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Project description
Brown bears (Ursus arctos) were widely distributed on the Alps until the 18th century. Then, a drastic bear reduction, mainly due to human presence, took place on the Alps leading to the present situation which is shown in the figure below. Today, in north-eastern Italy, Austria and Slovenia there exist brown bear populations which are characterized by a low number of individuals (except for the Slovenian one) and in most cases isolated from each other. This poses a serious problem as it is possible that, in the future, the lack of exchange of individuals between the different groups may cause their extinction.
[image: image11.jpg]



Brown bears' future on the Alps is thus strongly dependent on the possibility of a brown bear metapopulation development. 
For metapopulation we mean an animal population made-up by more disjoint groups, separated by territory distances, but able to interact with each other by reciprocal exchanges of individuals which contribute to a genetic variability and a common gene pool. This promotes a panmixia which should be an important feature of each population.
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In simpler words, the development of a metapopulation would mean (see figure below) the establishment of a connection among the nowadays separated groups of bears, which would be free to migrate between Slovenia, Austria and Italy and maybe one day even Switzerland, with a notable "reinforcement" of the nuclei and the definitive return of the species on a wide area of Southern Europe. 
Such an objective is of particular interest for many ethical, moral and also legal reason considering that brown bear is included in Annex II of Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC), which is the legal framework of the EU for the protection of endangered animal and plant species, as well as habitats. Ursus arctos, brown bear, is there referred to as "Priority species" (with asterisk), as species "for the conservation of which the Community has particular responsibility" (Art. 1 of 92/43/EEC) and "for which Member States shall undertake surveillance of the conservation status" (Art. 11 of 92/43/EEC). In Habitats Directive, Annex IV, brown bear is also listed among the "species of community interest in need of strict protection". 
Another important convention for the protection of threatened species in whole Europe (the so called Bern Convention of 1979) also lists brown bear in Annex II ("Species of strictly protected fauna"): this convention stimulates the adherent nations to find adequate measures of safeguard for the species and of habitat conservation.
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To understand if there are any chances for the development of an alpine brown bear metapopulation, on the beginning of 2004 it started a study in the shape of a LIFE Nature Co-op project. The LIFE-program of the European Union supports Austria, Italy and Slovenia in a common project to examine the possibilities of the establishment of a alpine wide brown bear population in the future. 
To better understand what a LIFE Co-op project is, we can say that a LIFE Co-op project involves at least 3 promoters of (under way or already done) LIFE projects dealing with the same conservation subject (in this case, brown bears). This represents a good channel of co-operation and networking among several LIFE-Nature projects in order to share different experiences in support of species' conservation. 
In the table below, each partner project reference is shown, with the year of realization and official UE code.
	Country
	Corporation
	LIFE projects
	Year
	Code
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Italy
	Adamello Brenta Natural Park 
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	LIFE Ursus Project - protection of Brenta brown bear population
	1996
	LIFE96 NAT/IT/003152

	
	
	Ursus Project - second phase of Brenta brown bear protection
	2000
	LIFE 00/NAT/IT/007131

	
	University of Studies of Udine 
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	Priority measures for the conservation of large carnivores in the Alps.
	1997
	LIFE97 NAT/IT/004097

	
	
	Integrated plan of action to protect two NATURA 2000 sites
	1998
	LIFE98 NAT/IT/005112

	[image: image17.jpg]



Slovenia
	Slovenia Forest Service
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	Conservation of large Carnivores in Slovenia - Phase I (Ursus arctos)
	2002
	LIFE 02NAT/SLO/8585
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Avstria
	WWF Austra 
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	Bear protection program for Avstria
	1995
	LIFE95 NAT/A/000399

	
	
	Conservation and management of the brown bear in Austria
	2002
	LIFE02 NAT/A/008519


 

Objectives of the project
The present project intends to analyse the possibility that the conservation efforts realized in the different countries can find unity, both ideal and concrete, through the migration of the animals among the different existing nuclei, with the consequent creation of a brown bear metapopulation in Southern Europe. 
To analyse the possibility of development and steadying of a bear metapopulation in the area among north-eastern Italian Alps, Austria and Slovenia, criteria of dynamic modelling are being applied on the existent nuclei. Such a modelling foresees, besides a territorial analysis aiming to valuate the presence of areas suitable for bears, the simulation of the future dynamics of occupation of the same areas, starting form simulations on the numerical dynamic of the populations (dynamic predictive models). 
Thanks to the project, it will also be possible to encourage the exchange of experiences among the above mentioned beneficiaries of the LIFE projects and, through the final report, to pass such experiences to other European countries committed for the species conservation.
In brief, the goals of the project are:
· to cooperate in order to evaluate the possibility to achieve a vital brown bear metapopulation on the Alps of: north-eastern Italy, Slovenia and Austria; 

· common analysis of scientific data regarding environmental valuation for the species and population dynamics; 

· to promote exchange of information and experience about coexistence between man and bear in the territories of the three countries. 



Project structure
In order to achieve the above listed objectives, the project was accurately structured. For the fulfilment and better coordination of the project, the partners of the project arranged the set of actions, with a relative timetable, which is shown below:
	Action A1
	Establishment and work of a coordination group

	Action A2
	Analysis of possibilities of establishing a brown bear metapopulation 

	Action A3
	Characterization of communication principles in individual bears' expansion areas

	Action A4
	Fulfilment of meetings among administrative operators of the interested area 

	Action A5
	Creation of web pages

	Action A6
	Technical contribution

	Action A7
	Press conferences 




Action A1 
Establishment and work of a coordination group
Description
To orientate the realization of all activities provided for by the project in pursuit of taking maximum advantage of respective experiences and to control the correct realization and efficacy of the foreseen actions, a "coordination group" was formalized among project partners. 
Expected results
To obtain sharing of technical formulation of the project and to guide project's results towards maximum common utility.
Realization
As the project needed a connection, at international level, among the Administrations involved in the project, appropriate conventions among the parties were agreed upon in order to find an adequate solution to the different administrative assets of the Administrations involved. 
Three "Convention among the partners of LIFE Co-op Project" (i.e. between the beneficiary, Adamello Brenta Natural Park, and each of the three partners, Slovenia Forest Service, WWF Austria and University of Studies of Udine), containing rules and conditions for the collaboration in the framework of the project, were arranged. The ratification from each Administration permitted the establishment of the coordination group, which started the works establishing in detail and technically planning the actions foreseen.
 

Action 2
Analysis of possibilities of establishing a brown bear metapopulation
Description
To analyse the possibility of the development and steadying of a bear metapopulation in the area among north-eastern Italian Alps, Austria and Slovenia (see the study area in the map below), criteria of dynamic modelling are to be applied on the existent nuclei. Such a modelization foresees, besides a territorial analysis aiming to valuate the presence of areas suitable for bears, the simulation of the future dynamics of occupation of the same areas, starting from simulations on the numerical dynamic of the populations (dynamic predictive models). The analysis is to be realized using partners' radio telemetric and population dynamic data. Such data have mainly been obtained from realized or in progress LIFE projects. Evaluating carefully the risks related to the loss of contact among Italian, Slovenian and Austrian brown bear populations, will be highly helpful to identify possible conservation strategies at European level. Fundamental problems of territorial nature (expansion lines, supposed displacement times, etc.) and of genetic nature (inbreeding) can be in this way recognized and defined. The present action is being realized through the involvement of a Research Institute (University of Studies of Insubria), with which the partners are interacting in order to "address" the analysis in the direction of maximum benefit for the project.
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Expected results
The simulation model is essential to understand future possible expansion zones of existing nuclei and times needed for the eventual return of bears. Only in this way it will be possible to analyse the possibility of the development of a metapopulation in the considered area. Despite in the past, Environmental Valuation Model have already been applied to valuate habitat availability for bears in Austria and Italy, a homogeneous model with a great scale vision for the border-triangle of Austria, Italy and Slovenia considered by the present project still lacks. It therefore seems essential to compare the territories of the three involved nations and to jointly valuate the most appropriate future management strategies. Moreover, the present action will allow to apply the same modelling also on the Slovenian territory, which hosts the most consistent bear population of southern Europe. This action will, finally, be useful to valuate the areas of real or potential bear presence from the viewpoint of the NATURA 2000 NETWORK, foreseen by Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC). The Research Institute will produce an English written report with the results of the analysis. 
The model analyzing potential and future bear distribution will then be used also as a tool for the responsible authorities and organisations to take preventive actions, to facilitate the return of brown bears in new areas. Information of the general public or including bear migration corridors in future spatial planning are only 2 examples. 
Realization
The criteria to harmonize and analyze data concerning brown bears collected by each partner (radio-tracking data, systematic samplings and random sightings) were decided. The processing and elaboration of base cartography and base dataset has started and is now in progress. Once ready, the model will allow the simulation of future bears expansion and thus to take the best decision in terms of habitat conservation.
 

Action 3
Characterization of communication principles in individual bears' expansion areas
Description
Bear, together with other great carnivores, possesses an ambivalent value towards men. The species, in fact, excites the interest of people who, in turn, hate and fear it, stressing its alleged danger, or admire it as a symbol of wilderness. In one word, it can be said that bears arouse interest and that their presence is rarely ignored and unnoticed (see some newspaper titles below). For this reason, a widespread knowledge of the species is necessary for human resident populations living in bears areas of presence and correct communicative campaigns are fundamental in order to prepare areas of new settlement for bears. 
The project aims to gather partners' experiences in this context, developing an efficient but dynamic communication strategy which will be searched for using the previously adopted mass media and communication techniques. In case of bear presence in new settlement territorial conditions, these communication principles will serve as a reference in order to facilitate the necessary public relations. 
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Expected results
A correct and successful communication strategy is a basic requirement to promote the safeguard of expanding bears, which are the essential elements to ensure contacts between bear populations of Italy, Austria and Slovenia and to support in this way the creation of a metapopulation and panmixia (random mating). Moreover, a correct communication is a basic requirement for the general objectives of species conservation at European level. A written report, or final document, will provide summary principles of communication shared by promoter and partners. 
Realization
The processing of the final document has started with the exchange among the partners of the experiences acquired during previous or on-going LIFE projects. 
Once the final document is ready (foreseen July 2005), it will be divulged as much as possible, with special reference to the administrators of the involved area.
 

Action 4
Fulfilment of meetings among administrative operators of the interested area
Description
The realization of 3 meetings (one each in: Italy, Austria and Slovenia), presenting the project to the administrative operators of the interested area, is foreseen. Meetings' purpose will be to inform the administrative operators about the project and the obtained results and to promote the opportunity to work together with the objective of a brown bear metapopulation in middle-southern Europe. In conjunction with each meeting, it will be distributed to local administrators a newsletter, written in the same language used in the meeting venue, explaining the project. Moreover each meeting foresees the oral participation, not only of the organizing partner/promoter (in first language), but also of the foreign partner/promoter (in English language), this in order to supply a thorough picture of the situation on the whole interested area. 
Expected results
Through the involvement of the administrations of all areas interested by the project, it will be possible to favour the creation of a net of areas which work with the common target of assisting presence and passages of bears, in the perspective of the metapopulation. The objective of the present action is to divulge the results of the project to a fundamental category for the conservation of the species. 
Realization
As the objective of this action is to divulge the results of the projects - which are not yet available - to the administrators of all areas interested by the project, no sub-action has been performed until now. Any news will be updated as soon as possible.
 

Action 5
Creation of web pages
Description
The implementation of web pages (on the web sites of the partners/promoter, both in original language and in English language), which will show requirements and results of the project, is foreseen. Therefore the purpose is to put at disposal material produced during the project. 
Expected results
To make available to public opinion the experiences acquired during the organization and realization of the project. 
Realization
These web pages, which are updated from time to time, are a first result in the framework of divulging premises, aims and goals of the project.
 

Action 6
Technical contribution
Description
Project partners are altogether putting at disposal some working days and missions to draw up technical-financial reports (to publish and/or to send to European Commission) and to support accurately (by providing data, cartography, by realization of addressing meetings, etc.) the Research Institute which, as external assistance, carries out the mandate of action A2. Working days and missions foreseen for this action will be staggered over the whole duration of the project. 
Expected results
Technical contribution by applicant and partners is needed to bring quality, consistency and, above all, the exchange of information about past experiences and projects results. 
Realization
Beneficiary and partners are supporting the realization of the project from their headquarters with particular reference to the identification, retrieval and preparation of base dataset for Action A2.
 

Action 7
Press conferences
Description
To give, also at mass media level, the proper visibility to the project, three press conferences will be organized in the three countries involved in the initiative. 
Expected results
By this action, information regarding the project and the results obtained, besides being specifically directed to local administrators, is also addressed to means of communication, involving also public opinion. 
Realization
As the objective of this action is to divulge the results of the projects - which are not yet available - to the administrators of all areas interested by the project, no sub-action has been performed until now. Any news will be updated as soon as possible.
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