
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Open complaint to the European Commission1 

 
 

River regulation project in the Drava-Mura region of Croatia and Hungary 
threatens European important river ecosystem2 and protected areas  

and contravenes EU environmental law 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

                                                      
1 This letter is a follow up of the ongoing information - since 2004 - of the signed NGOs to the European Commission on 
inappropriate river management practices along the Drava and Mura Rivers in Croatia and Hungary (letters to the EC dated: 10 March 
2004, 29 March 2005, 4 September 2006, 28 June/18 September/1 October 2007, 5 March 2008, 24 June 2009, 17 March 2010) 
2 See film about “Drava-Mura confluence – Croatian Amazon”: www.youtube.com/watch_popup?v=dWOC2j4YADk&vq=medium  
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Mr. Janez Potocnik, Commissioner, DG Environment 
Mr. Štefan Füle, Commissioner, DG Enlargement  
 
Rue de la Loi, 200 
B-1049 Brüssel                                            

 
 
 

 
 

Zagreb, Vienna, Radolfzell,  
� akovec, Koprivnica, Virovitica, Osijek, 2 December 2010 

 
Ongoing and planned regulation of the natural Drava-Mura confluence between Croatia and Hungary  
 
a) Regulation project threatens intact river ecosystem within existing and proposed Natura 2000 sites    
b) Croatian precedent project in defining “overriding public interest” in proposed Natura 2000 sites  
 
Dear Commissioners,   
                 
On behalf of the signed NGOs we urgently wish to call your attention to the ongoing and planned destruction 
of natural values along the Drava and Mura Rivers between Croatia and Hungary, in existing and future 
Natura 2000 sites.   
 
The regulation project and current status   
 
Croatian and Hungarian Water Management Authorities have agreed and are already undertaking concrete 
steps to implement a project which foresees the regulation of the natural confluence of the Drava and Mura 
Rivers between both countries. It is planned to change the natural flow of the meandering courses of both 
rivers and divert it into a unified regulated river corridor. This regulation corridor, which was defined about 
30 years ago between former Yugoslavia and Hungary, describes a constant width of the Drava riverbed of 
160 m in this river section (see Annex II).  
 
First steps of the project have already been implemented by Croatian Waters about 10 years ago. At that time, 
water management structures (embankments, groin) were built along the right bank of the Drava in Croatia 
which served to divert the river directly to the Hungarian side (see Annex III). However, the creation of the 
regulation corridor was stopped due to nature conservation concerns. Now implementation of the project is 
being resumed. Croatian-Hungarian Water Management Authorities have justified the project with reference 
to the need to protect the railway line on the left bank of the Drava on Hungarian territory (see Annex II).  
 
Hungary has been implementing local bank protection measures on Hungarian territory since October 2010 
(see Annex III). The works have been approved by an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) which states 
that the planned works in Hungary have no significant impacts on relevant Natura 2000 habitats and species 
on Hungarian territory. As far as we are aware, the project in Hungary is financially supported by the 
European Regional Development Fund3.  
 
Croatia hasn´t started to implement the project on Croatian territory yet. The planned works involve 
significant interventions in the river landscape, including the creation of a major cut through a natural river 
island for a new riverbed, which should direct the natural river flow of both rivers into the designed regulation 
corridor (see Annex II and III).  
 
 
                                                      
3 www.ddkovizig.hu/tartalom/improvement_of_the_drava-mura_confluence_/262 

On behalf of the NGOs: 
Mr Andreas Beckmann 
WWF DCPO 
Ottakringerstrassse 114-116 
A-1160 Vienna 
 
Mrs Helena Hecimovic 
Ecological Society of Koprivnica 
4, Augusta Senoe 
HR-48000 Koprivnica  
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During 2009 a Nature Impact Assessment (NIA in accordance to the appropriate assessment under Art 6 of 
the Habitats Directive) was carried out in Croatia and gave a negative opinon due to the significant impacts 
the project would have on endangered habitats and species and the conservation objectives of the Croatian 
National Ecological Network (CRO-NEN). Following the results of the study, the Croatian Ministry of 
Culture rejected the project in May 20104. In September 2010, Croatian Waters requested that the Ministry of 
Culture initiate a procedure to determine the project “overriding public interest and conservation measures“. 
A study was conducted which concludes that the works must be implemented in order to protect the banks of 
the Drava from erosion in particular the left river bank and the railway line in Hungary5. Now the project in 
Croatia is awaiting final governmental decision. 
 
The environmental and political problems resulting from this project (see also Annex I) 
 
We are very much concerned about the project as it is based on an outdated approach of Croatian-
Hungarian Water Management Authorities to regulate the Drava and Mura Rivers according to the 
once defined river regulation corridor and false arguments of public safety (e.g. that meandering of the 
river would threaten Legrad settlement and the Hungarian railway). As the project dates back to the 
1980ees, no alternative options have been investigated to this regulation project nor has “state of the 
art” practice in river management in line with EU legislation been considered.  
 
No joint transboundary environmental impact assessment between Croatia and Hungary has been 
carried out for the project, taking into account the full scale and impacts of the planned measures.   
 
NGOs also expect more interventions in the Drava-Mura confluence in the near future, which would go 
beyond the measures planned in the project, and which would potentially be necessary in order to maintain 
the regulation corridor. Moreover the project is only a small fraction of the larger plan of Croatian-Hungarian 
Water Management Authorities to regulate the 10-km long stretch of the Drava river (from 232-242 rkm) for 
which no SEA, EIA nor NIA has been carried out. Transboundary impacts and cummulative effects have not 
been assessed and presented to the public (see Annex II).    
 
The project would cause irreversible deterioration of the current ecological status and values of the 
natural confluence of the Drava and Mura Rivers and clearly contravenes EU environmental 
legislation, including the EU Water Framework Directive and the EU Habitats and Birds Directives. It 
is against the protection of the area as a Natura 2000 site and National Park in Hungary and against the 
protection of the site within the National Ecological Network (www.cro-nen.hr/nem), a proposed Natura 2000 
site for Croatia (see Annex IV). At the same time, it contradicts efforts of the Croatian Ministry of Culture to 
protect the Drava and Mura rivers as a Regional Park and in future as a Transboundary UNESCO Biosphere 
Reserve together with Hungary.  
 
The project also goes against the findings of an expert group sent by the European Commission to 
Croatia in the field of water management along the Drava in 2009 (see expert report enclosed). It is  
against the outcomes of the EU Twinning project on the EU Water Framework Directive, which was 
carried out between 2007 and 2009 in Croatia and which concludes, amongst others, that “Croatia´s 
water administration is still focusing on traditional, technical oriented measures and is not really aware 
of the paradigm shift that took place in member states”6. EU experts from these missions recommended to 
overcome outdated water management practices and to apply “state of the art” projects and start preserving 
and restoring rivers in Croatia in order to achieve compliance with EU environmental legislation.  
 
This project is at odds with international expertise and “state of the art” practice in river management, 
which is being implemented in other EU countries and the Drava River Basin. For more than 10 years, 
with support of the EU LIFE and Interreg Programmes, more than � 20 million have been spent on river 
restoration projects along the Drava and Mura Rivers in Austria and Slovenia. Whereas these projects are 
aiming at restoring degraded river stretches along the rivers to near natural conditions again, for the benefit of 
both flood protection and nature conservation, natural river stretches in Croatia and Hungary are threatened 
by regulation (see Annex V). 
 

                                                      
4 www.min-kulture.hr/userdocsimages/priroda%20nova/rje%C5%A1enje,%20svibanj,%20Kineta%20Mura%20Drava.PDF    
5 www.min-kulture.hr/userdocsimages/priroda%20nova/OPZP-
Mura_Drava_KOMPENZACIJSKI%20%20UVJETI_kona%C4%8Dna%20verzija_final.pdf 
6 http://www.wfd-croatia.eu/userfiles/file/Activity%20reports%20final/Project_results__engl.pdf 
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In contrast, the planned river regulation corridor will promote the degradation of the river bed, which not only 
impacts on the natural values of the area but would likely threaten the stability of bank protection measures 
for the railway in Hungary. In fact, the recent situation for Hungary and the railway line was primarily caused 
by the construction of water management structures (groin and embankements) by Croatian Waters along the 
right Drava bank in Croatia a decade ago which has diverted the Drava river’s course to the Hungarian side 
(see Annex III). A dynamic river confluence is more stable than a regulated river corridor.  
 
However, this project goes much beyond the ecological impacts in the unique Drava-Mura confluence. To 
date no project in Croatia has undergone a process of determining “overriding public interest” 7. 
Therefore we believe, that this project is of strategic importance as the decision may set a precedent for 
similar projects in sites of the National Ecological Network (and proposed Natura 2000 sites) in 
Croatia. We fear that if this project is approved by the Croatian government, outdated river 
management will gain political legitimacy, undermining national and EU environmental policy and 
legislation. And this is in particular important as no alternative and more sustainable solutions to this 
project have been investigated. 
 
During the discussions and public consultation processes in Croatia and Hungary, NGOs have appealed to 
Water Management Authorities to initiate a paradigm shift from establishing and maintaining a regulation 
river corridor toward ecological river management. We have offered cooperation in finding and applying 
sustainable alternatives that would preserve and promote the natural dynamic development of the Drava-Mura 
confluence in accordance with EU legislation, including only local bank protection measures with the least 
ecological impact for the protection of the railway line in Hungary. Public awareness on this project has 
meanwhile reached a critical level in Croatia (see also www.uscemure.org/novosti.htm).  
 
From our perspective, this river regulation project in the Drava-Mura confluence as well as further sediment 
extraction plans8 is further proof of the ongoing resistence of the water management sector to find an 
appropriate strategy for the development of the Drava and Mura in compliance with EU environmental acquis 
and harmonised and sustainable river basin management planning together with the neigbouring countries in 
order to maintain a system of outdated water management practices and its profiteers (see also recent NGO 
letter to the Delegation of the European Union to the Republic of Croatia enclosed).  
 
Our recommendations: 
 
Therefore, due to the urgency and strategic importance of the forthcoming decision of the Croatian 
government, we urge the European Commission to invite the Water Management Authorities to 
comply with EU standards and laws and to: 
 

- immediately call upon Croatia that no decision be taken in favour of the project;  

                                                      
7 “The procedure for establishing overriding public interest and compensation terms shall be used to establish if there are 
any imperative reasons of overriding public interest over the public benefit of nature conservation. If there are such 
reasons, including those of social or economic nature, or due to the lack of other feasible options, a planned project may 
be approved subject to the establishment of compensation terms. The approval shall be issued by the Government of the 
Republic of Croatia pursuant to the Article 37 of the Nature Protection Act.”  
 
8 Apart from this project in the Drava-Mura confluence, Croatian Water Management Authorities announced a plan for 
further gravel extraction on the Drava at Kri�nica (176 rkm). Illegal gravel extraction at Pitoma� a (175 rkm) is in full 
operation, despite repeated written complaints of NGOs to the water inspection of Croatia. New sand extraction licences 
were again granted at Petrijevci village (31 rkm) (see already EC complaint from 2009 enclosed) and a new 
embankement has been built along the right bank of the Drava near Osijek (23 rkm), in the Special Zoological Reserve, 
part of the Nature Park  “Kopacki rit”. This intervention has destroyed the last colony of Sand Martins in the wider area. 
 
These ongoing river regulation, sediment extraction and other technical oriented measures on the free-flowing Drava 
have negative impacts on the ecosystem health and functions, as it is proved e.g. by long-term monitoring of indicator 
species such as Sand Martin and Little Tern. During last five years the breeding population of Sand Martins has 
decreased from over eleven thousand to only three thousand pairs, and the Little Tern population, already at the verge of 
extinction, is also showing negative population trend (see Annex VI). Moreover, from 2005-2007 three pairs of White-
tailed Eagles ceased to breed between 166-176 rkm due to continuous disturbance and loss of feeding habitats due to 
gravel extraction.  
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- remind the Croatian government and Water Management Authorities that meeting EU 
environmental obligations is a condition for the country’s further integration into the EU as 
well as ultimately for EU accession; 

 
- ask Croatia and Hungary to seek sustainable alternatives and “state of the art solutions” 

together with all relevant stakeholdes and considering international expertise and know how in 
sustainable river basin management. The EU expert report from 2009 and the 
recommendations from the EC Twinning project on implementation of the EU Water 
Framework Directive in Croatia should be considered as a unique basis and opportunity to 
promote river management in line with EU legislation; 

 
- investigate whether possible funding of the Hungarian part of the project through the European 

Regional Development Fund is used in compliance with the EU acquis and Natura 2000. 
 
We feel confident that the European Commission shares our view that negative impacts which lead to the 
destruction of European natural values in the Drava-Mura area must not be permitted, and that development 
should be in harmony with EU environmental legislation.  
 
We are prepared to provide you with further and more detailed information if required and would be pleased 
to meet representatives of the European Commission on site at their convenience in order to present this 
project in its proper context. Furthermore, we are happy to support and discuss alternative options with all 
relevant stakeholders that can ensure the future sustainable development of the Drava and Mura Rivers as a 
treasure of Croatian and European heritage. 
 
Yours sincerely,  

 
Andreas Beckmann 

WWF/DCPO 

 
 
 
 
 

Martin Schneider-Jacoby 
EuroNatur 

Irma Popovic 
Dujmovic 

Green Action Croatia 

 

 
Darko Grlica 

Drava League Croatia 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Goran Safarek 
Baobab Croatia 

 
 

 
 
 

Helena Hecimovic  
Ecological Society of 

Koprivnica 

 
Tibor Mikuska  

Croatian Society for Bird 
and Nature Protection 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Ana Bajsic 

ZEO Nobilis Croatia 
 
 
 
 
  

Goran Cizmesija 
ZEUS Croatia 

Jasmin Sadikovic 
Green Osijek Croatia 

  
 

 
 
Enclosed:  EU expert report on river management along the Drava in Croatia (July 2009) 
  Recent NGO complaint to EC (June 2009) and EU Delegation in Zagreb 

 
Annex I   Main NGO criticism of the planned regulation project  
Annex II Plan for regulation of Drava-Mura confluence  
Annex III Planned regulation corridor/existing, planned water management structures and interventions  
Annex IV  Planned regulation corridor in excisting and proposed Natura 2000 sites   
Annex V Contradictory river management in the Drava River Basin  
Annex VI Impacts of river regulation projects on the key indicator species along the Drava 
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cc:    
Mr Karl Falkenberg, European Commission, DG Environment  
Mr Michael Leigh, European Commission, DG Environment  

 
Mr Ladislav Miko , European Commission, DG Environment  
Mr François Wakenhut, European Commission, DG Environment 
Mr Stefan Leiner, European Commission, DG Environment 
 
Mrs Pia Bucella, European Commission, DG Environment  
Mr Julio Garcia-Burgues, European Commission, DG Environment  
 
Mr Peter Gammeltoft, European Commission, DG Environment  
Mr Jorge Rodriguez-Romero, European Commission, DG Environment 
Mrs Marieke Van-Nood, European Commission, DG Environment  
 
Mr Timo Makela , European Commission, DG Environment 
Mr Nicholas Hanley, European Commission, DG Environment 
Mrs Anne Burrill , European Commission, DG Environment 
François Delcueillerie, European Commission, DG Environment 
 
Mr Paul Vandoren, Delegation of the European Union to the Republic of Croatia  
Mr Richard Masa, Delegation of the European Union to the Republic of Croatia 
Mr Davor Percan, Delegation of the European Union to the Republic of Croatia 
 
Mr Bo�idar Pankreti � , Croatian Ministry of Regional Development, Forestry and Water Management 
Mr Bo�o Biškupi � , Croatian Ministry of Culture 
Mr Zdravko Krmek , Croatian Ministry of Regional Development, Forestry and Water Management 
Mr Zoran Šiki � , Croatian Ministry of Culture 
Mrs Kornelija Pintaric , Croatian Ministry of Culture 
Mr Davorin Markovic , State Institute for Nature Protection Croatia  

 
Mr Sándor Fazekas, Hungarian Ministry of Rural Development  
Mr Zoltán Illés , Hungarian Ministry of Rural Development 
Mr István Csepregi, National Inspectorate for Environment, Nature and Water 
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Annex I: Main NGO criticism of the planned regulation project (overview) 
 
The project:  

·  Is outdated and does not reflect “state of the art” practice in river management, which do not impact on 
the environment and allows to achieve the environmental objectives set up by the EU WFD and Natura 
2000. The concept of a regulated river corridor has been developed in the 1980s between former 
Yugoslavia and Hungary and focuses on outdated approaches to river regulation and river maintenance.  

 
·  Ignores the recommendations of the EU experts, which have been engaged by the European Commission 

in 2009 to investigate water management impacts along the Drava in Croatia. The EU Fact Finding 
Mission has resulted in an expert report, which clearly recommends to overcome outdated water 
management practices and to apply modern “state of the art” projects in line with EU law in Croatia. This 
project contradicts these outcomes as it is driven by the old concept of river regulation from last century.  

 
·  Counteracts the results of the EU Twinning Project on Water Framework Directive in Croatia, which was 

carried out in Croatia between 2007 and 2009. The summary report concludes among other things that 
“Croatia´s water administration is still focusing on traditional, technical oriented measures and is not 
really aware of the paradigm shift that took place in member states”. This project is against the 
recommendations of the findings – see: www.wfd-croatia.eu and www.wfd-
croatia.eu/userfiles/file/Activity%20reports%20final/Project_results__engl.pdf  

 
·  Against the protection of the area as a Natura 2000 site and National Park in Hungary and the protection 

of the site as part of the National Ecological Network, a proposed Natura 2000 site for Croatia. Against  
the efforts of the Croatian Ministry of Culture to protect the Rivers as a Regional Park “Drava-Mura”. 

 
·  Against the governmental comittment of Croatia and Hungary from 2009 to protect and effectively 

manage the area as part of the core zone of a Trans-Boundary Biosphere Reserve “Mura-Drava-Danube”.  
 
·  Contradicts the conclusions of the Nature Impact Assessment (NIA) in Croatia and the decision taken by 

the Ministry of Culture against this project due to its significant impacts on the National Ecological 
Network and its conservation objectives.   

 
·  Threatens endangered habitats and species such as (selection):  

- priority habitats included in Annex I of the Habitats Directive: 91E0* - Alluvial forests  
- habitats included in Annex I of the Habitats Directive: 3270 - rivers with muddy banks, 3240 – rivers 
with Myricaria germanica. The Drava-Mura confluence is one of the last natural stands and breeding 
areas of the european endangerd Myricaria germanica in Croatia.  
- species included in Annex 2 of the Habitats Directive such as Lutra lutra, Emys orbicularis, Aspius 
aspius, Gymnocephalus schraetzer, Rutilus pigus, Zingel streber, Zingel zingel, Unio crassus  
- species according to Annex 1 of the Birds Directive such as Sterna albifrons, Ciconia nigra, Haliaeetus 
albicilla, Egretta alba, Egretta gazetta, Great Egret, Alcedo atthis 

 
·  Will deteriorate the morphological status of the both river stretches, which are in “very good” and “good 

status” according to the criteria of the EU Water Framework Directive. The regulation is against the 
objectives of the EU Water Framework Directive and the non-deterioration principle. 

 
·  Promotes the further deepening of the riverbed, which has been indicated by the EU experts and even by 

the Water Management sector as one of the key reasons for the degradation of the river ecosystem.  
 
·  Does not include a cost-benefit analysis and analysis of possible alternatives. No alternatives have been 

presented to this outdate approach to river regulation, including approaches that  preserve the unique river 
confluence and implement only local and measures with least impact for the protection of the railway line 
in Hungary.  

 
·  Contradicts current ecological approaches in river management funded by the European Union in member 

states. Several EU-funded LIFE river restoration projects on the upper stretches of the Drava and Mura, 
totalling some � 20 Million over the last 10 years, aimed at restoring degraded river stretches for the 
benefit of flood protection and nature conservation.  
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Annex II: Plan for regulation of Drava-Mura confluence  
 
Intact confluence of Drava and Mura Rivers (see also link: www.uscemure.org/o_projektu_regulacije.htm) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Planned new regulated riverbed according to defined regulation line (photo montage, ZEUS, 2008)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Planned new regulation corridor (source: Croatian Waters) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Regulation line = planned new riverbed  

Border Croatia-Hungary  

Drava  

Mura  

Hungary 

Croatia 

Railway line in Hungary  
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Annex III: Planned river regulation corridor and ex isting and planned water management structures  
and interventions (source: Croatian Waters) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Already implemented embankments and groins (red lines)  
 

Planned embankments and groins (orange lines) and cut 
through river island (white hatchures) for new riverbed to 
direct natural flow of the Drava and Mura Rivers in the 
designed river regulation corridor  (blue line)  
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Annex IV: Planned regulation corridor in excisting and proposed Natura 2000 sites   
 
Natura 2000 site “Nyugat-Drava” in Hungary according to the Habitats Directive (HUDD20054) and Birds 
Directive (HUDD10002) (area in hatchures) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
National Ecological Network (NEN) site “Gornji tok Drave” (od Donje Dubrave do Terezinog polja; 
HR1000014) in Croatia, which is a proposed Natura 2000 site (area within red line) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Natura 2000 “Nyugat-Drava” in Hungary 

NEN and proposed N2K in  Croatia 
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Annex V: Contradictory river management in the Drava River Basin  
 
Upper Drava/Austria … restoration of a regulated river stretch (EU LIFE project)  
Before restoration (1990ees)              After restoration (today) 
 

 
 
Lower Drava/Croatia-Hungary … regulation of a natural river stretch  
Before regulation (2010)    After regulation (planned)  
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Annex VI: Impacts of ongoing river regulation and sediment extraction on key indicator bird species 
along the Drava  
 

Figure 1: Decrease of breeding population 
of Sand Martin along Drava river (Source: 
Grlica Darko, Natural History Society 
“Drava”, unpublished, 2010) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Decrease of the number of Sand 
Martin colonies along Drava river (Source: 
Grlica Darko, Natural History Society 
“Drava”, unpublished, 2010) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Map 1 and 2: Disappearance of 
Sand Martin colonies along 
Drava from 2005-2010 (Source: 
Grlica Darko, Natural History 
Society “Drava”, unpublished, 
2010) 
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Figure 3. Long-term decrease of Little Tern 
breeding population along Drava River 
(source: Fenyosi L. (2010). Data on the 
breeding population of Little Tern (Sterna 
albifrons) on the Hungarian section of 
Drava river. Aquila, 116-117, pp. 55-60.) 
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