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The Wadden Sea World Heritage is the largest unbroken system
of intertidal sand and mudflats in the world, spanning Danish,
Dutch and German coastal waters. It has been shaped by natu-
ral forces such as tidal patterns and currents since it originated
about 7,500 years ago. Intensifying human activities in the 20™
century have become the most important factor impacting this
ecosystem. The Wadden Sea has seen a reduction of large pred-
ators such as groundfish, grey seals and harbor porpoises, and
biodiversity overall, as 144 species amounting to one-fifth of
total macrobiota have been made extinct or severely reduced.
It has also seen the degradation of complex three-dimensional
habitats such as mussel beds and oyster banks, seagrass mead-
ows and reefs of the sand coral Sabellaria spinulosa.’

Recent conservation efforts have reversed some of the negative
trends, but the pressure from human activities remains too high
and is even increasing despite the Wadden Sea's protected sta-
tus. After the World War |, crab fishing with motorised vessels
and bottom trawls established itself as the dominant technique
to catch the North Sea Brown Shrimp (Crangon crangon). This
fishery is damaging the sensitive seabed, causing high levels of
bycatch.

Recently, there has also been a rise in energy infrastructure de-
velopments and exploitation of gas, oil and sand. The effects of
these activities are compounded by pollution, eutrophication,
invasive species and climate change. The Wadden Sea World
Heritage is far from being a pristine ecosystem, and manage-
ment measures are urgently needed to conserve this special
site. The German NGO Deutsche Umwelthilfe is taking action
against bottom trawling and the exploitation of fossil fuels in
the German Wadden Sea National Parks of Lower Saxony and
Schleswig-Holstein, which are also EU Natura 2000 sites.

Bottom trawling inside the world heritage
property

Failure to fulfil the legal obligation of protection

Germany is currently failing to effectively implement the EU
Habitats Directive, the EU Nature Restoration Law, the EU Biodi-
versity Strategy and the Kunming-Montreal Agreement, which
requires it to protect and restore the Wadden Sea. The system-
atic breach of Article 6 of the Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC) by

German authorities is especially blatant. It holds that Member
States need to take the required appropriate measures to main-
tain or restore habitats to a favourable conservation state (1),
prevent a risk of habitat deterioration (2), and/or assess the risk
posed by plans or projects on the integrity of the sites (3).

In April 2025, Deutsche Umwelthilfe, alongside the Environ-
mental Justice Foundation (EJF), the Blue Marine Foundation,
ClientEarth, and Défense des Milieux Aquatiques (DMA), filed a
formal complaint to the European Commission regarding bot-
tom trawling in marine protected areas in Germany, France and
Italy.? Accoridng to Global Fishing Watch, even the protected
habitat types of reefs, large shallow inlets and bays, and sand-
banks were regularly fished with bottom trawls from 2020-
2024. As of May 2026, the complaint is pending, and this de-
structive practice continues in the Wadden Sea National Park.

Significant damage caused to sensitive habi-
tats and species in Wadden Sea

Bottom trawling functions by dragging nets across the seabed
to catch ground-dwelling brown shrimp. A recent systematic
review of the impacts in the Wadden Sea showed demonstra-
ble ecological effects on benthic ecosystems, through physical
seafloor disturbance and mortality of benthic organisms. The
impacts affect the entire food web due to high bycatch rates,
especially for juvenile fish.? This resulted in a loss of biodiversity
and a shift in species composition due to the decline of large,
long-lived species and an increase in small, opportunistic spe-
cies. In addition, important biogeochemical processes were al-
tered, resulting in a reduction of the sediment’s carbon storage
capacity. The most recent assessment for the EU Marine Strat-
egy Framework Directive identified widespread bottom trawl-
ing as one of the key drivers of the unfavorable condition of
German habitats and as having the “greatest impact on benthic
habitats” in the North Sea.*

Evaluating the impact of bottom trawling activities is compli-
cated by the “shifting baseline” phenomenon: Studies often
take recent benthic communities as a baseline due to data
availability, thus failing to capture significant and long-lasting
changes that took place over the last century. The effects de-
pend on the specific local context due to the dynamic nature



Fig. 1: Bottom trawling for brown shrimp in the Wadden Sea clearly physically disturbs the seafloor, leading to several
ecological effects on benthic ecosystems.

of the ecosystems and impacts from tides and currents. Regard-
less of the methodological challenges, it is clear that bottom
trawling has had significant negative impacts on the Wadden
Sea. This is also a problem for the fishery itself. More than a
century of crab fishing in the Wadden Sea is having a negative
effect on the recruitment of Cragnon cragnon, threatening the
long-term stability of the population.® This underlines the ur-
gent need for management measures of the crab fishery in the
German Wadden Sea.

Lack of political will and action despite sci-
entific and legal urgency

The problem of bottom trawling in marine protected areas in
the Wadden Sea is neither new nor unknown, but until now no
sufficient action has been taken. In Germany, a lack of political
will, pressure from the fishing sector, and institutional fragmen-
tation between the federal and the state level have locked in
a state of ongoing breach of law and ecological degradation.
This has been compounded by a lack of understanding for the
severity of the degradation of the Wadden Sea, which is even
at risk of losing its World Heritage status.

In 2024-2025 a confidential negotiation process concerning
fisheries management and possible area closures in the Wad-
den Sea National Park took place in the state of Schleswig-Hol-
stein, but ended without an agreement. A similar process has
been initiated in the state of Lower Saxony in April 2025, but
has not yet delivered any result. These intransparent processes
are taking place behind closed doors, have no binding time-
lines, and are characterized by the unbalanced influence of in-
dustry stakeholders. Regardless of the scientific and legal ur-
gency, it seems currently unlikely that political processes will
deliver the necessary protection from bottom trawling for the
Wadden Sea in Germany.
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Fossil fuel expansion in-
side the World Heritage
Property

Fossil Project “Mittelplate” (DE)
Harbour Energy currently operates
the Mittelplate oil platform in a spe-
cial fossil enclave in southern Schle-
swig-Holstein under a permit that
runs until 2041. On top of the dan-
ger that the almost 40-year-old plat-
form and the severe risks an oil spill
would pose to the Wadden Sea, it
has now become public that the
operation of the platform has been
unlawful since the early 2000s. In
March 2026, a German court ruled
that the operation was unlawful due
to the absence of a mandatory as-
sessment according to the EU-Flo-
ra-Fauna-Habitat-Directive. Harbour Energy has appealed the
decision; the verdict in second instance has suspended imme-
diate enforcement of the platform'’s closure. A decision on the
legality of operating the platform is still pending in the main
proceedings. In light of this revelation, we ask Germany to pres-
ent a binding plan for an immediate phase-out of fossil fuel ex-
traction in the Wadden Sea.

M. Stock/wattenmeerbilder.de

Fossil Project “GEMS” (NL-DE)

ONE-Dyas" GEMS/NO5-A project about 20 km off Borkum is set
to be expanded into a cross-border gas project targeting sev-
eral Dutch and German fields, using multiple platforms® and
threatening the Wadden Sea’s Outstanding Universal Value.’
While the Dutch permit was struck down by the District Court
of The Hague in April 2024 and remains legally disputed, the
German mining authority approved the project on 13 August
2024 and has since issued further operational approvals. The
risks are substantial: damage to sensitive reef habitats, under-
water noise exceeding German noise limits endangering pass-
ing porpoises seeking refuge in the WHS, the discharge of
lead- and mercury-contaminated water, and seabed subsid-
ence caused by extraction. The platform’s accident probability
of 0.25 is exceptionally high and remains unaddressed by any
authority of Germany or the Netherlands.®

LNG-Terminals (DE, NL)

Three sites Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) terminals are in oper-
ation or under construction in the Wadden Sea or its estuar-
ies: Eemshaven, Wilhelmshaven (two Floating Storage and Re-
gasification Units [FSRUs] and one planned onshore terminal)
and Brunsbuttel (one FSRU and one planned onshore terminal).
These result in increased pollution from oils, NO,, SO,, partic-
ulate matter, and methane, damage to fish stocks and disrup-
tion from increased shipping and construction. The FSRU in Wil-
helmshaven uses chlorine to clean its seawater pipes, which
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is particularly damaging. Seawater is
also used in regasification and then
returned to the sea at a warmer tem-
perature. This affects lower trophic
species’ composition and fish be-
haviour. The extraction of seawa-
ter entrains fish and other organ-
isms into the hull of the vessel, kill-
ing them. Not only has the Wadden
Sea ecosystem been damaged by
the construction of the current FS-
RUs (deepening of harbour facilities,
construction of jetties, prolonged
noise-intensive pile driving, mainte-
nance dredging and laying of pipe-
lines), but their operation and the
planned onshore infrastructure will
cause additional damage.’

Conclusion

The cumulative pressure on the Wadden Sea property, including
from fossil fuel exploitation and bottom trawling, is too high
and a risk for its World Heritage Status. We call upon the World
Heritage Committee to recommend at its 48" session to recon-
firm its earlier decisions and in particular to:

® Request Germany to carry out the missing environmental im-
pact assessments for North Sea shrimp fisheries in its Wad-
den Sea protected areas, as stipulated by the EU Habitats Di-
rective Article 6(3);

e Call on Germany to establish designated no-take zones, in
accordance with international conservation standards, espe-
cially the IUCN rule that 75% of a protected area should be
managed for its primary conservation objective;

Urge the State Parties to implement Decision 45 COM 7B.23
and 46 COM 7B.51, notably to stop extractive activities such
as oil, gas and salt in the vicinity or underneath of the prop-
erty in particular the GEMS, Ternaard, Mittelplate and Bal-
lastplaat projects;

Request the State Parties to reject any future proposals

for extractive activities inside or in close proximity to the
property;

Request the Netherlands and Germany to carry out the miss-
ing assessment of the GEMS project on the OUV;

Request Germany to oblige Harbour Energy to put in place
financial safeguards to ensure that the Mittelplate’s oil plat-
form is dismantled without damage to the property, and to
commit to full transparency in this process, including the
publication of the agreement between the regional govern-
ment and the operator;
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Fig. 2: In Wilhelmshaven, the floating LNG terminal Hoegh Esperanza operates with negative impacts on the Wadden
Sea including chlorine and wastewater discharge.

Photo: Julia Dade / DUH

e Urge the State Party of Germany to immediately stop the
LNG projects in Wilhelmshaven and Brunsbuttel, and to stop
the use of biocides at the Wilhelmshaven terminal;

e Call on Germany to nominate the enclaves originally fore-
seen for fossil fuel drilling or extraction for inclusion in the
property as soon as possible.
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