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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

This report summarises the value of the Vjosa River
system as one of the few remaining reference sites for

dynamic floodplains in Europe.

The floodplain morphology of the
Vjosa is characterised by an
exceptionally high near-natural
status, thus representing an
extremely rare reference site for
medium-sized rivers in Europe. The
high values of its habitats listed in
the EU Habitat Directive underscore
its value at an international scale.
These protected habitats support a
highly endangered fauna and flora.
They contain over 1100
documented species, including
high numbers and vital populations
of many protected and
endangered species that are listed
in national and international laws
and conventions, highlighting the
significance of this natural
environment on an international
scale. The investigations carried out
to date were time-limited, revealing
only snapshots. More intense inter-
and multidisciplinary studies are a
prerequisite for the in-depth
evaluation of the potential impacts
of hydropower plants (HPPs).
Nevertheless, the present study
represents a sound baseline survey,
listing the presently documented
fauna and flora, their status, future
developments under the prospected
stress of an HPP, and includes
national and international
guidelines and Directives.

In summary three main
arguments are raised against the
proposed development of HPPs,
such as the Kalivaç HPP, along
the Vjosa River.
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Argument 1
Ecological degradation
of a large, unique river
system and consequent
biodiversity losses
PHOTO: DAN MEYERS ON UNSPLASH

The planned Kalivaç
HPP would lead to the

complete and irretrievable
loss of more than 1000 ha of

natural and near-natural river
and floodplain landscape owing to

damming. The drastically reduced
hydromorphodynamics and resultant

bed-load deficit would cause large areas
of typical riparian habitat to be lost

downstream of the dam. These effects cannot
be compensated for by mitigation measures

and would lead to the destruction of one of the
greatest wild river landscapes in Europe. The

reservoir (18.3 km²) stands out as the area that would
be most severely affected with a total local decrease of

around 40% of all species. However, the river reaches
both downstream and upstream (including tributaries)

would also be markedly impacted by the HPP. The major
impact upstream would be the complete blockage of aquatic

migratory fish species, such as the critically endangered European
eel. After construction of the proposed dam at Kalivaç, 881 km of

the 1109 km of permanent river network length would no
longer be reachable by migratory fish. Although often ignored, the

downstream effects of HPPs pose equal or even greater threats to aquatic
and semiaquatic species than the upstream effects. In the present case,

approx. 110 km would be affected, mainly by changes in the discharge and
sediment regimes, reaching downstream to the Adriatic Sea and the delta region.

Long-term effects, especially, have the potential to change fauna and flora
composition entirely and irreversible.
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ARGUMENT 2
Violation of signed laws

and conventions

The study demonstrates a high risk of
local extinction in the study area owing to
the planned HPP, which is not limited to
only the immediate project area, but also
includes the downstream sections of the
river and the Vjosa-Narta Delta. Provided
that Albania does not cancel their
integration process into the European
Union, it must approximate its national
legislation and assessment procedures
with the legislation/regulations of the
European Union. In summary, 870 ha
of habitat on the EU Habitat
Directive will be directly lost in the
area of the HPP reservoir. Furthermore, at
least 2800 ha habitat on the Habitat
Directive will be directly affected
downstream of the dam by reduced
morphodynamics, and the long-term loss
of protected habitats can be expected.
Thirty-nine species are listed by the IUCN
and 119 on the Albanian Red List,
whereas 15 and 74, respectively, are listed
in threatened categories. A total of 148
species are listed in Annex 1–3 of the
Bern Convention, 41 in the Birds
Directive and 78 in the Habitat
Directive. An evaluation based on expert
judgement revealed that many of the
species listed in these Directives and

Conventions would be severely impacted
by the HPP, ranging from small-scale
reduction to local extinction, or even
complete fallout. In addition, more
Directives, like the European Eel
Directive, need to be considered. As
many internationally protected species
would be affected, which the Albanian
government has a responsibility to
protect owing to their signing of various
international and national agreements, it
must be ensured that additional
populations of the affected species occur
in Albania and its neighbouring
countries, to prevent national or wider
extinction. Another example is the Espoo
Convention that requires the state in
which a project is planned to investigate
and assess the environmental impacts of
the project on neighbouring states, if the
project is likely to have a significant
adverse transboundary environmental
impact. The severe impacts predicted in
this report, with lasting and irreparable
losses, will under no circumstances allow
a positive assessment of the Kalivaç (and/
or Poçem) Project. The grant of a
derogation would require imperative
reasons for overriding public interest and
the absence of alternative solutions.
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Detailed sediment-budget calcu-
lations showed that the Vjosa
reservoirs would be filled with
sediment within 30–40 years in
Poçem and 45–60 years in
Kalivaç. The Kalivaç reservoir
would consistently be filled with
sediment, leading to a 2% loss
of energy potential each year.
After 20 years, the HPP would
lack 40% of its original capacity.
To overcome these issues,
dredging would be necessary
from the first year of operation.
Owing to the lack of sediment
downstream of the dam, the
Vjosa riverbed would erode
progressively deeper into the

ground, also lowering the
ground water level. Coastal
(lagoon) erosion would in-
crease owing to a lack of
sediment transport. Ecological
degradation and a loss of
European sea-side tourism,
as well as eco-tourism in the
Vjosa catchment, would follow.
Therefore, it can be concluded
that the construction of dams &
reservoirs in this specific river,
and particularly in this section of
the river system (with its large
catchment areas and high
sediment loads), is risky in terms
of energy generation and
profitability.

ARGUMENT 3
High economic costs
owing to sediment-
related problems
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The planned project clearly
contradicts the concept of

sustainable development, also
from an economic perspective.

Violations of international and
national law can be clearly

identified within the planned
project.

The project would significantly
degrade the extremely high

ecologic value of the entire Vjosa
River from the delta to the areas
upstream of the planned dam.
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INTRODUCTION

This report provides a baseline survey on
biodiversity, focusing on (aquatic) organisms
of international interest, like fish and
macroinvertebrates, but also assessing
terrestrial vegetation. Chapter “General
Impacts of Hydropower Plants” describes the
potential impacts of HPPs on biota, and
chapter “Legal Framework and Evaluation/
Assessment Criteria” the legal framework of
international Directives and Guidelines. The
study further illustrates the predicted effects
of the Kalivaç HPP on the documented
organisms and habitats of the river system.

A perquisite and the basis of an
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is a
description of the current state of relevant
aspects of the environment (baseline survey)
and an outline of their likely evolution in the
event of project implementation. These
natural changes from the baseline scenario
should be assessed as accurately as possible
with reasonable effort, depending on the
availability of environmental information and
scientific knowledge. The aim of this report is
to provide a scientific framework, a baseline
for a valid EIA, and support material for
demonstrating the potential violations of
international laws and agreements by the
construction of hydropower dams along the
Vjosa River in Albania.
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