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Unique & irreplaceable

The exceptional value of primary forests

Refuge for biodiversity

Mongabay.com
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Model for close-to-nature silviculture and habitat restorationSocial value – Perception of Wilderness and cultural identity



A Jungle of Words

From: Mansourian et al. 2013. Ancient 
Forests in the Northern Mediterranean: 

Neglected High Conservation Value 
Areas

A ‘Primary’ is not

(necessarily) an ‘old-

growth’ or a ‘Virgin’ 
Forest!

Primary forests: 
Naturally regenerated forests 

composed of native species, where 
signs of past human use are minimal 

and ecological processes […] operate 

[…] with little impairment by 
anthropogenic influences



A Jungle of Words

Ancient

Continuously wooded 

since ~1600

Never converted to 

other land uses

Old-growth 

Late stage of stand 

development (old trees, 

deadwood…)

Natural 

Naturally regenerated 

(self-sown)

Primary 

‘never’ logged, 

developed under natural 

disturbances and processes



Primary and old-growth forest in Europe: in perspective

Total Surface

4,103,987 Km2 

(EU29-1)

Source: EUROSTAT



Primary and old-growth forest in Europe: in perspective

Forested area

1,590,000 Km2 

39% of total surface

Source: EUROSTAT 2020



Primary and old-growth forest in Europe: in perspective

Primary forest (Estimated)

36,550 Km2 

2,4% of forested area

0,9% of Europe’s surface

Source: Forest Europe 2020*

*Forest Undisturbed by man
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European Primary Forest Database (EPFD) v2.0

➢ 48 datasets 

➢ 18,411 polygons + 299 points

➢ 41.1 Mha across 33 countries (but 

larger polygons also include land not 

covered by trees)

➢ 1.35 Mha in EU 28

dataset open-access 

doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.13194095.v1

Sabatini et al. 2020 Sci. Data

Tobias 
Kuemmerle

https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.13194095.v1


European Primary Forest Database (EPFD) v2.0

In most EU countries the share of mapped primary and old-growth forest is

much lower compared to what reported in the latest Forest Europe report



Primary and old-growth forest in Europe: in perspective

Primary forest currently mapped:

13,500 Km2 

37% of estimated primary forest

Fonte: JRC / Sabatini et al. 2020

Two thirds of European

primary forests haven’t

been map, and if they were

this data isn’t generally

available



Model of primary forest distribution

Areas with the 

highest likelihood of 

hosting primary forest
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90th percentile

Forest mask



➢ 70% of all forest types (39/53) have less than 1% of 

primary forest – Restoration gaps
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Extent of modelled primary forest per 

forest type (in thousands of ha)

Sabatini et al. 2020 DDI

Conservation of primary forests in Europe



Conservation of primary forests in Europe

With stricter protection of remaining EU primary and old-growth forests



Protecting all primary and 
old-growth forest would

require 19,194 km2 of 

additional protected areas

(0.33% of land area) 

Ensuring these are under 

strict protection requires
upgrading the 

protection status of 

5,588 Km2 of existing

protected areas

(0.1% of land area)

Conservation of primary forests in Europe

Share of primary forest under different levels of protection

Sabatini et al. 2020 DDI



Commission guidelines for defining, mapping, monitoring and stricty
protecting EU Primary and Old-Growth Forests

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/document

s-register/detail?ref=SWD(2023)62&lang=en

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=SWD(2023)62&lang=en
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Examples of disturbed polygons
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Fagaras Mts. Photo: Martin Mikoláš Protests agains logging in Białowieża. Photo AFP

Salvage logging in Low Tatra National Park. Mikoláš et al. 2019. For Ecol Man.

Threats



Protect old-growth forests in Europe now

1) Complete the inventory of old-growth and 

primary forest

2) Once we know where it is, protect it! 

3) Enforce a temporary moratorium on logging in 

those areas predicted to host old-growth forests until 

ground truthing

Mikolas et al. 2023 - Science
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