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Many species are declining in Central Europe right now in our time. Most of them are threatened despite the fact that they are protected by law. A substantial number withdraw completely from the countryside in recent decades. Some have found an alternative to make their living in cities, on air fields and industrial areas, however. These non-natural habitats became more attractive even than protected areas. What is going on? Why is our modern and seemingly highly enforced nature conservation legislature so insufficient in general, though some larger species of mammals and birds are expanding their ranges and increase in abundance? For globally threatened birds like the White-tailed Sea Eagle Germany now ranges among the most important countries with a sub-population approaching a thousand breeding pairs. There is also a soaring population of Wild Boar numbering in many thousands. Gray Wolfs are thriving in a small but a well doing population in Eastern Germany which has been the German Democratic Republic a quarter of a century ago. And in the winter months nearly everybody can make the experience of seeing a snowy white heron standing in the snow out in the countryside. The numbers of wintering Great White Egrets now vastly exceed the former breeding population of this rare European bird species which managed to survive half a century ago mainly just at the inaccessible border areas of the time of the Cold War, e. g. on the Lake of Neusiedl southeast of Vienna. Ornithologists have been very happy to catch a glimpse of the then shy and elusive white herons by approaching the Austrian-Hungarian border as close as security allowed. What a difference just a handful of decades later with Great White Egrets outnumbering the “normally” much more common Grey Heron in most regions of Central Europe in winter. In winter! This matter of fact challenges the long standing view of the “niche” of this “tropical bird” and many other bird and mammal species according to conventional ecological wisdom of former times. Even in textbooks of ecology a lot of species has been misplaced according to the limited knowledge of where they can or could live, which more often than not is different from where we did find them under the local or regional conditions at a certain time. 

So again the question, what’s going on “out in nature” as we tend to say, because we, the human people of the modern world, usually separate our immediate realm of living from the so called free nature. Why became so many species rare or vanished at all from our neat and clean and progressively healthier environment despite such an extraordinary amount of conservation efforts and so many million Euros, which have been spent by our nature conservation organizations? 

The answers given point at a still too much spoiled and poisoned environment, claim unbearable high levels of human disturbance and the excessive construction of roads, spread of settlements and other forms of “development” which generally means destruction of nature. The birds and bees, the butterflies and bats, they cannot find enough suitable habitats for sufficiently large, extinction-resistant populations. Or so the saying goes. This may be true in a number of special cases, but certainly not in all, however. The common view, as expressed by most nature conservationists and widespread in the public opinion as a result of their campaigning is highly biased in fact. It is this bias of a much too human-centred view of nature and how it should look like which resulted in such a low success or failure of the species conservation efforts. A closer look onto the demise of the vast number of smaller species, best exemplified by butterflies, moths and songbirds due to extensive field studies available from recent decades, reveals the shortcomings and simultaneously makes understandable the success of the few larger ones, which are expanding. 

The spread of Gray Wolfs and White-tailed Sea Eagles, of Great White Herons and Black Storks, of Peregrines and Beavers and also the finally successful reintroduction of the Lammergeyer into the Alps beyond any doubt is the result of a very much reduced hunting pressure posed on that and other increasing species compared to the situation of the pre World War II times. They could recover due to reduced losses by shooting and poisoning and also due to a much greater tolerance of human presence they achieved in recent times. The great winners in fact have been such species which found their way into the relatively high safety of the cities. However, a striking geographical pattern is visible in central Europe in the distribution and abundance of many species of larger mammals, birds and invertebrates. It shows the separation of a species rich Eastern and an impoverished Western part by what has been the Iron Curtain a quarter of a century ago. There is no natural ecological condition or constraint existing for this once political separation, but quite a massive one with respect to the intensity of the agricultural use of the countryside. In the former East major tracts of land, many fine scale structures of unused sites and still a lower expectation on how high the yields of the fields should become characterize the East and contrast to the Western attitude of maximum exploitation. Moreover, abandoned villages, cottages, once used sites for industrial production and highly contaminated areas from socialist times are in existence and probably will last for some decades more, before they become subjected to the cleansing according to the Western style. There even small gravel pits have been viewed as “wounds in nature” which have to be healed as soon as possible by re-cultivation, which invariably meant planting trees to cover the “offence to the eyes” without taking the needs of so many species of animals and plants into consideration. This is one of the major points, which is made in this book, and which will make it hard to digest without putting aside all the preconceived views how (clean) nature should be. 

The other central point deals with the invisible stuff called nitrogen compounds which floods the whole of Central Europe since decades due to over-fertilization of the arable fields and flushing the meadows with liquid manure, the latter in a total amount which greatly exceeds all the peoples’ sewage in Germany. This general eutrophication promotes the growth and ecological displacement strengths of a very limited number of plant species and has led to a much wetter and cooler microclimate down at the vegetation level of the countryside than is indicated by the official meteorological measurements and “expected” as a result of climate warming. Most of the warmth-loving (thermophilic) species are in severe decline even in protected areas and they form the greatest bulk of species in the “Red Lists”. In fact, most habitats became cooler in the last half of a century, not warmer as expected. Therefore, and this is the great message of the book, we are in bad need of open, dry and “unproductive” areas, unfertilized and managed in a proper way to act against the accumulation of plant nutrients due to the influx of nitrogen compounds and nutritive dusts from the sky by wind and weather. The small scientific community which has the privilege to look into the military training areas at some times knows that these are the most diverse sites with the highest numbers of rare and endangered species – and not those protected by law officially. Second to the military training areas in species richness are major cities like Berlin or the vast Rhine-Ruhr-Agglomeration where a lot of rarities found their place of living amidst the densest human population concentrations. 

Such are the “good news”, though not from a conventional nature conservationist’s point of view, because it means we have better possibilities to preserve species on up to now largely neglected and under-rated areas like open mining sites, abandoned industrial areas and highly disturbed places. They are the last heavens for quite a lot of species which a great many of our nature lovers would not like to miss like the singing Skylark, which is best seen, under uncomfortable acoustic conditions however, on the major airports. Summing up, we as conservationists should apply much closer looks onto where the rare and endangered species still exist rather than hanging on concepts how we would like to see the so called free nature with a low intensity of agriculture close to the hunger level of the peasants. Such concepts which are based on the condition of the 19th century are out of date in modern times not only due to the fact that everything has changed over the last one and a half century, but also because they provide no realistic outlook for the future. The best guides certainly still are the species themselves. Conservationists should follow their guidance rather than their outdated, more or less romantic ideals. This is the combined message of all the threads and new approaches which Werner Kunz explores in his outstanding and demanding book. If read carefully and open minded it could become a similar benchmark publication like the ‘Silent Spring’ by Rachel Carson, because of the “new song” it offers to nature conservation.      
