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A b s t r a ct
In Eastern Europe, several UNESCO Biosphere Reserves (BRs) have been important promoters of transnational and
transboundary nature conservation and sustainable development. Nevertheless, political and institutional barriers
and scarcity of resources have hindered successful cross-border cooperation. The prospects for BRs in Eastern Europe
are mixed, especially in relation to the challenges of ecosystem degradation and climate change, as well as socioeconomic and (geo)political crises. Based on our own experience of one and a half decades of growing cooperation
between partners in Ukraine and Germany, we conclude that transnational cooperation between BRs and science is
particularly rewarding and mutually beneficial.

Introduction

Many protected areas and biosphere reserves
(BRs) are located along political borders, which are
often drawn through less densely populated areas
such as mountainous regions or larger forest areas,
or follow ecologically relevant systems such as river
courses (Westing 1998; Fall 2003). This predestined
BRs to be motors of cross-border cooperation. In
1995, the Seville Strategy was launched, which included recommendations for the world network of
BRs (UNESCO 1996). In 2000, the Seville+5 meeting was held in Pamplona, Spain. The so-called Pamplona Recommendations explicitly addressed the
establishment of Transboundary Biosphere Reserves
(TBRs) as a new framework for international conservation (Fall 1999).
However, few studies so far have investigated the
extent to which TBRs have really succeeded in initiating a new quality of cross-border cooperation in nature conservation and sustainable development, and
the studies’ results show a mixed picture (e. g. Stein
2008; Taggart-Hodge & Schoon 2016; Trillo-Santamaria & Pauel 2016; Romano et al. 2020; Weber & Weber
2020). The main obstacles are found in the various institutional, legal and historical development processes,
which have not yet been used as learning opportunities
(Romano et al 2020). Moreover, too much emphasis is
often placed on gaining international recognition, the
development of tourism, and the acquisition of funding (Trillo-Santamaria & Pauel 2016), instead of on
endogenous development towards sustainable practices in collaboration with local stakeholders (Romano
et al. 2020). Overall, it appears that effective management is not the automatic consequence of establishing a TBR, and that more research on interrelations
between the legal conditions, governance structures,
and knowledge management is needed. Eastern Europe seems to be a particularly suitable region for the
investigation of such issues.

After the break-up of the Soviet Union and the
Cold War, the successor states, such as Ukraine and its
neighbouring countries, generally tied in with previous
nature conservation efforts, but they also endeavoured
to test and use multilateral and international formats
of cooperation in the midst of a spirit of optimism
shaped by the new global environmental agreements,
such as the Convention on Biological Diversity. While
many Eastern European countries such as Poland
or Romania were given the chance to associate with
Western European countries, Ukraine suddenly found
itself in a new kind of border situation - some actors
perceived the border with the European Union as a
kind of new Iron Curtain. Accordingly, nature conservation actors, especially in western Ukraine, made
efforts to systematically link up with partners in neighbouring countries, such as Romania, Slovakia, and Poland. This included the development and expansion of
BRs as well as the establishment of UNESCO World
Heritage sites, or regional environmental agreements
such as the Carpathian Convention.
Transnational and transboundary conservation promoted by biosphere reserves:
mixed experiences and lessons learned

In post-Soviet countries, the designation as a UNESCO BR was often seen as an international recognition of, or even an award for, outstanding natural
features – more in the sense of a UNESCO World
Natural Heritage Site. At the same time, it is often observed that BRs are essentially seen as instruments of
nature conservation and less as model regions, or even
laboratories, for sustainable development (e. g. Těšitel
& Kušová 2020). It is also problematic that BRs are
not, as the MAB programme’s goals would wish, anchored in national legislation. Normally, there is no
additional budget to meet the obligations associated
with BR status and the activities that would distinguish
the areas from ordinary protected areas. At the same
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Figure 1 – (Transboundary) biosphere reserves in the East-Carpathian and Danube delta region.
time, demands and expectations regarding modern
management of BRs have been growing, including
participatory approaches (compare Geyer et al. 2009)
and integrated management of complexly zoned territories, where frequent conflicts of interest have to be
mitigated (Ibisch et al. 2011).
Nevertheless, even in the most difficult times of
economic and political crises, some BRs demonstrated creativity and great commitment and became the
driving force of international processes. For instance,
from the 1990s onwards, protected areas in Ukraine
and Slovakia, including the Carpathian Biosphere
Reserve (CBR), discussed whether their old growth
and primeval beech forests could be considered for
nomination as UNESCO World Natural Heritage sites
(Britz et al. 2009; Vološčuk et al. 2013; Ibisch et al.
2017). The importance of these unique wilderness areas was presented at international level and recognized

in 2007 by the inclusion of 10 component parts of a
transnational site in Ukraine and Slovakia in the UNESCO World Natural Heritage programme. Intensive
exchanges between German and Ukrainian partners
resulted in the addition of 5 more sites in Germany
in 2011 (Knapp 2013). This in turn led to a pan-European screening process in 2017 and the inclusion of a
further 63 sub-areas in 9 more countries, thus creating
a more complete picture of the postglacial expansion
processes of beech forests in Europe within the serial
World Heritage Site Ancient and Primeval Beech Forests of
the Carpathians and Other Regions of Europe (Ibisch et al.
2017). In 2021, further areas in 8 additional countries
were added. This outstanding example of transnational cooperation is based on the work and commitment
of many people, but a pivotal force in this process
has been and still is the CBR, which comprises several
component parts of the serial Site, including the single
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Table 1 – Exchanges between UNESCO Biosphere Reserves and academic partners from Germany and Eastern Europe: timeline
of selected cooperation activities between the Centre for Econics and Ecosystem Management (CEEM) at Eberswalde University for
Sustainable Development (EUSD) and the Ukrainian partner institutions Carpathian Biosphere Reserve (CBR) and Ukrainian
National Forestry University (UNFU).
Year

Milestone

2005

First visit of students from EUSD to the CBR (motivated by Swiss-Ukrainian travel guide)

Since 2006

Integration of annual visits to CBR in context of delivering modules on biosphere reserves, ecosystem and natural resources
management in transformation countries (such as the post-Soviet states) (Bachelor’s and Master’s programmes: International
Forest Ecosystem Management, Global Change Management)

2008

Memorandum of Understanding for cooperation between EUSD and CBR

2009–2011 German Environment Foundation (DBU)-funded project between CEEM / EUSD and CBR for the development of a new management concept for the CBR; joint book publication
Since 2010

EUSD and CBR cooperation related to the extension and management of the UNESCO World Heritage site dedicated to primeval and ancient beech forests (projects funded by the German Ministry for Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear
Safety)

2012–2014 European World Heritage Beech Forests Research and development project implemented by EUSD with CBR, funded by the
German Ministry for Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety
Since 2014

Involvement of Ukrainian National Forestry University (UNFU) and Roztochya Biosphere Reserve in annual student excursions
to biosphere reserves, joint student symposia, and exchanges of students and staff

2016

German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) project on the involvement of civil society in sustainable forest management in
the Ukrainian Carpathians (EUSD, CBR, UNFU)
Round table in Ukraine on anniversary of Man and the Biosphere programme (incl. Lima Action Plan)

Since 2016

Erasmus+ projects between EUSD, UNFU and CBR for student and staff mobility

2017

DAAD project on transboundary cooperation for ecosystem-based sustainable development with partners from Moldova,
Romania and Ukraine

2018

DAAD project on biosphere reserves and ecosystem services with partners from Moldova, Romania and Ukraine

2018–2021 Project on ecosystem-based adaptation to climate change in and with Ukrainian biosphere reserves (funded in the framework
of the International Climate Initiative)

*

2019

DAAD project on biosphere reserves and transboundary cooperation with partners from Moldova, Romania and Ukraine,
including a study trip and summer school with BR representatives and students from Germany, Ukraine and Moldova in Lower
Prut Biosphere Reserve, Moldova

2020

DAAD project on Eastern Europe in a VUCA* world with partners from Moldova, Romania, Ukraine and Germany

Since 2020

Erasmus+ project between EUSD and Moldovan State University for student and staff mobility

2021

DAAD project on biosphere reserves and forests with partners from Ukraine, Moldova and Germany

characterized by Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity (Schick et al. 2017)

largest one of the now truly pan-European property.
As well as the CBR, two other Ukrainian BRs, also located in transboundary regions, contribute component
parts to the serial World Heritage Site: Roztochya BR
and the trilateral Eastern Carpathians Transboundary
Biosphere (ECTB).
The ECTB, comprising protected areas in Poland,
Slovakia and Ukraine, is the East-European pioneer
for transboundary conservation involving BRs (see
Taggart-Hodge & Schoon 2016). Established as early
as 1998, currently it is an example of a paper BR, which
is suffering from a lack of resources; it does not dispose of a central office, a common management regime, or any active coordination. Nevertheless, it was a
natural aspiration of the CBR, which had successfully
strengthened itself in international cooperation, to try
to reach out to protected areas beyond the national
border and to strive to establish a TBR in the Maramarosh region in northern Romania and southwestern Ukraine. Not only do the same ecosystems extend
over the borders between Ukraine and Romania, but
the region also comprises important ecological migration routes for large predators such as brown bears.
In addition, in the course of the region’s dynamic history, ethnic minorities such as the Hutsuls, who are
intimately connected with particular ecosystems, were
forced into two different national territories (Romania

and Ukraine) after World War I. The natural candidate
for formal transboundary cooperation would be the
Maramureş Mountains Nature Park in Romania (see
Figure 1). The topic of a potential TBR was raised
after CBR obtained its status as a UNESCO BR, and
was included in the Strategy for the implementation of the
Carpathian Convention, as well as adopted at the level of
the Ukrainian Cabinet of Ministers in 2007. A largescale EU project was carried out in the Carpathians
(BioRegio, 2011–2014), targeting the establishment of
a TBR in the Maramarosh region, but unfortunately
the Romanian partners could not achieve the nomination as a UNESCO BR as they lacked the approval of
local communities, who saw an international BR as a
threat to their development aspirations.
More than a decade ago, Bihun et al. (2008) stated:
“In practice transboundary cooperation in the management of
Ukraine’s protected areas is informal, fragmentary, and poorly
planned.” We feel that substantial progress has been
achieved, at least in some areas. Nevertheless, establishing and maintaining effective TBRs in Eastern Europe remains challenging.
In a decade and a half of growing cooperation between partners in Ukraine and Germany, including the
CBR in Transcarpathia, the Eberswalde University for
Sustainable Development (EUSD) and the Ukrainian
National Forestry University in Lviv (UNFU), we have

Ibis ch e t a l .

experienced cooperation between BRs and academia as
particularly rewarding and mutually beneficial. In the
context of annual study trips since 2005 and other projects, the potential of BRs in Ukraine and adjacent regions is analysed on a regular basis (see Table 1). Every
year since 2016, EUSD together with CBR and UNFU
have been conducting year-long projects, which are
supported by the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD). In 2017, the framework was extended
to include partners from Moldova and Romania, and
the focus on involving civil society in ecosystem management was enriched by the topic of cross-border
cooperation. In our experience, academia and BRs
can jointly initiate thematic and regional networks and
successfully combine transnational education, research
and development. Academic ambitions and teaching
activities can help to put particular topics on the BRs’
agendas, and to foster dialogue across sites.
Prospects

The need for Eastern European BRs that can show
the way to sustainable development and peace-building
transboundary cooperation is greater than ever. At the
same time, the framework conditions are not always
improving. In the midst of a crisis of multilateralism,
the geopolitical situation (for example in Ukraine) between a weakened European Union and an unpredictable Russian Federation remains extremely difficult
(see e.g. Allison 2014, Sanders & Tuck 2020). The BRs
have also been catapulted into a world characterized
by increased Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and
Ambiguity (VUCA) (Schick et al. 2017). Not only
are further unforeseeable economic and political crises or ruptures to be expected in a region which has
long been subject to these, but climate-change-related
weather extremes, and dramatic changes in ecosystems and ecosystem services can also be anticipated,
which may in turn contribute to emergency situations
and further over-exploitation of natural resources.
Unfortunately, in the last decade, earlier worst-case
scenarios have come true or been exceeded by reality.
For example, Geyer et al. (2010) stated that “Development will increase the pace of forest exploitation including old
growth forests and forests in protected areas as a result of better
access, weak law enforcement and a lack of funds for conservation and forestry management”, and that “Climate change also
causes increased drought stress to forest ecosystems such as spruce
stands, resulting in possible mass die-offs facilitated by bark
beetle infestation.”
Consequently, to fully embrace the function of
model sites for ecosystem-based sustainable development and to act as change agents through transboundary cooperation, state and regional policies and legislation will have to be revised in compliance with the
strategic Lima Action Plan, which was endorsed for
the World Network of Biosphere Reserves in 2016.
(T)BRs as legal entities need to be strengthened and
equipped with distinct competencies that set them

apart from other protected areas. In times of global
and national crises, they can play a role in developing ecosystem-based safety nets (for example by securing the delivery of ecosystem services like food and
climate regulation) for the local populations (Geyer et
al. 2010). Adequate political and stakeholder support
as well as legal backing and law enforcement are necessary, as well as alliances between BRs and academia.
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