for 2011-2020, it remains deeply flawed. 

From failure to include the drainage of an entire wetland within cumulative impacts to reliance upon 

highly controversial offset methodology designed for application in a completely different country, even 

the present harshness of its conclusions—which already include a stated threat to world heritage status—

are a gross underestimation of the potential harm to the Ohrid-Prespa region. 

Below is a short selection of the SEA’s oversights and shortcomings, which comprehensively hasten the 

conclusion that the world heritage property is ominously threatened by the projects conceived for its elite 

natural habitats. Many were originally submitted in the Ohrid SOS comments to the second draft of the 

SEA that have vanished in Public Institution National Park Galichica’s hands (Section 6, Chapter 5). The 

vast majority are neither covered in the SEA nor in the Citrus Partners’ responses in the June-released 

Chapter 11. 

Cumulative Impacts: Most seriously, the Citrus Partners LLP SEA offers zero consideration of how the A3 

express road, tourism development zones, and ski-resort will combine with other deleterious projects in 

the Lake Ohrid watershed such as wetland drainage and conversion at Studenchishte Marsh; the 

Mediterranean beach vision for Lagadin; the newly released plans for high-rise buildings in the town of 

Ohrid; and the 300-boat marina to cumulatively erode world-unique regional ecosystems and vital, 

species rich habitats. It is questionable whether Citrus is even aware of all these projects.  

Offset Methodology: In addition to contradicting IUCN policy on biodiversity offsets and national parks, 

Citrus puts forward methodology that has been designed for use in the context of the United Kingdom, 

where biodiversity values are far lower, yet legal, institutional and resource levels far higher. Despite these 

obvious shortcomings and the fact that such methods are unproven over a reasonable ecological 

timescale, Citrus neither adequately discusses the controversy around offset policy nor justifies its 

methodological choice for offset implementation.    
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Offset/Mitigation Application: The SEA only considers the institutional capability of Public Institution 

National Park Galichica. It does not fully examine the shortcomings of other relevant institutions such as 

the Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning or investigate how offset policy is integrated within 

wider strategic, planning and legal frameworks. Little thought has been given to the lack of an inclusive, 

national debate on whether, how, and with what boundaries offsets are applicable in the Republic of 

Macedonia. 

Underestimation of Risk: The risk factor multiplier has been set to 1 for some habitats, which takes no 

account of a) Macedonia’s general lack of experience with implementing offsets; b) the very real 

possibility that institutional negligence or resource shortages will impact offset outcomes; c) the 

functional absence of a legal framework; and d) the potential for unforeseen events or influence of 

previously unrecognized variables. Put simply, there is always some risk. 

Underestimation of Time: Time multipliers do not accurately assess how long it may take for habitats to 

recover, particularly in the case of forests, and therefore do not evidence a precautionary approach. 

Underestimation of Common Habitats/Species: Oak-hornbeam forests are deemed unnecessary for 

offsets or mitigation on the grounds that they are damaged and relatively common. This ignores their 

potentially disproportionate value in an area of acute biodiversity, uses a false baseline to estimate their 

worth, and does not recognize that their loss is sure to affect species populations in some way. Moreover, 

common species are largely overlooked by the SEA, especially for monitoring, even though they will 

certainly be impacted by project implementation too.   

Climate Change:  No recognition is demonstrated of the ability of the Ohrid-Prespa region to act as a 

refugium during periods of climate change, even though the calming effect of its lakes on temperature 

extremes and their provision of extra air moisture is well-known. No consideration is given to how a 

habitat fragmented by ski-resorts and roads will prevent species from adjusting to changing weather 

patterns by moving to different parts of the mountain, nor how species currently in other regions may 

retreat to National Park Galichica if conditions become inhospitable elsewhere. No facilitation has been 

made for how habitat and species compositions may change on National Park Galichica as temperatures 

rise or how offsets will interplay with this dynamic.  

Offset Additionality: Additionality is not adequately demonstrated in proposals to allow forest-damaged 

areas to recover, as these would improve in condition naturally if left interference free.  

Mitigation Measures: The SEA has not evaluated previous attempts to implement mitigation measures in 

the Republic of Macedonia nor incorporated the Ministry of Environment’s conclusion from the Fifth 

National Report on the Convention for Biological Diversity (2014) that protected areas are undermined by 

substandard mitigation quality and application (Evidence 35). 

Undiscovered Species: The Ohrid-Prespa region continues to register new species, including some that 

have not been previously recorded by science. There is every reason to suspect that more will be found 

in the future. Offset and mitigation measures cannot possibly take into consideration how best to 
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safeguard such species. Avoiding new, large-scale anthropogenic pressures on protected areas is 

therefore the only reasonable approach. 

Genetic diversity: The vicinity of Lakes Ohrid and Prespa and their contact zones appear to demonstrate 

particularly wide genetic variation within herpetofauna such as Pelophylax spp., Hyla arborea, Lacerta 

viridis and Natrix natrix. This may well extend to other species categories. Genetic diversity is vital to the 

ability of species to survive, especially relevant as the Sixth Mass Extinction looms. Citrus Partners, 

however, completely overlook this critical feature of Ohrid-Prespa and therefore omit any evaluation of 

how habitat fragmentation may diminish intra-species genetic wealth.        

Wildfires: Increased footfall on the mountain and road access to new areas of the Galichica massif will 

lead to a spike in the number of human-provoked wildfires at a time when the number of naturally 

occurring fire events is also predicted to rise. Evaluation of how this may disrupt both habitats and offset 

implementation in National Park Galichica is totally absent from the SEA. 

Economic benefits: Citrus Partners’ assertion that economic benefits will prevail from the ski-resort and 

tourism developments is one-sided and poorly substantiated. The conclusion that plans for a low-salary 

ski-resort with complimentary tourism development zones will stem the regional exodus of the young 

appears under-researched. No attempt has been made to estimate the foregone income that would result 

from loss of world heritage status. No quantification has been made of the tourism decline that would 

ensue from a large-scale eutrophication event in consequence of accelerating urbanization. No figure has 

been placed on the damage and income deficit from greater fire-frequency. No consideration has been 

given to the regional economic malaise that could ensue in a worst-case scenario, i.e. world heritage 

status is lost; the natural environment severely degraded; and the ski-resort sinks into bankruptcy. 

Politicization: The very real risk that monitoring, mitigation, offset implementation, and management of 

protected areas at National Park Galichica will be compromised by political interference, control of the 

information flow, and hiring of inappropriate or unqualified staff to key positions does not feature in the 

SEA.     

Public Institution National Park Galichica: Thorough assessment has not been conducted on the 

composition, structure, professional expertise, operational practices, functional independence and 

general performance of Public Institution National Park Galichica to evaluate whether it can reasonably 

be expected to prevent severe degradation if large-scale projects are implemented within its boundaries.  

Poaching: The potential for disturbed species to vacate or avoid protected areas and thereby fall victim 

to poachers is not fully examined. This is particularly the case for the Balkan chamois and red deer, both 

of which are prey for the Balkan lynx. That new roads and infrastructure will facilitate greater poacher 

access to mountain areas is only covered in the context of one butterfly species.  

Legal and Institutional Framework: The five National Park Galichica projects have not been placed in the 

context of local and national inadequacy to enforce environmental legislation. 
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Trophic Cascades: Introduction of the road and ski-resort will disrupt animal movement patterns, which 

will in turn affect food-webs with unpredictable results in hyper-localized contexts.    

Keystone Species: Keystone species are identified, but only according to general European conclusions, 

rather than site-specific insight. Recent research indicates that species might be integral to ecosystems in 

one location, but less important in another. Therefore, understanding relationships between taxa within 

the Ohrid region is an essential precondition for conserving its exceptional natural phenomena amidst 

large-scale infrastructure projects. It is highly questionable whether the existing data resolution is detailed 

enough to perform this task.    
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SECTION 3: LEGAL & INSTITUTIONAL CRISIS 
 

This section will overview shortcomings in the Republic of Macedonia’s legal infrastructure, regulatory 

framework, and institutional capacity, all of which presently undermine efforts to maintain the 

Outstanding Universal Value of Ohrid-Prespa. It argues that the chronic stagnation of environmental 

policy indicates a lack of will or ability to implement meaningful protection of superlative natural 

phenomena. It further indicates that underperforming and/or politically controlled institutions are 

critically damaging efforts to protect the world heritage property. In short, the evidence presented 

demonstrates that neither the law nor related institutions can in any way be relied upon to control, 

mitigate, or offset the inevitable damage to landscapes and biodiversity that will result from the 

developmental direction currently pursued by decision-makers at Ohrid-Prespa.      

 

 

Chapter 1: Law 
 

The legal framework for environmental protection within the Republic of Macedonia is presently unfit for 

the task. A latent level of threat would always persist under these circumstances, particularly when 

accompanied by low public and decision-maker awareness of ecological issues. However, with 

amendments to the management plan for National Park Galichica and the proposal to drain Studenchishte 

Marsh, such threats have become active. Poorly designed and patchily implemented laws will not be 

enough to safeguard habitats and species against their impact, especially in combination with substandard 

species monitoring (Section 7, Chapter 8).   

 

Evidence 17: The New Law on Nature Protection 

 

The Republic of Macedonia is currently rewriting the Law on Nature Protection. At first glance, aspects 

appear to strengthen the legal position of habitats and species. Nonetheless, sizeable exceptions reduce 

environmental law to conditionality on other unspecified regulations, even planning documents, as 

exemplified here. 

 

TITLE Draft Law on Nature Protection 

DATE November 2016 

RELEVANT  

QUOTATIONS 

 

Article 6810: Regime for the Protection of Wetland Habitats   

 

(1) For the purpose of protection of wetland habitats, it is forbidden to 

 

                                                           
10 The article number is likely to have changed in more recent drafts. 
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construct buildings or manage natural resources around natural springs, natural 

watercourses, the coastal zones of artificial and natural lakes, flood plains of 

watercourses, and swamps or marshes unless regulated by other laws, regulations 

or planning documents.  

 

The draft Article 68 typifies the legal maneuvers that are exploited to permit degradation of the Ohrid 

region, and the potential for abuse is extreme when one considers the arbitrariness with which planning 

documents can be amended (Section 5, Chapter 2) in the Republic of Macedonia. If the Law on Nature 

Protection is inferior to them, there is little hope that it can hold back an unsustainable urbanization drive 

at Ohrid-Prespa.   

 

Indeed, the provision of a large exception echoes loopholes inserted in other laws, such as the recent 

removal of requirement to receive permission from the Ministry of Environment before illegally 

constructed buildings can receive formal recognition (Section 4).  This has had direct relevance for Lake 

Ohrid with numerous illegally erected constructions now permitted to stay. Other juggling of legal 

requirements also appears to be in evidence at Lagadin (Section 5, Chapter 3).  

 

Evidence 18: The European Commission (a) 

 

Even if wording for the Law on Nature Protection were to be strengthened in the final version with less 

significant exceptions and greater equality with other legislation, serious doubts would remain over the 

Republic of Macedonia’s ability and willingness to hold those who transgress environmental regulations 

accountable for their actions. This point has been made repeatedly by the European Commission in its 

annual progress report on the country, and Macedonia’s continued failure to address the implementation 

deficit suggests a lack of true understanding, engagement, and commitment to issues of nature protection.  

 

Further, it portends a severe discrepancy between the huge level of threat to habitats, ecosystems and 

natural heritage that will be unleashed by development plans at Ohrid-Prespa and the capacity of 

authorities to realize/manage the consequences. Little faith can be placed in the preventative power of 

law that exists nominally but not functionally. Below is a summary of European Commission progress 

reports since 2010.   

 

TITLE The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia Report, accompanying the document 

Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the 

European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions 

SOURCE European Commission 

DATE 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Administrative capacity is still weak at both central and local level. This is particularly 

true for the nature protection and industrial pollution and risk management sectors.” 

–November 2010 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2010/package/mk_rapport_2010_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2011/package/mk_rapport_2011_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2012/package/mk_rapport_2012_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2013/package/brochures/the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia_2013.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2014/20141008-the-former-yugoslav-republic-of-macedonia-progress-report_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2015/20151110_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
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“However, significant efforts are needed in order to implement the national legislation, 

especially in the areas of water management, industrial pollution control and climate 

change. Administrative capacity is still weak at both central and local level across all 

sectors. Investments need to be significantly increased, especially in the waste and 

water sectors.”—October 2011 

 

“The administrative capacity for implementing and enforcing environmental and 

climate change legislation remains largely insufficient at both national and local levels. 

Coordination between administrative bodies responsible for environment-related 

issues is not yet effective. Environmental protection and climate change requirements 

are still not integrated well into policy-making and policy implementation. Involvement 

of stakeholders in decision-making has improved, but is still not sufficient.”—October 

2012 

 

“Significant efforts are needed to implement the legislation, especially in the areas of 

water management, industrial pollution control, nature protection and climate change. 

Significant strengthening of administrative capacity, both at central and local level, is 

of the utmost importance. Investment needs to be significantly increased, especially in 

the waste and water sectors.”—October 2013 

 

“Little progress was made in the areas of environment and climate change. 

Administrative capacity needs to be strengthened in all areas and the government 

needs to cooperate more with civil society and other stakeholders. Strategic planning 

and significant efforts are needed in order to ensure that national legislation is in line 

with the acquis, and that this legislation is implemented. Investment needs to be 

significantly increased, especially in the waste and water sectors.”—October 2014 

 

“Overall, there has been some progress towards strengthening the country’s 

administrative capacity to implement and enforce legislation on the environment and 

climate change, but it remains largely insufficient at all levels. The environmental 

monitoring and information system is inadequate. Environmental protection and 

climate action requirements are still not well integrated into other areas of policy-

making and implementation.”— November 2015 

 

“In the area of horizontal legislation, the national strategy on environment and climate 

change still needs to be adopted. Structural administrative capacity at a central and 

local level remained weak and insufficient. Priority measures were identified to 

strengthen the implementation of environmental legislation at local level. The 

environmental impact assessment and the strategic impact assessment process need 

to be further improved to ensure effective public participation. […]Concerns remain 

high about the insufficient protection of protected areas, areas of high natural value 
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and potential Natura 2000 sites, and also about the cumulative impact of planned 

hydropower investment projects.”—November 2016 

 

 

Chapter 2: Institutional Breakdown 
 

Given the potential for anthropogenic activities in the Ohrid region to gradually dissolve habitats and 

ecosystems of worldwide importance, one might expect elite institutional standards applied to 

maintaining exceptional natural phenomena. Understanding the risks posed, one might further expect 

strong institutional objections to suggested amendments for both the Management Plan for National Park 

Galichica 2010-2020 and the General Urban Plan for Ohrid.  

 

Unfortunately, the available evidence suggests that the region’s protective shield has been disarmed. 

Rather, institutions in the Republic of Macedonia are subject to poor management, negligence of duty, 

and political control (Evidence 30). As shall be seen in Section 7, the ramifications of this dynamic have 

severe negative implications for Ohrid world heritage. 

 

Evidence 19: European Commission (b)  

 

In addition to warnings on legal infrastructure and administrative capacity, the latest European 

Commission report reveals abuse of employment mechanisms, which are manipulated to ensure that staff 

do not contradict ruling party policy and to place government-friendly individuals in key positions. The 

former is an especially powerful tool of control in a country with high, long-term unemployment and a 

relatively small private sector. The European Commission further describes a lack of accountability, which 

prevents necessary oversight of environmental dynamics at Ohrid-Prespa and allows for opaque decision-

making processes.  It even mentions credible allegations of intimidation. 

 

In the context of Ohrid-region world heritage, these practices prevent trustworthy systems of information 

delivery; undermine monitoring; create the space within which inconvenient truths can be conveniently 

ignored; facilitate professional negligence; and directly lead to institutional decay. They cast strong doubt 

upon the ability of crucial systems of conservation support such as Public Administration National Park 

Galichica, Hydrobiological Institute Ohrid, and the Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning to 

function without interference.   

 

This perhaps manifests in the wording of the 2014 Public Enterprise State Roads’ Stakeholder Engagement 

Plan, Construction of the A3 Express Road from Kosel to the Ljubanishta Border Crossing Ohrid – Pestani 

Section, Technical number 107/2013, which refers to a letter received from Public Institution National 

Park Galichica expressing “readiness for active contribution to the realization of the planned project” and 

http://www.roads.org.mk/UserFiles/files/ZivotnaSredina/2014_10_09_SEP_OHRID-PESTANI_DISCLOSED_EN.pdf
http://www.roads.org.mk/UserFiles/files/ZivotnaSredina/2014_10_09_SEP_OHRID-PESTANI_DISCLOSED_EN.pdf
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addressing “the instances for dissolving the possible institutional disagreement in the perception of the 

responsibilities in this project.”   11 

 

The latter statement indicates that pressure is applied to members of staff within Public Institution 

National Park Galichica to ensure support for development projects within its borders. It would be 

interesting to know whether such pressure extends to the process for accession to the Natura 2000 

network. To date, Public Institution National Park Galichica has failed to attend any of the related training 

events, while, to Ohrid SOS’s understanding, parts of the national park are likely to be omitted from the 

final designation.   

 

TITLE The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia Report, accompanying the document 

Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the 

European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions 

SOURCE European Commission 

DATE 2016 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Concerns remained also over the transparency of staff mobility and possible misuse 

of dismissal procedures. Criteria for senior management positions should be made 

more detailed to limit political appointments and dismissals. Allegations of pressure on 

the public sector employees continued, reinforcing the perception of high levels of 

politicisation. The final report of the OSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission (July 

2016) notes that there are credible allegations that public sector employees suffered 

intimidation, pressure and threats to their employment to attend 

counterdemonstrations. Allegations of intimidation to attend demonstrations were 

also reported.” 

 

“Ineffective accountability lines, the use of the public sector as a political instrument, 

allegations of pressure exerted on public employees and alleged politicisation of 

administration in an electoral year continue to be of concern.” 

 

“As effective lines of accountability are not in place between or within institutions, a 

functional review is needed to assess the rationality of the organisation of the 

Macedonian public administration. Some institutions continued to report in parallel 

both to their line ministry and to the government. Clear separation of reporting and 

accountability requirements between party and state must be ensured.” 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
11 Available: http://www.roads.org.mk/UserFiles/files/ZivotnaSredina/2014_10_09_SEP_OHRID-PESTANI_DISCLOSED_EN.pdf  

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
http://www.roads.org.mk/UserFiles/files/ZivotnaSredina/2014_10_09_SEP_OHRID-PESTANI_DISCLOSED_EN.pdf
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Evidence 20: Ministry of Environment SWOT analysis 

 

Flaws in institutional operations have been highlighted by the Ministry of Environment, which, despite 

recognizing their corrosive effect upon the environment, has so far been unable to take ameliorative 

action. Its own SWOT analysis for the 2016 Draft National Strategy for Nature Protection evaluated 

institutional incompetence as a weakness alongside an inability for various ministries and strategies to 

cooperate; a dearth of resources; inadequately skilled staff; and poor management/regulation of 

protected areas. Indeed, the very fact that nature protection strategy remains at the draft stage is a 

further example of the performance shortfall. 

  

From this, it is clear that the necessary precondition of best practice is not in place with regard to 

safeguarding world heritage legacy. Moreover, neither mitigation measures nor biodiversity offsets are in 

a realistic position to deliver successful nature protection outcomes, particularly in the long-term, given 

their dependence upon ecological consciousness, competent authorities, effective monitoring, an 

integrated approach, and appropriate financing. 

 

TITLE National Strategy for the Protection of Nature 2017-2027 

SOURCE Ministry of Environment 

DATE 2016 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

The following quotations are taken from the strategy’s SWOT analysis. It determines 

the condition, strengths, weaknesses, obstacles and possibilities for nature protection. 

Below is a selection of the weakpoints, most of which relate either directly or indirectly 

to the operation of institutions.  

 

 

Finance 

 

 Sufficient financial means are not provided for the protection of nature 

 The finance and management of protected areas is insufficient 

 A fund for the protection of nature is non-existent 

 

Institutional Aspects 

 

 Non-existent expert bodies such as an institute or agency for nature protection 

 Insufficiently strong institutional capacity at local and national level 

 Lack of adequately skilled human resources at local and national level 

 Insufficient coordination between relevant institutions 

 Overlap and lack of competence at relevant institutions 

 Inspection services are inadequately staffed 

 

 

http://www.moepp.gov.mk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/NACRT_STRATEGIJA_-ZA_ZASTITA_PRIRODA.pdf
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Strategic Documents  

 

 Existing strategic documents are not in agreeance with one another 

 Strategic documents (geological diversity, landscapes) are incomplete  

Research, Monitoring and Inventory Compilation 

 

 Continuous monitoring is not established 

 Methodology for monitoring has not been developed 

 Indicators for biological diversity have not been fully developed 

 Underground overground waters have been insufficiently studied 

 The National Information System for Biological Diversity is non-functional 

 

Protected Areas 

 

 Protected areas are not sufficiently managed or regulated 

 The concept of ecotourism is not adequately understood or implemented 

 

Threats 

 

 Weak capacity at an institutional level 
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SECTION 4: TIMELINE—A JOURNEY TO THE EDGE 
 

The timeline here highlights certain events to detail both the malpractice threatening the ecological 

integrity of the Ohrid-Prespa region and the withdrawal from democratic norms afflicting the Republic of 

Macedonia. The incidents listed have occurred in the last two years alone and they provide context to the 

matters discussed in Sections 5, 6 and 7.  

Not only does the timeline overview the intimidation directed at Ohrid SOS activists and the removal of 

Ohrid SOS comments from the public consultation process, but it also indicates the use of compromised 

expert opinion to facilitate urbanization; regional corruption; illegal construction in the lakeshore vicinity; 

and the process by which buildings that should never have been permitted are transformed into legal 

entities.  

The latter is particularly troubling as countless buildings that have been legalized in this way were erected 

in the 50m green belt, which theoretically precludes permanent constructions. Many are neither 

connected to wastewater systems nor properly integrated within planning documents/other important 

infrastructure. Moreover, amendments to the law were made to remove the requirement for owners to 

receive permission from the Ministry of Environment prior to legalization. This effectively reduced the 

power of the ministry to ensure environmentally sound development processes and has increased the 

potential for the trend noted in Evidence 16, whereby buildings that were originally temporary—thus 

allowed in the 50m green belt—become objects of permanent residence.    

Illegal building has forcibly come into focus with the 2017 construction of a hotel within this 50m zone in 

the lakeshore village of Lagadin, which appears to be in contravention of 12 laws and 1 bylaw (Section 5, 

Chapter 3). Upon receiving a complaint from Ohrid SOS, the National Inspectorate for Construction and 

Urbanization noted irregularities and officially requested a recall of permission for the hotel by Ohrid 

Municipality. This took over two weeks to materialize. Construction has now ceased, but the final outcome 

remains to be seen with early indications suggesting a determination by the municipality to oversee 

completion of the building in spite of its seeming illegality.    

That various sources over the years from the IUCN to scientific researchers have warned about the 

deterioration of the Outstanding Universal Value of the Ohrid region due to ad hoc urbanization, yet, as 

illustrated at Lagadin, little has changed in practice, once again suggests vested interest in maintaining 

the status quo among decision-makers or a lack of will, interest and competence to arrest the decline. The 

evidence firmly indicates that both are factors.    
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  DATE DETAILS 

 
Jan 2015 

 
 

A General Urban Plan for the Ohrid region unveils the intention to concrete over a 
critical Lake Ohrid wetland against the findings of a Strategic Environmental 
Assessment. The decision to develop the high biodiversity area reflects the lack of 
awareness and negligent inconsideration for the environment among planners. 

 
Jan 2015 

Citizens’ initiative Ohrid SOS is established in response to multiple, environmentally 
damaging development proposals for the Ohrid-Prespa region. It consists of 
concerned scientists, NGO members, university professors, local community members 
& individual activists.  

 
Mar 2015 

A representative of Hydrobiological Institute Ohrid casts doubt on the existence of a 
vital lakeshore wetland, contradicting both a 2012 report compiled by an expert team 
and the official consideration of her institution. Her opinion is provided in relation to 
the Ohrid Municipality intention to drain and urbanize the area entirely.  

 
Apr 2015 

 
 

Following a meeting of Ohrid Municipality related to urbanization plans, an activist in 
a civil service position is warned that the ruling party of the Republic of Macedonia 
“does not forget” in reference to public support for the movement to safeguard Ohrid-
Prespa habitats.   

 
Jun 2015 

 
 

First draft of the strategic environmental assessment on projects for National Park 
Galichica finds against the proposals in a majority of conclusions. The European Bank 
of Reconstruction and Development deems the study inadequate & suggests another 
company to recomplete the SEA, this time with very different results. 

 
Aug 2015 

 
 

150 buildings illegally established in the Lake Ohrid area are formally legalized after 
amendments to laws for strictly protected zones next to lakes and rivers, confirming 
the IUCN World Heritage Outlook conclusion that the main threat to the region is 
“uncontrolled construction of buildings on both sides of the littoral countries”. 

 
Feb-Mar 2016 

 
 

Ilina Arsova—Ohrid SOS member, sportswoman & former president of Lagadin 
Municipality on the Lake Ohrid shore—is summoned to police following her 
outspoken stance against regional urbanization, such as proposed projects for Lagadin 
and Galichica. Charges, later dropped, are brought against her by Ohrid Municipality.    

 
May 2016 

 
 

United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) establishes 
the provisional agenda for its 40th session. Details reveal that changes to the zoning of 
National Park Galichica such as necessary for the Ohrid-Pestani road section “would 
conflict with the World Heritage status of the property”. 

 
Jun 2016 

A 4x4 convoy drives through National Park Galichica’s Zone of Active Management 
against park management rules. The event is opened by Mayor Bakracheski of Ohrid 
Municipality. National Park Galichica director, Zoran Veljanovski, confirms that no 
permission had been given. Ohrid SOS activists suffer threats for revealing the news.    

 
Jul 2016 

 
 

 
An influential activist receives a warning from ruling party members to desist from 
support of the Ohrid SOS initiative. 

 
Jul 2016 

 

UNESCO’s 40th session in Istanbul concludes that the findings of the Citrus Partners’ 
LLP SEA for National Park Galichica, which includes the Ohrid-Pestani road section, 
and other large-scale regional infrastructure plans “would represent a case for 
inscription of the property on the List of World Heritage in Danger.”  

 Regional pro-government media, Ohrid1, publishes several fake news articles and 
disseminates false press releases sourced to an email account that has been 
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Jul 2016 & 
ongoing 

established to impersonate the Ohrid SOS initiative. When informed of the total 
factual inaccuracy of its stories, Ohrid1 ignores complaints.  

 
Aug 2016 

 
 

When responses to comments on the Citrus Partners LLP SEA for proposed projects 
for National Park Galichica are released, Ohrid SOS learns that its extensive comments 
submitted in Feb. 2016 have disappeared and been substituted with an earlier 
document. Neither PINPG nor Citrus Partners replies to explanation requests. 

 
Dec 2016 

Contravening 12 laws, 1 bylaw and the Constitution of the Republic of Macedonia, 
hotel construction begins within the protected 50m shoreline greenbelt of Lake Ohrid 
in the village of Lagadin against the wishes of the local community. Residents complain 
of inadequate public consultation as a private residence suffers serious damage. 

 
Jan 2017 

Another wave of legalization sees several more buildings that had been illegally 
constructed in the Lake Ohrid region receive permission, again suggesting that 
urbanization processes are neither fully controlled nor organized to ensure robust 
protection of natural heritage. 

 
Mar 2017 

The Republic of Macedonia’s National Inspectorate for Construction and Urbanization 
upholds a complaint on the illegality of the Lagadin hotel from Ohrid SOS, requesting 
Ohrid Municipality to recall permission for the building. Construction ceases over two 
weeks later, although the municipality denies wrongdoing. 
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SECTION 5: THE TWILIGHT ZONE—CORRUPTION & 

BAD INTERNATIONAL PRACTICE 
 

Section 5 reveals the context of corruption, conflict of interest, and malpractice in which urbanization 

takes place in the Republic of Macedonia. Evidence includes international reports, the full story of 

construction at Lagadin and even wiretapped conversations between high-ranking political figures who 

discuss changes to the urban plan for Ohrid, all of which illustrate that planning and construction are 

implemented according to self-interest without proper regard for the essence of nature protection law or 

best international practice. Maintenance of world heritage is, at best, an afterthought. 

   

 

Chapter 1: Corruption & Conflict of Interest 
 

That corruption is out of control in the Republic of Macedonia is a well-supported notion with evidence 

presented from the European Commission and Transparency International. Conflict of interest is not 

uncommon, particularly since employment procedures are manipulated. This builds the foundation for a 

society in which laws, planning documents and management processes can be subverted to personal or 

narrow interests. There is concern about how this manifests with regard to the world heritage property 

and how much corrupt practices impinge upon its protection. Certainly, high potential exists for 

misapplication of law and planning with relation to the urbanization that would follow implementation of 

projects such as the A3 express road or the development of Studenchishte Marsh. 

Evidence 21, 22 & 23: Transparency International & The European Commission (c) 

Transparency International drops Macedonia 24 positions to joint 90th in its Corruption Perceptions Index 

2016, based on data from seven sources including the Economist Intelligence Unit, the World Economic 

Forum, Freedom House and the Global Insight Country Risk Rating. This regressive step was foreshadowed 

by a 2014 Transparency International Helpdesk paper suggesting that public sector corruption was “a 

prevalent problem”. The European Commission’s evaluation of the Republic of Macedonia reaches similar 

conclusions. Against this backdrop, it is not plausible for large-scale infrastructure to be embedded within 

biologically intense areas without extreme negative consequences for Outstanding Universal Value, not 

least since the padding of public administration with politically loyal staff and pressure upon the judiciary 

undermines the ability of legal and protection frameworks to function properly. 

 

TITLE The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 2016 Report, accompanying the 

document Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the 

Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the 

Regions 

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
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SOURCE European Commission 

DATE 9 November 2016 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“The SCPC is the main institution responsible for prevention of corruption. However, it 

lacks functional independence: the selection and appointment process of its members 

is not transparent and seems to favour political loyalty over professionalism and 

integrity.” 

 

“While the track record of investigations, prosecutions and convictions is strong on 

corruption offences committed by lower-level officials, it remains very weak on high-

level corruption. There has still not been a proper follow-up on the 2015 interception 

of communications scandal that raised serious allegations of high-level political 

corruption and unlawful interference in various sectors of society.” 

 

TITLE Explanation of How Individual Country Scores of the Corruption Perceptions Index are 

Calculated12  

SOURCE Transparency International Secretariat 

DATE January 2017 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“The FYR of Macedonia ranked 90th with a score of 37, indicating a serious corruption 

problem in the country.” 

    

TITLE Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia: Overview of Political Corruption 

SOURCE Transparency International Helpdesk 

DATE 31st March 2014 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Political corruption manifested through instances of abuse of power, conflict of 

interest and dubious practices of financing political parties and election campaigns is 

widespread, while political interference in all spheres of governance seriously hampers 

the implementation of anti-corruption reforms.” 

 

“Of people surveyed in 2013, 41 per cent said that corruption in the country has 

increased, while 29 per cent thought that it has stayed the same (Transparency 

International 2013).” 

 

“Allegations related to conflict of interest and abuse of power by public officials are 

frequent (Bertelsmann Foundation 2013).” 

 

“Over the last years, the governing parties have strengthened their control over many 

important democratic institutions, while the government has increased the number of 

                                                           
12 Note: The quotation was chosen from this source because the Corruption Perceptions Index itself is only a ranking system, 

containing little country-specific text. 

http://www.transparency.org/news/pressrelease/explanation_of_how_individual_country_scores_of_the_corruption_perceptions
http://www.transparency.org/news/pressrelease/explanation_of_how_individual_country_scores_of_the_corruption_perceptions
http://www.transparency.org/whatwedo/answer/former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia_overview_of_political_corruption
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employees in public administration, seeking to create a large constituency of politically 

loyal supporters in the public service (Bertelsmann Foundation 2014). […] There are 

cases of judges being pressured into making certain decisions and being removed from 

their positions for not taking orders from the executive branch or political parties (TI 

Macedonia 2011). An OSCE survey from 2011 shows that almost half of Macedonian 

judges felt confronted with external influences and pressures, with political parties 

accounting for the second largest number of attempts to influence judges (OSCE 

2011).” 

 

“Elected and public officials are largely unaware of the rationale behind conflict of 

interest legislation and how it needs to inform their choices and decisions.” 

  

Chapter 2: Wiretapped Conversations13 
The transcripts in this chapter emerged from the thousands of wiretaps that were leaked to the leader of 

the opposition party in the Republic of Macedonia by a member of the national secret service (Evidence 

21). Conversations within are conducted between two high-ranking officials, who discuss changes to 

urban plans for the Ohrid region to engender personal or family gains.  

They indicate that the expansion of urban territory in Ohrid-Prespa does not take place transparently 

according to Good International Practice. Rather, urbanization is a reactive, anarchic process dependent 

on vested interests, whims, political connections, and twilight legality, even for areas of high nature 

protection value. Indeed, the Transparency International conclusion (Evidence 23) that “public officials 

are largely unaware of the rationale of conflict of interest legislation” resonates here as we listen to 

officials discussing changes to the urban plan from which one stands to profit personally. 

This is disconcerting in the context of Section 3, Chapter 1 (Evidence 17), which outlines how, according 

to a recent draft of the Law on Nature Protection, provisions for wetland habitats are made provisional 

upon planning documents. It is even more disconcerting when the findings of the Citrus Partners’ SEA are 

considered, i.e. that the urbanization both it and the IUCN have identified as a high-level threat to National 

Park Galichica will accelerate with implementation of the A3 road in particular. 

 

Evidence 24: Transcripts  

Participants: 

All conversations are held between: 

                                                           
13 The wiretapped conversations, in Macedonian, are available at this weblink: http://vistinomer.mk/prislushuvani-razgovori-set-

21-ohridskite-kriminali/  

http://vistinomer.mk/prislushuvani-razgovori-set-21-ohridskite-kriminali/
http://vistinomer.mk/prislushuvani-razgovori-set-21-ohridskite-kriminali/
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(MP) Mr. Martin Protuger (Chief of the PM cabinet for Mr. Nikola Gruevski, Prime Minister at the time) 

(MJ) Mr. Mile Janakieski (Minister of Transportation and Liaison) 

Other people mentioned in the conversations and involved to facilitate private gains:  

Deputy Minister of Environment and Special Planning; the mayor of Ohrid (Nikola Bakracheski); Ognen, 

Ljupce & Ace (thought to be figures working in related institutions) 

Time: between 2013 and 2015 

Bakracheski (named Bakrach in the conversations) became the mayor of Ohrid on 3. April, 2013. 

The wiretaps were made public in April 2015.  

Summary and Background:  

The wiretapped conversations presented here disclose communication between top-level state officials. 

All are dealing with properties at Studenchishte Marsh, where the Municipality of Ohrid has initiated plans 

for massive construction projects (see Section 2, Chapter 1) at the expense of the final remains of a vital 

natural wetland, which has been recommended numerous times for official protection as a nature 

conservation zone.   

The wiretaps discuss a) the inscription of land in the urban plan for the city of Ohrid and b) amendments 

to the plan for Urban Block 17.1, i.e. where Studenchishte Marsh is located, to fit the needs of Martin 

Protuger and his relatives. The inscription is an important matter, because, from the conversation, a 

primary motivation is to get the land signed into Protuger’s name with the necessary conditions to allow 

construction.  

Notable are the means used to accomplish this aim, that is, using personal connections to change the 

urban plan at random and inscribe previously unplanned construction to satisfy personal interests. Also 

discussed is the price of private property owned by Protuger, which he wishes to sell to a Russian petrol 

company named Lukoil for development of a gas station. This gas station would involve blocking adjacent 

properties and the simple solution is a conversation with the mayor, who will facilitate an access road. 

Such slippery application of urbanization processes is not indicative of Good International Practice in a 

world heritage property.  

Interestingly, the voice of Martin Protuger expresses worry and fear in the third conversation. He speaks 

of his need to pay unnamed people back, and it seems that providing the favor of inscribing a luxury 

settlement in the urban plan is necessary to stop these people pressurizing him.  

All in all, these conversations reveal an abuse of power on the part of state officials, fixing procedures to 

appear legal, leveraging their positions, and pulling strings with powerful contacts to achieve personal 

gain and benefits to family members. It is worth reiterating that the area in question has been 

recommended as a Monument of Nature and potential Ramsar site. Indeed, in 2014, the local government 

missed a chance to revitalize Studenchishte Marsh with funds offered by the KfW Development Bank. The 
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opportunity was lost due to unresponsiveness of the local authorities, who failed to meet a deadline for 

a project plan.   

It is suspected that the chance to save Studenchishte Marsh was purposefully lost in order to pave the 

way for upcoming construction projects, again indicative of the irresponsible decision-making that 

currently constitutes an existential threat the Outstanding Universal Value of the Ohrid region. Taken 

together with the following wiretapped conversations, self-interest may have been a factor too. 

 

Conversation 1 

MP: Yes? 

MJ: Martin, I don’t know what Ljupce has told you, but you’ve got all the documents ready… hello… 

MP: Yes, yes. 

MJ: You have the right to use [the property at stake]. Now you need to send a request to the Ministry of 

Finance and also start the process of priva… You know about that, right? 

MP: What do I need to do? 

MJ: Privatization. It is called privatization of former owner, no tax required for it. 

MP: Oh, yes. Ljupce told me. 

MJ: All right then. 

MP: But can it be sorted, Mile? What do you say? 

MJ: Yes, we just need to prepare a numerical elaborate. Come to me. Qe’ll do it and send a request to the 

Ministry of Finance. There is no tax for the privatization of a former owner. We just need the decision 

[reshenie – a  legal document that proves the ownership]. It needs to be processed at the cadaster.  

MP: Yes, can this be taken care of? 

MJ: Yes, we’ll do it in a week. 

MP: All right, Miki. But everything will be ok, right? 

MJ: Yes, now I’ll do it…. My people are in Ohrid today. I’ll go to have a talk about this. It is not inscribed in 

the General Urban Plan—it’s nowhere. So let’s see if it can be urbanized. We need to check with Lepitkova 

[Deputy Ministry of Environment and Special Planning]. She’s leaving today so I’m going to find her.  

MP: Great, great. You’ll do a very, very big job for me, I really don’t know what to say.  
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Conversation 2 

 

MP: Listen...you say one. How is it one construction plot? But how am I to get rid of them? 

MJ: Martin, I need to analyze it. I have noted which one is yours and which is theirs. Let me sit down [do 

it] and I’ll let you know. 

MP: Are you going to have a word? 

MJ: Let me see what time I get back tonight. 

MP: Are you going to talk to Lukoil? [Lukoil is a Russian petrol company operating in Macedonia] 

MJ: I will, Martin, I said. But I’ll be in China Monday to Thursday. 

MP: What was I going to say… 

MJ: I’m gonna get you a fan. 

MP: Ah? 

MJ: I’m gonna get you a fan from China. 

MP: What will you get me? 

MJ: A fan. 

MP: A fan? 

MJ: Ah. 

MP: Ah, ha ha ha. Listen, how much is the price per square meter over there? 

MJ: Oh dear. He he he, you fucked my day. I don’t know. How would I know? Let me ask. I’ll let you know 

if they are interested at all. 

MP: I think they will be. Let me know the price. 

MJ: Ha ha ha! Two-three million euros. 

MP: Come on. Don’t fuck me around.  

MJ: I’ll ask and let you know. I really don’t know. 

MP: Tell me approximately. You know that much. How much was it before? 

MJ: I told you. Look, it can’t be under a hundred euros. Now go. 

MP: Well, it should be more than a hundred. 
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MJ: Oh, it’s a thousand! Ha ha ha. 

MP: In Aerodrom [a district of Skopje], they paid fucking three hundred. Here [at the Studenchishte area] 

let them pay two hundred and we’re done. 

MJ: Martin, do you know the size of Aerodrom? 

MP: But this is a tourist place. It will be the only gas station on the road to the beaches, the only one! 

MJ: We’ll talk. Chiao. 

MP: Chiao. 

 

Conversation 3 

 

MP: Hello! 

MJ: Hey! 

MP: Hey, how you doing? 

MJ: The petrol started to leak as you insist. [A joke about MP being too pushy in regards to the petrol 

station business.] 

MP: Great, great. You know me—it’s a matter of life and death. Never mind. How are you? 

MJ: I’m going to Dolneni. 

MP: Yes. Listen, I talked to Bakrach [Mayor of Ohrid] and to my relatives and we made a deal. If they [the 

company to which he wants to sell the property] are not interested to take it all, then only my part can 

go, that is the one near the road, up to 5-6 thousand squares or so. 

MJ: I just talked to Ace. He will draw it correctly. I’ll tell you which steps are needed, what Bakrach has to 

do. 

MP: Yes, and the rest that is around 8-9 thousand square meters. They want to build some sort of 

bungalows there. They can be inscribed as accompanying buildings, ground floor +2 in the urban plan. 

MJ: Martin, do you know what’s the thing? There are separate procedures for one construction plot and 

for a whole plan. And there is a protected marsh and we want…. Ognen will build there a special tourist 

zone, and this one to be a separate construction plot. Got it? A plan only for a construction plot. That’s 

why it’s simpler to be one construction plot. And if you are building… 

MP: One, huh? 
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MJ: And if you are having more construction plots then the procedure is broader. And what do they want 

to build there? Do they have a vision what they want to build? 

MP: They want something like a settlement, like the one in… is there someone interested like the one in… 

Bardovci? Not Bardovci, Gjorce, how is its name? 

MJ: The land is too small for something like that. You know how big it is? Five six thousand square meters 

are nothing. It’s five houses. 

MP: It’s ten thousand. 

MJ: Still too small. You know how big is the one in Bardovci? Have you been there? But the lake is that big. 

MP: OK. But if they want, can we draw it for them? I need to clean my debts with them, get it. I don’t want 

to owe them. They are not normal. 

MJ: Let me see. I need to talk to Ognen and Aco, because we planned to build a tourist development zone 

there. 

MP: Where a tourist development zone? 

MJ: Where the marsh is. Around the marsh. 

MP: Aha, aha. 

MJ: And there… 

MP: So what does it mean? 

MJ: It means nothing. From this we have to see how the access will be. I need to talk a little with Ace. I 

can’t like this. 

MP: Aha, aha. 

MJ: I have to see how the lots are, because if in front you put a gas station, where will he enter from? 

MP: That’s why Bakrach will build a road. From the road directly, I mean… We discussed all with him. 

MJ: Aha, Bakrach. 

MP: That’s 50 meters, 20 meters. 

MJ: Let me analyze it. 
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Chapter 3: Lagadin 
 

Construction at Lagadin is mainly linked to two projects, both of which reveal how the Outstanding 

Universal Value of the Ohrid region is receiving little thought in the minds of urban planners: 

 

1. A Mediterranean style beach that includes a 1000m² platform over the lake;  

2. A hotel with four stories and attic right next to the main road in Lagadin. 

 

Although the Mediterranean style beach is yet to commence, the four-story hotel is presently abandoned 

mid-way through completion, construction having recently ceased due to irregularities reported by Ohrid 

SOS and upheld by the Republic of Macedonia’s National Inspectorate for Construction and Urbanization.  

 

Nonetheless, both projects have required amendments to urban regulations to allow for their 

construction. In addition, the entire process has been characterized by a severe lack of transparency and 

exclusion of the public from the decision-making processes. The right to access to information and 

documentation linked to the projects has not been respected, undermining the ability of the civil sector 

to ensure that environmental and natural heritage needs are fulfilled.  

 

The timeline here displays the chronology of events and legal manipulations through which developers 

are looking to urbanize and reconfigure the Lake Ohrid shore without outside oversight from residents or 

the environmental community. Such an approach is in diametrical opposition to the Man and Biosphere 

concept. 

 

Since early 

2015 

The Macedonian government promotes an idea for 

several non-natural Mediterranean beaches along 

the shores of Lake Ohrid. Lagadin is a proposed 

site. 

 

May, 2015 Almost all of Lagadin’s inhabitants submit a joint 

complaint to Municipality of Ohrid. 

 

14. October, 

2015, 

in effect from 

5. November, 

2015 

Ohrid Municipality approves amending the legal 

status of Lagadin from a community to a village so 

that the General Act for Villages without Urban Plan 

applies. 

Despite almost total opposition from local residents, 

the public was excluded from the decision-making 

process.  

25. December, 

2015 

The assembly of Ohrid Municipality votes in favor of 

a program for urban equipment that would allow 

installation of the non-natural beach at Lagadin, i.e. 

1000m2 platform over the water. 

It is believed that this measure was taken in order to 

avoid an obligation for construction permission that 

otherwise would have applied.  

25. July, 2016 In televised interview, Nikola Gruevski, the former 

prime-minister and the Secretary of Ohrid 

Municipality discuss plans for construction of the 

beach. 

Issues with the Ministry of Environment are 

mentioned. 
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05. December, 

2016,  

in effect from 

23. December, 

2016 

Based on the General Act for Lagadin Village, the 

Municipality of Ohrid approves the investor Mr. 

Nikola Tolevski to construct a hotel (ground floor + 3 

stories + attic). 

1. The legal obligation to formally inform the 

neighbors of the approved construction permit is not 

fulfilled by the Municipality of Ohrid. 

2. The Municipality of Ohrid does not provide the 

approved construction plan upon request of local 

residents. It remains unavailable to the public to 

present day. 

Late 

December, 

2016  

Construction of the hotel begins. The investor does not notify the construction permit 

issuer as obliged by law. 

27. December, 

2017 

The Municipality of Ohrid holds a press conference 

claiming that every permission needed for the 

approval has been provided and that no law has 

been violated. 

1. The municipality claims that the National 

Commission of UNESCO has been informed of the 

General Act for the Village of Lagadin with no remarks 

following. 

2. The Municipality of Ohrid does not allow public 

access to the documents displayed at the press 

conference upon which the permission has been 

issued. 

4. January, 

2017 

Residents of Lagadin and Ohrid SOS react strongly. 

A petition is started and official complaint submitted 

to : 

1. Inspection Council of Republic of Macedonia; 

2. State Inspectorate for Environment;  

3. State Administrative Inspectorate; 

4. State Inspectorate for Construction and 

Urbanization. 

Violations of 12 laws and one bylaw are suspected. 

18 & 20, 

January, 2017 

Cracks appear in the concrete base of a neighboring 

house in conjunction with hotel construction as the 

fence of the property is demolished. 

Photos evidence is available.  

08. February, 

2017 (date on 

document) 

Response from the Regional Administrative 

Inspectorate of Ohrid was provided to Ohrid SOS on 

February 22. (The legal obligation of 15 days for 

response was overdue.) 

The Regional Inspectorate recognizes no legal 

violations in the issuance of the construction permit 

but has no authority to investigate further 

23. February, 

2017 

After thorough investigation from inspectors of 

various sectors, the State Inspectorate for 

Construction & Urbanization identifies irregularities 

and appoints the Municipality of Ohrid to pull back 

the permission for construction. 

Construction continues nonetheless until March 15th . 

10. March, 

2017 

Ohrid SOS reports the Municipality of Ohrid’s non-

compliance with the inspectorate’s request to 

withdraw permission. 

 

15. March, 

2017 

Construction stops with ground + 2  floors already 

erected. 

 

17. March, 

2017 

Building equipment is removed from the 

construction site. 
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Up till 17. 

March, 2017 

1. Several official statements by the Municipality of 

Ohrid deny any violation of law regarding the 

permission for building of the hotel, the 

Administrative Act for the Village of Lagadin or any 

other procedures. 

2. Municipality of Ohrid denied the requirement by 

the State Inspectorate. 

The Municipality of Ohrid claims that permission 

recall was issued solely due to the failure of the 

investor to inform the municipality project start-date. 

 

Evidence 25: Documents received from the Inspectorate of Construction and Urbanization 

Pictured here are documents provided to Ohrid SOS by the inspectorates mentioned in the table above, 

which contain their final decisions. The Inspectorate of Environment and Inspectorate for Construction 

and Urbanization have univocally identified procedure violation related to establishment of the General 

Act of Lagadin Village as well as during provision of the permit for construction.  

Namely, regarding the General Act of Lagadin Village, the legal procedure for execution of a Strategic 

Environmental Assessment as regulated by the Law on Environment was not followed. This additionally 

applies to any activities within 50 meters of the water line, which is designated as protected area by the 

Law on Waters. The minister of environment assessed that the water management permission granted to 

the investor of the hotel was issued in conflict with the General Act of Lagadin Village, which takes the 

protected lakeshore zone into consideration.  

Furthermore, one remark demands the Municipality of Ohrid to remove existing manholes and sewerage 

pipes from within the lake to ensure seamless operation of the water purification system, and prevent 

sewage outflow from the residential and commercial buildings along the lakeshore. This commitment 

should be undertaken by the municipality to guarantee Lake Ohrid water quality. 

Based on identified regulation violations found during the assessment by the Inspectorate of Construction 

and Urbanization, Inspectorate of Environment, and the Authority for Protection of Cultural Heritage, the 

Municipality of Ohrid was appointed to pull back the construction permit for the hotel. However, work 

continued for another two weeks before ceasing amid media and public pressure.   

The ongoing story at Lagadin is once again indicative of an ad hoc approach to planning and construction 

in the world heritage property. Respect for the essence of nature protection law is lacking and direct 

contraventions, though denied by the Municipality of Ohrid, are suspected.  Furthermore, access to 

information is deliberately obstructed, allowing developers and urban-planners to act with impunity. 

Ohrid SOS is already struggling to keep pace with the sheer volume of urbanization plans. In the wake of 

multiple developments, any kind of oversight whatsoever will be close to impossible. 
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Chapter 4: New Plans for the City of Ohrid 

 

Both the processes applied to urbanization described in Chapter 2 and 3 of this section and the context of 

corruption in which they occur (Chapter 1) mean that very careful attention should be paid to recent plans 

announced for the city of Ohrid, whereby several high buildings will be constructed along the shoreline 

within the town. The environmental implications of these plans are as yet unclear as are the methods by 

which they were decided; the overall strategy of which they form part; and the level of integration with 

aims in regard to world heritage legacy. 

 

Again, impacts from the combination of this revised urban vision and other regional developments do not 

appear to have been calculated, and issues such as how larger buildings will affect airflow have not 

received due consideration. It remains to be seen whether Good International Practice will be applied to 

their implementation.  
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SECTION 6: THE CIVIL SECTOR SHUTOUT 
 

When the legal framework and formal institutions are too weak to ensure wellbeing for world heritage 

natural phenomenon, best practice, public awareness, a commitment to democratic principles and strong 

input from an unimpeded civil society sector can, at least in theory, make up some of the shortfall. Few if 

any of these saving mechanisms are in place in the Republic of Macedonia. 

 

This section details how a subversion of democratic principles, sabotage of information delivery, and 

interference with the non-government sector combine to push the natural and cultural values of the Ohrid 

region towards loss of their UNESCO World Heritage status.  

 

Drawing upon evidence such as international reports; disruption to NGO activities; the tactics employed 

by public officials to discourage public concern for the world heritage property; and disruption of public 

consultation processes, the case will be presented that  

 

a) meaningful, informed, and free involvement in public consultation for the proposed projects in 

the Ohrid-Prespa region is impossible at the current time; 

b) public figures are actively trying to discredit the environmental movement and hold back 

awareness; 

c) pathways for the NGO sector to inform, oversee, and contribute to an honest system of protection 

for the outstanding natural phenomena of the Ohrid-Prespa region has been obstructed, leaving 

its habitats and species vulnerable to exploitation. 

 

 

Chapter 1: Obstruction of NGOs & the Civil Sector 
 

The disruption and interference encountered by Ohrid SOS exemplify the obstacles faced by the non-

government sector. From media weaponized to sow doubt and discredit the initiative (Evidence 28) to 

instances of intimidation (Section 4) and the so far unexplained disappearance of comments to the Citrus 

Partners SEA for National Park Galichica (Section 6, Chapter 5), the treatment received by Ohrid SOS is 

symptomatic of a landscape in which substantial efforts are made to prevent an environmental 

perspective entering social and political discourse. Other organizations are likely to have similar or even 

more serious information to disclose.    

Contained in this chapter is supporting evidence for the conclusion that the planned A3 express road, 

associated urbanization, wetland drainage, tourism development zones, and ski-resort will take place in a 

climate of rights abuses, state capture of institutions, and interference with the judiciary, all of which 

erode the protective influence of civil sector organizations.  
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Evidence 26: The European Commission (d) 

 

Safe passage of world heritage legacy to future generations in the Republic of Macedonia requires a strong, 

active, independent NGO sector working in tandem with committed authorities; the transparent flow of 

relevant information; an informed public free to contradict and criticize government policy when it runs 

contrary to environmental principles; a functioning judiciary with willingness to apply protective laws; an 

empowered media willing and able to report on sensitive issues; and robust protection for exceptional 

natural phenomena.  

The situation on the ground contrasts starkly: The European Commission observes abuse of the non-

government sector; uneven application of law; deficient public consultation processes; lack of 

transparency; and inadequate protection of supposedly protected areas.          

TITLE The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 2016 Report, accompanying the 

document Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the 

Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the 

Regions 

SOURCE European Commission 

DATE 9 November 2016 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

 

On the pressures faced by civil society 

 

“Civil society played a constructive role in supporting democratic processes and 

ensuring greater checks and balances. At the same time, civil society organisations 

continue to express their concerns about the deterioration of the climate in which they 

operate and the limited government commitment to dialogue, as well as about public 

attacks by politicians and pro-government media.” 

 

“CSOs continued to express serious concerns about the difficult environment and the 

climate of fear in which they operate. In general, they continued to report being subject 

to harsh and disproportionate criticism by politicians and certain media.” 

 

“Some 89 CSOs expressed serious concerns about the process for establishing the 

Council for Cooperation between the government and civil sector, in particular over 

the lack of a proper consultative process and the selection process of civil society 

representatives. Local government continued to lack the capacity to cooperate with 

CSOs.” 

 

On access to information 

 

“Concerns continued to be expressed about excessive classification of documents by 

the government as confidential (also an ‘Urgent Reform Priority’), thereby impeding 

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
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citizens’ right to access public information. The volume and quality of information 

published by individual state bodies fell.” 

 

On access to justice 

 

“There was no progress in ensuring the functional independence of the justice system. 

Reports of selective justice in certain high-profile or politically sensitive court cases 

continued.” 

 

“The authorities did not demonstrate sufficient will to tackle effectively the lack of 

independence of the judiciary. Corruption remains prevalent in many areas and 

continues to be a serious problem.” 

 

On media freedom 

 

“The media reflects the strong polarisation of society along political lines. There were 

a number of reports of intimidation of journalists and judicial proceedings against 

journalists.” 

 

“Political interference in the editorial policies of the media, in particular nationwide 

broadcasters, remained a serious concern. There are indications that most private 

broadcasters appear to have coordinated their editorial policy in favour of the main 

ruling party. Many media do not meet their obligations on balanced and professional 

reporting. In some mainstream media, members of the opposition and their activities 

are negatively portrayed, as are civil society protests.” 

 

“Freedom of expression continued to be seriously challenged under the current 

political climate. Drastic changes in policy are required beyond legislative texts. There 

were 10 new reported cases of intimidation of journalists and 8 court proceedings 

involving journalists.” 

 

On the environment & nature protection 

 

“The environmental impact assessment and the strategic impact assessment process 

need to be further improved to ensure effective public participation. This applies in 

particular for projects in the hydropower sector 74 and other infrastructure projects in 

national protected areas, areas of high natural value and potential Natura 2000 sites.” 

 

“In the area of horizontal legislation, the national strategy on environment and climate 

change still needs to be adopted. Structural administrative capacity at a central and 

local level remained weak and insufficient.” 



 

56 
 

 

“The national strategy on biodiversity and its action plan have not yet been adopted. 

[…] Concerns remain high about the insufficient protection of protected areas, areas of 

high natural value and potential Natura 2000 sites, and also about the cumulative 

impact of planned hydropower investment projects. “ 

 

Evidence 27: Freedom House 

Freedom House echoes the opinions of the European Commission and Transparency International 

(Evidence 21, 22 & 23) on issues such as corruption, the judiciary, and government control in its report on 

the Republic of Macedonia for 2016. Reasonable oversight of proposed projects for National Park 

Galichica and monitoring of their long-term consequences are unrealistic in these circumstances, as are 

benign environmental outcomes of such disruptive land-use and habitat changes in an area of acute 

nature protection value. 

 

TITLE Nations in Transit 2016 

SOURCE Freedom House 

DATE 2016 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“National Democratic Governance rating declined from 4.25 to 4.75 due to the 

deterioration of the political crisis, indications of large-scale illegal surveillance of 

citizens, and indications of massive abuse of power by high-ranking government 

officials.” 

 

“Independent Media rating declined from 5.00 to 5.25 due to indications of illegal 

surveillance of journalists, alleged government control over the editorial policies of 

some media outlets, and rising intimidation of and attacks on journalists.” 

 

“Local Democratic Governance rating declined from 3.75 to 4.00 due to indications of 

electoral fraud that cast doubt on the credibility of the 2013 local elections, and 

indications of abuse of the central government’s power over local authorities.” 

 

“Judicial Framework and Independence rating declined from 4.25 to 4.50 due to 

indications of political interference in the work of the judiciary.” 

 

“Corruption rating declined from 4.25 to 4.50 due to indications of high-ranking 

government officials’ involvement in a number of corruption schemes.” 

 

“Threats and attacks against journalists were a worrying problem in 2015. In April, a 

funeral wreath was delivered to the home of journalist Borjan Jovanovski. In May, 

opposition columnist Branko Tričkovski received death threats and his car was set on 

fire, while in June, videos emerged that showed Deputy Prime Minister Vladimir 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/nations-transit/2016/macedonia
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Peševski pushing critical journalist Saše Ivanovski. At least nine other attacks on both 

critical and progovernment journalists were reported in the media in 2015.” 

   

Chapter 2: The Information War 
 

As mentioned by the European Commission (Evidence 26), civil sector organizations have been subjected 

to disproportionate media broadsides that manifest with attacks on their personnel and integrity. Ohrid 

SOS has its own experience of this, which provides a useful insight into the tactics applied to discredit the 

environmental movement, subtly threaten its members, and confuse its supporters.  

Evidence 28: Media Case Study—Impersonation of the Ohrid SOS Initiative 

From July 2016, a local pro-government media outlet named Ohrid1—owned by Megastar Production, 

the same PR company as provides services to Ohrid’s Mayor Bakracheski, a vocal advocate of 

environmentally invasive developments in the Ohrid region—began disseminating fake press releases 

from a deceptive email account created to impersonate Ohrid SOS, delivering false information to the 

general public about the initiative’s aims and motivations. This was a disturbing new step that followed 

several negative articles, including personal attacks on at least one Ohrid SOS member.    

The identity theft was compounded by the creation of a seemingly invented personage, Fidan Zulfi, who 

has been puppetized to speak on behalf of Ohrid SOS, often with highly politicized or inflammatory 

statements. These furnish an invented narrative that Ohrid SOS is a divided organization with an extremist 

wing, while accompanying articles intimate financial fraud, or refute the well-sourced suggestion that 

anthropogenic pressure constitutes an ongoing threat to Lake Ohrid. Perhaps most seriously, the 

fabricated press releases have been used to tacitly threaten Ohrid SOS with legal action for using its own 

logo and identity.    

Ohrid SOS has warned Ohrid1 about the veracity of the information it is disseminating and reported the 

portal to the media-monitoring NGO Agency for Verification of Facts, which concluded that Ohrid1 had 

broken the Journalistic Code by publishing information deliberately intended to manipulate the public. 

Nonetheless, the medium continues to disseminate questionably sourced information, indicating either 

that it is complicit in the creation of such material or that investigating more deeply is contrary to its 

ultimate purpose. Indeed, even in the unlikely scenario that Ohrid1 has zero culpability for the production 

and delivery of the fake news, the murky situation yet remains that an individual or group has embarked 

on an extended campaign to discredit, destabilize, and intimidate Ohrid SOS via means of impersonation.    

Excerpts below highlight how that campaign has been orchestrated. Not only are the methods employed 

intended to distract attention away from legitimate environmental arguments by insinuating political, 

financial, or other motives, but they also spread doubt and suspicion among the public about what it 

means to support Ohrid SOS or the wider environmental movement. On occasion, key decision-makers 

have publicly reacted to the content of the false news regardless of its questionable origin, lending further 

credibility to the misinformation. This may or may not be coordinated. 
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Serving as an additional barrier to public awareness and engagement, such disinformation is clearly a 

tactic to defocus and derail the debate on regional development. Moreover, it disrupts the work of the 

civil society organizations, undermining their message clarity, consuming their resources, distorting public 

perceptions of their work, and ultimately sabotaging information delivery for environmental issues. 

Consequently, it is an insidious threat to the wellbeing of the world heritage of the Ohrid region and the 

Ohrid-Prespa Watershed Transboundary Biosphere Reserve.  

 

  TITLE Various 

SOURCE www.Ohrid1.com; http://ohrid24.mk/18595/  

DATE 2016-17 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

January 31st 2017: Publishing a reaction that it claims by turns to originate with the 

public relations company for the Municipality of Ohrid and the municipality itself, 

Ohrid1 publishes a personal attack on Ohrid SOS member Ilina Arsova, a well-known 

sportsperson who was the first Macedonian woman to climb Mount Everest. In an effort 

to discredit Ms. Arsova, doubts are raised about the authenticity of her achievements 

and her position as a community representative. (Ms. Arsova was in fact questioned by 

police following her outspoken stance against plans for National Park Galichica. 

Charges brought against her by the Municipality of Ohrid were later dropped.) 

Additional details encourage suspicions about the legal status of Ohrid SOS and the 

basis for its environmental assertions.    

 

“It is already a practice of this so-called organization, Ohrid SOS, to mispresent 

themselves in public and present activities that the experts in the field have not seen 

any evidence of and cannot confirm their truthfulness. We can mention mountain 

climbing for which there is no evidence. Another example is a person that represents 

themselves as a president of the Local Community Lagadin, whereas, according to the 

record from the Municipality of Ohrid, this local community has not elected a 

president. Thereafter, we are quite surprised by the unsupported ecological 

statements of this person and consequently of the legally-untypical establishment of 

this organization.”   

 

July 26th 2017: A sinister press release purporting to originate from Ohrid SOS appears 

in Ohrid1. It is the first in an ongoing series of false releases (three are presented here) 

to impersonate the initiative and indicates a new strategy to destabilize the 

environmental movement. Not only does the fake statement attempt to divert mail 

intended for Ohrid SOS to a false address14—particularly worrying given the potential 

for intimidation in the Republic of Macedonia—but it also issues warnings to genuine 

members that they may face prosecution for using the Ohrid SOS name and logo, and 

                                                           
14 ohridsos@gmail.com is the actual official contact. 

http://www.ohrid1.com/
http://ohrid24.mk/18595/
http://www.ohrid1.com/vest-statija/32794/opshtinata-kje-pokrene-zakonska-postapka-protiv-nepoznatata-i-pravno-nepostoechka-organizacija-ohrid-sos
http://www.ohrid1.com/vest-statija/32794/opshtinata-kje-pokrene-zakonska-postapka-protiv-nepoznatata-i-pravno-nepostoechka-organizacija-ohrid-sos
mailto:ohridsos@gmail.com
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accuses them of criminal acts. It further looks to sabotage the Ohrid SOS media 

channels—Facebook and ohridsos.com—the legitimate sources of SOS news and 

information. The fabricated press release is signed by a figure named Fidan Zulfi, who 

is also believed to be a fabrication.        

 

“We inform you that from now on the official contact for Citizen Initiative Ohrid SOS is 

sosohrid@gmail.com. We inform the public that we have started a process of formal 

registration and anyone misusing the logo and the name of the initiative, thereby 

falsely presenting themselves as Ohrid SOS, will be prosecuted through the institutions. 

People with a suspicious past and experience of false self-presentation and falsifying 

signatures that have already been processed as criminal acts cannot be representative 

of Ohrid ecology. Thus, they will be expelled from the initiative, meaning that they 

cannot participate due to their bad reputation and the criminal acts of which they are 

suspected, not to mention their open political orientation, which is compromising the 

honest intentions of true ecologists. We inform the public that the people currently 

usurping the Facebook page and blog—as we have not yet established those who 

falsely represent themselves as Ohrid SOS—will be reported and compelled to return 

our possession.” 

 

January 17th 2017: On the eve of the Vodici, a traditional, Christian event during which 

members of the public dive into Lake Ohrid to retrieve a cross, Ohrid1 again publishes 

a fake press release that suggests Ohrid SOS is against the activity. The wording 

characterizes the initiative as an extremist movement and places it in opposition to the 

general public. A time-consuming backlash is initiated against the initiative with some 

supporters expressing disappointment. Ohrid SOS has in fact never criticized Vodici.  

 

“On the day of St. John the Baptist thousands of people with low ecological 

consciousness stampede into the waters of Lake Ohrid causing irreplaceable damage 

to the flora and fauna in the area. […] We call the mayor Nikola Bakraceski and the 

assembly members to distance themselves from the madness of the twelfth ceremony, 

to not attend and cut funds for this manifestation. The money should be flowed into 

Ohrid SOS eco-projects and education of the public that is ignorant, unaware, and 

uneducated about the values of Lake Ohrid.”    

 

January 17th 2017: A press release, reportedly from the VMRO-DPMNE party that has 

initiated regional development plans at Ohrid-Prespa, reacts to the earlier false news 

related to the Vodici (also January 17th, above), ignoring the doubtful origin of the 

information. It attempts to reinforce the notion that Ohrid SOS has an ulterior motive 

beyond pure environmentalism—for repetition of this theme see Section 6 Chapter 3—

and presents the initiative as an enemy of tradition and the Macedonian identity. 

Included is a threat to non-government organizations in general, which it argues require 

http://www.ohrid1.com/vest-statija/43866/ohrid-sos-bakracheski-i-pratenicite-od-vmro-dpmne-da-ne-odat-na-vodici
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a purge via a process known as “desorosization”15. Although the press release only 

features in Ohrid1 and another questionable source, it is shared by the official VMRO-

DPMNE Facebook page.     

 

“After the series of insults that have come out from individuals that present themselves 

as leaders of this group and were disseminated through media on a few occasions, we 

can freely conclude through yesterday’s press release by Ohrid SOS that the mask is 

slipping, and we can certainly ask the question whether ecology is its core business or 

it is following an agenda of destroying our tradition and religious rites. Hereafter, we 

call attention to the justification for the movement for the desorosoization of 

Macedonia and reform of the non-governmental and civil sector in addition to any 

retrograde and nonsensical processes whereby they are financed from outside for 

activities against everything that is binding the Macedonian identity.” 

 

18th January 2017: Ohrid1 reports the contents of a fake press release, (again authored 

by the presumably fictional Fidan Zulfi), which it claims to originate with a breakaway 

Ohrid SOS faction. In fact, Ohrid SOS has not suffered any kind of breakaway. Details 

within the release falsely intimate a financial scandal within the Ohrid SOS initiative and 

build upon the statement by VMRO-DPMNE that was itself a reaction to a fake Ohrid 

SOS press release from the previous day (see January 17th above). Once again, Zulfi 

discourages readers from following  Ohrid SOS’s Facebook page—its main channel of 

information supply—and indicates that those who represent Ohrid SOS publicly are 

doing so as part of a financial scam.     

 

“Distancing themselves from yesterday’s press release and after the massive inflow of 

reactions, today a new press release demands the money that individuals of Ohrid SOS 

have received. […] Fidan Zulfi asks where the money is: ‘We entirely reject the 

statement by VMRO-DPMNE [see January 17th] and call citizens not to follow the 

doctrines of this political party. At the same time, somebody has misused the Ohrid 

SOS Facebook page and published a statement that we do not stand behind the press 

release. [Ohrid SOS had issued a post on its Facebook page to inform supporters that 

the January 17th press release was fake.]  We want to inform the public that we are part 

of Ohrid SOS, that we have an internal conflict with individuals that expose themselves 

as our representatives on TV just to justify the money received on private accounts for 

activities of Ohrid SOS. We call on the state to check the financial dealings of these 

people, to check who transfers money to their accounts and whether the money is 

used on ecology or private parties and life indulgence’.”   

 

                                                           
15 This refers to the businessperson George Soros, who is frequently alleged within the Republic of Macedonia to be the leading 

figure in a conspiracy to destabilize the country.  

https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=1408059399206484&id=153959557949814
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=1408059399206484&id=153959557949814
file:///E:/OhridSOS/УНЕСКО/18.%20Jan,%202017%09http:/www.ohrid1.com/vest-statija/43895/povekje-frakcii-na-ohrid-sos-prakjaat-razlichni-soopshtenija-vo-koi-pochnaa-da-se-baraat-i-parite-koi-gi-dobile
file:///E:/OhridSOS/УНЕСКО/18.%20Jan,%202017%09http:/www.ohrid1.com/vest-statija/43895/povekje-frakcii-na-ohrid-sos-prakjaat-razlichni-soopshtenija-vo-koi-pochnaa-da-se-baraat-i-parite-koi-gi-dobile
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Chapter 3: Public Figures 
 

Distortions in the public perception of current threats to Ohrid-Prespa, proposed development plans for 

the region, and those who oppose such plans are also framed by key politicians and public figures, who 

routinely mischaracterize both the environmental movement and the dangers to the superlative natural 

phenomena of the region.  

For example, as reported by Ohrid News16, during a July 2016 visit to Ohrid just one week after the 40th 

Session of the World Heritage Committee in Istanbul, Nikola Gruevski, then-prime minister, claimed not 

to have heard about the possibility of the region being placed on the List of World Heritage in Danger and 

reconfirmed commitment to proceeding with tourism developments, intimating that they remain 

compatible with UNESCO status.  

Meanwhile, influential political figures such as the mayor of Ohrid and the former bilateral secretariat 

repeatedly attempt to stigmatize the Ohrid-Prespa environmental movement by publicly alleging that it 

is poorly-informed, politically motivated, and lacks expertise17, despite the support it has received from 

scientists across the world (Annex 1 and 2). The intention to relativize and discredit environmental 

perspectives is transparent. Another tactic is to downplay the threat to the region by emphasizing the 

current oligotrophic condition of Lake Ohrid, ignoring both the growing body of warning signs that it may 

be approaching an irrevocable tipping point (Section 7) and the fact that future developments will add 

enormous anthropogenic strain.  

The continuing deterioration of wastewater systems is also misrepresented. Even though the downward 

trend has been noted by the Japan International Cooperation Agency, KfW development bank, and 

Ministry of Environment (Evidence 30, 31 & 34), the cabinet for the mayor of Ohrid informed the public 

on January 10th 2017 that sewerage was not a cause for concern in relation to development at Lagadin.  

Quoted by the news portal Civil Media, the cabinet presents a picture of normalcy based on evidence 

supplied by Proaqua, a company described in a KfW evaluation (Evidence 30) as “barely able to function”.    

“The Law on Waters allows for construction and reconstruction within within 50 meters 

of the shoreline if agreement is received from the Water Management Unit, which in this 

particular case was obtained. The Law on Construction does not impose an obligation for 

opinion by the UNESCO National Commission when issuing a construction permit. 

However, when the General Act for the Village of Lagadin was affected in December 2015, 

a notification to the UNESCO National Commission was delivered. […] According to the 

information we’ve received from MPI Proaqua–Vodovod, Ohrid, the wastewater system 

at Lagadin is functional and there is no outflow of sewage to the lake. We have to 

                                                           
16 http://www.ohridnews.com/vesti/102680 
17  For an English-language example, please see https://www.yahoo.com/news/macedonians-send-sos-europes-oldest-lake-

040024387.html.   

http://www.ohridnews.com/vesti/102680
http://www.ohridnews.com/vesti/102680
http://civilmedia.mk/opschtina-ochrid-chotlot-vo-lagadin-n-zakana-za-kosistmot-na-ochridskoto-jezro/
http://civilmedia.mk/opschtina-ochrid-chotlot-vo-lagadin-n-zakana-za-kosistmot-na-ochridskoto-jezro/
https://www.kfw-entwicklungsbank.de/migration/Entwicklungsbank-Startseite/Development-Finance/Evaluation/Results-and-Publications/PDF-Dokumente-L-P/Mazedonien_Umweltschutz_2011.pdf
http://www.ohridnews.com/vesti/102680
https://www.yahoo.com/news/macedonians-send-sos-europes-oldest-lake-040024387.html
https://www.yahoo.com/news/macedonians-send-sos-europes-oldest-lake-040024387.html
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emphasize that from the day Bakraceski received the mayor’s mandate, revitalization and 

expansion of the wastewater system around the lake has been his first priority.” 18 

Conclusions for Lagadin from the National Inspectorate for Construction and Urbanization just over one 

month later suggest contrast with this statement, requesting removal of in-lake manholes and pipes to 

prevent sewage outflow (Evidence 25).   

However, the nadir of misrepresentation was perhaps reached a few days after the December 2016 

meeting between UNESCO’s Irina Bokova and Mayor Bakracheski. According to a report (01/03/2017) 

from Ohrid News, the Municipality of Ohrid blamed UNESCO unease at projects for National Park Galichica 

on misinformation spread by ecological associations, which it argues are the real reason for the World 

Heritage Committee’s deliberation of whether to place the Ohrid region on the List of World Heritage in 

Danger19.  Similar thoughts were encapsulated by Mayor Bakracheski:  

“The situation is far from the alarm that some associations want to spread among the 

public. They are very politicized and have big political influence, but they pay much less 

attention to scientific aspects. It seems that they would prefer Ohrid to lose its UNESCO 

status. They do not have genuine concern for the environment.”  

Such attempts to obscure the truthful reason for the World Heritage Committee’s concern and weaponize 

its increased focus on the Ohrid region against the environmental community, not only reflects an 

intention to mislead the public about origin of threat to world heritage status, but also indicates that the 

Municipality of Ohrid has a poor grasp of the enormity of the detrimental influence regional mega-projects 

may have on the Outstanding Universal Value of the Ohrid region. Far from encouraging sustainable 

outlooks, the municipality is actually casting the environmental movement in the role of the enemy. 

       

Chapter 4: Public Consultations 
 

Public consultations are a rare and essential opportunity for the civil society sector to influence planning 

decisions in the Republic of Macedonia. In consequence, Ohrid SOS has attempted to contribute 

constructively to the process, submitting comments on no less than 10 occasions to issues as varied as 

the Law on Nature Protection and strategic environmental assessments.  

Only three responses have been received: One, on the Draft National Strategy for Nature Protection, 

justified decisions not to incorporate Ohrid SOS’ opinions with either vague reassurances or references to 

sometimes unspecified documents. Its contents were therefore largely unverifiable. Another, related to 

                                                           
18 Incidentally, this quotation also provides insight on one of the ways to reconfigure laws in favor constructors. 
19 http://www.ohridnews.com/vesti/102680  

http://www.ohridnews.com/vesti/102680
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plans to drain Studenchishte Marsh, accepted the vast majority of points put forward by Ohrid SOS, but 

with zero manifest influence on the practical direction of policy for the wetland. The third is ongoing.   

The pinnacle of evasion, however, appears to have come in June 2016 with the release of responses to 

comments on the Citrus Partners’ SEA for National Park Galichica, in which the wide-reaching Ohrid SOS 

submission had been substituted with another document (Section 6, Chapter 5).  This is the situation when 

public consultations have actually taken place. Plans such as the seemingly illegal construction of a 

lakeshore hotel and beach complex at Lagadin are proceeding without, even though largescale opposition 

exists within the local community. 

Evidence 29: A Rare Public Consultation Response 

The following table contains two selected Ohrid SOS comments to the aforementioned Draft National 

Strategy for Nature Protection in complete form and the complete responses to those selected comments 

as provided by the Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning. The replies contain references to either 

unnamed documents or the National Strategy on Biodiversity, whose implementation is delayed. From a 

total of 15 pages of Ohrid SOS suggestions compiled by a team comprised of several NGO 

founders/members and two scientists, including an active senior staff member at Hydrobiological Institute 

Ohrid, the ministry was unable to concretely integrate even one of the points put forward.  

Taken together with the numerous occasions upon which no response to Ohrid SOS comments was issued 

at all, the refusal to adopt an integrative approach reflects a dismal attitude to civil society contributions 

to consultation processes. Such a removal of their contribution to strategic, infrastructural and policy 

decision-making places UNESCO world heritage in an even more precarious position.     

  

TITLE Comments on the Draft National Strategy for Nature Protection with Action Plan; 

Answer to the Comments on the National Strategy for Nature Protection with Action 

Plan  

SOURCE Ohrid SOS; Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning 

DATE 2016 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

 

Ohrid SOS comment on the need for greater protective measures in the National 

Strategy for Nature Protection 

 

“Generally speaking, there are a large number of proposals for quantifying species, 

habitats and landscapes, but insufficient measures to protect them. From reading the 

strategy, it is clear that several areas have already been identified for protection and 

yet there is no concrete measure included to fast-track and finalize named areas as 

protected areas. This is most notable in the case of wetlands.  

 

Further, the establishment of a repro center and treatment center for wild animals 

aside, little is mentioned in the way of concrete actions to stabilize and improve 

biodiversity conditions now. The need for strong data as a basis for conservation is not 
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in doubt, yet the problems facing countless species from the Ohrid trout and carp to 

the Egyptian vulture are already well-documented. For example, we would like to see 

firmly stated, large-scale actions to protect and regenerate reed-beds in Ohrid Lake, 

reverse the loss of spawning and wintering grounds for fish species and rehabilitate 

littoral zones. These measures need to be backed up by objective, quantifiable 

indicators based on species numbers, not the mere development of a project or 

program. 

 

Steps such as improving education, developing high-resolution maps, and identifying 

areas for protection are necessary for the long-term. They must be undertaken. 

However, short-term measures such as emergency protected zones should be 

established. This could apply to the areas listed in the annex and those recommended 

by the Macedonian Ecological Society. If later studies and research established by the 

Action Plan indicate that the biodiversity, geological or ecosystem service value of 

these sites is not as high as previously thought, they could be retrospectively delisted.       

Demand for the final version of the Action Plan within the National Strategy on Nature 

Protection 2017-2017 to include: 

 

 Further concrete actions to safeguard and improve the quality of Macedonian 

nature now, such as habitat rehabilitation, facilitation of breeding/wintering 

zones for birds/fish etc. 

 The establishment of emergency, provisional protected areas with equal legal 

status to existing sites in locations that have been previously identified by 

experts until existing knowledge gaps have been resolved and a robust legal 

framework established. 

 The provision of a special law for the protection of wetlands in view of the 

enormous loss of their extent in the past and their essential services such as 

water filtration, amelioration of climate change, and provision of habitat for 

rare and endemic species.” 

 

Response received by Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning 

 

“In reference to the second point, “Much Measuring, Little Protection”, it is concluded 

that the National Strategy on Nature Protection cannot go in to details. In the strategy, 

geological diversity and heritage are integrated with other components of nature, and 

biological and landscape diversity. As such, it is an integrated framework from which 

other strategic documents should emerge. Stated requirements under this point are 

partially covered by the Strategy for Biological Diversity. For the other, more detailed 

points raised, it is concluded that they are part of other national and local strategic 

documents.  In relation to landscapes, these are contained in a special section of the 

strategy in which condition and threats are discussed, and, in accordance with that, 

actions are envisaged. In relation to wetlands, it is concluded that a specific law is not 



 

65 
 

a global practice. However, these habitats are covered by the Law on Nature 

Protection.” 20   

 

Ohrid SOS comment on the need for objective indicators to evaluate the success of the 

National Strategy for Nature Protection 

“One of the major flaws of the Action Plan within the Strategy on Nature Protection is 

the lack of proper indicators of success. Routinely, they either avoid objective, 

quantitative measures or choose the wrong metric by which to analyze success. 

For example, the measure to strengthen the NGO sector suggests that the number of 

seminars, workshops and training programs could be used as an indicator, but this does 

nothing to reveal the capacity of NGOs to make positive changes to society, nor validate 

the quality of the training given. Meanwhile, the success of measures to identify, 

monitor and control invasive species (2.3.12.) are indicated by “number of identified 

species”, which does nothing to evaluate how well they have been controlled. Other 

bizarre indicators chosen at random from the Action Plan include 2.3.10, in which the 

“number of plans” is conceived appropriate to measure the implementation of 

management plans for protected areas; the establishment of measures to reduce 

poverty by encouraging the sustainable use of natural resources (4.3.1.) is to be 

evaluated by the “establishment of measures”, not by a quantifiable assessment of 

living standards; and strengthening of the MOEPP is to be measured by “strengthening 

the MOEPP” and “the number of new employees”, not a tangible measure of efficacy 

in environmental protection (5.2.3.).  

 

As such, a complete review of the indicators in the Action Plan is needed with an 

emphasis on evaluating their effectiveness, rather than merely affirming their 

existence. For example, a periodical audit of Macedonia’s achievements with regard to 

the Action Plan could be conducted in partnership with an independent international 

body such as the IUCN or WWF. European Commission reports could be used as the 

basis for examining success or failure for the strengthening of state institutions. Maps 

and strategies could be evaluated by relevant authorities such as Ramsar or the 

International Karst Commission.  

 

Ultimately, however, there is one true indicator of success for the Action Plan, and this 

should be firmly stated with objective numerical values: biodiversity and habitat 

integrity. In the Action Plan should be stated percentage targets for habitat 

revitalization/protection/quality; species population increases or stabilizations; 

landscape balance; number of endangered species; species richness; and habitat 

connectivity. These can be established immediately based upon the knowledge and 

data presently existing and then refined over time as more knowledge is gained 

through research.       

DEMANDS 

                                                           
20 For the manner in which such laws are bypassed, please see Section 3, Chapter 1; Section 4 & Section 5, Chapters 2 & 3. 
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 Indicators of specific actions to design parameters for quantity, quality and 

effectiveness, according to independently verifiable metrics 

 Provision for a periodical system of review by an independent international 

organization such as the WWF or IUCN with a publicly released evaluation 

report on the achievements of Macedonia’s Strategy for Nature Protection 

 Overall achievement targets for the Strategy on Nature Protection based on 

numerical quantification indicators for species population trends; species 

richness; habitat connectivity; habitat balance; and habitat quality 

 Interim targets for the Strategy on Nature Protection according to the 

measures above with results of indicators to be completed periodically and 

released publicly  

 Responsible people to be named and failure to achieve targets to result in their 

removal from the job according to specified, public criteria designed in 

consultation with NGOs” 

 

Response Received from Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning 

 

“In reference to “Objective Indicators for Success”, we inform you that in compliance 

with the Law on Nature Protection, the Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning 

will prepare an implementation plan every five years. Your comments and suggestions 

are exclusively related to biodiversity, which is covered by another strategy.”21  

 

Chapter 5: Missing Comments to the SEA for NP Galichica 
 

In June 2016, Citrus Partners LLP released its response to comments that had been submitted by various 

stakeholders, NGOs, and members of the public on the Second Draft of the Strategic Environmental 

Assessment for Draft Amendments to the Management Plan for National Park Galichica 2011-2020. Not 

only did Ohrid SOS receive no formal notification of this release, but, when one month later, the initiative 

discovered that Citrus Partners’ answers had indeed been published, it could find no trace or reference to 

the 30-page criticism of the SEA that it had delivered to Public Institution National Park Galichica by both 

post and email.  

In Citrus Partners’ tabular response provided to all those who had made comments, the section supplied 

for Ohrid SOS contained answers to a previous submission that had been made for an earlier public 

consultation. In other words, although outward appearance suggests that Ohrid SOS’s criticisms have 

received a full response, none has been issued. What is more, other replies given by Citrus Partners to 

                                                           
21 Not only is the Strategy on Biodiversity delayed, but the Ministry of Environment has itself identified indicator deficiency as a 

weakness (Evidence  12, 20). 
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comments in general have in no way answered the full range of concerns raised by Ohrid SOS (Section 2, 

Chapter 5). 

Seeking an explanation for the omission of its contribution, Ohrid SOS contacted Public Institution 

National Park Galichica, Citrus Partners LLP, and the European Bank of Reconstruction and Development 

(EBRD). Only the EBRD responded, yet with no explanation of how or why the omission had occurred, and 

no feedback on the results of an early promise to contact the national park in relation to the matter.   

This augurs doubts about the robustness of the public consultation process and its capacity to consider all 

possible perspectives before continuation of potentially devastating activities in an area of acute natural 

heritage value. It also means that many of the most serious points raised by Ohrid SOS—arguably the most 

visible and best-supported environmental initiative for the Ohrid region—on the potential outcomes of 

the present tourism development vision at Ohrid-Prespa remain unanswered, even as they take one step 

closer to completion.   
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SECTION 7: CONSEQUENCES 
Manifestations of institutional incapacity and the failure to implement meaningful environmental law are 

prevalent throughout this document. Section 7 analyzes how, combined with neglect and a lack of 

awareness, these shortcomings take tangible form in disintegrating wastewater infrastructure; trash-filled 

roadsides and waterways; eutrophication; abuse of the protected zones of national parks; physical 

damage to species and their populations; inadequate mitigation for nature-damaging projects; illegal 

construction; dangerous drops in the Lake Ohrid water-level; and poorly planned tourism expansion.  

Embedding within this context road-and-resort mega-projects can only lead in one direction: a terminal 

decline of the Outstanding Universal Value and superlative natural phenomenon of the Ohrid region.    

Chapter 1: Wastewater 
 

Implementation of wastewater treatment at Lake Ohrid was a positive step that allowed environmental 

recovery in certain areas. However, recent evaluations strongly indicate that factors outlined in Section 3 

are combining to instigate a swift deterioration of previous gains with untreated wastewater entering the 

lake frequently. Not only can this instigate both eutrophication and shifts in the unique ecosystem that 

forms part of Ohrid’s world heritage, but it can easily become a health hazard too as the lake is a popular 

swimming location and its water is supplied to households for drinking and other purposes.  Amid rising 

pressures, the sustainability and rationale of regional projects is thus undermined: Unhealthy waters are 

a poor promotion for tourism.  

 

Evidence 30: KfW Project to Improve Wastewater Systems and its Failure  

An evaluation of a recent project to improve wastewater management in the Ohrid region by the 

government-owned development bank KfW of Germany concludes that the investment has resulted in 

failure, despite initial intentions to improve both infrastructure and personnel competence. The report 

not only reveals that untreated waste flows into the lake on a regular basis, but also that responsible 

institutions are mismanaged.  

The findings indicate a) Macedonia lacks the capacity to manage extra demands for wastewater 

management that will result from the tourism development zones, ski-resort, other lakeshore 

construction projects and express road section; b) cannot presently guarantee the necessary maintenance 

to ensure that environmental safeguards remain functional throughout project lifetime; c) requires 

systematic solutions that go beyond mere monetary investment; and d) must demonstrate long-term 

ability to guarantee wastewater treatment before engaging in largescale infrastructural developments 

that will place unprecedented strain on the system.    

TITLE Ex-Post Evaluation Brief Macedonia: Environmental Protection—Lake Ohrid 

SOURCE KfW Development Bank 

DATE 2011 

https://www.kfw-entwicklungsbank.de/migration/Entwicklungsbank-Startseite/Development-Finance/Evaluation/Results-and-Publications/PDF-Dokumente-L-P/Mazedonien_Umweltschutz_2011.pdf
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RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Although these investments were, for the most part, appropriately conceived, the 

sustainability of this project can only be assessed as poor. Financially - and in terms of 

technical operational capability - the project agency is barely capable of functioning, 

and it is also subject to political interference and frequent reorganisation. Due to 

system overloading, untreated wastewater is regularly discharged into the lake and the 

river during rainy weather. Furthermore, given the continuing deterioration in the 

maintenance situation, problems are also to be expected in the operation of the 

pumping stations” 

 

“Regarding the proper management of the water supply and wastewater disposal 

operations, i.e. the appropriate utilisation of the existing facilities, ex post evaluation 

has yielded the following indicators: a) clear signs of operational problems (e.g. silting, 

blocked conveyor screws, pumping stations no longer functional); b) maintenance 

routines and operational control routines only implemented occasionally; c) staff 

positions occupied by personnel without the appropriate technical qualifications.” 

 

Evidence 31: Japanese-led Review of Wastewater Management Practices 

Further evidence delivers that, despite recent upgrades, wastewater systems are prone to malfunction. 

Again, from an environmental perspective, there is a clear necessity for demonstrable, long-term 

improvements to waste management, personnel systems, and public awareness before engaging in 

projects that will dramatically increase regional urbanization. Unless vast improvements are made, the 

Outstanding Universal Value of the unique natural heritage at Ohrid is under immediate threat.  

  

TITLE Data Collection Survey for Lake Ohrid Environmental Improvement 

SOURCE Japan International Cooperation Agency 

DATE October 2012 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Podmolje pump station is the primary intermediate pump station connecting the main 

sewers from Ohrid City. Here, there is an emergency overflow to discharge untreatable 

sewage due to the lack of capacity in the downstream system, mainly in the event of 

increased sewage, i.e. when rainy. The information of the emergency overflow is not 

collected in this survey. It is presumed that there might be more than 100 days in every 

year of the overflow event from the rainfall data. The overflow events are mainly 

occurred in rainy season (October - May). The overflow channel leads to a nearby outlet 

into the lake. Use of the overflow system ultimately forces untreated wastewater to be 

discharged, which impairs the performance of the wastewater treatment facilities.” 

 

“The collected sewage is enormously diluted with intruding water from underground 

or the lake by a factor of tenfold or more. No staff of the organization within the 

bureaucratic system is aware of the seriousness of this matter. However significant 

http://open_jicareport.jica.go.jp/pdf/12146684.pdf
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money is lost by operating the pump stations non-stop and ultimately discharging the 

polluted wastewater into the lake.” 

 

“A common social problem that they stressed is the fact that most residents and 

tourists are unaware of the environmental situations of Ohrid Lake. Those people claim 

that they are unfamiliar with how to protect the Lake and thoughtlessly discharge 

wastewater from their households, or do not bother to separate solid waste into 

containers” 

Chapter 2: Garbage 
 

Evidence 32 & 33: Solid Waste Anti-management at Ohrid-Prespa 

 

Additional to the mismanagement of wastewater, garbage disposal is also failing the Republic of 

Macedonia. Development of a road section opening new areas to urbanization, a ski-resort bringing 

greater footfall to relatively untouched areas of the Galichica massif, and multiple lakeshore 

developments will generate greater volumes of trash, and systems are not in place to deal with this 

effectively. Indeed, as recently as 2014, Ohrid Municipality released a project appraisal document 22 

identifying several villages which still do not have access to solid waste collection services, including at 

least two that will be connected to the Ohrid-Pestani road section, where urbanization is likely to be 

induced. Traffic access will also open new areas to fly-tipping as formal methods of waste disposal 

underperform.  

 

Anecdotal and photographic evidence suggests that even in areas that are formally covered, methods of 

garbage control are far from robust. The detrimental effects of poorly disposed trash upon an area unique 

ecological value require little explanation. Photos from the region are included in this section.  

 

TITLE The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 2016 Report, accompanying the 

document Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the 

Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the 

Regions 

SOURCE European Commission 

DATE 9 November 2016 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“The implementation of the Waste Directives is still at an early stage. Regional waste 

management structures are still not fully operational, suffering from a lack of 

administrative and financial resources. The actions set out in the adopted regional 

waste management plans are only partially implemented. Preparations continued to 

close non-compliant landfill sites and establish regional waste management centres. 

                                                           
22 http://www.finance.gov.mk/files/u5/PAD_Ohrid_web.pdf  

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_the_former_yugoslav_republic_of_macedonia.pdf
http://www.finance.gov.mk/files/u5/PAD_Ohrid_web.pdf
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The selective collection of different types of waste should be increased. Economic 

incentives to promote recycling and prevention of waste generation remained limited.” 

TITLE PROJECT DOCUMENT: Enabling transboundary cooperation and integrated water 

resources management in the extended Drin River Basin 

SOURCE United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 

DATE Feb 2015 (Posted online) 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“In the area of waste management, alignment with the acquis continued with the 

adoption of implementing legislation. Steps were taken to set up an integrated regional 

waste management system. Investments in this area are far from sufficient and need 

to be increased with a focus on waste separation and recycling. A system to deal with 

data collection, registration and reporting is still not in place.” 

 

“Inappropriate disposal of solid wastes and non-compliance of the existing landfills to 

modern standards in both sides of the basin is another threat for surface and 

groundwater. There is some preliminary evidence in Lake Ohrid with regard to 

hazardous substance pollution.” 

 

  

A) Trash in the River Drim at Struga, where Lake 
Ohrid water begins its journey to the Adriatic Sea 
(Summer 2016) 
 

B) Trash on Mount Galichica, site of numerous 
development proposals. Fly-tipping results from 
low awareness/inadequate systems (Jan. 2016). 

  
C) Ohrid News cites national & regional roads as 
trash hotspots as NGO Ajde Makedonija fingers 
institutional inertia as a key problem. (Nov. 2016) 

D) Members of Amfora Diving Club engage in an 
annual underwater clean-up, hauling up tyres, 
carpets, televisions & a baby buggy. (June 2016) 
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Chapter 3: Tourism 
 

Evidence 34 & 35: The Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning  

 

Having outlined the threat posed by tourism in the Fifth National Report on the Convention of Biological 

Diversity of the Republic of Macedonia (Evidence 12), the Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning 

in its Draft National Strategy for Nature Protection 2017-2027 further describes how the tourism industry 

is crumbling ecosystemic infrastructure. It particularly highlights the unplanned construction of tourism 

facilities in the Ohrid area, a weakpoint that is likely to be exacerbated by the A3 express road, which has 

been particularly highlighted by the Citrus Partners’ SEA as liable to accelerate urbanization.   

 

Other plans for the Ohrid-Prespa region will also see this troubling situation deteriorate further, especially 

given the admission in the aforementioned Fifth National Report that mitigation measures to reduce 

anthropogenic impacts have neither been designed nor implemented properly up to the present moment 

in the Republic of Macedonia. 

 

TITLE Draft National Strategy for Nature Protection 2017-2027 

SOURCE Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning 

DATE 2016 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Impact from the tourism sector on biological diversity leads to a series of negative 

consequences. One of the threats is linked to tourism activities within protected areas 

(recreation or nature observation), which are not regulated by area management 

plans; for which resources are insufficient to counteract; or for which assigned 

measures are inadequately implemented.  More serious threats emerge from 

unplanned construction of tourism facilities, which are degrading adjacent ecosystems 

(intensive infrastructural activities in the coastal zone of Lakes Ohrid, Prespa and 

Dojran).”    

 

“Threats associated with urbanization manifest with direct capture of habitats and 

disturbance of species, which are caused by a frequent lack of urbanizational 

integration and control as well as the release of untreated sewage into water-bodies.”  

 

    

TITLE Fifth National Report to the Convention on Biological Diversity of the Republic of 

Macedonia 

SOURCE Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning 

DATE 2014 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Despite the established degree of protection (and zoning in a number of protected 

areas), there are apparent negative impacts within protected areas due to insufficient 

quality of the measures for negative effects mitigation, insufficient application of 

proposed measures, non-existence or inefficiency of management entities and 

http://www.moepp.gov.mk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/NACRT_STRATEGIJA_-ZA_ZASTITA_PRIRODA.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/world/mk/mk-nr-05-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/world/mk/mk-nr-05-en.pdf
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inefficiency of inspection authorities. Such and similar pressures definitely result in 

negative trend and loss (regional extinction) of individual species and habitats.” 

 

 

Chapter 4: Eutrophication 
 

Evidence 36, 37 & 38: The Growing Eutrophication Risk 

 

As urbanization and land-use changes increase on the Lake Ohrid shore, eutrophication is also likely to 

rise, a process that will be irritated by warming global temperatures. The lake’s unique ecosystem 

depends upon the quality and clarity of its oligotrophic water, which is also a factor in both UNESCO status, 

and the popularity of the region as a tourist attraction. Eutrophication will therefore have environmental, 

economic, and social consequences as has been seen in other parts of the world.  

 

As the Citrus SEA for National Park Galichica reports, an express road may spike urbanization. Meanwhile, 

other lakeshore developments and projects in the watershed will bring additional strain. This will in turn 

pressurize a wastewater system already seen to be struggling (Section 7, Chapter 1), with the inevitable 

consequence of growing nutrient loads, and, thereby, eutrophication. Meanwhile, as outlined in Section 

2, Chapter 1, current plans will drain the last remains of Studenchishte Marsh, a vital wetland, which 

functions as a natural filter, a point that has not so far been calculated within cumulative impacts, despite 

the obvious potential for nutrient inflows to accelerate once the wetland has been urbanized.   

 

Signs of a shift in the composition of Lake Ohrid’s unique ecosystems are already in evidence, and pollution 

may have advantaged cosmopolitan species at the expense of endemics in certain areas (Section 7, 

Chapter 9). Actioned tourism development plans at multiple locations in the watershed combined with 

wetland loss can only push this trend further in a negative direction with irreplaceable loss of biodiversity 

likely to ensue.   

 

What is more, the Republic of Macedonia appears ill-equipped to deal with eutrophication. One 

international scientist (name withheld) who has researched Lake Ohrid in recent years provided the 

following statement to Ohrid SOS via email: “My professional opinion is that Lake Ohrid is threatened by 

eutrophication, and that warning signals are either overlooked, or ignored (or both).”    

 

TITLE Eutrophication of ancient Lake Ohrid: Global warming amplifies detrimental effects of 

increased nutrient inputs 

SOURCE Matzinger et al 

DATE 2007 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Lake Ohrid in southeastern Europe is one of the few ancient, long-lived lakes of the 

world, and contains more than 200 endemic species. On the basis of integrated 

monitoring of internal and external nutrient fluxes, a progressing eutrophication was 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.4319/lo.2007.52.1.0338/pdf
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.4319/lo.2007.52.1.0338/pdf
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detected (3.5-fold increase in phosphorus (P) concentration in the lake over the past 

century). The lake is fortunately still oligotrophic, with high concentrations of dissolved 

oxygen (DO) in the deep water that are requisite for the unique endemic bottom fauna. 

[…]To keep DO from falling below currently observed minimal levels—given the 

predicted atmospheric warming of 0.04uC yr21—the P load must be decreased by 50% 

in coming decades.” 

 

“Moreover, shifts toward nonendemic species have been observed in the vicinity of 

polluted inflows to oligotrophic Lake Ohrid. To prevent future irreversible losses, it is 

therefore important to detect trends toward eutrophication in ancient lakes as early 

as possible to react in time” 

 

“Many special lakes, such as the ones in Table 1, are equally clean as Lake Ohrid and 

no urgent eutrophication control measures seem necessary. Nevertheless our analysis 

shows that it is important to react in time, (1) when dealing with slow-reacting systems 

and (2) because anticipated global atmospheric changes will amplify effects of 

eutrophication.” 

 

 

TITLE Assessment of littoral eutrophication in Lake Ohrid by submerged macrophytes 

SOURCE Trajanovska et al 

DATE May 2014 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“There also is a marked difference in nutrient pollution between shallow and deeper 

water. The values of the macrophyte index in deeper waters (> 4 m) indicate that the 

nutrient pollution is very low, while in shallow waters (< 2 m) it is moderate or 

moderate–immense.” 

 

“During our surveys in Lake Ohrid, we found several macrophyte species indicating 

eutrophication (e.g., Zannichellia palustris, Elodea canadensis). The presence of 

eutrophic species in Lake Ohrid indicates that eutrophication problems do exist in Lake 

Ohrid, even if most of the sites have earlier been considered oligotrophic due to their 

low water phosphorus concentrations (Patceva 2005; Veljanoska–Sarafiloska 2002; 

Matzinger et al. 2007).” 

 

 

TITLE Initial Characterization of Lakes Prespa, Ohrid and Shkodra/Skadar 

SOURCE GIZ (German Federal Institute for International Cooperation) 

DATE November 2015 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“The macroinvertebrate fauna at the Macedonian part of Lake Ohrid indicated good 

ecological status at two sites only (west of Ohrid town and north of Trpejca). Like in 

Albania, the status of the majority of the sites was moderate, poor or bad (Fig. 

https://www.giz.de/en/downloads/giz2016-en-initial-characterization-prespa-ohrid-shkodra-skadar.pdf
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6.5.4.3.3.1-1). While these findings should be considered tentative because of the 

argument put forward in the previous section, they are in full agreement with the 

findings of the mouths of the lake tributaries. It can be concluded that the benthic 

invertebrates living in the shallow littoral zone are negatively affected by pollution and 

probably other factors such as sediment loads and low habitat structural density.” 

 

“Self-purification processes and the recent modernization of the sewer system in Ohrid 

and Struga have reduced the nutrient and pollution load of the lake. The status of its 

pelagic zone, therefore, is considered good at least in Macedonia. However, this 

assessment neither holds for the littoral zone of the lake where the aquatic fauna 

indicate organic pollution (Section 6.6.1) and other anthropogenic pressures such as 

changes in hydromorphology, nor for the Albanian part. […]Therefore, both Albanian 

and Macedonian water bodies are at risk of failing to achieve good status.” 

 

Chapter 5: National Park Use & Abuse 
 

Evidence 39: Off-road 

 

  
a) 4x4 vehicles from as far afield as Poland and 
Turkey attended Offroad Galichica 2016. 
 

b) The Zone of Active Management in NP Galichica 
was bisected, against rules banning 4x4s. 

  
c) The mayor of Ohrid inaugurated the event, 
endorsing its future tourism potential.  

d) Authorization to drive on earthen roads had not 
been issued by the national park.   
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In June 2016, vehicles from a convoy of off-roaders drove though the Zone of Active Management at 

National Park Galichica, in spite of rules that explicitly forbid such activities. With jeeps and 4x4s from 

across Macedonia as well as Poland, Albania, Serbia, and Turkey, approximately 150 participants attended 

the event.  

 

Far from an incidental occurrence, this was a planned incursion sponsored by numerous companies and 

opened officially by Ohrid’s mayor, who praised the activity as an enrichment of the regional tourism offer 

that the local council wished to support in the future as a mass-market alternative. This directly 

contradicts the opinions of Zoran Veljanovski, Director of Public Institution National Park Galichica, who 

revealed in a subsequent telephone conversation with media outlet Sakam Da Kazam that permission had 

neither been given nor would be given for such vehicles to drive on earthen roads within the park territory.  

Unfortunately, by this time, it was already too late. 

The incident was indicative of severe deficiencies in the Republic of Macedonia’s approach to 

maintenance of the UNESCO Ohrid-Prespa Transboundary Biosphere Reserve: An innately destructive 

event with potential to degrade high-value natural habitats and disturb species at one of Europe’s most 

biodiverse massifs was apparently organized and executed without full, prior consultation with the 

national park’s central authority.  

 

From this, it would appear that commercial and political interests took precedence over conservation 

considerations, foreshadowing what can now be expected if a four-season resort and express road are 

permitted to despoil the mountain further. 23  That two members of Ohrid SOS received threats for 

revealing details of the convoy to the public also indicates the obstacles that may be faced by anybody 

who draws attention to environmental deterioration resulting from current plans to transform National 

Park Galichica into a playground.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
23 AMS “Off-road” Lihnid, a 4x4 club based in Ohrid has officially declared its support for the proposed developments at National 

Park Galicica. (See Chapter 11 of the Citrus Partners’ Strategic Environmental Assessment)  



 

77 
 

Chapter 6: Hydrobiological Institute & the Oil-Like Substance 
 

  
 

 

The above photos were published by Ohrid SOS on February 13th 2017. They display a discoloring 

substance that was initially believed to result from burned oil disposed in the sewerage system, to which 

the Macedonian public reacted with widespread horror. In response, Hydrobiological Institute Ohrid 

completed tests and released a statement claiming that the effect did not result from oil, but from 

decomposing plant matter and algae washed to the shore by water currents. 

 

Controversy dogs this statement. Seeking clarification, Ohrid SOS approached two experts: Dr. Jos 

Verhoeven (President, Society of Wetland Scientists) and Dr. Vera Novevska (retired microbiologist at 

Hydrobiological Institute Ohrid). Both doubted the decomposed-plant-and-algae hypothesis, the former 

suggesting a bacterial cause and the latter supporting the view that the distorted water color may indeed 

be due to oil. 

 

Subsequently, a senior member of staff (name withheld to protect identity) at the Hydrobiological 

Institute revealed personal suspicions about the test to an Ohrid SOS activist, namely, that it was assigned 

to a junior scientist who may have been under pressure to deliver any result that refuted the oil conclusion. 

In the context of present-day Macedonia, this is not a far-fetched conclusion (Evidence 19). 

 

To reach deeper into the matter, Ohrid SOS has requested both the results and methodology for the tests 

to be made public, yet, at the time of writing, no progress had been made with over one month elapsed. 

In a best case scenario, this situation reveals how a lack of transparency limits public oversight of 

important matters related to natural heritage and fosters mistrust between the NGO sector and state 

institutions. At worst, it demonstrates the control mechanism by which information is filtered or distorted 

to present a false picture of environmental sustainability at Ohrid-Prespa. Either way, world heritage in 

the Ohrid region is compromised.  
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Chapter 7: Water Levels 
 

  
a) Lake levels fall beneath the legally proscribed 

minimum exposing the littoral zone to danger.  

b) Pictures from Albanian television depict large-

scale water retreat at Pogradec.  

 

In January 2017, the Lake Ohrid water level dropped below its legally permitted minimum. The 

explanation appeared to originate with a scandal-hit company named AD ELEM24, which operates a 

hydroelectric dam on the River Black Drim and holds legal responsibility for ensuring that lake water levels 

stay within certain parameters.  Irrespective of unfavorable weather conditions over the winter period, 

AD ELEM seems to have allowed a large-volume outflow from Lake Ohrid, only taking countermeasures 

after a public outcry.  

 

At present, many issues relating to the incident remain unknown: AD ELEM denies wrongdoing, yet 

neither a complete explanation of its decision-making nor a publicly available investigation into the abrupt 

lake level drop is forthcoming. Even the extent of water loss is a matter of controversy: The Republic of 

Macedonia’s Meteorological Agency claims that measuring equipment was faulty. Therefore, how far the 

lake level truly fell below the legal minimum is a matter of dispute.  

 

The only clear conclusions from the incident are that adherence to laws on the lake level are somewhat 

optional; no source of information for key lake parameters is reliable due to poor maintenance; and large 

companies are not fully accountable for their actions in the Ohrid region. Meanwhile, damage to Lake 

Ohrid’s critically important littoral zone is possible, though its extent may never be known due to a 

substandard approach to monitoring (Evidence 41, 42).      

 

Evidence 40: Damage to the Ecosystem 

 

Prof. Trajce Talevski of Ohrid SOS and Hydrobiological Institute Ohrid explains why the drop in water level 

is such a critical issue as reported by Deutsche Welle.    
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TITLE Ohrid Lake Water Below Legal Minimum, Who Is Responsible? 

SOURCE Deutsche Welle (Macedonia) 

DATE 18/02/2017 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“The shallowest part of the lake from 0-5 meters depth is known as the littoral. The 

shallow littoral is the part that stretches from the coast to a depth of 1 or 2 meters. 

The entire littoral, but especially the so-called shallow littoral, is where most of the 

ecosystemic activity for the whole lake takes place. Large variations in the water level 

exert greater or lesser negative effects on the lake’s flora and fauna. Variations 

influence both the physiochemical and microbiological characteristics of the water in 

the coastal area, because with lowering of the water level there, areas that were once 

under water are now either dry or moist. With that and air contact, oxidization and 

mineralization of exposed mud occurs more quickly. Then, bigger waves come and 

wash these parts and change the quality of the water. Upon retreat of the water, large 

areas of the lake vegetation remain in the dry and the source of life for the littoral and 

lake as a whole is the reeds and other vegetation. It is not just the plants that are 

endangered, but also many algae which live on them and the rocks. A large number of 

the rock-based algae are endemic and they die when water-withdrawal leaves them in 

the dry. The fauna that lives in the shallow littoral is some of the most endangered: 

Around 35% of the endemic bottom-dwelling fauna species (snails, bivalvia, flatworms, 

leeches and others) inhabit the area which is currently without water. These organisms 

which live in the mud, sand, between stones or attached to aquatic vegetation are 

sedentary and cannot adapt to a sudden drop in the water, particularly in areas with a 

slight incline. Inevitably, they die. Decrease in the water level can also negatively  

impact cyprinid and other fish. Unless the water level normalizes quickly, macrophyte 

areas revitalize and sandy and gravelly zones where cyprinids breed and incubate are 

water-covered by April, the overall fish populations of the lake will be impacted.”  

    

Chapter 8: Fish 
 

Unsustainable catch, particularly of carp and Ohrid trout, has long been identified as an existential threat 

to the unique fish populations of Lake Ohrid. However, numerous factors, several likewise indicative of 

institutional failure, are exerting downward pressure on ichthyofauna from pollution to habitat 

degradation to introduction of non-native species. Many of these will significantly increase with 

instigation of planned infrastructure to facilitate mass tourism. 

 

Loss of reed belts is a case in point. Despite several laws conceived to guarantee their protection and their 

known importance for oxygen provisioning, water filtration, and as breeding grounds for species such as 

carp, degradation to these habitats is envisaged from tourism developments, particularly the creation of 

artificial beaches and shoreline capture for the marina on Lake Ohrid’s northeast coast. This will 

compound expansive reed losses that have taken place over previous years. 

http://www.dw.com/mk/%D0%BE%D1%85%D1%80%D0%B8%D0%B4%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%BE-%D0%B5%D0%B7%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%BE-%D1%81%D0%BE-%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B2%D0%BE-%D0%BF%D0%BE%D0%B4-%D0%B7%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%BE%D0%BD%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%B8%D0%BE%D1%82-%D0%BC%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%BC%D1%83%D0%BC-%D0%BA%D0%BE%D1%98-%D0%B5-%D0%B2%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%BE%D0%B2%D0%B5%D0%BD/a-37610224
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Added to this is the decision to drain rather than rehabilitate Studenchishte Marsh (Section 2, Chapter 1), 

a previously extensive wetland with historical significance for several spawning fish taxa and further 

importance as a shelter for the endemic Ohrid trout. Despite years of neglect and degradation, the marsh 

retains small fish populations, notably at Studenchishte Canal, where 14 of Lake Ohrid’s 17 native fish 

species yet remain. The decision to drain this wetland precludes restoring and reestablishing its link with 

the lake to bolster freshwater vertebrates and removes the final habitat provision it is still able to make. 

 

That foregone reeds and wetlands will be replaced with urban development doubles the pressure on 

ichthyofauna in one move. Preliminary research requiring urgent follow-up indicates that Ohrid trout are 

less healthy in urban areas and hypothesizes that a pollution gradient from urbanized to undisturbed parts 

of Lake Ohrid may already be underway. Meanwhile, other stressors likely to impact upon fish species, 

directly or indirectly linked to urbanization, that have already been observed in the Ohrid region include 

bioaccumulation and eutrophication (Section 7, Chapter 4). Both of these factors can only be irritated by 

loss of the water-filtration services provided by wetlands and reeds. 

In short, tourism developments intended to accelerate urbanization of the Lake Ohrid shore or remodel 

natural into artificial environments will intensify the dangers to native fish populations while removing 

the ecological infrastructure providing the conditions of life to sustain them.  Side-effects upon baselines 

that are already dwindling for key species such as carp, belivica and Ohrid trout will range from pollution-

induced health deterioration to a spike in demand for fish to provision higher tourism footfall. As if this 

was not worrisome enough, monitoring of fish populations since 2001 is conspicuous by its absence and 

changes in the quality of lake water are likely to favor non-native species.  

 

Evidence 41: Pollution & the Effect on Ohrid Trout 

 

Chastising the dearth of data, another indication of either institutional incapability or negligence within 

the Republic of Macedonia, a paper from the Turkish Journal of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences describes 

disproportionate alterations in the livers of Ohrid trout caught near urban centers. Although conclusions 

are tentative due to the small dataset, initial findings suggest that urban development is impacting the 

physical condition of this endemic species, with a pollution gradient advancing from areas of high human 

presence.  Taken in concurrence with other published studies, this is yet more evidence that systems of 

nature protection are failing at the world heritage site of the Ohrid region even before new volumes of 

added strain are imposed upon the watershed. 

 

TITLE Liver Pathology of Female Ohrid Trout (Salmo letnica Kar.) from the Eastern Coast of 

Lake Ohrid: Baseline Data Suggesting the Presence of a Pollution Gradient 

SOURCE Jordanova et al 

DATE 2016 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Ohrid trout stock levels have been declining for decades in the Europe’s oldest lake, 

Lake Ohrid, between Albania and Macedonia. Limited datasets indicate that this 

decrease is linked to overfishing and pollution. Histopathological hepatic lesions in fish 

http://www.trjfas.org/abstract.php?id=867
http://www.trjfas.org/abstract.php?id=867


 

81 
 

have been regularly strongly associated with exposure to chemical contaminants. We 

collected baseline information on the toxicopathological and other lesions on this 

species liver, from 3 sites adjacent to 2 highly urban and 1 much less urban areas along 

the lake’s eastern coast during 2000–2002. In addition, changes in the relative volume 

of pigmented macrophages were used as proxies of immune-mediated responses. The 

percentage of fish with pathological changes declined steeply from the 2 urban sites 

(40% and 27%) to the pristine site (7%). In addition, fish with lesions tended to have 

greater amounts of pigmented macrophages, with fish from the pristine site having 

significantly fewer lesions. While the number of fish analyzed was limited (n = 70), the 

biomarkers suggest the presence of a pollution gradient (decreasing towards south) 

along the eastern coast of Lake Ohrid. Despite scarce, other kind of data agree with our 

hypothesis.” 

 

“Such changes include the continuous loading of water with chemical xenobiotics 

released by both urban communities and industry. Local (often called “fossil”) Ohrid 

trout, Salmo letnica, stocks have been consistently decreasing over the last decades, 

despite annual repopulation efforts from artificially spawned juveniles. Lack of 

published data on wild stocks and fisheries is appalling, but a recent report supports 

that declines continue both in Albania and in Macedonia (Prifti and Cake 2013). Heavy 

fishing pressure and water pollution are viewed as probable causes of the decline in 

this species; however, existing quantitative data are limited. Pollution levels in the lake 

have been rated from moderate to critical in some locations, and are based on 

measurements of phosphorus overload, bacterial indexes, and other biological indexes 

(Roganovic-Zafirova et al., 2001/2002; Grupce 2004; Vasilevska, Novevska, and 

Naumovski 2004). Ongoing eutrophication is viewed as one major threat to the Lake 

Ohrid (Matzinger et al., 2006; Schneider et al., 2014)” 

 

“However, fish from the more urban areas tended to exhibit greater pathological 

changes, which is consistent with existing assumptions and some information about 

the low water quality in these areas. Contaminants in the water cause organic 

alterations, which may compromise fitness, reproduction, and/or even cause death, 

ultimately leading to population declines (Bucke and Feist 1993; Schmidt-Posthamus 

et al. 2001). The lesions recorded in the present study, particularly bile duct 

abnormalities, suggest that stressors (probably pollutants) are present in Lake Ohrid; 

hence, these stressors might be factors contributing to the population decline of Ohrid 

trout in recent decades. In addition, the results of this study are compatible with the 

presence of a pollution gradient (pattern) along the eastern coast of the lake; with 

decreasing pollution towards the south.” 
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Evidence 42: Lake Characterization 

 

Again undermined by the Republic of Macedonia’s failure to maintain datasets either for species 

assemblages or commercial catch since the turn of the century, a recent characterization report for Lake 

Ohrid nonetheless concludes that a substantial ecological shift has occurred. Both the absence of data 

and perceived changes in taxa composition are a damning indictment of management policy for the lake 

and its watershed, affirming the conclusion that authorities are unable or unwilling to control negative 

anthropogenic influences at the present time. Understanding this, it is little more than wishful thinking to 

expect that management will be able to contain the situation if threats in the watershed multiply, 

especially given the patchily applied monitoring that in recent years has all but disappeared completely.    

 

TITLE Initial Characterization of Lakes Prespa, Ohrid and Shkodra/Skadar 

SOURCE GIZ (German Federal Institute for International Cooperation) 

DATE November 2015 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“Despite the unique ecologic and high economic value of Lake Ohrid, there is not much 

information available on the lake’s fishes as both detailed inventories and fish stock 

assessments have not been performed on Lake Ohrid fish since the early nineties. […] 

In consequence, available information on fish assemblages of Lake Ohrid is primarily 

based on data derived from catch statistics and occasional samplings. Catch statistics, 

however, is available only for the period from 1969 to 2001 while data from more 

recent years are missing.” 

 

“Specifically, selection of metrics indicating different kinds of anthropogenic pressures 

on the fish assemblage of the lake, class boundaries for ecological status and 

calculation of EQR are still lacking at present.” 

 

“During the 2016 MMG fishing campaign, 14 species were found at the Macedonian 

sampling stations, similar to the Albanian part of the lake, bleak, roach and spirlin 

dominated the catch in biomass. The alien species stone maroko and bitterling were 

also very abundant, representing up to 30% of the total catch in some sub-basins. 

Endemic Ohrid trout and Ohrid nase were not caught at all. Together, the data suggest 

that substantial changes in the lake’s ecology have occurred.” 

 

Evidence 43: Loss of Reeds 

 

Among the numerous hazards to natural phenomenon in the Ohrid region highlighted by the expert study 

of Studechishte Marsh (Section 2, Chapter 1), depletion of reed-belts features strongly. The continuing 

decline of such valuable habitat demonstrates a lack of care for the ecological architecture that has 

enabled Lake Ohrid to trigger UNESCO Criterion VII as a “unique refuge for numerous endemic and relict 

freshwater species of flora and fauna.” That more reeds will be sacrificed for lakeshore developments 

encapsulates the imperative need to redirect the Ohrid-Prespa tourism strategy along sustainable 

pathways.   

https://www.giz.de/en/downloads/giz2016-en-initial-characterization-prespa-ohrid-shkodra-skadar.pdf
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TITLE Integrated Study on the State of the Remaining Studenchishte Marsh and Measures for 
its Revitalization 

SOURCE Spirovska M. et al 
DATE 2012 
RELEVANT 
QUOTATIONS 

“Prior to its devastation, a large number of Ohrid’s fish fauna found the marsh 
favorable to natural spawning. Primarily, these were species related to the carp i.e. 
carp, Scardinius erythrophthalmus, Phoxinus phoxinus, Pachychilon pictum, Rutilus 
Ohridanus, Аlburnus alburnus arborella (Fil.), and all the other types of fish that spawn 
underwater and in parts of the emerging vegetation. Historically, at given times of the 
year, even the Ohrid trout used to use the puddles of the marsh—which were then 
numerous— as shelter. The current degradation of the marsh and the increased cutting 
of reed belt between it and the lake, as well as the interruption of the water connection 
between the lake and Studenchishta Canal, have a direct impact in terms of the 
diminishing reproductive potential of the populations of the above-mentioned fish 
species.” 
 
““The coast of Ohrid Lake until recently was preserved in the natural state that 
supported rich biological diversity. In the past 15 years, however, the beaches are being 
“urbanized”; the reed areas have been decreasing…”   

  

  
a) Dead fish, presumably discarded after fishing, lie 
in a grave of trash at Studenchishte Canal.  

b) Despite damage, Studenchishte Marsh still gives 
habitat to fish. It will soon be drained entirely. 

  
c) Reed-belts at Lagadin are among those facing 
destruction as part of a mass tourism makeover. 

d) Development disruption at Studenchishte Canal, 
where 14 of Ohrid’s 17 native fish species reside 

https://zh.scribd.com/doc/258498562/STUDY-ABOUT-THE-CONDITION-OF-THE-REMAINING-STUDENCHISHTE-MARSH
https://zh.scribd.com/doc/258498562/STUDY-ABOUT-THE-CONDITION-OF-THE-REMAINING-STUDENCHISHTE-MARSH
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Chapter 9: Other Species 
 

Watershed pressures do not just manifest in changing fish populations, but also among the many other 

native species, including endemics and relicts, particularly in Lake Ohrid’s littoral zone, where much 

damage has already been sustained. Evidence of an ecosystemic lurch towards more cosmopolitan species 

suggests that the conditions of life facilitating the extreme speciation and refugial performance of the 

Ohrid region—factors that have contributed to its UNESCO status—are at immediate risk due to poorly 

controlled anthropogenic influences.    

 

Evidence 44, 45, 46 & 47: Losing Balance 

 

Emerging from the recent SCOPSCO drilling programme, a study published by paleolimnologist Dr. Julia 

Lorenschat and other international scientists analyzed two sediment cores to compare conditions 

between more urbanized and pristine areas of Lake Ohrid. The contents assert a belief that living 

conditions might have become less favorable to endemic species. This opinion is echoed by several other 

experts and extends to the surrounding lakeshore wetlands where regional extinction of relict species is 

suspected as well as declines in nesting birds. All are signs that the ability of the UNESCO property may 

soon be stretched beyond its capacity to maintain Outstanding Universal Value. 

 

TITLE Recent anthropogenic impact in ancient Lake Ohrid (Macedonia/Albania): a 

palaeolimnological approach 

SOURCE Lorenschat. et al 

DATE 2014 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“In 1988, the first sewage-water treatment system started to operate in the Ohrid-

Struga region (UNESCO ROSTE 2004), and Watzin (2003) reported that after the system 

was completed, an improvement in the water quality in the Ohrid Bay was visible, 

namely the number of bacteria decreased one thousand fold. However, this positive 

effect is not clearly visible near the City of Struga. The concentrations of As, Cu, Fe, Hg, 

Ni, Pb, Zn, and Zr show a downward trend after the water-treatment plant came into 

operation but the concentrations fluctuated during the time and in the last years, 

mostly all concentrations show an increase.” 

 

“However, since the early 1990s, the area near the City of Struga in the northern part 

of the lake is characterized by a decreasing trend in the number of ostracode valves 

and in the total number of species. This corresponds to an increase of, e.g., TIC, TOC, 

As, Cu, Fe, Pb, and Zn. This might be an indication that the conditions in the northern 

lake part became less favourable for ostracodes, which might have dramatic 

consequences as a loss of the endemic Ohrid ostracode species would be irrevocable.” 
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TITLE Spatial variability in recent sedimentation in Lake Ohrid 

SOURCE Vogel et al 

DATE 2010 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“On the other hand, anthropogenic interference in sedimentation processes and 

particularly pollution with nutrients but also trace metals is believed to pose real 

threats to the primarily benthic endemic biodiversity of Lake Ohrid. Circumstantial 

evidence hints towards an already existing decline in habitat structure and species 

abundances. Conservation measures should therefore also focus on reducing 

anthropogenic effects on ecosystem processes such as sedimentation.” 

 

 

TITLE Lake Ohrid: A Paradise in Peril (Dr. T. Wilke; Dr. C. Albrecht) 

SOURCE Fokus  

DATE Aug 2015  

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“True, the lake has gone through many natural changes during its history. And true, 

this had little effect on its biodiversity. However, today’s massive human impact 

constitutes not one but many stressors simultaneously. The multiplying effect of these 

stresses is greatly jeopardizing the lake and some scientists suggest that Lake Ohrid has 

already reached or even exceeded a tipping point.  There are many warning signs, 

indeed. Want to admire big specimens of the famous Ohrid trout? Only on picture 

postcards! Love to go swimming everywhere in the lake? Beware of bacteria-

contaminated “black spots”! Interested in endemic species in the Bej Bunar spring? Too 

late, the spring was recently destroyed during the construction of a residential area! 

And this is just a small selection of problems.” 

 

TITLE Integrated Study on the State of the Remaining Studenchishte Marsh and Measures for 

its Revitalization 

SOURCE Spirovska M. et al 

DATE 2012 

RELEVANT 

QUOTATIONS 

“The flora in Studenchishta Marsh mostly consists of widespread wetland species. It 

should be considered that such plants in Macedonia are under intense anthropogenic 

pressure due to drying of the marshes and swamps. Studies show that until recently in 

Studenchishta Marsh there were 10 rare species in Macedonia. Of these, more than 

half, i.e. five species certainly and 2 species probably, have disappeared, and 3 species 

are in danger of extinction.” 

 

“The Swamp of Studenchishta used to be one of the most important shelters and 

nesting site for water birds along Ohrid lake shore, but this significance has almost gone 

completely. With an exception of few species of warblers, waterfowls and little bittern, 

there are practically no other nesting bird species in the Swamp. There is data on 

nesting of around twenty marshy bird species in the past.” 

 

http://biogeosciences.net/7/3333/2010/bg-7-3333-2010.pdf
http://fokus.mk/lake-ohrid-a-paradise-in-peril/
https://zh.scribd.com/doc/258498562/STUDY-ABOUT-THE-CONDITION-OF-THE-REMAINING-STUDENCHISHTE-MARSH
https://zh.scribd.com/doc/258498562/STUDY-ABOUT-THE-CONDITION-OF-THE-REMAINING-STUDENCHISHTE-MARSH
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SECTION 8: CONCLUSIONS & SUGGESTIONS 
As Section 7 demonstrates, the ecosystems and habitats of Ohrid-Prespa are suffering wear and tear from 

numerous angles. These seem to be proliferating and nobody is certain of their full extent. Much of the 

damage is so far witnessed at Lake Ohrid, although the gradual urbanization of National Park Galichica is 

stretching the pressure ever further, placing new stressors within the watershed, and overwhelming 

fragile protection systems. There is a limit to how long this can continue.   

For the Ohrid region to justify world heritage status into the distant future is already a significant challenge 

under these circumstances, but it is nothing compared with the severe environmental damage that will 

result if an express road, ski-resort, marina, and numerous lake-shore development zones are permitted 

to enter a terrible reality. Therefore, the following steps are recommended for action: 

 an immediate moratorium on all large-scale construction projects, including, at minimum, the A3 

express road, ski-resort, tourism development zones at Ljubanista and Stenje, and urbanization 

at Studenchishte Marsh; 

 completed application for Lake Ohrid/Studenchishte Marsh to receive Ramsar status; 

 a revision of the management plan for National Park Galichica in consultation with NGOs to 

explore sustainable alternatives; 

 a high-level feasibility study to explore traffic control and green transport measures, including the 

SMART Ohrid vision put forward by NGO Eko-svest; 

 an exploration of the potential for a wetland visitor, research and educational center as part of a 

formally protected Studenchishte Marsh; 

 ten-year moratorium on fishing for Ohrid trout and belvica; 

 extensive rebranding, repositioning, and retargeting of Ohrid-Prespa tourism towards a nature-

calibrated offer.   

Unless the first of these recommendations is met in full, the only realistic option is to place the Ohrid 

region on the List of World Heritage in Danger, as the likelihood for its exceptional natural phenomena to 

coexist with the current development vision is vanishingly small. 
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ANNEXES 1 & 2: EXPERT OPINION & OPPOSITION 

TO PROPOSED OHRID-PRESPA MEGA-PROJECTS 
 

Annex 1 supplies a Declaration signed by experts across the world in opposition to the slew of proposed 

projects at Ohrid-Prespa. The collective voice of the numerous ecologists, evolutionary biologists, 

limnologists, archaeologists, and scientists from various other fields to have put their names to the 

Declaration highlights the impending danger to the UNESCO Ohrid-Prespa Transboundary Biosphere 

Reserve. 

Annex 2 offers quotations and statements from several national and international experts, which 

emphasize the irresponsibility of current Ohrid-Prespa policy.  
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ANNEX 1: DECLARATION ON PRESERVING THE 

WORLD NATURAL AND CULTURAL HERITAGE OF 

OHRID   

Lake Ohrid, the largest and most significant natural lake in Macedonia, as well as the oldest lake in Europe, 

is the most important lentic ecosystem on the European continent. It is marked by a rich history, culture, 

archaeological finds and natural beauty, and it is the home of over 200 endemic species. Thanks to these 

exceptional features, in 1980, Lake Ohrid and the city of Ohrid were declared a World Cultural Heritage, 

protected by UNESCO.  The Galičica National Park, recognised by the International Union for Conservation 

of Nature (IUCN), is an extremely important region protected by law since 1958 in order to preserve the 

flora and the fauna, as well as the natural appearance of Mount Galičica. Thanks to the several hundred 

original rarities and the protected plant and animal species, the Park has been internationally recognised 

as an Important Plant Area, a Primary Butterfly Area, as well as an Emerald Site, meaning that, in the 

future, it will form part of the European Natura 2000 network. The extraordinary biodiversity and the 

international significance of the Galičica National Park was further validated in 2014, when it became part 

of the UNESCO World Network of Biosphere Reserves.  Nevertheless, despite the enormous value of this 

world natural and cultural heritage, it is being endangered by projects planning to build an expressway, a 

large tourist ski complex, and an inappropriate and harmful urbanisation of a large portion of the 

lakeshore and the city of Ohrid. The proposed changes in the Galičica National Park Management Plan, 

the changes in the urban development plans of Ohrid, as well as certain urbanisation decisions made in 

order to allow the realisation of these projects, pose a serious threat to maintaining the biodiversity and 

natural authenticity of Lake Ohrid and the Galičica National Park and jeopardise their status of World 

Heritage. The threat has even been confirmed by the reports of the Strategic Assessment of 

Yours sincerely, 

Ljubaništa Local Community 

Lagadin Urban Unit 

Peštani Local Community 

Rača Urban Unit 

Dolno Konjsko Local Community 

Daljan / Voska 4 Local Community 

Saint Naum of Ohrid Monastery 

 

Supporters of the Declaration (selected) 

1. Prof. Dr. Trajce Talevski, JNU Hydrobiological Institute – Ohrid, Republic of Macedonia 

2. Prof. Dr. Marina Talevska, JNU Hydrobiological Institute – Ohrid, Republic of Macedonia 

3. Dr. Ohrideja Tasevska, JNU Hydrobiological Institute – Ohrid, Republic of Macedonia 
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4. Dejan Panovski, Macedonian Representative, Lake Ohrid Bilateral Secretariat 

5. Estelle Lecomte, Environment Engineer, Environment engineer, Direction générale de 

l'environnement (DGE), Switzerland 

6. Dr. Brigitte Lods-Crozet, Limnologist, Direction générale de l’environnement, Lausanne, 

Switzerland  

7. Dr. Michel Sartori, Ret. Director, Museum of Zoology, Lausanne, Switzerland  

8. Dr. Hubert Keckeis, Department of Limnology & Bio-Oceanography, University of Vienna, Austria 

9. Dr. Peter Englmaier, University of Vienna, Austria  

10. Dr. H.Wolfgang Riss, University of Münster, Department of Limnology  

11. Prof. Lars Tranvik, Limnology Program, Uppsala University, Sweden  

12. Prof. Göran Arnqvist, Department of Ecology and Genetics, Uppsala University, Sweden  

13. Dr. Claus Rueffler, Department of Ecology and Genetics, Uppsala University, Sweden  

14. Prof. emeritus Ingemar Ahlgren, Department of Limnology, Uppsala University, Sweden  

15. Dr. Karin S.L. Johansson, Department of Biological and Environmental Sciences, University of 

Gothenburg  

16. Dr. Tamar Zohary, Senior Scientist, Israel Oceanographic & Limnological Research  

17. Dr. Ulrika Stensdotter, Analyst, Environmental Monitoring, Science Affairs Department Swedish 

Agency for Marine and Water Management, Sweden  

18. Prof. Dr. Dirk Verschuren, Head of Limnology Unit, Ghent University, Belgium  

19. Mike Creutz, Phd student,  Limnology Unit, Ghent University, Belgium 

20. Dr. Émilie Saulnier-Talbot, Environmental Researcher, Paleolimnology  

21. Dr. Zoran Nikoloski, Max Planck Institute of Molecular Plant Physiology, Potsdam, Germany  

22. Dr. Stéphanie Arrivault, Max Planck Institute of Molecular Plant Physiology, Potsdam, Germany 

23.  Magali Condamines, Engineer in water resources management  

24. Dr. Andrew Folkard, Lancaster Environment Centre, Lancaster University, United Kingdom  

25. Curators’ Prof. John Jones, School of Natural Resources, University of Missouri, USA  
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26. Prof. Brij Gopal, Coordinator, Centre for Inland Waters in South Asia; Chairman, SIL Working Group 

on Inland Waters of Tropical Asia  

27. Dr. Maurizio Polemio, Research Institute for Geo-Hydrological Protection (CNR-IRPI), Italy  

28. Silvio Andrea Garavoglia, Forestry engineer  

29. Antonio Damiano, Geologist, GDP Consultants, Torino 
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224. Dr. Klaus Riede, Global Register of Migratory Species, Germany  

225. Dr. Jessica Bots, Zoology, University of Antwerp, Belgium 

226. Dr. Emiel Brouwer, Research Centre B-WARE  
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 ANNEX 2: SCIENTISTS SPEAK OUT FOR OHRID-PRESPA  

The quotations below relate to the campaign to protect the Ohrid-Prespa region of Macedonia from the 

development drive that currently threatens its unique ecosystem. Taken from emails received by Ohrid 

SOS, letters to authorities, and articles published in the Macedonian media, they make a compelling case 

for disqualifying the projects currently envisaged for National Park Galicica and other locations in the 

vicinity.  

 

"Pristine ecosystems such as Lake Ohrid and the Studenchishte Marsh provide a 
unique opportunity to study the natural history of our planet. They harbor biological 
diversity that needs to be protected at all costs, not only because it is the basis for 
life on earth, but also because it may provide information and cues towards 
medical therapies and biotechnological innovations of great economic value." 
 

Dr. Tobias Lenz  
Group Leader in Evolutionary Immunogenomics  

Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Biology  
 
 

“I am writing to express my grave concerns about planned developments on the 

territory of Galichica National Park. This refers to the new expressway between Ohrid 

and St Naum, the new skiing centre, as well as tourist development zones near the 

villages of Ljubanishta, Stenje and Oteshevo. My expert knowledge on the subject 

leads me to believe that the planned projects will have extremely serious detrimental 

impacts on the social and natural environment of the region. This includes an 

irreplaceable loss of biodiversity, major geomorphological and landscape disturbances 

along the routes of the motorway and skiing centre, as well as hydrological impacts on 

the functioning of Lake Ohrid. As a whole, the five new developments will irreversibly 

destroy the unique natural and cultural features that have allowed for the Ohrid region 

to be listed as a UNESCO World Heritage site.” 

 

Prof. Stefan Bouzarovski 

Director of the Center for Urban Resilience and Energy 

University of Manchester 

 
 

“I would suggest that Macedonia as a small European country must not follow the 
pattern of Russia, destroying a million-years old natural treasure of the continental 
value for sake of short-term economical profit.” 
 

Dr. Tarno Timm 
Senior Researcher 

 Estonian University of Life Sciences 
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“We are aware that an initiative has been proposed to drain the Studenchishta 
Wetland to facilitate building a large mass tourism facility. This appears to 
undermine the Ohrid General Urban Plan which identified the area as a special 
site to be protected. As documented above, the loss of this wetland would be an 
extremely unfortunate social and ecological development. The original intention to 
protect the intactness of the Lake Ohrid area and its connected shoreline 
ecosystems was a wise decision that should not be changed. We want to urge you 
to reconsider the change of the General Urban Plan as far as the Studenchishta 
Wetland is concerned. We believe that this area needs to be protected.” 

 
Letter to Macedonian Authorities 

Dr. Jos T.A. Verhoeven 
President of the European Chapter  

Society of Wetlands Scientists 
 
 

“Sadly, for all over the world lakes are suffering much, even if they are ancient, 

even if they are listed by UNESCO as the World Heritage places. Money and 

business are always more important in this world as the beauty, unique creatures... 

With all of my heart I'd like to support your initiative to preserve ancient Ohrid and 

its environment.” 

 

Dr. Oleg Timoshkin 
Head of Laboratory for Aquatic Invertebrate Biology  

Limnological Institute Siberian Department  
Russian Academy of Sciences 

 

 

“Current research demonstrates that this diversity is particularly great in the vicinity of 

the lakes and their contact zones, where a high genetic variation of particular species 

(e.g. in Pelophylax spp., Hyla arborea, Lacerta viridis, Natrix natrix) is probable. We 

can assume that potential Pleistocene refugia were located there. Alteration in habitats 

can lead to the reduction of populations, then to the reduction of the genetic variability, 

and finally to the ability of species to survive.” 

 

Daniel Jablonski 
Herpetologist 

Faculty of Life Sciences 
Comenius University, Bratislava 

 

 

“Part of the current problem is the limited understanding of the fragile ecological 

buffer capacity of the lake among planners, developers, politicians and investors. 

True, the lake is more than 1 Mio. years old. True, the lake has gone through many 

natural changes during its history. And true, this had little effect on its biodiversity. 

However, today’s massive human impact constitutes not one but many stressors 

simultaneously. The multiplying effect of these stresses is greatly jeopardizing the 
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lake and some scientists suggest that Lake Ohrid has already reached or even 

exceeded a tipping point.   

 

There are many warning signs, indeed. Want to admire big specimens of the 

famous Ohrid trout? Only on picture postcards! Love to go swimming everywhere 

in the lake? Beware of bacteria-contaminated “black spots”! Interested in endemic 

species in the Bej Bunar spring? Too late, the spring was recently destroyed during 

the construction of a residential area! And this is just a small selection of problems.” 

 

Dr. Christian Albrecht & Dr. Thomas Wilke 
Department of Animal Ecology & Systematics 

Justus Liebig University 
 

 

“Ohrid is a natural jewel, a globally unique experiment in evolution, whose many 

endemic inhabitants have a fundamental right to persist.  It is also a fantastically 

beautiful place, as I saw for myself on visiting around a decade ago.  It is 

additionally a place which can and should be enjoyed through responsible tourism, 

as it has been for many years I believe.  It strikes me that these proposals are not 

only highly environmentally damaging – they are also likely to destroy the very 

beauty and uniqueness which draw visitors to this area!” 

 

Dr. David Bilton 
Associate Professor and Reader in Aquatic Biology 

Plymouth University 
 

“Destroying the shorelines and the reed belts due to construction work, increased 

infrastructure, and a rise in the amount of tourism will lead to increased nutrient input 

to the lake, which may, in turn, cause destruction to large parts of the habitats of Lake 

Ohrid’s unique fauna.” 

 

Dr. Bernd Wagner 
University of Cologne 

 

 

“Lake Ohrid is a biodiversity hot spot of global importance for nature and humans 

alike. International initiatives and agreements such as IPBES, Natura 2000 and 

the Water Framework Directive, among others, are only effective if we set clear 

priorities for conservation and sustainable management. Lake Ohrid is an 

ecosystem that deserves the highest priority in maintaining the unique fauna and 

flora of our freshwaters. If we are not able to maintain high-priority systems such 

as Lake Ohrid, international agreements to stop biodiversity loss would lose their 

credibility.” 

 

Prof. Dr. Klement Tockner 
Leibniz Institute of Freshwater Ecology and Inland Fisheries 
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“Lake Ohrid is a unique aquatic ecosystem closely related to a unique karst 

hydrogeological system. As the chairman of the Commission on Karst Hydrogeology 

of the International Association of Hydrogeologists (IAH), I express my deep concern 

that the planned infrastructure projects may damage this valuable karst hydro-geo-

ecosystem.” 

 

Prof. Dr. Nico Goldscheider 
Commission on Karst Hydrogeology 

International Association of Hydrogeologists 
 

 

“I think that Ohrid Lake is facing an ecological disaster and if no steps are undertaken 

to stop the attacks on the lake shore in near future the lake will lose its beauty together 

with its nature relict status. This is because all the undertakings along the shore directly 

affect lake’s flora and fauna that is in the most part found precisely along the coast, 

approximately up to 10 meters within the lake. That is the habitat stretch of all the 

endemic flora and fauna that makes Lake Ohrid and Ohrid so famous.” 

“Microphyte, underwater plants, algae, zooplankton, crabs, snails, lake worms, birds – 

they are rare and all live in the (Studenchiste) Marsh. Destroying the marsh and 

consequently all of them would mean great and unreplaceable loss for world 

biodiversity”  

Prof. Dr. Trajce Talevski 
Hydro-biological Institute of Ohrid 

President of the Macedonian Limnological Society 
 

 

 “To conclude, the interconnected and ancient (3-5Ma) Prespa-Ohrid Lake system is 

a global hotspot of biodiversity and endemism and of key importance for European 

biodiversity conservation efforts. The lakes feed the Drim River and catchment water 

resources are of great socio-economic importance to Greece, Albania and FYROM 

(used for e.g. tourism, agriculture, hydro-energy, urban & industrial use). This system 

is severely threatened by the unprecedented scale of the proposed tourism 

developments that are utterly unsustainable, not based on any thorough scientific 

assessment criteria and carry great hidden costs for the wider society. It should be 

also be noted that this entire development plan arbitrarily re-draws boundaries of 

protected areas and will have an extremely damaging impact on the natural 

environment, even to the extent of destroying the natural beauty that forms the 

rationale of creating this development in the first place.” 

 

Dr. Tim van der Schriek 
National Observatory of Athens 

Institute of Environmental Research and Regional Sustainable Development 

 

 


