
 

 

 

The project “Protecting the habitats of priority bird species of the Vistula valley under the circumstances of intensive pressure of 
the Warsaw agglomeration” (WislaWarszawska.pl) has received a grant from the European Community’s Financial Instrument 

for the Environment (LIFE+) and from the National Fund for Environmental Protection and Water Management. 

Layman's report 

concerning Project No. LIFE09 NAT/PL/000264 entitled: “Protecting the habitats of priority 

bird species of the Vistula valley under conditions of intensive pressure of Warsaw 

agglomeration”, acronym: WislaWarszawska.pl  

 

The  WislaWarszawska.pl project was implemented between 2011 and 2018 by the City of 

Warsaw and the Warsaw Society for the Protection of Birds, thanks to the funds obtained from 

the European Commission as part of the Financial Instrument for the Environment (LIFE+) and  

a grant obtained from the National Fund for Environmental Protection and Water Management. 

I. The origin and assumptions behind the project 

The idea of the project was put forward in 2007, when the Warsaw authorities started noticing 

the untapped potential of the nearly forgotten and neglected Vistula river. Paradoxically, it is 

due to this years-long negligence that we managed to preserve a half-natural, partly wild 

character of the Vistula river, and  that is why its natural assets did not fall victim to the practice 

of turning rivers into canals and exploiting them economically, which was popular across 

European countries back then. Warsaw residents wanted to “return to the river”, and enjoy its 

qualities – the City’s role was to make it possible. It was slowly becoming apparent that it would 

be impossible to make these areas available to residents without interfering in the river and 

causing certain damages the natural environment in the process. This is how the 

WisłaWarszawska.pl project came to being. Its aim was to introduce a balance between the 

active protection of Vistula river's wildlife, and making the area available to residents and 

tourists. 

The Vistula valley within the Warsaw agglomeration section is part of the “Dolina Środkowej 

Wisły” [Middle Vistula Valley] Special Protection Area (SPA) within the Natura 2000 network 

(area code: PLB 140004). The area was established with a view to protecting numerous bird 

species, in particular water bird species, including birds from the Charadriiform order (gull, 

tern, little ringed plover). The area covered by the WisłaWarszawska.pl project was finally 

marked as a fifty-kilometre section of the “Middle Vistula River” SPA, running between the 

488th and 538th kilometre of the navigable route on the Vistula river. It runs across the entire 

Warsaw area, and covers nature reserves situated north and south of the city: Zawadowskie 

Islands [in Polish: Wyspy Zawadowskie], Kiełpińksie Sandbanks [Ławice Kiełpińskie] and 

partly Świderskie Islands [Wyspy Świderskie].  The project area is shown in figures 1 and 2. 

The project's objectives included: 

• recreation of breeding colonies of species belonging to the Charadriiform order, in 

particular common tern and the little tern (photos 1 and 2), i.e. the creation of at least 4 

stable Charadriiformes’ breeding colonies, placed within a 5- to 10- kilometre distance 

along the Vistula section within the Warsaw agglomeration area, 

• an overall improvement of the environmental-protection conditions within the project area, 

i.a., by means of educational activities and information campaigns addressed to city 

residents and tourists, and to children attending Warsaw's educational institutions, 

• organising leisure activities and tourism within the project area so that valuable sites remain 

outside areas of human interference. 
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Charadriiformes breed in a unique way, building nests on wide sandy river-bank areas, in the 

form of small holes, sometimes covered with stones and twigs. That is why they need sandy 

beaches and islands, where they would not be disturbed by people, dogs or other predators. The 

project was an attempt to recreate such areas, and later protect them against harmful factors.  

        

Figure 1 Location of the project area in Europe (marked by a red star) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Location of the project 

area within the Warsaw 

(Warszawa)  agglomeration 

(marked with a dark blue 

contour, which also marks the 

borders of the SPA Natura 2000 

Middle Vistula Valley)  
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Photo 1. Common tern (Sterna hirundo)    Photo 2. Little tern (Sterna albifrons) 

II. Implementation 

Measures implemented as part of the project can be divided in the following categories: 

1. Planning 

The first stage of the project included activities which involved the selection of methods and 

tools necessary for implementing the majority of tasks. The stage was completed with the 

following deliverables: 

● a comprehensive preparatory concept (project and cost-estimate documentation) 

concerning the implementation of project measures aimed at recreating and securing 

Charadriiformes’ habitats. Its preparation was preceded with i.a. carrying out area 

inventory (nature survey, hydrological survey, and hydro-technical survey), and obtaining 

necessary environmental evaluation reports. All the arrangements, permits and 

administrative decisions necessary for project implementation were also obtained, 

● the technical concept of the system for monitoring the habitats and on-line bird-watching 

with the use of cameras mounted in locations covered by project measures, 

● a social campaign plan involving promotion, information and education, preceded by 

a survey carried out on a group of Warsaw residents, 

● Site Management Plan which concerns the joint implementation of protection tasks by 

institutions responsible for managing the project area. 

2. On-site activities involving habitat restoration 

This stage of the project included measures related to restoring and securing Charadriiformes’ 

habitats, with a focus on the inner-city section of the Vistula river, which had been artificially 

narrowed and deepened in the past as a result of regulatory works on the river: 

● one permanent island with an area of approx. 5.4 ha and two sandbanks (photo 3) were 

built, together with 5 artificial floating islands with a total area of 600 m2. Three floating 

breeding islands based on steel structures are anchored in the Żerański Port and by the 

Żerański Canal (photo 4), and two more barges are situated in the river bed, outside the 
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main current (photo 5). The areas of permanent and floating islands were adapted to help 

birds successfully start and stop breeding, i.a. by placing bird imitations on the islands, 

with a view to encouraging birds to start new colonies there, 

● the visibility of nearly 50 hectares of sandy river banks and islands overgrown with bushes 

was improved, by clearing them of plants, and sustaining the initial stadiums of natural 

succession there. The aim of these measures was to recreate the sandy river-bank zones, 

which can become nesting areas for Charadriiformes, and a resting place for birds looking 

for food and migrating, in particular within the inner-city Vistula river section. In selected 

locations, the expansion of the vegetation after the clearing is being restrained by grazing 

sheep and goats (photo 6). 

 

 

Photo 3. The permanent island and two sandbanks, built as part of the project in Golędzinów 

in Warsaw 

 

 

 

Photo 4. One of floating islands built as part of the project in Żerański Port 



5 

 

 

Photo 5. One of the floating islands on a barge, placed in the Vistula river bed 

 

 

Photo 6. Sheep and goats grazing in one of the vegetation clearance locations (Golędzinów in 

Warsaw) in 2018  

3. On-site activities involving habitat protection 

The project area covers the central part of a large agglomeration. Therefore, it was necessary to 

implement measures aimed at counteracting adverse phenomena resulting from the presence of 

people, who can become a threat to the lives of the animals and natural plant communities. On 

the other hand, the close vicinity of an attractive river area and Warsaw community requires a 

reasonable availability of the Vistula river areas for recreational purposes. As part of the project: 
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● various forms of fencings, information boards and signs were applied, securing the parts 

of the project area against harmful human activity and predators. In selected locations, we 

also placed 105 information boards outlining the boundaries of reserves (photo 7), 14 

educational and warning boards, 17 information buoys, 17 forest-type barriers (photo 8), 

and 55 posts limiting vehicle traffic. In order to limit the access to selected Vistula river 

islands, the river was deepened in their area, 

● riverbank services operating within the City of Warsaw structures were equipped with 

devices enabling quick intervention (a boat, an off-road vehicle, GPS devices, optical 

devices), and a specialist training was organised for city guard, police and other public 

services in protected values, the legal basis for the protection and means of intervention, 

● the area was made available in selected locations, in order to restrict a free exploration of 

the entire area, by creating a 2.5-kilometre-long nature education path in Żoliborz  

equipped with information boards, and viewing points along the 10-kilometre-long 

educational trail in Wilanów  (photo 9), installing lighting near the beach in Żoliborz, and 

building 4 car parks in an inter –levee area (photo 10), 

● the equipment for visitors to Vistula-river beaches was purchased – beach chairs, 

umbrellas, disc-golf baskets, 

● 78 buoys were purchased to mark the navigation route on the river, 

● the construction works of educational pavilion together with a recreational and picnic 

clearing started in Golędzinów in Warsaw. The facility will be used for the purposes of 

broadly defined education on Vistula’s natural environment and its protection. 

 

 

Photo 8. One of the barriers restricting access to the project 

area 

 

 

Photo 7. One of the boards informing on the nature reserve 

borders 
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Photo 9. A viewing point on an 

educational trail in Wilanów 

 

 

Photo 10. One of the four car parks built 

within the project area 

 

4. Monitoring birds and their habitats 

Constant monitoring is an indispensable part of the project, allowing for an assessment of the 

real outcomes of the implemented bird-protection measures as part of the project. Thanks to the 

monitoring results, it is possible to, for example, show the changeability of the populations of 

birds nesting in a given area, define the causes of changes or analyse the influence of various 

factors on the life of birds. 

The project provides for traditional monitoring of birds and habitats, involving systematic 

observations by ornithologists, in line with a carefully selected methodology, across the entire 

project area. The monitoring included the study of the river-bed and the inter-levee area mostly 

covered by alluvial forests, and has been continued through the entire project duration period, 

and afterwards. 

In order to observe the project's outcomes, an additional on-line surveillance system was 

provided, consisting of five cameras placed in selected locations. The view from the cameras is 

available live on the project website (www.wislawarszawska.pl). 

5. Information, promotion and education 

The demonstrative nature of the project (some of the measures implemented constituted a kind 

of an experiment e.g. the use of steel structures as breeding islands for terns or building artificial 

sandbanks in the river bed), as well as its implementation within the Warsaw agglomeration 

area, required information, education and promotion measures. The measures, in the form 

a large-scale social campaign, were aimed at raising ecological awareness and promoting 

environmentally sound  habits among Warsaw residents, popularising knowledge on birds and 

Vistula river nature, propagating the idea of protecting Natura 2000 areas, and showing the 

various assets of the project area. Implemented measures: 

• information activities: a website (www.wislawarszawska.pl) and the Project's Facebook 

fanpage (www.facebook.com/WislaWarszawska) were launched, information boards were 

placed in the project area, the project was promoted at subject-specific international 

conferences, 
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• promotional activities: photography and art exhibitions were organised (photo 11), various 

promotional materials were prepared and distributed (nature documentary, audio materials, 

leaflets, posters, brochures, guides, ecological gadgets), 

• educational activities: a big number of various trips and ornithological cruises were 

organised for schoolchildren and residents of Warsaw, workshops for teachers were 

organised, numerous educational materials were issued, including a guide to the project 

area entitled “Oblicza Wisły” [The Faces of the Vistula River] (photo 12), and a brochure 

for children entitled “Z bobrem wzdłuż warszawskiej Wisły” [“With a Beaver along the 

Warsaw Vistula River”], press articles were published, and a short video advertising the 

project was released.  

 

Photo 11. Photograph exhibition entitled “Vistula river – Birds’ capital” which could be viewed 

in one of Warsaw’s parks 
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Photo 12. A package including a guide to the Vistula river area entitled “The Faces of the 

Vistula River” and two CDs with bird sounds entitled “Odgłosy znad Wisły” [“Sounds of the 

Vistula River”] 

 6. Social participation and public opinion surveys 

Social participation in project implementation consisted in: 

• volunteer work in the field of environmental protection upon the Vistula river – a proposal 

for anyone who is interested in actively participating in project measures, via a special app 

called „Ptaki Wisły Warszawskiej” [“Warsaw Vistula Birds”], 

• organising a series of meetings as part of public consultations concerning selected measures 

implemented within the project, 

• organising a domestic seminar entitled “River and the City” and an international 

conference entitled “Biodiversity conservation in cities”, 

• organising campaigns addressed to Warsaw agglomeration residents in cooperation with 

non-governmental organisations selected by way of competition, and volunteers. 

In order to define the outcomes of the informational, promotional and educational campaign 

launched as part of the project, three series of sample surveys among the agglomeration 

residents were carried out: in the beginning of the project, halfway through the project, and at 

the end of the project.  

7. Management, coordination 

The complexity and demonstrative nature of the project itself, as well as issues arising from 

competencies in management activities performed by various institutions, required substantive 

support provided by expert teams. In order to manage the project properly and coordinate the 

measures implemented, a Steering Committee was established, composed of representatives 

of various institutions, including public administration bodies and non-government 
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organisations, social activists and scholars. The Committee's task was to participate in planning 

the course of the project, and supervise the development and update of the Site Management 

Plan. 

III. Results 

As a result of the project, new permanent islands and floating island were built on the Vistula 

river. The number of shoals and sand point-bars at the river bank increased. Thanks to this, 

environmental conditions were created allowing for successful bird breeding and contributing 

to the creation of new spawning grounds for fish – the main food of the Charadriiformes, and 

the feeding area of the birds increased. 

Artificial floating islands, new permanent island and sandbanks were to increase the stability 

of the little tern and common tern populations within the project area. Building floating islands 

has already resulted in the occurrence of two new colonies of terns in places where they had 

not been previously seen, i.e. in the Żerański Port and in the basin at the Żerański Canal (photo 

13). Moreover, a colony of Charadriiformes, including terns, appeared on the sandbank built in 

relation to tasks completed as part of the project at the Kiełpińskie Sandbanks nature reserve. 

Therefore, altogether 3 new Charadriiformes colonies appeared in the Project area. A periodical 

increase in the number of broods of Charadriiformes was also recorded in some areas where 

plants were removed, and a general increase of the black-head gull population was recorded. 

Therefore, the measures implemented as part of the project resulted in filling a gap in the 

location of colonies of Charadriiformes within the “Middle Vistula Valley” SPA. 

The number of instances in which the birds were accidentally scared away seems to have been 

reduced due to outlining locations dedicated to Warsaw residents, at the same time restricting 

access to places which are the mainstay of Vistula river wildlife, as well as by the activities of 

river-bank services, and the information and education campaign. 

As a result, the conditions for protecting bird species living in the part of the Natura 2000 

Middle Vistula Valley area covered by the project improved, and its internal cohesion was 

fostered. As part of the project, some of the tasks provided for in the Protective Tasks Plan for 

the area were performed. Extensive data was also collected in the course of the project, 

expanding our knowledge on breeding habits of Charadriiformes, which is expected to 

substantially facilitate further protective measures. The ecological effects of the project will be 

researched continually in the years after the project’s conclusion, as they will most probably 

increase over time because of their long-term nature. 

In addition,  the Site Management Plan developed as part of the project defined standards for 

landscape management and protection of natural assets which will be incorporated into action 

plans prepared by the area's administrative bodies. The activities of the Steering Committee 

contributed to strengthening communication and cooperation between various institutions 

responsible for managing the project area. In turn, the information, education and promotional 

campaign resulted in the increased knowledge and awareness among the agglomeration 

residents of the value of Vistula river wildlife and the need to protect it. 

The project measures were demonstrative due to applying comprehensive solutions aimed 

at protecting birds on a large low-land river in the area of multi-million agglomeration, 

including innovative actions in the field of active protection, creating recreational and 

educational locations, and a large-scale social campaign. Various positive results of project 

implementation will surely reinforce each other for many years to come. Therefore, it is evident 

that the money spent on the project constituted a good investment, not only for environmental 

protection, but also for the broadly defined development of Warsaw agglomeration. 
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At the same time, the project contributed to propagating bird protection in areas neighbouring 

on large agglomerations, and identified possibilities for improving the biodiversity of large low-

land rivers. The measures implemented as part of the project took into consideration the 

complex conditions typical of such eco-systems, giving rise to solutions which can be replicated 

in other, similar locations in Poland and Europe. 

 

 

Photo 13. One of common tern broods on an artificial floating island in the Żerański Port (photo 

by Leszek Iwanowski) 


