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The Curonian Spit is inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage List under the criterion 

(V): “The Curonian Spit is an outstanding example of a landscape of sand dunes that is under 

constant threat from natural forces (wind and tide). After disastrous human interventions that 

menaced its survival, the Spit was reclaimed by massive protection and stabilization works that 

began in the 19th century and are still continuing to the present day”. 

According to the description of the Curonian Spit as the World Heritage Site No.994, 

the human-made protective coastal dune ridge (the foredune), formed in the 19th century, as 

well as unique methods of protective coastal dune ridge management are material and non-

material elements which shape its cultural landscape. Thereafter, they are conditions for 

authenticity and integrity to determine the Outstanding Universal Value of the site (Fig.1). 

  

 

Fig. 1. А classic look of the foredune: an uninterrupted protective coastal ridge, completely covered with 

vegetation; its sea slope is steep, its leeward slope is gentle. Northeast of the Epha’s Height tourist route, 

30/09/2018 



The Kurshskaya Kosa National Park administration has been entrusted to manage the 

Russian part of the Curonian Spit. The Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the 

World Heritage Convention (WHC.19/01; 10 July 2019), Paragraph Number 96 states: 

“Protection and management of World Heritage properties should ensure that their 

Outstanding Universal Value, including the conditions of integrity and/or authenticity at the 

time of inscription, are sustained or enhanced over time”. 

 

In the period of 2018–2020, Ecodefense monitored 48 km of the foredune on the Russian 

part of the Curonian Spit. The presented report is a result of field observation and 2006–2020 

satellite data analysis. The report provides findings for the foredune state as of November 2020, 

also other data gleaned from open sources.  

 

Having analyzed the current situation, we believe that the administration of the 

Kurshskaya Kosa National Park, which is responsible for management and protection, 

does not fully fulfill its responsibilities and ignores dangerous trends that can lead to 

disruption of the universal value of the World Heritage Site. 

 

1. The rate of destruction of the foredune integrity is increasing on the entire seacoast of 

the Russian part of the Curonian Spit: while in 2001 over 50 blow-out hollows 

(destroyed areas of the foredune where sand has been removed) were detected, there 

were 170 hollows in 2005 and 333 of them in 2016. Between 2007 and 2014, 39 new 

hollows emerged, and already 81 between 2014 and 2016 [1, 2]. 

 

2. Comparison of satellite imagery collected between 2006 and 2020 demonstrates a 

tendency to foredune degradation throughout the Russian part of the coast, increasing 

between 2015 and 2020. 

 

3. As a result of the 2018–2020 research results (as of November 2020) and examination 

of 2019–2020 spaceborne images, the Russian part of the sea coast of the Curonian Spit, 

48 km in length, has been divided into 3 sections in accordance with the state of the 

foredune: section No.1, in critical condition, from the southwestern border of the 

National Park to the Zoological Institute (ZI) Biological Station, 22.6 km long (47.1% 

of the total seacoast length), section No.2, in unsatisfactory condition, from the ZI 

Biological Station to Moskoye settlement, 19.5 km long (40.6%); and section No.3, in 



satisfactory condition, 5.9 km long (12.3%). Thus, almost half of the foredune on the 

Russian part of the Curonian Spit is in critical condition (Fig.2). 

 

Fig. 2. The state of the foredune on the Russian part of the Curonian Spit (as of November 2020) 

 



4. Section No.1 (from the southwestern border of the National Park to the ZI Biological 

Station, 54°96'76"N 20°49'58"E – 55°09'26"N 20°72'91"E, 22.6 km long) occupies 

nearly half the length of the entire coastline of the Russian part of the Curonian Spit and 

experiences extreme recreational load:  resort town of Zelenogradsk in the vicinity, the 

Royal Forest touristic route, Lesnoye settlement, a number of holiday facilities 

(including the large recreation center ‘Dyuny’ and a campsite),  the National Park 

Museum, ZI Biological Station, several parking lots are all located there. On a 

significant part of the coastline, the foredune has been fragmented and lost its protective 

function (Fig.3), its sea-facing slope has been washed away by storms, numerous 

hollows and through ‚wind gates‘ has been formed (Fig.4); areas are marked where the 

dune ringe has completely been washed away and sand penetrates into the forest (from 

the southwestern border of the National Park, 54°97'08"N 20°50'54"E – 54°97'22"N 

20°50'88"E, 0.28 km long; Fig.5-6; from the northeastern border of Lesnoye settlement, 

55°01'76"N 20°61'30"E – 55°02'07"N 20°61'77"E, 0.45 km long; Fig.7-8); the foredune 

has been destroyed and the beach borders the bedrock coast (from the Royal Forest 

tourist route to the southwestern border of the Lesnoye, 54°59'45.44"N 20°34'5.22"E – 

55°0'52.28"N 20°36'30.44"E; 3.3 km long; Fig.9-10), as well as the places where the 

destroyed coastal dunes began to move and advance on the forest (off the National Park 

Museum, 55°03'70"N 20°64'58"E – 55°04'04"N 20°65'03"E, 0.7 km long; Fig.11-14). 

The coastal ridge has virtually lost its function, is in a catastrophic state, and requires 

immediate interference, reconstruction and repair. 

  



 

Fig. 3. The fragmented foredune loses its protective role. Southwest border of the National Park, 

14/11/2020 

 

 

Fig. 4. Wind gate, a through hollow which forms when an unequipped exit to the sea is washed out by 

storms. 10/11/2020 
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Fig. 5. Satellite images of the section 54°97'08"N 20°50'54"E – 54°97'22"N 20°50'88"E, 0.28 km, where 

in 2018 the foredune was completely washed away: a – 2016; b – 2020 

 

 



 

Fig. 6. The condition of the foredune at 54°97'08"N 20°50'54"E - 54°97'22"N 20°50'88"E. Southwest 

border of the National Park 26/02/2020 
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Fig.7. Satellite image of the coast on the northeastern border of Lesnoye settlement: a – 2014, b – 2019 

 

 

 

 



 

Fig.8. The condition of the foredune on the northeastern border of Lesnoye settlement: the sea slope is 

washed away. 11/11/2020 

  



Fig. 9. The condition of the foredune at 55°01'76"N 20°61'30"E – 55°02'07"N 20°61'77"E. The foredune 

is washed away, the beach borders by the bedrock coast. 12/10/2018 

Fig. 10. The condition of the foredune at 55°01'76"N 20°61'30"E – 55°02'07"N 20°61'77"E. Sea waves 

are eroding the bedrock coast. 13/10/2018 

 

 



 

 

Fig. 11. Satellite image of the section 55°03'70"N 20°64'58"E – 55°04'04"N 20°65'03"E (off the National 

Park Museum). 24/10/2019 

 

 

Fig. 12. The condition of the foredune at 55°03'70"N 20°64'58"E – 55°04'04"N 20°65'03"E, backside 

view. 22/04/2019 



 

 

Fig. 13. The condition of the foredune at 55°03'70"N 20°64'58"E – 55°04'04"N 20°65'03"E, seaside view. 

10/11/2020 

 

Fig. 14. The foredune is drifting into the forest at 55°03'70"N 20°64'58"E – 55°04'04"N 20°65'03"E. 

22/04/2019  



5. Section No.2 (from the ZI Biostation to Morskoe settlement, 55°09'26"N 

20°72'91"E – 55°23'80"N 20°90'79"E, 19.5 km long) is heterogeneous. The most 

critical deformations of the foredune are adjacent to the beach access points off the 

Biostation, Rybachy and Morskoe settlements, Khvoynoe holiday house, tourist routes 

Müller's Height (the rear slope of the foredune has been destroyed, wind gates on the 

sea side, 55°13'44"N 20°77'63"E – 55°15'94"N 20°80'87"E; 3.66 km long; Fig.15-17), 

Dancing Forest (deeply deformed foredune drifting into the forest, 55°18'53"N 

20°84'46"E – 55°19'78"N 20°86'00"E; 1.85 km long; Fig. 18-20) and Epha’s Height 

(fragmented foredune with the washed-out sea slope, 55°21'34"N 20°87'80"E – 

55°22'32"N 20°88'95"E; 1.4 km long; Fig. 21-22), public transport stops and parking 

lots. Deformations are of anthropogenic origin and are associated with the chronic 

violation of the National Park regime by its visitors. The foredune is covered with a 

network of pathways that gradually turn into wind gates, blown out by the wind and 

washed away by the sea. On the sea slope of the coastal ridge, anthropogenic impact is 

being aggravated by climatic phenomena. In between the affected areas, there are the 

ones in a satisfactory condition, but on average, the state of the protective coastal ridge 

throughout the section is unsatisfactory. 

  



a 

 

b 

 

Fig. 15. Satellite image of the section 55°15'36"N 20°80'17"E – 55°15'94"N 20°80'97"E, progressing 

destruction: а – 2016, в – 2020 

 

  



 

Fig. 16. The condition of the foredune at 55°13'44"N 20°77'63"E - 55°15'94"N 20°80'87"E (Müller's 

Height tourist route). 15/11/2020. 

 

 

Fig. 17. The condition of the foredune at 55°13'44"N 20°77'63"E - 55°15'94"N 20°80'87"E (Khvoynoe 

holiday house). 15/11/2020 

 

  



 

Fig. 18. Satellite image of the section 55°18'53"N 20°84'46"E – 55°19'78"N 20°86'00"E (between the 

Dancing Forest route and the Efa’s Height route. 2020 

 

 

Fig. 19. The condition of the foredune at 55°18'53"N 20°84'46"E – 55°19'78"N 20°86'00"E (Dancing 

Forest tourist route). 15/11/2020. 



 

 

Fig. 20. The condition of the foredune at 55°18'53"N 20°84'46"E – 55°19'78"N 20°86'00"E (The Dancing 

Forest tourist route). 15/11/2020. 

 

  



 

Fig. 21. The condition of the foredune at 55°21'34"N 20°87'80"E – 55°22'32"N 20°88'95"E. The sea exit 

off the Epha’s Height tourist route, 19/02/2019. 

 

 

Fig. 22. The condition of the foredune at 55°21'34"N 20°87'80"E – 55°22'32"N 20°88'95"E. The sea exit 

off the Epha’s Height tourist route, 13/11/2020. 

  



 

6. Section No. 3 (from Morskoe to Russian–Lithuanian border, 55°23'80"N 20°90'79"E – 

55°27'98"N 20°95'36"E, 5.9 km long) is in a satisfactory condition and least affected by 

destruction: it is protected by a consistently wide beach, the absence of recreational load 

and the proximity of the state border (Fig.23). 

 

             Fig.23. The condition of the foredune at 55°23'80"N 20°90'79"E – 55°27'98"N 20°95'36"E. 18/11/2020   



7. In our opinion, the reasons for the increased destruction of the foredune are the 

uncontrolled recreational load and the irresponsible policy the Kurshskaya Kosa 

National Park administration follows with regard to the protection of the man-made 

coastal dune ridge (i.e. inadequate measures for preservation, restoration, reconstruction 

and repair). 

 

8. Neither the scope of work carried out by the Kurshskaya Kosa National Park to restore, 

repair and protect the foredune can be considered sufficient, nor are the technologies 

used adequate to the destruction and corresponding to the universal value of the site. 

For example, on the 0.28 km stretch (from the southwestern border of the National Park, 

54°97'08"N 20°50'54"E – 54°97'22"N 20°50'88"E), where the foredune was completely 

washed away by storms in 2018, repair works were carried out on the section of no more 

than 120 m and as soon as in the summer 2020 (Fig.24). In most of the critically 

destroyed areas, there is no sign of repair and restoration work at all. 

 

 

Fig. 24. Traditional method of the foredune restoration at 54°97'08"N 20°50'54"E – 54°97'22"N 

20°50'88"E. Southwest border of the National Park, 20/11/2020 

 



9. In the last 10 years, the traditional technologies of the foredune restoration and repair, 

which represent the non-material heritage, have gradually been abandoned on the 

Russian part of the Spit (Fig.25). Disrupted surfaces are chaotically filled up with 

brushwood, poles and logs (Fig.26-27). Carelessly laid brushwood does not contribute 

to the sand accumulation, and these materials are washed off the sea slope by storm 

waves (Fig.28). In fact, the only section of the foredune on which traditional brushwood 

hedges were built in 2020 is the one mentioned in paragraph 8.  

 

Fig. 25. Some ‘brand new’ methods of the foredune repair at 55°03'70"N 20°64'58"E – 55°04'04"N 

20°65'03"E. The sea exit off the National Park Museum, 10/11/2020 

 

Fig. 26. Repairing the foredune with brushwood and poles. Surroundings of the Khvoynoe holiday 

house, 15/11/2020  

 



 
 

Fig. 27. Repairing the foredune with brushwood and poles. 10/11/2020 

 

 

Fig. 28. Logs and brushwood washed off the foredune, on the beach by the southwestern border of the 

National Park. 14/11/2020 

 

 

10. On the Lithuanian part of the Curonian Spit, the foredune is regularly repaired, so there 

is no such catastrophic destruction here. The Curonian Spit National Park uses the 

technology of leveling disturbed foredune slopes and laying brushwood in a special way 

(Fig. 29-30). 



 

Fig. 29. Repairing the foredune with brushwood.  Northwestern tip of the Curonian Spit, 

Smiltyne village surroundings, Lithuania. 15/10/2019 

Fig. 30. Repairing the foredune with brushwood.  Northwestern tip of the Curonian 

Spit, Smiltyne village surroundings, Lithuania. 15/10/2019  



11. The Curonian Spit is experiencing a colossal, unrestrained recreational pressure that 

exceeds its recreational capacity and the limits for natural changes of its components 

and the entire landscape as a whole [3]. Over the past 8 years, the number of people 

visiting the Kurshskaja KosaNational Park has almost tripled: from 230,000 to 600,000 

annually [4]. Of this number, only 20,000 (over the 3 summer months of 2020) visited 

the National Park in organized groups [5]. Most of the visitors are unorganized tourists 

arriving by their cars: in summer, kilometers-long queues of cars accumulate by the 

National Park entrance (Fig. 31).  

 

Fig.31. A queue of vehicles at the Kurshskaya Kosa National Park entrance 

 

12. Unorganized visitors are not involved in environmental education, do not receive 

sufficient information about the universal value of the World Heritage Site and are 

usually only interested in beach vacation. When visiting tourist routes, unorganized 

tourists massively violate the Kurshskaja Kosa National Park regime: they tread paths 

through the foredune on their way to the beach and sunbathe on the foredune crest (Fig. 

32-33). This is evident from vast destroyed areas of the foredune adjacent to the 

settlements and tourist routes. Even the beach access points equipped with special decks 

offers no explanation on why the foredune should be crossed only in specially equipped 

places. The existing information boards provide information on what activities are 



prohibited (Fig. 34). Often no rules for crossing the foredune are indicated at all (for 

example, at the beach access points on the southwestern border of the National Park, off 

the Royal Forest tourist route parking lot, in Lesnoe settlement, off the National Park 

Museum parking lot, in Rybachy settlement). 

Fig. 32. Visitors crossing the foredune out of an equipped exit to the beach. Surroundings of Rybachy 

settlement, 15/11/2020 

 

 

 

Fig. 33. Visitors settled down to rest on the ridge of the foredune. Access to the sea from the Efa’s Height 

route. 21.04.2019 



 
Fig. 34. Information for visitors provides only prohibitions giving no hint about the Universal Value of 

the World Heritage Site. An information board at the sea exit by the Swan Lake tourist route, 18/11/2020 

 

13. The only measure taken by the National Park to set quotas of visitors and reduce the 

pressure on the natural complexes of the World Heritage Site is to regularly increase the 

entrance fee. From January 1, 2021, the entry fee for a vehicle will be doubled [6]. This 

is an inadequate measure: according to tour operators, the entry fee increase helps to 

reduce the flow of organized tourists without affecting the number of unorganized 

visitors [7]. 

 

14. The scale of the foredune destruction is exacerbated by climate change, and these 

changes cannot be ignored in the management of the World Heritage Site. In the 

Southeast Baltic, to which the Kaliningrad region belongs, the storm intensification is 

recorded as a local effect of global climate change [8]. 

 

15. Climatologists believe that the scenario of complete erosion of the Curonian Spit is 

likely with an increase in the level of the World Ocean to 0.5 m, as a result of which 

‘islands will appear on the site of the Curonian Spit’ [9]. 

 



16. Over the past 10 years, the north and northwest wind frequency has increased in the 

Southeast Baltic. These winds have the most potential energy: the wave acceleration 

length caused by the north wind is 1000 km, and 300 km for those created with the west 

one. The shores of the Curonian Spit, which stretches from southwest to northeast, are 

open to winds from west to north angle and, accordingly, to waves from these directions, 

therefore, the greatest destruction after storms is observed there [10]. 

 

17. In January 2012, a storm hit the Kaliningrad coast, causing 80 million rubles damage to 

the Curonian Spit coast and the Sambia Peninsula coasts [11]. Climatologists have 

analyzed causes of the storm and indicated the likelihood of its recurrence [12]; however 

the Kurshskaya Kosa National Park administration does not seem to have drawn any 

conclusions from this. The situation recurred several times: the storms of 2013, 2015, 

2017, 2018 and 2019 caused severe unalterable destruction of the foredune [10, 13, 14, 

15].  

 

18.  The existing policy implemented by the National Park in relation to the avandune and 

the lack of appropriate control by the Ministry of Natural Resources of the Russian 

Federation may threaten to disrupt the universal value of the Curonian Spit as a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site and lose its elements, the integrity of the foredune and 

the authentic methods of its restoration and repair. 

 

 

 

Given the above, we request the UNESCO World Heritage Committee to 

* admit 

– management of the Russian part of the Curonian Spit World Heritage Site to be unsatisfactory, 

and management and protection activities being not sufficient to ensure the property’s 

Outstanding Universal Value, including the conditions of integrity and authenticity at the time 

of inscription in the List, are sustained or enhanced over time (as required by the Operational 

Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention, p. 96). 

 

 

 



*acknowledge 

– the Russian State Party, responsible for management and protection of the UNESCO World 

Heritage Site, do not fully fulfill their responsibilities and ignore dangerous trends that can lead 

to disruption of the Universal Value of the World Heritage Site. 

*take into consideration that 

– according to the description of the Curonian Spit as the World Heritage Site No.994, the 

human-made protective coastal dune ridge (the foredune), formed in the 19th century, as well 

as unique methods of protective coastal dune ridge management are material and non-material 

elements which shape its cultural landscape, and, thereafter, they are conditions for authenticity 

and integrity to determine the Outstanding Universal Value of the site; 

– failure to maintain integrity of the foredune and the loss of traditional methods of its 

restoration lead to disruption and possible loss of the Outstanding Universal Value of the site; 

– the rate of the foredune integrity destruction is increasing on the entire sea coast of the Russian 

part of the Curonian Spit, especially in the last decade, suggesting a dangerous tendency for the 

degradation of the human-made protective coastal dune ridge; 

– based on the state of the foredune, the Russian part of the Curonian Spit sea coast, 48 km 

long, is divided into 3 sections: section No.1, critical condition, from the southwest border of 

the National Park to the ZI Biological Station, 22.6 km long (47.1% of the total coast length), 

section No.2, unsatisfactory condition, from the ZI Biological Station to Morskoe settlement, 

19.5 km long (40.6%); and section No.3, satisfactory condition, 5.9 km long (12.3%); 

– 47, 1%, or almost a half of the Russian part of the Curonian Spit is in critical condition. 

*agree that 

– the reasons for ongoing destruction of the foredune on the Russian part of the Curonian Spit 

are uncontrolled recreational pressure as well as inadequate and insufficient measures to 

preserve, restore, reconstruct and repair the human-made coastal dune ridge, aggravated by 

climate change; 

– the Russian State Party undertakes insufficient measures to restrict, control and regulate the 

flow of visitors to the World Heritage Site; 



–  the Russian State Party undertakes extremely insufficient measures to preserve the human-

made coastal dune ridge; 

– the Russian State Party ignores the destructive impact of local phenomena of global climate 

change, such as more frequent and intensified storms, to the World Heritage Site. 

*oblige 

– the Russian State Party to urgently develop a Climate Change Adaptation Strategy for the 

Curonian Spit World Heritage Site; 

– to base the Strategy on local phenomena of global climate change in Kaliningrad region, 

which have been analyzed by Kaliningrad climatologists in detail and have critical impact on 

the Curonian Spit World Heritage Site; 

– the Russian State Party to organize a complete monitoring of the state of the Curonian Spit 

natural complexes, including recreational and climate impacts on them, the results of which 

should provide the basis for the Strategy; 

– in order to implement the Strategy, to develop a Climate Adaptation Program for the World 

Heritage Site, which should contain scientifically grounded, practically adequate and 

financially secured measures to reduce the recreational pressure, regulate the flow of visitors 

and restore the foredune, the human-made coastal dune ridge; 

– the Russian State Party, due to the urgent risk of universal value disruption, to instantly carry 

out an assessment of the condition of the foredune, to identify, on the basis of the assessment, 

the most dangerous and critical areas, to develop urgent restoration measures, and to proceed 

with restoration activities in the next season (during the winter storms restoration and repair 

activities are not economically feasible); 

– the Russian State Party  to study the historical experience of the creation, restoration and 

repair of the foredune, to get acquainted with the methods of restoration and repair of the 

foredune being carried out on the Lithuanian part of the World Heritage Site, to analyze its own 

unsatisfactory practice over the last decade, which have not prevented destruction of a 

significant part of the foredune, and to develop, based on the analysis and the monitoring carried 

out, a realistic Foredune Restoration and Conservation Program, in accordance with its purpose 

and value; 



– the Russian State Party to develop a system of measures to restrict, control and regulate the 

flow of visitors to the World Heritage Site (incl. to submit to the Kaliningrad Regional Duma a 

proposal to increase the fees for violations of the National Park regime; to restrict car access in 

summer season, depending on the number of parking stalls available; to improve control over 

visitors in recreational areas by involving volunteers; to raise awareness of visitors about the 

code of conduct; to educate, via environmental education activities, about the Universal 

Outstanding Value of the World Heritage Site; to set the tourist route infrastructure in 

accordance with the task of regulating visitor flows and reducing recreational digression of the 

Curonian Spit natural complexes). 

*recommend: 

- to involve the Kaliningrad climatologists of the Shirshov Oceanology Institute Atlantic 

Branch, who have developed the Kaliningrad Region Climate Change Adaptation Concept, to 

the development of the Climate Change Adaptation Strategy for the Curonian Spit World 

Heritage Site; 

 - to take into account the state of the Curonian Spit seacoast as well as climate change effects 

to it in the Target Program for Protection of the Baltic Sea, the Vistula Lagoon and the Curonian 

Bay Coasts in Kaliningrad Region for 2021-2030; 

- to organize and conduct an international scientific and practice-oriented conference on coastal 

protection in the face of global climate change in 2021-2022 in the Kurshskaya Kosa National 

Park; 

 - to attract funds from international financial instruments, such as the Lithuania-Russia Cross-

Border Cooperation Program and others, in order to ensure financial support for the World 

Heritage Site conservation. 
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