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Urgent measures in the Eastern Mediterranean 

for the long term conservation of endangered 
European eel (Anguilla anguilla)

LIFEEL WAS LAUNCHED
THE PROECT FOR THE CONSERVATION OF THE 
EUROPEAN EEL

The European eel (Anguilla anguilla) is a threatened species at 
the level of its entire range, included as “critically endangered” 
in the lists of the International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) as well as in the Red List of fresh water fish drawn up by 
the European Commission. It is also protected by the European 
regulation EC 1100/2007, aimed at the conservation of the stock 
of this species, through the adoption and implementation of a 
National Management Plan by each Member State containing the 
best site-specific management and conservation measures.
The Eel conservation is a complex task due to the particular 
biology of this species, which after having spent about 15 years 
growing in the rivers, the breeders return to the sea undertaking 
a migration of about 6,000 km to the Sargasso Sea where they 
reproduce and die. The eggs hatch and the larvae (leptocephalus) 
undertake the return journey that will see them arrive as glass eel, 
after about 3/4 years and dimensions of c.a. 6-8 cm, at the mouth 
of the rivers, resuming the cycle.
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The European eel is globally threatened mainly due to 4 factors:

1.	 Pressure from fishing and aquaculture, which affects all age 
groups.

2.	 Fragmentation of waterways, preventing to reach areas suitable 
for growth.

3.	 Presence along watercourses of potential impacts, such as 
hydroelectric plants without structures capable of preventing the 
passage of eels in turbines.

4.	 A generalized lack of information and attention to the 
conservation of this species.

Aerial view of the Ticino sublacual 
river, within the project area.
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THE PROJECT IN BRIEF
LIFEEL is the acronym for the project “Urgent measures in the 
Eastern Mediterranean for the long-term conservation of the 
European Eel”, a four-year project (1/10/2020 - 31/12/2024) co-
funded for the 57.37% by the European Commission under the Life 
Natura program, with a total budget of € 5,428,447.

Coordinating beneficiary is the Lombardy Region - D.G. Agriculture, 
which coordinates the work of the 8 associated beneficiaries of which 
7 are Italian (Emilia-Romagna Region, DG Agriculture, Fish Economy, 
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Wildlife and hunting activities; University of Bologna; University of 
Ferrara; Consortium Parco Lombardo della Valle del Ticino; Parco 
delta del Po - Emilia Romagna; Veneto Po Delta Regional Park and 
GRAIA srl) and 1 Greek (Research Institute on Fisheries – ELGO 
DIMITRA). An important financial support for the project is given by 
4 co-financers: Fondazione Cariplo; Hunting & Fishing Office Ticino 
Canton - Switzerland; Enel Green Power and the Italian Association of 
Sport and Recreational Fishing.
For Italy, the project area corresponds to the entire basin of the Po 
river, including a suitable area for eel equal to over 20,000 km2 along 
4 regions (Piedmont, Lombardy, Emilia-Romagna and Veneto) in 
addition to the Canton Ticino, while in Greece the activities are carried 
out in the area of Eastern Macedonia and in the Thracian National 
Park, comprising 24% of the surface of the lagoons and 9% of that of 
the Greek lakes.
To face the present threats, the project puts in place the following 
concrete conservation actions:

•	 Impact of fisheries and aquaculture: a protocol will be developed 
to identify the best breeders and facilitate their release into 
nature to support the wild stock. In addition, a breeding program 
in captivity will be carried out, with the aim of producing young to 
be released into the wild.

•	 Fragmentation of the habitat: the ecological river connection will 
be assured also thanks to the construction of specific passages 
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Underwater environment rich in 
refuges, typical habitat of eel in 
fresh water.
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for the eels, reopening areas suitable for the species.

•	 Mortality due to turbines: a demonstration system will be 
created to prevent migrating eels from entering the turbine, and 
widespread among the management staff of the hydro-plants.

•	 Lack of information on the species: the project provides for 
the activation of a series of activities aimed at all the different 
categories of stakeholders such as: students, fishermen, 
representatives of the managing bodies ...

Based on the findings of the various activities, the project will 
indicate the appropriate management measures to be taken for the 
conservation of the eel at the level of the project areas, in support of 
the regional and national plans, Italian and Greek, on the species.

Fishing on the 
Lake Maggiore
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For an in-depth analysis of the various issues addressed by the 
project and the related Actions, please refer to the LIFEEL website.

EU FINANCIAL 
INSTRUMENT LIFE
The issue by the European Commission of Directives 2009/147/EC 
“Birds” and 92/43/EEC “Habitats” for the protection and conservation 
of species and environments led to the consequent establishment by 
the Member Countries of the Natura 2000 Network , consisting of:
•	 Special Areas of Conservation (SACs): areas that host habitats 
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and species present in the Annexes of the Community Directive 
“Habitats”, which have been designated for their long-term 
protection and conservation.

•	 Special Protection Areas (SPAs): areas of importance for the 
protection and conservation of wild bird species, established on 
the basis of the Community “Birds” Directive.

This Network, focused on the conservation management of 
biodiversity present at European level, marked an important moment 
for environmental policies, as it promotes a concept of conservation 
that integrates social and economic policies with environmental 
ones, also introducing in individual Member States the awareness of 
sharing a common natural heritage.
To confirm the wealth of biodiversity present, it is important to 
remember that in Italy alone there are over 2,700 sites of community 
importance and 446 in Greece.
To concretely support the projects aimed at the restoration and 
conservation of the environments and species of community interest 
indicated in the Directives, the European Parliament and the Council 
adopted in 1992 a regulation establishing the Community financial 
instrument called LIFE.
The history of Life has passed through 5 phases: Life I, active from 
1992 to 1995, coincided with the start-up phase of this program 
which was followed by four other phases - the last one concluded 
in 2020 - which saw the extension of the activities and the Natura 
2000 Network also to the new states that have joined the European 
Union.
To understand the importance of this instrument for the conservation 
of the environment and biodiversity at European level, it would be 
enough to recall that since 1992, the year of its establishment, this 
program has co-financed more than 5,400 projects for a total value 
of approximately € 6.5 billion.

The contribution to biodiversity by 
the EU LIFE Programme.
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LIFE Programme
Italy-Greece

Do you have any information we might be 
interested in?
Do you have something to report?

CONTACT US!
info@lifeel.eu

GRAIA srl, Via Repubblica, 1
21020 VARANO BORGHI (VA)

WEBSITE
www.lifeel.eu

Product realised within the LIFEEL Project financed from LIFE Programme funds 
- LIFE19 NAT/IT/000851
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For the new phase 2021-2027 which is opening shortly, the 
European Commission has proposed a budget of € 5.4 billion for 
projects relating to 4 sub-programs: nature and biodiversity, circular 
economy and quality of life, mitigation and adaptation to climate 
change, and transition to clean energy.
For further information on the Life program and on the various 
funded projects, please refer to the official websites of the European 
Commission:
https://ec.europa.eu/easme/en/life
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Mattia Nocciola. Professional 
photographer-videomaker.
It will collaborate with the project 
team for the duration of LIFEEL.
Welcome to the team, Mattia!


