Max-Planck-Institut

Press Information
Jena, December 02, 2014

Biodiversity Conservation is defeated by Deer

The potential contribution of forest conservation areas to avoid species
losses is very low, or even negative, as long as wildlife ruminants over-
graze the protected areas.

Not in all cases where nature and biodiversity conservation is intended,
species protection is the outcome. The ambitious political target e.g. of
the German biodiversity strategy to take 5 percent of the forest area out
of management, and to produce a wilderness for biodiversity, will lead to
the paradox situation of a species loss. In Thuringia the plan is to take
25,000 ha out of management for conservation. However, without the
presence of predators or enough hunting, this will lead to an overpopula-
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In a large scale inventory work German and Romanian scientists have inves-
tigated the diversity status of tree regeneration on about 7,000 plots in
deciduous forests in Thuringia, Germany, and Romania. The results have
just been published in “Annals of Forest Research”. In Thuringia about 50 to
60 percent of the tree species are damaged and subsequently lost by
browsing. In Romania the loss is lower with only 10 to 30 percent of the
tree species. The damage is largest in protected areas, such as National
Parks and Nature Reserves. The deer population is such high, that the pro-
tection target gets lost also for organisms other than trees.
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“The situation is very severe”, says Ernst-Detlef Schulze, Emeritus Professor shejja@bec-jena.mpg.de

at the Max-Planck Institute for Biogeochemistry in Jena, Germany, and lead

author of the study. “At this moment we produce monocultures of beech,

because — among other reasons - beech saplings are much less damaged by browsing than other

tree shoots. “Ecologically the effects are the same as for other monocultures, e.g. spruce forests.”

“We are facing the problem of a very narrow focus of nature conservation” states Dr. Helge Walen-
towski of the Bavarian State Institute of Forestry at Freising, Germany. “We will have lots of dead
wood but e.g. no butterflies. The loss of tree species results in a loss of insects. Every second butter-
fly species is going to get extinct; since a specific tree species that is needed for living is being lost as
seedling due to feeding of roe deer”.

“The situation will only change, if the legal basis of hunting will be changed” Dr. Laura Bouriaud,
Professor for Forest Law at the School of Forestry in Suceava, Romania points out. “There is no ra-
tional that hunters have a monopoly on regulating deer populations when the population level runs
out of control”.

“The study shows, that only sustainable wildlife and forest management maintains the biodiversity
in European forests” says Dr. Dominik Hessenmoller, coworker of the Thuringian Forest Service. “von
Carlowitz, who coined the word “sustainable management”, recommended, that a browsed species
should be cut, because it will never recover”.

“We were very surprised by our findings. We did not expect such a high damage in Romania” says
Dr. Olivier Bouriaud of the Romanian Forest and Management Institute at Bucharest. “In Romania
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we have wolves and bears and lynx. But a totally new problem emerged in Romania, namely the
effects of illegal grazing by domestic goat and sheep, which appears to be highest in protected areas.
This however should not obscure the fact that we also have problems with deer, because the wolves
prefer to hunt a sheep on alpine grassland rather than a roe deer on steep alpine forest slopes”.

At this moment the high level of damage in conservation areas (National Parks) is only part of the
truth. Also managed forests have unacceptable high levels of deer damage to an extent, that the
declared management goals of changing monocultures into mixed forest stands is endangered.
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Picture: Browsing in the Keula National Reserve
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