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27th Session of the EFC Working Party on the Management of Mountain Watersheds 
7th to 10th April 2010, Štrbské Pleso/Slovak Republic 

 

AUSTRIAN NATIONAL REPORT 
 

1. Integrated forest and water management of mountain watersheds in Austria – 
basics and facts 

 
As one of the most richly forested areas in central Europe – after all 47% of its land area is 
wooded – Austria places a special value on this natural resource. Many species and habitats 
depend, either directly or indirectly, on the sustainable management of the country’s forests. 
Thanks to a programme of near-natural sustainable forest management, which Austria has 
backed with its forestry act, all functional and ecological needs of forest ecosystems are 
taken into account, and the conservation of Austria’s forests is assured.  
 
Indeed, forests are also indispensable for the protection of living areas in Austria and their 
protective function is of enormous, ever increasing economic significance. About 67% of the 
total Austrian territory area is part of a torrent and/or avalanche catchment (about 12.000 
torrent catchments and nearly 5.000 snow avalanche paths). Thousand of settlement areas 
and infrastructure facilities in Austria are protected against natural hazards (like debris flows, 
sediment disasters, snow avalanches, erosion and landslide events, rockfalls etc.) by forests 
what causes major strategic planning on a national and regional level in order to manage 
these forests effectively and to maintain their protective functionality. For many centuries, the 
Alpine region has been settled and managed in harmony with the elements, and using the 
protective function of forests is one of these traditional mitigation measures. Integral water 
and forest management is therefore an essential part of an overall strategy to guarantee the 
high standard of quality of life in Austria. 
 
The most important problem related to the management of mountainous watersheds from a 
forest and water management point of view is – beside the notable impacts of Climate 
Change especially in the Alpine range - ageing protection forests and lacking regeneration. 
According to the results of the Austrian Forest Inventory (ÖWI 2000/2002), there is a very 
high need for regeneration in the productive protection forests: Regeneration is necessary in 
2/3 of the area, but there is no regeneration present in 70% of the area. In the non-productive 
protection forest, on the other hand, only one quarter of the area requires regeneration. 
However, in 80% of the cases there is no regeneration present. Only 59% of the protection 
forests are classified as “stable”, 33% as “stable to susceptible” and 8.3% as “critically 
susceptible to unstable” with a steady tendency. The inhibiting factors that obstruct an 
adequate regeneration include, for example, too dense ground vegetation, erosion, browsing 
or forest pasturing. 
 
The following present policy / key drivers are shaping the landscape for policy development 
and implementation with regard to water and forest management in Austria: 
 

• Development of a national Climate Change Adaptation Strategy 
• Implementation of the EU Floods Directive (2007/60/EC) 
• Implementation of the EU Water Framework Directive (2000/60/EC) 
• Implementation of the Alpine Convention Mountain Forest Protocol 
• EU - Green paper on Forest Protection and Information in the EU: Preparing forests 

for climate change 
• Duties in the frame of FOREST EUROPE (previously known as MCPFE) 
• Implementation of the UNFF8 outcomes 
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• Activities related to UNESCO - International Year of Biodiversity 
• Shortage / limitations of financial resources 

 
2. Legal and organisational framework related to forest and water management 
The Forestry Act provides the legal framework for the management of all Austrian forests. To 
ensure sustainability, it provides for numerous management restrictions and stipulations, 
such as the requirement for certain measures to be authorised by the forest authority. Even 
more stringent regulations apply to the protection forest. Under the Forestry Act, forest 
enterprises are not required to draw up management plans. In practice, however, 
management plans, so-called operates, are used as a basis for management measures by 
all larger forest enterprises. These operations are usually updated or revised every 10 years 
in the course of a forest establishment. 
 
Forest land use planning as set out in the Forestry Act provides for three planning 
instruments for the presentation and forecasting of forest conditions: 
 

• Forest Development Plan 
• Hazard Zone Maps, and 
• Forestry Plan.  

 
Whilst the former only have an indirect influence at the forest enterprise level, the Forestry 
Plan offers forest owners a possibility to present and plan certain technical fields within their 
own sphere of interest. To check sustainability at the regional and federal level, a number of 
monitoring instruments are available. The most comprehensive instrument is the Austrian 
Forest Inventory, but other surveys such as the annual timber harvest report or the test 
operation grid, which provides information about the earnings situation in forestry, also 
provide an important decision-making basis for forest policy in order to ensure sustainable 
management of the Austrian forest. 
 
With regard to “protection forests” which play a vital role especially in mountainous regions, 
the Austrian Forestry Act place these forests under special protection, and the owners of 
protection forests must “manage them in such a manner under the local conditions that their 
preservation as a stable vegetation with a strong inner structure and timely regeneration is 
guaranteed”. Since the 2002 amendment, the Act makes a distinction between “site 
protection forests” and “object protection forests”. The category “site protection forests” 
includes forests whose site is threatened by the erosive forces of wind, water and gravity, 
and which require special treatment to protect the soil and growth, as well as to ensure 
reforestation. On the contrary, the category “object protection forests” newly introduced with 
the Forestry Act Amendment in 2002 includes forests that protect humans, human 
settlements, facilities or cultivated land in particular against natural hazards or damaging 
environmental impacts, and which require special treatment in order to achieve and 
safeguard their protective function or their welfare function 
 
The Austrian Water Act regulates when the use of water (including spring water and 
groundwater) requires an authorisation. Authorisations can only be granted subject to the 
preservation of sustainable water use and third-party rights. The Water Act does not specify 
who may utilise the water, although the utilisation of groundwater and spring water by third 
parties always requires the permission of the land/forest owner. The provision of a public 
water supply as an essential service is seen primarily as a communal responsibility in 
Austria. The utilisation of (drinking) water as a commodity is a very sensitive socio-political 
issue in Austria; further steps towards marketing the water will therefore require a careful 
approach and must comply with the parameters of ecological sustainability. It is of high 
relevance to illustrate the connection between forest management and the supply with high-
quality water and to increase people’s awareness of the value of water as an economic 
asset. At present, only a small part of Austria’s water resources is exploited, and there is a 
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vast potential for development. However, until now the forest owners have hardly succeeded 
in earning significant revenues from the exploitation of water. 
 
3. The Austrian Forest Engineering Service for Torrent and Avalanche Control (WLV) 

– contributing to integral water and forest management 
 
Mitigating natural hazards in Austria and more over in the Alps has a long tradition (e.g. the 
Austrian Forest-Engineering Service for Torrent and Avalanche Control celebrated its 125th 
anniversary in 2009), which build the basis of services of public interest in these regions. 
Emanating from conventional mitigation concepts (like the system of forest-technical torrent 
and avalanche control) – which aimed at decreasing both, the intensity and the frequency of 
events by implementing permanent measures in the upper parts of the catchments to retain 
solids from erosion and in the release areas of avalanches (and supplemented by silvi-
cultural efforts to afforest high altitudes) – a more sophisticated approach has been 
implemented since the 1970s aiming at the deflection of natural hazard processes into areas 
not used for settlements. A fundamental change in the mitigation strategy applied in Austria 
has been recognised in the last few years, depending on the evidence that conventional 
technical measures against natural hazards are not only very cost-intensive in construction 
and maintenance, and that the feasibility of technical structures is restricted due to a 
scarceness of financial resources provided by responsible authorities. Moreover, and 
considering a increasing number of catastrophic events that were not prevented by any 
incentives and efforts to improve the protection strategy system, it has to become clear that 
conventional technical measures do neither guarantee reliability nor complete safety and a 
residual risk of damage to buildings, infrastructure and harm to people still remains. To cover 
these challenges an integral risk management strategy is subject to be implemented in 
Austria, with the overall focus on building natural hazard-related resilient communities. With 
this approach, Austria is following international ambitions to move away from “natural hazard 
defence” towards “risk management of natural perils”, with a focus on managing the 
consequences of these hazards and risks. 
 
Considering these challenges and implementing protection and mitigation concepts 
especially in mountainous areas is a core task of the Austrian Forest Engineering Service for 
Torrent and Avalanche Control (WLV). As a matter of principle, WLV pursues the concept of 
a meaningful combination of protective forest biology, engineering and land-use planning 
measures within the scope of comprehensive natural hazard management. The tasks include 
the planning, implementation and maintenance of active protection measures, hazard zone 
planning, consulting and expert activities, as well as support for the catchment areas. 
Thereby, public funds from the Disaster Fund are available within the meaning of preventive 
protection. In the course of time, the protection measures in the catchment areas of torrents 
and avalanches have developed into integral management concepts that permanently 
include technical and forest biology measures, and most recently also temporary measures. 
The protection concepts not only comprise active measures, they are also aimed at 
controlling other spatial utilisations within the catchment area (catchment area management). 
With implementation of the EU Water Framework Directive as well as the EU Floods 
Directive, the perspective has to be raised to the level of larger hydrological units (river basin 
management). 
 
WLV also develops surface management projects for the rehabilitation and safeguarding of 
mountain forests with a protection function together with the provincial forest inspection 
services and the provincial Chambers of Agriculture in consultation with expert engineering 
consultants and engineering offices. The measures are implemented mainly by the forest 
owners, many of whom belong to the mountain farming population. In 2006 measures were 
implemented in a total of 192 surface management projects with a total of EUR 15.3 million 
in funds. 
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4. “Protection through Forests Initiative” – example of a successful forest and natural 
hazard management instrument 

 
The “Protection through Forests Initiative” (Initiative Schutz durch Wald – ISDW) that was 
called to life nationwide in 2007 serves to safeguard and improve the protection function of 
forests. This protection against natural hazards is achieved predominantly with predefined 
silvicultural measures that can be supplemented by accompanying technical measures 
where and to the extent necessary. It was developed in close cooperation between BMLFUW 
and experts from the provincial and district forest inspection services, the Forest Engineering 
Service in Torrent and Avalanche Control (WLV), and with scientific support from the Federal 
Research and Training Centre for Forest, Natural Hazards and Landscape (BFW). Within the 
scope of the national rural development programme (EU Regulation), implementation of the 
programme will be supported with about EUR 5.7 million per year. This initiative is in 
continuation of the Austrian Protection Forest Strategy and implementation of the Alpine 
Convention Mountain Forest Protocol. 
 
In order to reach the set targets, the “Protection through Forests Initiative” is following a 
uniformly defined development and approval procedure that guarantees the necessary 
planning security and a transparent deployment of funds at all levels from framework and 
detailed planning through implementation of measures on the individual forest site to the final 
evaluation. Framework planning at the regional level is implemented in the so-called “district 
framework plan”, which is developed jointly by the responsible forest authority and the Forest 
Engineering Service in Torrent and Avalanche Control. Once these framework plans have 
been approved by BMLFUW, the detailed projects are drafted and approved by the 
provinces. Building upon the individual district framework plans, the concrete proposals for 
action for the relevant forest surface/project area are then proposed by the project applicants 
in close coordination with the land owners and an implementation plan (taking in particular 
the costs to be calculated and the timeframe into account) is defined (= detailed projection). 
The planned implementation follows the project manual and is evaluated concomitantly. In 
order to ensure rapid approval and project progress as well as the most up-to-date 
information about the status of planning for all the authorities, forest owners and planners 
involved, a special user-friendly database with the appropriate background information has 
been established for the initiative. The provision of central background information for the 
interested public is forthcoming. The database links existing data from forest land-use 
planning with data from the federal surveying office. It is updated regularly, and in addition to 
the relevant planning and approval status it also includes an abundance of additional 
technical information. 
 
More information available at http://www.isdw.at.  
 
 
5. International co-operation and research activities related to integrated forest and 

water management in mountainous watersheds 
 
Since mountain forests and watersheds are faced with similar problems and framework 
conditions worldwide, Austria is also committed to the development of joint strategies for a 
sustainable improvement of the condition of mountain and protection forests, as well as their 
protective function against natural disasters, at the international level. In addition to the 
protection forest efforts within the scope of FOREST EUROPE (previously known as 
MCPFE), the European Union or the Alpine Convention, Austria is/have been also 
participating in international research projects and information exchange activities. As 
examples may serve  
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• European Territorial Cooperation 2007-2013, Alpine Space programme, MANFRED - 
Management strategies to adapt Alpine Space forests to climate change risks 

• European Territorial Cooperation 2007-2013, Alpine Space programme, Alp-Water-
Scarce - Water Management Strategies against Water Scarcity in the Alps, 
http://www.alpwaterscarce.eu/ 

• INTERREG action Bavaria – Austria, SicALP (Site protection in limestone alps by 
means of forest regeneration measures) 

• INTERREG-IIIC project “Network Mountain Forest”, finalised in the end of 2009, 
http://www.network-mountain-forest.org/ 

• INTERREG-IIIB Alpine Space project “:nab – Natural Potential of Alpine Regions”, 
finalised in 2006, http://www.nab-project.org  

• COST Action FP0601: Forest Management and the Water Cycle (FORMAN), 
http://www.forestandwater.eu/  

• COST Action FP0603: Forest Models for Research and Decision Support in 
Sustainable Forest Management 

 
6. Recommendations related to forestry measures in water management and policy 

development perspectives 
 
o In combination with technical defense works and preventive land-use/settlement 

regulations mountain forests can play a sustainable role for the protection from natural 
hazards, if they are managed consequently and constantly. 

o Forests are not the best protection against mountain hazards, as often can be heard or 
read, because they have distinct functional limits, but there is no doubt, that forests are 
the best vegetation cover regarding runoff and soil-erosion reduction, landslide and 
avalanche prevention and as rockfall barrier. 

o Especially in large catchments we have to accept the fact, that the triggering and 
damaging effects of flood and sediment disasters are dominated above all by the total 
amount and duration of precipitation and that the vegetation cover has very little to no 
influence on the resulting runoff. 

o On the other hand, the smaller the catchment, the more effective is the positive runoff-
reducing forest influence, because small catchments up to approx. 10 km² react in a 
disastrous way not on long-lasting, soil-saturating rainfall, but on short thunderstorm 
events. 

o It is important to always keep in mind, that all components of modern hazard and risk 
management strategies have distinct limits. As a first step on the way to a better risk 
culture, we must try to embody in public opinion that absolute safety from natural hazards 
cannot be reached and will principally never be possible under the changing conditions of 
our dynamic world. 

o Austria, and especially WLV, pursues the concept of a meaningful combination of 
protective forest biology, engineering and land-use planning measures – Forest - 
Technical –System. 

o To achieve the goal of stable mountain forests with hazard-orientated structures long-
term thinking and learning from nature is absolutely necessary. 

o Social aspects in water management will become more and more important 
o Transnational cooperation on the topic should be further intensified to exchange 

experiences, knowledge and methods between administration, technical authorities, and 
scientists. A continuous and long-term transnational and interdisciplinary cooperation for 
the development of common tools for water and forest management, risk prevention and 
management is indispensable. This cooperation should also interlink the experiences and 
results elaborated in different projects to be efficient and effective.  

o Capacity building, awareness raising, interdisciplinary communication and cooperation 
were identified as key factors of integral water and forest management. Therefore 
transnational campaigns on capacity building and communication should be implemented 
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to support further actions on local, regional, national and transnational level. Policy-
makers, administration, researchers, associations, enterprises as well as the public 
should be actively involved in those campaigns.  

o The cooperation between science and practice should be improved. Interfaces between 
spatial planners, technicians, industry, the leading economic branches and service 
providers, the police, fire brigades, civil protection, politics, the army and other 
stakeholders should be institutionalised.  

o An interdisciplinary, integrated approach of natural hazard and risk management and 
elaborated master plans (e.g. including local emergency trainings) should be 
continuously adjusted during and after extreme events. This approach represents the 
basis for a sophisticated early warning system. Although this kind of prevention requires 
adequate financial means and does not show immediate results, it is in the long run the 
cheapest and most sustainable way to save lives and goods. 

o There is still the demand for monitoring concepts for especially small mountain 
watersheds (test basins), in order to derive appropriate mitigation and management 
strategies 

o Development of an Alpine Protection Forest Strategy with attention of climate change and 
the resulting impact on mountain forests 

o Adaptation of European Funding Principles and Strategies (LEADER, ELER etc.) in 
consideration of the economical future of alpine agriculture: Subsidies should focus on 
ecologic function of rural work rather than on specific agricultural products. 

o Cross-linkage of basic functions of living in sensitive ecosystems (alpine valleys, 
highlands, mountain areas, sub arctic region) taking into account hazards and risks 

o Fulfilment of goals due to the Kyoto-treaty: Counter-measures for the reasons of Climate 
Change in front of adaptation strategies. 

o Flood Risk Management focused on the whole river basin following the principles of 
“more room for the rivers” and “balancing the risk” 


