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1. Introduction 
This report, developed by Estonian, Latvian & Lithuanian Environment (ELLE) with support from 
Trinomics and Baltic Environmental Forum (BEF) presents Deliverable 4 (DLV 4) of a technical support 
contract with the European Commission (DG REFORM) titled ‘Framework for Assessment of 
Effectiveness of Biodiversity Conservation Measures in Estonia’.  The beneficiary of the work is the 
Estonian Ministry of the Climate, represented by the Estonian Environmental Board (EE: 
Keskkonnaamet, hereafter EEB) responsible for the conservation of wildlife and nature protection. 

The report represents the results of pilot assessments using site-specific evaluation methodology 
proposed/developed in previous report (DLV 3 - national methodology to assess the effectiveness of 
biodiversity conservation measures in Estonia). 

The aim of pilot assessment is to test the methodology on different natural protected areas to assess 
its applicability and effectiveness and to improve it. In doing so, DLV 4 contributes to ‘outcome 1’ 
pursued by the contract namely developing an endorsed methodology to assess the effectiveness of 
conservation measures in Estonia. 

The pilot assessment was conducted at site level on different types of protected areas1. The 
methodology was tested in 2 national parks, 5 nature conservation areas, 5 landscape conservation 
areas, 25 species protection sites (initially 5) and 3 limited-conservation areas.  

EEB, as the future user of the methodology, has been very closely involved in the pilot assessment. 

The assessment report includes both results of pilot assessments and key calibrations/edits required 
to the methodology. 

 
1 For the purposes of this document, “protected area” is used as a generic term referring to different types of areas 
(including limited-conservation areas). 



 

6 
 

2. Methodology and data sources 
The evaluation was conducted using the main practical component of the methodology developed 
within the DLV 3 framework: questionnaires designed to assess the effectiveness of conservation 
measures in protected area management (PA-level final evaluation (Tier 3)). Two distinct evaluation 
questionnaires were developed in Excel during DLV 3:  

• a long questionnaire tailored for protected areas (excluding species protection sites); 

• a short questionnaire specifically designed for species protection sites. 

The pilot assessment was implemented through the following stages: 

1. Initial Testing of Evaluation Methodology by the Project Team 

The DLV 4 team conducted an initial assessment of the evaluation methodology's suitability. Before 
distributing the questionnaires to the EEB, a trial run was executed. This involved the testing of the 
long questionnaire in one landscape conservation area (Nõmme-Mustamäe MKA) and the short 
questionnaire in one species protection site (Jõhvi hariliku kobarpea PEP). The testing involved the 
project team utilising data available for the respective conservation area/ species protection site, to 
ensure that the formulation of the Excel questionnaire was correct, clear, and could be completed by 
an external expert without significant issues.    

Particularly for the initial questionnaire, the following data sources were utilized: 

• management plans and species action plans (including information on threats); 

• EELIS (providing information on conservation values, and measures); 

• KESE (including data on monitoring activities and monitoring results); 

• public internet sources (accessing studies, information on conflicts). 

Following the initial testing, the evaluation questionnaire underwent adjustments and additions. 
Subsequently, the revised questionnaires were submitted to the EEB for feedback. Based on the input 
received from the EEB, additional refinements and improvements were incorporated into the 
questionnaire. 

2. Pilot Testing Questionnaires Preparation 

In preparation for the pilot assessment, the questionnaires underwent translation into Estonian and 
were formatted in Excel. Compared to the original methodology questionnaire in English, the pilot 
questionnaire introduced additional data fields, including extra information and an assessment of the 
relevance of each question. The Estonian versions incorporated additional response instructions 
tailored to the local context, clarifying key terms such as "conservation value" and "conservation 
objective."  

The Excel format was chosen to allow the questionnaires to function as a living document, facilitating 
the easy input of free-form explanations and suggestions for further methodological development. 
Additionally, the format enabled users to view all questions simultaneously and navigate between 
different thematic blocks during the testing phase. 

3. Validation of the Protected Areas Questionnaire with the Environmental Board 

For the validation of the protected areas questionnaire, a pilot testing workshop was conducted.  
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The workshop took place on November 22-23, 2023, at the Nigula Nature Reserve Centre and was 
facilitated by ELLE OÜ. Attending the workshop were 20 specialists from EEB, with 2 participating 
online, and 1 specialist from the Environmental Agency (EE: Keskkonnaagentuur, hereafter EEA). 

The workshop aimed to collaboratively discuss the evaluation questionnaire. Specifically, it sought to 
analyse, through practical examples, the comprehensibility and usability of the methodology in diverse 
types of protected areas with varying conservation values. Additionally, the workshop aimed to gather 
feedback on the evaluation questions and generate suggestions for further development or 
improvement of the methodology. 

Preceding the workshop, all participants had the opportunity to review the evaluation questionnaire. 
For the practical examples, both the EEB and ELLE OÜ teams independently collected data and 
answered questions for the Alam-Pedja Nature Conservation Area. This approach facilitated a 
comparison of responses for some questions, allowing for an assessment of alignment or disparity 
between the responses of the external expert and the EEB specialist. 

During the pilot assessment (for all protected sites and partially for species protection sites), data from 
the Object Inspection Database System (hereafter OKAS) and the Portal of Misdemeanor Proceedings 
(hereafter VMP) were utilized where possible and relevant. Access to inputs from the State Forest 
Management Centre (RMK) regarding the activities conducted in the pilot areas (limited to protected 
areas only) was submitted by RMK through a letter dated 30.10.2023. The information was necessary to 
comprehend the nature and extent of data collection by RMK regarding their activities carried out and 
to assess whether their dataset could contribute to answering the evaluation questions. However, due 
to the nature of the collected data, which does not facilitate establishing a direct link between planned 
activities in management plans and those implemented by RMK, this dataset was not directly utilized 
by all the specialists and for all the pilot areas. 

The workshop provided initial answers to the following questions: 

• Are the questions understandable? 

• Are the questions relevant and/or important? 

• Are the questions answerable (including the complexity/time required for answering)? 

• Are the response options clear and sufficient? 

• What relevant topics are not covered in the methodology? 

The workshop timetable, list of participants, and a memorandum (in Estonian) can be found in Annex 
I of the report. 

In light of the workshop outcomes, a conclusive evaluation questionnaire was developed as the 
foundation for executing the pilot evaluation across all pilot sites. The final evaluation form, on the basis 
of which the pilot evaluations took place, is provided in Annex II of the report (in Estonian). 

4. Validation of the Species Protection Sites Questionnaire with the Environmental Board 

The initial consultation on the Species Protection Site questionnaire took place on December 14, 2023, 
in an online format. The discussion involved a representative from ELLE OÜ and four participants from 
EEB, two of whom were members of the Species Protection Bureau. 

The primary objective was to evaluate the appropriateness of the questionnaire's questions for 
performance assessment at the species protection site and national level. Similar to the questionnaire 
for protected areas, each question was thoroughly discussed using practical examples, with 
suggestions for corrections or additions/removals made as needed. 

The discussion highlighted that the current pilot assessment lacks diversity in site selection, as it does 
not adequately represent the prevalence of single-species and single-pair sites. Consequently, a 
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proposal was made to revise the pilot sites, and these changes have been incorporated into the 
description of pilot sites in Chapter 3. Additionally, given the substantial impact of the proposed 
changes to the methodology and the ongoing feasibility evaluation of 'one-pair (a pair of birds) species 
protection sites,' a decision was made to adapt the format of the pilot study. Following the completion 
of revised questionnaires by specialists, a collaborative discussion was incorporated. 

The workshop list of participants, and a memorandum can be located in Annex I of the report.  

The final evaluation form can be found in Annex II of the report. 

5. Completion of questionnaires on pilot areas 

During testing phases 1 and 3, it became evident that the project team, including the external expert, 
could provide exhaustive answers to less than half of the questions based on the available data sources. 
Certain questions necessitated additional input from the EEA and EEB, while others required the 
expertise of a conservation planning specialist for assessment. Consequently, it was deemed 
appropriate to have specialists from EEB  complete the pilot sites questionnaire. 

The Protected Areas Questionnaire was completed in an Excel file by an EEB specialist familiar with 
the area. The collected responses were forwarded to the project team. 

The data sources utilized for the responses included: 

1. management plans 
2. protection rules, including drafts of the protection rules and memorandums of intentions 
3. Estonian Nature Information System (EELIS), including map layers 
4. Estonian Environmental Monitoring Database (KESE) 
5. biodiversity platform PlutoF 
6. biodiversity portal eElurikkus 
7. Object Inspection Database System (OKAS)2 
8. Portal of Misdemeanor Proceedings (EE: väärteomenetluse portaal)2 
9. document management system KIRKE 
10. Natura 2000 database 
11. input from KAUR 
12. input from RMK 
13. inventories 
14. project reports 
15. virtual office of the visitor infrastructure 

In addition, respondent's expert knowledge and background information, as well as consultations with 
colleagues and public information from search engines were used when answering. 

The project team reviewed all completed questionnaires and checked the responses. In a number of 
cases, respondents had expressed hesitation between two response options (for example between 
response options with score 1 and score 2) and/or the completed questionnaire included some 
questions/discussions about the chosen option. In such cases, the project team assessed the 
explanations and comments provided by the EEB specialists and, if necessary, reviewed related 
documents and databases. As a result, the project team changed few such response options based on 
the overall logic of the scoring system and comparison with responses in other completed 
questionnaires. Conclusions were drawn on which topics or specific cases may need further 
clarification. 

In the case of the Species Protection Sites Questionnaire and following the preliminary methodology 
discussion, it was decided, to conduct a joint review session upon the specialists' completion of the 
questionnaire. This approach enables a comprehensive examination of both the questionnaire's 

 
2 Data extraction from the database was made by the specialists of Strategy and Analysis Department 
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feasibility and the challenges faced during its completion. The joint discussion serves as a platform for 
addressing any necessary adjustments to the questionnaire, ensuring a dynamic and collaborative 
refinement process. The joint review was conducted on January 11 in an online format. Prior to this, an 
evaluation questionnaire (Excel) covering both species protection site level and the national level 
assessment, was sent to the specialists in the EEB participating in the pilot study, allowing them to 
gather the necessary data for questionnaire completion. 

The data sources utilized for the responses included: 

1. species action plans 
2. protection rules, including drafts of the protection rules and memorandums of intentions 
3. Estonian Nature Information System (EELIS), including map layers 
4. Estonian Environmental Monitoring Database (KESE) 
5. Forest register 
6. monitoring reports 
7. project reports 
8. Natura 2000 database 
9. document management system KIRKE 

Additionally, data from the Portal of Misdemeanor Proceedings (VMP) and the Object Inspection 
Database System (OKAS) were utilized for one species protection site (Männiku kivisisaliku ja kõre PEP). 
The aim was to determine the availability of information on species protection sites in the above-
mentioned databases. According to the specialist who filled in the questionnaire for the site in 
question, episodes of non-compliance had been identified in the database. Additionally, since species 
protection sites are generally small in terms of territory, regular surveillance activities often do not cover 
them. Furthermore, surveillance activities are typically conducted based on complaints, which are less 
common for SPS, resulting in a lack of surveillance records for these sites. As a result, there is a need 
for more detailed information on the relevance of the data in the databases in the case of SPS. 

The joint review session was structured into two distinct parts: Part I focused on the questionnaire at 
the species protection site level, while Part II was dedicated to the national-level review. During these 
sessions, experts had the opportunity to seek clarifications, provide feedback on complexity and 
relevance, and engage in in-depth discussions. Subsequently, participants were given time to revisit 
the questionnaire, incorporating refinements. Once the revisions were completed, the questionnaire 
was forwarded to external experts for further analysis. 

The project team independently filled out questionnaires for a subset of pilot sites in both cases 
attempting to do so to the best extent possible without involvement from the EEB. Specifically, a long 
questionnaire was completed for the Alam-Pedja LKA and a short questionnaire was completed for 
the Oina käpaliste PEP This parallel completion aimed to assess whether respondents with varying 
background knowledge would yield different results. 

6. Analysis of the results 

The analysis of results was conducted by the project team, involving a comprehensive synthesis of data 
from all pilot areas.  

Radar charts were generated for the “long questionnaires” (i.e questionnaires of protected areas, 
excluding species’ protection sites) to visually represent the average scores for each pilot area and for 
each thematic area.  

The scoring system ranged from 0 to 3, where 0 denoted gaps in conservation management and areas 
lacking data or knowledge, 1 indicated significant deficiencies, 2 signified a satisfactory situation with 
some shortcomings, and 3 reflected a very good situation.  
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If the question/topic is not relevant for a given site (e.g. habitats are not a conservation value of the site 
and therefore habitat-related questions do not apply), this question does not contribute to the average 
score (i.e. response option “N/A” has no score and it is excluded from the calculations). 

Thematic areas (evaluation themes) requiring further attention in each pilot area were identified 
through this process. The results were also subjected to a broader analysis, focusing on the feasibility 
of aggregating and analyzing questionnaire data at the national level. This aimed to draw conclusions 
about the main and recurring challenges across various areas. 

Chapter 4 provides an overview of the results, summarizing key findings. Additionally, each 
questionnaire was meticulously examined on a question-by-question basis, with a specific emphasis 
on refining the evaluation process. This involved assessing the clarity of questions and instructions, 
ensuring consistency in responses from different respondents, and carefully considering additional 
comments provided by respondents. 

Through this iterative process, the evaluation questionnaire underwent refinements and necessary 
supplements to enhance its effectiveness and clarity for future assessments (reviewed questionnaires 
are presented in Annex V). 
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3. Pilot areas 
The Estonian Environmental Board initially supplied a comprehensive list of protected areas for 
methodology testing, encompassing 2 national parks, 5 nature conservation areas, 5 landscape 
conservation areas, 5 species protection sites, and 3 limited conservation areas.  

However, during the pilot assessment, it became evident that the initial selection of species protection 
sites lacked representation of the prevalent single-species sites in Estonia. Consequently, adjustments 
were made to the selection, ensuring inclusion of 25 species protection sites spanning 10 different 
species (Table 3.1). This correction aimed to enhance the methodology's applicability and accuracy in 
capturing the sufficient diversity of species protection sites. 

Table 3-1. List of pilot areas 

Name Type METT 
assessment 

End of management 
cycle 

Karula rahvuspark national park 2012; 2022 2029 

Matsalu rahvuspark national park 2020 2024 

Männiku kõre ja kivisisaliku 
püsielupaik 

species’ protection site N/A 
new plan in 
preparation 

Sõõru kivisisaliku püsielupaik species’ protection site N/A 
new plan in 
preparation 

Roogendiku lendorava 
püsielupaik 

species’ protection site N/A 2027 

Oonurme lendorava püsielupaik species’ protection site N/A 2027 

Tõnussaare lendorava 
püsielupaik 

species’ protection site N/A 2027 

Smolnitsa lendorava püsielupaik species’ protection site N/A 2027 

Kiritse-1 must-toonekure 
püsielupaik 

species’ protection site N/A 
new plan in 
preparation 

Kõrbja must-toonekure 
püsielupaik 

species’ protection site N/A 
new plan in 
preparation 

Tõrise must-toonekure 
püsielupaik 

species’ protection site N/A 
new plan in 
preparation 

Mõisaküla väike-konnakotka 
püsielupaik 

species’ protection site N/A 2025 

Luutsniku metsise püsielupaik species’ protection site N/A 
new plan in 
preparation 

Suursoo metsise püsielupaik species’ protection site N/A 
new plan in 
preparation 

Kõnnumaa-Väätsa metsise 
püsielupaik 

species’ protection site N/A 
new plan in 
preparation 
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Name Type 
METT 

assessment 
End of management 

cycle 

Vähkjärve limatünniku 
püsielupaik  

species’ protection site N/A draft plan 

Valtina limatünniku püsielupaik species’ protection site N/A draft plan 

Voorepalu limatünniku 
püsielupaik 

species’ protection site N/A draft plan 

Harju-Kolga limatünniku 
püsielupaik 

species’ protection site N/A draft plan 

Meeksi limatünniku püsielupaik species’ protection site N/A draft plan 

Jaamakuusiku limatünniku 
püsielupaik 

species’ protection site N/A draft plan 

Kaagvere limatünniku 
püsielupaik 

species’ protection site N/A draft plan 

Oina käpaliste püsielupaik species’ protection site N/A 
new plan in 
preparation 

Kohtla-Nõmme käpaliste 
püsielupaik 

species’ protection site N/A 
new plan in 
preparation 

Jõetaguse käpaliste püsielupaik species’ protection site N/A 
new plan in 
preparation 

Kõnnumaa maastikukaitseala 
landscape conservation 

area 
2012; 2020 2029 

Hiiumaa laidude 
maastikukaitseala 

landscape conservation 
area 

2010; 2020 ended 

Mõdriku-Roela 
maastikukaitseala 

landscape conservation 
area 

- 2023 

Vormsi maastikukaitseala 
landscape conservation 

area 
- 2026 

Nõmme-Mustamäe 
maastikukaitseala 

landscape conservation 
area 

2010; 2020 2025 

Alam-Pedja looduskaitseala nature conservation area 2012 2025 

Piusa koobastiku 
looduskaitseala 

nature conservation area - 2021 

Laidu saare looduskaitseala nature conservation area - 2020 

Nõva looduskaitseala nature conservation area - 2027 

Nigula looduskaitseala nature conservation area 2010; 2020 2024 

Kura kurgu hoiuala limited-conservation area 2022 2026 

Käntu-Kastja hoiuala (Lääne-
County) 

limited-conservation area 2010; 2020 2027 
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Name Type 
METT 

assessment 
End of management 

cycle 

Tagajõe hoiuala limited-conservation area - 2022 

 

 
Pilot areas cover both land and sea areas and are located in different regions of Estonia (Figure 3-1). 
 

 
Figure 3-1. Location of pilot areas (except species’ protection sites) 

 

The Karula National Park is the smallest national park in Estonia, covering an area of 123 km². It was 
initially established as a landscape protection area in 1979 and later designated as a national park in 
1993. The park features a diverse protection regime, with varying degrees of restrictions on economic 
activities - it encompasses 2 nature reserves, 27 conservation zones, and 12 limited management zones. 
Karula national park is home to a rich array of biodiversity, with 49 species of birds, plants, and animals, 
as well as 13 different habitats identified as conservation objectives. In addition, the objective is to 
conserve, protect, restore, study and promote the forest and lake landscapes, landforms, natural and 
cultural heritage and balanced environmental use characteristic of Southern Estonia. A management 
plan has been developed for the period of 2020-2029. 

The Matsalu National Park, which covers an area of 488.6 km², was established as a national park in 
2004, succeeding the Matsalu nature reserve founded in 1957. The park's protection regime is diverse 
and includes 7 nature reserves, 31 conservation zones, and one limited management zone. A total of 
100 animal, plant, and bird species, as well as 29 habitats, are the focus of conservation efforts. 
Furthermore, the objective is to safeguard the biodiversity of Matsalu Bay, the wetlands, the 
surrounding meadows and forests, the island-rich Väinameri Sea, landscapes of significance, protected 
species, internationally important migratory sites, breeding grounds, nesting areas, and feeding 
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grounds. Additionally, the preservation, restoration, study, presentation, and promotion of village 
landscapes and cultural heritage unique to western Estonia, including folk culture, rural architecture, 
and settlement structures, are ensured. Matsalu national park has a management plan for period of 
2015‒2024. 

The Kõnnumaa Landscape Conservation Area covers an area of 60.55 km2 and was established in 
the year 2000. It is divided into 6 conservation zones and 4 limited management zones. The primary 
conservation objectives of this protected area are the preservation of peat bogs and their surrounding 
natural and semi-natural ecosystems, landforms, landscape, biodiversity, protected species, and 
culturally significant sites. This includes the conservation of 23 protected species of plants, animals, and 
birds, along with 16 different habitats. The site is managed according to a management plan that spans 
from 2020 to 2029. 

The Hiiumaa laidude (islets) Landscape Conservation Area is situated in the southeastern region of 
West Estonia. The landscape conservation area was initially established in 1962, and it underwent 
expansions in 1971 and 1998. This protected area encompasses a total of 26.64 km2 and is organized 
into 7 conservation zones and 1 limited management zones. The primary objective of this protected 
area is to safeguard the distinctive ecosystems and sceneries found in the Väinamere islets and the 
southeastern coastline of Hiiumaa. It also seeks to protect architectural and cultural heritage sites, 
while serving as essential locations for bird migration, nesting, and wildlife. This protection effort 
focuses on the conservation of 31 species of plants, animals, and birds, along with the preservation of 
21 distinct habitats. The management plan for this site has lapsed, as the previous one was in effect 
from 2011 to 2019. 

The Mõdriku-Roela Landscape Conservation Area encompasses an area of 16.21 km2. The protected 
area was officially established within its current boundaries in 1986. The area is divided into 5 
conservation zones and 1 limited management zone based on the degree of restriction of economic 
activities. The conservation objectives for this protected area include preserving the Mõdriku-Roela 
eskers, kames, karst, springs, spring lakes, and maintaining wildlife diversity and landscape character. 
This includes the protection of 8 plant, animal, and bird species and 9 habitats. The site currently 
operates under a valid management plan for the period 2014-2023. 

The Vormsi Landscape Conservation Area was established in 2000, initially based on the Rumpo flora 
protection area, which had been protected in 1987. Subsequently, the reserve was expanded in 2007. 
The protected area spans 2423 ha and is divided into 3 conservation zones and 6 limited management 
zones. The conservation objective of the area is to safeguard the unique and delicate natural landscape 
of the West-Estonian archipelago and preserve the endangered cultural heritage landscapes typical 
of the region. In particular, it aims to protect a total of 42 plant, animal, and bird species as well as 24 
habitats. The landscape conservation area is governed by a valid conservation management plan for 
the period 2017-2026. 

The Nõmme-Mustamäe Landscape Conservation Area, located in Tallinn, was established in 2004 
and covers an expanse of 1.9 km². Categorized as belonging to the Nõmme-Mustamäe limited 
management zone, the conservation objectives of the area encompass one plant and one bird species. 
The overarching goals include the safeguarding and introduction of the forest ecosystem, sand dunes, 
landscape, biodiversity, and protected species. Noteworthy features within the reserve include the 
Mustamäe slope and protected natural elements such as the springs in Glehni park, including the 
Rõõmuallikta spring, and the Õpiringi rocks. The area adheres to a valid conservation management 
plan for the period 2016-2025. 

The Alam-Pedja Nature Conservation Area is one of the largest protected areas in Estonia, covering 
343.96 km2. Established in 1994, the land and water area of the reserve is divided into 4 nature reserves, 
25 conservation zones, and 9 limited management zones based on the specific nature of the protection 
regime and the degree of restriction of economic activities. The conservation objective of the Alam-
Pedja Nature Conservation Area is to protect the natural diversity of ecosystems in a large area, 
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ensuring the natural development of forest and bog communities and the maintenance of grassland 
communities. The aim is also to conserve habitats for protected species in as large a part of the 
protected area as possible. Specifically, a total of 48 plant, animal, and bird species, as well as 16 habitat 
types, are targeted for protection. The last management plan was approved in 2015. 

The Piusa Koobastiku Nature Conservation Area, established in 1981 and extended in 1992, operates 
under the protection rules approved in 2009. The protected area is covering 0.47 km2 and based on 
the specific nature of the protection regime and the degree of restriction of economic activities, falls 
within the Piusa koobastiku conservation zone. The primary conservation objective of the Piusa 
Koobastiku Nature Conservation Area is to safeguard the Piusa caves and the wintering colony of bats. 
Additionally, the area protects one habitat and a total of 5 plant and animal species. The most recent 
management plan for the site was approved in 2012. 

The Laidu Saare Nature Conservation Area, situated in the coastal waters of Saaremaa in Küdema 
Bay, has been safeguarded since 1965 as an ornithological protected area, particularly for the 
preservation of seabirds. Encompassing an area of 0.18 km², the reserve falls entirely within the Laidu 
Island conservation zone. The primary objective of the Laidu Saare Nature Conservation Area is to 
ensure the protection of breeding and migratory birds, semi-natural communities, and protected 
species and their habitats on Laidu island. Specifically, the area aims to protect 5 bird species and 5 
habitat types. The management plan of the area was approved in 2011. 

The Nõva Nature Conservation Area originated in 1985 as a temporary protected area designated for 
the preservation of the Nõva flora. Subsequently, in 1997, the Nõva Landscape Conservation Area was 
established based on its foundation. In 2017, it underwent a name change to a nature conservation 
area, accompanied by alterations to its boundaries. Covering an expanse of 23.27 km², the reserve is 
categorized into 8 conservation zones and 7 limited management zones. The overarching 
conservation objective of the protected area is the safeguarding, restoration, and preservation of 
coastal and dune landscapes, natural communities, biodiversity, and protected species characteristic 
of north-western Estonia. Specifically, the reserve aims to protect a total of 28 species of plants, animals, 
and birds, along with 19 habitat types. The site adheres to a valid conservation management plan for 
the period 2018-2027. 

The Nigula Nature Conservation Area, established in 1957, encompasses an area of 64.3 km². The land 
and water area of the reserve is categorized into 1 nature reserve, 6 conservation zones, and 1 limited 
management zone, based on the specific nature of the protection regime and the degree of restriction 
of economic activities. The primary conservation objective of the area is to protect the habitats and 
landscape of the Nigula marshland and its surrounding areas. This includes the conservation of 31 
species of plants, animals, and birds, along with 11 habitats of protected species. The management plan 
was approved in 2015. 

The Kura Kurgu, Käntu-Kastja (Lääne County), and Tagajõe Limited-Conservation Areas are protected 
natural areas, with the aim to safeguard the habitats and locations of Natura species, including 
animals, plants, and fungi. Situated in Saaremaa, the Kura Kurgu Limited-Conservation Area 
encompasses 1894.47 km2 (the majority of it is sea) and is designed to protect seven habitat types. 
Additionally, it provides protection for 33 bird species along with their habitats, as well as one mammal 
species. The limited-conservation area is governed by a valid management plan for the period 2017-
2026. The Käntu-Kastja Limited-Conservation Area (Lääne County), was established in 2006, 
spanning an area of 21.78 km2. This protected site encompasses 10 habitat types and safeguards 10 
animal and bird species. Operating under a valid management plan, the area is planned for 
conservation efforts from 2018 to 2027. Similarly, the Tagajõe Limited-Conservation Area, established 
in 2006, covers an area of 1.426 km2. The primary conservation objective for this reserve is the habitat 
type of northern boreal alluvial meadows (6450). The area was governed by a conservation 
management plan for the period 2013-2022. 
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Protected species outside other protected areas are safeguarded in species protection sites. As part of 
the pilot assessment, 25 species protection sites are included, each designated for the protection of 
specific species. Notably, two sites are established for the protection of two species, while others focus 
on a single species. The Männiku kõre and kivisisaliku (Lacerta agilis, Epidalea calamita) species 
protection site (SPS) and the Jõetaguse käpaliste (Cypripedium calceolus, Gymnadenia odoratissima) 
SPS are designated for the protection of two species. In addition to the Männiku SPS, another Sand 
Lizard species protection site – Sõõru planned SPS - is included in the pilot assessment. Furthermore, 
alongside the Jõetaguse käpaliste SPS, two more Lady's Slippers species protection sites - Kohtla-
Nõmme and Oina SPSs - are part of the assessment. Flying Squirrel protection sites include 
Roogendiku, Oonurme, Tõnussaare, and Smolnitsa. The Western Capercaillie species protection 
sites are Luutsniku, Suursoo, and Kõnnumaa-Väätsa. Lesser Spotted Eagle sites include Assikvere 
and Pihke, while Black Stork sites include Kiritse-1, Kõrbja, and Tõrise. Greater Spotted Eagle sites 
encompass Mõisaküla and Witches Cauldron Harju-Kolga, Jaamakuusiku, Kaagvere, Meeksi, 
Valtina, Voorepalu, and Vähkjärve. 
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4. Overview of assessment results 

4.1. Protected areas 
Completed questionnaires (data forms) of pilot areas are provided in Annex III. A summary table of the 
assessment results for each question and for each evaluation theme is presented in Annex IV. Almost 
all questionnaires were fully completed, allowing summary and comparative analysis of the results. 

A scoring system and radar charts were used to present the evaluation results in a concise and 
comprehensive way. The results are analysed by grouping the responses into categories (evaluation 
themes). Thematic score is calculated as the average score of all criteria evaluated within each 
category. This score provides an aggregated measure of conservation success. The aim is to identify 
positive aspects and shortcomings for each pilot site and compare the scores across different sites to 
identify variations. 

Area-based analysis 

Summary results of each area are provided in Annex III. Each pilot area table has a sheet “Kokkuvõte” 
with aggregated thematic evaluation scores and radar charts. 

The radar charts of pilot areas are shown below (Figure 4-1, Figure 4-2, Figure 4-3, Figure 4-4).  

There are some differences between the scores of all pilot areas, i.e. there are no identical charts. Areas 
of concern (themes that need additional attention) vary by pilot site. The project team tried to verify 
the responses of evaluation questions using the additional explanations provided by the respondents 
and to identify cases where the differences may be caused by the different understanding of the 
question. In general, the responses and results can be considered comparable.  

Given the variations between the pilot sites, it can be assumed that the sample of sites was sufficiently 
representative for pilot assessment.  

  
Figure 4-1. Pilot evaluation results of national parks  
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Figure 4-2. Pilot evaluation results of landscape conservation areas  
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Figure 4-3. Pilot evaluation results of nature conservation areas  
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Figure 4-4. Pilot evaluation results of limited-conservation areas 

 

In addition, individual indicator scores were combined to calculate an overall effectiveness score for 
each pilot site. The majority of the pilot areas have an aggregated score of 2, which means that there 
are some gaps and problems, but the overall state of conservation management can be considered 
satisfactory. However, almost all pilot areas have at least one evaluation theme (more often two or three 
evaluation themes) with unsatisfactory performance. 

Only one pilot area has a low aggregated score of 1 – Tagajõe Limited-Conservation Area (Tagajõe HA). 
The low score is due to shortcomings in the “implementation and delivery” section (the “management 
planning” score for Tagajõe HA is good) - the condition of the conservation value (semi-natural 
meadows) is not monitored and relevant measures are not sufficiently implemented to ensure good 
condition of conservation value.  

Question-based analysis 

As the “long” questionnaire on protected areas contains more than 50 questions, an analysis of each 
question is not presented here. Overview of the results for each question can be found in the summary 
table in Annex IV. The summary table includes:  

• the responses for each pilot area,  
• the number of times each pre-defined response option has been selected,  
• the average evaluation score for each question,  
• a descriptive summary of the qualitative responses where possible. 

General (thematic) analysis 
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Based on the aggregated results of all areas (Figure 4-5), the evaluation theme with lowest score is 
“inputs”. It seems appropriate to highlight “inputs” as the main area of concern. The responses show 
that there are gaps both in monitoring the outputs (implementation of measures) and in monitoring 
condition of conservation values. Questions related to monitoring received low average score (0 or 1) 
in 10 pilot sites out of 15. 

Other areas with lower score are “outputs” (implementation of measures) and “measures” 
(development of measures). The low score on measures is mainly due to one question: “Did the 
established CMs require action beyond the boundaries of the protected area?”. The current practice is 
to plan measures inside protected area borders. 

 

Figure 4-5. Summarised results of all pilot areas based on long questionnaires 

 

The evaluation theme with highest score is “process”. This score reflects the involvement of 
stakeholders, which received low score from only one respondent/pilot area (Tagajõe HA – the 
management plan does not include overview of stakeholder involvement and there is lack of 
information on that). See also some remarks about this evaluation theme in the challenges chapter 
(chapter 5). 

Theme “process” includes also questions about conflicts, but these questions do not contribute to the 
scoring, as the presence or absence of conflict cannot be inherently reflective of the effectiveness of 
the management planning and implementation process. 

The following conclusions can be drawn from the aggregated results of all pilot areas: 

• Based on the completed questionnaires, the situation can be assessed as good for: 
– mapping condition data of habitats; 
– stakeholder involvement. 

 
• The situation can be assessed as being in a satisfactory status (with some need for 

improvement): 
– mapping condition data of species; 
– quality of baseline condition data; 
– setting conservation objectives; 
– establishing conservation measures; 



 

22 
 

– implementation of measures (except restoration of semi-natural meadows and 
administrative management measures); 

– outcomes (current condition of species and/or habitats); 
– appropriateness of the protection regime. 
 

• The situation is unsatisfactory for: 
− some elements of identification of pressures (see explanations below); 
− inputs (availability and usability of monitoring data); 
− implementation of habitat restoration measures and administrative management 

measures. 
 

• The main shortcomings are: 
– The extent and significance of pressures have been identified only for a small number of 

conservation values. The topic is currently not systematically and uniformly addressed in 
the management plans. 

– Pressures outside the site boundaries (if relevant) are usually not addressed and no 
measures are foreseen for such pressures. 

– Lack of systematic monitoring of conservation measures and lack of good overview/access 
to the data related to the implementation of the measures. 

– Lack of monitoring (or regular inventories) of conservation objectives (condition of 
conservation values). 

– Monitoring and inventories do not provide sufficient input for effectiveness assessment 
and for operational changes to actions. The need for financial and human resources to 
carry out additional inventories and monitoring was mentioned in descriptive answers. 
There is no specific implementation mechanism (obligation) to implement monitoring 
and inventories that are foreseen in the management plan. As a result, implementation is 
project-based or does not take place due to lack of funding.. 

– Mid-term evaluation and renewal of management plan have not been carried out for 
several sites. 

– Violations of protection rules can have a significant impact on conservation values, but 
conservation specialists lack information on this. 

The main (most often mentioned) pressures are: human disturbances (visitors, hunting, etc) (15 pilot 
sites) and natural processes and deterioration of semi-natural meadows in the absence of 
maintenance (13 pilot sites) followed by land reclamation systems, forestry and agriculture. 

The most often mentioned measures which are not implemented in planned extent are the 
restoration and maintenance of semi-natural meadows and/or wetlands. One of the main reasons for 
this is the lack of interested land managers. In addition, measures are sometimes not implemented 
for administrative management of the site (performance assessment, renewal of protection rules, etc). 

The questionnaire provided a pre-defined list of possible types of conflicts that may arise during 
consultations with stakeholders (restrictions to management activities, boundaries of the protected 
area, disturbance from visitors, etc). All conflict types from the list were selected for about half of the 
areas. The most common conflicts cannot be identified. 

It is not possible to list main species or habitats whose status has deteriorated. These species and 
habitats varied between sites, and the information can be analysed at the level of the protected area. 
Repeatedly mentioned problems were deterioration of semi-natural grasslands due to lack of 
maintenance and overgrowth of wetlands. The changes in areas or condition classes of habitats are 
sometimes not related to actual physical changes but to newer  and more precise inventory data. The 
aggregated results seem to reflect the reality of the situation reasonably well and allow to identify 
some actual problem areas. 
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However, when comparing individual protected areas, it should be considered that the results are likely 
somewhat influenced by the respondent's background knowledge (not all information is available in 
EELIS and KESE).  

Therefore, the assessment results should not be used to rank the areas. The assessment tool is best 
placed to provide insights into the adequacy of procedures in place to manage biodiversity, and  
mapping the main issues encountered in management.  

In the context of management effectiveness, the results should be viewed qualitatively, based on the 
content of individual responses, not quantitatively based on the scores. However, the relationship 
between thematic areas can be taken into account. For example, if the site has “positive” score (2 or 3) 
in management planning (condition-pressures-objectives-measures), but a low score in outputs and 
outcomes, it should be reviewed whether the right approach has been taken in the planning process. 
Similarly, if the area has a positive score on the results (outcomes and outputs) side, but a low score on 
the planning and implementation side, it is worth reviewing whether active management of the area 
is necessary or can the resources be directed elsewhere. Although the reasons for the low score and 
explanations provided in the evaluation form need to be carefully analysed beforehand. 

The pilot assessment did not show any clear differences or patterns between different types of 
protected areas (national parks, nature conservation areas, etc). Common challenges identified in the 
analysis of aggregated results (described below) are similar for all types of sites. The proposed approach 
can broadly be applied to the various protected area types in Estonia. However, the methodology 
focuses on biodiversity-related conservation values. Other conservation values such as landscape and 
cultural heritage are highlighted in one question (“Were conservation objectives set for values other 
than biodiversity conservation?”) which is taken into account in the evaluation score. 

Similarly, no significant differences were identified in scores/responses between the sites which are in 
different stage of their management cycle (in the end or in the middle of the implementation of 
management plan). Feedback from respondents suggests that it is easier to fill in the questionnaire 
while the plan is renewed, as it is necessary to gather all relevant baseline information at that time 
anyway. It was also indicated that it is easier to answer the question “Were monitoring results, 
inventories and/or studies used to adapt management of the site?” at that stage. However, it is 
challenging to analyse the exact impacts of the differing cycles of evaluations and the overarching 
management cycle.  

General comparison with METT evaluation 

In previous cycles, Management Effectiveness Tracking Tool (METT) has been used for protected areas 
in Estonia. The latest evaluations were conducted in 2020 and 2022. Given the assessment year, their 
results should be comparable with the new evaluation. However, when looking at the questions in the 
METT questionnaire and proposed questionnaire, it becomes clear that the questions of each 
evaluation theme (including the arrangement of similar questions between evaluation themes) are 
too different to make a reliable comparison of results. 

Some of the main problems emerge in a similar way from the results of both evaluations, in particular 
the lack of information from monitoring and inventories. In order to identify the main issues which 
requires changes, it is necessary to review the responses and accompanying explanations in more 
detail. This need is similar to the current METT methodology. 

As it was identified in the baseline review (Deliverable 2), the main weakness of the METT methodology 
was the level of potential subjectivity and robustness. It does not give a comprehensive overview of 
protected area objectives, pressures/threats, outputs and outcomes. In addition, site managers may 
respond to the evaluation tool for the same area in contrasting ways, resulting in discrepancies in the 
overall evaluation.  
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Through minimising the qualitative outputs of the questionnaire, the subjectivity is somewhat 
reduced- especially considering that predefined responses have quantitative parameters wherever 
possible. The response guidance and definition sections of the proposed questionnaire further 
minimise the potential for further differences in interpretation. Subjectivity can further be reduced by 
development of harmonised methodologies and common databases to be used in the evaluation 
process. Recommendations for this will be presented in the DLV 5 report (Action plan for the 
implementation of the methodology). Finally, subjectivity can be reduced through the 
implementation of the proposed SWOT analysis to take part in Tier 3 of the evaluation (see DLV3). This 
analysis presents the opportunity to not only outline the key strengths and weaknesses of the previous 
management cycle- but also convene to share approaches on how questions in the evaluation are 
interpreted and responses given- allowing further guidance to be developed or response options to 
be refined.   

The pilot assessment shows that the new methodology allows to track the implementation status of 
measures (provided that relevant information has been compiled for that) and the condition of 
conservation values in more detail – the questions are divided into categories and the response options 
are more specific. In addition, lists of main pressures and conflicts related to conservation 
management can be directly extracted from the completed questionnaire.  

The proposed approach also builds upon the recommendations provided by M. Külvik3, which 
included, inter alia, the need for: 

• linking monitoring/study/survey results to management decisions; 
• provide trend assessments (of condition); 
• a greater focus on the ‘context’ and ‘outcome’ components 

Regarding the first point- the proposed approach contains specific questions to consolidate auxiliary 
information from inventories, studies and surveys within assessments. Trend assessment data is 
encouraged to be collected throughout the baseline assessment-related questions in the proposed 
approach, and greater focus has been placed on ensuring that relevant data is collected at the 
beginning of the management cycle (all questions in the ’management planning’ section) to help 
ascertain relationships with the ‘outputs’ and ‘outcomes’ of the questionnaire. 

When discussing proposed new questionnaire in Nigula workshop with EEB specialists, some 
participants expressed an opinion that the new methodology is “a step in the right direction” and at 
least some of the weaknesses of METT evaluation tool have been addressed.  

 

4.2. Species protection sites 
Similarly to protected areas, the completed data forms for species protection sites (SPS), at both site 
and national levels, can be found in Annex III. Furthermore, a summary table of the assessment results 
for each question, evaluation theme and for the SPS as a whole is provided in Annex IV. Almost all 
questionnaires were fully filled out, allowing for a concise and comparative analysis of the results. 

The analysis using radar diagrams, as employed in the assessment of other protected areas, was not 
feasible for SPS. This limitation arises from certain evaluation themes (e.g., the processes) where it was 
not possible to provide answers to any of the scored questions across the sites. Consequently, for 
species protection sites (both at the site and national level), only the scoring system was used to 
present the assessment results. To ensure clarity in presenting the results for each site and facilitating 
comparison among different sites, a score was calculated for each evaluation theme and for the SPS. 
To achieve this, the scores of the questions under each theme were aggregated, specifically averaged.  

 
3 Külvik and Stsjogolev (2020) Assessing the conservation effectiveness of Protected Areas-Methodology adapted to Estonia. 
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Consequently, comparative analyses of evaluation theme results and sites by species were conducted 
at both the site-level and national-level. In addition, a comparative analysis of the questionnaires was 
conducted. Specifically, the results were examined both question-wise and between different areas, as 
well as within areas sharing the same conservation value. 

General (thematic) analysis 

Based on the aggregated results of all the species protection sites at site level, most evaluation themes 
received a score of 1, except for "outcomes", which had an average rounded score of 2. This suggests 
that each thematic area requires attention and development. 

The theme with the lowest unrounded score is "threats and pressures", indicating it requires the most 
attention. Main challenges include mapping underlying pressures and determining their importance 
and extent. Species action plans often address general pressures without specific baseline information. 
Additionally, while the importance of pressure factors is considered, the extent remains undetermined. 
For example, areas addressing pressures in monitoring reports tend to receive higher scores. 

The other low-scoring themes were "outcomes" and "measures". A lower score for "outcomes" suggests 
a lack of information on infringements and/or inadequacy in the protection regime for species 
protection sites. For "measures", a low score indicates the need for active management actions on the 
sites, but most of these actions have not been implemented. 

The highest scoring theme is 'condition', indicating availability of baseline condition data, sufficient 
population size for a minimum viable population, and presence of other values in the area. However, 
for some SPS, trend analysis is hindered by insufficient data. 

At the national level, the summary scores for the evaluation themes were 1 for two themes and 2 for 
two themes, with lower scores recorded for "threats and pressures" and "outcomes". The only 
discrepancy with the site level assessment is the aggregated rounded score for "measures" in the 
national assessment, which is 2 (compared to 1 at the area level). This difference is primarily attributed 
to the better understanding of the status of implemented measures at the species level, rather than 
at the site level. Consequently, the results of the national level assessment broadly mirror the trends 
observed at the site level. 

The primary pressures identified at the species protection site level include forestry (18 pilot sites), 
natural processes (10 pilot sites), and construction or reconstruction of buildings, roads, and utilities (7 
pilot sites). At the national level, forestry (7 pilot sites), other factors such as small population or 
melioration (5 pilot sites), natural processes (3 pilot sites), and mining and energy production (3 pilot 
sites) were among the most common pressures. 

Regarding added values at the site level, the most frequently mentioned were other protected species 
(17 pilot sites), Natura habitats (10 pilot sites), and contribution to climate regulation (6 pilot sites). 

Species-based analysis 

When comparing the rounded average scores of the evaluation themes within species at site-level, 
only one species exhibited similar scores across all (two) SPS, which was the Lesser Spotted Eagle. 
Despite differences in the completed assessment questionnaires, particularly in assessing the trend in 
the species' status, the average rounded scores for the status domain were identical. 

Additionally, certain SPSs within species shared the same score. These included the flying squirrel 
Oonurme and Tõnussaare SPS, as well as the witches Cauldron Harju-Kolga, Jaamakuusiku, Kaagvere, 
Valtina, Voorepalu SPS, and black Stork Kiritse-1 and Kõrbja SPS. For the Flying squirrel, although the 
assessment questionnaires were identical except for the trend assessment, the results were the same 
after averaging and rounding the scores. In the case of the witches cauldron, areas with higher status 
scores had known species status at baseline, while other areas with unknown status scored similarly 
across all sites. Regarding the black stork, although all three assessment questionnaires had the same 
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responses, differences emerged in the outcome domain, where two SPS were deemed to have 
inadequate and ineffective conservation management. 

Considering the rounded aggregate scores of the species at the site level, the flying squirrel and the 
lesser spotted eagle achieved the highest scores (2), while the other species averaged 1.  

At the national level, sites with the highest scores stand out, along with the flying squirrel and the lesser 
spotted eagle. While all other sites received a rounded score of 1, an examination of the unrounded 
scores reveals that the short-spurred fragrant orchid and the sand lizard with the witches cauldron 
received the lowest scores. 

Question-based analysis 

In the question-based assessment, we calculated the average score for each question. By ranking 
these scores, we can identify the topics performing well and those requiring further development and 
attention across species’ protection sites of all species.  

It is worth noting that the reliability of the analyses is reduced by the fact that the number of SPS in 
the pilot areas varies between species. Specifically, 7 Witches Cauldron, 4 Flying squirrel, 3 Western 
Capercaillie, 3 Black Stork, 3 Lady's Slippers, 2 Sand Lizard, 2 Lesser Spotted Eagle, and 1 Greater Spotted 
Eagle site are included in the assessment. This implies that the results for species with a greater 
number of areas included in the pilot assessment may have an impact, either positively or negatively, 
on the final results. 

The analysis was carried out separately on the basis of site-level questionnaires and on the basis of 
national-level questionnaires. 

Results from the examination of the site-level questionnaires indicate that the highest-rated questions 
per site include Question 0, 1.a, and 11.a which relate to condition assessment and protection regime. 

• Question 0 “Is there a (up-to-date) management plan or species action plan for the site?”:  

Serving as a general inquiry into the existence of an up-to-date management plan or action plan, Q 0 
revealed that majority of species protection sites possess either a validated action plan with baseline 
measures or an unvalidated draft action plan. 

• Question 1.a “Is the status of the species(s) of conservation value (conservation objective) of 
the site known?”:  

Focused on determining the status of the species of conservation concern at the site level, Q 1.a 
received a high average score, with 23 (out of 27) respondents indicating reliable information about 
the species status on their respective sites. 

• Question 11.a “Do you consider that the site's protection regime has been appropriate and 
sufficiently effective to support the achievement of the conservation objectives?”:  

Assessing the appropriateness and effectiveness of the site's protection regime to support 
conservation objectives, Q 11.a garnered affirmative responses from over half of the sites, highlighting 
a generally effective protection regime. 

Conversely, a conservative assessment of the questionnaire results unveils certain questions that have 
received low average scores, hinting at areas of significant shortcomings and potential concern. Q 1.b, 
4.b, and 10.a emerge as focal points of attention due to their comparatively lower average scores. These 
questions relate to lack of data to assess changes in the status of the species, gaps in determination of 
pressures and lack of information on breaches of the site's protection rules. 

• Question 1.b “What is the trend in the status of the species(s) of conservation value in the area 
under assessment?” 
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More than half of the sites reported an unknown or trend which cannot be assessed regarding the 
species of conservation concern in the area. This challenge stems from difficulties in determining 
trends based on baseline data or the unavailability of status information. Additionally, in cases where 
relevant baseline data is available, another challenge may arise from a lack of time and/or expertise to 
acquire and aggregate the necessary data. 

• Question 4.b “Has the importance and extent of each of the pressures addressed in question 
4.a been determined?” 

Sixteen sites indicated a lack of determination regarding the importance and extent of identified 
pressures, except in two cases (lesser spotted eagle species protection sites). Notably, there is a specific 
absence of quantification of pressure extent in action plans. 

• Question 10.a “Have there been any breaches of the site's protection rules?”:  

Twenty sites lacked a reliable overview of the violations of their protection regimes, as assessed by Q 
10.a. 

For the national-level (network-level) assessment, similar patterns are observed, with the highest mean 
scores for species status (1.a) and the existence of plans (0) and the lowest scores for trend (1.b) and the 
importance and magnitude of pressure factors (4.b).  

An examination of questionnaires across various sites designated for the protection of the same 
species reveals noteworthy distinctions, particularly concerning aspects related to status (Q 1.a), trend 
(Q 1.b), added value (Q 2.a), pressures (Q 4.a) and the appropriateness of protection regime (Q 11.a).  

Notably, the outcomes exhibited greater similarity for witches cauldron and black stork species 
protection sites, while variations were more pronounced for western capercaillie and lady's-slipper 
orchid sites. The observed differences can be primarily attributed to the presence of more detailed 
baseline data for the western capercaillie sites. This enhanced dataset enables a more precise 
evaluation of site levels, particularly in the context of status, trend, and the appropriateness of 
protection regime.  

In contrast, the witches cauldron protection sites rely solely on general data, rendering it impractical 
to distinguish them directly based on baseline information. This underscores the importance of 
comprehensive baseline data in ensuring an accurate assessment of protection site levels within a 
species. 

The overall simplified conclusion is that whether it is reasonable to carry out the assessment at the 
national (network of species’ protection sites) or at the site (SPS) level depends largely on the species 
monitoring network and the quality of the available data. If the available data are incomplete, a SPS-
level assessment will not provide significant additional information. Conversely, for certain species, a 
more detailed assessment helps identify issues at specific sites. 

In conclusion, the primary shortcomings revolve around the availability of necessary data, such as the 
challenge in querying the KESE database, and the fragmentation of information across databases 
(EELIS, KESE etc.) and reports. This fragmentation makes the aggregation of data difficult and, 
therefore, time-consuming for specialists. For instance, the OKAS portal, containing information on 
infringements, is not accessible to specialists and requires separate contact with another agency.  
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5. Challenges 
In this chapter, we offer an overview of the challenges encountered during our pilot assessment of the 
methodology. The spectrum of barriers explored encompasses issues identified internally by the 
project team and those that emerged during collaborative sessions at the EEB workshops, as well as 
during the questionnaire completion process. These challenges include the complexities of data 
retrieval, obstacles in the interpretation process, acknowledgment of the time-intensive nature of 
certain questions, and the intricacy of formulating prompt responses. This collective exploration of 
challenges signifies a fundamental step in refining and strengthening our approach, ensuring its 
adaptability and effectiveness in various protected natural areas. 

• Background knowledge required for assessment 

The initial testing phase of the questionnaire conducted by the project team revealed a noteworthy 
observation: approximately only a third of the questions in the "long questionnaire" could be 
comprehensively addressed by an external expert. Many of these questions demand specialized 
knowledge held by experts within EEB and EEA, along with access to internal databases. 
Consequently, during the pilot phase, the questionnaires had to be completed by EEB specialists. This 
observation underscores a critical consideration for the actual implementation of the methodology — 
the evaluation process, at least in its entirety, cannot be entirely delegated to external staff. The 
inherent need for internal expertise and access to specific databases necessitates a nuanced and 
collaborative approach to ensure accurate and thorough assessments. 

• Comprehensive Assessment of Conservation Values 

Addressing issues requiring consideration of all conservation values in protected areas, particularly in 
larger regions, proves time-consuming. For example, question 174, which involves determining the 
status of all values, can be resource-intensive. To expedite the process for extensive areas with 
numerous values, a proposed solution is to employ selection of key indicator species as a means of 
conducting assessments, significantly reducing the time required. In this context, ‘key indicator 
species' is used as generic term and the selection criteria to be developed may combine principles of 
umbrella species, keystone species and/or indicator species. Availability of baseline data is also one of 
the selection criteria to consider. Selection principles of key indicator species must be in place before 
the first evaluation cycle. 

• Compilation and Analysis of Data (including information about implemented measures) 

Compiling and analysing monitoring, survey, and surveillance data for questions 11 and 17 are time-
consuming due to the decentralized nature of data collection. Gathering information from various 
databases or agencies proves to be a significant challenge, necessitating strategies for more efficient 
data retrieval. The workshop emphasized the need to streamline procedures for collecting and filling 
data gaps to enhance efficiency. 

To answer question 17, in some cases input from EEA was used. This demonstrates that cooperation 
between agencies and/or a technical solution for aggregated analysis of monitoring data is needed for 
future assessments. 

In addition, the data collection process faced notable challenges, particularly in obtaining 
comprehensive information on implemented activities. It can be concluded from the comments in the 
completed questionnaires that it was quite difficult for respondents to get a good/reliable overview of 
the implemented measures. This information is not systematically and regularly consolidated and is 
held by various stakeholders. 

 
4 The numbers of pilot assessment questionnaire (not final questionnaire) are used in this chapter 
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Respondents highlighted the limitations of relying on EELIS and KESE, prompting the need to search 
for references to initiated and ongoing work in alternative sources such as the document register 
(KIRKE), online searches, and other platforms. This highlights a clear and significant gap in the available 
data accessible to conservation planners. 

Another hurdle emerged concerning the varying age and quality of data. Specifically, question 18 
sought an assessment of changes in the status of habitat types of conservation interest. The dataset 
pertaining to habitats exhibited disparities in both quality and temporal relevance. The challenge lies 
in distinguishing between genuine changes in habitat status and improvements attributed solely to 
enhanced knowledge resulting from updated inventories. It proves difficult to segregate and exclude 
this aspect from the analysis, thereby impacting the reliability of the results.  

• Familiarity with the History of the Area 

Questions requiring familiarity with the history of the area, such as question 14 concerning known 
conflicts, may be difficult to answer or time-consuming. This challenge is particularly pronounced 
when professionals unfamiliar with the area's history, such as new employees, complete the 
questionnaire. 

• Additional Analyses 

Challenges were noted for questions demanding additional analyses, exemplified by question 17.a and 
18.a regarding the changes in species and habitats condition and question and 19.b regarding the 
impact of site management on ecosystem services. For ecosystem services it was suggested that a 
more time efficient approach would be to conduct comprehensive analyses for all sites simultaneously, 
integrating the results into the baseline assessment or reserving them for national evaluation. 
Similarly, identification of changes in the condition of species would be more efficient as a central 
analysis supported by KAUR. 

• Common understanding of questions 

The workshops showed that several questions could be interpreted in different ways. To avoid this, 
some questions/response options were reworded and additional response instructions were added to 
the questionnaires. 

However, question 10.a “Were all key relevant knowledge gaps for effective site management identified 
in management planning, or during implementation, filled?” is difficult to understand even after 
discussions and amendments in the guidelines. Therefore, the question is not always answered and 
needs to be reviewed. 

• Objectivity of the assessment 

In drafting of the questionnaires and guidelines and in the working groups, emphasis was placed on 
the unambiguity of the questions and on ensuring the objectivity of the responses. Nevertheless, the 
pilot study suggests that some additional explanations and/or changes are needed in questionnaire.  

In addition, it can be concluded that some differences in responses may be related to the respondent's 
knowledge and experience. An external expert or a conservation specialist with short experience will 
mainly rely on the information available in the management plan, EELIS and KESE, whereas a 
conservation specialist with a longer and better knowledge of the pilot site can draw conclusions on 
their background knowledge and additional data. The latter is therefore more likely to choose response 
options with higher score. As long there are no common systems for aggregating and analysing data, 
it will not be possible to completely remove this difference from the evaluation system. 

When the assessment results were presented to the EEB it sparked a discussion whether the highly 
positive results of stakeholder involvement evaluation theme could be subjective, as it is a self-
assessment. However, some subjectivity can also be assumed if these questions (whether the 
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involvement has been sufficient) are asked from relevant stakeholders. Their answers may be 
influenced by whether the outcomes of the involvement (management decisions) were favourable for 
them or not. 

• Differences between the boundaries of Natura sites and national sites 

The selected pilot areas for mapping were national protected areas, encompassing sites designated 
for conservation management plans, including both national sites and those within the Natura 2000 
network. However, an inherent challenge arises from the non-coincidence of boundaries between 
national sites and Natura 2000 network sites. In instances where a Natura site encompasses several 
protected or limited-management areas, analyzing the objectives and measures outlined in the 
management plans becomes more intricate. This misalignment also adds complexity to the utilization 
of Natura standard data forms in the analysis. 

• Resource needs 

On average, it took respondents 1-2 days to complete the pilot questionnaire for protected areas. 
However, respondents were given clear instructions to use their time sparingly and to use their expert 
judgement if necessary to avoid very resource-intensive data gathering in pilot assessment. The 
feedback was that more precise analysis and processing of all relevant background data would take 
considerably more time for large areas. It takes time to gather data from different places and to 
communicate with people holding the information. For example, it was noted that interpretation of 
monitoring data from KESE is difficult. It requires data analysis skills and expertise (involvement of data 
analyst) to avoid wrong conclusions. Thus, completing the questionnaire is very resource-intensive 
unless improvements are made in the collection and availability of needed data.  
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6. Revisions to the methodology 
This chapter provides an overview of the changes made to the site-specific assessment questionnaires 
based on the pilot assessment. We explore modifications such as question revisions, adjustments to 
answer options, and strategic decisions on which questions to remove or add. 

Suggestions for revisions collected during the pilot testing were related to the questionnaires 
developed for site-level evaluation, and were collected in two phases: 

- In workshop (long questionnaire) or meeting (short SPS questionnaire)  with EEB.  

- Analysis of the completed questionnaires. These additional suggestions relate both to 
comments/remarks made by respondents and to the project team's observations on the completed 
questionnaires. 

Proposed changes can be divided in five broad groups: 

1. Specifying and supplementing the response guidelines  

Protected Areas Questionnaire 

The questionnaire has a guidance column with a brief explanation of how to answer each question. 
Discussions with the EEB showed that these guidelines are not sufficient and that many questions 
need further explanations what is expected, agreement on the principles to be followed in “non-
standard” situations, harmonisation of the terminology (e.g “kaitseväärtus” vs “kaitse-eesmörk”, 
“mõjutegur” vs “survetegur”), etc. 

Thus, the majority of the improvement needs identified in the pilot testing were related to the 
guidance notes. Most of needed changes could already be integrated into the questionnaire version 
used for the pilot testing.  

As these improvements are largely related to the Estonian context and Estonian terminology, the 
amendments were directly introduced in the Estonian version of evaluation questionnaire (Annex II, 
column D “Suunised vastamiseks”).  

It is not practical to list all these additions here nor transfer these to the English version of the 
questionnaire. 

Species Protection Sites Questionnaire 

Similarly to the guidelines for protected areas, the species protection site questionnaire guidelines had 
to be complemented with additional information. Since the questions of the SPS instructions partially 
overlap with those of the protected area, it was possible to supplement the instructions based on the 
feedback received during previous workshops. This means that during the pilot testing, a 
questionnaire with already completed explanations was sent, which was further refined after the pilot 
testing based on the comments from the Species Protection Bureau. 

 

2. Added and removed questions 

The suggestions described in this subsection were already taken into account during pilot evaluation, 
i.e., in the questionnaires that were completed for each pilot site. 

However, additional changes may take place in the final version of the methodology, e.g., some 
questions not taken into account in the pilot evaluation may still be included in the final methodology. 

Protected Areas Questionnaire 
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During the pilot assessment, following suggestions for the removal of questions were collected: 

• Q 4 “Were the key underlying drivers (indirect drivers) for the most pertinent pressures 
identified?”.  
Management plans do not distinguish between pressures and drivers at the moment. 
Analysing this topic would be an additional task for the respondent and it is often quite difficult 
to distinguishing between the two concepts. In addition, drivers can be managed mainly at a 
strategic, i.e. national, level. Therefore, investing additional resources in answering this 
question at the site level would not provide added value to the EEB. 
 

• Q 9.a “Was there a financing gap identified for the site management and implementation of 
CMs to COs?”, Q 9.b “If answered ‘yes’ to 9a, what was the size of this gap? What were the 
main reasons for this?”, Q 9.c “Are currently available resources sufficiently secure for the 
upcoming management cycle?”.  
The EEB assesses these questions to be irrelevant at the site level. Financing issues are of more 
relevant at the strategic level, i.e. at the national level, where actual funding decisions are taken. 
It would not be possible for a conservation specialists to give comprehensive answers to these 
questions and the answers would be mostly "don't know" or similar, which would not add value 
to evaluation. Assuming that the evaluation is carried out before or during the renewal of the 
management plan, the work plan and budget for the next period would not yet have been 
drawn up. Question 9.c about the financing of upcoming cycle is therefore not relevant. 
 

• Q 19.a “Are ecosystem services mapping and assessment included on the management 
plan?” 
There is no ecosystem services mapping and assessment included in existing management 
plans. The answer is always "no". The EEBs opinion is that mapping of ecosystem services will 
likely remain at the national level and they are not sure there is a need to duplicate this process 
or information in management plans. It was therefore proposed to remove this question. 
However, another question on the same topic Q.19 “What is the impact of the protected area 
management on provision of ecosystem services?” is still in the questionnaire. Several 
respondents were able to answer it (despite the fact that there is no common 
guideline/methodology for its assessment yet). 

It was proposed to split some questions into more specific sub-questions: 

• Q 15.a “What is the overall implementation status of all conservation measures (CMs) set out 
in the management plan?” 
It was discussed in Nigula workshop that a more precise overview of the implementation 
status of different types of measures would be beneficial. EEB specialists proposed that the 
question could be asked for each of the following measure groups (rough translation from 
Estonian terminology): 

– Restoration of semi-natural meadows (Q 15.a) 
– Restoration of wetland and water habitats (Q 15.b) 
– Maintenance of habitats (Q 15.c) 
– Species’ conservation measures (Q 15.d) 
– Other conservation measures (Q 15.e) 

 
• Q 22.a ”Do you think the zoning of protection strictness been sufficiently effective in 

supporting conservation outcomes?” 

It was proposed by EEB that in addition to protection regime it should be evaluated whether 
the conservation values are adequate (e.g whether there are some values that should be 
added). As a result, there are two separate questions with different focus: 
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Q 22.a “Do you think the protection rules (incl. zoning) have been sufficiently effective in 
supporting conservation outcomes?” 

Q 22.b “Are the conservation values listed in the designation act of the site adequate and 
sufficient?” 

It was also proposed to add an additional new question: 

• (Q 3.c) “Name the most important pressures for the site?” 
This question was already in the first version for the questionnaire, but it was removed in the 
process due to lack of common approach in identification in pressures. In the Nigula workshop, 
conservation specialists expressed their willingness to select the most important pressures 
based on their own expert knowledge. It was agreed that, as an initial solution, the Article 17 
reporting pressure categories could be used to harmonise the answers. 

 

Species Protection Sites Questionnaire 

During the pilot assessment (discussions with EEB specialists), the following questions were removed. 

• Q 3 “What is the contribution of the site to the Estonian Green Network?” 

Due to the small size of species protection sites, the percentage found would be very low and 
would not provide meaningful insights. Therefore, it was decided to associate the green 
network theme with the question (Q 2) regarding overall added value. 

• Q 5 “Are there pressures identified in the site which are not adequately tackled by the 
restrictions in place for the species or by action plan?” 

EEB specialists expressed their views that the questions is difficult to interpret and not 
important for species’ protection sites. 

It was proposed to change the focus of some questions: 

• Q 2 “Is the status of all other values (such as natural objects) for which the site was designated, 
known?” 

As species’ protection sites are designated for specific species, it is not reasonable use of 
resources to monitor possible other values of the site. The question was replaced with 
following questions: 

– Q 2.a “Are there any noteworthy additional values in the area?”, 
– Q 2.b “If you answered "yes" to question 2.a, please indicate the additional value”. 

 
• Q 6 ”Are the species protection acts being implemented (and monitored)?”, Q 6.a “If no to 6, 

which restriction is not being adhered to?”, Q 6.b “If no to 6, why is the restriction not abided?” 

The question was somewhat confusing and it was suggested to replace it with the questions 
that are used in the “long questionnaire” of protected areas: 

– Q 10.a “Have there been any breaches of the site's protection rules?” 
– Q 10.b “Are the identified breaches of the site's protection rules likely to have a 

(significant) impact on the site's conservation values?” 

It was proposed to add several additional new questions: 

• Q 1.c “What proportion of the population of the species is in the assessed species protection 
site?”/ “What proportion of the species is found in the protected areas, limited-conservation 
areas or species protection sites?” 
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The questions enable to evaluate the relative importance of the site and the overall 
conservation status of the species. 

• Q 4.b “Has the importance and extent of each of the pressures addressed in question 4.a been 
determined?”, Q 4.c “Name the most important pressures?” 

• Q9.a "Did any known conflicts (confrontations) arise during the consultation or coordination 
of activities?", Q 9.b “If you answered "yes" to question 9.a, please indicate the main areas of 
conflict.” 

• 11.a "Do you consider that the site's protection regime has been appropriate and sufficiently 
effective to support the achievement of the conservation objectives?", 11.b "If you answered no 
to question 11.a, wha tchanges would be needed?" 

These abovementioned questions used in long questionnaire can provide value for evaluation 
of species’ protection sites as well. 

• Q 7.c “Have the planned studies for the conservation of the species been carried out?”, Q 7.d 
“Are there any additional active management measures for the conservation of the species 
that are not part of the plan?” 

These questions amend initial Q 7 and replace initial Q 8 - “What is the overall implementation 
status of all other conservation measures required for the continued success of the other 
values in the site?”. Changed grouping/wording of questions about measures is more practical 
for EEB specialists – implementation of conservation measures, implementation of studies, 
implementation of possible supplementary measures. 

 

3. Adjusted response options 

Protected Areas Questionnaire 

There was a need to add additional response options to some questions. It was usually response option 
“not applicable” or a response option for intermediate situation between “yes” and “no”. 

To ensure consistency in responses, the general response options like “some values” and “majority of 
values” were supplemented with more concrete ranges (“<50% of values“, etc). 

Some changes were small rewordings in translated version to make the response options more clear 
in Estonian. 

Species Protection Sites Questionnaire 

In the case of Species protection sites, it was only necessary to adjust the answer options for one 
question: 

• Q 1. “Is there a (up to date) management plan or species action plan for the site?  

At the regional and national levels, it was deemed necessary to consider the use of action plan drafts 
in practical applications. Response options at the national level were expanded to encompass 
scenarios where there is no action plan but a management plan exists, covering either some or all of 
the SPS. 

4. Adjusted scoring of response options 

Protected Areas Questionnaire 

Analysis of completed questionnaires included calculation of evaluation score for each thematic area. 
These analysis/calculations revealed need to modify the scoring system of two questions to avoid 
unjust distortion in the overall results: Q 6.d and Q.7.c. 
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Species Protection Sites Questionnaire 

There was no need to adjust scoring system. 

 
5. Additional changes after pilot testing 

When filling the questionnaires, respondents added additional comments/remarks on questions or 
response options and pointed out problems they encountered while answering. Most of them are 
related to need for additional explanations, how to take into account some specific cases and actions. 

As a result, some additional minor changes were made to the questionnaire  - response option “N/A” 
was added where appropriate, some additional explanations were added to the guidance column of 
Estonian version, etc. 

The most important change was made in the “long” protected areas questionnaire. During the pilot 
evaluation, it became clear that four questions related to monitoring cause some confusion and 
different interpretations. The project team did some further analysis and concluded that this topic 
could be covered with one main question: “Did the monitoring, inventories and/or studies provide the 
information needed to assess whether measures/actions and COs were successful, or allow progress 
to be tracked towards achieving these COs?”. 

In addition, the pilot assessment questionnaires had two additional information fields for each 
response: 

• used information source,  
• additional explanations. 

The information provided in these data fields by the respondents proved to be useful in the analysis of 
the completed questionnaires. Especially when it was used to explain specific issues of the protected 
area which were felt not to fully match the predefined response options. The information fields are 
integrated in the revised questionnaires (Annex V). Similar approach is used in METT-4- “evidence and 
justification” and “information sources” is requested for each question. 

The revised versions of the questionnaires in both English and Estonian are presented in Annex V of 
the report. It's important to note that the questionnaires differ formally in the Estonian and English 
versions. The Estonian version is more simplified and focuses on the questionnaire's content, while the 
English version better reflects the proposed structure and output of the questionnaire. 
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7. Recommendations for future 
developments 

Building on the insights gained from the DLV 4 pilot assessment, this chapter identifies key areas that 
require attention in the next phase (DLV 5). The following recommendations summarise strategic 
steps to advance our conservation efforts, refining our approach based on the lessons learned and 
challenges identified: 

• There is a need for central data aggregation, especially for information about implemented 
measures (implementation status of the activities foreseen in the plan as well as other works 
carried out in the protected area) and results of monitoring, inventories and studies relevant 
for protected area. Information on the implementation of the measures from different sources  
should be collected in one database and linked to the protected areas (preferably as spatial 
data). A special analytical tool could be developed for the use of monitoring data to evaluate 
effectiveness. 
 

• There is a need to formulate an approach or methodology for the identification of key values 
within the context of conservation assessment. Given that certain sites harbor an extensive 
array of conservation values, a comprehensive examination of all of them proves impractical, 
resulting in an overwhelming volume of data and resource requirements. The proposed 
solution involves the prioritization of key site values, such as species and habitats, to serve as 
focal points for the assessment and overarching site progress monitoring. However, it is 
essential to acknowledge that the identification of keystone species, a specific task within this 
framework, necessitates further dedicated study and development, surpassing the scope of 
the current project. Future initiatives should address this imperative aspect to enhance the 
effectiveness of the overall assessment process. 
 

• There is a need to harmonise and improve the approach to mapping threats/pressures in the 
conservation management. Currently, both positive and negative drivers, i.e. those with 
potential impact, are mapped in the management plans. The methodology implies mapping 
the direct pressures affecting the status of the site and assessing the importance and extent 
of their impact in relation to the relevant conservation values. It is recommended that a 
categorisation of pressures and a harmonisation of the way in which they are taken into 
account be carried out. A common methodology for pressures should include a harmonised 
approach to the mapping of pressures at protected area level, the determination of their 
importance (extent and impact), the principles for the consideration of pressures outside 
protected areas, as well as common terminology. 
 

• To address the assessment of ecosystem services and the connectivity of protected areas, a 
structured (national) approach is necessary. While these thematic areas have been 
incorporated into the assessment questionnaire, a lack of a unified framework for integrating 
them into conservation management plans poses a challenge. Currently, respondents rely on 
their individual background knowledge for assessments. A potential solution involves the 
development of a shared national-level methodology, offering a standardized approach for 
both individual protected areas and the wider protected area network. This methodology 
could leverage spatial analyses, utilizing data layers developed within the ELME project 
framework, facilitating a centralized analysis of ecosystem services and connectivity across 
protected areas. 
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• We propose to align the new proposed approach with the management cycle in Estonia. 
Aligning these two cycles has multiple benefits - the most obvious being that data flows will 
be synchronised - meaning that monitoring and analytical outputs from the proposed 
evaluation approach can feed into any adjustments required in the overall management. 
Ultimately this should enhance the responsiveness of the Estonian authorities in taking 
necessary actions to enhance management effectiveness.  
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Annex I Consultations 
Files are only for internal use. 
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Annex II Evaluation questionnaires 
See separate Excel files: 

• PAME evaluation pilot EST 301123.xlsx 
• PAME evaluation pilot SPS EST 291223.xlsx 
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Annex III Filled data forms of pilot 
areas 
Files are only for internal use. 
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Annex IV Summary tables of the 
evaluation results 
Files are only for internal use. 
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Annex V Revised evaluation 
questionnaires 
See separate Excel files: 

• EE PAME Evaluation Final.xlsx 
• EE PAME Species Protection Sites DLV4.xlsx 
• PAME hindamistabel EST 150324.xlsx 
• PAME PEP hindamistabel EST 200324.xlsx 

 

Within the ‘dashboard’ tabs of the species protection sites and the broader evaluation questionnaire, 
illustrative examples of potential data to be displayed are shown. The purpose of the dashboard is to 
provide a simplistic snapshot of some of the key responses, aligning to the various ‘tiers’ of the 
evaluation cycle. The current dashboards are only for illustrative purposes, due to the fact that the 
final evaluation system will likely not be conducted in excel form. The selection of evaluation 
outcomes to be shown in the dashboard will likely require discussion amongst key stakeholders, to 
ensure that perceived key components are captured. For the species protection site excel, the 
dashboard only shows results for the site-level evaluation rather than the national-level (again, with 
the purpose to only provide an illustrative overview).  
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