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Introduction

The Life project EmysTer has been carried out in Spain, in the province of
Girona, situated in Catalonia, in the north-east of the Iberian Peninsula. The
Baix Ter area consists of a quaternary plain flanking the lower section and
mouth of the River Ter, forming a varied mosaic of wetlands, marshes and
coastal lagoons and flood plains. It constitutes one of the last low-coastline
spaces where a non-urbanised seafront with a continuum of lagoons and
marshes is still conserved.

The zone is subjected to intense agricultural exploitation, primarily with
intensive herbaceous and woody irrigation crops and rice fields. The coastal
spaces have long received strong pressure from urban development and
tourism, resulting in the disappearance and degradation of the existing habitats
due to the advance of construction of homes and the hyper-frequentation of
human activities.
In spite of this strong human pressure, the area includes a significant number
of habitats included in Annex I of the Habitats Directive, some of them of
priority status. Special mention must be made of the presence of numerous
habitats of a psamophilous nature (in the beaches, dune ridges and fixed
sandbanks), halophilous (in the marshes and salt lagoons adjacent to the
coast), hygrophylous (in the wetlands and freshwater lagoons) and riparian
(along the river courses).

The aquatic environments are particularly important as habitats for fauna, in
particular amphibians, which have a limited number of localities at the regional
level. The amphibian species present and favoured by the project are the
Mediterranean tree frog (Hyla meridionalis), the Iberian water frog (Pelophylax
perezi), the natterjack toad (Bufo calamita), the spadefoot toad (Pelobates
cutripes) and the painted toad (Discoglossus pictus). In addition, this spot
constitutes one of the few places in Catalonia where the European pond
terrapin (Emys orbicularis), a chelonian included in Annex II of the Habitats
Directive, has been cited. It is estimated that in Catalonia there are only three
zones (in Riudarenes, the Ebro Delta and Vila-seca) with viable populations,
while the other localities have an excessively low number of individuals or
simply isolated specimens. The Emys orbicularis population in the Baix Ter was
rescued by the Centre de Reproducció de Tortugues de l’Albera (CRT) in the
1990s, with only 10 specimens remaining in the natural state. These individuals
have been kept in captivity for breeding and subsequent reintroduction into the
environment once the causes of their regression have disappeared.
In an initial LIFE project conducted during the period 1999-2003, a series of
actions were carried out to improve the natural environment. In this case, the
habitats acted on were the coastal lagoons and dunar systems. Actions were
performed in the lagoons to recover the populations of Spanish toothcarp
(Aphanius iberus), a fish endemic to the Iberian Peninsula.

The project
The principal goal of the project is to
recover the populations of the different
species of amphibians and Emys
orbicularis by recovering their habitats,
namely the temporarily or permanently
flooded freshwater wetlands. The
project also aims to order the accesses
to halt the degradation process of these
ecosystems caused by the high degree
of human frequentation and to raise the
local population’s awareness of the
value of the natural heritage of the area.
The promoters of the project are the
municipal councils of Torroella de
Montgrí and Pals, and it has been
managed by the University of Girona.
The project has had the collaboration of
public administrations such as the
Environment and Housing Department
and the Territorial Planning and Public
Works Department of the Government
of Catalonia, the Girona Provincial
Council
and
the
Costa
Brava
Consortium, and has also enjoyed the
participation of private individuals and
private organisations that have granted
in custody lands of their property for
the
restoration
process.
The
participation
of
private
entities
belonging fundamentally to the tourism
industry is a clear expression of these
organisations’ interest in revaluing the
natural heritage of the zone.
The Baix Empordà Wetlands area in which the project has been carried out has
218 hectares of surface area and was declared a Natural Interest Space by the
Catalan Government in 1993 (Act nº 12/1985 and Decree nº 328/1992 of the
autonomous community legislation of Catalonia). It has been designated a Site
of Community Interest and as a Special Protection Areas forming part of the
Nature 2000 Network. The area is currently in the process of being declared a
Nature Park by the Government of Catalonia, and will consequently form part of
the network of nature parks with the name of the Nature Park of the Montgrí,
Medes Islands and Baix Ter.

Results obtained
In all the actions
carried out under
the
project,
attention was paid
to
making
the
protection of the
area
compatible
with public use,
because this is a
zone with great
human impact and
many
existing
activities. 26 actions
were
executed,
divided into six
sections.

A. Preparatory actions
This section includes the drafting of the projects and studies necessary for the
execution of the planned actions. Of special interest is the drafting of a
Management Plan of the LIFE zone. This Plan extends in time beyond the
completion of the project, until the year 2011, and includes the strategic lines to
be followed in the management of the Nature 2000 zone and a schedule of
actions. It also includes a series of recommendations for the overall
management of the territory. The Management Plan has been agreed with the
administration of the Government of Catalonia and will be incorporated as a
management tool following the declaration of the Nature Park of el Montgrí, les
Medes i el baix Ter.
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B. Purchase/assignment of lands
The project includes the purchase of lands and use assignment agreements
with private proprietors to carry out the actions planned in the project.
Specifically, 3.6 hectares of lands have been bought in the Ter Vell area, where
habitat recovery actions have been carried out. In regard to custody actions,
the use assignment of 5.9 hectares has also been obtained in the Ter Vell area,
where amphibian habitat improvement and maintenance actions have been
carried out, along with 31.41 hectares in Mas Pinell, where habitat improvement
actions have also been carried out and Emys orbicularis has been successfully
reintroduced.
C. Unique tasks of management of the biotope
This section has been divided into nine actions addressed to the recovery of
wetland, riparian and lagoon habitats, the recovery of aquatic fauna species
and ordering of the territory.
Recovery of floodlands in Ter Vell
1. Recovery of temporary lagoons and wetlands in the meadows of Can
Mascort.
2. Removal of rubble, elimination of exotic species and recovery of
temporary lagoons and wetlands in the Ter Vell.
3. Colonisation of the new habitats by amphibians, Hyla meridionalis,
Pelophylax perezi, Bufo calamita and Discoglossus pictus.
Creation of lagoons in Mas Pinell
1. Creation of permanent and temporary lagoons.
2. Restoration of the gallery woods.
3. Recovery of the habitat of Emys orbicularis and colonisation by
amphibians.
Restoration of the riverside wood in the Cul de les Senyores

1. Elimination of exotic species Lonicera japonica and Amorpha fruticosa.
2. Restoration of the gallery wood and planting of ash trees.
3. Removal of rubble and waste.
4. Recovery of temporary floodlands and wetlands.
Breeding and reintroduction of Emys orbicularis
1. Breeding of 25-30 Emys orbicularis a year.
2. Reintroduction of 32 specimens in the lagoons of Mas Pinell.
3. Reintroduction of 40 specimens in the breeding lagoon.
4. Maintenance of a stock of 60 juvenile specimens for new releases from
2009 onwards.
Creation of the new breeding lagoon of Emys orbicularis
1. Recovery of the lagoon and assurance of its isolation.
2. Creation of a nucleus of reproduction in captivity in the Baix Ter.
3. Maintenance of a stock of individuals ready for future reintroduction into
nature.
Elimination of exotic species like Trachemys scripta
1. Elimination of 52 individuals in the Baix Ter.
2. Comparative study of different capture methods.
3. Establishment of a methodology for capturing the red-eared slider turtle
Trachemys scripta in the Baix Ter, extrapolable to other similar localities.
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Creation of a network of itineraries and ordering of accesses
1. Improvement of accesses to the beach and to protected zones.
2. Creation of a network of itineraries from Torroella de Montgrí to Pals.
3. Connection with various existing itineraries.
4. Signposting to publicise the actions of the LIFE projects in an orderly
and appropriate manner.
D. Periodical management of the biotope
This section has been divided into three actions, addressed to inspection and
monitoring of the water levels and flows, maintenance actions and restoration
of vegetation and periodical cleaning. For these tasks the protocol of
maintenance of vegetation and cleaning included in the use and management
plan has been followed, and has largely been carried out by the Gavarres
Workshop School, although local external companies have also been
contracted. Of special importance are the vegetation control actions in the
assigned-use zones, where tasks have also been carried out to replace stakes
and plant riverside trees, and intense efforts have been made to eliminate
invasive exotic flora like Cortaderia selloane.
E. Public awareness-raising and dissemination of results
A series of actions have been carried out addressed specifically to conducting
an environmental awareness campaign, focussed on raising the local
population’s awareness of the values of the territory and the actions of the LIFE
project, and particularly of the importance of preventing the introduction of
exotic terrapins.
Main actions:
1. Publication of an informative leaflet on the project.

2. Publication of seven informative newsletters on the progress of the
actions throughout the project.
3. Creation of a website for the project, www.lifeemyster.com, and an email address for receiving queries.
4. Publication of a children’s story book on the return of Emys orbicularis to
the Baix Ter and organisation of story-telling sessions.
5. Organisation of project closure sessions, presenting the results
obtained.
6. Publication of a book of the completed project.

A sample of some of the leaflets, newsletters, etc., created for the dissemination of the project, including the covers of the
children’s story book and the book of the completed project

F. Functioning of the project
This section includes, on one hand, the actions addressed to the management
of the project and, on the other hand, the studies carried out to perform the
actions of the project and evaluate the results obtained. The monitoring studies
carried out are:
1. Hydric and nutrient balance in “les basses d’en Coll.”
2. Evaluation of water quality in “les basses d’en Coll.”
3. Inventory and monitoring of flora and vegetation.
4. Evaluation of reintroduction of Emys orbicularis.
5. Monitoring of amphibian populations.
6. Monitoring of bird populations.
CONCLUSIONS
The LIFE Nature project of “Recovery of the habitat of amphibians and Emys
orbicularis in the Baix Ter” has proved to be very positive: the general goals set
out in the proposal have been achieved and the foundations for future actions
on the territory have been laid.

The benefits contributed by the project to the conservation of the spaces of the
Baix Ter Nature Network 2000 are easy to quantify, with over 40 hectares of
land being purchased or received in use assignment, in which wetlands,
riverside woods and flood meadows have been recovered, increasing the
surface area of lands used for the reproduction of amphibians and other
aquatic fauna species, and the Emys orbicularis population has been
recovered. The benefits for the local population include the creation of an
extensive network of itineraries, which can be used by local inhabitants and
tourists, enhancing their perception of the territory.
Some of the actions carried out provide the scientific-technical community with
new protocols for managing species of exotic flora and a broad-based,
demonstrative and exportable example of restoration and creation of new
Mediterranean lagoons.
The project has had a significant impact in the local community, contributing to
the process of creating the Nature Park del Montgrí, les Medes i el baix Ter,
which includes all the Site of Community Interest Site (SCI) surface area of the
project. It has also been assisted by the efforts of other organisations like
Nereo, which by means of land custody agreements with private proprietors
also promote conservation in SCI areas.
This project has been the second LIFE economic investment received and
dedicated to the conservation and management of this natural space in favour
of nature, these two LIFE projects having complemented each other, acting on
all the important aspects of the territory: the coastal areas and the wetlands of
the plains.

