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Foreword
The global decline of biodiversity is one of the greatest 
ecological challenges of our time. With the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD), the international community of 
states committed in 1992 to halt the loss of species and 
habitats and to establish a globally representative and 
effectively managed system of protected areas. Germany 
implemented this commitment by ratifying the CBD in 1993 
and through the National Biodiversity Strategy (NBS 2007). 
The National Biodiversity Strategy for the period up to 2030 
(NBS 2030) continues on this path, responds to new develop­
ments, and takes up international agreements such as the 
Kunming–Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework and the 
EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030, including the target of 
effectively protecting at least 30 per cent of terrestrial and 
marine areas. Despite these far-reaching objectives, there 
remains a need for action in the protection of species and 
habitats, making it all the more urgent to consistently review 
and further develop the management of protected areas.

Within this context, national parks carry an outstanding 
responsibility and serve as role models. They embody the 
vision that nature should be allowed to follow its own 
dynamics across significant areas. They make a major 
contribution to the conservation of biodiversity and eco­
system services, while also providing spaces for experiencing 
nature, research, environmental education, and sustainable 
regional development. 

In view of growing societal challenges – from natural 
climate protection and the connectivity of protected areas 
to recreation and sustainable tourism – national parks are 
also facing increasing demands that can only be met through 
consistently high-quality protected area management. As 
reference areas, national parks demonstrate how ecosystems 
and landscapes can develop without targeted management 
and proactive intervention.

Against this background, starting in 2005, quality criteria 
and standards for German national parks were developed 
on behalf of the Federal Ministry for the Environment, 
in cooperation with the federal government, the states, 
non-governmental organisations, and other experts, serving 
as a reference condition for “ideal,” effective protected area 
management. On this basis, the first evaluation of all German 
national parks was carried out from 2009 to 2012, supple­
mented by an interim survey from 2015 to 2018. Both surveys 
have shown that the national parks possess considerable 
strengths, have further developed since the first evaluation, 
and are jointly addressing the growing challenges. The 
establishment of two additional national parks – the Black 
Forest in 2014 and Hunsrück-Hochwald in 2015 – confirms 
the successful work carried out in protected areas and their 
national importance for the conservation of biodiversity and 
natural processes, as well as for scientific research, environ­
mental education, and nature-compatible recreation. In the 
following years, the quality criteria and standards were revised 
and further developed, including aspects such as accessibility, 
sustainable procurement, and participation.
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This publication presents the evaluation process and the 
quality criteria and standards applied, and summarises the key 
results of the second evaluation of the German national parks 
for the period 2022 – 2024 in anonymised form. It provides 
a systematic overview of the strengths and weaknesses of 
management quality in all German national parks, compares 
the current status with the results of the first evaluation and 
the interim survey, and compiles the main recommendations 
for action. This evaluation documents the outstanding work 
carried out by the administrations involved in all national 
parks and clearly demonstrates the importance of national 
parks for nature conservation in Germany. The evaluation also 
identifies areas where further action is required and makes 
clear that the continuous review and optimisation of manage­
ment quality are not an optional add-on but an essential 
prerequisite for safeguarding the performance of national 
parks in the long term in times of climate crisis, increasing 
land-use pressure, and societal change. In this way, they make 
a decisive contribution to achieving national and international 
biodiversity goals – and to preserving the natural foundations 
of life for future generations.

Sabine Riewenherm 
President, Federal Agency for 
Nature Conservation

Peter Südbeck 
Chair of the Board, Nationale 
Naturlandschaften e. V. (National 
Natural Landscapes, NNL)

Migrating avocets over Lower Saxon  
Wadden Sea National Park
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A few words to aid understanding 
of this publication
How successful are the German national parks, do they 
achieve the goals set for them, and how effectively can they 
carry out their tasks? What has already been achieved, and 
where is further action required? These questions – and, of 
course, the answers to them – were the subject of the second 
voluntary evaluation of the German national parks and form 
the content of this publication.

It neither can nor is intended to reproduce all evaluation 
results in detail, but rather to summarise them in a 
comprehensive overview across all national parks. Thus, 
the publication reflects general trends, from which the 
situation in individual national parks may well differ. The 
results are presented at varying levels of detail. Chapter 1 
provides a very brief overview of the processes and results 
of the evaluation on one page, while Chapter 2 offers more 
detailed insights based on selected key findings of the evalua­
tion. Chapter 3 provides some information on the background 
and procedure of the evaluation, and Chapter 4 presents the 
national parks according to their main characteristics and 
particular features. In Chapter 5, the results of the evaluation 
are presented systematically according to all criteria of the 
eight fields of action of the evaluation. For national park-
specific results, reference is made to the detailed evaluation 
reports for each national park, where these are available 
online.

The result of the evaluation is not a ranking that compares 
the national parks to one another on a uniform scale and 
assesses them. This is neither possible nor meaningful due 
to differences in the natural conditions, the personnel and 
financial resources of the administrations, the regional 
context, the age of the national parks, their cultural and 
land-use history, or continuing uses. Rather, the evaluation 
aimed to assess each national park individually with regard 
to its specific strengths and weaknesses and to provide 
recommendations for action based on this assessment.

The publication cites key examples of these strengths, 
weaknesses, and recommendations for action, also in 
comparison with the first evaluation carried out between 
2009 and 2012. The recommendations for action are often 
addressed to the national park administrations, but may 
also concern the responsible ministries and state govern­
ments, regional stakeholders, associations and organisations, 
administrations or political bodies, and in individual cases 
even federal authorities. The responsibility for securing what 
has already been achieved and for further improvements 
does not lie solely with the national park administrations.

All statements refer to the situation at the time of data 
collection by the national park administrations and the 
on-site visits by the evaluation committee. Subsequent 
changes are not taken into account.

Mittelsteighütte primeval forest area 
with fallen deadwood and bracket fungi, 

Bavarian Forest National Park
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1	� For readers in a hurry: 
the key points on one page

Between 2022 and 2024, the German national parks were 
voluntarily evaluated for a second time by an independent 
committee. The evaluation was based on quality criteria and 
standards for eight activity areas, reflecting the tasks and 
objectives of the national parks and their administrations. 
The current situation in these activity areas was compared 
with the target described in the standards.

The data required for this were entered into a database by 
the national park administrations and also formed the basis 
for a one-and-a-half-day on-site visit by the evaluation 
committee, which summarised its results and assessments 
in a detailed report for each national park. The evaluation 
was led and organised by Nationale Naturlandschaften e. V. 
(registered Association of National Natural Landscapes), the 
umbrella organisation for German national parks, biosphere 
reserves, and wilderness areas. The Federal Agency for Nature 
Conservation supported the project with funding from the 
Federal Ministry for the Environment, Climate Protection, 
Nature Conservation, and Nuclear Safety.

The following are the main findings of the evaluation:

1)	 The central goal of national parks is to allow natural 
dynamic processes to occur across at least 75 % of their 
area without direct human management or use. Since 
the first evaluation from 2009 to 2012, many national 
parks have been able to move significantly closer to this 
goal, for example through the expansion of the natural 
dynamics zone or the overall area of the national park, or 
by completing forest conversion. Efforts to round off the 
boundaries of the national park area, to merge sub-areas, 
to reduce area fragmentation, and third-party rights 
have met with partial success or are continuing to be 
pursued. Nevertheless, the goal of leaving at least 75 % 
of their area entirely to natural dynamics still presents 
major challenges for many national parks today. Reasons 
include, for example, the size and shape of the national 
parks, fragmenting structures, visitor pressure, edge 
effects, difficult-to-remove third-party usage rights, or, 
in some cases, ongoing restoration or other manage­
ment measures by the national park administrations. 
In particular, reducing wildlife management in the natural 
dynamics zone poses significant challenges for the 
national park administrations.

2)	 Key factors for management quality and success 
in the national parks are their personnel and financial 
resources. It deserves positive recognition that the 
staff of all national park administrations are well to 
very well trained, highly motivated, and that volunteers 
are involved in national park activities. This contributes 
significantly to the fact that the vast majority of the 
parks are largely accepted in their regions. Overall, the 
national park administrations have very different financial 
and personnel resources. Some are very well equipped, 
while others have seen a noticeable increase in staff 
since the first evaluation. However, all national park 
administrations have at least some personnel gaps in 
certain areas of responsibility, and in some cases, their 
financial and staffing levels can be described as wholly 
inadequate. These deficits negatively affect the fulfilment 
of tasks in all national parks, although to varying degrees. 
Depending on the national park, this concerns area 
management, visitor guidance and patrolling, regional 
and supra-regional cooperation, offers for education and 
experiencing nature, or research and monitoring, including 
the collection of baseline data.

Overall, it should be noted that since the first evaluation, 
and partly through the implementation of the recommen­
dations made at that time, the national parks have been 
able to achieve considerable progress. They have generally 
been able to consolidate or even expand their strengths and 
reduce some weaknesses. Nevertheless, meeting all standards 
remains a challenge and a task for the national park adminis­
trations, the responsible ministries, and other relevant stake­
holders.
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2	� On the right track, but not yet there: 
strengths, weaknesses and areas for 
action in the national parks at a glance

In this chapter, the key strengths and weaknesses of the 
German national parks are summarised, together with 
changes compared with the first evaluation (2009 – 2012) and 
the central resulting recommendations for action identified 
during the second evaluation (2022 – 2024).

Any changes that have occurred since then are not taken 
into account. The assessment was based on uniform criteria 
and standards assigned to a total of eight activity areas (see 
Chapter 3.2).

2.1	� Primary task of national parks: allowing natural 
dynamic processes

In contrast to other protected areas, which focus on main­
taining a specific state of habitats and their species – often 
dependent on human use – and on their active care and 
management, the primary conservation purpose of national 
parks is to allow natural dynamic processes to take place 
on sufficiently large areas with minimal or no human inter­
vention – in other words, to let nature be nature. This should 
generally apply to at least 75 % of the area of a national park. 
Furthermore, it is of central importance to secure or expand 
habitats of international importance and to strengthen 
ecosystem connectivity between the national parks and their 
immediate and wider vicinity. These objectives are defined in 
more detail by the criteria and standards in Activity area 3, 
“Protection of natural biodiversity and dynamics.”

In the terrestrial national parks and the terrestrial parts of 
national parks with marine areas, significant progress has 
been made since the first evaluation, for example through 
the expansion of the natural dynamics zone. Only one 
terrestrial national park is still far from achieving the goal 
of allowing 75 % of its area to follow natural dynamics due 
to complex ownership structures. This target has also not 
yet been reached in the marine (sub)areas of five national 
parks. It is important to emphasise that these national parks 
are already more than 30 years old and can therefore no 
longer be considered “developmental” national parks, in 
which management measures are permitted on more than 
25 % of the area. Nevertheless, improvements have also 
been achieved within the natural dynamics zones them­
selves. However, in the majority of national parks, they do 
not guarantee a completely undisturbed course of natural 
processes – whether due to insufficient size, an unfavourable 
delineation of the area, or the fragmenting effect of paths and 
infrastructure corridors, external influences, hard-to-remove 
third-party rights, or management measures by the national 
park administrations (wildlife management in particular).

All national parks contain species and/or habitats of inter­
national importance, which are for the most part incorpo­
rated into national park management in accordance with this 
importance. Ecosystem connectivity beyond the boundaries 
of the national park has been fully implemented in only about 
a quarter of the national parks; in the others, the standard is 
met to varying degrees.

Against this backdrop of overall positive development, albeit 
with remaining potential for improvement, the evaluation 
committee considers the following recommendations to be 
particularly urgent in Activity area 3, “Protection of natural 
biodiversity and dynamics”:

•	 	Consistent transfer of areas into the natural dynamics zone 
in order to achieve the “75 % target” no later than 30 years 
after designation of the respective national park, or to 
achieve it as quickly as possible thereafter;

•	 	Reduction of influences that restrict natural dynamics, in 
particular fragmentation and division of habitats, extractive 
uses, and exceptions allowing controlled management 
interventions;

•	 	Expansion of ecosystem connectivity structures, includ­
ing through support for international protected area 
designations for national parks located on state borders.



12 | Management quality of German national parks | Strengths, weaknesses and areas for  action

Management to enhance natural dynamics
The goal of allowing nature to take its course on at least 75 % 
of the national park area and refraining from interventions 
cannot be pursued and achieved in isolation. Rather, it requires 
intensive conceptual and planning preparation, including 
clarification of which areas should be left to natural develop­
ment, when, and in what manner; which restoration measures 
are required beforehand; how to deal with species that depend 
on active land management in the long term; and how to 
respond to conflicts and external influences that continue to 
affect the natural dynamics zones. The tasks associated with 
this are addressed in Activity area 4, “Management.”

A heterogeneous picture emerges here, both between the 
national parks and within each individual park. It deserves 
positive recognition that in many national parks, forest 
conversion has now been completed, that in nearly half of 
the national parks no other restoration measures are still 
taking place in the natural dynamics zone, and that in almost 
all national parks the management of species and habitats 
is confined to the management zone. An exception is the 
“wildlife management” of species such as roe, red and fallow 
deer, or wild boar, which is carried out in almost all national 
parks with terrestrial areas, even within the natural dynamics 
zone. Despite the efforts of the national park administra­
tions, only slow changes can be observed here. Uses that run 
counter to the conservation purpose of the national parks 
have been partially reduced; however, the removal of third-
party usage rights is difficult, even within the natural dynamics 
zone, and can only be achieved in the long term. This issue is 
particularly serious in the “marine national parks”.

Visitor management concepts exist in almost all national 
parks to help avoid disturbances from visitors. However, in 
slightly more than half of the parks, the density of hiking 
trails still appears too high. Furthermore, in the majority of 
national parks, insufficient staffing – in particular of rangers – 
and, in some cases, insufficient statutory powers lead to 
shortcomings in visitor management and patrolling. Finally, 
it should be noted that a quarter of the national park plans 
are no longer up to date, or are incomplete in terms of content 
or spatial coverage, and should therefore be urgently revised.

To consolidate the progress made and to further approach 
standards where they have not yet been achieved, the 
following recommendations were made for Activity area 4, 
“Management”:

•	 Reduction of wildlife management, especially in the natural 
dynamics zone, including the immediate vicinity of the 
national park;

•	 Acceleration of the removal of third-party usage rights;

•	 Accelerated termination of some large-scale uses in the 
natural dynamics zone, in particular fishing;

•	 Strengthening of patrolling through regular and sufficient 
presence on site.

2.2	� Only in harmony with the protection of natural 
dynamics: further tasks and objectives of national 
parks

While it is a central and priority objective of national parks to 
create space for largely undisturbed natural dynamics and 
processes, and thereby support species that depend on them, 
species-rich or particularly rare habitats that rely on a specific 
form of human use can also be maintained in the manage­
ment zone. However, national parks are not areas that exclude 
people in principle, not even in the natural dynamics zones. On 
the contrary, in national parks, people are meant to experience 
nature that is largely left to itself, to relax within it, and to gain 
comprehensive information through environmental education. 
The resulting nature-based tourism can contribute to sustain­
able regional development. National parks are also of interest 
for science, not least because they allow observation of how 
ecosystems develop without direct human intervention – 
a particularly important field of research in times of climate 
change.

Only one thing must be taken into account: fulfilling these 
tasks must not jeopardise the primary conservation purpose of 
national parks, but must be carried out in harmony with it or, 
even better, actively promote and support it. Of course, all this 
requires comprehensive communication and close coopera­
tion with regional and supra-regional stakeholders, which is 
indispensable for the acceptance of national parks among 
local populations and policymakers. The tasks mentioned here 
are addressed in Activity areas 5 “Cooperation and sustain­
able regional development,” 6 “External communication,” 
7 “Education and nature experience,” and 8 “Research and 
monitoring,” as well as in the criteria and standards specified 
therein.
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In activity areas 5 and 6, the national park administrations 
were able, with few exceptions, to maintain and in some cases 
even improve the level achieved in the first evaluation. They 
conduct intensive public relations work using a wide range of 
analogue and digital media, although the central message “let 
nature be nature” is still not communicated clearly enough 
in all national parks. All national park administrations work 
closely with regional stakeholder groups and involve them, as 
well as the local population, in relevant decisions. Conversely, 
the national park administrations bring their interests into 
planning processes in the immediate vicinity of the national 
park, although this does not always lead to correspond­
ing outcomes. Beyond the regional context, the national 
park administrations collaborate with other national park 
administrations, contribute to a positive regional image, and 
are an important factor for tourism. This contributes to the 
acceptance of the national park in the region, although it must 
be continually reinforced, particularly in the event of incidents 
such as forest fires or large-scale bark beetle infestations. The 
workload associated with these tasks is very high. Despite the 
immense importance of communication and cooperation for 
the standing of the national park in the region, the national 
park administrations cannot always meet the many demands 
placed on them by external actors, even when staffing levels 
are adequate. This also affects the collection of data on 
real socio-economic effects of the national parks, as well as 
the evaluation of the effectiveness of communication and 
cooperation. Key recommendations are therefore:

•	 Increased and target-group–oriented emphasis on the core 
message “Let nature be nature”;

•	 Enhanced evaluation of the effectiveness of the national 
park administration’s communication measures;

•	 Regular assessment of the regional economic and social 
effects of the national park;

•	 Greater consideration of national park interests in projects 
and planning activities in the immediate vicinity of the 
national park that may negatively affect the national park.

The environmental education, nature experience, and recre­
ation offers, as well as visitor infrastructure (Activity area 7), 
are excellent and diverse in all national parks. Accessibility 
and inclusion are implemented in all national parks at least 
in part; some national parks are exemplary in this regard and 
have established a unique selling point within Germany. A 
downside is that demand, in some cases, exceeds what can be 
offered with the available staff, though this also attests to the 
quality of the offers. In two national parks, visitor centres or 
information points are no longer equipped in a state-of-the-art 
manner due to insufficient resources. Even more critical is the 
fact that in three national parks, visitor behaviour or numbers 
occasionally pose a threat to conservation objectives. 

The following recommendations are derived from these 
observations:

•	 Development of approaches to meet the high demand for 
educational offers despite staffing shortages;

•	 Regular evaluation of the educational and nature-experience 
programmes in the national park;

•	 Reduction of impacts on the national park caused by 
nature-experience activities;

•	 Preparation of plans for accessibility and inclusion.

In Activity area 8, “Research and monitoring,” the national 
parks differ considerably from one another. Four national 
parks that already demonstrated a high level of research, 
monitoring, and data management at the time of the first 
evaluation were able to maintain or even further improve 
this level. In contrast, there are four national parks whose 
activities were and remain at a very low level due to a lack of 
capacity. The remaining eight fall at various points between 
these extremes. Deficiencies exist, among other things, in that 
essential baseline data are missing or, if available, cannot be 
adequately analysed and applied to management; monitor­
ing of significant changes is only possible to a limited extent; 
research results are not published (internationally); and finally, 
the potential inherent in studying natural dynamic processes 
– including for the development of areas outside the national 
parks – is not being utilised. Key resulting recommendations 
are:

•	 Expansion of digital infrastructure (software and hardware, 
storage capacity) to enable effective and efficient analysis of 
large datasets;

•	 Enhanced use of results from research and monitoring for 
management purposes;

•	 Greater utilisation of the potential of studying natural 
dynamics as a reference for the development of land used 
areas outside the national park.

Strengths, weaknesses and areas for  action | Management quality of German national parks |
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2.3	� The basis of success: suitable framework conditi-
ons, sufficient resources, and good organisation

To achieve the primary conservation purpose of national 
parks outlined in Chapter 2.1, and to fulfil the additional tasks 
described in Chapter 2.2, suitable conditions are required. 
These include, among other things, a clear legal framework 
regarding conservation purposes, planning requirements, the 
responsibilities of the national park administration, property 
rights, and spatial delineation of the national park. Equally 
important are financial and personnel resources appropriate 
to the tasks, sufficient decision-making powers of the national 
park administration, and, not least, motivated and committed 
staff. Statements on these fundamental conditions for the 
success of national parks are provided in Activity area 1 
“Framework conditions” and 2 “Organisation.”

The criteria contained in Activity area field 1 “Framework 
conditions” relate both to the area of the national park (legal 
basis, conservation purpose, overarching planning principles, 
boundaries and delineation) and to its administration (legal 
basis, responsibilities, ownership). Overall, the situation 
has remained largely unchanged since the first evaluation. 
The area of all national parks is legally protected and 
spatially defined through national park acts or national park 
ordinances. The primary conservation purpose is sufficiently 
described for all national parks, but in only about half of the 
areas is it clearly emphasised relative to other objectives. 
In some national parks, exceptions allowing other uses 
also jeopardise the primary conservation purpose. In three 
quarters of the national parks, this is the case due to other 
legal requirements. Furthermore, the Natura 2000 require­
ments for maintaining a favourable conservation status of 
habitats and the national park objectives are not sufficiently 
aligned in all national parks. Most national parks meet the 
minimum size of 10,000 ha; if not, they are of outstanding 
international importance. Since the first evaluation, two 
national parks have been expanded, and in three others this 
could be achieved in the medium term. However, roughly half 
of the national parks are still fragmented by infrastructure 
corridors or small settlements, or their quality is impaired due 
to an unfavourable spatial configuration. With one exception, 
the national park administrations possess the mandatory 
authority as lower nature conservation authorities within the 
national park, and in many cases also as regulatory, forestry, 
or hunting authorities. However, to act comprehensively and 
effectively, almost all national park administrations require 
additional official powers. Because the vast majority of 
national park areas are publicly owned, in particular by the 
respective federal state, conflicts arising from ownership issues 
are largely avoided. Key recommendations are:

•	 In the case of revision/amendment of national park act or 
national park ordinance: a) clearer emphasis on the primary 
conservation purpose “natural dynamics,” b) removal 
of exceptions for uses that conflict with the primary 
conservation purpose and other conservation purposes, 
c) integration of Natura 2000 requirements relevant to the 
national park;

•	 Consistent continuation of efforts to reduce the degree of 
fragmentation;

•	 Continuation or intensification of efforts to round off 
boundaries and explore options for expanding the national 
park.

In Activity area 2 “Organisation”, the vast majority of 
national parks have seen slight improvements since the 
first evaluation. This relates in particular to their integration 
into the administration as an independent special authority 
subordinated to the highest nature conservation authority, 
improvements in staffing, and the structures for volunteer 
management. Furthermore, the majority of national park 
administrations are able to carry out their tasks to a satisfac­
tory/good extent with the available personnel and financial 
resources, although in no national park can this be achieved 
without any limitations. These range from minor deficiencies 
in three national parks to an absolutely insufficient personnel 
and/or financial capacity in four national parks. In each 
national park administration, qualified staff are lacking in 
certain areas of work. Particularly problematic is that in 
twelve national parks, the number of rangers is insufficient 
to adequately cover even the priority tasks (environmental 
education, patrolling).

Due to the absence of nationwide standards for their training, 
their qualifications are also inconsistent, as are their pay 
grades, which are partly too low. On the “credit side,” national 
park administrations are generally able to participate in 
personnel decisions, and in roughly half of the national parks, 
there is the possibility to use financial resources flexibly. 
Particularly positive is that the staff in all national parks are 
well to very well trained and highly motivated. The resulting 
commitment, as well as the support of volunteers in vari­
ous tasks, contributes significantly to the fact that the vast 
majority of national parks are largely accepted in their regions. 
Potential for improvement lies in internal communication and 
personnel management, where national park-specific staff 
development concepts are mostly lacking. This potential must 
be leveraged to continue attracting qualified and motivated 
people to work in a national park in the future.
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It cannot be emphasised enough that the weaknesses in 
financial and personnel resources described here – varying in 
extent between national parks – have a negative impact on all 
other activity areas and thus contribute significantly, though 
not exclusively, to the deficits observed there.

Key recommendations for further improvement or to address 
the weaknesses identified are:

•	 Improvement of staffing, with particular focus on patrolling, 
research and monitoring, and ranger service;

•	 Development of personnel development plans where not yet 
available;

•	 Ongoing training for rangers;

•	 Increase in financial resources.

2.4	 Conclusion and outlook
In all national parks, the strengths and achievements 
identified during the first evaluation have, with only isolated 
exceptions in individual national parks, been maintained, while 
deficits have been reduced. This can be attributed, in part, to 
the implementation of the recommendations issued at that 
time and, not least, to the high level of commitment of the 
staff in the national park administrations. Nevertheless, each 
national park continues to face challenges and deficits in 
achieving its objectives, with significant differences between 
the national parks. The causes of this lie partly in the history 
and spatial context of the areas, in various factors within the 
national park administrations and, not least, in structural, 
financial, legal, and political framework conditions. To safe­
guard the achievements made so far and to further improve 
management quality, responsibility does not always – or 
solely – rest with the national park administrations; depending 
on jurisdiction and scope for action, it also lies with other 
regional actors, state ministries, and in some cases even 
federal authorities. 

Accordingly, of a total of 718 recommendations, 546 (76 %) 
are addressed to the national park administrations, 289 (40 %) 
to state ministries, and 214 (30 %) to other actors. There are, 
therefore, recommendations whose implementation requires 
several actors to work together. For 341 recommendations 
(48 %), the national park administration is solely responsible; 
for 203 (28 %), responsibility is shared with others; and 174 
(24 %) fall outside their remit. All actors addressed are thus 
called upon, even under potentially more restrictive financial 
conditions in the future, to contribute to the comprehen­
sive achievement of the goal “let nature be nature,” which 
is equally important for nature and people, as well as to the 
further objectives of the national parks. In roughly ten years, 
a third evaluation – useful for regular quality assurance – 
could indicate whether and to what extent this has been 
accomplished. For the first time, it could also build on the now 
available international standards of the IUCN Green List.

In the restored slope mires of Hunsrück-Hochwald National Park,  
cranberry can be found – a species specialised for nutrient-poor sites
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3	� National park evaluation: 
background, process, stakeholders

3.1	 A brief history of the national park evaluation
The creation of a global network of terrestrial and marine 
protected areas, along with the simultaneous establishment 
of their effective management, is the main objective of the 
Programme of Work on Protected Areas (CBD VII/28; 2004 ff.) 
of the Convention on Biological Diversity (1992). Beginning 
in 2005, the federal government (Federal Agency for Nature 
Conservation, using funds from the Federal Ministry for the 
Environment) has therefore supported and promoted the 
development of corresponding quality criteria and standards 
for German national parks, as well as the evaluation of the 
management quality of the national parks based on these 
criteria.

Besides the umbrella organisation of Germany’s large 
protected areas (EUROPARC Deutschland e. V., since 2020 
Nationale Naturlandschaften e. V.), all national park admin­
istrations, representatives of the federal government, state 
environment ministries, the scientific community, and 
non-governmental environmental and nature conservation 
organisations have been closely involved in the evaluation 
process from the very beginning.

2005 – 2008 2009 – 2012 2015 – 2018 2019 – 2021 2022 – 2024 

Development of 
quality criteria & 
standards and ques­
tionnaire

First evaluation of 
the then 14 German 
national parks

Interim evaluation of 
the implementation 
status of recommen­
dations (14 national 
parks) & basic survey 
(2 new national parks)

Further development 
of quality criteria & 
standards and ques­
tionnaire

Second evaluation 
of the 16 German 
national parks

Figure 1: Evaluation process of German national parks

From 2009 to 2012, the first evaluation of the then 14 
German national parks was conducted. In the initial step, 
the national park administrations answered a questionnaire 
for each activity area. These self-assessments of the 
current situation, along with subsequent on-site visits to the 
protected areas, including discussions with stakeholders, 
served as the basis for the evaluation committee to carry out 
a strengths-weaknesses analysis and derive recommenda­
tions for action. The results were presented in 14 protected 
area-specific evaluation reports as well as in an anonymised 
cross-sectional analysis covering all national parks. It 
became evident that the national parks had considerable 
strengths, but there were also weaknesses affecting all activity 
areas overall. On average, just under 80 recommendations per 
national park were issued to help maintain existing strengths 
and successes in the long term and to address weaknesses in 
the short, medium, and long term, thereby meeting the quality 
standards. The evaluation increased the political visibility and 
importance of the national parks and improved the percep­
tion of the strengths and weaknesses of a national park 
among the relevant state ministries. Among the national park 
administrations, it intensified self-reflection and promoted 
communication and networking between the national parks.

From 2015 to 2018, an interim evaluation was conducted to 
evaluate the implementation status of the first evaluation’s 
recommendations, again based on self-assessments by the 
national park administrations. By the end of January 2016, 
approximately 23 % of all recommendations had already been 
fully implemented, and about 43 % partially implemented. For 
the remaining third, implementation had not yet begun for 
a variety of reasons. Overall, however, the survey confirmed 
the impetus that the evaluation had provided for improving 
management quality in all German national parks. In parallel 
with the interim evaluation, a baseline survey was conducted 
for the two national parks newly established in 2014 and 
2015, Black Forest and Hunsrück-Hochwald. This survey did 
not cover all aspects, but included the essential elements of 
the first evaluation carried out in the other national parks, and 
also resulted in recommendations for action.

From 2022 to 2024, the second evaluation of the national 
parks was conducted based on an advanced set of quality 
criteria and standards (see Chapter 3.2). It aims to establish 
a regular ten-year evaluation cycle – while maintaining the 
procedure and methodology of the first evaluation. A new 
aspect of the reports was a comparison between the results of 
the first, the intermediate, and the current evaluation.
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3.2	 Basis of the assessment: the evaluation criteria
Between 2005 and 2008, quality criteria and standards for 
German national parks were developed for the first time 
and endorsed by the Working Group on Nature Conserva­
tion, Landscape Management and Recreation (LANA) as an 
important contribution by Germany to the implementation 
of the Programme of Work on Protected Areas. The quality 
set comprised ten activity areas and 44 quality criteria, each 
of which was assigned a corresponding quality standard. 
Each standard describes a clearly defined target state to be 
achieved by the national park or the national park administra­
tion.

The initial and interim evaluations made it clear that some 
criteria and standards needed to be formulated more precisely 
– and, where appropriate, more concisely – and supplemented 
with new content in light of current developments and societal 
challenges, for example in the context of topics such as wilder­
ness, sustainability, participation, and inclusion. As a result, the 
quality set was further developed between 2019 and 2021. 
It was ensured that the new criteria and standards would still 
allow for comparability of results with the first evaluation. 
The new quality set, also endorsed by LANA, consists of eight 
activity areas with 42 quality criteria.

Activity area 1: Framework conditions Activity area 5: Cooperation and sustainable regional 
development

1.1	 Legal foundations
1.2	 Conservation purposes
1.3	 Overriding planning principles
1.4	 Responsibilities
1.5	 Ownership rights
1.6	 Boundaries and delineation

5.1	 National and international cooperation
5.2	 Regional cooperation
5.3	 Integrating the national park into its region
5.4	 Participation
5.5	 Appreciation of the national park
5.6	 Connecting national park and public transport
5.7	 Impulses for the region

Activity area 2: Organisation Activity area 6: External communication

2.1	� Administrative function, tasks, and staffing of the 
national park administration

2.2	 Personnel management
2.3	 Ranger service
2.4	 Volunteer management
2.5	� Environmental management and sustainable 

procurement
2.6	 Financing
2.7	 Advisory boards and boards of trustees

6.1	 Communication structure
6.2	 Corporate design

Activity area 3: Protection of natural biodiversity and 
dynamics

Activity area 7: Education and nature experience

3.1	 Space for natural dynamics
3.2	 Zoning
3.3	 Habitats of international importance
3.4	 Ecosystem networking

7.1	 Education strategy
7.2	 Educational programmes
7.3	 Opportunities for nature experiences and recreation
7.4	 Visitor infrastructure
7.5	 Accessibility and inclusion

Activity area 4: Management Activity area 8: Research and monitoring

4.1	 National park vision
4.2	 National park plan
4.3	 Restoration
4.4	 Species and habitat management
4.5	 Regulations on usage
4.6	 Visitor management
4.7	 Patrolling
4.8	 Monitoring the success of measures

8.1	 Research content and research coordination
8.2	 Monitoring
8.3	 Documentation

Figure 2: The eight activity areas and their associated quality criteria
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3.3	 The evaluation committee
For both the 2009 – 2012 and the 2022 – 2024 evaluations, 
an evaluation committee was appointed, comprising 
representatives from the federal government, the federal 
states, the scientific community, the National Parks Working 
Group, non-governmental organisations, and the umbrella 
organisation of German large protected areas (at that time 
EUROPARC Deutschland e. V., since 2020 Nationale Naturland­
schaften e. V.; NNL).

In both evaluations, the evaluation committee consisted of 
14 members: two representatives of the federal government 
(Federal Ministry for the Environment and Federal Agency for 
Nature Conservation), four from the environmental ministries 
of the federal states, four from the scientific community, two 
from the National Parks Working Group (a working group of the 
national park directors under the umbrella of NNL e. V.), and 
two from non-governmental organisations. LANA approved 
the appointment of the committee members proposed by 
the Federal Ministry for the Environment. The process was led 

and coordinated by NNL e. V. At each on-site evaluation, only 
seven members of the evaluation committee participated, 
so that while the composition differed for each national park, 
it was ensured that all of the above-mentioned groups were 
represented in every evaluation.

As part of the evaluations, the committee assessed the 
extent to which the quality standards were being met in the 
national parks and formulated specific recommendations for 
action based on the identified strengths and weaknesses. A 
comparative “ranking” of the national parks was explicitly not 
the goal of the evaluation, since this would not be meaningful 
due to differences in natural conditions, staffing and financial 
resources of the national park administrations, the regional 
context, the age of the national parks, or their cultural and 
land-use history. Instead, the focus was on evaluating each 
individual national park with regard to its specific strengths 
and weaknesses and on deriving correspondingly tailored 
recommendations for action.

| Management quality of German national parks | Background, process, stakeholders
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3.4	� The 2022 – 2024 evaluation: process and 
methodology

To compare the target values of the quality standards with 
the current state in the national parks, a questionnaire with 
open and closed questions was used, which the national park 
administrations completed. As part of the second evaluation, 
a browser-based evaluation database was first developed 
and activated for the national park administrations for their 
respective areas. The responses from the database query 
regarding the current state of the national parks and the 
degree to which the quality standards were met formed the 
basis for all evaluations and were therefore included as the 
actual situation in the first draft of the site-specific evaluation 
reports.

Building on this, on-site visits were conducted in all 16 
national parks. Theses generally included a half-day tour 
of the national park with selected excursion points, a full-
day exchange between the evaluation committee and the 

staff of the national park administration, and meetings 
with representatives of the responsible state ministries as 
well as key stakeholders from the respective national park 
regions – including representatives from non-governmental 
organisations, friends’ associations, municipal administra­
tions and tourism associations, authorities such as water 
management or coastal protection, and user groups from 
forestry, agriculture, and fisheries. The aim was to gain as 
comprehensive a picture as possible of the current situation, 
challenges, and development perspectives of the national 
parks.

Subsequently, the evaluation committee compared the 
target state of each quality criterion with the observed 
current situation and identified the corresponding strengths 
and weaknesses. Finally, the results were compared with 
those of the first evaluation to determine whether and how 
the situation had changed – i. e., whether improvements or 
deterioration had occurred. Based on the identified strengths 
and weaknesses, the committee derived recommendations 
for action, prioritised both in terms of expertise and timing, 
to safeguard or improve management quality. On average, 
45 recommendations were issued per national park, with 
the figures ranging between 24 and 66. The reports average 
around 60 pages and underwent extensive coordination 
processes between the evaluation committee, the NNL office, 
and the national park administrations. Before the final version 
was issued, the national park administrations were asked to 
review the reports for technical accuracy.

The final evaluation reports are produced in the “National 
Natural Landscapes” corporate design. The release and, 
where applicable, publication of the evaluation reports for the 
individual national park are carried out by the competent state 
ministries. Once published, the reports can be accessed via the 
websites of the respective national park.

Evaluation committee, pro-
tected area administration, 
and state ministry during the 
on-site visit to Kellerwald-
Edersee National Park
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4	� The German national parks at a glance – 
key data on fact sheets

The following fact sheets provide an overview of the essential 
data for each national park. All fact sheets were completed 
by the respective national park administration as part of the 
self-assessment, following a uniform template.

Bavarian Forest National Park
All data refer to the reference dates of the national park administration’s self-assessment on 21 February 2024 and the on-site 
visit from 14 – 17 April 2024. Data may have changed by the time of the final editing of this publication.

Year of establishment and  
federal state

1970, Bavaria

Size 24,980.33 ha

Administrative structure / 
organisational affiliation

The national park administration is an independent special authority. It reports 
directly to the Bavarian State Ministry for Environment and Consumer Protection 
(StMUV). The Ministry exercises administrative and technical supervision and acts as 
the highest nature conservation authority.

Zoning Natural zone (corresponding to the natural dynamics zone): 18,824.59 ha / 75.36 %

Management zone: 5,647.40 ha / 22.61 %

Recreation zone: 508.29 ha / 2.03 %

In this publication, the management and recreation zones are both considered part 
of the management zone.

Land ownership structure State forest: 99.5 %

Non-state forest: 0.5 %

Key habitats •	 Montane spruce forests, montane mixed forests, spruce forests (cool valley type)

•	 Fens, transition mires, and raised bogs

•	 Montane watercourses

•	 Nardus grasslands and mountain hay meadows

Key species •	 Montane spruce forests: wolf, capercaillie, three-toed woodpecker, European spruce 
bark beetle, sandwich click beetle, red-belted bracket fungus

•	 Montane mixed forests: red-breasted flycatcher, white-backed woodpecker, 
European spruce bark beetle, red deer, wolf, lynx, beaver, tinder fungus, shelf 
fungus: Phellinidium nigrolimitatus

•	 Spruce forests (cool valley type): beaver, European spruce bark beetle, black stork

•	 Peatlands: ground beetle: Carabus menetriesi pacholei, clouded yellow butterfly

•	 Watercourses: white-throated dipper, bullhead, otter, brown trout

View from Lusen, Bavarian  
Forest National Park
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Berchtesgaden National Park
All data refer to the reference dates of the national park administration’s self-assessment on 22 February 2024 and the on-site 
visit from 17 – 19 April 2024. Data may have changed by the time of the final editing of this publication.

Year of establishment and  
federal state

1978, Bavaria

Size 20,808 ha

Administrative structure / 
organisational affiliation

The national park administration is an independent special authority. It is directly 
subordinate to the Bavarian State Ministry of the Environment and Consumer 
Protection (StMUV). The StMUV exercises both administrative and technical 
supervision. The Ministry is the highest nature conservation authority.

Zoning Core zone (corresponding to the natural dynamics zone): 15,607 ha (75 %)

Buffer zone (corresponding to the management zone): 5,195 ha (25 %)

Land ownership structure Federal government: 0.006 %

Federal state: 99.99 %

Key habitats •	 Forests: floodplain forests; broadleaved forests (submontane); montane mixed 
forests; spruce-larch forests (subalpine); larch–Swiss stone pine forests (subalpine)

•	 Scrub, krummholz (stunted shrubs): dwarf mountain pine scrub, green alder scrub, 
dwarf shrub heaths

•	 Open habitats: lowland hay meadows, alpine pastures, tall-herb communities; 
raised bogs, fens, and spring mires; alpine grassland and snowbeds; glaciers, firn 
fields, and perennial snow; scree; rock faces; caves and rock crevices

•	 Water bodies, oligotrophic to mesotrophic lakes; perennial ponds, temporary 
ponds; alpine rivers and streams

Key species Forests:
•	 Floodplain forests: hoary willow Salix eleagnos

•	 Broadleaved forests (submontane): European beech

•	 Montane mixed forests: silver fir

•	 Spruce-larch forests (subalpine): Norway spruce, European larch

•	 Larch-Swiss stone pine forests (subalpine): Swiss stone pine

Scrub, krummholz:
•	 Dwarf mountain pine scrub: dwarf mountain pine

•	 Green alder scrub: green alder

Dwarf shrub heaths: 
•	 Rhododendron ferrugineum

Offenland:
•	 Lowland hay meadows, alpine pastures, tall-herb communities: Sesleria varia, 

Nardus stricta, Carex ferruginea

•	 Raised bogs, fens, spring mires: Sphagnum spp.

•	 Alpine swards and snowbeds: Carex firma, Soldanella alpina

•	 Scree: Linaria alpina, Aquilegia einseleana

•	 Caves, rock crevices: Cystopteris fragilis

•	 Oligotrophic to mesotrophic lakes: stoneworts (Charophytes), lake brown trout 
(Salmo trutta lacustris), Arctic char

•	 Alpine rivers and streams: European bullhead

Wimbachgries, Berchtesgaden National Park – 
Germany’s only alpine national park
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Eifel National Park
All data refer to the reference dates of the national park administration’s self-assessment on 19 July 2022 and the on-site visit 
from 16 – 18 November 2022. Data may have changed by the time of the final editing of this publication.

Year of establishment and  
federal state

2004, North Rhine-Westphalia

Size 10,871 ha

Administrative structure / 
organisational affiliation

Supervisory authority lies with the Ministry for Environment, Agriculture, Nature 
Conservation and Consumer Protection of North Rhine-Westphalia, which also serves 
as the highest nature conservation authority. The national park administration is 
part of the Landesbetrieb Wald und Holz and is therefore not an independent special 
authority. The State Enterprise also exercises technical supervision.

Zoning Natural process protection zone Ia: 5,564.43 ha / 51.18 %

Natural process protection zone Ib: 2,522.88 ha / 23.21 %

Natural process protection zones Ia and Ib correspond to the natural dynamics zone 
in this publication.

Natural process protection zone Ic (corresponds to development zone): 
1,314.12 ha / 12.09 %

Zone II (corresponds to management zone): 1,470.26 ha / 13.52 %

Land ownership structure Federal government: 29.32 %

Federal state: 67.41 %

Municipalities: 3.04 %

Foundations: 0.16 %

Private: 0.08 %

Key habitats •	 Subatlantic-influenced hill to montane mixed beech forests on siliceous bedrock

•	 Sessile oak forests on dry, shallow soils (partly maintained by historical land use)

•	 Natural and near-natural watercourses, springs

•	 Species-rich, extensively used upland grasslands

•	 Mesotrophic reservoirs

Key species •	 European beech, sycamore maple, wildcat, black woodpecker, middle spotted 
woodpecker, black stork

•	 Wild service tree, field maple, Norway maple, dog’s mercury, middle spotted 
woodpecker, Bechstein’s bat

•	 Brown trout, bullhead, brook lamprey, beautiful demoiselle, beaver, Iberian water 
shrew

•	 Wild daffodil, spignel, violet copper butterfly, bog fritillary, skylark, meadow pipit, 
red kite, wart-biter bush-cricket, red deer

•	 European perch, northern pike, roach, beaver, cormorant, grey heron

Deadwood and natural regeneration, 
Eifel National Park
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Hainich National Park
All data refer to the reference dates of the national park administration’s self-assessment on 25 August 2022 and the on-site 
visit from 23 – 25 January 2023. Data may have changed by the time of the final editing of this publication.

Year of establishment and  
federal state

1997, Thuringia

Size 7,500 ha

Administrative structure / 
organisational affiliation

The administrative and technical supervision of the national park administration 
lies with the Thuringian Ministry for Environment, Energy, Nature Conservation and 
Forestry. The Ministry also serves as the highest nature conservation authority. The 
national park administration reports directly to this Ministry and is an independent 
special authority.

Zoning Protection zone I (corresponds to natural dynamics zone): 5,625 ha / 75 %

Protection zone II (corresponds to management zone): 1,875 ha / 25 %

Land ownership structure Federal state: 94.5 %

Municipalities: 5.4 %

Private: 0.08 %

Key habitats •	 Deciduous forest habitats

•	 	Reforestation areas

•	 	Grazing habitats with small waterbodies

Key species •	 Deciduous trees, especially beech; European wildcat, woodpeckers

•	 Hedgerow-breeding birds, e. g. red-backed shrike, great grey shrike, barred warbler

•	 Grassland-breeding species, such as whinchat, meadow pipit, marsh fritillary, 
yellow-bellied toad

Autumn colours in 
the beech forests, 

Hainich National Park
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Harz National Park
All data refer to the reference dates of the national park administration’s self-assessment on 3 May 2023 and the on-site visit 
from 5 – 7 June 2023. Data may have changed by the time of the final editing of this publication.

Year of establishment and  
federal state

1990, Saxony-Anhalt

1994, Lower Saxony

Size 24,732 ha

Administrative structure / 
organisational affiliation

Lower Saxony (NI): Administrative and technical supervision of the national park 
administration lies with the Lower Saxony Ministry for the Environment, Energy and 
Climate Protection. The national park administration is directly subordinate to the 
Ministry.

Saxony-Anhalt (ST): Administrative supervision of the national park administration 
lies with the Ministry for Economic Affairs, Tourism, Agriculture and Forestry of the 
Federal State of Saxony-Anhalt, to which the national park administration is directly 
subordinate. Technical supervision lies with the Ministry for Science, Energy, Climate 
Protection and the Environment of the Federal State of Saxony-Anhalt.

The national park administration is not an independent special authority.

Zoning Natural dynamics zone: 17,335.03 ha / 70.1 %

Nature development zone II: 7,103.67 ha / 28.7 %

Use zone: 177.84 ha / 0.7 %, plus 114.98 ha / 0.5 % water bodies

In this publication, the nature development and use zones correspond to the 
management zone.

Land ownership structure Federal state: 98.7 %

Municipalities: 0.1 %

Private: 1.1 %

Key habitats •	 Spruce forests

•	 Beech forests

•	 Peatlands

•	 Watercourses

•	 Rock outcrops and stone runs

•	 Montane grasslands and Nardus grasslands

•	 Dwarf shrub heaths

Key species •	 European spruce bark beetle in spruce forests

•	 Lynx and wolf as apex predators and sources of carrion in terrestrial ecosystems

•	 Brown trout as the main predator in running waters

•	 Red deer in forest ecosystems

•	 Great spotted woodpecker and black woodpecker as primary creators of tree 
cavities

•	 Red-belted bracket fungus in spruce forests and tinder fungus in beech forests as 
important wood decomposers, food resources, and breeding habitats for numerous 
invertebrates

  

View from Achter-
mann towards Brocken, 

Harz National Park
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