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1. Introduction 
This report is a part of Deliverable 7 of a technical support contract with the European Commission 
(DG REFORM) titled ‘Framework for Assessment of Effectiveness of Biodiversity Conservation Measures 
in Estonia’.  The project was funded by the European Union via the Technical Support Instrument, 
managed by the European Commission Directorate General for Structural Reform Support. The 
beneficiary of the work is the Estonian Ministry of Climate, represented by the Estonian Environmental 
Board (EE: Keskkonnaamet, hereafter EEB) responsible for the conservation of wildlife and nature 
protection. 

The report has been developed by the Baltic Environmental Forum (BEF) with support from Trinomics 
and the Estonian, Latvian & Lithuanian Environment (ELLE). 

Improving the effectiveness of nature conservation has been an integral part of global, European and 
Estonian biodiversity strategies and action plans for at least two decades and was recently reinforced 
with targets in the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework and EU Biodiversity Strategy for 
2030. Only seven years remain to achieve these targets, which raises the urgency of parties to the UN 
Convention on Biological Diversity and EU Member States like Estonia to understand where action is 
needed to meet them. To help inform this, the EEB has asked advice on an integrated approach to 
evaluate the effectiveness of conservation measures at a protected area as well as national level. 

The main aim of the project “Framework for Assessment of Effectiveness of Biodiversity Conservation 
Measures in Estonia” (28/09/2022-27/08/2024) was to develop an approach to assess the effectiveness 
of biodiversity conservation measures at the national level and at the level of protected areas 
(protected areas, limited-conservation areas, species protection sites), considering Estonia's 
resources/capacity and including biodiversity aspects, socio-economic aspects, regulatory aspects and 
operational aspects. 

The developed methodology should assist Estonian authorities in improving the effectiveness of the 
country’s protected area network and in tracking aggregated progress made in protected areas 
towards (inter-)national objectives such as Target 3 of the UN CBD’s Kunming-Montreal Global 
Biodiversity Framework to 2030 and the EU Biodiversity Strategy’s 2030 commitment to effectively 
manage all protected areas, defining clear conservation objectives and measures, and monitoring 
them appropriately. 

The project included the following main activities: 

• Technical baseline review (Deliverable 2) including:  
o analysing the current approach to assessing the effectiveness of conservation 

measures in Estonia, and identifying the needs for improvement; 
o identifying and describing best practices in other EU Member States that could inform 

improvements to assessment in Estonia; 
• Formulation of a comprehensive methodological framework for assessing the effectiveness of 

biodiversity conservation measures in Estonia on national and protected area level (Deliverable 
3 background report and main report); 

• Pilot assessments to calibrate the (protected area level) methodology (Deliverable 4); 
• Development of an action plan for implementation of the methodology (Deliverable 5);  
• Providing training courses on (protected area level) methodology for relevant Estonian 

specialists (Deliverable 6); 
• Communication activities to present the outcome of the project to policy experts and 

biodiversity conservation authorities in Estonia and raise awareness among EU Member States 
on the results of the project including national and international seminar, a summary report 
and a popular-scientific article on the main project outcomes (Deliverable 7). 
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All deliverables are available as separate reports.  

The current summary report focuses on the main outcomes of the project – i.e. the developed 
methodology and action plan for its implementation. Chapter 2 of the current report gives an overview 
of the methodology development process, chapter 3 describes the proposed methodology for 
assessing the effectiveness of biodiversity conservation measures in Estonia and chapter 4 summarises 
the action plan for implementation of the methodology. The final versions of evaluation questionnaires 
for protected areas and species protection sites are provided in Annexes I and II. Annex III includes a 
proposed reporting template for a SWOT workshop to be undertaken after full protected area level 
evaluation to discuss the findings with key stakeholders. 
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2. Methodology development 
process 

The methodology was developed by Trinomics with support from Estonian, Latvian & Lithuanian 
Environment (ELLE) and Baltic Environmental Forum (BEF) in close cooperation with Estonian 
Environmental Board and other nature conservation authorities.  

The main basis for methodology development were the findings of the technical baseline review on 
the current state of nature conservation management in Estonia, current approaches to evaluate and 
assess it, and what would need to happen to improve them (Deliverable 2) as well as the Deliverable 3 
background report that includes:  

• an overview of the key logic and building blocks of the established methodology on assessing 
the effectiveness of biodiversity conservation;  

• a summary of the key challenges in Estonia’s current approach identified in the technical 
baseline review, and the design criteria for an improved approach based upon them;  

• the results of a screening exercise to determine which evaluation themes and questions, from 
the established Management Effectiveness Tracking Tool (METT) and the proposed EU-wide 
tool to assess protected area management effectiveness, would be relevant to include in the 
Estonian context;  

• an overview of the key elements of Estonian protected area management plans;  
• a non-exhaustive list of information sources that could help inform answering questions for 

each key evaluation theme. 

The methodology mainly builds on:  

• Interviews and workshops with specialists of the Environmental Board, 
• Existing comprehensive assessment methodologies, in particular: 

o The International Union for Conservation of Nature's World Commission on Protected 
Areas (IUCN WCPA) Framework for Assessing Protected Area Management 
Effectiveness (PAME), 

o Management Effectiveness Tracking Tool (METT), and  
o a methodology proposed by the EU to monitor the effectiveness of (marine protected 

areas) protection. 

Also, Estonia's current practices, including today's organisation of conservation planning and 
effectiveness’ assessment and previously used methodologies (METT), and the experience of other 
countries were taken into account. 

Based on the Request for Service and interviews with EEB specialists, the expectations for the 
methodology were as follows:  

The methodology should: 

• monitor biodiversity aspects (such as species and habitats in favourable condition, number of 
species of conservation concern, number of invasive species and state of conservation values 
evaluated annually), socio-economic and regulative aspects (such as conflicts and law-suites 
on contradictory biodiversity management decisions and public perception on nature 
conservation); and operational aspects (such as established evaluation routines for the 
assessment of biodiversity values, reduced tasks duplication across agencies and tuned data 
management); 
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• include approaches to assess how the conservation measures impact on short- and long-term 
socio-economic factors, the state of ecosystem services and national climate mitigation 
objectives; 

• include processes to analyse the effectiveness of the network of protected areas, based on 
Natura 2000 conservation objectives, and taking into consideration its interaction with the 
wider landscape and the Green Network of Estonia; 

• be applicable to different types of protected areas, conservation values and measures 
(including both passive and active measures); 

• enable linking the outcomes (status) to specific implemented measures and protection 
regime (zoning); 

• have greater objectivity and higher accuracy/targeting than previously used assessment 
methodologies; 

• be applicable with the resources of the Environmental Board. 

The main issues/constraints identified (in the technical baseline review) were scarce labour and 
financial resources, limited baseline data (status/condition data, data on pressures, data on 
implemented activities), fragmentation of existing data between different databases and the 
complexity/time-consuming nature of aggregating data, insufficient links, and guidelines for setting 
conservation objectives and measures at different spatial levels (protected area - national - EU). These 
were taken into account mainly when developing the action plan for implementation of the 
methodology. 

Further improvements to the methodology were done based on: 

• a two-day workshop with EEB specialists focussing on analysing the comprehensiveness of 
the questionnaire, gathering feedback on the questions, and allowing specialists to suggest 
improvements; 

• test/pilot assessments carried out for selected protected areas (Deliverable 4); 
• feedback from Estonian nature conservation planning specialists collected during the 

trainings (Deliverable 6).  

After developing the initial version of the methodology, a pilot assessment was carried out, during 
which specialists of the Environmental Board tested the proposed assessment questionnaires in 
selected protected areas. Questionnaires were filled in for 2 national parks, 5 nature conservation areas, 
5 landscape conservation areas, 3 limited-conservation areas and 25 species protection sites (10 
species). In addition, feedback was collected from EEB specialists about the difficulties encountered 
when answering the evaluation questions, time consumption, etc. 

Based on the completed questionnaires, the project team conducted a synthesis of the results, 
focussing on the feasibility of aggregating and analysing the questionnaire data at both the protected 
area and national levels. The relevance of the evaluation results was assessed and the possibilities of 
presenting the results were tested. Evaluation themes that require further attention in each pilot area 
and at the national level were identified through this process. 

The pilot assessment demonstrated the practical usability of the developed questionnaires. It was 
concluded that the proposed methodology can provide insights into the adequacy of procedures in 
place to manage nature conservation, and mapping the main issues encountered in management. 

Based on the pilot assessment, the assessment questionnaires were refined and improved to increase 
their effectiveness and clarity. During the pilot assessment, several challenges, mainly related to data 
availability, were revealed, which were addressed in the development of the action plan (Deliverable 
5). 

Two areas where the currently proposed methodology may not yet fully align with the expectations 
outlined by the Estonian Ministry of Climate include: 
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• Socio-economic costs and benefits of conservation measures: While both proposed national- 
and site-specific evaluation methodologies are sensitive to ecosystem services, as well as 
conflicts arising over their sharing and trade-offs made, it proved challenging to provide very 
specific evaluation methodology for them. The most important reason is that currently no 
concrete socio-economic objectives are set for nature conservation at national nor protected 
area level. A second barrier is that, despite recent progress in natural capital and ecosystem 
service mapping in Estonia, it appears not to be at a level of detail that would make it possible 
to easily calculate the socio-economic benefits of concrete measures in the field (e.g. soil 
carbon loss avoidance of rewetting a drained peatland). Lastly, since natural resource 
extraction is often at odds with biodiversity conservation and other environmental objectives 
such as climate mitigation, first a more solid framework for ecosystem services should be 
developed before including it in nature conservation evaluation.   

• Effectiveness of Estonia’s national nature network in its entirety: While this is a very relevant 
question for a national evaluation, it is also a very complicated and complex one. It requires a 
very clear idea of the minimum area of healthy ecosystem necessary to sustainably conserve 
protected nature values such as habitats or species1, and their coherence. This understanding 
is currently not present in Estonia. Thus, this understanding should first be further developed 
and translated into national-level objectives against which progress can then be evaluated. 
Without such a framework, evaluations can become very challenging and easily lead to wrong 
conclusions. The effectiveness of the network mostly depends on its representativeness, size, 
and most of all the ecological health of protected areas. Representativeness means to what 
extent Estonia’s national protected area network protects the key native habitats and species 
it has an international conservation responsibility for. No major shortcoming could be 
identified in Estonia in this respect. In terms of the size, Estonia’s terrestrial and marine 
protected area network cover over 21% almost 19% respectively, in line with international 
targets. While Estonia, certainly in comparison to several other EU countries, still has large 
areas of protected nature in a good ecological health, improving the condition of the degraded 
share remains the largest conservation challenge. The proposed protected area-specific 
evaluation methodology will provide critical information about the reasons for the 
improvement or non-improvement of ecological conditions, which is a valuable contribution 
to inform a national-level evaluation.   

 
1 Called ’Favourable Reference Values in the context of EU Nature Directives. 
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3. Methodology for assessing the 
effectiveness of biodiversity 
conservation measures in Estonia  

Based on international guidelines and experiences with evaluation of nature conservation 
effectiveness, the proposed methodology takes an iterative approach to evaluating effectiveness, 
which combines short-, medium- and long-term evaluation cycles. While doing so, this approach aims 
to build as much as possible on established policy, practice, and information already present in Estonia. 
Another important cross-cutting design criterion was to account for resource limitations for nature 
conservation, of which evaluations are only one part.  

The proposed protected area level evaluation approach includes all required evaluation criteria in a 
recently proposed common EU-level methodology, to assess the management effectiveness of marine 
Natura 2000 sites and other EU marine protected areas complemented with criteria in other 
established guidelines and in particular the Management Effectiveness Tracking Tool (METT, 
developed on the IUCN-WCPA framework for PAME). The protected area level evaluation criteria and 
-questions were piloted with practitioners as part of the project. The combined protected area level 
evaluation findings will provide important input into the national-level evaluation. 

The integrated assessment process has three distinct iterative cycles of evaluation at both national- 
and protected area level2, which are shown jointly in Figure 1, Table 1 and Figure 2 below.  The following 
sections describe the different elements of the national and protected area level evaluations in greater 
detail.   

 

Figure 1. The three key evaluation cycles proposed, and their main focus at protected area (PA) and 
national level. 

 

 

 
2 These cycles are not necessarily aligned in time but follow a same logic. 

 

 Snapshot evaluation 

 

PA-level: Reporting 
progress on conservation 
measures (outputs) and 
new pressures & threats. 

 
 
National level: 

Assessment of overall 
progress and new 
common pressures and 
threats. Short summary 
report for decision 
makers with proposed 
follow-up action.  
 

 
 Mid-term evaluation 

 

PA-level: Evaluation 
halfway through the 
management cycle to 
evaluate need for 
changes in operational 
management. 

 
National level: 

Evaluation halfway 
through the strategic 
cycle to assess need for 
national-level 
intervention e.g. through 
enabling measures (e.g. 
financing or 
enforcement).  

 
 Full evaluation 

 

 PA level: In-depth 
evaluation at the end of  
the management cycle on 
all relevant criteria to 
inform new management 
objectives and measures 
in the next planning cycle. 

 
National level: In-depth 

evaluation on underlying 
drivers of success and 
failure, with aim to inform 
more structural changes 
to policy- and strategic 
framework for nature 
conservation. 
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Table 1. Summarised description of aim and focus of each evaluation cycle at national and protected 
area level 

Evaluation cycle Protected area level National level 
Snapshot 
evaluations 
 
Frequency: Yearly 

Site-specific reporting on progress in 
implementation of previously 
established conservation measures in 
site management plans (outputs), and 
any newly identified or significant 
increased pressures on protected 
values that will require a short-term 
management response.     
 
Tier 1 

Annual stocktake on progress in 
implementation of conservation 
measures as defined in habitat- 
and species action plans and site 
management plans (outputs). 
Aims to inform follow-up on 
implementation of individual plans 
and identify common bottlenecks 
in implementation in a timely 
fashion. 

Mid-term 
evaluations 
 
Frequency: Once 
every 10 years  
 
National: Halfway 
the (inter-) national 
strategic cycle 
 
For protected 
areas: Halfway the 
10-year (or 12-year) 
management cycle 
 
Species protection 
sites will not 
require a mid-term 
evaluation, as the 
period of species 
action plans is only 
5 years. 
 

Evaluates progress towards site-
specific conservation objectives, and 
whether the implementation of 
combined measures is adequate to 
remain/get back on track or whether 
changes are needed in established 
processes and/or inputs (e.g. funding) 
that would require an update of site-
specific operational plan(s).  
The mid-term evaluation will not 
evaluate the conservation outcomes of 
implementation, or the validity of 
objectives and measures in the plans 
related to it (these will be evaluated in 
the final evaluation to inform a new 
management cycle – see below).  
Note: A mid-term evaluation is only 
needed in protected areas which have 
a high complexity in terms of planning 
and management (e.g. high pressures, 
management needs or cooperation 
needs).  
 
Tier 2, and questionnaires in Annexes I 
and II  

Evaluates structural issues that 
prevent the delivery of national 
conservation plans and across the 
network of protected areas.  
 
Based on the combined reporting 
from annual protected areas’ 
snapshot evaluations (on outputs), 
the national mid-term evaluation 
will evaluate where 
implementation has faced 
common challenges, and whether 
national-level action should be 
taken to facilitate improvement 
(e.g. more/better guidance, 
more/better targeted financing, 
more/better enforcement, 
improved coordination and 
coherence between agencies, 
implementation-supporting 
research, etc.).       
 

Final (full) 
evaluations at the 
end of the 
management/ 
strategic cycle 
Frequency: Once 
every 10 (12) years. 
Species protection 
sites: 5 years 

The final site-specific evaluation will 
assess if the combined measures taken 
have achieved the conservation 
(outcome) objectives at site level, and 
what lessons can be drawn on why. This 
should inform the development of a 
protected area management plan for 
the next cycle on all elements (context, 
objectives, measures, inputs and 
process).  
 
Tier 3 (and questionnaires in Annexes I 
and II) 

The final evaluation will assess all 
dimensions of nature conservation, 
starting with the desired outcomes 
of nature conservation and 
whether planned conservation 
strategies, plans, and their 
implementation have been 
effective. This should inform 
potential changes in strategic 
approaches to taking nature 
conservation measures and 
enabling them. 
 

 



 

12 
 

 

Figure 2. Key elements and information flows between the protected area (PA) and national level 
evaluations and updating of national and protected area plans. Legend: Blue = National-level 
evaluation steps (dark) and findings (light); Green = protected area level steps and findings; Orange = 
Updating of plans and strategies. National level evaluation includes annual evaluations of some 
aspects of biodiversity management, a mid-term review and a full assessment every 10 or 12 years, 
providing input for national strategies and action plans. Protected area level evaluation includes 
annual reporting on progress on conservation measures (outputs) and new pressures & threats, 
midterm evaluation of inputs and process to evaluate the need for changes in operational 
management, and final evaluation of all criteria at the end of the management period providing 
input for PA management plans as well as for national level evaluation.  

 

3.1. National level evaluation 
At the national level, a methodology consisting of 5 phases (and 10 steps) is proposed to be repeated 
every decade following the international strategic planning cycle of the UN CBD (and EU Biodiversity 
Strategy), see Figure 3 below. In addition, it is proposed to undertake a mid-term review and annual 
evaluations of some aspects of biodiversity management. The national evaluations will for an 
important part build on data collected for evaluating the management effectiveness of individual 
protected areas, but also other sources of information. 

Figure 3. Five main phases of the in-depth national-level evaluation 

  1.Inception 
(step 1)  

2.Identify key 
trends and -

measures 
(steps 2,3)  

 
3.In-depth 
assessment 
(steps 4-6) 

 4.Reporting 
(steps 7-9)  5.Closure 

(step 10) 
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3.1.1. Phase 1: Inception 

Step 1: Articulate Estonia’s biodiversity conservation strategy (theory of change), the key types of measures through which it is 

implemented, and the scope of assessment 

This step includes the compilation of existing plans and strategies in order to get an overview of 
Estonia’s current or planned strategy and approach to taking biodiversity conservation measures and 
its intended result. It should also define the scope of ‘conservation measures’ to be evaluated and 
formulate the ‘terms of reference’ for the evaluation that should be agreed with all key stakeholders. 
Step 1 could be led by EEB, with involvement of at least KAUR3, RMK4, and relevant departments of the 
Ministry of Climate and possibly other ministries such as the Ministry of Regional Affairs and 
Agriculture, the Ministry of Finance, and the Ministry of Education and Research.  

3.1.2. Phase 2: Evaluating key trends and links with measures taken   

Step 2: Assess the state and trends of biodiversity and ecosystem services  

The aim of step 2 is to get a clear overview of the state and trends of biodiversity and ecosystem services 
in focus of the evaluation. This step should be informed as much as possible through existing data 
sources such as state and pressure information collected for EU Nature Directives’ status reporting5, 
Red List assessment, natural capital accounting undertaken through the ELME project6, and other 
relevant sources. An important source of data is the evaluation of conservation measures taken in 
protected areas, however the national evaluation should also collect evidence on other topics such as 
conservation values outside of protected areas (e.g. farmland birds), ecological coherence at (inter-
)national level (e.g. Estonia’s Green Network), trends and measures taken at national level to curb 
diffuse pressures, national level management plans (e.g. habitats- and species action plans), enabling 
measures taken at national level (e.g. in enforcement, or funding), or international lessons and best-
practice. This step should be led by KAUR having the best overview of available data, gaps and ways to 
overcome them. EEB should ensure the integration of data gaps into policy recommendations in step 
8.  

Step 3: Evaluate trends against the theory of change and (inter-)national objectives 

This step aims to identify the discrepancies between intended outcomes of biodiversity conservation 
measures and actual trends in biodiversity- and other values in scope of the assessment and tries to 
establish causality between them. This step would also reflect on the sufficiency of measures taken to 
achieve 2030 or later objectives. This could be mostly a desk-based exercise led by the EEB but would 
require substantial analytical support from KAUR and other relevant ecological and/or nature 
conservation experts.  

3.1.3. Phase 3: In-depth assessment  

Step 4: Prioritise conservation successes or failures for more in-depth analysis 

This step intends to focus the remainder of the assessment to measures taken (or not taken) of 
greatest interest to Estonia to inform the future biodiversity conservation management strategy. 
These would mostly focus on broad types of values and measures intended to conserve them where 
conservation objectives were not met but could also include positive examples or values and measures 
for which the evidence in step 3 did not allow a clear conclusion about causality. The key findings of 
step 4 could be discussed at a workshop with key authorities and other stakeholders. This step could 
be led and largely implemented by EEB, but the workshop would require involvement of at least KAUR, 
RMK and relevant ministries, potentially also other stakeholders such as natural resource managers, 
nature NGOs, and academics in an observer/advisory role. A final decision on where to focus in-depth 
analysis should be made by the joint competent authorities.  

 
3 Estonian Environment Agency 
4 State Forest Management Centre 
5 Article 12 reporting under the EU Birds Directive and Article 17 reporting under the Habitats Directive  
6 „Elurikkuse sotsiaal-majanduslikult ja kliimamuutustega seostatud keskkonnaseisundi hindamiseks, prognoosiks 
ja andmete kättesaadavuse tagamiseks vajalikud töövahendid” https://keskkonnaagentuur.ee/elme 
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Step 5: In-depth analysis to identify underlying challenges and possible solutions to them 

In this step, the reasons for the success or failure of the cases/measures selected for analysis in step 4 
are analyzed and translated into national conservation management priorities. This step could be led 
by EEB but would require substantial input from other stake- and knowledge holders depending on 
the research priorities and questions. It is important to coordinate it with other ongoing evaluations, 
for example those undertaken as part of the renewal of individual habitat and species action plans to 
avoid duplication of work.  

Step 6: International peer-review on challenges and solutions  

Before the identified conservation effectiveness challenges are translated into recommendations for 
improvement, this step seeks advice from foreign experts on their experiences. A small group of 
experts should be invited whose combined experience should ideally mirror the development and 
implementation of solutions to the types of challenges identified in step 5. This step can be 
implemented by EEB and could include at least one physical meeting combined with a field visit.  

3.1.4. Phase 4: Reporting 

 Step 7: Synthesise findings in draft national biodiversity conservation management recommendations  

This step will synthesise the joint findings from steps 2-6 into national conservation management 
improvement recommendations for the next political/management cycle. It should not be forgotten 
to include recommendations on filling monitoring- and knowledge gaps identified under Steps 2 and 
3. This step could be led and implemented by the EEB. If needed, the experts involved in previous steps 
could be consulted. 

Step 8: Consult on final draft recommendations with key decision-makers and stakeholders 

In this step, EEB will consult on the draft recommendations with all key decision-makers and 
stakeholders involved in the implementation of biodiversity conservation measures in Estonia.   

Step 9: Publish a national conservation effectiveness report and jointly commit to integrate its recommendations in national 

strategic frameworks and development plans 

This is the final public-facing step of the assessment that will present its main findings and 
recommendations and helps ensure they are integrated in national conservation- and other relevant 
policies. This task could be led by the Ministry of Climate, who is politically responsible for nature 
conservation. EEB could draft the report.  

3.1.5. Phase 5: Closure 

Step 10: Evaluate assessment process and make recommendations for future assessment(s) 

This step aims to help improve similar future assessments by reflecting on experiences from the 
current one. This will require normally only one meeting with key staff involved and a short report with 
conclusions and recommendations for future similar assessments. This task could be led by EEB, with 
input from other relevant authorities involved in the assessment.  

 

3.2. Protected area level evaluation 
Since most biodiversity conservation measures are taking place in the context of Estonia’s network of 
protected areas, information on these measures is of critical importance not only to evaluate their 
effectiveness at site level but also to inform the national level evaluation.  

3.2.1. Agreeing evaluation objectives and deciding where evaluation is needed  

In an ideal world, site-specific monitoring, evaluation, and reporting would focus on national evaluation 
priorities only, both in terms of protected areas included and input requested from this. This could 
prevent unnecessary administrative burden of collecting data that would not be required to undertake 
national evaluation. However, in line with Estonian regulation on management planning, all national 
protected areas with a requirement to draw up management plans should undertake a management 
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effectiveness assessment ahead of or between management cycles before a plan for the next cycle is 
drawn up. And this is also international best-practice in terms of iterative protected management also 
embedded in IUCN and European Commission guidelines of protected area management planning. 
Therefore at least final evaluations should be undertaken for all sites with management plans.  

The procedure of evaluating species protection sites will have to be slightly different, as because of the 
large number of species protection sites and many without active management, a prioritisation 
exercise should be undertaken to select sites/species for the assessment. Criteria to inform this could 
e.g. be unfavourable population trends or new identified threats. Timing of species protection site 
specific evaluation could also be linked to the updating of species action plans. Evaluating multiple 
protection sites of prioritised species simultaneously in the context of action plan revisions could 
increase the usefulness of its outcomes. 

In the development of the methodology, Estonia’s overall objective of nature conservation to achieve 
favourable status of protected biodiversity values was taken as a guiding evaluation criterion. However, 
achieving this will require very different conservation management measures and their effectiveness 
could depend on many factors. Therefore, a relatively broad approach was taken in terms of including 
other evaluation criteria of all different key evaluation themes in established standards, to be sensitive 
to different factors impacting on management effectiveness and help facilitate continuity between 
evaluations. Nevertheless, a critical view was taken on the relevance of certain evaluation questions in 
the context of Estonia, and some questions in established international guidance were left out for this 
reason. In addition, a different, shorter, set of evaluation criteria is proposed for species protection sites.  

3.2.2. Integration with existing monitoring and planning cycles  

It is recommended to integrate management evaluation with existing condition monitoring cycles as 
well as management planning cycles, and where possible align all three. Status reporting of EU-
protected habitats and species currently represents the most in-depth nation-wide condition 
assessment of biodiversity values in Estonia and takes place every six years. It would make sense to 
undertake a stock-taking on the condition of all protected biodiversity values in Estonia with the same 
frequency, so that jointly it can form the basis of another national management cycle. Protected area 
management plans in Estonia currently have a duration of 10 years, but in the future, it would be worth 
considering raising this to 12 years, in which the 6-yearly condition assessment and -reporting could 
provide a mid-term evaluation on progress towards conservation outcomes (favourable conservation 
status). Another advantage of a management cycle aligned with condition reporting is that it facilitates 
the setting of national priorities and strategies for an upcoming management cycle. An important 
drawback however, raised in the development of this methodology, is that updating all protected 
areas’ management plans during the same period would not be realistic due to high labour intensity. 
This ‘planning burden’ could be reduced with more developed, focussed, and digitalised management 
planning.  

Independent of whether status reporting and management planning cycles will be harmonised or not, 
for each management plan (whether national, site-specific or both), an assessment approach with 
three standing iterative evaluation cycles, hereafter called ‘tiers’ is recommended. Table 2 gives an 
overview of evaluation themes covered in each tier.   
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Table 1. Linking of specific indicator categories to proposed monitoring and evaluation approach 

Evaluation theme Annual snapshot reporting  

(Tier 1) 

Mid-term evaluation 

(Tier 2) 

Final evaluation 

(Tier 3) 

1. Context – condition X i (X)  ii  X 

2. Context – pressures & threats X i (X)  ii  X 

3. Conservation objectives  (X)  ii X 

4. Conservation measures   (X) ii X 

5. Inputs   X X 

6. Process   X X 

7. Outputs X X X 

8. Outcomes  X iii X 

i Annual reporting in Tier 1 only scans for the appearance of significant new conservation values or high-level pressures that were 
not part of established management planning.  
 
ii Tier 2 may not require an evaluation of context (pressures & condition) and planning (objectives and measures) if no new or 
significantly increased pressures impacting on condition were identified. 
 

iii Outcomes may not always be possible to demonstrate with solid monitoring data after 5 years and may be done by expert 
judgement only.  
 

Tier 1: Annual snapshot reporting  

Annual snapshot reporting aims to gather data on outputs to be able to track and assess progress in 
implementation as well as identify implementation challenges and respond to them. This assessment 
can be led by the EEB Conservation Planning Department and requires input from all actors involved 
in implementing the conservation measures. Annual snapshot reporting could be done through an 
automated and mostly pre-populated database based on the management plan. It would only ask 
executive authorities (e.g. RMK, KAUR, different offices/departments of EEB) or other stakeholders that 
implement measures to report on implemented measures (outputs) in a central database. No 
evaluation of management context or outcomes is requested, however the reporting template could 
offer an opportunity to identify unforeseen urgent developments that would need short-term follow-
up (e.g. by updating protection rules based on new pressures). 
The necessary resources include training on filling in assessment template or agreements between 
different stakeholders to assure the adequate data availability/transfer and man days for assessment. 
The output will be a database with management implementation data, which can be used by public 
authorities to analyse or communicate progress.  

 

Tier 2: Mid-term evaluation 

This involves a relatively light evaluation half-way through the protected area management cycle, 
something which is normally already foreseen in Estonian protected area planning guidance but not 
consistently undertaken. This mid-term evaluation focusses on progress towards desired outcomes (as 
proposed in Table 2) and in particular whether process and inputs have been sufficient to ensure the 
outcomes or if there is a need to change and/or increase them to ensure the achievement of set 
objectives by the end of the management cycle. In case the mid-term review unveils significant issues 
and delay, a decision can be made to agree on an updated operational planning for the second half of 
the management cycle. If the mid-term evaluation identifies new values or pressures, it may also advise 
to update the site management plan objectives and measures. However, no in-depth revisions of 
context, planning and outcomes are required based on the mid-term evaluation. No mid-term review 
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is required for species protection sites, as species action plans are renewed every 5 years, nor for other 
protected areas with 10-year management cycles that have no operational planning or need for active 
management (but for the latter this should be assessed on a case-by case basis). 
Mid-term evaluation can be conducted mostly through desk research by a conservation expert other 
than those involved in implementing the management plan (e.g. someone in the EEB specialized in 
evaluations), using the questionnaire included in Error! Reference source not found., limiting the 
evaluation to questions under the themes of ‘inputs’ and ‘process’. Important input to the evaluation 
will be the annual reporting on outputs under Tier 1, as well as (preliminary) site-specific monitoring 
data of conservation values. Where data is inconclusive, short surveys or follow-up interviews with 
knowledge holders could provide missing information. In some cases, for example where cooperation 
issues have indicated to be a barrier to implementation, a common evaluation and planning meeting 
between partners could be appropriate.  
The necessary resources will depend on the complexity and number and type of challenges found per 
site, but would require at least 1 man day per site, and 2 days if more external consultation is required 
(excluding time required for the updating of operational plans). The outputs will be a partly filled-out 
questionnaire, and a short summary report (1-2 pages) that highlights key findings, and 
recommendations for updating operational planning (if needed), and can inform repeat-assessment 
as part of the final evaluation. 

 

Tier 3: Final evaluation  

The third level of evaluation is the most in-depth and investigates all key elements of the management 
cycle, including the outcomes of combined conservation measures and to what extent they have met 
the set objectives. It also evaluates contextual changes that may have impacted on the achievement 
of objectives but were not previously factored into planning and would be important to account for in 
a next management cycle.  
The final evaluation will use the same questionnaire introduced under Tier 2 (see Error! Reference 
source not found.). However, unlike the mid-term evaluation, the final evaluation will evaluate all 
evaluation themes and indicators. This means that ‘inputs’ and ‘processes’ are re-evaluated for the 
second half of the management cycle. Based on this data collection, a presentation is prepared that 
summarises the key strengths and weaknesses of the past management cycle, as well as opportunities 
and threats for the next one (SWOT-analysis). The findings of this analysis would ideally be presented 
and discussed at a workshop with all key implementation partners and stakeholders7. In addition, the 
workshop will discuss and draw up recommendations for the next management cycle. These 
recommendations could relate to site-specific management, but also e.g. identify needs for action 
beyond site-level, e.g. in research or governance. A suggested reporting template for these ‘SWOT’ 
workshops is included in Annex III - Proposed reporting template for SWOT workshop. 
Depending on the outcomes of the workshop, some further data collection and follow-up meetings 
may be needed to consolidate recommendations for the next management period. The combined 
result should provide a full evaluation across all indicators at the regional/network level and knowledge 
transfer across areas that can be used in the preparation of an updated management plan. The 
findings of this in-depth evaluation will provide important input to the development of new site 
management plans, and combined evaluations from different sites will provide important evidence to 
inform improvements to national-level planning and governance of nature conservation (e.g. the 
updating of habitat- and species action plans). 
 
The final evaluation should be undertaken prior to the final evaluation of management cycle of 
individual sites assessed, i.e., once every 10 (12) years, or 5 years in the case of species protection sites.  It 
will require at least 2-3 days per site in planning, coordinating, inviting various stakeholders; planning 
agenda; venue; budget. The outputs include a fully filled out questionnaire, a summary presentation, 

 
7 These could be e.g. other relevant EEB specialists, other public and private authorities involved in the 
implementation of measures, scientific experts (e.g. in management planning or key habitats present), local 
community representatives, etc. 
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and a short report (max 5 pages) of the SWOT workshop that concludes on the evaluation’s key findings 
and makes recommendations for the next 10- (or 12-) year protected area management cycle (see 
template in ANNEX III). 
   

3.2.3. Possible ways of representing collected data   

Management planning and execution can result in the collection of substantial amounts of data. For 
this, having an effective technical approach for data management and analysis is essential. Moreover, 
to understand whether a conservation plan has been successful, it is important to obtain a 
comprehensive overview that examines the trade-offs and synergies between different indicators. It is 
also necessary to go beyond site-level assessments, when there is a need to understand how effective 
management has been at the national level. Hence, here a brief recommendation is provided on how 
to conduct technical analysis of the collected data.  

Scoring by grouping the indicators into categories is one way of comprehensively assessing the 
narrative provided by different indicators measured at a specific site and helps in identifying trade-offs 
and synergies. This approach is also recommended by the latest EU Marine Natura 2000 methodology.  
Furthermore, when using uniform terminologies, it is possible to analyse data provided on indicators 
at higher management levels such as national or regional as well by grouping sites into ‘networks’ 
based on common attributes shared. In this context, a network refers to a collection of sites that can 
share either natural attributes like habitat type or geographical connectivity or other attributes such 
as same conservation objectives, pressures, or measures.  
 
To address the challenge of assessing effectiveness at various levels, from individual sites to a national 
scale, a hierarchical clustering approach can be used. This method integrates information from site-
level assessments, allowing for comprehensive monitoring over time. The indicators are already 
grouped to reflect the evaluation themes they come under. Scoring of the indicators subsequently 
provides basis for the data assessment in a thematic manner by creating ‘category scores’.  Category 
score can be expressed as a percentage of total maximum score possible to be obtained, provided all 
indicators performed at the highest optimal level achievable. The average score of all criteria evaluated 
within each category generates the "category score" or “thematic score”. Representing the analysed 
data as radar charts can offer valuable information for effectiveness assessments, including: 

● comparisons across different sites; 
● assessing the progress of a site over time; 
● tracking progress at the network level over time by averaging across protected area 

types; 
● comparing the progress of a site against the average progress of the network. 

 
This allows for easy identification of trade-offs and synergies. For instance, if a management plan 
achieves a high score on the thematic area of “conservation objectives” (a score of 5 overall) but a low 
score on the thematic area of “monitoring” (a score of 1), decision-makers can then, based on such an 
analysis, strengthen monitoring mechanisms. This in turn may prompt a discussion on budget 
allocation and the need for cost-cutting for effective monitoring. It is important to note that such 
assessments rely on the interpretation of objectives and can only be evaluated against the established 
conservation objectives. An example of what the data analysis for such an assessment could look like 
in practice is provided in  

Box 1 below. 

Box 1. Use case for scoring assessment of indicators 

Note: Figures shown are for illustrative purposes only, and not based on real data. 

Objective: The scoring methodology aims to assess and evaluate the effectiveness of biodiversity 
conservation efforts across different sites or protected areas. By assigning scores to specific 
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indicators, it provides a systematic approach to measure and compare conservation outcomes. 
Here, the aim is to compare the performance of two sites (N1, N2) across the different categories of 
indicators informing on management effectiveness as well as to compare their performance against 
national average performance of protected areas on the said indicators.  
 
Scenario: A regional agency responsible for monitoring effectiveness of biodiversity conservation 
measures wants to know how the previously implemented measures performed across two sites 
under their management.  
 
Implementation steps: 

1. Scoring criteria: For each indicator, there are nationally established clear criteria and 

benchmarks that represent different levels of conservation success. These criteria can be 

based on scientific research, expert knowledge, or predefined objectives. 

2. Data collection: Field staff and conservation experts collect data at site level using 

standardised protocols and tools, and self-assessment templates.  

3. Scoring process: Based on the collected data, each indicator is scored using a defined scale 

(e.g., 1-3). The scores reflect the level of achievement or progress towards the established 

benchmarks. 

4. Portal login: The agency looking to evaluate effectiveness logs in to the portal containing 

PAME data and selects a set of relevant indicators across available categories that reflect 

key aspects of biodiversity conservation, such as species richness, habitat quality, ecosystem 

health, and community engagement. 

5. Weighting: The agency assigns appropriate weights to each indicator to reflect its relative 

importance in overall biodiversity conservation effectiveness. This ensures that indicators 

contributing more significantly to conservation goals have a greater influence on the final 

scores. Alternatively, weighting can be skipped to avoid bias.  

6. Calculation of overall scores: The individual indicator scores are combined to calculate an 

overall effectiveness score for each site or protected area. This score provides an aggregated 

measure of conservation success. 

7. Comparative analysis: The agency/concerned authority compares the scores across 

different sites or protected areas to identify variations in conservation effectiveness. This 

analysis helps identify best practices, areas requiring improvement, and potential trade-offs 

between different conservation metrics. 

8. Reporting and communication: The agency/concerned authority can also generate reports 

and visual representations, such as graphs or charts, to communicate the conservation 

effectiveness scores to stakeholders. These reports facilitate informed decision-making, 

resource allocation, and adaptive management strategies. 

9. Periodic assessment: The scoring methodology is applied regularly to conduct periodic 

assessments of biodiversity conservation effectiveness. This allows for tracking changes over 

time, evaluating the impact of management interventions, and facilitating adaptive 

management approaches. 
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A sample of such an assessment output could look like this: 

 

 

Figure 4. Radar charts providing scoring for categories, each informed by aggregated scoring of 
multiple indicators 
 
While management and conservation objectives aspects scored high for site N1, measures scored 
lower for site N1. Here it is possible for a site manager accessing such data to reference the 
management plan of site N2 to source additional measures for implementing at site N1 to improve 
the score, given other aspects between the two sites are comparable. For reporting purposes, the 
site manager could also compare performance of the site against the national average. 
  

 
     Figure 5. Site condition scoring across monitoring categories set against mean score for 
protected area type nationally 
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4. Action plan for the 
implementation of the 
methodology to assess the 
effectiveness of conservation 
measures 

The action plan (Deliverable 5) was drawn up on the basis of the challenges identified during the 
baseline review (Deliverable 2) and the development and testing of the methodology (Deliverables 3 
and 4). It aims to ensure the successful implementation of all elements of the methodology and the 
efficient use of resources.  

The action plan provides insights into the institutional and administrative factors essential for the 
effective execution of the methodology to assess the effectiveness of conservation measures. It 
outlines the necessary actions, delineates roles and responsibilities, and specifies the required 
resources for addressing these aspects if possible. 

The action plan includes four main topics: 

1. Implementation of evaluation procedure. 
2. Technical integration of assessment questionnaire(s). 
3. Supporting elements for cost-effective reporting and evaluation. 
4. Proposal of IT structure for effective implementation. 

 

4.1. Implementation of evaluation procedure  
To implement the methodology, administrative steps, roles, and responsibilities for the enforcement 
of regular assessment need to be clearly determined. A clear understanding of organizational 
arrangements is essential, encompassing when, how, and by whom the baseline assessment is 
conducted, as well as how the results are aggregated and analysed. Successful implementation also 
relies on the willingness of all involved parties, including baseline data collectors and processors, to 
collaborate. Additionally, strategic-level support is necessary, foreseeing and providing the required 
resources for the effective execution of the evaluation system. 

A comprehensive overview and mutual understanding of the following aspects are essential: 

• General principles of evaluation procedures (evaluation tiers, cycle, coverage of areas, 
reporting and use of assessment results, etc). 

• Task allocation among agencies, departments, and specialists, including resource 
requirements (both human and financial). 

• Evaluation of whether and which administrative measures within the Environmental 
Board/Environmental Agency/Ministry of Climate administration are necessary to ensure a 
regular assessment. 

The required actions include: 

• Agreeing on evaluation principles (including defining the main principles of the evaluation 
procedure, determining the length of evaluation cycle and specifying the scope of areas to be 
included in the assessment, agreements on involvement of stakeholders in the evaluation 
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process and on collecting and aggregating information for the areas to be evaluated (in 
particular on the implemented measures/actions), agreement on a process for data 
management and data exchange); 

• Assigning roles and responsibilities of all parties involved in the evaluation process and 
establishing clear communication channels. 

Depending on the availability of supporting methodologies and tools, it may be necessary to describe: 

1. How will the evaluation process and data collection be carried out before supporting methodologies 
and IT-tools are fully implemented (initial approach, indicatively (first half of) 2025-2028)? 

2. What is the expected final approach to be achieved through the development projects/actions? 

The initial evaluation process, before all the tools are in place, could focus on conducting and learning 
from evaluations at the protected area level, with a view to further developing the evaluation system. 
The national level assessment proposed in the developed methodology could be added in a second 
phase (indicatively from 2028/2029 onwards), once data aggregation capabilities have improved and 
more input from the protected area level assessment has been gathered. 

It is recommended that the relevant principles are documented, e.g. in the form of a guidance 
document to be approved by the management. Formally, it could be an order (korraldus) or directive 
(käskkiri) signed by the Deputy General Director of EEB or Director General of EEB. Also the roles and 
responsibilities of the agencies participating in the evaluation procedure should be described in this 
document. In addition to determining the general principles of the evaluation procedure, the role of 
the EEB includes also conducting and coordinating assessments at protected area and national level, 
incorporating assessment results into conservation planning and gathering/submitting information 
for assessments. The Environment Agency (KAUR) compiles, processes, and presents environmental 
status data through the KESE8 and/or EELIS9 platform. KAUR may also serve as an analyser of 
assessment results, create the necessary linkages with monitoring programmes in the KESE database 
as well as conduct or provide input and guidance for further analyses, such as ecological coherence 
assessments. The State Forest Management Centre gathers and submits information on their activities 
within protected areas. The Ministry of Climate provides additional input for the national level 
evaluation, contributes to synthesising findings into national strategies and enforces the 
implementation of the findings on national level. 

Changes in personnel, whether through additional positions or reallocation of tasks, are necessary for 
the practical implementation of the assessment. This involves making individuals accountable for the 
assessment at both the protected area and state/network levels (the evaluation team), as well as those 
tasked with processing the necessary data for the assessment (the support team), including compiling 
and analysing monitoring data, and analysing and summarising evaluation results. The evaluation 
team should be made up of specialists familiar with the evaluation procedure as well as specialists 
familiar with protected areas. The support team should be composed of specialists familiar with data 
analysis, specifically in analysing the data relevant to the assessment. 

For the first evaluation in 2025-2028, the Swiss-Estonian Cooperation Programme project (2024-2028) 
can potentially be used. EEB has estimated that additional manpower needed for the first assessment 
includes an assessment coordinator (1 FTE), 2 assessment experts (2 FTEs) and a data analyst (0.4 FTEs). 

 

4.2. Technical solution for the assessment questionnaire(s) 
The evaluation forms created in DLV3, presented as questionnaires in Excel format, offer a versatile and 
adaptable tool that allows continuous modification and commentary. However, for a more systematic 

 
8 Estonian Environmental Monitoring Information System 
9 Estonian Nature Information System 

https://keskkonnaamet.ee/sveitsi-eesti-koostooprogrammi-elurikkuse-programm
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and streamlined implementation of the evaluation process, it is essential to integrate these 
questionnaires into a user-friendly and efficient system. 

Ideally, the technical solution should enable: 

• completing assessment forms (questionnaires) at site level; 
• storing and easy accessibility of completed questionnaires:  
• linking questionnaires to the protected area and/or related documentation (for example 

management plan of the area); 
• analysis of the results and visual presentation options at site level (using rating scale, colour 

schemes and/or radar charts); 
• analysis of the results at national/regional/group level and visual presentation options of 

summarised results; 
• querying results based on specific aspects or indicators; 
• further development (changes) of the questionnaire. 

Separate tools can be used for completing and storing assessment questionnaires and for data analysis 
and visualization processes. 

As a minimum, the solution should enable completing and storing the questionnaires. Unfortunately, 
in the end it will be the most expensive solution considering the later labour costs. Therefore, 
answering the questions should be automated as much as possible. 

It is advisable not to introduce new platforms/ tools that would likely mean significant learning curve, 
but rather integrate the assessment questionnaire into an environment already familiar to EEB 
specialists. 

In addition, a temporary/initial evaluation solution is needed to enable assessment process until the 
development of the advanced evaluation tool is completed. 

The required actions include: 

• Providing an initial solution for carrying out assessments before the necessary development 
work for assessment tool has been completed; 

• Analysis and planning of advanced solution, including Tier 3 assessment forms/questionnaires 
for protected areas and species protection sites, Tier 2 assessment form/questionnaire 
(selected questions from the Tier 3 questionnaire) and Tier 1 reporting form and/or dashboards; 

• Software development, testing and deployment; 
• User training. 

The successful implementation of the actions requires close cooperation between the different 
authorities. The overall development of EELIS is led by the Ministry of Climate. Development will 
engage the relevant agencies (EEB, KAUR, KeMIT). As the entire EELIS system is currently being 
upgraded, the development of assessment module can be integrated in this process. The resources of 
the Swiss-Estonian Cooperation Programme project (period 01.05.2024-30.04.2028) can be utilised for 
the assessment system of the effectiveness of conservation measures. 

 

4.3. Supporting elements for cost-effective reporting and 
evaluation 

4.3.1. More harmonised and specific management planning 

During the development and pilot-testing of the methodology, it became apparent that some topics 
are not addressed in a consistent and/or comparable way in the management plans. Additionally, it 
has become evident that certain information within these plans requires further interpretation when 
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responding to assessment questionnaires. To ensure effective implementation of the methodology, it 
is imperative to reassess the drafting of management plans and their communication. This involves 
presenting information clearly, cohesively, and ideally in a machine-readable format, while also 
ensuring that it remains understandable for the general public. 

Furthermore, developing a common ‘nature language’ as outlined in the methodology (Deliverable 3) 
is necessary. It entails adopting a standardised approach for describing conditions, pressure factors, 
etc., in management plans and EELIS to the greatest extent feasible. Uniform terminology and 
classification are essential to facilitate the automation of data queries and the aggregation and 
comparison of data. 

Utilising classifications from Natura reporting as a basis, with necessary adjustments for local contexts, 
can facilitate uniform terminology and classification. Estonia already uses EU terminology and codes 
to describe natural habitats and their conservation status, but less for other elements such as species 
or pressures. 

Harmonised data formats, such as tables and quantified data, should be employed to ease data 
processing and retrieval of relevant information. Currently, management plans are produced digitally 
using word processors, often resulting in lengthy descriptions with less emphasis on clarity and 
conciseness. This can lead to discrepancies between descriptive text and summary tables, 
complicating data retrieval and undermining data reliability. Therefore, there is a need for specific and 
clear aggregation and presentation of information within management plans. 

The required actions include: 

• Enhancing and improving the structure of management plans 
• Development of common terminology and classification systems 
• Development of common principles for distinguishing pressures and threats, their 

importance and extent 
• Development of Nature Atlas compiling all spatial data (map layers) related to conservation 

management into a single web portal or map application 
 

4.3.2. Development of database of measures 

The pilot assessments carried out under DLV4 revealed that conservation planners lacked an overview 
of the activities carried out. Specifically, information on the implementation of activities is fragmented 
among different actors and therefore dispersed across various databases. Since this information is a 
crucial component in assessing the effectiveness of conservation measures, it is necessary to compile 
the information on activities into a single database. This database would include both the measures 
planned in the management plans and the information on activities carried out by different parties 
(such as RMK and NGOs) or implemented with the help of funding projects. 

4.3.3. Methodology to select key indicator values to be included in the assessment 

Protected areas pose a significant challenge with their potential inclusion of numerous conservation 
values. While assessing habitat conditions is relatively straightforward, evaluating species conditions 
proves resource-intensive and, to some extent, impractical. To know if nature conservation values are 
increasing or decreasing, monitoring data are needed, but it is practically impossible to monitor 
everything everywhere. 

To address this challenge effectively, a strategic approach is necessary. Instead of completing an 
assessment questionnaire for all conservation values, the focus should shift towards evaluating their 
status through selected indicator species, typically ranging from 3 to 10 species. This approach is not 
only more time-efficient but also more feasible for extensive areas. To facilitate this, it is crucial to 
develop a methodology or harmonised principles for identifying these indicator species. 
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The principles guiding the selection of key species should encompass considerations such as the 
value's significance within the protected area or Estonia and the availability of reliable monitoring data. 
The result of this strategic identification process will manifest as guidance documents or a predefined 
list of key species at the national level. 

Ideally, the identification of key species for each site should seamlessly integrate into the preparation 
or revision of the respective management plan. This integration ensures a streamlined assessment 
process, enhancing its efficiency and overall effectiveness. 

The required actions include: 

• Setting up thematic working groups to agree on main principles; 
• Development of detailed and practical methodological basis (with a study outsourced from 

research institutions); 
• Development of guidance document with selection matrix and/or predefined list of indicator 

values at national level; 
• Identification of indicator values for each site in the process of compiling or renewing 

management plans. 

Existing methodologies and studies can be used as a basis for development of selection criteria for key 
indicator species.  For example, “KATUS” project10, which describes selection process for determining 
focal species to be included in the study. The focal species should enable assessing effectiveness of 
protected areas, conservation practices and impact of climate change. 

 

4.3.4. Condition data to assess the outcomes 

The assessment methodology requires an analysis of whether and what changes in the condition of 
species and habitats have occurred during evaluated management cycle. This requires availability of 
relevant condition data. 

Collecting the condition data needed to evaluate the outcomes means linking the evaluation system 
to surveys, monitoring programmes and inventories. 

The current monitoring system, along with KESE, lacks comprehensive coverage for fulfilling the 
requirements of conservation management and effectiveness evaluation.  

Specifically, there is a need for accessible timelines that showcase the condition data of (key indicator) 
species at the protected area level. Relying solely on national monitoring is insufficient, prompting the 
exploration of integrating studies and inventories into the system (data from EELIS, PlutoF, JAHIS, etc).  

Additionally, it is essential to consider alternative solutions that can complement traditional 
monitoring methods for a more holistic approach. 

In addition to ensuring the availability and quality of data, it is also necessary to ensure the capacity to 
process and analyse this data. 

The required actions include: 

• Conduct an in-depth analysis of data needs, identifying priorities (taking into account indicator 
values if appropriate). 

• Audit of the relevance of available data in EELIS and other databases, mapping data gaps. 

 
10 „Eesti looduslike elupaikade ohustatud ja kaitstavate liikide seisundi muutuste prognoosimine ja 
kaitsemeetmete väljatöötamine” ("Forecasting changes in the status of endangered and protected species in 
natural habitats in Estonia and developing conservation measures" 2021-2024) 
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• Explore various data collection methods, including national monitoring programs, remote 
sensing, inventories, studies, external databases, etc, to define an optimal system for regular 
and supplementary monitoring and additional studies. 

• Linking monitoring and other relevant condition data to protected areas. 
• Implementation of needed changes in the monitoring system if relevant based on analysis. 
• Implementing an interface for seamless data exchange between EELIS and external 

databases to ensure comprehensive data utilisation in decision-making. One possibility is also 
to use the existing Tableau analytics tool as an interface, which allows information to be 
integrated from different systems and analysed. 

• Develop approaches to use data sets to assess changes in the condition of conservation values. 
• Develop supporting technical tools and/or processes (using, for example, capabilities of 

analytics platform Tableau) for data aggregation and analysis. Technical solutions could 
provide an aggregated overview of status changes by protected areas and their conservation 
values. 

• Training for evaluators and/or other specialists in the use of condition data and technical 
solutions and the interpretation of results. 

4.3.5. Methodologies to assess some aspects of conservation effectiveness 

Ecological connectivity, ecosystem services, and contributions to climate change mitigation are 
presently absent from the management plans but have been incorporated into the assessment 
methodology. Currently, respondents have to rely on their individual background knowledge for 
assessments as there is no agreed methodology to assess these aspects at site level. Establishing a 
unified methodology for analysing these aspects is essential.  

A logical approach involves conducting a national-level analysis using a common methodology, 
particularly through spatial data analyses. This methodology could offer a standardized approach for 
both individual protected areas and the wider protected area network. 

The map layers derived from the National Assessment and Mapping of Ecosystems and Ecosystem 
Services (ELME project) and related further developments11 could serve as a foundational basis for 
developing this methodology. 

The required actions include: 

• Development of national methodologies for the evaluation of condition of/changes in 
ecological connectivity, ecosystem services and/or ecosystem condition and contribution to 
climate mitigation and adaptation to climate change. 

• Regular updating of the data (GIS layers) needed for the methodology. 
• Integrating other topics into the assessment methodology if necessary (e.g. incorporating 

questions regarding socio-economic, cultural, and landscape dimensions). 

4.4. Proposal of IT structure 
Supporting IT solutions are needed to implement the methodology effectively.  

The central challenge addressed here is the data availability constraint within the existing operational 
IT system. Specifically, the system lacks centralized data retrieval capabilities, compelling the use of 
diverse methods and databases. As highlighted in the pilot testing of the methodology, gathering 
information from various databases or agencies proves to be a significant challenge, necessitating 
strategies for more efficient data retrieval. 

 
11 The abbreviation ELME is used to refer to both the completed project and future prospective developments 
related to ecosystem services mapping led by KAUR. 
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The IT structure should include the evaluation forms and analysis tools as well as data exchange 
processes with relevant databases. 

The envisaged IT system should ideally encompass the following functionalities: 

• integration with existing systems;  
• transfer of existing baseline data; 
• centralized data retrieval; 
• user-friendly interface. 

The required actions include: 

• Comprehensive audit of existing IT systems and databases to identify integration points. 
Identification and defining requirements and expectations related to the IT system. 
Development of a detailed implementation plan that outlines each step towards achieving a 
fully integrated IT infrastructure.   

• System architecture design, development and integration. 
• Initial testing and debugging. 
• Pilot testing for real-world application and adjustments, ensuring compliance with user 

expectations.  
• Documentation, capacity building and specialized user training to ensure users are well-

prepared to utilise system effectively. 
• Operationalization and maintenance, post-deployment monitoring and adjustments. 
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4.5. Roadmap 
Table 3 provides a summary of the main action points addressed in the action plan (Deliverable 5), along with an indicative timetable. Given that most activities 
are strongly interlinked, a strict sequencing of tasks is not required. Instead, these activities should be undertaken in parallel to ensure a more cohesive and 
integrated approach. 

Table 3. A general timeframe for the actions 

 
Action 

Direct (inter-) 
dependencies 

Phase I 
(2024)  

Phase II 
(ca 2025-2028) 

Phase III 
(ca 2029-

…) 1st half 2nd half 
I Administrative actions and assessment process   

    

1.1.* Agreeing on preliminary assessment framework and 
resource allocation 

  
    

1.2.* Establishing (initial) data exchange processes for 
measures and other relevant data 

  
    

1.3.* Identifying development needs for full implementation 
and resource allocation 

3.1 
    

1.4. First cycle of (Tier 3) assessments 3.2. 
    

1.5. Establishing reviewed (updated) assessment 
framework (including updating the questionnaire 
while ensuring comparability with previous 
assessments) 

3.3 
    

1.6. Regular Tier 1 reporting and Tier 2 & 3 assessments, full-
scale implementation of evaluation system 

3.3 
    

II Development of methodological approaches   
    

2.1. Development of updated structure and guidance 
document for management plans 

2.2.; 2.3; 3.4 
    

2.2. Development of common terminology and 
classification systems 

  
    

2.3. Development of pressures and threats assessment 
system 

3.8 
    

2.4.* Development of approach for key indicator values   
    

2.5.* Development of approach for outcomes evaluation 3.7 
    

2.6. Development of approach to evaluate ecosystem 
services, ecological coherence, and climate mitigation 

3.9 
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Action 

Direct (inter-) 
dependencies 

Phase I 
(2024)  

Phase II 
(ca 2025-2028) 

Phase III 
(ca 2029-

…) 1st half 2nd half 
III Development of technical solutions    

   

3.1.* Analysis and planning (including business analysis) 1.3 
    

3.2.* Development or adaptation of preliminary assessment 
solution (for first cycle) 

1.4 
    

3.3.* Development of advanced/final evaluation module, 
including data exchange & reporting 

1.5 
    

3.4. Development of updated technical solution (digital 
format/database) of management plans 

2.1; 2.2 
    

3.5.* Development of database of measures 3.4; 3.6. 
    

3.6. Development of nature management map 3.4; 3.5; 3.10 
    

3.7. Development of supporting technical solutions for 
outcomes evaluation  
(if required) 

2.5 
    

3.8. Development of supporting technical solutions for 
pressures assessment  
(if required) 

2.3 
    

3.9. Development of supporting technical solutions for 
ecosystem services assessment (if required) 

2.6 
    

3.10. Development of ‘Nature Atlas’ - consolidation of spatial 
data related to conservation management (values, 
status, pressures, objectives, actions) into a single portal  

3.4; 3.6     

3.11. Maintenance and further developments      

* first priority actions 

 

Timetable colour codes: 
Administrative actions 
Assessment process 
Development of methodological approaches 
Development of technical solutions 
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Annex I Protected area-level 
evaluation questionnaire 
EE PAME Evaluation_Final.xlsx 
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Annex II Species protection 
evaluation questionnaire 
 

EE PAME Species Protection Sites DLV4.xlsx 



 

32 
 

Annex III - Proposed reporting 
template for SWOT workshop 

The proposed methodology for the final protected area specific evaluation suggests undertaking a 
workshop in which the findings from the full evaluation questionnaire are presented to, and discussed 
with, all key administrations and other key stakeholders involved in implementing protected area 
management plans and the conservation measures in them. The first purpose of this workshop is to 
validate the preliminary conclusions from the questionnaire, discuss differences in perspective, and 
come to a commonly agreed final conclusion. The second purpose of the workshop is to discuss 
priorities for the next management cycle, keeping in mind the lessons from the evaluation. Lastly, the 
workshop will identify measures that will need to take place outside the sphere of influence of 
protected area management in scope of the management plan, in order to achieve conservation 
objectives in the protected area.  

The workshops logic is (loosely) based on that of the SWOT analysis approach, which is often used to 
inform strategic planning. SWOT is an acronym of Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities & Threats. It 
combines an assessment of today’s status by evaluating key strengths and weaknesses (or ‘areas of 
improvement’, framed more positively), with a forward-looking assessment of how success can be 
achieved in the future (also on the areas for improvement) in a context of opportunities and threats. 
Given limited resources, the workshop should not take longer than half a day per protected area. To 
help reduce time investment, several PAs in the same region could be discussed jointly, in particular if 
they have faced similar management challenges. It could start with a short presentation with the 
findings of the evaluation questionnaire, and then open the floor around a limited number of key 
questions. A first suggestion of questions is provided below.  

The outcomes of individual workshops will provide useful input in the development of new PA 
management plans, and the outcomes of combined workshops will provide invaluable information to 
inform national level evaluation and identify common priorities that will need action at the national 
scale (e.g. through the development of national guidance, updates of national strategies and action 
plans, or more strategic and/or integrated action to fill resource gaps).  

Suggested questions to structure the discussion: 

1) What went well – particular successes to highlight?  
 

2) What went not so well, and should be improved during the next management cycle? 
 

3) What would need to change from today, in order to make the improvements under (2)?    
 

4) What are the main obstacles you foresee to making the necessary changes under (3)? 
 

5) Which new or changed objectives and/or measures would you recommend for the next 
management cycle, considering the answers under (2)-(4)? 

 
6) Which of the issues under (3) and (4) cannot be overcome through changes in area-based 

management, and will have to be followed-up at a regional/national level?   
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