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Respected Member of the World Heritage Committee, 

 

With regard to the Natural and Cultural Heritage of Ohrid Region as members of Ohrid SOS, an 

informed and engaged initiative composed of scientists, activists and concerned citizens, we write to 

advise that, in your capacity as a member of the World Heritage Committee, you vote to accord with 

draft Decision 43 COM 7B.36 of the World Heritage Centre in entirety, including inscription of the 

said property on the List of World Heritage in Danger. 

We believe this action must be undertaken not only to ensure that the Republic of North Macedonia 

receives the help, advice and long-term motivation it requires to arrest the worrying decline in its 

natural and cultural heritage, but also to uphold the prestige enjoyed by State Parties whose World 

Heritage Sites are optimally conserved and managed; and the credibility of the World Heritage 

Committee in respect to implementation of its previous decisions for the Ohrid region, namely 38 

COM 7B.58, 40 COM 7B.68 and 41 COM 7B.34, from which key requests have not been addressed.  

Although the World Heritage Centre and related Joint Reactive Monitoring Mission Report from 

2017 have already provided ample justification for inscribing the Ohrid region on the List of World 

Heritage in Danger, not all the threats affecting the Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) of the site 

under Criterion VII have been duly detailed, particularly in terms of conservation of both its 

oligotrophic waters and endemic wildlife. It is therefore useful to summarize: 

 Urbanization and Infrastructure: Exploitation of the Ohrid region has continued with both 

legal and illegal construction since 2017; various large-scale development plans have not 

been revised; and new building proposals have emerged throughout the property, despite 

World Heritage Committee Decision 41 COM 7B.34 requesting implementation of Reactive 

Monitoring Mission Recommendations 2, 3, 6, 8 and 9, which require a moratorium on 

coastal/urban transformation, the assessment and remedy of illegal construction, the 

creation and operation of effective control mechanisms for development, the 

quantification of cumulative impacts, the reconsideration of road and railway plans, and 

the establishment of OUV-based planning documents. No action has been taken to remove 
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objects that are contrary to law, most notably in the Zone of Strict Protection at the 

Springs of Sveti Naum but also at numerous locations along the Lake Ohrid shore, in 

National Park Galichica, and in the urban areas of Struga and Ohrid. Legalization of illegal 

structures continues, and multiple construction proposals are still being considered 

including a marina, A2 road, railway, several kilometres of artificial beaches, a swathe of 

hotels on the east coast, a ten-storey building and others. These will energize the diverse 

pressures known to be affecting Lake Ohrid’s status as a Superlative Natural Phenomenon 

from eutrophication and solid waste to habitat loss and aquatic transport (Kostoski et al, 

2010), especially since Strategic Environmental Assessments are woefully substandard; 

limits of acceptable change have not been identified; and the repeated World Heritage 

Committee request to quantify cumulative impacts has never been attempted. 

 Climate Change: A study of 18,783 European catchments has identified Lake Ohrid (with 

Lake Prespa and the Mediterranean Islands) to be the freshwater ecosystem most 

vulnerable to climate change (Markovic et al, 2017) in the whole continent. This agrees 

with previous research that predicts a dangerous interplay between eutrophication and 

rising temperature with severe implications for native freshwater wildlife at Lake Ohrid, 

including anoxia, i.e. dead zones (Matzinger et al, 2007). 

 Wetland Loss: Around 80% of wetlands in the Ohrid region World Heritage Site have been 

lost over the past century and its last fully functioning coastal marsh, Studenchishte (63.97 

hectares), remains in a degraded and precarious state, subject to developmental pressures 

(Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning, 2018), even though it is known to support 

the oligotrophic waters, endemic species, and rich bird/fish life mentioned in the Ohrid 

region’s justification of World Heritage Convention Criterion VII, both directly through 

habitat provision and indirectly through ecosystem services such as water purification 

(Apostolova et al, 2016; Society of Wetland Scientists, 2018). 

 Polluted inflows: Growing evidence suggests a pollution gradient in the World Heritage 

Site (Lorenschat et al, 2014; Jordanova et al, 2016). Tributaries are critically polluted with 

faecal, communal and industrial waste (Lokoska et al, 2019). Nutrient inflows from the 

artificially routed River Sateska are a chief source of eutrophication, which, as previously 

mentioned, is an accelerating threat to OUV due to amplification from climate change. 

Although a UNDP/GEF project has been activated to investigate returning the river to its 

original path in line with Reactive Monitoring Mission Recommendation 15, the present 

budget of US$400,000 does not seem adequate for the cost of actual redirection. 

Meanwhile, by the public admission of management company Pro Aqua, the Ohrid region’s 

wastewater system is near collapse, risking an “ecological catastrophe”. Government 

actions to restore functionality have been limited to the establishment of a new company, 

again without realization of any physical restoration work, despite Reactive Monitoring 

Mission Recommendation 13 requesting improvements throughout the lake basin.  

 Endemic Species: Monitoring of the endemic fish species mentioned in the Ohrid region’s 

Criterion VII OUV statement is inadequate to provide a detailed analysis of their 

populations. Nonetheless, the limited studies that have been completed in recent years 

concur with the general expert consensus that Salmo letnica and Salmo ohridanus are 

declining in numbers (GiZ, 2017; Jordanova et al, 2016) due to overfishing, hybridization 

and pollution (Crivelli, 2006a; Crivelli, 2006b). According to the IUCN Global Red List, over 

40 of Lake Ohrid’s endemic aquatic species are threatened. Many others are either data 
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deficient or have never been assessed. At the same time, newly published data reveal that 

the benthic macroinvertebrate fauna in the lake littoral is dominated by cosmopolitan and 

pollution tolerant species rather than Criterion VII endemics, demonstrating a poor and 

diminishing ecological status. Among other concerns, this may be reducing the ecosystem’s 

resilience to invasive species (Trajanovski et al, 2019).  

Evidently, these conditions meet multiple criteria for ascertained or potential danger in natural 

World Heritage properties as outlined in paragraphs 179-180 of the Operational Guidelines for the 

World Heritage Convention, namely serious declines in OUV-related species, severe deterioration in 

natural beauty, human encroachment, development projects, an inadequate management system, 

and threatening climatic impacts. 

Moreover, while the Republic of North Macedonia may claim that action has been taken since draft 

Decision 43 COM 7B.36 was formulated, it is vital to understand that the country has a lengthy 

history of promising ameliorative action; preparing plans and reports to such an end; yet failing at 

the implementation stage, presenting half measures as completed actions, or allowing progress to 

backslide. The accompanying document, World Heritage on the Edge II: Engine of Neglect, reveals 

many such instances in relation to the gap between recent State Party Progress Reports to the World 

Heritage Centre and the real-world status of Reactive Monitoring Mission recommendations, but 

other examples from the Natural and Cultural Heritage of the Ohrid Region are instructive:  

 The status of Lake Ohrid under national legislation remains unclear after changes to the 

Law on Nature Protection in 2004 required revalorisation for all protected areas. In 15 

years since, the process has never been completed, and Lake Ohrid’s natural monument 

designation has never been re-proclaimed.    

 Wastewater revitalization was conducted in the Ohrid region with aid from the KfW Bank 

and Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation in 1997, 2000, 2005 and 2009. 

However, by 2012, just 3 years after external aid ceased, an estimated 100 overflow 

incidents were taking place annually due to a lack of maintenance (JICA, 2012). 

 The long-awaited Law on Management of the Cultural and Natural Heritage of the Ohrid 

Region, conceived in response to Reactive Monitoring Mission Recommendation 6, is again 

delayed, currently in limbo between the government and the parliament, a manoeuvre 

that both postpones the aforementioned moratorium on coastal/urban transformation and 

constricts the time-period for which one will be in effect. In tandem, the latest draft of 

urbanization laws allows for accelerated construction processes in protected areas.  

 A fishing ban for Salmo letnica, part of the endemic ichthyofauna upon which the Ohrid 

region has justified World Heritage status, was instigated from 2004 to 2011 yet allowed to 

elapse without any evidence that viable stability of the population had been achieved. 

 Abovementioned Studenchishte Marsh has bounced between proposed protected 

categories since 1979, the year Lake Ohrid received UNESCO designation, although it is 

currently thought to have none. During this period, the already-reduced extent of its 

marshland declined by a further 12% (Montagud et al, 2018) and endured probable local 

extinction of rare flora (Apostolova et al, 2016).  

 Ramsar Status has been envisaged for Lake Ohrid since the 2003 National Biodiversity 

Strategy and Action Plan with an original deadline of 2008. After various postponements, 
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the most recent deadline was 2018, a full decade later. Nonetheless, it expired without any 

notable progress. 

 

Alongside chronic non-responsiveness to several aspects of previous World Heritage Committee 

decisions, these examples demonstrate that promises by the Republic of North Macedonia to 

upgrade preservation or resolve the deficiencies afflicting the Natural and Cultural Heritage of the 

Ohrid Region are unlikely to result in sustained affirmative measures except within the firm 

corrective framework of the List of World Heritage in Danger.  

 

We therefore urge you once again to take the only action that can reasonably be expected to result 

in restoration and conservation of World Heritage values in the Ohrid region, which is to concur fully 

with draft Decision 43 COM 7B.36.   

 

Faithfully yours, 

 

Daniel Scarry  

 

In the name of 

Activists of Citizen Initiative Ohrid SOS 
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