
Key issues in natural 

resource management 

in the Western Balkans



Introduction

 Natural resources are one of the key assets in Western Balkan countries

 forest ecosystems, freshwater ecosystems and agricultural land play a 

dominant role in the landscape and resource pattern

 Being a reservoir of biodiversity and soil creation during and after the ice 

ages, the Western Balkan show particular richness and appear as one of the 

biodiversity hotspots in Europe

Source: Petit et al. (2003) Science 

Multispecies genetic divergence of each of 25 forests studied



Introduction

 Major changes in the post-socialist era: society, governance, economics, …

 New global trends require trans-national action (e.g. climate change)

 Western Balkan countries are in various stage of EU membership negotiation 

and cooperation

 EU as an important partner in cooperation and markets

 New challenges arising: biomass use for bioenergy and biofuels, material 

substitution of non-renewables, the provision and marketing of ecosystem 

services, and a sustainable approach towards food security, climate 

resilience, resource use and competiveness of sectors



9 key challenges – a synthesis

(1) Under-development of the forest-based sector 

(2) Uncontrolled land use to be tamed

(3) Ecosystem services bear great potential

(4) Business environment to be strengthened

(5) Private land owners to be activated

(6) Resilience is an integral concept to natural resource use

(7) Institutional framework needs an integrative and coordinative boost

(8) Capacities and education are worth investing

(9) EU integration is a challenge with different faces



Under-development of the forest-based 

sector 

 Western Balkans are rich in forest resources, yet the sector is very much 

limited to the primary production , and little product diversification

 High levels of self-subsistence (fire wood) and raw material exports, while 

value creation is widely happening outside the region

 Investments in technology, infrastructure, and capacities lacking

 State forests entreprises do not create relevant revenues

 Private forests often below the radar, or prescribed top-down

 Illegal activities still relevant



Uncontrolled land use to be tamed

 Land use is dominated by land abandonment in rural areas and increasing 

urbanization

 gradient between loss of active land management and pressure on urban and 

peri-urban land

 assets of natural resources cannot not be harvested if rural areas decline

 Uncontrolled settlement and building activities, and failing estate markets 

have major impacts on soil loss and water management (with imperfect 

spatial planning)

 This all while still vast areas are inaccessible/out of use due to contamination 

and land mines



Ecosystem services bear great potential

 The Western Balkans bear great opportunities in natural resources in the 

richness of biodiversity, freshwater systems, and scenic beauty. 

 A clearer understanding on marketing ecosystem services can serve as an 

additional backbone for rural development

 requires clear responsibilities, the enforcement of entrepreneurship and 

investment to develop a healthy system of ecosystem goods and services to 

be inclusively incentivized



Business environment to be strengthened

 Managing and utilizing natural resources is not a top-down issue. It strongly 

relies on business initiatives, investment, and improving both production and 

marketing infrastructure to be competitive. The environment for such a 

development is widely missing, both for encouraging initiatives and 

stipulating investments

 Foster value-added products that strongly build on the experience and skills 

that are available in the region, but requires also new capacities

 compliance to EU standards to gain access to important markets not only with 

raw material, but with value-added products 

 Tradition and modernity to create a common bond in delivering high-values 

wood products, non-timber forest products, or services that can be associated 

with e.g. tourism, water services in both rural and urban areas



Private land owners to be activated

 Land disconnected with their owners is not solved by privatization and 

restitution process, and is a major source of uncontrolled natural resource 

management (forests, water, soil)

 important to support private activities (e.g. organisations), help making land 

an attractive asset, promote sustainable and responsible ways of using land

 develop future-fit strategies that render land management an attractive 

enough vision for keeping rural development viable



Resilience is an integral concept to natural 

resource use

 A sustainable understanding of natural resource use in a changing world needs 

to take respect and response to both regional and global trends

 integrated strategies for climate change adaptation and mitigation, water 

use, and maintenance of productive soils

 Effective erosion control, water management, adaptive forest management, 

and forest fire prevention to be coordinated under this resilience thinking -> 

prevention instead of combatting

 International and intra-regional cooperation needed in problems of larger 

significance of ecosystems resilience



Institutional framework needs an 

integrative and coordinative boost

 natural resource use is a cross-cutting issue, hence the institutional 
framework often shows overlapping or competing responsibilities -> 
inefficient, hampering or damaging effects 

 scattered, sectorally isolated, top-down acting responsibilities will not 
overcome multi-sector issues such as rural development, watershed 
management or ecosystem services provision

 institutional structures often fail to comprehensively organize sustainable, 
knowledge-based arrangement of affairs, with often law enforcement

 the institutional setup of natural resource use has to go beyond its 
administrative arrangements, which can be diagnosed a central weakness in 
the region

 reinforcement of intra-regional cooperation and exchange alongside alliances 
with the EU and EU countries, and programmes can support this



Capacities and education are worth 

investing

 education and capacity-building are under-developed in the region

 Natural resource use expertise needs to be more than an appendix to the 

countries’ future strategies

 Integration with EU needs additional capacities with new skills, not less

 suffer from lacking funding and require more regional and international 

cooperation

 Internationally funded projects need to create more value for money and 

justify better, long-lasting impacts

 If capacity-building is not enhanced properly, there is the impending danger 

of brain loss of the best minds leaving the region



EU integration is a challenge with different 

faces

 To be discussed around section 3


