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WWF Programme: Protection of the Wadden Sea

National Park and
World Heritage Site on the North Sea

The Wadden Sea, with its tidal flats, tidal creeks, estuaries, salt marshes, beaches, dunes
and islands is one of the last original unspoilt nature areas in Europe. Ebb and flow deter-
mine the pace of life in the Wadden Sea and lead to continuous change. 4,500 square ki-
lometres of its sea bed dry out twice a day and make the Wadden Sea the world’s largest
continuous mud flats. It extends as a shallow sea from Den Helder in the Netherlands
along the entire German North Sea coast to Esbjerg in Denmark.

WWEF has already been working since the mid-1970s for the protection of this unique habi-
tat. Meanwhile, it has been designated as a National Park and in 2009 was recognized by
UNESCO as a World Heritage Site.

Life from the mud — a hub for bird migration

Millions of tiny algae, thousands of small worms, crabs, snails and shellfish abound on and
in each square metre of the mud flats. Not without reason the Wadden Sea is seen as a
nursery for many fish species. On the fish, marine mammals such as Harbour Seals feed.
The Grey Seal, once extinct in the Wadden Sea, has returned, and is now thriving again in
this protected environment. Even Harbour Porpoises are found in the Wadden Sea, although
they are less numerous than in historic times.

Particularly characteristic for the Wadden Sea however, are the birds: Oystercatcher,
Redshank, Arctic Tern and Herring Gull — these are just the best known coastal birds that
nest in the Wadden Sea. In the spring, around one million breeding birds build their nests
on the ground on salt marshes, dunes and some of them even on the beaches. And ten
times as many, hence about 10 million, waders and water birds such as Brent Goose, Red
Knot and Dunlin come from breeding areas in the Arctic to the Danish-German-Dutch
Wadden Sea. They are dependent on the area to rest, for fattening, moulting or wintering.
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Would you like to help the Wadden Sea?
You can do so by supporting WWF.
And by behaving sustainably when
visiting the area.

Guided tour in the saltmarsh
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Experience the Wadden Sea yourself

Not only nature will benefit from the National Parks in the Wadden Sea. People will
also gain: Residents and visitors have the assurance that nature remains intact and
can be experienced, because National Parks are not closed to the public. As long
as protection is not compromised, people can enjoy or learn about nature there. Na-
tional Parks, therefore, secure the economic future in the tourism-dependent coastal
communities. Only if the tourists find unspoilt nature — and the vast majority wants
this — will they continue to come to the North Sea coast.

Through information and education the visitors must be supported in their environ-
mentally conscious behaviour. Though there are already many visitor centres, guided
tours and also special offers for children in the Wadden Sea, these offers need to be
strengthened further.

It is understandable that the recognition of the Wadden Sea as a World Heritage Site
has triggered much delight in the tourism industry. Everywhere in the region people
think about how the area can become even more attractive for tourists. However,
the tourism sector should focus on quality rather than on quantity, for the many visi-
tors can themselves be a burden on the Wadden Sea. Nature has been able to cope
up to now, mostly because, in spite of the many troubled areas, there are also major
areas in which it remains undisturbed. In the long run, it is important to develop tou-
rism as sustainably as possible: keeping activities out of sensitive areas, refraining
from building in protected areas and decreasing air traffic over the mud flats are only
examples of this. In the context of building and construction projects — from hotels
and marinas to paths and roads — more care must be taken for nature.

Luckily, the Wadden Sea countries together with the tourism industry have begun to
take up the initiative of UNESCO to develop a strategy for sustainable tourism. WWF
is participating actively in the drafting of this strategy. It is a good example for part-
nership between tourism and conservation that more and more tourism businesses
are applying for the “National Park Partner” certificate and thus confirm to the custo-
mer that they work with consideration for the National Park.
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