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IT’S OFFICIAL, 
CONSTRUCTION WILL 
START SOON!
EEL FISHWAY ARE SOON TO BE BUILT IN ITALY 
AND GREECE

LIFEEl is a complex project, its actions relate to variably articulate 
measures of conservation of eels. One of the most important 
actions is surely the realization of man-made eel-fishway, that 
allow to overcome river blockades, reinstating the connections 
with areas of the hydrographic basin essentials to the species 
life cycle.

WHAT’S A FISHWAY AND HOW DOES IT WORK. Designed to 
help fish overcome man-made obstacles, such as dams or other 
blockages along rivers courses, fishway are infrastructures 
built to restore river fauna’ s ability to travel throughout the 
river network following its instincts and necessities. Depending 
on projects and building methods, purpose, target species 
and construction possibilities, fishway can turn into proper 
tools for ecological continuity. In the right conditions they can 
reconnect artificially blocked ecological corridors, restoring the 
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Creva Dam, Tresa River. Installation 
site of the first experimental device 
for lighting deterrence of eels.

M
Floodgate for the regulation of the reservoir level

Entrance to the bypass to the hydroelectric power plant. 
Place of installation of the deterrent

Entrance of the fish pass

Tresa river

Fish pass

natural and never-ending evolution of rivers and the species 
inhabiting them, favoring biodiversity. The main purpose 
of a fishway is, however, to rebuild migration routes. This 
function is particularly important, even vital, for species such 
as sturgeons and eels, migrators that, to fulfill their life cycle, 
need to be able to undertake and complete long travels from 
and towards the sea: as an example, European eels, as we 
learned long ago, need to reach the Sargasso Sea, in the 
Atlantic Ocean, in order to reproduce, and offsprings, once 
back in Europe, need to be able to swim upstream, to grow 
and eventually reach sexual maturity, ready to close the loop 
by retracing backwards the long migration they faced in the 
early stages of their lives, before a single a single reproductive 
act and their demise. However exceptional species, like eels, 
sturgeons and other migrators, fascinating and mysterious, 
due to adaptations and solutions they developed over time; 
are not the only species to move around our waterways, 
al fishes need to be able to freely move, following their 
instincts and reacting to environmental stress; populations 
and subpopulations of species have to be able to come into 
contact, to allow for genetic material to be passed on. 

The “astonishing” life cycle of the 
European eel
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For this reason, conditions permitting, choosing a solution 
that favors the widest number of native species is always to 
be preferred compared to species-specific solutions, that only 
allow for efficient and effective use by one or few specific 
species. At times though, environmental conditions don’t 
allow it, and the only option is to adopt very specific and 
selective solutions; that’s the case with eel fishway, special 
devices, designed and built to allow young eels, known as 
elvers, to overcome artificial barriers and swim upstream to 
then scatter in inland waters and begin their growth phase. 
LIFEEL tackled both situations. The project establishes the 
construction of six fishway in Italy, three on Panaro river (for 
Bodeno’s, Casumaro’s and Nonantola’s blockades) and three 
in the Po River delta (Valle Lepri, Val Pagliaro and Tieni), and 
one in Greece, at Toxotes dam on Nestos River. The three 
fishway on Panaro river, due to conditions such as the type of 
barriers, the height to overcome and surrounding areas, are 
designed as stone ramps, a solution that allows passage for 
all native species and not just young eels. 
In the Po River delta, only in Valle Lepri conditions are 
favorable for the realization of a blue infrastructure that 
allows multiple species through, in the other two locations the 
best solution is an eel specific fishway.

Example of a stone ramp built on an 
existing dam (t. Margorabbia - VA).
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WHY BUILD, HOW DO EEL FISHWAY WORK? These extremely 
species-specific devices need to favor the passage of early life 
stages of eels (elvers and yellow eels, in the first place), since 
these stages are the ones that migrate upstream, mostly in 
June, July and October. Usually,  during the swim upstream, 
young eels take advantage of not only their swimming ability, 
but also their “climbing” skills; they are in fact capable of swim 
up very steep stretches of rivers by crawling  through gaps in 
the substrate or even in the grass, both in and out of water, 
thanks to their ability to absorb atmospheric oxygen through 
their skin. Due to these abilities, very steep fishway can be 
used for eel specific fishway, simpler in their hydraulics and 
technologies. The most widely implemented solution where 
the barrier to overcome is too tall are eel flumes. 
They are small canals, made of plastic or metal, with synthetic 
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Counting the juveniles at the 
gathering tank into eel fishway

grass or bristles as a substrate, allowing eels to find enough grip to 
swim upstream; inside the flume a constant water flow is maintained, 
necessary to keep right humidity for eels. Typically, these flumes 
are around 30 to 50 cm wide and have about a 1:5 to 1:10 incline. 
The spacing between bristles can be adjusted to favor the passage 
of different life stages, a 7mm spacing is ideal for elvers, a 14mm 
spacing is better for yellow eels. The main advantage of this solution 
is that it can be built where barriers are already present, without 
having to modify them. Eel flumes are considered an economic 
solution compared to other fishway. They also require a minimal 
amount of space and a low flow rate. They don’t require frequent 
maintenance, unless a gathering system for eels, which need to 
be periodically collected and released, is present. When it comes to 
disadvantages, the main one is the fact that these structures are 
extremely selective, they can also be selective for different eels’ life 
stages; in this case the size of the flumes was designed considering 
the location, the type of barriers and the target: elvers. This solution 
was also applied in Greece at Toxotes dam on Nestos River. In Italy, 
following the drafting of the definitive project, the Emilia-Romagna 
region, responsible for this activity, activated the Service Conference 
for the gathering opinions from the public administration with 
authority on the concerned areas. 
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With the opinion gathered, GRAIA Ltd., project partner 
and responsible for designing and directing constructions, 
delivered the executive project. Emilia-Romagna region, 
in connection with the Interregional Authority for the Po 
River (AIPO) and Civil Protection, started and administrative 
procedure for the construction tender, unfortunately the 
flood that hit the region in May 2023, caused the involved 
authorities to divert intervention priorities to front the 
emergency. With the sudden change of plans by AIPO 
and Civil Protection, the region involved successfully the 
Consortiums of Reclamation of Burana and Ferrara. As of 
today, all invitations to tender are completed and the contract 
was awarded to the winning bidders. In Greece, the sudden 
price increase of raw materials caused the first invitation to 
tender, published by DEMETER, to be unattended. A change 
in budget allowed for a second invitation, this time successful. 
These unforeseeable situations caused the necessity to ask 
the European Commission to extend the project till the 30th 
of June 2026, this extension was approved. Everything is now 
ready for the construction of the 7 fish-passes.  We’ll keep 
you updated!

SOCIOECONOMIC 
IMPACT OF THE 
PROJECT LIFEEL ON 
TERRITORIES AND 
PEOPLE 
The socioeconomic impact of the project and its influence 
on the ability of ecosystems to produce goods and services 
useful for human well-being are some of the aspects that 
better describe the success of a project and its legacy. A 
specific action (Action D4) is dedicated to monitoring these 
impacts to evaluate the overall success of the project and to 
calibrate the pace of single actions. The monitoring is based 
on the presence and the fishing of the European Eel, with a 
focus on the Po River delta in Italy and the Nestos River in 
Greece. Following a commonly used method that was already 
successfully experimented by the Ecology department of the 
University of Ferrara, aspects related to cultural services are 
evaluated by administering questionnaires to the involved 
population, specifically the willingness to pay, a theoretical 
amount of money for the conservation of the species, 
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was evaluated. The willingness to pay will be compared 
with personal data (age, gender, education, residency, 
physical distance from the project sites) of the anonymous 
interviewed, in order to investigate how these characteristics 
influence the value attributed to the species. Questionnaires 
can also be used to determine the average cost of moving 
incurred by people that visit humid areas for the presence of a 
species, in order to return a monetary evaluation of the social 
and cultural values linked to the species. To give an example, 
this aspect can be present, but not crucial, on the Po River but 
essential to cultural and gastronomical tourism in the Valli of 
the Po River delta. An ulterior questionnaire is dedicated to 
the catering industry, specifically in the Po River delta area, 
with the intention of evaluating the cultural link between 
the area of Comacchio and the species. With that intention 
in mind, a census of Ferrara’s and Ravenna’s provinces 
restaurants with eels in their menus was conducted. Lastly, 
due to its peculiar biological and ecological characteristics (life 
stages, reproduction, potential bioaccumulation of pollutants, 
etc.), its value to anglers and traditional fishing methods, 
eels spark the interest of students of both lower and higher 
education institutes. The effect of this project on this service 
can be evaluated by the number of students and schools 
that will participate in a project event or will visit the involved 
areas.

All readers can actively participate to the studies by filling 
out the questionnaire available at https://www.survio.com/
survey/d/U8T4K1B3Y9C1J7V4E,  or by scanning the QR code 
above. 

We appreciate your involvement and await your precious 
contributions to help us comprehend and better the socio-
economic and ecological impact of our Project.

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCbEmiDDtNF_Ou-NfvCrDi6w
https://www.facebook.com/LIFEEL.eu/
http://www.lifeel.eu
https://www.survio.com/survey/d/U8T4K1B3Y9C1J7V4E
https://www.survio.com/survey/d/U8T4K1B3Y9C1J7V4E

