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Atanasovsko Lake Natura 2000 Zone
“The Salt of Life” project is being implemented in Atanasovsko Lake Natura 2000
zone (SPA/SCI BG0000270), which is declared pursuant to the provisions of the
Birds Directive and the Habitats Directive. Being one of the pivotal biodiversity
hot-spots in the Black Sea Biogeographical region, the Lake is part of the Burgas
Wetland Complex and the activities in it affect the other protected areas.

The threats
The beautiful and colourful
Atanasovsko Lake, as we
know it now, is by large
a result of the symbiosis
between Man and Nature - the
significant modification for the
purposes of salt production,
made the site so rich and
significant for the European
nature. Nowadays, when the
coast is severely affected by
urbanization, the lagoon is of
strategic importance for the
conservation of the biological
diversity along the Black Sea coastline. The Lake is a complex and dynamic system,
perpetually varying in time and space. It consists of two separate water bodies with
no connection between them and over 170 pools. The quality of its water depends
on the quality of surface, sea and groundwater that feed it and is influenced by their
circulation.
The floods in 2006 and especially that in 2010 destroyed more than 30 km of dykes
and barriers - important nesting and roosting sites for endangered bird species and
destroyed the basic infrastructure to control the levels of sea and rainwater in the
Lake. To solve these problems, the partners conceived the six-year project “The Salt
of Life” - aimed at achieving a favourable conservation status of the priority Coastal
lagoons habitat and its associated protected species.

The Coastal lagoons
“Lagoons are expanses of shallow coastal salt water, of varying salinity and water volume, wholly or partially separated from the sea by sand
banks or shingle, or less frequently, by rocks.” According to the Habitat Directive the Coastal lagoons habitat (1150*) is of priority for conservation
and the Atanasovsko Lake Natura 2000 zone is the most significant site in Bulgaria and the second most important for its protection within the Black
Sea Biogeographical Region after the Danube Delta. The conservation status of the lagoons in Europe, including also the lagoon Atanasovsko Lake is
“unfavourable-bad” with the changes in water-body condition and pollution of the surface being the main hazards faced by this habitat type.

THE CONSERVATION PROBLEM:
1150* coastal lagoon - unfavourable conservation status
Losses
suffered
by the flood
in 2010
in terms of:

Biodiversity

Salt production

Threatened bird species listed in Annex I in the Bird Directive,
suffered severe loss of valuable roosting, breeding and resting
habitats
Destroyed salt production infrastructure:
• Dykes and barriers;
• Bypass channel and Protective dyke

The Goals of the Project:
• To establish a functional, efficient and sustainable
infrastructure for water management and control of the
coastal lagoon in Atanasovsko lake. To provide long-term
improvements to habitat conditions and enable adaptation
to the effects of climate change including changing rainfall
patterns and rises in sea-level.
• To reduce the impact of direct and indirect threats to
Atanasovsko Lake lagoon and its priority bird species
by securing sustainable habitat management including
improvements to existing and creation of new breeding sites
for priority bird species.
• To monitor and evaluate the effects of the proposed habitat
restoration measures on the lagoon, other significant
habitats, and Annex 1 bird species during the project and
to feed this information into future site management plans.
• To improve the visitor experience at the site and to
disseminate the project results to a wide European audience
of site managers, ecologists and the general public.
• To enhance public understanding of the ecological,
economic and social values of the coastal lagoons and raise
support for the conservation of priority coastal habitats and
bird species.
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What we have achieved for 6 years?
The optimal maintenance of the favourable state of Atanasovsko Lake is accomplished
through restoring and repairing the system of dykes and barriers and management of the
water levels and salinity in the basins. This ensures the water circulation in the basins,
which is vital for the adequate conditions of the lagoon. Each basin represents a unique
aquatic micro-world, which “resurrects” several times each year.
“The Salt of Life” project aims to reduce the effects of floods and to improve the ecological
processes in the Lake. To achieve this we have cleaned 23 km of the Bypass channel
that surrounds the Lake and prevents freshwater influx that changes the ecosystem. The
channel is also the main “artery” of the lagoon, providing its connection to the sea. It
collects the water of all rivers that flow into Atanasovsko Lake and thereby discharge them
to the sea. We have repaired 20.5 km of demolished dykes and barriers that has provided
more effective water management in Atanasovsko Lake and has led to improved condition
of 1150* habitat type and enhanced efficiency of the salt production.
• The whole area of Costal lagoons habitat (1.459 ha) has been secured against floods
and nutrients loaded water inflow from the rivers Azmak, Kurbardere and Dermerdere.
• First ever complete cleaning of the Bypass channel since its excavation at the
beginning of the 20th century has been implemented in the framework of “The Salt of
Life” project with the project purchased dragline excavator. Today the channel securely
brings all the freshwater inflow to the sea, resulting in maintenance of almost constant
water level inside the lake even at the heaviest possible rainfalls.
• The protective dyke with a length of 23 km has been restored and fixed, as well the
dyke road allowing quick access to every dyke point in cases of natural disasters and
other accidents.
• Preferred and potential nesting and resting sites of target bird species are restored by
repairing 12 km dykes and 6km barriers.
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• An innovative technology for restoration of wooden barriers by small dykes has
been introduced by Black Sea Salinas Ltd. due to the higher efficiency and smaller
fragmentation effects on 1150* habitat - opinion expressed by colleagues from a
Slovenian project in Secovllje Salina Nature Park. A total of 2.5 km of old wooden barrier
were replaced by small dykes that combine the characteristics of traditional wooden
dykes and earth barriers, but do not require a solid foundation, timber and heavy hand
work. Thanks to this, they are built much faster, cheaper and in fully mechanized mode;
moreover, because of their sloping shores they are safer for the birds, whose chicks
leave the nests immediately after hatching.
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We have built five artificial islands for nesting and resting of key bird species in
Atanasovsko Lake – new safe areas, protected from floods and predators.
• New suitable places have been created through construction of four wooden platforms
and one earthen island with an overall area of 304 m2. Additionally, 172 m2 of previously
built artificial islands have been maintained on regular basis.
• A protection system against terrestrial predators (pilot project for Bulgaria) has been
tested over an area of 2.5 ha (3,1 km) of dykes.
• More than 350 volunteers have been engaged in the construction and maintenance of
artificial islands with total area of 476 m2 and thus we provided favourable conditions
for the Common tern. It has increased its numbers by 10 times since the start of
the project, turning Atanasovsko Lake into the most important site for this species in
Bulgaria. The Gull-billed tern returned as a nesting bird to Bulgaria after 18 years of
absence. All key bird species show a positive trend in their nesting behaviour.
• The biggest Bulgarian artificial platform (144 m2) for nesting and roosting of the
Dalmatian pelicans has been built in the Lake. More than 100 Dalmatian and White
pelicans have already visited the platform for roosting and spending night in 2017
and 2018;
• The construction works and the placement of two artificial real-size breeding birds has
been enabled by the co-financing provided by the LUSH Fresh Handmade Cosmetics
company, which subsequently started buying salt from the Lake for its products.

Species

Indicative
number

Number in
the beginning of the
project

Pratincole
10
4
(Glareola pratincola)
Avocet
300
124
(Recurvirostra avosetta)
Kentish Plover
30
14
(Charadrius alexandrinus)
Black Winged Stilt
40
18
(Himantopus himantopus)
Little Tern
15
10
(Sternula albifrons)
Sandwich Tern
100
0
(Thalasseus sandvicensis)
Maximum number of key species during the project

Max number
during the
project

50
602
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Code

Habitat

1150* Coastal lagoons
1310

Salicornia and other annuals colonizing mud
and sand

1340* Inland salt meadows
33

1410

Mediterranean salt meadows
(Juncetalia maritimi)

Area in SCI
-2013 (ha)

% of the
total SCI
area
(2013)

Area in SCI
-2018 (ha)

% of the
total SCI
area
(2018)

1458,82

20,23

1458,82

20,23

108,15

1,50

121,47

1,68

-

240,00

3,33

1,0815

0,015

11,06

0,15

54,08

0,75

250,87

3,48

86

1530* Pannonic salt steppes and salt marshes

75

Total habitat area from Appendix 1/HD in SCI

1653,94

22,94

2856,08

39,61

Total priority habitat area from Appendix 1/HD in SCI

1539,34

21,35

1960,29

27,19

109

Area of the habitats in the Atanasovsko Lake Natura 2000 zone enhanced by the project

Thanks to the work on the project and the involvement of highly qualified experts,
we now know the Lake better and understand the complex processes that take
place in it:
• We have developed the first comprehensive monitoring scheme for Atanasovsko
Lake, where we collect valuable information on the status of the water and
the aquatic inhabitants. This allows defining up and implementing important
measures to maintain the Favourable Conservation Status of the endangered
Coastal Lagoons habitat and its associated habitats and species.
• We rediscovered the plant species Ruppia maritima considered extinct from
the Lake.
• We have discovered a new habitat - Inland Salt Meadows, which has not been
established in the Black Sea Region of Europe so far. We have fully mapped the
rare habitat of Mediterranean salt meadows and now Atanasovsko Lake is the
second most important area in Bulgaria for the preservation of these important
habitats.
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• In 2015 we have tested the drone technology to monitor the impact of threats in
Atanasovsko Lake. This was the first attempt to engage the drone technologies
in protected territory monitoring in Bulgaria.
• Photo traps were also tested to identify the species, number and behaviour of
terrestrial predators, but the method needs further development and adjusting
to the specific conditions of Atanasovsko Lake.
• We have been actively involved in the development and adoption of important
conservation documents - the Management Plan of Atanasovsko Lake Managed
Reserve, the Natura 2000 Zone Declaration order, the River Basin Management
and Flood Risk Management Plans, and the Action Plans for the Conservation
of Important Species. Members of the team participated in the composition of
the National Biodiversity Council at the MoEW, the Basin Council at the Basin
Directorate “Black Sea Region”, the Hunting Council at the Regional Directorate
of Forests - Burgas and others.
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• We have created and tested a pilot program for wetland management oriented
to ecology students and high school students. This is an important step in
integrating such a discipline into the training of young professionals and
creating trained and motivated professionals in nature conservation.
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How we communicated our work?
Atanasovsko Lake – a tale for lake, salt, birds and people
Six years ago the Lake was mainly known to the local people in the city of Burgas with the lye and mud pools and the group of birdwatchers.
Today the Lake is an attractive place for sports and recreation, for the arts and inspiration, for festivals and holidays and is well known to
the public not only in the region but also throughout the country.
Our project actions impact has reached a wide range of people who are now informed about the wealth of the area and the benefits of the
Natura 2000 protected zones. We have built understanding and respect for the processes taking place in the Lake, its biodiversity, as well
as the Bulgarian sea salt and the fascination of the salt extraction process. What is more, we have built an emotional connection between
the people and the Lake.

Atanas the Avocet is telling a story
The change begins with the children and their attitude towards nature. That’s why
we’ve created an innovative educational program for Atanasovsko Lake, which takes
place outdoors, on the Lake shores and helps kids to learn about the processes
that occurs here, to watch birds and to play, learning about the fundamental laws of
Nature.
Since its inauguration in 2015 till now the Avocet Trail has been visited by more
than 100 organized groups from across the country. They have met the main character
of the trail – Atanas the Avocet and have learnt more about his family. It is accessible
and attended by people with disabilities, residents of surrounding neighbourhoods
and many young people. Attractive birdwatching kiosks “The Nest” (woven from
wicker and hazel) and “The Egg” (taken from old salt workers boards) allow for close
rendezvous with birds.
The Salt Trail has undergone several transformations over the years, and today it is situated along the seaside and is a favourite
spot for Burgas cyclists and medical lay/mud lovers. The visitors have learned curious facts about the Lake and its resources, via the
asphalt illustrations, the visit of “symBiotic” space and the lye and mud pools.

The exhibition “symBiotic” and the new space of Atanasovsko Lake
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The travelling exhibition “symBiotic” was created by four young Burgas artists and for the first time a Lake was presented to the public
through its shapes, matter and colour and engaging all the senses - you can see its beauty, hear the birds, play with sand, try the salt,
learn, have fun ...
Because of the great interest in the exhibition, which continued after its tour in 2017 together with our partner Black Sea Salinas Ltd. we
have designed a special space in a former salt workers house where the exhibition found its permanent home.
The “symBiotic - Space of Atanasovsko Lake” is not exactly a museum or an information centre, but an interesting mixture between the
two, which brings together the exciting story of the salt production and the most interesting information about the Lake. We have created
the "corner of the salt" with the most used salt-workers tools in the Salinas, inaugurated the first Marine Library, and for the curious visitors
we organized a digital archive, which offers old documents from the salt works and maps of the Black Sea.
The Space has quickly become a tourist attraction and a place for education attended by schools and kindergartens, as well as a new point
for cultural events.

Salt Festival on the shores of Atanasovsko Lake
During the last six years we have organized the most salty festival in Bulgaria - a meeting point for
artists, free and creative people, for those who see their own contribution to the future of the planet in the
preservation of nature and its symbioses with man, as well as in the preservation of culture and traditions.
The Salt Festival allowed visitors to physically touch the Lake and get involved in the harvest of the white
gold, as well as to understand what salt is used for, why lye and mud are so healthy. Engaging in fun activities
the participants gained new knowledge, while young and unconventional artists presented their imposing art
projects, performances and exhibitions. Planned as a biennial, due to the audience’s great interest and special
atmosphere, the Salt Festival was held every year in August. Yet each year it had different motto: Everything
about the Salt, Salt and Birds, Migrations, Symbiosis, Inspired by the Lake, The Salt of Life. It is already part of
the cultural calendar of the municipality of Burgas and has attracted over 15,000 people for its six editions, but
more important it happened with the enthusiasm and the free participation of many friends of Atanasovsko Lake.
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Plain airs and exhibitions
The Lake has always attracted photographers with its birds and its landscapes, but within the framework of the
project it became a “model” by special plain-airs. For few years, the Lake became an emblematic shooting spot,
and more than 80 photographers have taken their incredible photos here and made it more familiar and appealing
to the public. We organized:
• Plain air with Burgas photographers in 2014 and as a result photo-gallery was published
on www.dnevnik.bg with 22 000 views;
• A National Photo plain air on Wildlife and aerial photography in 2015 resulting in the exhibition “Birds,
People and Salt of Burgas” at the Troykata Square;
• National Photo plain air for Landscape Photography in 2016 resulting in the exhibition “Feathers and Lakes”
in Sofia;
• The impressive “Migration” exhibition, devoted to migrating people and animals which was hosted by dozens
of schools in the area;
• Land art on the Avocet Trail in 2018;
• The Reportage exhibition “The Salt of Life” (2012-2018).
We have installed high resolution camera and now the friends of the Lake are able at any time and everywhere to
become familiar with its amazing landscapes and life.

Recognition of our work
• „The Salt of Life“ project - finalist for the EC’s Natura 2000 Award
In 2018 we were competing for the prestigious European Award
Natura 2000 in Communication category. From all 75 nominations
received 25 finalists were selected, among which the respected
jury selected the winners in each of the five categories. Because of
the high public interest to our web section “Inspired by the Lake”,
the project was invited to “inspire” the guests of the official Awards
ceremony in Brussels. The DUNE dancers went on the stage with
their “Lake” dance on the background of an inspiring clip dedicated
to Atanasovsko Lake.
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• With the “symBiotic” Space in 2018 we won the Award of America for Bulgaria Foundation #ATTHEMUSEUM in the
Partnership category.
• The public board of Telus International has awarded our small project “Hope islands”, related to passive protection of nesting
birds from predators in Atanasovsko Lake and the inclusion of volunteers in conservation actions.
• Our project “A Lagoon in the Eye of a Bird – eco drone” won the Motto-Pfohe Donation Award for the Protection of Natural
and Cultural Heritage, which allowed us to test for the first time drone technology for monitoring and communication in a
protected area.
• We were invited to participate in the first issue of the TV show “Food Hunters” on national bTV, presenting gourmet salt from
Atanasovsko Lake.
• The students from the “Captain Planet” eco club at the “Alexander Georgiev-Kodjakafaliyata” Primary School won the first
prize at the Srebarna International Environmental Forum 2018 with their project “My Atanasovsko Lake”. With our help, they
created an audio guide with five themes in Bulgarian and English, which can be heard by citizens and guests of Burgas after
scanning QR codes distributed at the most popular public places around the city.

• To make Burgas the city of Lakes and Birds helped even the bus stops, which for
more than two years were decorated with birds images and impressive views of the
lakes, thanks to the efforts of LIFE+ projects “Life for the Bourgas Lakes” and “The
Salt of Life” and the assistance of the Pierro 97 Media agency.
• The half-marathon “Atanasovsko Lake”, which has been held for three years
at Atanasovden (January 18) was included in the sport calendar of Burgas
Municipality.
• “The Water Circle” short animation dedicated to Atanasovsko Lake took second
prize at the sixth International Short Film Competition GREEN-GO 2016.
• Salt, produced by traditional technology in the unique ecosystem of Atanasovsko
Lake, became a real hit at the exhibition of agricultural and traditional products and
crafts Terra Madre - Balkani 2016 in Tirana, Albania.
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• Special publication of the European commission and LIFE programme for the
coastal habitats (LIFE and Coastal habitats) was produced in 2017. The Black
Sea coastal lagoons were a special focus in the publication, as well as the LIFE
projects, implemented in Burgas area (“Life for Bourgas Lakes” and “The Salt of
Life”).
• Thanks to the “Art and Birds” project of the Burgas Artists’ Association, in the
courtyard of the Flora exposition centre, they landed a Common tern, Avocet and
Black-winged stilt made of various materials - stone, metal and scrub. Burgas
sculptures recreated on their own way some of the most typical inhabitants of
Atanasovsko Lake.

Networking with other similar projects
The exchange of experience between projects funded by the LIFE + program of
the European Union is an important activity that promotes the dissemination of
good ideas across Europe and serves to improve the work of ongoing projects or to
enhance the capacity of the implementing organizations.
The project team got acquainted with the work of two French Salinas (industrial and
traditional), with Greek and Spanish wetlands, as well as with the Slovenian Salinas
and Nature Park. On the shore of the lake, we welcomed projects from France and
Poland, agricultural experts from Birdlife International Europe, representatives of
the Turkish Ministry of Environment, representatives of Albanian institutions and
non-governmental organizations and many Erasmus participants. A number of
Bulgarian LIFE + projects also visited the lake and drew ideas from our successful
work, as well as we from their achievements.
A particularly successful form of exchange of experience are the annual meetings
of all Bulgarian projects funded by the LIFE program, hosted each year by a
different organization.

Networking with the following projects

Country

Life MANSALT (LIFE09 NAT/SI/000376), SIMARINE-NATURA (LIFE10 NAT/SI/000141),
Life Kosec (Crex crex, LIFE03NAT/SLO/000077) Meeting BirdLife Slovenia – DOPPS

Slovenia

LIFE12 ENV/ES/000685 ALBUFERA Meeting BirdLife Spain - SEO Valencia office

Spain

LIFE Prespa Waterbirds - LIFE15 NAT/GR/000936
The Life JunEx project LIFE12 NAT/GR/000539
LIFE10 NAT/GR/000638, LIFE09 NAT/GR/000343
Meeting Society for the protection of Prespa

Greece

LIFE10 NAT/IT/000256, LIFE12 NAT/FR/000538 Meeting representatieves of Parc de
Camargue, Salin d’Aigues Mortes, Salin de Gruissan and Tour du Valat

France

Team of LIFE15 NAT / PL / 000728 visited the project and the lake

Poland

BSPB experts took a part in the meeting of the International Wader Study Group and
presented a poster for the conservation methods in Atanasovsko Lake
LIFE Nature Projects visited the area of the project

Czech
Republic
Bulgaria

© Diana Pavlova

Socio-economic impact
of the project
• We worked actively to improve the quality of life of the citizens of Burgas by
contributing to the inclusion of Atanasovsko Lake as the main element of the
urban environment of the city.
• We have provided over 2 million € of direct investments to restore the lagoon
and improve the tourist and visitor infrastructure of Atanasovsko Lake - the
“green” connection of the city with the sea and the sea garden, offering
opportunities for recreation, sports, environmentally friendly tourism and
environmental education.
• The Avocet Trail, the Salt Trail, the “symBiotic” Space, the Salt Festival
diversified the tourist product of Burgas Municipality. The interactive map
of the Lake and the small guide which were developed has promoted some
unfamiliar parts of its life for the inhabitants and visitors of the city - the
lagoon, salt-making, the birds ...
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• Every year the number of people who benefit from the free SPA treatments with
healing mud and lye from the Lake is growing. If in August 2013 they were 2
383 per day, they are now 4 727 in 2018. In total, over 400 000 visitors to the
Salt Trail and the lye and mud pools receive non-financial benefits.
• The cultural values of the Lake are enhanced and utilized through the annual Salt
Festival, birthday celebration events, exhibitions, Atanasovden’s celebration,
art plain-airs, film shooting, videos, photography, etc. The Atanasovsko Lake
inspires many artists who present themselves through different spheres of art.
• We investigated and analysed the possibilities for support of the traditional
salt production in the Atanasovsko Lake through agri-environmental schemes
and other compensatory mechanisms. A major problem is the fact that the
extraction of salt from sea water through solar evaporation is not an agricultural
activity, but is categorized into the mining industry. This minimises the
possibility for salt producers to have access to measures from the Rural
Development Program, which is an obstacle to development and support of
the industry not only in Bulgaria but also in many countries in Europe.
• The cleaning of the Bypass channel, the restoration of dykes and barriers,
the implementation of the innovative small dykes within the project are direct
investments in the activity of Black Sea Salinas Ltd. and contribute not only
to the economic sustainability and development of the company - one of the
important employers in the region and to prevent and / or reduce the negative
impacts of natural disasters and extreme situations such as torrential rains and
floods on agricultural and urban areas.
• We supported the environmentally friendly business to create new products
- chocolate with sea salt from the Lake, soap with lye, Fleur de sel, etc. All
products associate the origin of the salt with the protected area.
• In addition to direct investment and job creation, places that provide goods
and services around the lake (cafeterias, car parks, souvenir shops, salt and
other lake products) generate financial revenue for local businesses from
increased visitor stream.
• We created 23 new jobs (15 in Black Sea Salinas Ltd., 5 in BBF and 3 in
BSPB);
• We invested in development of the human capital by providing a variety of
educational and qualification courses, lectures, presentations and materials.
• More than 600 volunteers have been involved in building artificial islands,
maintaining breeding habitats, monitoring of birds and biodiversity, cleaning
and maintaining the Avocet Trail, and organizing the Salt Festival and other
activities.
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The future
of Atanasovsko Lake
There are three functioning salinas in the Black Sea region in two of
all six Black Sea countries and Atanasovsko Lake is one of them. In
the past, created as an industrial saltwork, Atanasovsko Lake has not
only economic, but ecological, social, historical and cultural value.
The promotion of these values, which show the value of Atanasovsko
Lake as a protected zone, the salt extracted from it and the services
it provides are our goals in the future. It is especially important to
protect the rare and endangered habitat type Coastal lagoons and
to ensure complete recovery and sustainable maintenance of the
ecological processes in Atanasovsko Lake in support of its unique
biodiversity.
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