PAGE  
2

Cantabrian/Pyrenees (and to the Alps?) Conservation Corridor


Could a nature-friendly corridor of mountainous land be conserved along the full length of the Spanish/French Pyrenees, to the Cantabrian Mountains?  This was the principal focus of a traveling international conference sponsored by WCPA’s Mountain Biome and Fundació Territori i Paisatge (Catalonia Foundation for Territory and Landscape), and under the auspices of the Council of Europe.  It was held from October 24 to 31, 2005. The conference/seminar moved from initial sessions in Barcelona and Planes de Son in Catalonia, through the Basque region highlands to the Cantabrians in Somiedo.  Planes de Son is the “green” Environmental Center of the Fundació, and was a superb facility.  A series of Mt PAs provide the stepping stones for this grand vision.  We visited several of them.  Climate change makes these corridors for plant and animal species migration an imperative, if we are to maintain our heritage of biodiversity.


The principal planners for this event were Miquel Rafa and Josep Mallarach of the Fundació, with oversight by Fundació Director Jordi Sargatal.  Contributing to the planning also were Patrizia Rossi, and Larry Hamilton representing the Mountain Biome, WCPA/IIUCN.  Other Mt PA Network members participating were:  Harvey Locke, Barbara Ehringhaus, Roberto Gambino, Elizabeth Fox, Jordi Palau, Edgard Yerena, Peter Rupitsch, Wendy Francis, Yaan Kohler and Linda Hamilton.


The focal species chosen for recovery and welfare is the brown bear.  It has held on in these mountains but exists currently in two unconnected populations in Cantabria, and has been recently reintroduced in the French and Spanish Pyrenees.  Providing linkage for bear, and also for wolf and lynx, and habitat for bearded and black vultures is the objective, for if these are present and healthy, most other elements of wild nature will also find a place.  A great vision!


And, is it possible that an even grander vision could start to be implemented?  This would connect the Pyrenees transboundary PAs to the European Alps through France’s Central Massif.  The Alps of course link directly to the Italian Appenines.  Participants therefore from France, Italy, Switzerland and the Alpine Protected Areas Network gave presentations and supported this grand vision:  As examples of other large landscape level corridors, case studies from Yellowstone-to-Yukon (North America), Andean Bear Corridor ( Venezuela), Hohe Tauern complex ( Austria), were presented, and I gave a global overview of 23 fledgling or actual mountain conservation corridors around the world.  Several of these case studies will be carried forward to the next activity of the WCPA Mountain Biome, --the workshop in Ecuador in November 2006, which will produce “The Book” on Connectivity through Mountain Conservation Corridors, planned by our WCPA Vice-Chair Graeme Worboys.


The extent of the corridor is roughly as follows:  Cantabria – 480 km; Pyrenees – 415 km; Massif Central – 230 km; Western Alps to the Mont Blanc “hinge” – 250 km.  Twenty-three percent is now under some form of protection.


Major obstacles are roads, railways and urban developments, and the Rhone River, but wildlife overpasses, underpasses, and buffered waterways can contribute to connectivity.  The wolf is finding a recovery route on its own now. The great need is for implementation of nature-friendly land use management on private or communal lands that are the key spaces between formal protected areas.

The Vision is now out on the table for this well-conceived corridor.
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