




	 FOCUS ON A COUNTRY’S FLAGSHIP SPECIES: 
THE DALMATIAN PELICAN (PELECANUS CRISPUS)

Early 20th-century records indicate breeding colonies in 
Karavasta and Maliq with wintering populations observed all 
along the coastal area of Albania as well as in Lakes Shkodra, 
Ohrid and Prespa. By the early 2000s, only Karavasta 
Lagoon retained a breeding colony. In 1984, the population 
was estimated at 81 breeding pairs, but this plummeted 
to 19 by 2001, due to poaching, egg collection, and nest 
destruction. Encouragingly, protection efforts initiated 
post 2003 started to reverse the decline. Major success 
has been noted since 2013 due to the implementation of 
several conservation measures. In 2020, the colony reached 
the number of 85 breeding pairs, marking a 64% increase 
since 2013.

Meanwhile the wintering population of the Dalmatian 
Pelican in Albania from 1996 to 2025 ranges from 82-519 
individuals with an average of 223 per year. The Divjaka-
Karavasta wetland ecosystem hosts 52–97% of Albania’s 
wintering Dalmatian Pelicans, with numbers ranging from 
63 specimens in 2004 to 316 individuals in 2021 and 2025 
(mean ≈173 and c. 82% of Albania). Other wintering sites 
include Thana Lake and Nartë Lagoon. The relatively stable 
wintering numbers contrast with the precarious breeding 
trends, underlining the lagoon’s critical role in the species’ 
life cycle.

Throughout its life cycle in Albania, the species is threatened 
by human disturbance related to illegal fishing and 
unregulated tourism in their breeding ground in Divjaka-
Karavasta. Habitat loss and erosion due to natural sediment 
shifts and sea-level rise have reduced the nesting island’s 
area by nearly 50% in the past two decades. Flooding events 
related to seasonal storms flood their nests and lead 
to chick mortality. Avian influenza caused mortality and 
limited breeding success in 2022. 

Once widespread across Albania’s coastal and inland wetlands, the Dalmatian Pelican (Pelecanus crispus) 
experienced severe population declines in the mid-20th century. Major drainage schemes from the 1950s to 
70s eradicated large parts of suitable habitat in Durrës, Tërbuf, and Maliq, causing the loss of key breeding 
colonies. Despite its protected status under both national and international frameworks, the species’ 
Albanian population remains highly vulnerable well into the 21st century.
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	 EVOLUTION OF DALMATIAN PELICAN  
breeding pairs in albania since 2013  
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	 RELATIVE IMPORTANCE OF DIVJAKA-
KARAVASTA FOR DALMATIAN PELICANS  
wintering in Albania (1996-2024)  
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Dalmatian Pelican (Pelecanus crispus) in Divjaka-Karavasta National Park  
© AOS 

Landscape view of Divjaka-Karavasta National Park from Karavasta Lagoon  © AOS 

Pollution and eutrophication due to agricultural runoff and 
inadequate waste water management affect fish stocks and 
water quality, indirectly impacting pelican foraging success. 
Finally, power line collisions were also reported in several 
cases in recent years in areas of major importance for the 
Dalmatian Pelican in Albania. Unfortunately, new threats 
are looming for the Dalmatian Pelican and other birds of 
the coastal wetlands as plans for further urbanisation in 
Divjaka-Karavasta and other coastal wetlands continue 
to persist despite the advocacy campaigns of national 
and international NGOs. Vlora International Airport, 
located at the heart of the migratory map of the western 
metapopulation of the Dalmatian Pelican, might cause 
further negative impacts through disturbance and collision.

To counteract those threats, several measures have been 
implemented in Albania including the adoption of a National 
Acton Plan for safeguarding the species in Albania, guarding 
the nesting sites during the breeding season, providing 
nesting materials and constructing artificial platforms or 
breeding beds, regular monitoring of breeding and wintering 
populations, and national and international protection of the 
major foraging and breeding areas including their designation 
as Ramsar Sites. Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas, Key 
Biodiversity Areas, Emerald Sites and advocacy campaigns 
for the protection of Divjaka-Karavasta, Vjose-Nartë and 
other coastal wetlands.

Nonetheless, further action is needed in habitat restoration 
including the stabilization of the nesting island and 
construction of additional platforms, strengthening law 
enforcement to prevent illegal activities within protected 
areas, promoting the Dalmatian Pelican as a flagship species 
to support sustainable tourism, coordinated actions with 
neighbouring countries who share wintering and foraging 
grounds and continuous advocacy and lobbying against 
urbanisation of the protected coastal areas.

All the above demonstrates that despite its fragile status, 
the Dalmatian Pelican in Albania shows signs of resilience 
under sustained conservation action undertaken mainly 
in the Divjaka-Karavasta wetland ecosystem as the most 
vital habitat for both breeding and wintering individuals 
in Albania. A combination of habitat management, law 
enforcement, community engagement and international 
cooperation is still imperative to ensure the long-term 
survival of this iconic species in Albania

9



	 TOWARD A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE  
FOR THE INTERNATIONAL WATERBIRD 
CENSUS IN ALBANIA 

A primary concern is the lack of a stable support mechanism 
to ensure the annual implementation of the census. To 
date the IWC has relied heavily on project-based funding to 
cover logistical needs such as transportation, coordination 
and basic equipment. While this model has allowed the 
census to continue, it creates uncertainty from year to 
year and makes long-term planning difficult. The absence 
of institutional financial support limits the potential for 
strategic development of the scheme and poses a barrier to 
fully embedding it within national biodiversity monitoring 
programs.

In parallel, there is an ongoing gap in human capacity. While 
the core census team includes skilled field leaders with 
years of experience, the broader pool of trained observers 
remains limited. Currently, too few individuals are able to 
conduct counts independently and in accordance with 
IWC protocols. Ensuring sustainability will therefore 
require investment in systematic training, mentoring, 
and experience-sharing among institutions and young 
professionals.

Since 2017, the National Agency for Protected Areas (NAPA) 
has increased its engagement by actively involving its 
regional staff in the counts. This collaboration has helped 
expand coverage and strengthen institutional ownership 
of the monitoring process. However, to fully integrate the 
IWC into Albania’s national conservation strategy it must 
move beyond voluntary participation. The census needs 
to be formally recognized within institutional workplans, 
supported through operational frameworks and treated 
as a national obligation for conservation planning and 
international reporting.

Given Albania’s importance as a wintering ground for 
numerous waterbird species, several of which are of 
international conservation concern, maintaining a reliable 
national waterbird monitoring scheme is of high ecological 
and strategic value. The IWC is not only essential for 
assessing population trends and habitat conditions, but 
also provides the foundation for fulfilling commitments 
under agreements such as the AEWA, the Ramsar 
Convention and national biodiversity strategies.

Looking ahead, the Albanian Ornithological Society (AOS) 
reiterates its commitment to leading and coordinating 
the IWC in Albania, while calling for broader institutional 
support and cooperation. Establishing a sustainable 
nationally endorsed monitoring framework grounded in 
technical quality, inter-agency collaboration and long-term 
vision, will be essential for ensuring the continued success 
of the census and the protection of Albania’s wetland 
biodiversity.

For three decades, the International Waterbird Census (IWC) has served as Albania’s most consistent and 
coordinated bird monitoring effort. Its continuity is thanks to a strong core of committed experts, institutions and 
volunteers who return to the field every January, often under challenging conditions, to ensure data is collected, 
shared and used. However, behind each successful census lies a growing set of unresolved challenges that threaten 
the long-term sustainability of the scheme.

Greater Flamingo (Phoenicopterus roseus) in Divjaka-Karavasta  
National Park  © AOS 
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Ruddy Turnstone (Arenaria interpres) in Vjose-Nartë Protected Landscape  
© AOS 
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Wetland and lagoon landscape in 
Kune-Vain-Tale Managed Reserve 
© AOS 



https://medwaterbirds.net

Lesser Black-backed Gull (Larus fuscus) 
in Viluni lagoon  © L. Shala
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