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1. Introduction

In Austria there are 6 National Parks, the National Park Neusiedler See – Seewinkel is the westernmost one. It was Austria’s first National Park recognized by the UNSECO and by the RAMSAR convention. The climate of the National Park is influenced by the shallow lake and there is little precipitation. The area contains the biggest steppe lake of Europe, the Lake Neusiedl, sand steppes, pastures and salty places. It is a very important habitat for birds, especially for drifters. One of the most important resting places is the reed belt of the Lake Neusiedl. Other important and interesting places are the about 60 small “Lacken“ in the Seewinkel area. In the whole National Park there can be counted about 300 different bird species, whereas a lot of them are rare in Austria and just breed in this region. 

Every year about 50 000 tourists visit the area around the “Lange Lacke to watch birds. 

I think that this area is very interesting because of the lake’s salinity and uniqueness. That is why nearly every Austrian biology student goes there for fieldworks in late spring or early summer. 

2. Legal framework

The Austrian federal Constitution is the framework for any and all legal regulations. In addition to delegating the competence (Federal Provincial) for particular technical issues, it embodies comprehensive environmental protection as a fundamental principle. This also includes the political will to implement environmentally relevant biological biodiversity. In Austria, a broad range of laws governs the various facets of protecting and sustainbly using biodiversity, a term, which has not been generally incorporated into the Austrian legal system.

Austria became party to CITES in 1982 and has therefore committed itself to protecting wildlife populations endangered by commercial interests, a commitment further strengthened by the EU Species Protection Regulation No. 3626/82. This obligation involves establishing a control system for international trade in endangered animal and plant species and the products thereof.

Federal laws relevant to the Convention Biological Diversity

	Federal law
	Aim or centent relevant to the Convention on Diversity on Biological Diversity

	Bundesverfassungsgesetz
	Comprehensive environmental protection anchored as a national goal

	Landwirtschaftsgesetz – FLG.No.375/92
	Ensuring a competitive agricultural sector

	Umweltförderungsgestz – FLG.No.185/93
	Promotion of measures in the sectors water resources, environment, waste site cleanups and environment protection abroad.

	Umweltkontrollgesetz – FLG.No.127/85
	Description of the state of the environment and documentation of environmental changes.

	Umweltverträglichkeitsprüfgesetz 

FLG.No.697/93
	Evolution of the potential impacts of major projects.

	Wassergesetz – FLG.No.252/90
	Provisions governing the ecological integrity of aquatic ecosystems.

	FLG.No.60/1993
	Conservation of wild plants and animals along with their natural habit. Special focus on endangered and sensitive species.

	Übereinkommen zum Schutz des Kultur- und Naturerbes der Welt
	Documentation, protection and conservation of cultural and natural heritage as well as their transmission to future generations.

	FLG.No.225/85
	Documentation, protection and conservation of wetlands of international rank, especially as a habit for water fowl and wading birds.

	Übereinkommen zum Schutz der Alpen

FLG.No.477/95
	Conservation and protection of the Alps through prudent and sustainable use of resources.

	Übereinkommen über die biologische Vielfalt FLG.No.213/95
	Convention on Biological Biodiversity


(www.ubavie.gv.at)

2.1. Different ways of protecting the environment

Biosphere reserve: This kind of reserve has an international recognition by the UNESCO. In Austria it is subject to the Bundesnaturgesetz.

Nature parks: It is a spacious area with a high recreational value and natural peculiar characteristics. 

Nature reserve: It is important for biodiversity and has a high recreational value.

Nature monument: It can be an area or for example just one tree.

National Park: It is rather big and it can include smaller ecological systems. There are very often different zones in a National Park.

Different zones in the National park Neusiedler See – Seewinkel:

-Nature reserve area: There is no tourism allowed. Because it is the strictly protected area it is without human intervention.

-Conservation areas: A little bit of tourism is allowed.

3. Private interest groups

Within the private interest groups (NGOs) one can distinguish between organizations devoted primarily to user groups (forest association, forest owner associations in the provinces) and those devoted primarily to nature conservation and environmental groups ÖGNU, which includes 38 organizations such as BirdLife Austria, Friends of the Earth, Alpenverein etc. along with the Ökobüro – the Coordination Centre of Austrian Environmental Organizations which includes the WWF, Green peace etc. 

The National Park administrations implement measures to protect and develop national parks as well as to educate and inform visitors.

4. The National Park Neusiedler See – Seewinkel

4.1. General information

The National park has a size of about 140 square kilometres, 80 square kilometres lie in Austria and the other part in Hungary. It is the biggest and westernmost of the 6 national parks Austria has. Since April 12th, 1983 the National Park is a RAMSAR area. It is divided into two main areas: the lake and the Seewinkel. The Seewinkel once more is divided into 5 conservation areas:-Illmitz Hölle
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Wide areas of the National Park are characterised primarily by salt-water lakes, which are left over from the primary landscape of the Seewinkel area. Nowadays, they are surrounded by meadows, agricultural areas and villages, although they were enclosed by deciduous forests before the region was settled. The Seewinkel was thus cultivated through clearing of forests and through drainage – arable and grazing land had to be reclaimed in order for people to survive. Centuries of extensive farming created a cultural landscape, which because of its position and the surrounding water areas has become a home and a resting place for many different types of birds.

The Pannonian climate with its long growing period and its position between the Alps and the Puszta determine the type of plant life: mosaic of dry meadow surrounded by wetlands and salt marshes.

The conservation areas of the National Park, which are relics of the traditional cultural landscape of the region, serve on the one hand to maintain the characteristic flora and fauna of the region, and on the other are easily reached from the pathways criss-crossing the area. In this way, the National Park serves its purpose as an area providing education and leisure.

The nature reserve areas in the National Park in both countries consist of reeded areas and lakes. They will no longer be used for tourism, fishing and reed-cutting. Without human intervention, nature will become a wilderness, and no one will be able to predict with certainty how it will look in the future.

4.2. History of Nature Conservancy

As early as 1926, shortly after the federal state of Burgenland came into being, the first meadow and wetland areas were put under protection. In 1933 the Burgenland state parliament decree the protection of the preservation of the indigenous landscape.

-Protection of birds

-Prohibition of burning reeds

-Prohibition of motorboats

-Protection of insects

The first concept for a National park Neusiedler See dates from 1940.

In 1950 the biological station Neusiedler See was opened.

Milestone legislation in 1963 provided the creation of exclusive nature reserves.

In 1971 there was a protest against the building of a bridge across the lake.

In addition to the state government, the Austrian Nature Conservation Association and the WWF Austria have worked for the continued development of wide – area nature conservation.

In 1977 the UNESCO declares the Austrian part of the Neusiedler See a „Biosphere – Reservat“, in 1979 the Hungarian part. 

In 1988 came the political decision, in cooperation with more than one thousand landowners and local residents, to plan a cross – border national park.

12.11.1992: The foundation of the National park Neusiedler See – Seewinkel by the passing of the relevant law.

4.3. Emergence

Some 16 million years ago, the Vienna Basin and the Small Hungarian Lowlands were covered by parts of the ocean, and signs of these times can be seen in the fossils of various marine fauna in the limestone of the Leith Mountains. As the level of the sea fell some 13 million years ago, an inland lake was slowly formed and the salt content fell. Finally, the inland lake moved back towards the east, and the original vegetation of the Seewinkel, or lake area, began to appear.

It was only in 10,000 B.C. that an area of water appeared in the present area of Neusiedler See and Hansag. The variations in the water level caused by the climate then determined where the first settlements were located. However, as early as the end of the Neolithic Age, the farming villages had to move north-east to the heathlands, because of the marshiness of the Seewinkel area. Pasture farming thus predominated in the Seewinkel until the time of the Roman emperors. After at least 100 dry seasons, when some of the lakes dried out completely, the Hansag area lost its water and became a low marshland.

The basins of the central pools in the Seewinkel area, which are traces of enormous ice lenticels, are even older than the lake. 

The steppe landscape that exists today is the result of drainage, cutting down the deciduous forests and grazing. In addition to what remains of the primary landscape – which also has to be cared for in the Neusiedler See – Seewinkel National Park.

4.4. The Lake Neusiedl

With a surface area of 321 sq. kilometres, lake Neusiedl is the biggest and westernmost steppe lake in Europe. Almost half of the lake is reeded, and this wide expanse of reed has a major effect on the climate of this area. The reed belt encircling the lake Neusiedl is barely 100 years old. On the west shore the reed belt is about 7 kilometres wide, on the south shore even 11 kilometres. This is the effect of the good growth conditions like the shallowness of the water.
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The lake Neusiedl with the Leitha Mountains in the background 

(Nationalparkgesellschaft Neusiedler See-Seewinkel, 1998)

The huge quantity of water stores up the heat, lessening the effects of wide variations in temperature in the summer and providing protection from early frosts. Because of the shallowness of the water, it warms up very quickly after the ice has melted, thus preventing late frosts. With the influence of the pannonic climate the water temperature can increase till 30° Celsius during the summer. The long vegetation period of over 250 days a year encourages plants to grow here.

The annual precipitation is only 600 mm.

Another characteristic of the uniqueness of this lake is its salinity (average 1200 mg/l).

The greatest depth of the lake is about 2 metres, but averagely it is 1.20 metres deep. Because of this shallowness and the permanent wind the water is always muddy-cloudy.

The length of lake Neusiedl is 36 kilometres and the maximal width is 12 kilometres.
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Reed

(Nationalparkgesellschaft Neusiedler See-Seewinkel, 1998)

4.5. The Seewinkel area

The Seewinkel consists of about 60 lakes, 12 lie in the area of “Lange Lacke“. Around the turn of the century 3 times more lakes existed than nowadays, most of them dried out.

The shallow, salty pools vary in depth between one metre and complete dryness. The shallow water warms in the sun as quickly as it cools off again at night. In winter, it freezes solid.

All the small lakes together have a surface of about 25 square kilometres and are a very important place for birds. Some waders and water birds just breed in the Seewinkel and are typical inhabitants of areas with poor vegetation. 

All these lakes have a high content of natriumcarbonate and no connection to other lakes and rivers. The soda concentration is between 5 and 50 g/l. 

Generally you can divide the lakes into two main groups, the‚ “black“ and the “white“ lakes. The “white“ ones are as cloudy as the lake Neusiedl and without plants. The “black“ lakes have nearly the same brownish colour as the reed belt of the lake Neusiedl and there are a lot of plants. 
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Salty land between the ”Lacken” of the Seewinkel area

(Privat photograph)

4.6. The “Lange Lacke“

As said before the Lange Lacke consists of 12 smaller “Lacken“. It is one of the areas where most of the tourists go watching birds because there are special marked paths. Next to each other lie wetlands, sand steppes, meadows, pastures, dry zones and salty places.
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A ”Lacke” with reed

(Nationalparkgesellschaft Neusiedler See-Seewinkel, Informationsbroschuere)

5. Biodiversity

Biodiversity in Austria is composed of an old, natural stock, spontaneous new arrivals, synanthropic forms, domesticated forms, natural, rural and urban biotope types and landscapes. Austria is home to a highly diverse fauna and flora; to the extent that the autochthonous animals and plant species have been recorded, Austria is among the most species-rich countries in Central Europe.

Animals


~45 000

Vertebrates


500

Insects


36 850

Ferns and flowers

3 000

Mosses


~1 000

Lichen



~2 300

Algae



5 000

Fungi



10 000

Large parts of the National Park Neusiedler See – Seewinkel are extremely important for the migration of birds. The meadows and marshes are places where many migratory species choose to rest and winter. European research programmes into endangered bird species refer to study results from this area. The work of the National Park is also of the utmost importance in preserving one of the most endangered bird species in the world, the great bustard.

The reed-belt is maybe the most important habitat of the National park. There live few species, but they have a lot of individuals with special adaptations.

Fertile chernozem soils are next to soda sites, dry grass is next to pastureland that alternates between wet and dry. These conditions encourage the wide variety of species in the National Park, as does its position at the point where the Alpine and Pannonian areas meet. Arctic-alpine species live alongside plants and animals from the South Russian steppes. About half of the 300 species of birds nest in the National Park, waders and water fowl live here, and migratory birds rest and hatch their young here.

A lot of animals living in this area are on one of the “Red Lists“. The National park Neusiedler See – Seewinkel is a very important place for a rest for many drifters, a breeding place and a retreat place 

Today nearly 3 000 animal species (2 300 are insects) are listed as being variously threatened in the Red List of endangered species.

Degree of threat to autochthonous vertebrates as well as fern and angiosperm species

	Species
	Not endangered
	Category 0
	Cat. 1
	Cat.2
	Cat.3
	Cat.4

	Mammals
	39
	5
	4
	3
	18
	13

	Birds -219 evaluated
	97
	23
	24
	11
	22
	42

	Reptiles
	1
	1
	1
	4
	8
	1

	Amphibians
	0
	0
	1
	6
	14
	0

	Fishes and cyclostomes
	21
	5
	5
	7
	13
	9

	Ferns and angiosperms
	1 792
	53
	156
	300
	401
	171


0= extinct

1= threatened with extinction

2= endangered

3= highly endangered

4= potentially endangered

5.1. Animals

(Birds

Panuridae (Tits)

The Reedling is normally distributed in Asia but breeds in this area in small colonies. A part of the population stays in winter, which is an adaptation.

Ixobrychus minutus (Little Bittern)

Botaurus stellaris (Bittern)

Platea leucorodia (Spoonbill): A lot of herons took away its food and since the last years the number of individuals has decreased. 

Ciconia ciconia (White stork): It breeds on the chimneys of the houses in Rust. 

Ardeidae (Herons)

Ardea purpurea (Purple heron): The only Austrian population is in the reed belt of the Lake Neusiedl. In 1996 there were 111 pairs counted.

Casmerodius albus (Great white Egret): It is the most common of the herons in the National Park. 

Ardea cinerea (Grey heron): It is the biggest European heron species.

Podiceps (Grebes)

Podiceps cristatus (Great Crested Grebe): It is the biggest European species and mostly eats small fishes. In the National Park there are totally about 50 pairs.

Ducks are the most famous water birds, more than 10 different species breed here every year.

Anas strepera (Gadwall): it is the most common, between 50 and 70 pairs breed here.

Anas querquedula (Garganey): It normally lives in Asia’s steppes and woods. In the National Park there are about 100 pairs.

Aythya nyroca (Ferruginous Duck or White-eyed Pochard): It is the easternest living bird of Central and Middle Asia. In the National Park there are between 150 and 200 pairs.

Cygnus olor (Mute swan)

Anser anser (Grey-lag Goose)

Anas platyrhynchos (Mallard) 

Anas acuta (Pintail)

Fulica

Fulica atra (Coot): It is a very common black bird with a white patch on the forehead. In the National Park there are about 1 200 pairs.

Limoken

In the National Park there are 9 species, which is hard to find somewhere else in Middle Europe.

Recurvirostra avosetta (Avocet): It is a black – white bird with a special adapted bill. It normally lives near the coast, in the National Park it stays near the small, shallow “Lacken“. Its main food is invertebrates and small crustaceans.

Charadrius alexandrius (Kentish Plover):In the Seewinkel it just breeds on shores without vegetation. About 30 pairs live in the National Park.

Himantopus himantopus (Black-winged stilt): It is normally distributed in South Europe. It is a rare bird in this area.

Vanellus vanellus (Lapwing): This bird lives in the pastures and meadows around the “Lange Lacke“. There are between 330 and 450 pairs in the area.

Tringa totanus (Redshank): It always gets rarer in Middle Europe.

Himantopus himantopus (Black-winged stilt)

Limosa limosa (Black tailed Godwit)

Numenius arquata (Curlew)

Gallinago gallinago (Snipe)

Odis tarda (Great Bustard): It is worldwide on the Red List. In the 1950‘s there were about 750 individuals in Austria, in 1994 there were just about 65 individuals left. It needs woodless steppes or flatland and is one of the heaviest birds that can fly. Its food is seeds, invertebrates and plants. There exist special protection programmes.

(Amphibia

Tritus vulgaris (Smooth newt)

Tritus dobrogicus

Bombina bombina (Toad)

Bufo bufo (Eurasian common toad)

Rana – different species
(Reptiles

Lacerta vivipara pannonica (Viviparous lizard)

Lacerta – different species
Natrix – different species
(Mammals

Talpa europea: mole

Crocidura leucodon (Bicoloured White-toothed Shrew): It is an endangered species

Sciurus vulgaris: squirrel

Lepus europaeus (Brown Hare): Can survive because of feedings in winter.

Spermophilus citellus (European souslik): It lives in open steppe like areas and is on the Red List.

Glis glis (Edible Dormouse): One characteristic is the long and bushy tail.

5.2. Plants

(Continental steppes:

-Stipa joannis

-S. capillata

-Artemisia austriaca

-Salvia austriaca

-Astragalus asper

(Dry meadows:

-Bromus erectus

-Salvia pratensis

-Adonis vernalis

-Plantago media

(Pastures:

-Potentilla arenaria

-Erophila verna

-Orchis morio

-Salvia nemorosa

(Moor:

-Eriphorum latifolium

-E.angustifolium

-Carex davalliana

-Triglochin palustre

-Lathyrus pannonicus

-Sesleria uliginosa

-Cirsium canum

7. Conclusion

The National Park Neusiedler See – Seewinkel is one of the most interesting areas Austria has. That’s why it has international recognition as an endangered habitat and is the best known National Park. The 300 different birds living or resting in this area show how big the biodiversity is. Some of them just breed in this area.

I could have written my biodiversity report about an area where I come from but I think that this is the most interesting one for biodiversity. I hope that I could show and explain the beauty and uniqueness of the National Park Neusiedler See – Sewinkel.
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