Illegal construction in Rila National Park continues
26 October 2007

A lift and a road are being constructed in Bulgarian Rila Mountains not far from the Seven Rila Lakes.  It is also part of the EU’s Natura 2000 network of specially protected areas together with the buffer zone around it. Rila National Park is one of the nine European protected areas certified by the management quality certification system for protected areas PAN Parks and one of the three national parks in Bulgaria, IUCN category II. The Pan Parks certificate was welcomed by Bulgarian NGOs.
The construction has started in the summer of 2007 in breach of a number of legal requirements. 
The lift is constructed without:
· a concession agreement which is necessary for territories that are exclusive public property as is the national park
· up-to-date Environmental Impact Assessment - the investor quotes a 9-year old assessment, which expired 4 years ago.
The road:
· Is built without Environmental Impact Assessment
· At some points the road acts a border of Rila National Park and the agreement has been to reconstruct the road within its old range. However, at some points the road is now double its original size and enters the park territory.

Both projects:

· Need to be assessed in line with art. 6 of the Habitats Directive about their impact on the Natura 2000 sites. Despite that this assessment is missing, both projects are in implementation.
Another problem is that the area around Rila National Park, which is proposed Site of Community Importance, titled Rila Buffer, code BG0001188, is the only habitat site from the whole list of 225 habitats sites from the Natura 2000 sites of Bulgaria which was discarded from the list.  This shows the enormous pressure put by investors in ski development projects around the national park on the Bulgarian Ministry of the Environment. 
The authorities – what they have done, what they must do 
Signaled by citizens for the construction, the environmental authorities have made an on-site check on 22 August 2007. The Regional Environmental Inspectorate has imposed a fine of 5,000 Euros to the Mayor of Sapareva Banya town for building the road without following the statutory environmental procedures. Apart form that authorities have done nothing and the construction works go on even now. Furthermore, the mayor announced that he was not going to pay the fine, but would appeal it. 
The Ministry of the Environment and Water must stop the construction of both lift and road until all law violations are removed. Citizens and nature conservation organizations have been organising more than ten protests in Sofia and on  the spot in support of Rila to no avail so far. 
The government must adopt Rila buffer as part of the Natura 2000 network.
Why is it important to react now?

The investor of the ski lift has much bigger plans than just the lift. Together with the Municipality it promotes a large scale ski development project inside the National Park. As construction of new ski facilities is forbidden by the Protected Areas Act and the Park Management Plan, the investor is putting high pressure on the government to pave its way for permission of the ski zone.  Meanwhile, the National Park director, under whose management Bulgaria became the first country to have a second PAN Park, was fired by the Minister of the Environment and Water without any prior notice or justification. Nature conservation organizations in Bulgaria see a clear link between the former director’s principal position against ski development projects in the park and the loss of his job.
Campaign
The international position paper is part of the campaign in support of Rila National Park planned on national and international level by a coalition of Bulgarian nature conservation NGOs ‘Let Nature Live in Bulgaria’. At national level the campaign includes: signals; letters and position papers to all relevant institutions; organization of weekly debates in the National Pressclub of the Bulgarian Press Agency where all the stakeholders are invited; street protest marches and concerts in Sofia; citizens protests actions on the spot in Rila each Saturday; an on-line petition to government institutions.
At international level the campaign includes: sending of information to the European Commission; position paper of international NGOs; opportunity to citizens from aboard to send letters (which may be downloaded from the campaign web site http://www.forthenature.org) to the authorities.
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