Crossword puzzle – Danube ecosystem

Bodies of water as habitats 
Bodies of water are important habitats for numerous organisms, including fish, insects, mussels, crabs, algae and water plants. Each of these species plays an important role in the ecosystem. As a connecting element between land and water, bodies of water also offer habitats for many species. The condition of a body of water therefore depends largely on environmental conditions and human interventions. Pollution, river engineering or dam construction can impair living conditions, while near-natural, intact waters provide habitats for a wide range of species. The more a body of water is altered by human use, the poorer its ecological condition becomes. In extreme cases, essential functions such as self-purification capacity can be lost.

Importance of water ecology
Water ecology examines the interactions between aquatic ecosystems (biotope) and their inhabitants (biocoenosis). The ecological status of a body of water assesses the quality and functional capacity of the water as a habitat and is classified on a scale from “very good” to “poor”.[footnoteRef:1] Studies show that currently around 60 % of rivers in Austria do not achieve a good ecological status.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  https://info.bml.gv.at/themen/wasser/gewaesserbewirtschaftung/umsetzungsprojekte/gewaesseroekologie.html]  [2:  https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/1261973/umfrage/oekologischer-zustand-der-fliessgewaesser-in-oesterreich/] 


Causes of impairment 
The main causes of the deterioration of bodies of water lie in centuries of human interventions such as river engineering, flood protection measures, land reclamation and water use. These interventions have significantly altered natural river landscapes. In addition, wastewater discharges, nutrient inputs from agriculture and fertilisers, climate change, shipping, fishing pressure and intensive management can influence water ecology. Measures to improve water quality therefore require comprehensive approaches.[footnoteRef:3],[footnoteRef:4] [3:  https://www.bund.net/fluesse-gewaesser/auswirkungen-des-klimawandels-auf-den-wasserhaushalt/]  [4:  https://www.lfu.bayern.de/wasser/klimawandel_wasserhaushalt/auswirkung_auf_wasserhaushalt/gewaesseroekologie/index.htm] 


Renaturation measures and their importance 
Targeted measures for renaturation can restore the natural condition of rivers. In Austria, numerous projects have been implemented in recent decades to renature river landscapes. Examples of renaturation measures include the restoration of riverbanks, the re-establishment of meanders, the reconnection of floodplains and the removal of barriers.

Benefits of renaturation 
For nature: intact river landscapes promote biodiversity and create habitats with high biodiversity.
For people: natural river landscapes provide recreational spaces, enhance tourism and shape the landscape.
For flood protection: they serve as retention areas, mitigate flood peaks and support groundwater recharge.
For climate adaptation: intact waters provide refuges for species, have a cooling effect and create climate-resilient habitats.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  https://info.bml.gv.at/themen/wasser/gewaesserbewirtschaftung/umsetzungsprojekte/gewaesseroekologie.html] 


Nature conservation
Nature conservation aims to preserve animals, plants and their natural habitats. Many species are threatened with extinction due to habitat loss. Protection therefore extends not only to individual species, but also to entire ecosystems such as rivers, floodplains or forests.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  https://www.wwf.at/artikel/naturschutz-was-heisst-das-genau/
] 

Worldwide, nature conservation is coordinated by the IUCN (International Union for Conservation of Nature). Protected areas are divided into six categories – ranging from strictly protected nature reserves to resource-efficiently used cultural landscapes.
I.	Strict nature reserve / wilderness area,
II.	National park,
III.	Natural monument,
IV.	Biotope / species protection area,
V.	Protected landscape / nature reserve
VI.	Resource-efficient cultural landscape.
The IUCN protected area category Ia is the strictest protection category. An area in this category must be free from human intervention or may be entered only for research purposes. Areas of IUCN category Ib are large protected areas, mostly so-called wilderness areas, in which human intervention is allowed only to a very limited extent. They are not suitable for tourist recreational use and must largely be left to their own development. In Austria, there is only one protected area of category Ia: the Rothwald primeval forest in Lower Austria. The Rothwald primeval forest is a forest ecosystem largely unaffected by human intervention. It is a national park and has been designated as a UNESCO World Natural Heritage Site.
In national parks, international protection obligations and internationally binding nature conservation objectives apply. They are the highest protected category under the IUCN criteria of the United Nations. The achievement of conservation goals does not justify any form of economic use. The designation of an area as a national park is subject to strict requirements. In contrast to protection category I, recreation and environmental education are permitted in national parks. In Austria, there are six national parks.
Other European and national protected area systems include the Natura 2000 areas of the European Union and the biosphere reserves. Natura 2000 areas are also referred to as European protected areas. The legal basis for this is provided by the Habitats Directive (FFH Directive) and the Birds Directive (Birds Directive). As of January 2024, Austria has 353 such areas, covering around 15 % of the country’s land area.

Nature conservation in Austria 
In Austria, nature conservation is the responsibility of the federal provinces; they are responsible for the management of protected areas, monitoring, the protection of habitats such as floodplains, and species protection. Austria has a wide variety of protected area types. There are numerous protected areas in Austria that protect important natural or near-natural habitats and/or rare species. The aim of protected areas is to prevent further destruction of habitats. This type of protected area also places the highest demands on area protection in Austria. Although agricultural use is generally not prohibited, it is usually regulated and largely restricted.
Other protected area types include, for example, biosphere reserve, European diploma, nature park, landscape protection area, Ramsar site,….
In Austria, there are therefore various protected area types with different levels of protection, and in some cases areas overlap with several categories. [footnoteRef:7],[footnoteRef:8],[footnoteRef:9] [7:  https://www.bergwelten.com/a/nationalpark-naturpark-naturschutzgebiet-was-ist-der-unterschied]  [8:  https://www.naturfreunde.at/berichte/reportagen/umweltthemen/unsere-naturschaetze-schutzgebiete-in-oesterreich/https://www.wwf.at/artikel/natura-2000/?gad_source=1&gclid=Cj0KCQiAkJO8BhCGARIsAMkswyh71nae9HUR7LEu9G1OLZZhZyNbGKgZRszYVLRGgbYh9TOaoR9klTUaApUpEALw_wcB]  [9:  https://www.bmk.gv.at/themen/klima_umwelt/naturschutz/natura2000.html ] 


Example: Danube floodplains national park 
[bookmark: _Hlk188882775]The Danube floodplains national park, one of Austria’s six national parks, today protects biodiversity and the last near-natural floodplain forests along the Danube. In this national park, there are some particularly worthy species of animals and plants, such as the European pond turtle (the only native turtle species in Austria), the common sandpiper, the white‑tailed eagle, the European ground squirrel (which was considered extinct in Austria until it was rediscovered in remnant populations in the Danube floodplains in the early 1990s), the corncrake, the alpine longhorn beetle (a species of longhorn beetle), and many others.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  https://www.donauauen.at/wissen/natur-wissenschaft/naturschutz ] 


As early as 1973, the first considerations for protecting a national park in the Danube–March–Thaya floodplains were put forward. In 1978, the Lobau was granted the status of a nature reserve. In 1982, the Danube–March–Thaya floodplains in Lower Austria were designated as a protected landscape. One year later, these areas, together with the Lower Lobau, were designated as wetlands of international importance under the Ramsar Convention. In 1984, the destruction of the last longer, unregulated section of the Danube, together with its floodplain forests, was threatened by the planned construction of the Hainburg power plant. These plans triggered nationwide protests and the occupation of the floodplain forests near Stopfenreuth by thousands of people – the so‑called “Hainburg occupation” – marked a turning point. After several unsuccessful attempts by the police to clear the area, the federal government ordered a halt to the project in December 1984. During the period that followed, extensive scientific studies were carried out, yielding surprising findings. It emerged that fish diversity in the Danube was significantly greater than previously assumed. Crucially, it was recognised that the Danube floodplains in eastern Vienna were worthy of national park status and that the construction of a power plant was incompatible with the protection objectives of a national park. In 1990, a treaty was signed between the Republic of Austria and the federal provinces of Lower Austria and Vienna to prepare the establishment of a national park. Finally, on 27 October 1996, a state treaty between the Republic of Austria and the federal provinces of Vienna and Lower Austria was signed, and the Danube floodplains national park was officially established.
Provide your feedback on BizChat.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  https://www.donauauen.at/wissen/geschichte/kurzfassung] 



