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OPINION!
on the position of the Government of the Republic of Poland regarding the downgrading
of the protection status of the wolf Canis lupus in the European Union

The State Council for Nature Conservation- Commission for Species Protection expresses
deep concern over the Polish government’s support for actions initiated by the European
Commission to lower the protection status of the wolf (Canis lupus) under the Bern
Convention and the Habitats Directive.

These actions have deliberately disregarded the existing scientific evidence and raise serious
legal doubts. The European Ombudsman has initiated an enquiry into the European
Commission’s decision-making process, while the Court of Justice of the European Union has
opened a case against the European Commission for law infringement. It is the first time in
the history of the European Union that nature conservation law is being rolled back and this is
going to happen during the Polish Presidency of the Council of the European Union.

Under the mandate and on behalf of the State Council for Nature Protection, carrying
out the functions resulting from Article 96, paragraph 3, point 5 of the Law on Nature
Protection, the Commission for the Protection of Species recommends to the Polish
Government to withhold the procedure of the European Commission’s proposal to
amend Annexes IV and V of the Habitats Directive, until the outcome of the ongoing
proceedings investigating the legality of the actions taken so far will be available, as well
as the reports on the conservation status of wolves prepared by member states every six
years under Article 17 of the directive are completed- in July 2025.

JUSTIFICATION

The nature directives of the European Union (EU) have contributed to the recovery of
European biodiversity, including large carnivore populations, which were decimated after
centuries of persecution. This joint conservation success will be jeopardized by the European
Commission’s proposal of 7th March 2025 to amend the EU Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC)
and to move the wolf from Annex IV to Annex V of the Directive?. This follows the EU
initiative and further decision of the Standing Committee of the Bern Convention from 6th
December 2024 to move the species from Annex Il to Annex Il of the Convention®. These
measures lower the protection status of the wolf, allowing the regular hunting of the species.
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The European Commission has recently started a dangerous shift from the established
science-based decisions?, to decisions based on the interests of political parties, particularly of
the European People’s Party. In September 2023, the Commission claimed that wolves “have
become a real danger for livestock and potentially also for humans” and requested that anyone
with any type of related data submit it as part of a review of the wolf’s conservation status®. This
“targeted data collection” raised concerns about the lack of scientific basis, inadequate public
consultation, and potential impartiality issues in the Commission's approach. It was followed
by an inquiry, opened on 28th October 2024 and still ongoing, by the European Ombudsman
(Case 1758/2024/FA)® into the Commission's procedure regarding the proposal to downgrade
the wolf’s protection status.

On 6th December 2024, the Court of Justice of the European Union challenged the wolf
downlisting decision and opened a case (Case T-634/24)" against the European Commission and
the Council of Europe. The first plea argues that the Council violated EU law (Treaty on the
Functioning of the European Union, Treaty on European Union) and fundamental rights
provisions by approving the downgrading of the wolf protection without properly considering
scientific evidence. It disregarded key reports® indicating that wolf populations remain at risk,
and that for half of the European wolf subpopulations, the criterion of ‘effective population
size’®, included in the Global Biodiversity Framework, adopted by the parties to the
Convention on Biological Diversity at the United Nations Conference in December 20221, is
not yet met. Furthermore, the Council’s decision to propose at the Bern Convention the
downlisting of the wolf was based on the same scientific data which, in 2022 led the European
Union to vote against the Swiss downlisting proposal, raising concerns about transparency
and objectivity. The EU Council Decision 2022/2489*! of 25th November 2022 states “Based
on current data, lowering the protection status of all wolf populations is not justified from a
scientific and conservation point of view”. The second plea alleges infringement of the
proportionality and precautionary principles, misused of authority, and failure to base the
decision on the best available science. The Council’s decision also contradicts
Recommendation No. 56 (1997) of the Bern Convention's Standing Committee, which
provides that amendments to Appendices | and Il of the Convention must be made in a
coherent manner, based on the best available science.

The European Commission proposed on 7th March 2025 to align the protection status of the
wolf in EU legislation with the Bern Convention. As a result, the protection status of the wolf
across the whole of Europe will be changed from “strictly protected” (Annex IV) to
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“protected” (Annex V)!. This means that the Art. 12 of the Habitats Directive, prohibiting the
deliberate capture, killing, disturbance and deterioration or destruction of breeding and resting
sites, will cease to apply for wolves. One of the main arguments of the European Commission
to support this change is that wolves pose a real danger to livestock (and potentially also to
humans). However, the current protection status of the wolf, listed on the Bern Convention
Appendix 1l and Habitats Directive Annex IV (with the exception of the Bulgarian, Latvian,
Lithuanian, Estonian, Polish and Slovak populations and parts of the Spanish, Greek and
Finnish populations, which are included in Annex V of that directive) already allows, under
derogation, for the killing of wolves when necessary to prevent serious livestock damage or
human safety risks!. Moreover, the overall impact of wolves on livestock in the EU is very
small-considering that there are about 60 million sheep in the EU, only 0.065% of them are
annually lost due to wolf predation®**. Incidents of wolf aggression towards humans, on the
other hand, are extremely rare in Europe and are the result of irresponsible human behaviour,
such as deliberate feeding and taming of these animals®®. In spite that the wolf has expanded
its range in Europe, with an estimate of 23,000 individuals in 2023, about half of the 39
conservation status assessments for the last reporting period (2013-2018) were
unfavourable'®. According to the 2018 assessments by the International Union for
Conservation of Nature (IUCN), three wolf populations were ‘“Near Threatened” (Iberian,
Italian peninsula, and Karelian populations), and the other three were classified as
“Vulnerable” (the Western-Central Alps, the Scandinavian, and the Central Europe
populations)?’.

Poland has an important responsibility as it currently holds the presidency of the Council of
Europe. For over three decades, the EU’s flagship Habitats Directive has protected hundreds of
European species and habitats. Wolves are essential components of European ecosystems. They
play a fundamental role in disease dynamics of prey populations, regulation of herbivore
densities, seed dispersal processes, configuration of the landscape and vegetation structure and
composition or securing food for a wide range of species under climate change!®1°20.21.22 They
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also contribute to mitigating damage to silviculture and agriculture caused by herbivores, and
reduce wildlife-vehicle collisions, indirectly saving human lives?3,

The decision to downgrade wolf protection is of questionable legality?® and should be
approached with caution. Before taking any further steps, we recommend waiting for the
ruling of the Court of Justice of the European Union. Allowing this legally questionable
decision-making process by EU institutions to proceed is a risky precedent, which will allow
the Habitats Directive to be easily amended, weakening foundational nature protection law,
violating international commitments, like the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity
Framework,? and undermining the goals of the European Biodiversity Strategy 2030.

We, therefore, express our strongly negative opinion regarding the European Commission's
current efforts to downgrade the protection status of the wolf in the Habitats Directive. They
raise serious legal concerns, lack scientific support, and set a dangerous precedent. We urge
the Government not to support these actions and to take initiatives to:

- depoliticize wolf conservation and management in Europe;

- combat disinformation regarding wolves, their role in ecosystems, and their impact on
human activities;

- base decisions on up-to-date scientific knowledge and comply with the legal frameworks
developed over the last four decades of cooperation between EU Member States.

Dr Sabina Pieruzek-Nowak, associate professor
President, Species Conservation Committee -
The State Council for Nature Conservation
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