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Summary:

This document reports on the implementation matter (File No. 2021/01) concerning the Vlora International Airport project in the Vjosa–Narta Protected Landscape (Albania). The matter remains under consideration by the Standing Committee, acting in its capacity as the Review Body. The document reports on progress since the Committee’s 56th meeting and invites the Committee, at its 57th meeting, to determine the appropriate way forward













REVIEW MECHANISM

Background

In line with Resolution 12.9 and Decision 14.28, the Secretariat continued the implementation of the Review Mechanism during the intersessional period. One implementation matter – File No. 2021/01 concerning the Vlora International Airport project in the Vjosa–Narta Protected Landscape (Albania) – remains under consideration by the Standing Committee, which, as mandated by Resolution 12.9, acts as the Review Body for such matters. A comprehensive summary of the procedural steps in regard to this File is set forth in Annex 1. In light of the outcomes of its 56th meeting and the absence of a progress report from the Party concerned, the Standing Committee is invited, at its 57th meeting, to determine the appropriate way forward.

2. The File was initiated in April 2021 following a communication regarding potential impacts on Appendix I-listed migratory species, in accordance with Section I of Resolution 12.9. Following an admissibility assessment, the Secretariat carried out the procedural steps foreseen under Section I.C, including multiple written communications with the Party concerned and a joint on-the-spot appraisal undertaken together with the Bern Convention and the Agreement on the Conservation of African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds (AEWA).

3. At its 56th meeting, which took place from 25 to 27 March 2025, the Standing Committee, acting in its capacity as the Review Body, considered File No. 2021/01 on the basis of the Secretariat’s documentation (UNEP/CMS/StC56/Doc.15.1), the on-the-spot appraisal report, and the information submitted by Albania. The Committee adopted the document entitled Findings and Measures regarding the Vlora Airport Project (UNEP/CMS/StC56/Outcome1). These findings set out the concerns identified through the review process, including habitat fragmentation and loss, inadequacy of ecological data, the potential effects of construction and future operations on Appendix I-listed species, and the need for continued monitoring and assessment.

4. The Standing Committee issued a letter to the Government of Albania (UNEP/CMS/StC56/Outcome2) signed by its Chair, which invited Albania to consider: a) carrying out a comprehensive ecological assessment of relevant Appendix I-listed species; b) withdrawing or modifying the ongoing construction and/or the operation works of Vlora Airport, and, if needed, restoring the landscape to its original state; c) strengthening the monitoring of the project area, ensuring that disturbance to migratory bird species in the Narta Lagoon and surrounding habitats is mitigated; d) enhancing engagement with relevant stakeholders; e) developing a written implementation plan; and f) suspending the construction and/or operation of the Vlora International Airport until sufficient ecological and species-specific data is gathered, and the conservation of CMS Appendix I-listed species is ensured. The letter was sent to the Albanian Focal Point on 4 April 2025.

5. The Standing Committee also requested the Sessional Committee of the Scientific Council to consider specific technical questions relating to the sufficiency of mitigation measures identified in the 2024 report submitted by Albania, and to provide its advice to the Standing Committee in advance of its next session. This request was reflected in paragraph 7 of the Findings and Measures document and communicated to the Sessional Committee members on 8 April 2025: 

The Standing Committee requests that the Sessional Committee of the Scientific Council consider the following issues regarding the 2024 report received from the Government of Albania and report back to the Standing Committee:
a) Are the mitigation measures proposed for the construction phase of the airport sufficient to prevent significant impact to CMS Appendix I-listed species?

b) Are the mitigation measures proposed for the operation phase of the airport sufficient to prevent significant impact to CMS Appendix I-listed species?

c) Are there additional mitigation measures that could be proposed for either the construction or operation phase of the airport that could mitigate potential impacts to CMS-listed species?

6. One response was received from one member (Australia, current Chair of the Sessional Commitee of the Scientific Council) and communicated to the Albanian Focal Point on 20 May 2025 – as contained in Annex 2. It was advised that the mitigation measures proposed for both the construction and operation phases of Vlora International Airport are not sufficient to prevent significant impacts on CMS Appendix I-listed species. The environmental impact assessment (EIA) was found to contain methodological deficiencies and data gaps, including inadequate ecological surveys, insufficient assessment of impacts on key habitats and migratory routes, and limited analysis of long-term effects on species of concern, notably the Dalmatian Pelican. Similar concerns were raised regarding operational risks, including habitat fragmentation, bird strikes and noise pollution. It was recommended that the EIA be revisited and strengthened prior to operation, that commencement of operations be delayed pending adequate ecological baseline data, and that species-specific assessments and enforcement and monitoring mechanisms be clarified.

7. The Standing Committee also requested a progress report from Albania for consideration at its 57th meeting.

Status of the project

8. At the time of writing (January 2026), the Secretariat has not received any communication on this matter from Albania. Publicly available information indicates that the Vlora International Airport conducted a test certification flight in May 2025, and regular commercial operations were reportedly planned for June 2026. 

Recommended actions

9. The Standing Committee is recommended to: 

a) welcome the advice provided by the Sessional Committee, as contained in Annex 2, and invite Albania to consider the advice provided by the Sessional Committee;

b) reiterarate the invitation to Albania to consider the elements outlined in StC56 Outcomes 1 and 2; and

c) request Albania to report on progress at its 59th meeting. 
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ANNEX 1 


SUMMARY OF STEPS TAKEN UNDER THE REVIEW PROCESS 


I. Initiation of the review process for the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape project

1. The review process for File No. 2021/01 was initiated, in accordance with Section I.B., Paragraph 2, of Resolution 12.9, on 16 April 2021, after the Secretariat received a submission from the non-governmental agency, the Protection and Preservation of Natural Environment in Albania (the ‘Petitioner’). 

2. Using the CMS Review Mechanism template for the communication of a possible implementation matter, the Petitioner informed the Secretariat about a proposed large-scale development planned near a protected area of importance for migratory waterbirds, the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape in Albania. The Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape project was reported to be in potential contravention of Article III.4 of the Convention as the construction of an airport (Vlora International airport), a new port and tourism facilities (hotels, resorts, vineyards, residential and sports areas) would likely have detrimental impacts on species listed under Appendix I. 

3. The Petitioner argued that “the cumulative impact of all these infrastructure developments, especially the airport, will compromise the addressed species’ survival and their habitat due to habitat loss, habitat fragmentation, augmented direct and indirect human pressure, high noise level, and high risk of avifauna collision and other unforeseen occurrences”. Moreover, the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape is an Important Bird Area, a Key Biodiversity Area and a Nationally Protected Area, as declared by the National Agency of Protected Areas, an agency under the Ministry of Tourism and Environment.

4. In line with Section I.C, Paragraph 1.a), of Resolution 12.9, on 21 April 2021, the Secretariat sent a written communication to the Government of Albania outlining the information received from the Petitioner – and providing an opportunity to respond to the allegations – along with relevant information on the project and its potential impacts on CMS-listed species.

5. On 26 May 2021, the Secretariat requested additional information from the Petitioner on how CMS Appendix I-listed species could potentially be impacted by the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape project. 

6. On 1 June 2021, the Petitioner provided the Secretariat with additional information on different aspects of the implementation matter, including species occurrence, habitat use, maps of the project and protected area, and information on specific species like the monk seal.

II. Admission of Review Mechanism File No. 2021/01 on the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape project

7. In line with the criteria set out under Section I.C., Paragraph 1.b), of Resolution 12.9, the Secretariat assessed the admissibility of the information received on a possible implementation matter regarding the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape project. 
10. 

8. As part of the screening process, and in line with Section I.C., Paragraph 1.c), of Resolution 12.9, on 16 December 2021, the Secretariat sought assistance from the Scientific Council through a written communication directed to the COP-appointed Counsellors for Birds, with a copy to the Chair of the Scientific Council, to help determine the potential impacts of the project on the conservation of the following species and their habitats:
· Pelecanus crispus – Dalmatian Pelican
· Oxyura leucocephala – White-headed Duck
· Aythya nyroca – Ferruginous Duck
· Falco naumanni – Lesser Kestrel
· Aquila clanga - Greater Spotted Eagle (listed as Clanga clanga)

9. The Secretariat then facilitated the production of a technical briefing on their status, occurrence and population, based on the information gathered up until that point.

10. On 4 February 2022, the counsellors that participated in the consultations directed a letter to the Secretariat noting that, at the time of writing, no environmental impact assessment had taken place, and that “the airport development is likely to have a detrimental impact on at least the Albanian breeding population of Dalmatian Pelican (Pelecanus crispus) which is listed under Appendices I and II of the Convention. In particular, the planned airport runway extends directly across the flyway between the breeding sites in Divjaka-Karavasta National Park and feeding sites in Narta Lagoon. This means that there is a high risk of birdstrike, killing the pelicans and potentially causing serious damage to the aircraft”.

11. The counsellors highlighted the potential impacts on the feeding grounds of the Dalmatian Pelican and the potential long-term demographic implications for the species given their low fecundity and long-lived nature. They also noted the potential impacts on other CMS Appendix I-listed species – the White-headed Duck, Ferruginous Duck, Lesser Kestrel and Greater Spotted Eagle – from the construction of powerlines and other potential obstructions to migratory bird flight paths. 

12. The counsellors highlighted the paucity of data to assess impacts and the need for the Party concerned to explain how impacts on avian species were to be minimized, in adherence with the Convention.

13. Based on the information substantiating the allegations of a potential contravention of Article III.4 of the Convention, the Secretariat determined that the implementation matter regarding the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape project was admissible for consideration under the CMS Review Mechanism.

14. Accordingly, and in line with Section I.C., Paragraph 4, of Resolution 12.9, on 15 March 2022, the Secretariat sent a written communication to Albania (the ‘admissibility communication’) informing them of the decision to admit the information on a possible implementation matter and the opening of File No. 2021/01. Albania was given the opportunity to provide comments by 15 April 2022, including on how it would address the matter to ensure compliance with Article III.4 of the Convention. 
11. 

III. Comments and information provided by the Party concerned about the implementation matter 

15. On 14 April 2022, the Government of Albania, through its General Directorate of Environmental Policies and Directorate of Development Programmes on Environment of the Ministry of Tourism and Environment, responded to the admissibility communication.

16. Albania stated that the planned site for the construction of the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape project is a former military airport, located on agricultural land 5 kms north of the Narta Lagoon (a feeding site for avian species), and that the project is far from the Divjaka-Karavasta National Park and “not necessarily on the pelican flight route to the Narta Lagoon […]”.

17. Albania informed the Secretariat that the National Territory Council (the Albanian authority on spatial planning) had removed the area proposed for the development of the airport from the territory of the protected area, after adopting a new map of environmentally protected areas in Albania through Decision No. 10 of 28 December 2020 “for the adoption of the boundaries of environmentally protected areas”. Accordingly, the territory designated for the airport is no longer part of the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape protected area, which, through the same decision, was renamed the Nartë-Pishë Poro Protected Landscape.

18. Albania stressed that the potential impacts of the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape project had already been comprehensively addressed through an environmental impact assessment (EIA) carried out by the project developer. Moreover, it highlighted that Albanian government agencies (the National Environment Agency and the Ministry of Tourism and Environment) had imposed a set of conditions that the project must meet during the construction of the airport, and others during its operation, including some monitoring and reporting duties. 

19. Upon review of the response, the Secretariat found that the descriptions of the EIA’s scope and the conditions imposed on the project included in the response to the admissibility communication were too general and did not clarify how and when the Government would ensure compliance with Article III.4 of the Convention.

IV. Information gathered on the implementation matter through an on-site mission

20. On 6 May 2022, the Secretariat sent a written communication informing the Albanian Government that it had reviewed the information provided in response to the admissibility communication and that further information was required. 

21. In line with Section I.C., Paragraph 4, of Resolution 12.9, which requires the Secretariat to give the Party concerned the opportunity to provide information on the implementation matter, the Secretariat proposed an on-site fact-finding mission in Albania to allow it to make an informed assessment of the implementation matter, including on whether it could be addressed in a timely manner and, if necessary, with the Secretariat’s assistance, or whether it should be brought to the Standing Committee’s attention.

22. In line with the principles of time efficiency and cost-effectiveness set out in Section I.A., Paragraphs 2 and 6, of Resolution 12.9, the Secretariat asked to join an “On-the-Spot Appraisal” (OSA) planned by the Bern Convention on the Conservation of European Wildlife and Natural Habitats (Bern Convention) and the Agreement on the Conservation of African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds (AEWA), which had already been approved by the Albanian Government.
23. Albania authorized the CMS Secretariat’s participation in the joint OSA on 11 May 2023.

24. The joint OSA took place from 29 August to 2 September 2022. The aim, among others, was to assess “the projected impact of the infrastructure and urbanisation projects planned at the Vjosa-Delta-Narta Lagoon Protected Area, particularly that of Vlora International Airport, including impact to CMS Appendix I-listed species, and consider whether these projects are compliant with the provisions of AEWA, CMS and the Bern Convention”.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  OSA report, p.6, para 1.3 (4).] 


25. The OSA report was produced by an independent expert, Lazaros Georgiadis, on 11 May 2023.

26. After examining the OSA report, the CMS Secretariat concluded that the project was likely to have a detrimental impact on CMS Appendix I-listed avian species and their habitats, in contravention of CMS Article III.4. 

27. The OSA report found, among other things, that the migratory bird surveys for Vlora Airport’s EIA spanned a total of only 16 days in one calendar year,[footnoteRef:3] insufficient time to fully characterize the risks posed to CMS-listed species recorded in the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape, and lacked sufficient data.  [3:  OSA report, p.12., para 3.2.3 (i)] 


28. This includes, for example, a lack of data on the Appendix I-listed Dalmatian Pelican, which is registered as a breeding species in the Divjaka-Karavasta National Park and feeds in the Narta Lagoon; the EIA does not attempt to identify flight paths, migratory routes, feeding ecology at the saline area, and the key threats to the individuals present in the surroundings of the proposed airport.

V. Decision to bring File No. 2021/01 to the Standing Committee as the Review Body of the CMS Review Mechanism

29. On 15 September 2023, the CMS Executive Secretary sent a communication to the Albania Government sharing the final version of the OSA report, the mission’s main findings, and the conclusions of the CMS Secretariat on the compliance of the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape project with CMS Convention provisions. 

30. The Secretariat encouraged Albania to consider the recommendations in the OSA’s report, including that of suspending the construction of the Vlora International Airport until a new and adequate EIA was conducted.[footnoteRef:4] Other recommendations included initiating a Wildlife Monitoring Programme to investigate, analyse, and make available detailed information on the presence and movements of the avifauna (between the breeding, roosting and feeding sites) and to re-evaluate alternative locations for the airport site based on the results and rigorous data of the monitoring programme. [4:  OSA report, p.22, para 6.12] 


31. In line with Section I.C., Paragraph 4, of Resolution 12.9., and in the same communication, the Secretariat requested Albania to address the implementation matter, including outlining how it would address the concerns, and the actions and time frames that would be implemented to ensure compliance with Article III.4 of the Convention. The Secretariat asked Albania to respond by October 15, 2023.


32. To date, the Secretariat has not received any direct response from Albania to its communication of 15 September 2023.

33. On 23 October 2023, the Ministry of Tourism and Environment of Albania sent a letter to the Secretariat of the Bern Convention and copied in, among others, the CMS Secretariat, sharing their response to the findings of the OSA on the potential impacts to biodiversity and habitats from the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape project.

34. The Government of Albania confirmed that the construction of the Vlora International Airport was ongoing, that an EIA had been conducted that complied with Albanian legislation, and that the aim was to start operations in the spring of 2025.[footnoteRef:5] The Government stated that it was committed to fulfilling international and European environmental objectives, including through the designation of the Vjosa river as a national park, while highlighting that the Vjosa valley is an area with great potential for developing sustainable tourism and that “protecting an area does not mean that you enshrine it in isolation from the economy”.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Communication of the Ministry of Tourism and Environment of Albania dated 23 October 2023, Page 6.]  [6:  Ibid, Page 3. ] 


35. Albania reiterated the argument presented in its communication of 14 April 2022, and stated that the area for the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape project is the site of a former abandoned airport that is currently being used as dumpsite for inert waste. It also reported that the area had been mistakenly classified as a protected area and that such status was removed in 2021, consequently becoming the most favourable alternative for the project.

36. Albania stated that the airport runway is “not necessarily” on the pelican flight route to the Narta Lagoon and that the project’s Environmental and Social Impact Assessment (ESIA) aligned with the European legislation and best practices. It also stated that the Civil Aviation Authority has commenced “interactions” with the Ministry of Tourism and Environment to address environmental issues and that the authority will continuously monitor the impacts of the airport activities on the environment with the aim of minimizing them.

37. According to the Albanian Government, the project’s EIA concluded that: "Despite the presence of migratory and nesting birds in the vicinity of the flight area, Flight Management Plans make it possible to eliminate bird flock strikes both through flyway selection and through the elimination of micro-grazing areas of birds crossing the flyway".[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Ibid, Page 5.] 


38. In line with Section C.I., Paragraph 5, of Resolution 12.9, the CMS Secretariat decided to bring the implementation matter to the attention of the Standing Committee because of the OSA’s conclusive findings on the potential negative impacts of the Vjosa-Narta Protected Landscape project on CMS Appendix I-listed species, and the fact that Albania communicated its intentions to continue the project without addressing concerns regarding avian species in the area and how it would ensure compliance with Article III.4 of the Convention. 


39. Consequently, in line with Section I.B, Paragraph 5, of Resolution 12.9, the Secretariat provided the Standing Committee with its assessment of the reasons why the Government of Albania may be unable to meet its obligations under Article III.4 of the Convention. In line with Section I.F, Paragraph 1, of Resolution 12.9, the Secretariat initially proposed, on 20 December 2023, that the Standing Committee assess whether or not the implementation matter was ” trivial or ill-founded “ and provide guidance on the next steps of the review process at its 54th meeting. However, following a proposal from the Chair of the Standing Committee to defer the matter, the Secretariat, in consultation with the Chair of the Standing Committee, proposed that this procedural step be considered in 2024 by postal procedure, which was done on 26 November 2024.

40. To facilitate the review, the Secretariat sent a cover letter and several annexes in its communications to the Standing Committee members, including a detailed account of the stages and milestones of the review process, the relevant Convention obligations, and an assessment of the reasons the Party concerned may be unable to meet those obligations. 

41. The Secretariat also made available, in digital format, all the files received from the Petitioner, the correspondence from the Government of Albania, and the correspondence from AEWA and Bern Conventions that the Secretariat has had access to since the admission of File No. 2021/01. 

42. No comments were received on whether the case was trivial or ill-founded by 26 December 2024. Thus, the Secretariat considered that the Standing Committee did not find the implementation matter to be trivial or ill-founded. Consequently, and according to Resolution 12.9, the Secretariat notified Albania on 26 December 2024, which was given the opportunity to provide comments within a reasonable time frame, and extended an invitation to participate in the discussions of the Review Body at StC 56 with respect to implementation matters concerning them.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Section I.C. Paragraph 5 and Section I.F., Paragraph 3 of Resolution 12.9] 


43. Albania provided the Secretariat with their report to the Bern Convention, which was presented to the Standing Committee under UNEP/CMS/StC56/Doc15.2. 
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ANNEX 2 


ADVICE FROM THE SESSIONAL COMMITTEE OF THE SCIENTIFIC COUNCIL 


The following comments were received from one member of the Sessional Committee (Australia), in response to the request by the Standing Committee for the Sessional Committee to provide its advice on the sufficiency of mitigation measures identified in the 2024 report submitted by Albania, and to provide its advice to the Standing Committee in advance of its next session. They were received and communicated to Albania in May 2025.

1. Are the mitigation measures proposed for the construction phase of the airport sufficient to prevent significant impact to CMS Appendix I-listed species?

1. The report submitted by Albania to the CMS Secretariat on 31 July 2024 (UNEP/CMS/StC56/Doc.15.2) states that the construction has been planned to minimise habitat destruction and detailed EIAs were conducted. As pointed out in file NO.2021/01, the EIA for Vlora airport had methodological deficiencies and data gaps which undermine the ability to fully assess and mitigate risk, which may include significant long-term threats to the protected species and ecosystems in the Vjose-Narte area. 

2. Key issues attributed to the EIA include inadequate surveys, lack of consideration of impact on the breeding, feeding, or roosting of any of the CMS listed species, no mention of the impact of the construction of powerlines and other potential obstructions to migratory bird flight paths, migratory routes, or feeding ecology at the saline area. Other concerns raised included particular concern for the CMS listed Dalmatian Pelican and the potential long-term demographic implications for the species. These issues are not adequately addressed in the report from the Government of Albania.

3. The report states that the Key Performance Indicators will enable the continuous monitoring of the flora and fauna along with updating the EIA. Clarification is needed on what those updates to the EIA will be. Currently these measures only include the 'creation of buffer zones and careful site selection to avoid ecologically sensitive areas'.

4. It is suggested that the mitigation measures proposed for the construction phase of the airport are not sufficient to prevent significant impact to CMS Appendix-I listed species, given the deficiencies mentioned above.

2. Are the mitigation measures proposed for the operation phase of the airport sufficient to prevent significant impact to CMS Appendix I-listed species?

1. Operations are expected to start at this Airport in the spring of 2025.

2. Although there are documented efforts to prioritise the preservation and enhancement of key resting areas for migratory birds in the lagoon, there is still risk of further habitat fragmentation and continued impact to the parts of the Narta Lagoon outside of national park protection. There is also a lack of acknowledgement or mitigation measures around associated risk from the operation of the airport such as bird strike and noise pollution.

3. Note that there are a number of guidance documents that have been developed in Australia to manage the risk of bird strike at airports, for example: Airport-Practice-Note-6-Managing-Bird-Strike-Risk-Species-Information-Sheets.pdf

4. Inadequate measures have been taken to plan for the management of the impact on migratory species to mitigate potential impacts of the airport's operations.

5. It is determined that the mitigation measures proposed for the operation phase of the airport are not sufficient to prevent significant impact to CMS Appendix-I listed species.

3. Are there additional mitigation measures that could be proposed for either the construction or operation phase of the airport that could mitigate potential impacts to CMS-listed species?

1. Revisit the EIA to address deficiencies mentioned above should be done prior to the airport becoming operational.

2. Delay commencement of operation of the airport until adequate ecological data is gathered to determine the state of the environment in the Narta Lagoon.

3. In particular, additional species-specific ecological and impact assessment data for species of particular concern including but not limited to the Dalmatian Pelican and the Lesser Kestrel, as well as globally near-threatened species like the Bar-tailed Godwit and Eurasian Curlew, should be collected.

4. It would also be useful to understand the enforcement mechanisms that will be used by the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) to monitor the activities of the airport against the impact of the operations to the environment, and what adaptive management measures could be considered.


2
3
image1.jpg
7N
A\
UV

UN

environment
programme





image2.png




