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Abstract Over the last 15 years, despite the lack of

a specific strategy or a dedicated financial instrument

to deal with invasive alien species (IAS), the

European Commission (EC) has contributed to

financing almost 300 projects addressing this issue,

for a total budget exceeding 132 million EUR. Such

figures are based on projects funded under two

specific EU financial tools: LIFE and the RTD

Framework Programmes. The contribution of the

two programmes has been characterised by an overall

positive trend over the years, in terms of both the

number of projects and the budget spent. Such trend

can be assumed to reflect an overall increase in both

the awareness of the problem among wildlife man-

agers and scientific institutions, and the willingness to

pay by the EC institutions and the EU citizens in

general. Such data might contribute to the develop-

ment of a response indicator measuring ‘Trends in

invasive alien species in Europe’, useful to assess

progress toward the target of halting the loss of

biodiversity by 2010—as a part of the SEBI 2010

process. The results may also contribute to assess the

economic impact of IAS in Europe—in terms of costs

for reduction and/or prevention of damages—and to

support policy decisions and communication cam-

paigns. Finally, the results are encouraging and

support the need for the development and the

implementation of a sound EU strategy on IAS, so

as to regulate and optimise the administration of the

available financial resources—whenever appropri-

ate—on the basis of specific priorities.
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Background

Invasive alien species (IAS) are currently among the

most urgent nature conservation issues to be faced in

the European Union (EU) and many important steps

are being undertaken to develop an adequate strategy

to deal with this problem (EEA 2005; Gheorghe et al.

2007; Hulme et al. 2008). For example IAS are among

the priorities of the Sixth Environment Action

Programme of the European Community (EC) for

2002–2012, and are recognised as a key pressure on

biodiversity and a priority for action by the European

Commission’s Biodiversity Communication [COM

(2006) 216 final]. Moreover a specific EC Communi-

cation ‘‘Towards an EU strategy on invasive species’’

[COM (2008) 789 final] has been issued in 2008.

The reason is that IAS are recognised as one of the

greatest threats to biodiversity, which can also cause

major socio-economic damage. In the past such

effects have been generally underestimated, but
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now there is general agreement that IAS require

major expenditures on prevention, control and miti-

gation projects in order to reduce their ecological and

economic impacts. Until recently, large-scale, com-

prehensive and well-documented economic studies

were rare and mostly limited to cases where the

monetary value of the impact could be calculated

fairly easily (McNeely 2004; Gren 2008). However,

the staggering figures published so far have stimu-

lated growing attention toward the economic costs of

biological invasions. For example, according to a

study carried out on 25 species the costs of IAS in

Europe amount to ca. 12 billion EUR per year

(Kettunen et al. 2008). Another assessment available

at the EU level showed that over 27 million EUR

were spent for managing IAS through the LIFE

programme from 1992 to 2002 (Scalera and Zaghi

2004). In order to get a comprehensive picture of the

expenditures for projects for management and

research on alien species, an extensive search was

conducted on the LIFE and CORDIS databases of the

EC (the only EU project databases freely available on

line). They allowed the collection of basic informa-

tion on all projects funded through the LIFE

programme and the Framework Programmes for

Research and Technological Development (FPs).

For each project the data collected were thus

validated and enriched through direct enquiries to

the relevant project managers and to the EC officers

and services in charge of monitoring their imple-

mentation. In this way it was possible to get

additional details such as exact scope and species

targeted and budget spent specifically for measures

on IAS. Data relative to other funding instruments

(i.e. Structural funds, Rural funds, etc.) were col-

lected as well, but the lack of a comprehensive

database did not allow me to get exhaustive infor-

mation and therefore were not considered in this

work.

Costs of EU projects on IAS

The present work aims to provide comprehensive and

updated figures on the actual contribution of EU

funded projects over the last 15 years to support

management actions and research activities for IAS.

For example, it is known that the LIFE programme

has been used to deal with a wide range of measures,

as suggested by the contribution given to the

implementation of the CDB guiding principles

(Scalera and Zaghi 2004).

The LIFE programme (launched in 1992 and

ended in 2006) was the only EU financial instrument

specifically and entirely devoted to supporting envi-

ronmental and nature conservation projects

throughout the EU member states, as well as other

countries. Although it did not specifically address the

problem of IAS, many projects included measures

aimed at preventing, controlling or eradicating

unwanted populations—often connected with either

restoration of habitats or recovery of species of EU

interest, and accompanied by awareness-raising cam-

paigns. In total, from 1992 to 2006, LIFE financed

187 IAS-related projects with a budget exceeding

44 million EUR. Among them 28 projects focused

entirely on IAS, while 159 had at least one compo-

nent dealing with IAS. The budgets for the two

groups of projects were 28.6 million EUR and

15.4 million EUR, respectively. However, the figure

relative to the last group should be considered

conservative because data were available only for

102 projects (64% of the 159 projects partially aimed

at IAS). On average, during the whole LIFE program-

ming period, the EC financed 12 IAS related projects

each year, for an average cost of 230,000 EUR each,

which corresponds to a yearly budget of almost

3 million EUR. The country analysis highlighted that

Italy, Spain and France alone had more projects than

all the remaining countries (about 52% of total). Also

the level of funding was uneven among countries.

Spain, UK, Denmark, Italy and Belgium alone had

more than 75% of the total budget spent for IAS.

It is known that the EC has funded projects

addressing IAS through financial programmes other

than LIFE (EC 2003; Miller et al. 2006). Among

these instruments there are the FPs, which have

funded IAS-related projects pertaining to a wide

range of topics, often governed by various policy

measures. Examples are projects related to forestry

and agriculture, but also fisheries and aquaculture,

plant and animal health, ballast waters, etc. The FPs

are the main EU instruments for research funding

(implemented since 1984) and have helped to

develop a culture of scientific and technological co-

operation between EU countries. Regarding IAS,

under the auspices of the 4–6th FPs implemented

during the period 1994–2006, the EC has funded a
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total of 90 projects dealing with the issue, for a total

budget of more than 88 million EUR. Of these, 70

projects focused entirely on IAS and another 20 had

only part of the activities related to this issue. The

respective budgets for the two groups of projects are

81.3 million EUR and 7.4 million EUR. In this case,

the figures for projects partially addressing IAS

should be considered conservative because they are

based on a sub-set of seven projects out of 20 (35% of

the total number). On average, in the period 1996–

2006, the FPs financed seven IAS related projects per

year, with an average cost of about 1 million EUR

each. This amounted to a yearly budget of 7 mil-

lion EUR. In accordance with a specific rule

characterising the FPs, the EC financed only projects

involving several partners from different countries,

including EU member states and non-EU countries.

In this regard, the analysis showed that on average

each project was financed to a consortium of partners

from 5.7 EU countries (ranging 1–21) and from 2.1

other countries (ranging 0–16) from all continents.

The analysis shows also that each EU country was

involved on average in 17.1 projects (either as

coordinator or as partner), ranging from 2 to 61,

with the United Kingdom, France and Germany

involved in the highest number of projects. Luxem-

bourg was the only EU country not involved in any

project. The analysis of the budget breakdown for

each country was not possible because this level of

detail was not available.

To summarise, in total the EC funded almost 300

projects addressing the problems related to IAS in the

past 15 years, for a total budget exceeding 132 mil-

lion EUR. The total budget is likely to be even

higher, because for a number of projects partially

aimed at IAS it was not possible to extrapolate the

actual cost for IAS, and therefore such projects have

not been considered in the analysis. Such data show

that despite the lack of an EU strategy on alien

species, resource managers and other stakeholders

have been operating to adapt and to take advantage of

the available EU funding resources to respond to the

growing threat of IAS.

The data from LIFE and the FPs have been

aggregated on a 3 year period in order to compare the

trends over the years (Fig. 1). The trends for both

financial tools can be interpreted in the following

ways:

1. The positive trend regarding the number of

projects funded over the years could indicate an

increasing awareness of the problem among

wildlife managers and scientific institutions,

respectively.

2. The positive trend regarding the level of budget

spent over the years could indicate an increasing

willingness to pay by EU institutions and citizens.

3. The positive trend regarding either the number of

projects funded or the level of budget spent over

the years could indicate that within the EU the

problem with IAS is increasing.

In each 3 year period LIFE financed more projects

than the FPs, while the FPs have invested compar-

atively higher financial resources than LIFE. In

practice, apparently the EC invested more money

on research rather than on concrete management

actions, to face the problems posed by IAS.

The data analysed also show that the average

yearly budget spent by LIFE and the FPs has been

about 10 million EUR, with a peak in the period
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2004–2006 of 18.3 million EUR per year (corre-

sponding to 55 million EUR in the 3 year period).

Such figures may offer an indication of the mini-

mum level of budget needed to face the problems

linked to IAS at the EU level. In any case it is

important to consider that this level is very conser-

vative and is well below the costs of programmes

for controlling the spread of IAS in other countries

and regions (see McNeely 2004). Indeed the figures

provided give only a partial picture of the problem

because they do not consider the resources allocated

through financial tools other than LIFE and the FPs.

Moreover the relationship with the actual level of

threat to biodiversity, as caused by IAS, will remain

difficult to establish (see Mace and Baillie 2007;

Born et al. 2005) and ex post evaluations of the

project results are not available, so it is not possible

to investigate their actual contribution to face the

threat.

Toward an indicator on costs for IAS

Since the costs for measures planned or undertaken to

face the IAS threat—which are directly related to the

relative level of damage costs—can be considered a

factor to calculate the monetary value of their socio-

economic impact (Reaser et al. 2007; Gren 2008), the

present study might contribute to the development of

a response indicator expressed by the measures of the

budget spent for management and research activities

for IAS. Indeed the need to collect and analyse

comprehensive information on the issue of EU

funding for IAS was emphasised within the SEBI

2010 project (see also McKenzie 2007, Unpublished)

which already developed some indicators on alien

species (EEA 2007). Therefore the development of

such an indicator complies with the priorities set by

both the convention on biological diversity (CBD)

and the EU (Hulme et al. 2008), which are develop-

ing specific indicators focusing on IAS for assessing

progress towards the target of halting the loss of

biodiversity by 2010 (McGeoch et al. 2006; Mace

and Baillie 2007).

An important effect of indicators is that since they

reflect trends in the state of the environment and

monitor the progress made in achieving environmen-

tal policy targets, they have become indispensable to

policy-makers (Smeets and Weterings 1999).

Furthermore, economic analyses can engage the

public in ways that information on ecological impacts

does not, because the financial costs are something

that people can understand more easily. Thus, an

indicator on costs for IAS may be used as a tool to

raise awareness on the issue and to strengthen public

support for policy measures (Smeets and Weterings

1999) and for allocating funds to prevention and

control programmes as well as research activities (see

also McKenzie 2007).

However, it should be recognised that such funds

have been allocated to projects dealing with IAS

almost exclusively on the basis of ‘occasional’,

‘casual’ initiatives principally due to the requests of

proponents/beneficiaries, without the support of any

comprehensive strategy or dedicated financial pro-

gramme. Therefore, although the conclusions of the

present report can be considered quite encouraging,

they strongly emphasise the need for the development

and the implementation of a sound EU strategy

on IAS, so as to regulate and optimise the adminis-

tration of the available financial resources—

whenever appropriate—on the basis of specific

priorities specific priorities (see Genovesi and Shine

2004).

Meanwhile, for the programming period 2007–

2013, the Community funding for nature conservation

has been significantly revised. Apparently, new provi-

sions opened up the possibility of making much more

finance available for nature projects, thus creating new

potential opportunities for the management and study

of IAS (Miller et al. 2006; Miller and Kettunen 2007) as

those offered by the new LIFE ? Regulation and the

7th FP.
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